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ABSTRACT 

This study investigated the family as a site for literacy. The theoretical approach is 

that all literacy is situated in a social context. Eleven parents were interviewed about 

literacy use and practices both in their families of origin and in their present families. 

The parents were from India, Sri Lanka, Tonga, Britain and Aotearoa/New Zealand. 

The study explored generational differences as well as aspects of diversity among the 

families. While there were similarities in the uses of literacy across the generations, 

diversity was evident in the differences in purpose between the Pakeha families and 

the others. For the Pakeha the purpose of reading was for pleasure while the other 

parents stressed the importance of reading for moral messages and guides to 

behaviour. Parents spoke more often about reading than about writing, they recalled 

favourite books, especially those by Enid Blyton, and reported stories they told their 

own children. It is suggested that teachers might explore their own literacy 

experiences to better understand the issues of both literacy and diversity. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

A key to new views of literacy is situating reading and writing in its social 

context. (David Barton, 1994, p. 23) 

Literacy as a Social Practice 

Situated literacy is literacy associated with different social sites, situations, and 

contexts. Barton (1994, p. 34) has stated, 'We need a social view of literacy which 

situates literate activities.' Further, he defines this approach as one that 'starts from 

people' s uses of literacy, not from their formal learning of literacy. It also starts from 

everyday life and from the everyday activities which people are involved in' (p. 34). 

Situated literacy, therefore, is not primarily about the skills of reading and writing but 

about the particular ways in which people make use of these skills in sites such as the 

family, the church, at work, and in the shopping centre. It is concerned with the kind 

of books and magazines they read, where they are read, and the purposes for which 

they read them. It is about the ways in which writing is used for social purposes and 

how these uses vary according to site and situation. It is also concerned with the value 

given to literacy by groups and individuals. 

Brian Street (1984, 2003) makes the distinction between what he refers to as two 

models of literacy. His autonomous model is particularly associated with the school, 

and other educational programmes, where the emphasis is on the techniques of 

acquiring and improving literacy skills. The other, which Street calls an ideological 

model, is based on social practice. It is the way in which people use reading and 

writing in their everyday lives and the literacy practices which give identity to the 

groups and individuals who use them. For example, the way meaning is taken from 

holy books, or traditions are passed on through written texts. The ideological model is 

connected to culture and ethnicity and thus leads to the study of diversity in the uses of 

literacy among the members of any community. Situated literacy helps children to 

become literate, not by specific instruction, but by involvement in, and observation of, 

their family and community use of literacy. 
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Although this general situated approach has come to be called the 'new literacy', 

similar ideas can be found in the work of Lawrence Cremin who described different 

sites or agencies for education and how their configuration has altered over the course 

of history. Denny Taylor's pioneering work on family literacy is a further example of 

the study of a particular site where literacy is used. Her study showed how children 

learnt about the uses of literacy by virtue of living within the family. Shirley Brice 

Heath provided insights into how the uses of literacy, and young children's experience 

of it, varied across three communities in the United States. In New Zealand, Stuart 

McNaughton has studied the influence of the family as a site on the development of 

literacy in young children. 

Considerable research attention has been given to the school and its role in the 

teaching and learning of the skills of literacy but less attention has been given to the 

different kinds of literacy and its different uses in other social contexts. Every site 

where literacy is used can be studied from the view that it provides examples of 

literacy activities and events, and that it creates social demands for the use of literacy. 

Each can also be studied from an individual aspect to see what individuals gain from 

experience of that site. 

A social view of literacy helps us to see that there are many different literacy practices 

in any culture that has a written script. As Cremin (1976) argued, there is no single site 

or situation for literacy. Education, he said, takes place within all the activities that the 

members of a society engage in. Each site or situation will have a different style and 

use of literacy. For example, there is a literacy associated with the church which will 

have hymns, prayers, and orders of service, while the workplace will have literacy in 

connection with instruction manuals and time sheets. The family, as a member of a 

particular society, has access to and will use that society's literacy practices and will 

contribute its own literacy traditions and practices. The more culturally diverse a 

society, the more diverse the literacy activities within its families are likely to be. 

Defining Literacy 

Venezky (1990, p.3) provides an explanation of the origin of the term. 

Literacy derived from the Latin litteratus, which for Cicero, meant a learned 

person. In the early Middle Ages a litteratus was a person who could read Latin. 
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After the Reformation, a literate person came to mean the ability to read and 

write in one's native language. [Italics used in original] 

Barton states that (1994, p.19), 

Looking at definitions of literacy may be an impossible task: the idea that 

complex concepts are susceptible to dictionary-like definitions is probably a 

myth. Nevertheless, dictionaries codify some view of usage, and dictionary 

definitions can be a useful starting-point on the way to a broader view ofliteracy, 

or a theory of literacy. 

Despite Barton's warning, I felt it was useful to examine a sample of definitions because 

I wanted to ask the parents in this study what literacy meant to them. 

The Concise Oxford Dictionary (Fowler and Fowler, 1959, p. 696, 'Literacy: n. Ability 

to read and write.' 

The importance we give to literacy can be seen in the fact that the word has received wider 

and wider interpretations. It has been extended to include the forms of reading and writing 

associated with music, computers, television, and the workplace (Harris & Hodges, 1995). 

Street (1984) discusses these wide uses, giving as an example the literacy of the film 

industry, and warns that 'the further these usages get away from the social practices of 

reading and writing, the more evident it is that the term "literacy" is being used in a 

narrow, moral and functional sense to mean cultural competence or skills' (p.135). The 

following are some examples of contemporary definitions which can be examined to see 

whether Street is correct in that the focus is on 'cultural competence or skills'. 

The gradual broadening of the concept of literacy from the dictionary definition given 

above is illustrated by comparing an early UNESCO definition with a more recent 

one. Harris and Hodges state (1995, p.140) that, 'in 1951 it was the ability of a person 

who can with understanding both read and write a short, simple statement on his 

everyday life.' By 1978, Harris and Hodges write that the UNESCO definition had 

become much broader and was 'the ability of a person to engage in all those activities 

in which literacy is required for effective functioning in his group and community's 

development' (p. 140). 
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Literacy can be interpreted as a contribution to personal effectiveness, 

Literacy is the ability to understand and employ printed information in daily 

activities, at home, at work and in the community - to achieve one's goals, and 

to develop one's knowledge and potential (Organisation for Economic Co-

operation and Development (OECD), 1996, p. x). 

The most recent definition that I have been able to find is the following which is 

described as a working definition for literacy for the 21 st century, 

Literacy involves a complex set of abilities to understand and use the 

dominant symbol systems of a culture for personal and community 

development. The need and demand for these abilities vary in different 

societies. In technological society, the concept is expanding to include the 

media and electronic text in addition to alphabets and numbers. Individuals 

must be given life-long learning opportunities to move along a continuum that 

includes reading, writing and the critical understanding and decision- making 

abilities they need in their communities. (The Centre for Literacy of Quebec, 

n.d.,p.1) 

The New Zealand Curriculum Framework (Ministry of Education, 1993, p.10) also 

focuses on a range of skills, 

The ability to use spoken and written language effectively, to read and to 

listen, and to discern critically messages from television, film, the computer, 

and other visual media is fundamental both to learning and to effective 

participation in society and the work force. 

Yet another definition which, in addition to referring to skills, possibly reflects 

something of the ideological model of literacy, is found in Literacy Leadership in New 

Zealand Schools (Ministry of Education, 2000b, p. 6), 'Literacy is the ability to use 

and understand those language forms required by society and valued by individuals 

and communities.' 

This does not by any means exhaust the definitions of literacy. Nevertheless most of 

the definitions developed by educational agencies define literacy as a personal skill 

required by individuals in modem society. Few of the definitions are particularly 
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concerned with the social functions of literacy and, specifically, its uses within 

institutions such as the family. Instead they conform in general to Street's skills-based 

autonomous model ofliteracy. 

The New Zealand Education System and Literacy 

Literacy is undoubtedly important and the New Zealand education system pays 

considerable attention to it. It can be argued that schooling has come to be seen as the 

main, if not the sole, source of literacy. However the New Zealand government 

(through the education system) and the family (as members of the wider society) are 

both involved in children's literacy acquisition. 

The Government has a goal again stressing skills, which is, 'By 2005 every child 

turning nine will be able to read, write and do maths for success.' 

To achieve part of this goal, which involves closing the gap between the lowest and 

the highest achievers in reading, the Government established a Literacy Taskforce in 

October 1998. The Ministry of Education then convened a group of experts in the 

field of literacy to provide advice and direction to the Literacy Taskforce and in 1999 

their report to the Secretary for Education was published (Ministry of Education, 

1999a). While acknowledging sound New Zealand teaching practices in most areas of 

literacy learning, the group made a number of recommendations. Two 

recommendations relating to effective practice were of particular relevance to this 

research. 

Recommendation 3: 

We recommend that teachers further develop ways of identifying patterns of 

children's diverse literacy and language skills so that instruction builds on 

children's literacy skills from outside of school. 

Recommendation 6: 

We recommend the further deliberate fostering of family participation m 

children's literacy learning both before school and at school. 

The concept of 'deliberate fostering' suggests that it is the school which should take 

the initiative. 
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In addition to the report mentioned above there have been other government strategies 
regarding literacy in primary education and these are all interrelated. For example, 
there are the National Education Guidelines (Ministry of Education, 2000a), the Feed 
the Mind Campaign (Ministry of Education, 1999b), Literacy Leadership in New 
Zealand Schools (Ministry of Education, 2000b ), and a recently released Ministry of 
Education handbook for classroom teachers, entitled Effective Literacy Practice in 
Years 1 to 4 (Ministry of Education, 2003a). 

The Interdependence of Sites for Literacy 
Although different sites have different literacy practices, they are interdependent and 
this has been recognised in New Zealand. For example, 'Research has shown that 
family practices of literacy have had a major impact on children's achievement at 
school' (Ministry of Education, 1999a, p.13). Children's literacy development is 
influenced by the society and culture in which they grow up and the literacy activities 
within families, as part of that society, provide a source of environmental learning for 
young children. We also know that different cultures may view literacy differently 
and that families may differ in their attitudes to literacy, their interpretation of 
literacy, their literacy practices and how they believe literacy should be taught. 

In the publications cited above, there are statements that the school and the family 
both contribute to literacy learning in young children. However, in these documents, it 
is not clear how the family is viewed in relation to literacy. Is it seen as an educational 
agency in its own right or as an agency which can be shown how to help the school? 
Following Street (1984), the autonomous literacy of the school and the ideological 
literacy of the family and their local community should be complementary to each 
other. However before urging the family to follow specific literacy practices it is 
important to find out how families in New Zealand interpret literacy, and to 
understand the literacy practices which children participate in and observe in their 
own homes. The issue may be brought into focus by asking, 'What does the family 
contribute to literacy which is different from the contribution of the school?' 
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Diversity 

The increasing diversity among children in our schools is acknowledged in the new 

handbook, Effective Literacy Practice in Years 1 to 4. In the following statement teachers 

are urged to enquire about the languages their students speak and the literacy practices of 

their families and communities in order to plan for effective teaching programmes. 

Students come into New Zealand classrooms from many different 

backgrounds, and teachers need to become aware of what this diversity means 

for their class programmes and teaching practices. Because every child's 

literacy learning is grounded in the culture of their family and community, 

teachers need to gain knowledge of the literacy practices of local families and 

to know how language is used in their students' homes. (Ministry of Education, 

2003a, p. 46) 

The Ministry of Education has issued further statements on diversity. Alton-Lee states 

(2003, p. v), 'Teachers need to be responsive to diversity within ethnic groups.' She 

reports that when the concept of diversity is understood and taken into account by 

teachers, as they plan programmes for their students, the outcomes are positive for all 

students whatever their background. To date most of the emphasis on diversity has 

been on what teachers should do in classrooms to cater for the children from diverse 

cultures and that if this diversity is not taken into account groups of students can be 

disadvantaged. Further, Alton-Lee states (2003, p. vii) that 'quality teaching recognises 

and builds on students' prior experiences and knowledge.' The more teachers know 

about the cultural diversity of the children and their families the more they are going 

to be able to respond to their needs. Whether teachers can do this or not, depends upon 

their knowledge of the experiences of children from a variety of cultural groups. 

Barton ·(1994, p. 212), argues that 'children tend to feel excluded when their own 

literacy practices are not valued by the school.' 

This raises the question, 'What do we know of children's literacy experiences within 

their families?' and the related question, 'What literacy experiences does the family 

provide?' Apart from the work of McNaughton, there is little on these issues in New 

Zealand, but there have been overseas studies and accounts of early reading and 

writing activities of young children growing up in families from diverse backgrounds. 

For example there have been studies in the United States (Heath, 1982; Taylor, 1983; 
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Varenne, Hamid-Buglione, McDermott & Morison, 1983) and in the United Kingdom 

(Minns, 1997). These studies will be discussed in the literature review. 

The aim of this present study was to add to studies like these with information about 

families in New Zealand. It enquired into the normal every day literacy events of a 

group of families by taking Barton's 'social view of literacy which situates literate 

activities.' The social view for this study was the situated literacy activities of a group 

of families of diverse cultural origin. It is hoped the knowledge gained will assist those 

in education to understand further how families interpret literacy, the literacy practices 

which children participate in, and the literacy activities which children can observe 

within their families. 

Parents, having all been to school, are well aware of the school as a site for literacy. 

What is missing is knowledge by those in education of the literacy resources of the 

home including the range of uses and purposes. When teachers have more knowledge 

about the diverse range of backgrounds that the children in their classes come from, 

then the complementary literacies of school and home can be enhanced. 

The Family 

The term 'family' has been widely interpreted. 'Any discussion about the term or the 

field 'family' is always interpreted in the most inclusive sense of the term, 

encompassing significant other and extended family/community members whenever 

relevant' (Janet Shively, 2001, p.1). My approach has been the same as that of Shively 

and for the purposes of this study the 'family' consisted of a group comprising closely 

related adults and children who live together for most of the time. 

The Study 

I was not looking at the family as a formal agency for the acquisition of literacy 

acquisition; instead my enquiry was into those aspects of literacy that a family 

engaged in as a result of being members of a literate society. I was also aware that 

different families may use literacy in different ways. This study, therefore, recorded 

something of the situated literacy of a small and diverse group of families, living in a 

suburb in a city in Aotearoa/ New Zealand. Diversity was examined from three 

perspectives: generational, cultural, and practices specific to individual families. 

8 



The research took a broadly socio-cultural approach accepting the social origins of all 

forms of language and their relationship to thinking (Vygoysky, 1978). Literacy was 

viewed as the property of those societies which possess a written script. That is, 

literacy is owned by societies and 'lent out' to those who belong to it, but literacy can 

also be withheld in various ways. For example, religious books may be kept for special 

occasions and poverty may deny individuals use and ownership of books (McDonald, 

1987). Families are just one social agency for literacy but they are undoubtedly 

important as a site, source and repository for literacy practices. In addition there is 

probably greater diversity amongst families in their practices than there is between 

schools, and for young children, the principal social situation is the family. 

The study explored the childhood literacy experiences remembered by the parents and 

then it asked about the experiences the family provided for its own children. In addition 

the parents were asked how the first few weeks of school went for their eldest child. This 

was something that Minns (1997) looked at. I was interested in whether the parents felt 

their child's literacy experiences within the family were acknowledged by their teachers, 

and whether association with the school had any effect on the family's literacy practices. 

The study was guided by the four specific issues outlined below: 

1. An exploration of the family as a site for literacy. 

2. A study of generational literacy in which parents remembered their own experiences 

and then reported those of their children. 

3. How parents thought the eldest child had got on in the first few weeks at school. 

4. Whether there would be differences in family literacy uses and practices according 

to cultural origin. 

My Background 

I am a trained primary school teacher with more than twenty-five years experience in 

all areas of the primary school. I have taught in New Zealand and in London. For the 

past nine years I have taught Reading Recovery1 programmes, worked with Non 

English Speaking Background (NESB) and with Special Needs students. In addition I 

1 Reading Recovery is an individual intervention programme for children from ordinary classes who, 
after one year at school, have the most difficulty in reading and writing (Clay, 1993). 
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have taught most curriculum areas to a variety of class levels in my role as part-time 

teacher at my current school. 

I had come to realise that to be as effective as I possibly could as a teacher of reading I 

needed to acquire more information on the literacy backgrounds of children and their 

families. Therefore in one of my assignments for a master's course I undertook a 

project on Parent-Teacher Communication in Reading Recovery. The study reported in 

this thesis builds on the work done for that assignment. It is hoped that it will add to 

the information available about some of the different cultural groups in our community 

and the situated literacies of some·families within those groups. 

Summary 

The term 'situated literacy' was explained and the family identified as one of the sites 

for literacy. The definition of literacy as situated practice was compared with the 

definitions given in various educational documents and while these acknowledge the 

importance of the family, they tend to conform to Street's autonomous model which 

focuses on skills rather than practices where literacy is used within social and cultural 

settings. Educational agencies, schools and teachers have access to large amounts of 

information on children's literacy learning at school, but not so much is known about 

the family as a site for literacy. The main areas of this study were outlined as a 

generational comparison, the literacy experiences provided by some contemporary 

families, and what happens when a child first goes to school. These provide the basis 

for the study of diversity. In addition I described my own recent teaching experience. 

The following chapter will review literature about situated literacy with particular 

emphasis on the family. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

This chapter reviews the literature concerning the family as a site for literacy use and 

learning. I provide an historical view of literacy, proceed to describe studies in various 

countries and conclude with some recent reports on children's literacy in New Zealand 

and overseas. 

The review looks at what has been written about literacy sites other than the school. 

Although their emphases may differ, the writers reviewed are all concerned with the 

uses ofliteracy, either in populations or by individuals. 

Since the establishment of universal schooling in the late 19th century, schools have 

come to be regarded as the main settings for educating the population. However 

Lawrence Cremin (1976, 2002), an historian who studied education in the United 

States of America, argued that education in fact takes place in many different settings 

and by a variety of agencies. In addition to schools, he described families, churches, 

work places, libraries, books, magazines and museums all as settings ( agencies or 

sites) for education. According to Cremin (1976) these agencies or sites provide 

opportunities where literacy can be learned and practised. 

Literacy is a basic requirement of modem education systems. Schools teach by using 

texts, written on paper, on the whiteboard, in books and on screen. But it is also 

possible to describe the literacy activities associated with the family, the community, 

religion or the workplace; sites which may influence the literacy understanding and the 

practices of individuals. This concept can be expanded by using the metaphors of a 

'curriculum' and a 'teacher' associated with each site or setting. 

Table 1 provided a pictorial representation of Cremin's explanation of the sites for 
literacy. 
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Table 1: The Cremin Table 

Family /Whanau Community Religion School Work-Place 

Parents Adults Ministers Class teachers Managers 

Relations Older peers Priests Peers T earn leaders 

Teacher/s Siblings Librarians Teachers Older children Colleagues 

Members of the Club leaders Family members 

extended family Sports coaches 
...... 
N 

Literacy received Information from Bible Skills associated with Files 

from all other notices, flyers, Holy books reading and writing Reports 

agencies; advertisements, Hymn/song books will be taught and Letters, Notes 

Curriculum notes, notices, graffiti, signs, Notices practised. Emails, Faxes 

letters, emails, faxes newspapers, News letters Appropriate Books, Manuals 

Information from television, bill- presentation Specialised 

books, newspapers, boards, postal Computer skills information for 

magazines system particular jobs 

Note: This table is based on an extension of Cremin' s ideas by Geraldine McDonald. 



Agencies or Sites for Literacy 

The Family 

As members of families, young children are immersed in the literacy activities their 

families engage in. Some of these might be, for example, that families receive written 

communication from agencies such as banks, insurance companies, sports clubs, and 

schools. They may receive letters from friends and relations. Many have a daily 

newspaper delivered, and regularly buy magazines and comics. Family members will 

produce many written artefacts such as personal letters, cards (birthday, Christmas, 

invitations), notes, shopping lists and notices (e.g. reminders written on fridge doors). 

Many families have access to computers, send and receive e-mails, and use CD-

ROMs. As well as the formal business that a family might have to attend to such as 

filling in bank forms, many of the reading and writing activities will be for pleasure. 

The way in which young children are immersed in family literacy activities and 

observe family members as they use literacy in their everyday lives, has been 

described by Stuart McNaughton (1995) as ambient activity. Although the approaches 

are not identical, there is overlap in the concept of ambient literacy activities and the 

theory of situated literacy used in this thesis. 

The Community 

The community provides literacy artefacts in the form of notice boards, flyers, letters, 

pamphlets, advertisements, signs, and newspapers. Members of a community can 

share information, express opinions both negative and positive and encourage others to 

be actively involved with the life of the community in which they live. 'This literacy is 

concerned with how people use language for real purposes in a variety of social and 

antisocial situations' (Linda Bausch, 2003, p.4). 

Religious Institutions 

Religious institutions have literacy relating to Bibles, other sacred books, newsletters, 

pamphlets, hymns, notices, prayers, order of services, magazines, newspapers, notices, 

and marriage and death notices. 

The School 

Street (1984) argues that any literacy learning is a socially constructed activity and the 

interaction of teachers and their students in any literacy learning situation will be 
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dependent on the particular context in which the learning is taking place. He is also 
concerned with the relationship between power and knowledge and particularly the 
power of the teacher in comparison to his or her students. In school the emphasis is on 
the practice and teaching of the required curriculum skills of literacy. In other words 

most of the reading and writing in school will have a specific educational purpose. In 
writing there will be an emphasis on presentation, correct formation of letters and 
attention to spelling and syntax. In reading there will be instruction in the skills of 
reading, such as attending to letter and word details with attention focused on gaining 
the exact meaning from texts. 

The Work Place 

'Literacy is an essential condition for the active and equitable participation of citizens 
in social, cultural, political and economic life' (OECD, 2000, p.3). A work place sets 
literacy demands and uses literacy artefacts relating to information, records, reports, 
files, letter-headed notepaper, and notices informing workers of retraining seminars, 
courses, official publications, in-house newsletters, information, and memoranda to 

workmates. There might also be letters for particular occasions. For example, letters of 
reference, length of service notices, promotion, and speeches. There may be books, 
manuals, and sets of instructions. In addition each occupation itself can be viewed as a 
site for specialised literacy. As well as literacy learning which is directly related to the 
workplace; many workers seek to improve their knowledge by attending evening 
classes or university courses. 

Historical Background 

The uses of literacy and the value given to literacy have varied over time. Cremin's 
ideas can be used to show how the sites and agencies assumed different configurations 
at different historical periods. The school has not always been the most important 
agency. For example, Cremin (1976) described the family as the most important 
educating agent in 1 ih century Colonial America. In England at about the same time, 

families would have been able to share this responsibility with the church and other 
outside agencies such as the workplace where the skills of reading and writing may 
have been taught to workers in connection with their occupations. Cremin (1976) 
refers also to the self-improvement societies that were established for workers in New 
England in the United States of America in the 18th century. 
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Books too have had different values at different periods in history. In the Early Middle 
Ages, in Europe, when for a very long time books were hand written, literacy and the 
advantages of being literate was the prerogative mainly of those who had taken Holy 
Orders and who lived in the monasteries or abbeys. In these institutions books were 
seen as tools for learning and book ownership was denied to all but those of the 
population who were from royal houses and the upper classes. At this time, book 
ownership was not only prized for the ideas and information they contained, they were 
also valued as beautiful works of art. The illustrated Books of Hours were an example 
of this. Books were often inherited from parents or other family members, or 
purchased for special reason such as a gift for a bride, and in some instances, specially 
commissioned (Bell, 1982). 

Following the development of the printing press in the early fifteenth century books 
gradually became available to ordinary men and women. The earliest mention of a 
printing press in Europe is in connection with a lawsuit in Strasburg in 1439 over the 
construction of a press for Johann Gutenberg and his associates (Encyclopaedia 
Britannica, 1983, p. 218). The development of printing was a significant event which 
enabled the masses to have direct access to the Bible and other printed material. 
However, book ownership was still rare and considered unique enough to be 
mentioned in an individual's will or list of property. Thomas Laqueur (1976) has 
reported that John Bunyan wrote of how poor he and his wife were when they 
married, however among their pitiful number of household possessions Bunyan was 
able to list two books which belonged to his wife. These were The Plain Man 's 
Pathway to Heaven and The Practice of Piety (p. 255). Bell (1982) described how 
some medieval women would take their own books into marriage, along with other 
personal possessions, as part of their dowries. 

The Cultural Value of Literacy 

Laqueur (1976) made the point that throughout history people have been motivated to 
learn to read and write in order to be able to function more fully in the particular 
society in which they lived. 'People did not become literate for this or that particular 
reason but because they were increasingly touched in all areas of their lives by the 
power of communication which only the written word makes possible' (Laqueur, 
1976, p. 255). 
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As early as the 16th century, in England, ordinary people were developing the skills of 

reading and, to a lesser extent, writing. This was, at a time when most did not need to 

read or write in order to pursue their occupations. Laqueur ( 197 6) argued that men 

and women wanted these literacy skills in order to be able to take part in various 

social activities, perhaps to read notices on public house walls, read pamphlets, or 

check deeds and wills. Indeed, there was a commitment, in England at least, decreed 

first by Henry IV and continued by Elizabeth 1 si, that the clergy were to ensure a Bible 

be available in every parish church and parishioners were to be encouraged to read 

(Laqueur, 1976). 

How then did ordinary people learn to read and write? Laqueur stated (1976, p. 256), 

that 'schooling was not compulsory in England until 1876.' The Forster Education Act 

which was passed in 1870 (Encyclopaedia Britannica, Vol. JV, 1983, p. 237), 

established an elementary school system which was to be the foundation of universal 

public education. Before that time, Laqueur suggested that people were taught to read 

by relatives, neighbours and friends who were literate. It became an important part of 

everyday life to be able to read and to a lesser degree to write. The skills of reading 

and writing were valued by society and children became literate because their parents 

and other relatives were literate. Hope Jenson Leichter (1979) too, described the 

family as an educator and the passing on of literacy skills was part of family life. 

McDonald (1995) suggests that the skills associated with literacy were probably 

passed onto children by their mothers and that the neighbours and friends referred to 

by Laqueur were women. As mentioned earlier, Bell has described how noble women 

in the Middle Ages who had access to books valued literacy and passed this 

knowledge onto their children. 

Laqueur (1976) wrote that 'both before and after the industrial revolution the 

widespread and deeply rooted culture of literacy ... was a powerful agent of cultural 

hegemony and was seen as helping to lead to political action' (p. 270). However in spite 

of the importance attached to literacy, the ability to read and write is not evenly 

distributed throughout society. This has always been the situation. Then as now, while 

people were introduced to the skills of reading and writing in similar circumstances, the 

way they used those skills depended very much on social expectations, opportunities 

provided by family and community and the literacy demands of an occupation. 
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Book Ownership 

The subject of book ownership is so broad it could be a whole topic in itself. The 

purpose of this chapter will be to discuss, briefly, the value of books. 

As has been previously stated, in medieval times the activity of reading books and 

other religious material was largely confined to the religious institutions of Europe, 

there is however evidence that there was private book ownership (Bell, 1982). The 

cost of these handwritten books is difficult to relate to today's currency. Bell wrote 

(1982, p.747), 'A book ... was still out of reach for anyone except the nobility or the 

upper bourgeoisie.' Book ownership conferred status in society and probably still does 

(Bell, 1982; Laqueur, 1976). 

Bell described medieval women acquiring books when they were benefactors of their 

fathers' and in some cases their mothers' wills. They kept them in their possession 

when they moved to new homes, sometimes in new countries and passed them on in 

tum to their own children. Bell (1982) states that during the 14th and 15th century 

Books of Hours were traditionally given to girls when they were learning to read. 

These books contained a variety of spiritual and lay literature and were often 

beautifully illustrated. Bell described how some upper class medieval women would 

choose books according to their own interests and that they were often able to 

commission books especially for their children. 'Educating the young and choosing 

their reading material was but one aspect of medieval women's cultural contribution 

in their special relationship to books' (Bell, 1982, p. 758). Manguel (1997) has also 

written about mediaeval literacy practices. 

As referred to earlier, John Bunyan's wife brought two books into their marriage. 

Books entered the homes of their owners, 'through inheritance, through outright 

purchase from scribes and booksellers, or through commissions' (Bell, 1987, p. 752). 

Later on, with the advent of printing presses in the fifteenth century, books became 

more readily available and women as well as men owned more of them. 

Literacy within the Family 

Leichter (1979) followed Cremin in describing the family as educator. She agreed that 

education in any society takes place within various settings and the family is an agent 
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of the particular society of which it is a part. She also described how the education of 

an individual occurs on a variety of levels at any one time. The 'education' Leichter is 

describing has more to do with the process of learning; the learning how to learn, 

which children absorb within the family setting. She contrasted this informal learning 

with the more formal learning that children encounter at school. In addition, Leichter 

contended that families differ according to the society and the culture in which they 

live, and the particular stage they are at in their lives. 

Cremin and Leichter, then, were both interested in the role of society and culture in 

relation to learning, and presented a viewpoint of literacy that fits in with the views of 

Russian psychologist Lev Vygotsky (1978), who stressed the role of both society and 

culture in learning. However, both Cremin and Leichter were writing before 

Vygotsky's work was translated into English and became popular in North America. 

Vygotsky was particularly interested in higher order thinking, the social organisation 

of instruction and the importance of interaction between adults and children, 

especially the way in which more knowledgeable adults, or peers, guide a child's 

learning. Vygotsky explained that this guidance occurs within what he termed the 

zone of proximal development. 'It is the distance between the actual developmental 

level as determined by independent problem solving and the level of potential 

development as determined through problem solving under adult guidance or in 

collaboration with more capable peers' (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 86). 

Children are born into particular societies and they learn to operate within that 

society, developing an understanding of its values, social conventions, language and 

tools. This process begins as soon as they are born and is ongoing throughout life. 

Sites for literacy can be identified and examined. Any one of Cremin's sites can be 

studied to see what kind of literacy it presents. Barton (2000), sums up this approach 

by stating that, 'literacies are situated' (p.1) and further that, 'all literate activity is 

indicative of broader social practices' (p. 8). 

Varenne, Hamid-Buglione, McDermott and Morison (1982) in their study of literacy 

among working class families in New York found that children did learn literacy 

18 



within their families. However this was done in a different manner than in the school. 

They found that all families whatever their position in the community, participate on a 

daily basis in a wide range of literacy activities which might include, for example, 

literacy for the market place (bills, lists), for social purposes (letters, postcards), for 

news (papers) as well as for pleasure. 

Shirley Brice Heath's research, first published in Language and Society (Heath, 

1982), reported more fully in Ways with Words (Heath, 1983), and reprinted in 

Maybin (1993) argued that 'we know little about the specific literacy features of the 

environment upon which the school expects to draw' (Heath, 1993, p.73). Heath 

studied the way a middle class community and two culturally different working class 

communities (in the Southern States of America) interpreted literacy, according to the 

ways that were familiar to their everyday lives. Heath was particularly interested in 

story-reading and other literacy related activities which take place between children 

and adults. She stated (Heath, 1993, p. 73), that 'the culture children learn as they 

grow up is, in fact 'ways of taking' meaning from the environment around them' 2 

[italics in original]. 

Heath demonstrated this by describing how parents in the middle class white 

community (Maintown) read stories to their children. They would do everything they 

could to make sure the child understood the meaning of the story by asking questions, 

discussing the illustrations and, most importantly, relating the event, where possible, to 

something similar in their own and their children's lives. These literacy events were 

very similar to the ways in which the activity of reading books would be approached in 

schools. Book reading was such an important part of the lives of this group that if a 

child indicated he wanted a story read to him, parents would be willing for this to take 

precedence over any other event that was happening at the time. The bedtime story 

routine with questions and answers to gain the full meaning of a story was part of the 

everyday literacy activities of these families. She said that this understanding of how 

questioning and answering operates in relation to book reading was crucial later to the 

school success of the Maintown children. 

2 The original use of the phrase seems to have come from the preface to a book by Roland Barthes. 
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In the white working class community she named Roadville, Heath found book 

reading by parents to children was viewed as something distinct or separate from 

other activities. Situations written about in books were not discussed, nor referred to 

or related to real life. Instead learning about the alphabet, being able to attach labels 

[names] to items in illustrations in books, and to retell the stories they had heard, were 

seen as the important skills that children needed to learn in order to be able to read. 

In the black community she named Trackton, the adults would read such items as 

newspapers, Bibles and community based newsletters. There were no books or 

reading material especially for children in their homes, however, the families in this 

community had a strong tradition of story telling. 

For the African-American and white working class families in the communities of 

Trackton and Roadville, the beliefs and practices of their homes did not resemble 

those of the school. Heath suggested that although parents in the three communities 

had high hopes for their children, the differences in the meaning given to literacy led 

to lack of success for the children in these two communities. 

The family as a site for literacy was also explored in a study by Denny Taylor (1983). 

In fact, the first use of the term 'family literacy' has been attributed to her (Shively, 

2001). Taylor spent three years observing the literacy development of children 

growing up in six, mostly white, middle class families who lived in small towns 

within a fifty-mile radius of New York City. She described the way in which reading 

and writing activities were incorporated into the everyday lives of these families and 

stated that 'literacy is part of the fabric of family life' (Taylor, 1983, p. 87). The 

children saw their parents reading newspapers, novels, work related texts, religious 

material, notices, and writing for a variety of purposes such as invitations, letters, 

shopping lists and notes. They in tum read, wrote stories, notices, organised games 

which involved writing (e.g. shopping with price tags on items for sale). Taylor 

concluded that the children in her study were immersed in literacy activities because 

their parents were and that 'literacy gave the children status and identity as it became 

the medium of shared experience' (1983, p. 87). 
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By the time the children in Taylor's study went to school they were very familiar with 
the processes of reading and writing. The value their families placed on being literate 
would be complemented and continued by their teachers at school in a similar way to 
the children from Maintown families in Heath's study. 

A study by Purcell-Gates (1996) described the way print was used in low-income 
United States families, and the relationships between the home literacy experiences 
and the emerging literacy knowledge of young children growing up in these families. 
Simply by living in homes where they see people reading for a variety of reasons such 
as for pleasure or for information, children begin to understand about the purpose of 
written language. This gives them an advantage over those children who have not had 
these experiences before they begin school. 

Allan Luke (1994) has described the way children are socialised into the literacy 
traditions of the culture their families belong to. As they learn to speak and have 
stories told or read to them they learn ways of using and responding to language that 
are culturally acceptable. Luke states (1994, p. 29) that 'children in literate cultures 
learn competence with spoken language and learn to conduct themselves according to 
rule-governed literacy events' [italics in original] and as a result of this, Luke, 
following Michel Foucault, stated, 'Even in its earliest configurations literacy learning 
is tied up with knowledge and power' (p. 29). 

Hillary Minns carried out study of the family, as a site for literacy, in England. Minns 
(1997) wrote about 'The ways children learn to read and how their reading was 
influenced by the social and cultural traditions of their families and the communities 
in which they lived' (p.1). Her research was similar to that of Denny Taylor in that she 
was enquiring into family reading and writing activities. Minns study was conducted 
over a much shorter period of time (ten months) and concentrated on one child within 
each of the families, whereas Taylor looked at all the children in her study families. 
Minns enquired into five children's literacy experiences, in their homes, for a few 
weeks before they began school. Once they had started she followed their reading 
progress during their first two terms. The families lived in a working class area 
northeast of Coventry in England and were from different ethnic backgrounds 
(English, Sikh and Afro-Caribbean). 
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Minns (1997) found, as Purcell-Gates (1996), Varenne et al. (1992), and Taylor 

(1983) had done, that the children were surrounded by literacy events and activities in 

their homes as they were being reared. All five children had been exposed to print in 

many forms within their families before they started school. For example, there was 

the writing of shopping lists and letters the reading of labels, and they had stories read 

to them. In addition, some of the children had been introduced to, and were taking an 

increasingly active part in, the religious activities and social rituals of the wider 

communities that their families belonged to. For example, the child growing up in a 

Sikh family learnt about the importance of hand washing before reading from their 

holy books. Minns (1997) found that no two children in her study had the same 

experiences and concluded that 'a single cultural learning pattern cannot exist because 

the origins of the children's reading experiences lie in the social and cultural traditions 

of each of their families and are subject to their particular values and beliefs' (p. 13 7). 

Both Minns and Taylor acknowledged that literacy events such as these are not 

universal for all children and Taylor (1983) stated that 'such experiences are beyond 

the reach of many children' (p. 87). In the United States there have been many studies 

on the relationships between the literacy used by families and how this experience 

impacts on children's academic achievement at school. In recent years the term 

'family literacy' has come to be associated with programmes that have been designed 

to assist families where there is a low level of literacy achievement. One such study 

by Morrow, Tracey, and Maxwell (1995) describes how schools enlist the help of 

these families to influence their children's reading and writing progress. For example, 

parents are encouraged to ask their children questions about the stories they read them 

and to answer children's questions about print. Parents are shown how to store writing 

materials in easily accessible places for children, as did the Maintown families in 

Heath's study. An additional outcome of these studies is to raise awareness that 

literacy comes in many different forms. 

New Zealand Studies 

Dorothy Neal White's (1954) classic account of the books she read to her small 

daughter, Carol, can be compared with the families who shared books in the studies 

by Heath, Taylor and Minns. White wrote about the books that she read to her 

daughter from the age of one year until she began school. She recorded the impact 
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they had on her daughter's language development and her understanding of the world. 

In discussing how the content of the stories often mirrored events in her daughter's 

young life, White (1954) stated, 'The experience makes the book richer and the book 

enriches the personal experiences even at this level. I am astonished at the early age 

this backward and forward flow between books and life takes place' (p.13). 

Fay Panckhurst (1989) working in the field of family education, made a study of how 

young children came to understand 'culturally devised codes or symbol systems' 

(p.26) that were associated with the cartography that the children learned within their 
families. This study is particularly important because families do not teach their 

children to produce maps in readiness for school and this brings the influence of the 
family into sharp relief. As was the case in the previously mentioned studies, the 
family was the main agency for children's learning. 

Smith and Elley (1997) described the influence the family has on children's literacy 

development long before they start school. When activities such as storybook reading, 
story telling, discussions, and the telling of jokes are part of family life, 'literacy is 

embedded in the culture of the family and is not just an isolated set of skills to be 

mastered independently, removed from any meaningful context' (p.11 ). 

Stuart McNaughton (1995) studied the literacy processes within families and how 
parents successfully introduced their children to written language in all its various 

forms, identifying this as emergent literacy.3 The eleven families in McNaughton's 
two-year study were chosen because they all had older children who were considered 

to be making good progress in reading at school. McNaughton described the early 
development of literacy as a co-constructivist activity which goes hand in hand with 

child rearing practices by families. He began with detailed research into the children's 
families and home environments, following them to their early childhood centres, and 

continued his studies during their first years at school. In each setting he looked for 

the support structures that were in place in order to assist children with their emergent 

literacy. 

3 Harris and Hodges (1995) state the term 'Emergent Literacy' was first used in the rnid-1980s by Teale 
and Sulzby, in order to describe young children's reading and writing development. By 1987 it was 
used as an Educational Resource Information Centre (ERIC) descriptor for the first time. ERIC is a 
national information system funded by the United States Department of Education's Institute of 
Education Sciences to provide access to education literature and resources. 
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McNaughton (1995) made the point that it is the family's use oflanguage that enables 
it to function in society and that 'provisions for literacy activities in the home cannot 
be separated from the life experiences of the family' (p.195). His research emphasised 
the socialisation of children's literacy learning activities within their families and how 
the ambient (surrounding),joint, and personal activities interact with one another and 
together provide a system for learning and development. 

McDonald and Others (1995) enquired into the literacy experiences of teachers m 
training using the Cremin table as a :framework. They first explored their own literacy 
experiences and then they used these to find out about the literacy experiences of 
someone else. The literacy of the school, the family/whanau, peer group, religion, 
community and work place were all considered and the authors found that there was a 
variation in the way these agencies had influenced the students. It was a useful exercise 
which helped the students to understand how cultural agencies assist in the acquisition 
of literacy. 

In New Zealand, the Parents as First Teachers (ECD, n d.) programme which is 
based on the Harvard University preschool project, aims to assist parents understand 
how they can help their children in their development to their full potential in the 
same way as 'Family Literacy' programmes operate in the United States. 

Agencies that Families may Link up to for Literacy Learning 
Religious Institutions 

Many families in the studies reported had links to churches, mosques, or some other 
place of worship. There were very often special rituals associated with reading from 
books at these places and children growing up in families who are members of such 
groups need to learn the correct ways that accompany these activities. Leaming to 
read in order to access information in the Bible and other holy books is an important 
part of children's education. A particular learning style often accompanies such an 
education. Caroline Zinsser (1985) studied learning in a fundamentalist church in the 
United States of America and she found the memorization of verses from the Bible 
and the singing of songs was an important aspect of the curriculum for children. 
Activities such as hand clapping would often be used to help the children remember 
the words of new songs. Children were not expected to think about what they were 
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hearing or reading, rather this was rote learning without requiring understanding. 
These methods were similar to the ways of learning used by children in the 
community ofTrackton in Heath's study. 

Libraries 

Some families join libraries. Even though they may have many books of their own, 
borrowing extra books for pleasure or to gain new knowledge is often part of a family 
activity, with the very youngest members often being allowed to choose a book for 
themselves. Minns (1997), McNaughton (1995), and Taylor (1983) describe the use of 
libraries by families. Griffith, Harvey and Maslen (1997), report that libraries were 
established in New Zealand when the first wave of immigrants from Europe arrived. 
Some of those early immigrant ships also brought books and journals which were to 
be used to set up public libraries. 

The results of the studies described above, all agree with Cremin's view that within 
any given society which owns a system of writing, there are configurations consisting 
of agencies such as the church, the community and the family in which one can learn 
how to decipher writing. While the sites will differ from each other as Table 1 
suggests, Cremin (1974) held that relationships between these various agencies can be 
complementary as well as contradictory. For example, children may observe the 
importance attached to a religious book used within their community, and also notice 
that only certain members are allowed to handle such books. 

The Value of Literacy 

Family members transmit values along with their literacy practices and in this way 
children learn about aspects of their culture that are important and that have particular 
significance to their families. If the parents place value on a particular activity then 
children are likely to pick this up and value it in tum. In terms of literacy, for example 
if parents place importance on writing letters to other family members, children are 
likely to try to write letters themselves. For those families who regard reciting 
passages from religious books as important, children will be encouraged to do this and 
it will be seen a valuable accomplishment. The historical studies cited above illustrate 
how values of literacy, have shifted over time. 
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As reported earlier, in Chapter One, Street (1984, 2003) refers to this kind of learning as 

ideological as opposed to autonomous literacy. Following Street, the autonomous 

model of literacy is concerned with the acquisition of literacy skills, which he views as 

a neutral technology that can be detached from social contexts, whereas the ideological 

model describes a social practice embedded in a particular culture. In this sense reading 

and writing is about acquiring knowledge for particular purposes within a particular 

social or cultural setting. 

Within the family there will be opportunities for children to observe the uses of 

writing and the practices of reading. Taylor (1983) describes a child's early letter 

writing attempts after he watched his mother write a letter to a friend. Taylor (1983, p. 

20) states that 'within the context of the family, the transmission of literacy styles and 

values is a diffuse experience, often occurring at the margins of awareness.' If parents 

have a particular interest or hobby they might read books associated with this to their 

children. For example, a father in Minns' (1997) study who was very interested in 

insects, used specialist books for identifying any insects found on family outings and 

encouraged his children to do the same with their finds. 

Literacy Discourse 

The literacy discourse that takes place within a family will by its very nature be 

different from that which the child will encounter once at school. The kind of 

discourse that takes place within a family will usually be between a parent and a child 

or between siblings. Taylor (1983) described family discourse. She related how it is 

often the child who begins by asking a question. An adult or perhaps an older sibling 

will provide the answer. On the other hand, they might help the child to find the 

answer for him or herself with series of hints and probes (p. 69). There will be a small 

number of people taking part in the discussion and it will usually be informal, with the 

child's question possibly asked in the course of a general conversation. Afterwards 

there will not be any kind of test or assessment to see if the child has remembered the 

answer. 

In contrast, the discourse which the child will encounter in the classroom at school, is 

usually quite different. The group involved will most often be larger. There most of 

the discussion follows from instruction by the teacher using books, whiteboards and 
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work sheets. The teacher will usually begin by asking the question and the child will 
be encouraged to find the answer for him or herself. There will generally be 
assessment based on the content that a child writes. An example of school discourse, 
during a reading session, is illustrated by McDonald (1993). The teacher is 
deliberately reading words wrongly and encouraging the large group of children 
(nearly 40) to find them and correct her. 

McNaughton (1995) writes from a teacher's perspective, as did both Taylor (1983) 
and Minns (1997). The aims of their studies were to gain a better understanding of the 
literacy learning of children within their families during the years before they begin 
school. Others such as Street (1984) give value to the literacy uses of ordinary people 
and the historians Laqueur (1976) and Cremin (1976) show that the configuration of 
literacy changes over time. 

Recent Reports 

Evidence of the importance of knowing about children's early literacy experiences 
before school is provided in two recent reports. 

In April 2003 the Ministry of Education Research Division released the final results 
from the Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) under the heading 
Reading Literacy in New Zealand (Ministry of Education, 2003b). An overview of the 
results of New Zealand Year Five students is presented and compared with a range of 
other participating countries. As well as giving information on student achievement, 
contextual factors such as students' home backgrounds, their attitudes towards 
reading, reading activities in the home and school together with information gathered 
from their parents about their own reading activities were taken into account. Across 
all countries there was a positive relationship between participating in literacy 
activities in the home and student reading achievement (pp. I 0-11 ). 

Another report from the United States of America, by Denton, West, and Walton 
(2003) described the status of literacy (interpreted as reading) in kindergarten and 1 st 

grade classes in that country. These classes cater for children between the ages of four 
to seven years. The report provided a special analysis presenting, for the first time, 
information on a national scale. Factors relating to the children's early achievement 
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were discussed and as with the PIRLS report, there was found to be a direct 
correlation between the home literacy environment and their reading proficiency 
across kindergarten and 1 st grade. 

In New Zealand a recent report by Biddulph, Biddulph and Biddulph (2003) detailed 
the connection between family literacy practices and children's achievement at 
school. The authors cite evidence from Snow, Bums and Griffin which supports this, 
and quote Snow et al. (2003, p. 124), 'Those who view literacy as a social practice 
argue that children learn the purposes of literacy in the family setting, although they 
may differ from family to family.' This is the approach taken in my own study. 
Although, in the past, interest in the family tended to focus on literacy deficits within 
the family, situated literacy looks for what each site provides. 

One problem that I encountered was that every researcher seemed to use differing 
terms. Taylor (1983) called her study 'Family Literacy'; Heath (1982) referred to 
'Literacy Events'; Minns (1997) described her study as 'Reading Biographies of 
Children' and McNaughton (1995) entitled his study 'Emergent Literacy'. In this study 
I followed Barton (2000) and considered family literacy as 'situated literacy'. 

Summary 

This chapter provides an historical overview of literacy within the family. Following 
Cremin, a description of the kinds of literacy associated with various sites was 
outlined focussing particularly on the family as a site for literacy. Children's earliest 
literacy learning takes place within their families. All families belong to particular 
cultural and ethnic groups. A culture, which has a written tradition, will have unique 
literacy activities associated with it and families, as members of that culture, will 
practise these activities. Research indicates that children who grow up in literate 
families absorb the values, traditions and uses that their families place on literacy. In 
addition these values, traditions and uses will differ from family to family according 
to their cultural and ethnic groups (Heath, 1982; McNaughton, 1995; Minns, 1997; 
Street, 1984; Taylor, 1983; Zinsser, 1985). 

Families often use outside agencies for literacy activities. For example, these may 
include churches, mosques, museums or libraries. Each of these agencies has a 
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particular literacy tradition associated with it. Some offer formal teaching, while 

others offer informal participation. 

In some homes there may be only a small number of books for reading apart from 

possibly religious books and there may be few materials for writing, as was the case 

in some of the families in Heath's (1982) study. In other families there will there be a 

wide variety of reading material ranging from newspapers, to religious material and to 

books for pleasure. In addition the family may engage in many forms of writing, 

ranging from simple reminder notes to letters to relatives, and work related writings 

by older family members, as demonstrated by the families that Taylor (1983) studied. 

'Literacy is at the heart of modem education' (Soler & Smith, 2000, p.1 ). Ideally, the 

literacy of the family will complement the literacy of the school, but that is not always 

so. The more teachers know about their student's early literacy experiences, the better 

they will be able to develop supportive literacy programmes which acknowledge those 

experiences. 

The next chapter will give detail of the research method, and will include the selection 

of the sample of parents, the development of the questions that were asked and give 

details of the subsequent interviews with parents selected. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

RESEARCH METHOD 

The research was based on the broad question: 

1. What are the uses, purposes and value given to literacy within some families in 

New Zealand? 

The specific questions asked were: 

2. What were the parents' own experiences of literacy within their families? 

3. What were the literacy experiences of the parents' children including their 

experiences when they started school? 

On the basis of the evidence collected a further question was asked: 

4. What differences are there in the uses and purposes of literacy between families 

according to their cultural origin? 

To summarise, the family, as a member of wider society, is a site for literacy learning 

in the broadest sense. The study was concerned with the kind of literacy associated 

with families. It explored this from the viewpoint of the parents' own experiences, and 

their reports of the literacy experiences of the children in the family, including how 

the eldest child had found reading and writing during the first few weeks at school. 

The study was also concerned with exploring diversity in family literacy associated 

particularly with cultural difference. 

A statistical study or account of books in homes would be inappropriate in this study 

My aim was to hear about family literacy experiences in the parents own words. 

Situated literacy implies social and cultural influences on literacy and I wanted to 

gather information about this during my interviews with the parents. 

I collected personal narratives from adults about their experiences of literacy when 

they were children, before asking questions about the younger members of the family. 

This provided an opportunity to look at family literacy from a generational viewpoint. 

Robson (1993, p.382) states that 'these "mini life histories", restricted in length and 
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range ... can be a useful component of analysis.' I will present the methods I used in the 

form of a personal account. 

The Sample 

The issue of diversity was explored by establishing a sample of families from a range 

of ethnic groups. During 2001, when, as part of a masters course, I had conducted a 

small-scale enquiry called 'Communications between Teachers and Parents' some 

Indian families were included in the study. Because I had been unable to find any 

previous studies of Indian children's preschool literacy experiences in New Zealand I 

decided to include families from this ethnic group in this present study. However, the 

Indian families approached for this research were not the ones included in my earlier 

study. I asked parents, from the families selected, if they would. be willing to be 

interviewed for my study. 

The Research Approach 

I followed a qualitative research approach (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994) in which the 

evidence came from what parents recalled and what they reported as their literacy 

activities and actions. The format chosen for the interview was semi-structured. With 

this type of interview Denscombe has said (2000, p.113), 'the interviewer still has a 

clear list of ... questions to be answered. However ... the answers are open-ended and 

there is more emphasis on the interviewee elaborating points of interest.' I had 

questions, plus additional probes, which were related to my readings around the subject, 

and from which I hoped to gain insights and answers to my research questions. The 

questions were compiled in order to find out what parents and children do, in terms of 

literacy, simply as part of family literacy practices. I also wanted to record the 

conscious efforts of parents to encourage their children's early literacy experiences. My 

understanding was that in one sense children learn literacy independently of their 

parents, but also that the parents have themselves been to school and as a result, 

transmit the technologies of reading and writing to their children. 

Although I had a series of specific questions for the interview I was, as Denscombe 

(2000) advises, 'prepared to be flexible, in terms of the order in which the topics were 

to be covered' (p.113). My aim was to have a conversation with parents built around 

the questions I had prepared. Therefore if a parent wanted to elaborate further when 
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answering a particular question, then I was prepared for this to happen. Patton states 
(1987, p. 109), 'The purpose of interviewing, then, is to allow us to enter the other 
person's perspective.' This was my aim as I interviewed the parents. 

I endeavoured to make the questions straightforward using easily understood terms 
(Ramsay, Hawk, Marriott, & Poskitt, 1993). I believed that the interviewees had 
knowledge and experience of the topic under discussion and I relied on them to answer 
my questions honestly. 'In terms of research data, the notion of validity hinges around 
whether or not the data reflect the truth, reflect reality and cover the crucial matters' 
(Denscombe, 1998, p. 241 ). 

Developing the Interview Questions 

I developed a small questionnaire which I would use before the interview proper, in 
order to ask interviewees to supply me with some details about their own backgrounds 
(Appendix A). The results appear in Table 2. 

The questions (see Appendix B) developed to guide the face-to-face interviews were 
based on the literature I had reviewed. 

The second interview question produced the 'mini-life history' as I enquired into the 
parents' memories of the literacy experiences they had as children. 

As shown in Chapter 1 there are many ways of defining literacy and Brian Street has 
made the distinction between ideological and autonomous literacy. The third question 
asked parents how they defined 'literacy'. 

Books have been highly valued throughout their history (Bell, 1982; Laqueur, 1976). 
The fourth question, therefore, related to the possession of books and I asked the 
parents if they stip had any of their own childhood books and whether they had read 
them to their children. 

The fifth question was divided into two parts. In the first I asked the parents about 
reading with their own children. The process of book reading in the home has been 
described, by for example, White (1954), Heath (1982), Taylor (1983), Phillips and 
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McNaughton (1990), Minns (1997), Dickie (1998), and Glogowski (2001). Panofsky 

(1994) has described how, in the United States, parents across all classes and cultures 

were happy to let their children choose which story was to be to read to them and 

were prepared to read a story more than once if the child requested it, even if they did 

not like the story themselves. Research by Edwards and Garcia (1994) has shown that 

some parents feel that looking at the pictures, in a story, is somehow digressing or 

deviating from the main task of reading the words. Because the pictures are an 

integral part of books for young children and are explored and discussed by teachers, I 

was interested to learn if the pictures were discussed when the parents, in my study, 

were reading stories to their young children. I also wanted to find out if the parents in 

my sample related events in books to situations in the real world when they read to 

their children and whether there was any variation in the way families did this. 

In the second part of question five I enquired about writing activities. Clay (1975, 

2001), McDonald and Brockett (1983), McNaughton, (1995), and Taylor (1983) have 

all contributed to research on children's writing and their results suggest that early 

writing is generally a spontaneous activity. 

The sixth question enquired about literacy related to cultural or religious activities. 

Reading from the Bible, or other holy books and the reciting of prayers are an integral 

· part of the literacy activities in some families (Zinsser, 1985). Indeed for some 

societies the activities of reading and writing are pursued only for these religious 

purposes. Minns (1997) described how some Sikh families owned beautiful holy 

books which were kept in special places in their homes and were read aloud by elder 

members of the family on occasions of religious significance. It was only when 

children in these families reached an appropriate age that they were allowed to handle 

and read these books themselves. I wanted to know if any of the childhood 

experiences of the parents in my study had been similar. 

The final questions relate to the eldest child's first few weeks at school. Once a child 

enters school he or she will be exposed to the literacies of both family and school on a 

daily basis and there may be significant changes in the literacy activities in the home 

(Leichter, 1979; Minns, 1997; Taylor, 1983). Marie Clay, writing in the preface to 

Patterns of Emergent Literacy (McNaughton, 1995, p. x), uses the metaphors of a 
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credit and debit ledger to describe the consequences for children's future learning if 

teachers ignore what they have already learned before coming to school. John Dickie 

(1998) also said that teachers need to be aware that some children come to school with 

literacy knowledge in languages other than English, and teachers must acknowledge 

this. I asked the parents if they thought their child's first teacher was aware of at least 

some of the literacy experiences that their child had had before starting school. 

The Pilot Study 

After compiling my original questions I conducted four informal interviews with 

people I knew. The four parents (all mothers) had a variety of backgrounds, and had 

been born and raised in other countries before coming to live in New Zealand as 

adults. They were from Wales, Fiji, Tonga and India and were known to me either 

personally or professionally through schools where I had previously worked. However 

I had not taught any of their children. The first pilot interview took place in my home 

and the other three were conducted in the parents' own homes. Two interviews took 

place on weekday evenings and two on weekend afternoons. These pilot interviews 

were conducted without a tape recorder and I found it difficult to ask questions and 

write answers, as well as look at the person I was questioning. As a result of this I 

decided to use a tape-recorder for future interviews. 

After the four pilot interviews were written up and with further reading around my 

research topic, I refined my original set of questions and included a number of 

prompts to accompany each main question. 

The changes were as follows. The wording of the question about literacy was altered 

and I asked the parents, 'What does the word literacy mean to you?' I omitted two 

questions enquiring into ideas the parents had about reading and writing with children 

before they had any of their own, and then whether the addition of children in the 

family had changed their views. These did not seem appropriate because the pilot 

parents did not appear to have given this topic any consideration and they were 

replaced with questions about the childhood books that parents still had in their 

possession. I had discussed book ownership, briefly, in the literature review and 

thought it would be interesting to find out if the parents in this study had kept books 
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with them when they moved from place to place. After refining my questions as a 

result of the pilot interviews, I was ready to continue with my research. 

Making Contact with the Families to be Interviewed 

I selected families with children attending one of two primary schools in Wellington. It 

was important that parents could easily remember reading and writing with their pre-

school children, so I was looking for families with children under the age of ten and 

from different ethnic backgrounds. Ideally, the families would have one child in the first 

or second year at school and at least one pre-school child. Selection, therefore, was 

based on the ages of the children and the ethnicity of the families. This proved difficult 

to achieve for various reasons. For example one family had two older daughters whom I 

was not aware of until I went to interview the parents. Also in my quest for families 

from a range of ethnic groups I had to choose parents with children who were not 

always in my preferred age range. I did not consider the age, education, or occupation 

of the parents in the selection process. 

I already knew two families as I had previously taught a child from each of them. 

Other families were contacted after consulting principals at two Wellington primary 

schools and gaining their permission to check junior class registers. However, I found 

registers do not always indicate a child's ethnicity. One Indian family was contacted 

after I served their son at the craft stall during his school's gala day. I had missed him 

when I consulted his class register because he had an English surname. I had 

presumed, mistakenly as it turned out, there were no Indian families fitting my criteria 

at that particular school. 

My first contact with the families was by telephone to explain my study and to ask if 

one of the parents would be willing to take part. I explained that I would like to tape 

record the interview. In each case the parent I spoke to agreed to be the one who I 

would interview. When I asked to interview people I got mothers rather then fathers 

because in the majority of cases it was a woman who answered the phone. I followed 

up this initial conversation with a letter (Appendix C) describing my study in further 

detail. The Sri Lankan father rang me and said that as he would be away on business 

for the following few weeks, he had arranged for his wife to be interviewed instead of 

him. 
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From these two schools I found six famil ies. One was from Sri Lanka, two families 
identified themselves as Indian and three were New Zealand/ European families. The 
term Pakeha4 will be used in future references to the New Zealand/ European families. 
As a result of my initial telephone calls and follow up letters I had five mothers and 
one father who had agreed to be interviewed. 

The Countries the Parents came from 

In addition to New Zealand the parents came from the following countries. 

Fiji: 

The Republic of Fiji is part of an island group in the South Pacific Ocean. It includes 
332 islands of which approximately 110 are inhabited. The main island is Viti Levu 
and it is here that the capital Suva is situated. Fiji became independent in 1970 after 
nearly one hundred years as a British Colony. In 2003 the population was 868,531 and 
the languages spoken are English, Fijian and Hindustani. The literacy rate is 93.7% 
(Fiji Government, 2003). 

India: 

1. Gujarat. Gujarat became a separate state on 1 May 1960. It is situated on the west 
coast of the Indian sub-continent. It is one of the smaller states occupying just 
6.19% of the total land area of India with Ahmedabad the capital. The population 
in 2001 stood at 5.06 million with about 37% of the population living in urban 
areas. The literacy rate in 2001 was 69.97%. It is the land of several important 
mythological and historical figures such as Krishna and Mahatma Ghandi (Gujarat 
Government, 2003). There is a long tradition of migration from this part of India to 
New Zealand and by far the largest proportion of Indian citizens come from this 
small area. 

2. Kerala. This is another small state that was formed in 1956. It occupies about 1 % 
of the land area of India and lies to the south and east near Madras, bordered by 
Karnataka in the north, Tamil Nadu in the east and the Arabian Sea to the west. 
The capital is Thiruvanathapuram. Kerala has 100% literacy, which is higher than 
any other Indian state. The main language is Malayalam (Kerala, n.d.). 

4 In New Zealand Pakeha is used for members of the population who are European as distinct from Maori. 
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Sri Lanka: 

This large island lies to the south east of India and is separated from it by the Gulf of 

Mannar. It has a population of 19 million and the capital is Colombo. The main 

languages spoken are Sinhala, Tamil and English (Plunket & Ellemor, 2003). 

Tonga: 

This South Pacific island nation is in Western Polynesia, lying just west of the 

international dateline on the Tropic if Cancer and has Fiji as its nearest neighbour. 

Tonga has one of the last remaining constitutional monarchies. Forty-five of its 

islands are inhabited and the total population is 100,000. Nuku'alofa is the capital of 

the main island of Tongatapu where two thirds of the population live (Tonga Visitors 

Bureau, 2003). 

Wales: 

Wales is a principality within Great Britain. The capital is Cardiff. English is the main 

language spoken and the Welsh language continues to survive. In 1991 8.5% of the 

population were Welsh speaking (Wales, www.data-wales.co.uk). 

The information about the parents is summarised in Table 2. 
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Table 2: Parent Information Table 

Parent's Parent's Language 
Pseudonym Birth Place Spoken 

Gujarati, English, 
Sangita Fiji Hindi 

Malayalam, Hindi, 
Sunita India English, Tamil 

Gujarati, Hindi, 
Arun India English 

Gujarati, Hindi, 
Nilima India Marathi, English 

Alison New Zealand English 

Bryony New Zealand English 

Carol New Zealand English, French 

David New Zealand English , French 

Ashini Sri Lanka Tamil, English 

Olivia Tonga Tongan, English 

Jo Wales English 

Primary 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Education Occupation Family Members 

Secondary Tertiary 
Polytech. Husband, Husband's parents 

Yes Computer Teacher's Aide lboy: 9 yrs; lgirl: 7yrs 
Skills 

Dietician in India Husband 
Yes BSc, MA (at home with children) 2 boys; 6 yrs, 1 Yi yrs 

Super market Wife 
Yes MA (Hort) Check out Operator lboy: 7yrs; lgirl: 3 Yi yrs 

BComm Husband 
Yes MComm Primary School Teacher 2 boys: 16 yrs; 13yrs 

BEd 
Accountant Husband 

Yes B. Bus St (works from home) 1 boy: 7 Yi yrs; 1 girl: 6yrs 

Bryony's mother lives with 
Yes BA Student family 

2 boys: 7 yrs; 6yrs 
Husband 

Yes BA Podiatrist 3 girls (16, 15), 10; boy: 
7vrs 

Yes Ph. D Historian Married to Carol 

G. P. Husband 
Yes M.BChB (at home with children) 2 boys: 6yrs, 4yrs; 

lgirl: 8wks 
Tonga: Shopkeeper&: Husband 

Yes helped mother with lboy: 9yrs; Twin girls: 6 yrs 
weaving. N.Z: Nurse 

Aid 
Husband 

Yes MA Personnel /H R 2 girls : 22 yrs, 19 yrs 



Ethical Considerations 

Following the initial phone call I sent each parent a letter (Appendix C) which 

outlined further details of my research and stated that I would be recording the 

interview. I explained that the resulting tapes would be kept in a safe place and that 

once the study was completed these tapes would be destroyed. The Wellington 

College of Education Ethics committee had previously approved my procedures on 9th 

August 2002. In addition to the explanatory letter, I prepared a consent form for 

parents to sign (Appendix D) and posted these together with a reply paid envelope to 

each of the parents. All the parents agreed and all returned the consent form. When I 

received their replies I rang the parents again to set a date and time for my interview 

with them. I transcribed the tapes myself. 

The Interviews 

The interviews were all very pleasant experiences. I was welcomed into the families' 

homes and shown into living or dining rooms. On two occasions we sat at a table, 

while in the others we were in lounge chairs. Sometimes minor furniture 

rearrangements were needed to accommodate the tape recorder and most times I was 

offered a cup of tea or coffee. I started by asking the few questions about the parent's 

background, then the tape recorder would be switched on and we would begin the 

interview proper. Two of the Indian parents offered me tea and Indian nibbles after 

our interview and we chatted for a while. When I went to interview one of the Pakeha 

mothers her husband sat beside her and said that he would like to be included and so 

they were interviewed together. 

The parents were living in traditional family arrangements (Shively, 2001), apart from 

one parent who was a solo mother and had her own mother living with her and her 

sons. One Indian family shared their home with the husband's parents. Another adult 

would often be in the same room with us during the interview, or come in from time 

to time. For example, the Sri Lankan mother had her mother-in-law staying with her 

while her husband was away and she sat beside me on the couch doing a crossword 

during the interview. The new addition to the family, a baby girl, was in a bouncer on 

the floor and her mother fed her during our interview. The elder children were in bed. 

Some of my interviews took place during the school holidays and there would be 

children either in the room with us or coming in from time to time. One of the Indian 
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families lived in a flat and we shared the room with the children who were watching 

the television which was turned down very low. During the interview their mother, 

who was preparing the family meal. in the kitchen, would come in from time to time 

and listen to my conversation with her husband. 

As the interview ended I gave each family a small box of chocolates to show my 

appreciation for allowing me to interview them. I felt it was a privilege for me to be 

invited into the parents' homes and ask them about their family life. Several times I 

was offered more tea and biscuits. One Indian mother asked if she could have the 

tape-recording of her interview when I had finished with it. She said that she would 

like to keep it as a reminder of how her English had sounded when she first came to 

Aotearoa /New Zealand. I promised to let her have it. 

The interviews lasted for approximately one hour and were all, except for one pilot 

interview, conducted in the parents' own homes. Each was tape-recorded and I wrote 

additional notes where necessary. These notes were usually to serve as reminders for 

me to refer back to when I asked a related question later on. A few days after each 

interview I delivered the typed transcript to the parent and asked them to make any 

changes that they felt were required. We agreed that if I did not hear from them within 

two weeks of receiving the transcript then I could presume they agreed with what I 

had written. I received transcripts back from two of the parents. One required a child's 

age to be altered, and the other was from an Indian parent who corrected my spelling 

of some Indian place names. 

At this stage I decided to include the four pilot interviews with the six later interviews 

because they added to the body of information about the family as a site for literacy. 

While I did not have the benefit of tape recordings for the pilot interviews, I had 

however taken full notes at the time of each interview. Although these parents were 

not asked the full range of questions or probes, the results were similar to those from 

the later study, and so with their permission, I have included them. Altogether, I 

collected information from eleven parents in ten families. 
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Reflexivity 

As a researcher I was concerned with reflexivity. The questions I asked and to a 

certain extent, the way I interpreted the parents' replies, had as much to do with my 

own cultural background as with my professional training as a teacher. In addition, I 

was aware that the answers the parents gave in response to my questions were 

influenced by their own views of the world, their experiences and their culture. 

Limitations of the Study 

A small number of parents was interviewed. 

Only one interview was conducted with each family and it was approximately one 

hour in length. 

The sample consisted of a majority of well-educated people. 

Parents were simply asked to tell what they remembered of their childhood literacy 

experiences and then what literacy experiences they gave their own children. No 

attempt was made by the researcher to verify what the parents reported. 

Artefacts 

In addition to collecting information by interview I also found some artefacts relating 

to aspects of the study. All were related to books. 

Summary 

In this chapter the development of the interview questions, in relation to the literature 

surveyed, was explained. The selection of parents was described and brief accounts of 

their countries of origin given. The ethical procedures adopted were outlined and 

details of the interviews were given. The limitations of the study were listed and there 

was a comment on reflexivity as it related to this study. The collection of some literacy 

artefacts was noted. 

The following four chapters will report the results of the interviews with the parents. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

TWO LITERACY STORIES 

The parents were asked about the reading and writing activities they remembered 

observing or being involved in as they were growing up within their families. 

It was not the intention of this study to relate each parent's story, and the results of the 

interviews have been presented according to topic. However, as an introduction to this 

section, the family literacy or situated literacy, experienced by two of the parents within 
their families, as they grew up has been constructed from their interviews. They describe 

their memories of reading and writing when they were children, followed by what they 
remember doing with their own children and finally a brief account of how they remember 
the first few weeks at school for their eldest children. These narratives were useful to tie 

together generational change and the early school experiences of their children as 
described by the parents. Narrative accounts are based on events which people have been 

involved in (Robson, 1993). 

Jo's Story 

Jo was born in the UK during the Second World War. Her father worked as a goods 

agent for a railway company dealing with the logistics and accounting side of moving 

goods traffic by rail. Her mother was a Post Office counter clerk before their marriage. 
Jo and her sister were educated at local primary schools and after grammar school 

went on to university where they obtained degrees and subsequently had successful 
careers. After several years working in London and other cities in England, Jo married 
and came to live in New Zealand where she and her husband had two daughters. 

Jo found it difficult to remember whether she did very much of what she referred to as 
'real reading and writing' before she started going to school. She could, however, recall 

having a favourite book about pigs at around the age of three years and she 
remembered that her father read to her in bed at night, 'Sometimes he would try to take 

a short cut and miss out a few pages, but I knew when he did this and I can remember 
telling him he had missed a page and make him go back!' she recalled. She went on to 

say she had been told that her father would sometimes fall asleep while he was reading 
to her. 
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Jo said that she and her sister never had stories made up for them and told to them by 

their parents, but she can remember her mother telling them stories about her own 

childhood. 

Jo also remembered her father taking her for the first time to get a book out of the local 

library and at Christmas she would often be given books as presents from her aunts. 

She could not remember seeing her mother reading when she was small, but in her 

teenage years she would see her reading the local evening paper or the national Sunday 

Express. Her father, on the other hand, read a great deal. Jo explained that while her 

mother did not read as much as her father, she was a slow careful reader with a good 

memory of what she had read. Jo said her mother was able to remember large chunks 

of the Bible. 

As children Jo and her sister would often read through a book more than once and 

their mother could never understand why they did this. Jo explained they did it 

because they enjoyed the story so much. Jo remembered how she learnt to silent read 

and explained, 'One day, after school, I was sitting reading beside my father and I 

noticed that he made no sound when he read, so I tried 'reading in my head' like him.' 

When she was about nine years old Jo's father joined a private library in the next 

town. The booksellers W.H. Smith ran this. She was allowed go there on the train by 

?erself to return books and borrow new ones. On Friday nights her father would bring 

home comics for Jo and her sister. She had Sunny Stories (cost 2 pence) from the age 

of five years in 1946, and other comics from about the age of nine. These were usually 

Beano, Dandy or Radio Fun and from the 1950s the newer Eagle and Girl. 

Jo remembered going to birthday parties and always being very interested in the books 

that the family had in their bookshelves. She recalled how she would prefer to browse 

through the books instead of joining in the party games with the other children. She 

also recalled that it seemed to her that a cousin's family had more interesting books 

than she had in her own home. 'There were encyclopaedias and classics. I thought they 

seemed more 'high-brow' than mine, but he [her cousin] wasn't as interested in 

reading them as I was.' 
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When Jo was growing up her family had no telephone and so her mother wrote to 

family members. Letter writing was an important method of keeping in touch with 

friends and relations before telephones were widespread. Jo was taught to write 'thank 

you' letters for the presents she was given, as well as sending Christmas and Easter 

cards to family friends and relations. 

When I asked Jo what the word 'literacy' meant to her she replied, 'It has to do with 

reading and writing. Reading is more important than writing. You have to be able to 

read or you'll miss out on information such as bus timetables, toilets. It's important for 
safety, and everyday life.' She felt people might make up for a lack of reading by 

developing their verbal skills and went on to say, 'People are able to disguise a lack of 
writing skills.' Jo said that she felt a person's writing ability depended on the type of 

job they had. 

Jo still had two of her childhood books in her home and had read these to her 
daughters. She explained that her mother had no sentimentality about books and the 

only two that her mother did not give away were The Happy Music (Molly Haigh) and 

Lost in the Dew (Rosalie K. Fry). Neither shows a publishing date, but Jo thought they 

were probably printed in the early 1940s. These were books Jo had as a very young 

child and she had read both of them to her own children. 

She felt that children learnt by observing others in the family. 'Like osmosis,' she 

explained. She felt children could recognise words from about the age of two years. Her 
oldest child was able to do this. She thought that children could be consciously taught to 

read at an early age, but added, 'You can't really make a child read unless they are 
interested in the first place.' 

We discussed how the skills associated with reading compared to all the other skills that 

parents pass on to their children as they grow. Jo thought there were steps that needed to 

be mastered with activities such as washing or dressing, whereas she felt reading was for 

pleasure. 

Jo enjoyed reading nursery rhymes and stories to her daughters. She remembered 
buying her five-month-old daughter a book for Christmas simply because it had 
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beautiful illustrations. She felt the pictures in books were important when children 

were very young, as was being exposed to a wide variety of books. 'I bought Ladybird 

books because they had large print,' Jo explained. 

Jo would give her children a selection of books and let them choose the ones they 

wanted to have read to them. Their bedtime stories were usually decided in this way. 

While she might have suggested a story on occasions, it was usually the child who 

chose. She told how once her girls were sent some books by a relative and while she 

thought the stories in them were awful, they really enjoyed them and for a while they 

wanted her to read them over and over - which she did. 

As children grew older Jo felt the text was more important than the pictures, and she 

did not really like reading books if the text was poor. Some books that Jo read to her 

daughters when they were young were by Shirley Hughes, and A. and J. Ahlberg. Jo 

felt these books had a good balance between pictures and text and she named Peep-0 

(A. & J. Ahlberg, 1981) as a good example. 

She remembered how her daughters would sometimes relate the theme in a story they 

heard to their own lives. The Lion the Witch and the Wardrobe (C. S. Lewis, 1950) 

was one such story and her children would often make up games based on this much-

loved book. 

Jo made books with her daughters when they were very young, before going to school, 

and she described how they drew the pictures while she wrote the words. At other 

times they cut pictures from magazines and Jo wrote the captions they dictated about 

the pictures. She remembered the title of one of these homemade books was The Pink 

Balloon and another Penguin 's Busy Day. 

One of her girls drew pictures from a very early age and they both learnt to write the 

letters of the alphabet when they went to Montessori Kindergarten. They would make 

Christmas and Easter cards to send to relatives. Her eldest daughter often watched the 

television show 'Sesame Street' and Jo thought this had helped her progress with 

reading and writing. 
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Jo felt that when her eldest daughter started school the class teacher acknowledged her 

obvious early reading and writing skills by moving her into a higher r~ading group 

after a few weeks. However Jo said this was upsetting for her daughter because she 

said she was not really ready for such rapid progression. Her oldest daughter was able 

to write very quickly while the second daughter had more difficulty with this. Jo 

recalled, 'She was told what to write and she found this hard.' Jo remembers this was 

an upsetting time for the whole family. As we talked and Jo thought back to this time, 
she wondered if the methods used by the class teacher were not helpful for her second 

daughter and said, 'Maybe the classroom was not adapted to individual children's 
learning styles.' 

Jo thought access to books was vital, 'It doesn't matter what type of book, or comics, 
anything that captures the child's interests is the important thing,' she said. She went 
on to say that she personally thought that books were more important than TV, but 

acknowledged the fact that in every day life television and computers were a reality. 
As our conversation came to an end and we were talking about children and the books 

they read, Jo remarked, 'It would be helpful for children to see parents reading.' 

Nilima's Story 

Nilima was born in the state of Maharashtra (Gujarat) in India in the 1960s. She lived 

within a school complex where her father was the principal and her mother was a 
teacher .. Her family placed great value on education and the activities of the school 
were central to her life as she was growing up. Her grandfather had originally built the 

school where she lived so there was a tradition of involvement with education in her 

family. Her father was honoured for his services to education and won a UNESCO 
scholarship. She said she spent her childhood in an educational environment, with 

parents who valued education and learning. Nilima began school at the age of three. 
She later attended university, became a teacher and after marrying and having two 

boys she and her husband came to live in New Zealand. 

Nilima remembered having a great many books in her childhood home most of which 

were written in Gujarati. Nilima did not learn English until about the age of ten. 
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Nilima's father was a wonderful storyteller and she can remember him telling her 
stories when she was in bed every night. Often a story would be told in serial form 
until she was tired of it and then he would begin another. Nilima recalled that she was 
usually the central character in the stories that her father told to her and that any major 
event in her life was talked about and incorporated into them. She described how 
many of the themes of his stories were based around the natural world and she can 
remember his beautiful descriptions of forests and jungles. 

Nilima described her upbringing as a secular one and the family did not go to the 
temple or observe religious occasions. She explained that her father thought that it was 
not necessary to go to a church or temple in order to be told how to behave in the 
world. He believed that everyone in society should be treated as equal. However her 
father did tell her stories about all the great religions of the world. 

Nilima and her siblings were allowed to draw and write all over the walls in their 
home when they were children and she can remember the huge pictures they drew 
which covered entire walls. She recalled her father saying that the walls could easily 
be painted over again later. 

When I asked her what the word 'literacy' meant to her Nilima replied, 'It is reading 
and writing in a pure form. But it's more than that. It is the understanding of what you 
are reading.' She said that she thought that reading was more important than writing. 

Although she had many books as a child she did not have any of them with her now 
because her mother had passed them on to younger relatives and friends when she had 
outgrown them. As an adult she frequently bought books from shops and markets. 
Reading and writing were an important part of her life. 

As a parent she passed on her enjoyment of books and the skill of writing to her own 
children. She described this as an obligation parents have to their children, just as they 
pass on all the other skills they will need for their everyday lives. She described how 
she had books lying around the house for children to look at and read from in a way 
similar to having their toys scattered around. 
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Nilima said she thought children learnt to talk earlier in India than here in New 

Zealand because they were constantly surrounded by more people there. She has a list 

of a hundred words that her first child could say by the age of two. She described the 

fierce competition to get children into good schools at the age of three in the larger 

cities in India. Nilima thought that too much pressure was put on the children of the 

better educated people in India and she felt the New Zealand way was better, although 

she felt that in some ways the education system was a bit too relaxed. 

Nilima said she chose books to read to her sons according to their interests. One of her 

boys would sit and listen to stories or look at books for long periods, whereas the other 

was more interested in the outdoors. She said this did not matter as the important thing 

was for a parent to give time to their children as a lot of learning was incidental and 

she felt talking to children and answering their question was as important as reading to 

them. She said she bought general knowledge books for her boys as well as 

storybooks. She could remember relating an incident in a book to something similar in 

her children's lives and had been prepared to read a book over and over if that was 

what her child wanted. The first books she read to her boys were picture books, 

progressing to those with a few words and later on sentences. Nilima mentioned that 

her boys enjoyed the Ladybird series of books. 

While she did not tell her sons stories in the way that her father had done, they did 

look at photo albums together and she would tell stories to them about the people in 

the photos. Nilima had read her boys folk tales and she thought that this was a good 

way of passing on values to her sons. She said that she often chose stories which 

contained examples of the guidelines she was trying to set them for the way she 

wanted them to live their lives. 

Nilima had not let her children write and draw on the walls as she had been allowed to 

do when she was growing up, but they had always had a supply of paper and pencils 

for drawing and writing and both had been able to write the letters of the alphabet 

before they were three years old. 

There were no special religious books in her home, but Nilima felt it was important to 

keep their Indian culture alive. In India there was no need to make a special effort as 
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people were surrounded by their culture every day. When she came to live in New 
Zealand she had formed a group with some other Indian mothers and small children. 
They would take turns at telling the children folk stories, talking about festivals and 
teaching them dances. Nilima and her family travel back to India every three years to 
visit family, absorb their culture and speak Gujarati. Nilima said her boys spoke more 
Gujarati than English at home when they were younger, but now they speak more 
English. She said visits back home to India were important for her boys to keep up 
their Gujarati. 

When her sons began school she found the teachers had more influence on their 
writing progress than their reading which continued much as before they went to 
school. Her eldest boy had started school in India at the age of three and his 
progression had been smooth as he had been in a class with children who were at a 
similar stage to him. Nilima reported that there were no problems for him. However 
when her when her youngest son had started at five, in New Zealand, he was 
immediately put into a higher group for reading because he had been able to read 
before he went to school. Nilima said that he was not happy in this new group because 
although he could read words, he was not able to understand what he was reading. She 
felt this move up to a higher group, simply because of his good word knowledge, was 
a mistake as he very unhappy at the time and three years later he still dislikes reading. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

CHILDHOOD MEMORIES, DEFINITIONS, AND THE 

VALUE OF BOOKS 

This results chapter is divided into three sections. 

Section One: Childhood Memories 

Section Two: The Parents' Definitions of Literacy 

Section Three: The Value of Books 

Section One: Childhood Memories 
The results of the questions, with additional probes, which I asked the parents about 
reading and writing in their childhood homes, are discussed below under some general 
headings. The convention of italics is used for statements made by parents. The 
pseudonym given to the parent appears in brackets following each quotation. If 
necessary, the examples were lightly edited for clarity. 

Reading 

My parents were regular readers. They would go to the library and get out 
three or four books and read them through and take them back. (David) 

A Pakeha parent (Alison) could remember there were many books in her home and 
she recalled her parents regularly reading newspapers. A set of encyclopaedias had 
been bought for the family when she was at primary school and she recalled how her 
father would read these for pleasure: 

He would sit and read. He had a thirst for knowledge. I remember he would 
often sit at night and read just something that caught his interest. (Alison) 

My Mum was studying when we were little, so there were always her books 
and my Dad read novels. (Bryony) 

Carol remembered her father reading material related to his work and her mother 
reading her prayer book. 

Olivia said that the only book her parents read was the Bible. 
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Arun told how his father would read the local newspaper, and Sunita described both 
her mother and father as having very good reading habits: 

My father read both for work and for pleasure and he read newspapers as well. 
My Mum wasn 't a great reader, so I don 't remember her reading as much. 
(Ashani) 

Newspapers were read in many of the parent's childhood homes. In the Indian families 
these would often be in.their own languages (Gujarati, Malayalam, and Hindi) as well 
as in English. Five of the parents specifically mentioned newspapers in their childhood 
homes. 

There was always a newspaper. (Carol) 

We had the newspaper. (Bryony) 

My father read the local Gujarati newspaper: (Arun) 

Ashani said her father read newspapers, and Jo recalled her parents getting the local 
evening paper and a national paper at the weekend. 

Memories of Being Read Stories 

Some parents had very clear memories of being read stories as these statements from 
two parents indicate. 

Before we could read Mum and Dad always read to us for half an hour every 
evening. (Bryony) 

I was read to by my parents, older relatives and older brothers and sisters. 
(Carol) 

Jo remembered her father reading to her in bed at night and this was referred to in her 
story given in the previous chapter. 

Other parents' memories were somewhat vague. They were not able to say for certain 
whether they had an actual memory of being read to, or whether they were recalling 
what they had been told by other family members and over time had confused this 
with their own memory. For example Alison felt she must have been read to because 
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she could remember stories, such as The Princess and the Pea by Hans Christian 
Andersen and also nursery rhymes. She said: 

I think my father did it from what I've been told. (Alison) 

There was no reading of books before school in Tonga, but there was reading 
for church. (Olivia) 

One parent had this to say: 

I have absolutely no memory of being read to. (David) 

However later on in the interview he qualified his original statement and said: 
I'm not saying I wasn 't read to - it's just that I have no memory of it. 

Pakeha parents remembered being read fairy tales and traditional stories. The names 
of the authors Hans Christian Andersen and Enid Blyton were remembered together 
with the titles of some of their books. 

Bryony recalled being read stories about Noddy (Enid Blyton), when she was young and 
she told how the books were forever associated with holiday journeys made by her 
family: 

My mother used to read those stories when we were quite young. I remember 
her reading one to us after going through Fitzgerald Glade on the way to Taupo 
and that set the scene for us, so every time we went through there we would 
remember that story. 

Parents gave the following titles of stories when asked if they could remember a 
favourite story. They did not tell me the author's names, but I have added them. 

The Princess and the Pea by Hans Christian Andersen 
Red Riding Hood Traditional story 

Milly Molly Mandy · by Joyce Lanke Brisely 
What Katy Did by Susan Coolidge 
Thomas the Tank Engine by Christopher Awdrey 
The Magic Faraway Tree by Enid Blyton 
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Other stories by Blyton were remembered by their collective titles. These were Secret 
Seven, Famous Five and Noddy books. 

The ritual of going to the local library, selecting books, reading them and then 
returning them was described. 

My parents were regular readers. They would go to the library regularly and 
get out three or four books, read them through, and take them back. I would 
end up getting books as well. That is the way I was introduced to books. 
(David) 

Two parents made comments about comics. One parent was able to remember reading 
a wide variety while another parent reported she was not allowed to read any at all. Jo 
had comics bought for her when she was a child and was still able to remember the 
names of many of them: Sunny Stories, Beano, Dandy, Radio Fun, Eagle, and Girl. 
However, Bryony told of how she and her brothers were not allowed to read them, 
and then she explained that once she and her brothers were able to read themselves, 
they went to bed half an hour before they had to go to sleep and that they always read 
books, 

We weren't allowed to read comic books or any thing that we'd probably 
rather read. It always had to be something that Mum and Dad felt was mind 
expanding. (Bryony) 

Memories of Being Told Stories 

Some parents reported a strong tradition of story telling in their families and 
communities when they were growing up with very little story reading from books, or 
in some cases none at all, as Ashani explained: 

I think in Sri Lanka adults don 't really spend a lot of time reading to their 
children. You get told stories but not actually read stories out of a book. Once 
children start school there's really a high value placed on literacy, but I don 't 
have great memories of being read to. No. 

This was also the case for Olivia, who explained that she had many stories told to her, 
but reading from books always had a religious purpose, such as reading the Bible for 
church. She said that the Bible was the only book in her childhood home. 
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Parents from all cultures were able to recall having stories told to them when they 
were young children. Of the eleven parents interviewed, eight had memories of story 
telling in their families and two were able to repeat one to me, briefly, at the time of 
the interview. Ashani (from Sri Lanka), Olivia (from Tonga) and Arun (from India) 
said this was the only story form they heard as young children, apart from readings 
from religious books. 

The oral stories heard by the parents took various forms and were told to them by a 
number of different family members. Sometimes they were about activities the 
parents (as children), had been engaged in. An Indian parent (Nilima), described her 
father telling stories in which she was always the central character. As reported earlier 
she would hear them in bed at night and they would often be told as part of an on-
going serial over many nights until the story was exhausted, then a new one would be 
started. The parents remembered hearing Bible stories, traditional stories, folk tales 
and family stories. Grandparents, aunts, uncles, as well as parents, were all storytellers 
to these parents when they were children. They were told to them as bedtime stories 
before they went to sleep, as well as during the daytime. 

Stories were told by my mother before I went to sleep at night. The reason was 
only to make you sleep. They were traditional stories. (Aron) 

We had stories told to us. We 're Christian so there were Bible stories and 
made up stories. Non-traditional stories too. They were told by parents, 
grandparents, aunts and uncles and members of our extended family who we 
would see quite a lot. They were told at night before bed and at other times. 
(Ashani) 

Sangita remembered her grandfather telling her traditional stories in Gujarati. 

Pakeha parents also had stories told to them. 

My grandparents, my father's Mum and Dad, would tell us stories more than 
our parents. They were stories about family members that we knew. Also my 
grandfather was a great one for just picking something out of his head and 
telling us real neat stories. (Bryony) 
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They were family stories about a made up character who, in our case, was 
called Polly McCarthy, who did everything [that was] wrong and naughty. She 
was cheeky and bold and disobedient and did all those dreadful things. All the 
things that were absolutely wicked. They were told by my grandfather, to my 
mother, to us and to our children and probably even earlier than that. They 
went not only downwards, but they 've also gone sideways. All the cousins 
know the stories and all my children's generation of cousins also know those 
stories. They get embellished, obviously. That's a very strong tradition that 
we've got. The stories are wonderful. Each generation adds something from 
their own life experience to make their characters alive. We all know them and 
exchange them. (Carol) 

Some parents shared stories with me during the interview. Sunita said she had vivid 
memories of being told stories by her mother, saying her mother told them to her brother 
and her to inspire them. She remembered her mother telling her a story about a butterfly 
and retold it to me. 

The story was about the caterpillar that is like a parasite when it is in the 
cocoon stage, but after it changes into a butterfly it is free and independent. 
(Sunita) 

Sunita went on to say that a short time ago her mother had written to her and asked 
her if she could remember this story. She said her mother was urging her to use her 
education and get a job so she wasn't dependent, like a parasite, on her husband. 

Olivia remembered being told stories by her great aunties and great uncles about times 
long ago. She said that she still has them in her mind, in her memory, and that she felt 
these stories were part of her. She was able to retell one for me. Her great grand 
parents had told this to her. Olivia explained that the story had been told so often to 
generations of Tongan children that the youngest ones now think of it as a true story. 

The story is about the highest mountain in Tonga. The devil from Samoa took 
the top off the highest mountain in Niuafo 'ou in Tonga and it became the 
island of Tafahi near Samoa. (Olivia) 
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Religious Reading 

The majority of parents remembered there were Bibles and religious books in their 

childhood homes. All except one of the parents mentioned hearing readings from the 

Bible or religious stories. Among the Pakeha parents, one said there were no religious 

books in her home, but three others had sets of religious books, Bibles and prayer 

books. Two of these parents had strong memories of reading prayers and Bible stories 
at home and at church. 

We were practising Catholics and I remember my mother reading her prayer 
book. We also had a book of saints and we would read those stories, and 
heard Christmas stories. You'd be reading those again each year. (Carol) 

Alison remembered a set of special religious books. She said that although she and 
her siblings never had these books read to them, they did look at them from time to 

time. She also had memories of a family Bible in her home and told of going to 
church with her parents where she heard stories from the Bible. 

Several Indian parents described how reading from the Bible or other holy books was 

a family activity that took place each morning and night in their childhood homes. 

Sunita explained how each member of the family would read from the Bible and her 
parents would correct them as they read: 

Our religious book is the Holy Bible in our language [Malaya/am] and in 
English. When I was a child my father would give my brother and me some 
money if we learnt Bible verses by heart, in our language. Now, even if the 
books are not here, I know I can say them. (Sunita) 

In Olivia's childhood home, as referred to earlier, the Bible was the only book her 
family had and she said reading from this was an important event for the whole 

family. She described how preparations for the regular Sunday church service would 
begin on Thursday night with reading and memorising passages from the Bible. If 
Olivia had been asked to read in church she said her mother or father would read the 
passage from the Bible to her and she would repeat it several times until she had 

committed it to memory. Olivia said prayers were also read to her and she memorized 
these in the same way. 
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Nilima described her upbringing as secular and although that there were no special 
religious books in her home, her father had told her stories about all the great 
religions. She said for example, she had been told about the Bhagavad-Gita. The 
Bhagavad-Gita (the story of God) is the highest expression of philosophical Hinduism 
and is a chapter in the Indian epic entitled the Mahabharata (Harrison, 1996). 

We had prayers at home from Mahabharata [holy book]. All the stories about 
the Gods were in it and all the pictures of the Gods and you prayed to them 
every day. (Arun) 

Writing 

Parents from all cultures remembered their own parents writing for a variety of 
purposes. 

Mum did all the letter writing. (Bryony) 

My Dad wrote letters to relatives all the time, but my Mum less so. (Ashani) 

There were no telephones so they [his parents] wrote to relatives. (Arun) 

Yes, they [his parents] had relatives, sisters and brothers overseas and we 
would write to them. (David) 

Pakeha parents remembered their parents helping them to write letters to thank people 
after they had received presents from them. Some said they could remember being 
shown how to write their names on Christmas cards. Most of the parents' memories of 
their early writing attempts were associated with letter writing and the sending of 
birthday and Christmas cards before they went to school. However Nilima described a 
unique writing experience. As related earlier, she and her siblings were allowed to 
draw and write all over the walls of their childhood home. She explained that her 
father had let them do this because he said the walls could easily be painted over 
again when they were older. 

Olivia reported: We learnt to write in primary school. 
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Summary 

Reading 

The parents remembered their own parents reading for a variety of purposes such as 
for pleasure, for their occupations, for information and for religious reasons. 
Encyclopaedias and general knowledge books were remembered in the homes of two 
parents. Laqueur (1976) described how learning did not stop when one left school, but 
continued throughout one's life. Laqueur was writing about literacy throughout 
history, but this is still true. Cremin (1976) also described workers' self-improvement 
societies. 

Newspapers were read in several of the parents' homes. Pakeha parents described 
their parents reading local daily newspapers and parents from other cultures told of 
their parents reading newspapers in their own language as well as in English. 

The majority of the parents said that they remembered being read to, or told stories 
when they were very young children. This was recalled as an enjoyable family 
activity. Many were able to supply the name and details of a story that they had been 
told, or a book that they had been read. However many of the books remembered by 
the parents seem to be for older children. 

One parent initially reported that he had not been read to as a young child, and then 
later on qualified this statement by saying that he had no memory of this happening. 
This was exactly the same for a parent in Taylor's (1983) study, who said he had no 
recollection of whether his parents read to him or not. Taylor (1983) wrote that, 
'listening to stories was deeply embedded in the recesses of the past' (p.9), and this 
seemed to be the case for Alison, who found it difficult to recall exactly what she had 
been read as a very young child. 

Borrowing books from libraries was remembered by two of the parents. Both were 
able to recall the ritual of the journey, the choosing of books, reading and then 
returning them. 

Books by Enid Blyton (1897-1968) were mentioned by four of the Pakeha parents. 
Between the years 1922 and 1968 Blyton wrote many hundreds of books, poems and 
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articles. The parents interviewed in this study would have been growing up in the 
years which covered the 1940s, 50s, and 60s. During the latter part of this period, 
librarians in the United Kingdom criticized Blyton because they felt that children 
were only reading her books and neglecting the classical works of literature (Stoney, 
1974). In New Zealand some public libraries5 did not continue purchasing her books 
for similar reasons. Blyton was also criticised on the grounds of racism. However, 
such was the appeal of this author to children, and presumably to their parents, her 
books were obviously still being bought and read during this time. 

Oral Stories 

Parents across all cultures remembered being told stories. It was interesting to learn 
how widespread story telling was amongst their families. Eight of the eleven parents 
remembered being told stories when they were young children. The stories were 
traditional, religious or moral tales. Some were family stories, while some were based 
on historical themes. The parents were told stories in which they featured as the 
central characters; stories that were designed to give them guidance about how to live 
their lives; and stories which gave them a sense of belonging to their particular part of 
the world. Most were short, but some were told in serial form. 

Parents described reading from religious books as an activity that involved the whole 
family. In all except one of the parents' childhood homes, there were Bibles or other 
religious material. Parents across all cultures told of reading for religious purposes, 
with Olivia describing this activity in the greatest detail. Her account of how her 
parents would read her a passage from the Bible and then have her repeat it until she 
had memorized it was similar to the way in which the children in Zinsser's (1985) 
study were taught. 

Writing 

The memory of their own parents writing for a specific purpose, such as letters, was a 
strong one for many of the parents. 'Letter writing is one of the most pervasive literate 
activities in human societies' (Barton & Hall, 1999, p.1 ), and this seems to have been 
the main reason for writing in the majority of the parents' families. It was the way in 
which their parents maintained contact with relatives who lived overseas. Several 

5 Evidence as a result of telephone enquiry to Christchurch Children's Public Library, 14 May 2003. 
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parents mentioned the lack of a telephone as the reason for writing letters. Two of the 
parents told how their mothers were studying when they were children and they saw 
them writing in connection with this. 

Apart from one parent (Nilima), the parents did not appear to remember very much of 
their own early attempts at writing. Several recalled being shown how to write their 
name at the end of a letter of thanks for a gift, or copying other family members as 
they wrote letters. Leichter (1979), Taylor (1983) and McNaughton (1995) have all 
described children observing and copying other family members while they were 
writing in the home setting. 

For the parents in this study activities associated with literacy were very much part of 
their home lives when they were growing up. Their memories are evidence of a 
variety of situated literacy experiences associated with families. 

Section Two: Literacy Definitions Given by The Parents 
Each parent used the traditional words reading and writing when they spoke about the 
word 'literacy'. 

It means the ability to deal with written communication - either to read it or to 
write. (Alison) 

It is the idea of reading and writing really. (Bryony) 

It is the fundamental ability to be able to read and write. (Carol) 

One parent described illiteracy: 

In India it means someone doesn 't know about reading and writing and they 
have great difficulty communicating with each other. (Sunita) 

Some Pakeha parents went further in their explanations saying they thought there 
were levels or grades to a person's literacy level. 

It includes things like your level of literacy. How well you read, and what you 
can read. Also what you can write to a lesser extent. (Bryony) 
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You could perhaps grade it in terms of whether you were highly literate or 
whether you have just that basic capacity to read and write. (Carol) 

There is a level of appropriateness for the age and expectation we have of a 
person. For example a literate adult would have a basic ability to read a 
standard sort of novel and a newspaper and understand the concepts. (David) 

Parents spoke of the value of being a literate person. 
Both reading and writing are most important. We were in a rural area and it 
wasn't so important then, but nowadays it is. (Arun) 

It has to do with the extent to which you can get through life, really. (Bryony) 

Most parents thought the ability to read was more important than the ability to write. 
You have to be able to read to gain information such as bus timetables, for 
safety reasons and for every day life. People can disguise a lack of writing 
skills. (Jo) 

I think both are really important, but if I had to choose I'd say reading. I think 
so much of what you learn is through reading. You can get other people to write 
for you but it's pretty difficult to get other people to read for you. (Ashani) 

Reading is more important. If you can read then you will be able to write. 
(Olivia) 

Sangita thought that the ability to read and to write were both equally important. 

David described reading as the bringing in of information from a range of sources, 
whereas writing was the expression of your own thoughts outwardly. 

Summary 

Parents used both terms reading and writing when they talked about the meaning of the 
word 'literacy'. Some parents expanded their definitions and discussed levels of literacy, 
which matches the concept of a 'continuum of skills' described by Harris and Hodges 
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(1995, p.140). All the parents thought that the ability to read was the most important 
component of literacy because it enabled people to access information in their everyday 
lives. 

Parents said that the ability to write was an important component of some 
occupations. However several parents mentioned that a person could get by with 
minimal writing skills and one parent suggested that you could get someone to write 
for you. McDonald and Others (1995, p.1) wrote, 

It is not necessary for every person in a society to know how to use its writing 
system. In the past it was quite common for only some people to know how to 
write and to read. The medieval kings of England, for example, were illiterate. 
Scribes wrote the kings' messages. 

This happens in parts of the world today. For example, in Mexico City, there are 
many public scribes as Kalman stated (2000, p.188), 'The scribes, functioning as 
written language brokers, allow clients to take part in those social situations that 
require the use of writing, situations in which they might otherwise not be able to 
participate.' 

In contrast, one parent thought it would be very hard to get someone to read for you, 
however parents did not mention radio and television as some possible sources of 
information for those in the community who are not able to read. Further, the parents' 
own evidence showed that a definition which is about literacy skills, is quite 
insufficient to fully describe the literacy opportunities and values transmitted within 
the family. 

Section Three: The Value of Books 
In some cultures holy books have special importance. For example the Tongan mother 
(Olivia) told of the significance of the Bible in her childhood home. The family 
studied it and read from it in church. She explained that although it was a special book, 
it was not kept locked away, but was always available for anyone in the family to read. 

In contrast to this easy availability for all, other cultures have books that are 
considered so important that they are kept in special places and there are rituals 
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connected with reading from them. The association of reading with ritual and with 
food was described by the Fijian Indian mother (Sangita), when she told about 
religious ceremonies within her Hindu religion. She said her family sometimes invited 
other family members and friends to come to their home and listen to a priest reading 
from the book of Kathe. The Kathopanishad contains stories based on Hindu 
philosophy. For example, there are stories about Truth, God, the Soul and the Universe 
(Kathopanishad, n.d., p. 1). Sangita related how all those invited would bring along 
specially prepared food to be shared after the readings. Minns (1997) described a 
similar ceremony among Sikh families when they read from the Guru Granth Saheb 
which is the sacred Sikh text. It is a beautifully illustrated book celebrating God and 
the Gurus and contains teachings about how those who follow the Sikh religion should 
live their lives (Brar, 1998). 

Books are still given to mark special occasions as they were in medieval times. Special 
occasions such as achievement at school (prize giving ceremonies), birthdays, 
Christmas and other religious occasions, farewell presents ( e.g. if someone is leaving a 
job, moving house or going overseas). Mother's Day and Fathers' Day are often 
recognised with the gift of a book. Books received to mark a special occasion are very 
often kept throughout the recipient's life. For example the book shown in Figure 1 and 
Figure 2 was given to the owner on his ninth birthday and is still in his possession. It is 
entitled Birds of Wayside and Woodland by T. A. Coward. It has been very carefully 
covered with a brown paper cover over the original dust cover. When asked why it had 
been given an extra cover, his reply was that books were precious and you had to look 
after them. 
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Figure 1: The Brown Paper Cover. 
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Figure 2: The Original Dust Cover. 
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Parents may make 'books' for their pre-school children as Jo did. She and her daighter 
(aged 2 years 9 months) constructed them together. In the examples illu:trated 
(Figures 3 and 4) the child drew the pictures while the parent supplied the tex. The 
pages are held together with split pins and there is a title page with the names cf both 

the parent and the child as the authors. It must be acknowledged a very youn! child 
would not have had any real understanding of the construction of a book, b1t Jo's 
small daughter would have observed her mother making it, she would have liste1ed to 
her talking about it and observed her writing about the pictures that she hersef was 
drawing. 
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Figure 3: Title Page of a Book Constructed by a Parent and a Young Child. 
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Figure 4: Two Pages of the Book Constructed by a Parent and a Young Child. 
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An example of a book constructed by a ten-year-old child is shown in Figures 5, 6, 7 

and 8. All the elements of book construction have been noted by this child. This 

example is interesting because it shows the care with which she included all the 
details found in a commercial publication. For example she names a publisher, 

provides a passage entitled 'About the Author' and refers to other publications in the 
same series. She provides a price in three currencies and even a bar code. These 
additions to her story were entirely her own idea and it displays knowledge of books, 
which goes beyond the illustrated story asked for by her teacher. 

Figure 5: The Front Cover of a Book made by a Ten Year Old. 
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Figure 6: The Title Page of a Book made by a Ten Year Old 

Figure 7: The Inside Back Page of a Book made by a Ten year Old. 
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Figure 8: The Back Cover of a Book made by a Ten Year Old. 
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Parents Discuss their Own Childhood Books 
I was interested in whether the parents in my study still had any of their childhood 
books in their possession. Oral stories heard many times in the childhood years 
remain in the memory; books need transporting and storing. Eight parents still had 
some of their childhood books with them in their homes. The five Pakeha parents 
were able to show me books in their bookshelves, in their children's bookshelves and 
in other places around their homes. Three Indian parents had brought books with them 
when they came to live in New Zealand. 

Alison said her books were part of her and she would take them with her whenever 
she moved house. She had them in her children's bookshelves in their room and she 
was hoping her daughter would read them when she was older, but she had wondered 
whether they might be considered a bit old-fashioned nowadays. However, she said 
that she was both surprised and pleased when her daughter was recently given one of 
her own childhood favourite books as a birthday present. The book she referred to was 
The Magic Faraway Tree (Enid Blyton, 1943). 

Interestingly my daughter was given one of the books I had when I was a child 
for her [fifth] birthday recently. It was one of my favourites, when I was about 
six years old. (Alison) 

I've got Enid Blyton. 'The Secret Seven' and 'The Famous Five' books. 
(David) 

As has been stated previously, Enid Blyton wrote a great deal for children. Her books 
gained popularity with 'reluctant readers' as well as more 'able' children. It could 
probably be said that books by Enid Blyton introduced many children to the 
enjoyment of reading (Stoney, 1974). The parents, who had read her books as 
children, remembered them with obvious pleasure and some had kept them. 

Bryony reported that when she had_ her own children, her parents had given her a 
whole box full of books that she had had as a child. Included in the pile of books were 
encyclopaedias and general knowledge books which she thought were really old 
fashioned nowadays. However she had put them in her boys' bookshelves along with 
some books about Noddy (Enid Blyton). Bryony said that she had other books by Enid 
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Blyton, but she regretted her boys had destroyed these when they were little. She 
thought that this had happened because they had been too young for them at the time. 
She reported that she still had her father's very old copy of Thomas the Tank Engine 
(by Rev. Awdrey), and she was going to give this to her children when they were 
older. 

Carol pointed to a volume by Hans Christian Andersen in a bookshelf and said she 
had other childhood books still scattered around. 

Jo was able to name two of her childhood books that she still had in her home. These 
were The Happy Music (Molly Haigh) and Lost in the Dew (Rosalie K. Fry). 

Sunita had some of her childhood books with her including some prayer books and a 
Bible. She described how she read them in the morning and at night to her sons, 
saying that she wanted to ensure they heard their own Malayalam language. Arun said 
he and his wife had brought some small books with them from India. These were 
prayer books which they read to their children. He explained how they regularly read 
them to their own children to help them know and understand their own language and 
culture. 

My wife reads from the books so the children will know the stories and prayers 
in them. (Arun) 

Some of the parents who had come to New Zealand from other countries had not been 
able to bring any of their books with them. Ashani explained how she had none of her 
childhood books because both she and her husband had left all their belongings 
behind when they had emigrated from Sri Lanka to Australia. There were other 
reasons why parents no longer had any of their childhood books. For example, Nilima 
said that hers had all been passed on to younger members of her family when she had 
grown up. 

Summary 

This second results chapter has reported the parents' childhood memories of reading 
and writing. It provided details of the parents' definitions of literacy and it included a 
section on the value of books. 
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Books have had different purposes at different times. They were used for 
instructional, or religious or moral purposes, for political persuasion and for teaching 
texts. Parents in this study mentioned many of these purposes. 

Five of the six Pakeha parents had either had stories by Enid Blyton read to them or 
had read them for themselves. Two Pakeha parents had used the term 'old fashioned' 
when they spoke of their own books that they still had in their possession. Perhaps it 
was the particular edition of the books (e.g. cover, layout or print style) that had led to 
parents thinking of them in this way. In spite of this the parents had kept them and 
they were remembered from their younger days and spoken of with obvious affection. 

A series of artefacts demonstrated examples of a covering on a special book and two 
homemade books. 

The difficulties associated with transporting and storing books was evident when 
some of the parents explained they had not been able to bring their books with them 
when they came to live in New Zealand. In this regard the Pakeha parents were more 
fortunate. It had been easier for them to keep some books from their childhood years 
and they still had them in bookshelves for their own children to read. Two of the 
Indian parents had brought books with them when they came to live in Aotearoa/ New 
Zealand. 

In the next results chapter the parents discuss reading and writing with their own 
children. 

74 



CHAPTER SIX 
PARENTS READING AND WRITING 

WITH THEIR OWN CHILDREN 

In this chapter I give details of the reading and writing activities that the parents said 
they undertook with their own children. The first part contains the results of the 
questions about reading activities, including a section relating to story telling. The 
second part contains the results of the questions about writing. These results are 
discussed under general headings similar to those in Chapter Five. 

Reading 

Many of the parents said they read a daily newspaper and bought magazines. Several 
reported that their children, when they were very young, would sit beside them and 
'read' their own book when they were reading a book, magazine or newspaper. Parents 
who came from overseas countries often had newspapers sent to them by relatives. 
Sunita told of having newspapers sent from India and also of being able to read a 
newspaper in her own language, through the Internet. 

Ashani said her son would imitate her when she was reading: 
He'd be reading his own books, not looking over my shoulder at what I was 
doing. 

Bryony described the situation with her son: 
When I was reading a novel, he'd go and grab a book and sit beside me and 

flick through the pages. 

All parents remembered reading books to their young children as a pleasurable 
activity. Alison described how she had tried to make the stories interesting for her 
children by reading with appropriate expression, not in a monotone and she reported: 

Basically books were fun. We read a wide variety. Sitting down and reading a 
book was a nice way to spend time with them. It was a pleasure and an 
important part of bringing them up. 
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All the parents had bought books for their children, especially when they were very 
young. Relations gave them as presents for birthdays and at Christmas. Alison told 
how her children would often get three or four books at a time from aunts for 
birthdays and at Christmas. She named some of the authors that her children 
particularly enjoyed reading. These were J. and A. Ahlberg, Shirley Hughes, Quentin 
Blake and Dr Seuss. The story We 're Going on a Bear Hunt (Michael Rosen) was a 
favourite with her children when they were small. Alison said she thought it was 
important to take the interests of the child into account when choosing books for 
them. 

Parents described the gradual progression from simple pictures to more complex 
stories, as the children were ready. One described how she would sit with her children 
letting them hold the book as soon as they were able. At first they looked at the 
pictures and she would talk about them. Reading the stories came later as the children 
were able to understand the content or plot. 

Parents talked about reading books to their children in their own languages. Sunita 
told of how she read books to her son in both English and Malayalam. Sangita 
described reading books in both English and Gujarati. Carol and David had spent 
several years living in France with their children, and as a result they were bilingual. 
The family had many French storybooks which they said their children loved to have 
read to them. 

The parents who still had some of their own childhood books in their possession and 
had either read them to their children or put them in their bookshelves for them to 
read to themselves. This was discussed in the section on the value of books in the 
previous chapter. 

Ashani said she felt that reading and writing were part of life and parents pass on 
these skills to their children, just as all the other skills needed for life are passed on 
and she said: 

Reading was part of the child's day. It's like playing with toys. 
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David had this to say about reading in his family: 
It's not a definite programme. It's just something we have always done. It's a 
normal aspect of how the family operates. Like in the same way you might get 
up and clean your teeth. It 's not something we've isolated. It is just the way we 
are. 

Libraries 

All the parents mentioned borrowing books from their local library for their children. 
Parents saw the library as a supplementary source of reading material to add to the 
books they had at home. One mother said her family did not use the library very much 
while other parents described the process of borrowing books as a regular ritual. 

We did join the library, but we didn't use it very often. (Alison) 

Arnn told of using the Mobile Library which served his neighbourhood, and how the 
books had helped his son with English: 

We had the mobile library and we used that all the time. We got easy simple 
stories. 

Carol described giving her children an element of choice when they selected books at 
the library: 

It's largely their choice, but there's a bit of guidance. When they were littlies I 
had a policy that if I thought it was interesting to me, then it was probably a 
good story for them. 

This need to guide children when they were choosing books was also referred to by 
Ashani who described how she let her children choose their books: 

When they were really young obviously I chose their books, but now they 're 
older with specific wants and interests they sometimes choose the story. When 
we go to the library they get out books that they 're interested in. I also know 
the sort of topics that will interest them, so there's a bit of both. They need a 
bit of direction to choose appropriate books, so I'd do that. 

77 



Story Selection 

Parents had various methods of story selection. Most would let their children have 
some say in the matter of choosing the books or stories that were to be read. 

I would give her a selection of stories and she would choose which one to be 
read. Maybe I would suggest a story, but usually the child chose. (Jo) 

The parents said that they were prepared to read a story several times over if their 
child enjoyed it. 

We've done that hundreds of times. Definitely, if it's a favourite and they love 
it, we'd read it again and again. (Carol) 

The matter of story selection was connected to the number of times a book had 
already been read. 

I think we'd have turns at choosing the story otherwise we'd end up having the 
same book over and over again. (Bryony) 

Parents mentioned that the pictures in books were important. They told of how their 
children would look at them while they read the story. Alison described how she 
would read to her children: 

Pictures were part of the story. I would sit with the book and they both could 
see it and I'd read. 

If the text was too difficult parents were prepared to tell the story in their own words 
using the pictures as a guide. 

When the children were younger, if the text was too hard, I'd just paraphrase 
the story and use the pictures. (Ashani) 

Parents told how they would talk about the pictures in books when their children were 
young. Books with no text at all provided good opportunities for discussion, as 
Bryony recalled: 

When the boys were young we would have talked about the pictures rather 
than actually read the text. A favourite was an ABC book that had 
photographs. It had no words, but we flicked through it all the time and 
discussed the pictures a lot. 
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Jo felt that while the text was more important than the pictures when the children were 
older, pictures were more important when children were very small. 

Photo Albums 

Parents from all cultures looked at photo albums with their young children, using 
them for different purposes. Some parents made special photo books for their children 
when they were babies and regularly looked at the photos and talked about them with 
their children. Photo albums can be classed as a special kind of book, and they may 
have had the names of family members written in them. Bryony explained how she 
had used photo albums: 

They both had albums that I made for them when they were babies. We'd bring 
them out and talk about them. We still do that. 

Parents who had come to New Zealand from other countries regarded photo albums as 
important for their children to learn about far away relations. They described how 
they would look at photo albums with their children and tell them about family 
members. Ashani reported: 

The boys were both born in Australia and we were away from all our family 
and a lot of our friends as well, so photos are quite an important part of them 
remembering who all these people were. 

Relating Incidents in Books to Real Life Situations 
I asked the parents if they ever compared an incident in a story they read to their 
children with a similar incident in their own lives. If they did, I was interested to 
know how they related the story to their child's experience. Several parents said that 
they had done this. For example, Carol related: 

There are lots of stories about a child with a favourite doll that gets lost. Our 
oldest daughter had a little blanket she would go around with and we had 
crises when this was lost. We would often be able to relate this to the little 
characters she was reading about in her stories. 

One parent related how storybook incidents were sometimes used to help improve her 
children's behaviour. For example, Ashani described telling her children about the 
storybook character, Pinocchio, when she felt they were not telling her the truth. She 
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said she would remind her children why his nose grew so long. Ashani also related 
how she had read a Secret Seven (Enid Blyton) book to her son to help him 
understand the concept of belonging to a club, with rules and passwords, which is the 
theme in this series of stories. She said that she had explained to him how she had 
belonged to a little gang which held secret meetings when she was a child: 

It gives the story a bit of reality. (Ashani) 

Bryony told of driving past railway stations with her sons and how they would look 
for train numbers after they had heard stories such as Thomas the Tank Engine (Rev. 
Awdrey): 

They were very much into 'Thomas the Tank Engine' so they liked to name all 
the trains and see what the numbers were. They looked for number one, like 
Thomas. 

In some families incidents read about in books became incorporated into their 
collective memories and were often referred to in a similar real life situation, as David 
described: 

Certain expressions have lived on for many years afterwards. 'There's to be no 
mucking around said George' or something like that. Some expressions have 
lived on that everyone knows the origins of [ An expression from John 
Burningham, Mr Gumpy 's Motor Car.] 

Children also made this link between story and real life as Alison recalled. She told of 
the time she and her children were locked out of their house, and when the key was 
eventually found, one of her children had said: 

Oh that's just what Aljie did. [Shirley Hughes, Locked Out.] 

Oral Stories 

Several of the parents told their children the stories they had heard when they were 
children. Some parents saw this as an important tradition and a way of passing on 
aspects of their culture and customs to their children. Sunita explained it this way: 

We have a great concern to keep our culture. It has great value. 
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Sunita said she had told her oldest son the story of The Butterfly that she had heard 
from her mother when she was a child (Chapter 5). She explained how she thought 
such stories gave her children moral lessons about how to live their lives. Another 
story she told her son was named The Shepherd Boy and the Lion which was similar 
in content to The Boy who Cried Wolf Sunita said she also told her children religious 
stories. They were the same as those she had learnt from her father when she was a 
child. She said that she knew them so well that if her baby pushed the book away 
when she was reading from it she was still able to continue telling the stories because 
she knew them by heart. 

Arun said he told his children the same stories, in Gujarati, as his mother had told 
him. Olivia related that she told her children the stories that she had heard as a child. 
She said when the family visited Tonga they had wanted to see the places that she had 
described in her stories. For example the children wanted to see the mountain for 
themselves. [The story about the mountain is related in Chapter 5.] 

Ashani said that she made up stories for her children. They were not the traditional 
stories that she had been told as a child, but she felt she was still keeping alive her 
family tradition of story telling: 

They 're serial stories with a definite theme to them. The boys are always in 
them. They 're about the activities that they've done and about fairies and 
goblins. Make believe characters. 

The Pakeha parents who had had stories told to them as children were passing them 
on to their own children. For example, Bryony reported that her sons were lucky 
enough to have her grandfather still alive when they were little, so they heard some of 
the same stories that she had heard when she was young: 

He loved telling them. The stories were about the family and my Dad, their 
grandfather. It is so lucky that we have been told the same stories. None of us 
has actually experienced what happened but we can talk about it. 

Carol who, as a child, had been told family stories about a made-up character named 
'Polly McCarthy' was keeping the tradition alive by telling them to her own children. 
In addition her family were adding more of their own stories about 'Polly' to the 
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family repertoire. Carol said her brothers and sisters were doing the same with their 
children and the cousins would often swap stories with each other when they visited 
or stayed with each other. 

Religious Reading 

People seldom think of religious literature as being an aid to literacy, but as my 
literature research showed, Bible reading, learning and reciting of prayers and other 
religious material is an important aspect of the literacy lives of some families. This 
was the case for some families in this study. Olivia told of the importance of reading 
being connected to church activities. Her children were learning to say prayers in the 
same way that she had done as a child and she told of how happy she had been when 
earlier in the year her daughters had read from the Bible in Tongan at their church. 

Sangi ta explained that the Diwali festival (Festival of Lights, requires special books, 
food and costumes. She mentioned reading Katho stories and described a prayer 
meeting in her home: 

We had friends round recently for a prayer meeting and the priest was here. 
There are prayer books that are only read from at these times and we ate 
special food which everybody had prepared. 

The Kathopanishad has been referred to in the previous chapter, reporting what parents 
had said about the religious readings and festivals that their families had engaged in 
when they were children. 

Cultural Aspects of Literacy 
Arnn described how he had taken his children to India for a year so they learned 
something about their culture. Nilima also thought this was important and told of how 
her family returned to India every three years in order to keep their culture alive and for 
her children to learn more about it. Sunita described going to weekly and monthly 
meetings where she and her family met with others from within their own ethnic group. 
She talked about the value they placed on celebrating their culture and teaching their 
children about it. 
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Pakeha parents talked of giving and receiving Christmas and Easter cards. Also 
mentioned were cards for birthdays, wedding anniversaries, Mother's Day and Father's 
Day. 

Writing 

The parents described how their preschool age children would copy them when they 
were writing shopping lists or letters. Some told of teaching their children how to 
form the letters of the alphabet, while others reported their children learnt to write 
properly when they went to kindergarten. One mother felt she had put a great deal of 
effort into teaching her eldest son to write letters correctly, but her second son had just 
sat up at the table and copied family members when they were writing. Once children 
were able to form letters they wrote for a variety ofreasons. 

Parents had difficulty remembering their children's first attempts at writing. Rather 
than talking about specific stages, they described their progress as a natural 
development from marks on paper to more recognisable letters occurring over time as 
they grew. For example, Bryony had this to say about her children's early writing: 

I can 't really remember. I probably accepted their lines and marks as letters. 
Early on, before they went to kindy [kindergarten] and really learnt to do their 
names properly I would have just accepted their attempts. At playcentre I 
would have had to write their names for them so I could recognise their 
paintings. 

Ashani described how she taught her eldest son: 

We would sit up at the table and write letters and write his name. That's how 
writing began. He started off by writing his name and then he progressed to 
writing quite a bit of the card or whatever it was that we were sending. 

Children's first attempts at writing often involve writing their own names. This is of 
significance because it indicates ownership and it conveys a unique message which 
others can read. Ashani related how her second son had seemed to learn by copying 
other family members: 
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He just picked it up from drawing and watching us write. I didn't do as much 
teaching with him. You don't with your second child. They seem to get it by 
osmosis. 

Children were included in many writing activities. They would add their names to 
cards and letters that were being sent to friends and relatives by their parents. Sunita 
described what her son did: 

When he could write for himself he would write his name on birthday cards 
and sympathy cards. Sometimes he wrote notes as well. 

Other parents described their children writing for various purposes. Sangita related 
how her daughter would copy her when she wrote shopping lists. Parents told of how 
their children wrote signs and maps of various kinds. Children usually initiated this 
activity after they had seen signs when they were out and about in the community 
with their parents. Arnn reported how his son had copied traffic signs and Sunita 
described her son copying weather maps from those he saw on television. Alison said 
this about her son: 

He's very into maps. He started to draw maps before he went to school. He 
would draw pirate maps. 

Some parents described teaching their children to write in their own language and 
script as well as in English. For example the Indian mother, Sunita, told of her son 
learning to write numbers and letters in Malayalam. Arun said his son had tried to 
copy him when he was writing letters in Gujarati to send to relatives back in India. 
Carol and David explained how their children would write signs for their play-shop in 
French. However, Olivia emphasised that she wrote in English for her children to 
copy before they went to school. Other parents told of writing labels or sentences for 
their children to copy. Jo described making books in this way with her pre-school age 
children. (Figures 3 and 4.) 

Children's early writing was seen as a shared activity, with parents assisting their 
children with letter formation or children copying other family members when they 
were writing. Nilima said that she had not given her children the freedom to write all 
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over the walls as she had been allowed to do. Instead she said that she had always 
made sure they had a plentiful supply of paper and writing materials. 

Two parents made interesting comments about writing with their children. 
We did lots of reading. I don't think there was as much emphasis on writing, 
but definitely reading. (Bryony) 

Reading is not too difficult, but with writing, you have to concentrate on that. 
(Sunita) 

From these comments it would seem that possibly parents define 'writing' not as an 
attempt to reproduce the general characteristics of writing, such as wavy lines, but as 
the ability to reproduce recognisable letters. 

Computers 

Computers were in most homes, but were only specifically mentioned by two parents 
in connection with writing activities. Alison told of a particular use for the family 
home computer: 

We tend to write birthday party invitations on the computer more than we do 
by hand. 

Sangita talked of buying educational games for the family computer in order to help 
her son to improve his reading skills. 

Summary 

Reading 

Parents spoke of the pleasure they gained from reading and telling stories to their 
children when they were small. They told of making special efforts to read books in 
an interesting way. They chose stories with colourful pictures. Edwards and Garcia 
(1994) found that some parents thought that looking at pictures was deviating from 
the main focus of reading the text. Parents in this study indicated they were prepared 
to disregard the text altogether if they thought it too difficult for their young children 
to understand and said that they told the story in their own words using the pictures as 
a guide. As well, some parents reported they specially chose books with attractive 
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pictures or illustrations, for their children when they were very small. They were 
prepared to read stories over and over if that is what their children wanted, as 
Panofsky (1994) found. Parents took their children to libraries to obtain books 
additional to those they had at home. They told of how they assisted them in their 
choice of stories when they were very young. They were guided by their children's 
interests, but to a certain extent chose books that they, themselves, would find 
interesting to read. 

The parents read a wide variety of books to their children. These included picture 
books, folk stories, books which presented moral behaviour, traditional fairy stories 
and books which had a particular interest to individual children and in some cases the 
parents' own childhood stories. Books were permanent fixtures in most homes. They 
were in bookshelves in the rooms. Parents had their adult books in shelves in various 
rooms. Books were often lying on floors, on tables or couches just left where they had 
been read. 

Oral Stories 

The tradition of story telling was alive and continuing in many of the families, with 
parents passing on to their own children the stories they had heard when they were 
young. Stories were told to children by parents from all cultures represented in the 
sample. 

For the Pakeha parents their children's enjoyment of the story was most important. 
The reading or telling of stories was viewed as a pleasurable way of spending time 
with their young children. However the Indian parents, the Tongan mother and the Sri 
Lankan mother spoke of a different purpose for reading or telling stories. They 
reported that they read or told stories to their children to transmit cultural values, to 
give examples of good behaviour, for religious reasons, to hear their own languages, 
or to gain proficiency in English. None of the Pakeha parents reported reading or 
telling stories to their children for these purposes. 

Photograph albums were looked at and discussed by parents with their children. These 
were often made especially for individual children to look at and talk about. Parents 
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with relations and friends still living overseas used albums to tell their children about 
family members in other countries. 

Generational continuity was apparent when Bibles, prayer books and other religious 
books were read and used by the parents in similar ways to those of their own parents. 

Writing 

In contrast to reading, writing was largely an individual occupation for children and 
often a very short-lived activity. The time when writing became a shared occupation 
was when children were helped to add their name to a letter or card already written by 
another family member. One parent told about her son's early attempts to draw maps. 

Perhaps it was this incidental nature of very young children's writing; something that 
was done on scraps of paper, to label drawings, or added to other family member's 
notes and cards that led to writing not being discussed as broadly as reading. Children 
were writing because other family members were, as Taylor (1983) describes the 
children in her in her study doing. While some parents said that they did teach their 
children how to form letters, the writing activities their children engaged in were not 
the focus of parents' attention in the way that reading to them was, in the years before 
they went to schqol. Several parents mentioned that their children learnt to print the 
letters of the alphabet when they went to kindergarten or some other pre-school 
centre. 

The next chapter will focus on preparations (if any) that the parents made before their 
eldest child started school and how the first few weeks went. It will also report any 
changes, in terms of literacy within the family, that the parents said occurred as a 
result of contact with the school. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

CHILDREN AT SCHOOL 

Parents' memories about their child's first few weeks at school will be dependent on a 
number of factors, not least of which will be how their child coped with the experience 
at this time of transition. The last questions that the parents were asked were in 
connection with reading and writing at school. 

Preparations for School 

Parents whose first language was not English were aware their child would have to be 
able to communicate well in this medium once they went to school in New Zealand 
and they made a conscious effort to assist their children to improve their English 
before they went to school. For example, Sangita told of how she and her husband 
helped their son by speaking in English with him during the weeks leading up to when 
he went to school. During this time he would speak Gujarati to his grandparents (who 
live with the family) and so he was able to keep up his ability in that language as well. 

Arun felt that the assistance he had given to his son with reading and writing, in 
English, was a help to him when he began school. Sunita referred to the issue of 
bilingualism when she described how her son, who is six, had had to learn English 
when he went to nursery school in India. She said this had helped him when he began 
school in New Zealand: 

He picked up English very well at nursery school. In India we don't speak 
English in our homes. We only study and learn in English at school. Here he 
plays with children and speaks the language all day at school so he has caught 
the accent. He is better than us now. 

Introduction to School Literacy 

Parents had different views on their children's introduction to the reading and writing 
activities at school. The majority of the parents were positive. For example, Alison 
reported: 

It wasn't a huge issue. The teacher was pretty much able to start from scratch. 
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She explained that she had not taught her children to read before they went to school, 
instead she felt she had laid a foundation for her children by talking to them, reading 
them stories and by providing them with plenty of experiences which she felt would 
be helpful to them. She referred to these experiences as 'building blocks.' She then 
went on to say that she thought that she would not have the patience that a third 
person, such as a teacher, might have and she thought an educated professional would 
be the better person to teach her children. Alison thought that the most important thing 
was for children to be interested in what they were doing at school and reported that 
her eldest child had made good progress in his first few weeks. She commented on 
how pleased she was that he was still interested in all that went on there. 

David had this to say: 

We had no problems with the transition from home reading to school reading. 

He made the point that he thought for teachers reading is so important that if children 
have difficulties it is a serious issue, and they have to do everything they can to assist 
the child. He added that he knew it was considered very important for a human being 
in society to be able to read and that is why it comes into education. David described 
his family's position on literacy: 

You might say in a simple way that within our family culture reading is totally 
normal. It's one of the things you do. So in a sense they [the children] don't go 
to school to learn to read a'nd write, but they go to use them. 

A few parents reported that their child had not made the good beginning that they had 
hoped for at school, especially in terms of reading. They described the way in which 
children were grouped for reading. These parents spoke of their child being put into a 
higher group for reading on the basis that he or she seemed, in the teacher's 
estimation, to be at a more advanced stage than others in the group and that this ).ften 
became stressful for the child. For example, Jo reported how her daughter was given 
credit for her word recognition and obvious book knowledge, and as a result of this 
was put into a higher group which upset her. Ashani described a similar experence 
with her son: 

He was put up a group. He was not happy because although he could real the 
words he was not able to understand everything. 

89 



When organising their classes, teachers group together children with similar abilities. 
By using this method they are able to direct their instruction to the particular needs of 

each group. This is the most common method of teaching reading in the junior 
classrooms in Aotearoa/ New Zealand. Both Jo and Ashani's children seemed to have 

had very good introductions to literacy within their families and yet they were not 
happy when they were put in advanced groups for reading. We can only speculate 
about the reasons for their unhappiness. It may have been that Jo's daughter did not 
know the children in the advanced group and Ashani' s son was used to having more 
detailed discussions about stories than his teacher had time for in a group. The issue 
of reading groups in class rooms is important though, because it introduces the idea of 
competition among the children, which is generally lacking in the family context. 

There was also another situation, which may have been a misunderstanding. Bryony 
said that she initially thought her son was more advanced than his teacher gave him 
credit for. However there was an aspect of reading that she had not taken into account. 
This was comprehension, and she explained: 

I had always thought that if they knew all the words and can read with 
expression, then they must be able to understand what they are reading. 

Parents did not discuss their children's early writing, in the same way they were able 
to talk about reading activities. Perhaps this was because they were able to participate 
more in their child's reading on a regular basis. Parents described how early reading 
books were brought home from school by children to be read aloud and shared with 
other family members. However writing is largely confined to classroom activities 
especially in children's first year at school. An exception to this would be when cards, 
letters and special notices are written and then the corrected copies of these would be 
sent home. 

For most parents, however, the transition from writing at home to writing at school 
was viewed as a natural progression in their child's development. Many of the 
children had learnt to form some letters of the alphabet at home and shown how to 
write their own name before they went to school and parents thought this had been a 
help to them. Many had sent cards to family members, written letters to friends or 
relatives (with assistance), handled writing materials, and observed their parents 
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writing as described in the previous chapter, so the process of writing was not 
unfamiliar to them. Olivia told how she had taught her son to write his name before he 
went to school and she felt this had_helped him with his writing. 

Children's Prior Experience Acknowledged by Teachers 
Some parents stated that they were not sure if their child's teacher knew about their 
child's early literacy experiences. This was especially so in the case of families who 
had come from other countries. For example, Ashani, whose family came from Sri 
Lanka and had lived Australia before starting school in New Zealand, made this 
comment about her son's first teacher: 

No, I don't think there was any special acknowledgement of his previous 
experiences. (Ashani) 

Sunita's son had started nursery school in India, but she did not know whether his 
teacher in Aotearoa/ New Zealand knew about this. 

Overall the parents felt that the stories their children had heard and the early attempts 
at writing that their children had done at home was of benefit to them in their first few 
weeks at school, and they were happy with the start their children had made. Ashani 
reported it this way: 

Yes, I think just the interest and exposure to books was a help. It wasn't 
something scary or foreign. It was just a natural transition. 

Literacy Activities as a Result of Contact with School 
Many of the parents reported that when their eldest child began school the next child 
in the family wanted to take part in school-initiated or homework tasks. These 
activities might be listening to books being read by the older child, looking at these 
books by themselves or attempting to copy the older child's writing. The point has 
been made earlier that it seems to be the activity as well as its performance, by a 
family member, which attracts the child. These are ambient activities (McNaughton, 
1995) which happen within families . An example of this was given by Alison when 
she reported that while her son read his school reading book to her, his little sister 
would want to be part of their group. Also when he was practising letter formations 
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she attempted to do this as well, so an exercise book had been bought for her to write 
in and she would sit at the table and copy her older brother. 

Sunita reported similar events in her family. Her younger son would sit beside her 
when she was listening to his brother reading the book that he had brought home from 
school, and he would also copy his brother when he was writing. She said: 

Yes, they do things together. He [the younger brother] wants pen and paper 
and draws in his own way. 

Arun also said his little daughter tried to read and she tried to write, copying her 
school-aged brother. He described the way his daughter tried to read: 

We have got books with pictures and we read them so many times that we just 
open the page and she says the whole sentence, although she doesn't really 
know how to read. 

Arun's daughter could probably retell the story from memory when she saw the 
pictures. 

Ashani made the comment that her son now has homework in the form of learning 
words or the alphabet, and this takes up the time that might have previously been used 
for reading stories. She explained: 

The reading has become more homework orientated, although we still read 
books. We still try to have a couple of stories or read a chapter of a book after 
the homework. 

Ashani said that she thought that she had higher expectations for her son's progress 
than his teacher had. She explained that while she believed that he could be further 
ahead and perhaps work harder than he did, she accepted his teacher's opinions about 
his progress. 

Olivia recalled how her son would bring home books to read and his sisters would see 
them. She said: 

When they went to school, they could remember seeing these books and when 
they brought the same books home they would say to their older brother, 'This 
is the one you brought home. ' 
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Sangita reported that her son was more interested in books after he started going to 
school and because of this she had joined her children up with the local library. She 
also said that her daughter was always eager to listen to her brother reading the books 
that he brought home from school and would copy him. As a result she was able to 
read for herself by the time she started school. 

Summary and Discussion 

Some of the parents had very definite views about the role of the teacher at school and 
the home. For example, one parent described how she thought her responsibility, as a 
parent, was to give her child a good foundation in the 'basics' which she believed that 
she had done by reading him plenty of books, and encouraging his oral language 
development so that he could express himself well. She thought that when he went to 
school her child's teacher, as the professional, would be able to build on this 
knowledge and teach him to read. Another parent expressed the view that the process 
of learning to read was not an issue for his children. Reading from books was such an 
integral part of their every day lives, that by the time they began school they were 
equipped with the basic knowledge of how to read and were ready to use these skills 
for further learning. One parent stated that although she felt her son was capable of 
working harder and could be reading at a higher level, she accepted his teacher's 
judgement of him. 

It was clear that these parents had given their children many literacy experiences to 
draw on before they began to read books and write stories at school. However these 
experiences were not viewed in terms of preparation for school by the parents because 
they were what the families did - it was the way they lived their lives. All the many 
various activities the children and their parents engaged in on a daily basis, and which 
were an integral part of their lives, were not thought of as particular preparations for 
school. These were the situated literacies associated with each family's everyday 
lives. For example, when Sunita told her son traditional moral stories and said 
morning prayers with him before he left for school, he was regularly hearing powerful 
messages and seeing the value his mother placed on reading from her prayer books. 
However these activities were such an integral part of Sunita's family life that she did 
not consider them as preparations for her son's literacy learning at school. 
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Parents in this study reported they had read books to their children, joined libraries, 
helped their children to write their names and some had arranged for them to have extra 
practice at speaking English. It was these experiences the parents thought would be 
helpful to their children when they went to school. The parents were thinking in terms 
of the acquisition of the skills of literacy which is what schools are concerned with 
(Street's autonomous view of literacy), but they were not reporting their family social 
practices (Street's ideological view ofliteracy) in terms of preparation for school. 

Parents described how the school had had an impact on the lives of their families. One 
parent told about joining the local library in order to borrow more books after her 
child started school. In another family, adjustments were made to fit school 
homework around old habits of story reading. 

The parents did not seem to have talked to their children's teachers about the literacy 
experiences they had given them. There could be a number of explanations for this. 
One could be that parents were not aware of these experiences themselves, until I 
asked the questions. Another could be that many teachers have had preschoolers of 
their own and therefore can be expected to understand something of the family's role 
in literacy. It may be that a majority of teachers accept Street's autonomous view of 
literacy and have not been introduced to the idea that literacy is situated in social 
situations such as everyday family life, or that the family, as a site for literacy, may 
exhibit a diversity not found in schools. 

The overall impression I gained from the parents when discussing their children's first 
few weeks at school, in terms of literacy, was that the transition was a smooth one. 
The parents themselves had been to school, therefore they knew what literacy 
activities their children would encounter and to a certain extent they duplicated school 
practices in their homes. However they did not give their own special family social, 
cultural or religious literacy activities the same recognition as they gave to school 
literacy. If there were any difficulties it seemed to be with the perceptions that 
teachers formed about some children in terms of their reading abilities. 

In the following chapter I provide a final summary and discussion of my findings and 
suggest some possible areas for further research and action. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

SUMMARY, DISCUSSION, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

The Research Focus and Questions 
The research was based on the broad question: 
1. What are the uses, purposes and value given to literacy within some families in 

New Zealand? 

The specific questions asked were: 
2. What were the parents' own experiences ofliteracy within their families? 
3. What were the literacy experiences of the parents' children including their 

experiences when they started school? 
4. What differences are there in the uses and purposes of literacy between families 

according to their cultural origin? 

Therefore the study had three strands: The family as a site for literacy, generational 
similarities and differences in literacy practices, and how parents thought the eldest 
child had got on in the first few weeks of school. For each of these strands I looked 
for evidence of diversity in experience and practice. In brief, the parents reported 
numerous examples of literacy situated within the family. Family literacy practices 
appeared to have been replicated in the younger generation but books which had been 
the parents ' favourites, had generally been replaced by newer publications. However, 
this was not so with books of religious significance. All parents reported that an older 
child had made a satisfactory start at school and therefore there was no diversity on 
this account. However, it was felt by some parents, from overseas, that the teacher 
probably did not know about their child's early literacy experiences. The greatest 
signs of diversity were shown in the uses and purposes of books and reading, with the 
Pakeha focusing on pleasure and the others on moral worth and religious practice. 
Oral stories were common in all families, some were traditional folk tales, some were 
created by the parents, and some were stories to encourage good conduct. 

The Theoretical Approach 
The approach taken in my study was to view the family as a site, not only for 
education as Cremin has argued, but as a site specifically for literacy. As Hancock (in 
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Wolfendale & Topping, 1996) stated, 'Literacy in the family is inextricably woven 
into the social life of its members, wherever they might be' (p.8). This study, 
therefore, fits into the field of situated literacy (Barton, et al., 2000). 

Autonomous literacy, as Street has described it, focuses on skills and is the style 
associated with the site of the school while ideological literacy describes the informal 
literacy practices of sites such as the family. 

The study described in this thesis was not concerned with programmes for 'family 
literacy' designed to support parents with low levels of literacy. The majority of the 
parents who participated in this study had been educated to a high level and most had 
degrees. Although I collected information on the parents' backgrounds, the study did 
not include any measure of their literacy levels. No information was collected on 
socio-economic status and, beyond asking the parents how their children got on in the 
first weeks at school; there was no measure of children's progress. 

The Findings 

The results from the interviews were reported in Chapters Four, Five, Six and Seven. 
In this final chapter the findings will be summarised and interpreted according to the 
Cremin table as illustrated and described in Chapter Two. Cremin (1976, 2002) 
argued that education, in general, and literacy, in particular, takes place at a variety of 
sites and settings and that they are all interrelated. In addition to the family, he 
described churches, museums, libraries, schools and work places as agencies where 
literacy is learned and practised. The sites listed in the Cremin table were the family, 
the community, religious institutions, the school and the work place. The work place 
was not considered in the present study. The results will be summarised first for the 
family and then the relationships between the family and the other sites will be 
discussed. 

The Family as a Site for Literacy 
In my study the family was defined as described by Shively (2001), which was, 'any 
discussion about the term of the field 'family' is always interpreted in the most 
inclusive sense of the term, encompassing significant other and extended 
family/community members whenever relevant' (p.1 ). I collected information from 
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eleven parents by means of an open-ended set of questions. The parents were all 
interviewed in their own homes, except the first interview which was conducted in my 
home. My questions related as well to fathers as to mothers, but the main respondents 
were women because in my initial approach by telephone it was generally a woman 
who answered. In one Indian family a father, possibly as 'head of the family' answered 
the telephone and agreed to be the one I would interview. Four of the parents were 
Indian, one was Sri Lankan, one was Tongan and five were New Zealand/ European. 
Seven of the parents had been born overseas. 

As reported in Chapter Five the parents were asked for their definitions of literacy. 
The parents all used the words 'reading' and 'writing' when they were asked to define 
or describe the word 'literacy'. Overall their brief definitions matched those described 
in The Oxford Concise Dictionary (1959) and by UNESCO (1978). Their definitions 
also more closely matched Street's (1984, 2003) autonomous view of literacy as a set 
of skills which can be transferred, rather than his ideological view which sees literacy 
as always embedded within social and cultural practices. 

Yet, the majority of the parents said that they remembered such ideological practices 
as observing their own parents reading and writing. Most parents told of seeing books, 
newspapers and religious books in their childhood homes. Some of them recalled their 
parents' reading and writing activities related to their occupations, or for religious 
purposes, or to gain information, as well as for pleasure. However, in their reports, 
there was an overwhelming emphasis on reading just as there is in schools. 

Reading books to children and telling stories to them is a group activity that is part of 
family life and the majority of Pakeha parents and two of the Indian parents said that 
they remembered their own parents reading stories to them as children. One Pakeha 
parent said that while he had no memory of being read to as a young child, he felt he 
must have been because he did remember going to the library with his parents and 
choosing books, and he remembered his parents reading and talking about books. He 
also said that he still had some of his childhood books in his possession. Taylor 
(1983) found this was the case for a parent in her study. 
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Most of the books the parents were able to remember being read to them seemed to be 
for older school age children. It is possible that the parents grew up hearing these 
stories during their childhood, but not as very young children. It may be that within a 
family's collective memory parents are remembered as reading to children, as in the 
case of the parent who reported she felt she must have been read to, because she could 
remember the stories and she said she had been told that her father had read to her 
when she was little. It is not possible to be certain about this, because generally we 
can recall very little of our lives before the age of about four or five. From about five 
years on however we seem to able to remember with more accuracy. For example a 
parent was able to report she had magazines from the age of five and was able to 
remember their cost which was 2 pence each. The important point here is that the 
majority of parents 'knew' they had been read to from storybooks or religious books of 
some kind. Although books by Enid Blyton were, in the 1950s, criticized on the 
grounds of their content and style, these were the books which several parents recalled 
with pleasure. 

All the parents thought that the ability to be able to read was the most important 
component of literacy. As a result of their education, they had all been influenced by 
the emphasis the school places on the skills of reading. If the school stresses reading, 
then parents will be more likely to make sure their children are prepared for this. For 
example, the Tongan parent's family had used their reading skills to access material in 
the Bible and family members had told her stories. However, as a result of her own 
experience of schooling, she now had a collection of books in her possession. Now as 
a parent, she said that she bought them when she was able to, she borrowed them from 
the local library and she read stories to her children. In addition she was continuing 
her family traditions of reading to her children from the Bible and telling them the 
stories she had heard as a child, as were the Indian parents. 

As parents they reproduced many of the activities they had experienced with their 
own children. When talking about their own children, the parents were aware that 
there were many instances of literacy related activities in their homes and several 
parents used the word 'osmosis' to describe how they felt their child acquired early 
reading or writing knowledge. One parent used this word to describe children learning 
by observing others in the family. Another felt that her children learnt about handling 
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books when they watched her reading books to them. Yet another used the term when 
said she described her younger son learning to write by observing other members of 
the family when they were writing. She said that she thought second and subsequent 
children did not get quite the same concentrated assistance from parents as the eldest 
child. Taylor (1983) reported the parents in her study saying this. But it is not a simple 
matter of observation. There is the added issue that children need to become literate in 
order to be able to function within the family and the community, and literate parents 
understand this. Laqueur (1976) and Leichter (1979), although writing of different 
historical periods, both describe the passing on of literacy skills as part of everyday 
family life, as did Varenne et al. (1982), Taylor (1983), Heath (1994) and Minns 
(1997). 

Despite the similarities across literate families, there were considerable differences 
between the Pakeha parents and the others in their uses of literacy. For example, a 
Pakeha parent said she had made her children photo albums when they were babies 
and that they still enjoyed talking about them, whereas the Sri Lankan parent said she 
used photo albums to talk with and remind her children about relatives and friends in 
their own country. This diversity of purpose, showed in the choice of books as 
described by the parents. There was the Pakeha or European focus on literature 
interpreted as a source of enjoyment. The Indian and Sri Lankan parents focused on 
literature as a source of values and for moral instruction. One Pakeha parent said 
reading books was part of her child's day in the same way that playing with toys was 
an important activity for her child. Another reported that books were fun and that 
sitting down with them and reading to them was a pleasant way to pass the time. In 
contrast, an Indian mother said she often chose books that would convey a message to 
her sons as to the way she wanted them to live their lives and the Sri Lankan parent 
told of reading a story which she hoped would discourage her son from telling lies. 

Tran (2003), in her . study of story book reading in six Vietnamese families, also 
reported that the parents said they chose books and legends which taught moral 
behaviour and she reports a statement by McLeod and Nguyen, 'Throughout 
childhood, Vietnamese children were taught the moral lessons of filial piety, 
obedience, and proper social behaviour through songs, sayings and stories' (p. 36). 
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There was also diversity of practice among the families in my study. Many parents in 
my study were told stories as children and these took the form of legends and family 
narratives. Not all the parents had heard bed time stories as children, and from their 
accounts they read to their own children at various times of the day. They do not all 
appear to have read bedtime stories to their children. This was the case for at least two 
Indian families. Heath's point in her article 'What No Bedtime Story Means' (in 
Maybin, 1993, pp 73-93.) was not that bedtime stories were necessary, but that they 
indicated different approaches to formal learning and book reading according to 
ethnicity and social class. From my study it could be suggested that bedtime stories 
are not associated solely with economic status. They are also associated with cultural 
difference. The written story may be replaced by an oral account. Bedtime may not be 
the time for listening to stories or reading texts if these activities involve a family 
group rather than an individual child tucked up in bed. Mainstream families place 
value on bedtime reading per se, but there is no firm evidence that this practice is 
central in preparing children for literacy at school. 

In discussions about writing, the parents remembered adding their names to letters and 
cards when their own parents were writing to friends and family members. They 
remembered their parents writing and receiving letters (Barton & Hall, 1999) to keep 
in touch with relations and this was similar to how they remembered their own 
children's early attempts at writing. It may be that their experiences with their 
children coloured their memories of their own childhood. One parent told of being 
allowed to write all over the wall in her childhood home but she was not allowing her 
own children to do this. None of the parents described their own parents writing 
'books' with them in the way one parent had done with her young daughter. 

Overall the parents were not able to recall and discuss their own early attempts at 
writing, nor those of their children, in the way they remembered hearing stories in 
their childhood and subsequently reading and telling stories to their children. Perhaps 
this is a result of the fact that in literate homes there are so many incidents involving 
the act of writing, for example, notes to family members, shopping lists, memos and 
messages that it is not specifically noticed as Taylor (1983) found in her study. 
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The younger generation had access to computers which the older generation had not, 
and this had led to changes in some literacy related activities. For example a Pakeha 
parent said she seldom wrote letters by hand, and was using e-mails instead. She also 
described how she was able to use the computer to make greeting cards. 

From the parents' descriptions of the literacy activities in their childhood homes, it 
would appear they were trying harder than their own parents to 'teach' literacy skills to 
their children that they would later encounter at school. 

This study showed that the family offers particular forms of literacy and particular 
literacy practices irrespective of whether we can trace, for individual children, the 
learning outcomes. Young children in families are seldom tested for their literacy 
skills. Their learning is 'absorbed' rather than taught and parents may notice evidence 
of skills of the kind taught in school, rather than viewing them as children's attempts 
to reproduce the literacy activities of the home. 

The important point about my study is that it provided an illustration of how the 
family, as a site for literacy, offered particular forms of literacy or particular practices 
irrespective of whether the children were formally taught these forms or whether 
children actually learn them. Laqueur (1976), Heath (1982), Taylor (1983), 
McNaughton (1995), Minns (1997), and Barton et al. (2000) have all referred to this 
aspect of family literacy. · 

The Community 

The families' literacy was connected to community sources. 

Libraries 

Although it has been reported in the Guardian Weekly (May 6-12, 2004, p. 8) that 
libraries may disappear in Britain within the next fifteen years because of a decline in 
their use, the parents in this study reported widespread use of libraries. Two parents, 
both Pakeha, remembered going to a library with their own parents. The majority of 
the parents reported borrowing books from libraries to read to their own children 
before they went to school and one parent had joined her local library after her eldest 
child began school. While there does not appear to be any generational difference in 
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the actual use of libraries - the parents who went as children indicated they chose 
their own books, and as parents, themselves, they reported that they allowed their 
children to choose books, albeit with a little guidance, when they were very young. 
This was possibly the case for them when they were young. 

There was however a diversity of purpose associated with library use amongst the 
parents in my study as the Indian father indicated that he borrowed books from their 
local library and read them to his son in order to help him learn English. Other parents 
did not mention a particular purpose for borrowing books other than to supplement 
those they had at home. 

Parents remembered seeing newspapers in their childhood homes. They reported 
seeing their own parents, particularly their fathers, reading them. The Indian parents 
reported these were in their own languages. The parents were reading them today as 
their own parents had done. However one Indian parent said she was able to read her 
own Malayalam language newspaper on the Internet which meant she no longer had 
to wait for it to come by post. 

Religion 

The relationship between the family and religion was explored and several parents 
described reading for religious purposes. This was particularly important for parents 
from other countries, as this was one way in which they were able to pass on aspects 
of their own culture. The Indian parents told of associations between religious 
observance and the preparation of special food. The Fijian Indian parent described 
having such a gathering in her home to hear readings from the book of Katho. 

In some families the Bible was an important link between the family and the church 
and the uses of the Bible in church services influenced family reading practices. The 
Tongan parent who reported memorising passages from the Bible in order to recite 
during services in church, said her young daughters had recently been asked to do this 
in their local church; an example of generational continuity. 
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The School 

The school site was not a particular focus in this study. However, all the parents in my 
study knew of the expectations of the school in terms of literacy. That is, they had 
knowledge of school methods of teaching reading and writing and as a result were 
influenced by the autonomous model of literacy. Parents whose first language was not 
English read their children stories in their mother tongue but also told of reading 
stories in English in preparation for school. 

They appeared to be less influenced by school methods of teaching writing. However 
as previously described one parent had constructed hand-made books with her pre-
school age daughter in a style similar to that often made in the first year classroom. 

Literacy Artefacts 

Books were major artefacts in parents' homes. They were in bookshelves, on 
armchairs and on tables. Several parents showed me bookshelves in their children's 
bedrooms. 

Reading books 

The New Zealand/European parents were able to remember the titles of books they 
had been read as children and several mentioned books by Enid Blyton as bringing 
great pleasure. During the 1960s there were reports of librarians refusing to stock 
works by Blyton presumably in part on their judgement of their literary worth. This 
brings into focus the cultural evaluation of reading material written for children. 

From the earliest times books have been valued. They have been kept in special places 
such as churches and mosques and only handled on significant occasions. Books were 
often covered in a wrapper to protect them from damage, with a loose dust cover with 
similar information printed on it as that on the hard cover. If the book were a special 
one it might have been further covered in paper, by the owner, as an example in this 
study showed. The value given to books was demonstrated by some Pakeha parents 
who had kept a few of their childhood books. These had not been kept with the 
intention of reading them to their children, but simply because of the memories they 
invoked and, so, were treasured possessions. For the Indian parents there was cultural 
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knowledge held in books and they said that they read them to their children to help 
them to learn about their country of origin as well as that of Aotearoa/ New Zealand. 

Encyclopaedias have always had worth for individual learning. Historians such as 
Cremin and Laqueur mentioned this self-improvement. Parents in this study reported 
having encyclopaedias and other general knowledge books in their childhood homes 
and said that they used them in their own homes. 

Writing books 

Once upon a time all books were written by hand. Some still are today. There are two 
example of this in my study. In both cases, there is evidence of the influence of the 
school. The older child's hand-made book stemmed from an assignment, but the 
activity, which produced these books, was part of family literacy. The children who 
produced or helped to produce these are now adults, but their mothers have kept the 
results as family memorabilia. 

None of the parents described their own parents making books in this way when they 
were young. The part of diversity in these book-making activities was not explored. 

The First Weeks at School 

This study showed that the family, as a site for literacy, offers particular forms of 
literacy and particular literacy practices irrespective of the learning outcomes. Young 
children in families are seldom tested for their literacy skills. 

The children all came from literate families and from what the parents reported their 
young children had a range of literacy experiences before they began school. 
However, these were not identified specifically as preparation for school - it was what 
the families did. This was the situated literacy of these families. Parents who have 
been to school are well aware of the school as a site for literacy, but those working in 
education may not be as knowledgeable about the literacy resources of the home. 

In New Zealand schools the first few weeks are usually viewed by teachers as a 
settling in time for children. Since 1997 the School Entry Assessment (SEA) 
published by the New Zealand Ministry of Education (1997), is generally given to 
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children by their New Entrant teachers when they have been at school for 
approximately five weeks. The SEA has been devised to assist teachers establish just 
what prior knowledge their young students have in terms of basic literacy (that is their 
concepts about print, letter, word and book knowledge) and numeracy. It reflects the 
skills-based autonomous view of literacy described by Street and discussed earlier in 
this thesis. However such tasks do not give the full story about children's literacy 
acquisition, as they do not take into account the cultural and social experiences of 
literacy that children have had within their families and communities. This socially 
constructed literacy described by Street as ideological does result in skills, but the 
SEA may reflect the literacy skills of one cultural group more than others. Literacy 
learning within the family contributes to the cultural capital children bring with them 
to school, giving some children from the majority culture an advantage over others 
from more diverse backgrounds. Biddulph et al (2003) report on the significance of 
cultural and social experiences in literacy learning within the home and its general 
contribution to learning in the more formal setting of the school. 

The Literacy Experts Group Report to the Secretary of Education (Ministry of 
Education, 1999a), made various recommendations and a result has been the recently 
released literacy handbook book for primary teachers, Effective Literacy Practice in 
Years 1 to 4 (Ministry of Education, 2003a). While the authors acknowledge cultural 
practices in children's literacy learning, they do not say what these practices are. This 
study has shown some of them. 

The Interviews 

Meeting and talking with parents from a range of cultures has given me new insights 
into the diverse nature of society in Aotearoa/ New Zealand. I was welcomed into the 
parents' homes and shown warm hospitality in each of them. The parents appeared to 
enjoy talking to me about the 'situated literacies' within their families. 

In conclusion I would like to give a small number of unattributed quotations which 
still ring in my ears. 

Stories were told by my mother before I went to bed. The reason was to make 
you sleep. They were traditional stories. 
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Sometimes he would try to take a short cut and miss out a few pages, but I 
knew when he had done this and I can remember telling him he had missed a 
page and make him go back. 

If it's a favourite story and they love it we'd read it again and again. 

We were allowed to draw and write all over the walls. I can remember huge 
pictures which covered entire walls. My father said the walls could easily be 
painted over again later. 

Recommendations for Research 
This particular study was concerned with the literacy practices of a small number of 
families. While there was variety among them, they represented only four different 
ethnic groups and there are many more in present day Aotearoa/ New Zealand. It 
would be useful and valuable, in view of the growing diversity among the school 
population, to have more research into literacy practices among different ethnic 
groups in Aotearoa/ New Zealand. 

One of the more surprising aspects of this research was the incidence of story telling 
and the fact that families told different kinds of stories. For example there was a 
legend about the origins of an island off the coast of Tonga, there were stories told 
within families and stories to teach moral lessons. It would be useful to explore story 
telling within families in Aotearoa /New Zealand. Who tells stories? What form do 
they take? Why are they told? 

Although I asked about writing and received some useful information, the people I 
interviewed were more interested in telling about reading than writing. Writing within 
families deserves more research and a valuable study could take the form of a more 
comprehensive survey of family uses of writing. 

Some of the parents reported that they did not think their children' s teachers knew 
very much about the literacy experiences they had within their families. Maybe 
further thought should be given to ways in which cultural diversity, especially in 
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terms of literacy, can be shared and celebrated. An enquiry into how dialogue between 

teachers and parents could be developed in order to facilitate this would be valuable. 

Possible Areas for Action 

Teachers could be surveyed regarding their understanding of literacy and diversity. 

Professional development for teachers along the lines of the exercise reported m 

McDonald and Others (1995). 
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APPENDIX A 

PARENTS' BACKGROUND INFORMATION 

1. Place of Birth 

2. Languagesspoken 

3. Education: Primary school 
Secondary school 
Tertiary 

4. Occupation 

5. Family situation: Husband 
Children 
Other family members 

113 



APPENDIXB 
QUESTION LIST 

Additional Probes 

In addition to the main questions, I compiled a number of probes (sub-questions) 

which I used to assist parents to elaborate on their answers. I did not use all of the 

probes at each interview, instead I selected from them where I thought necessary. In 

some cases parents answered the question without the need for additional probes. 

Often parents would want to elaborate and talk about a topic I was intending to ask 

about further into the interview. When this happened I made a note of it and did not 

use additional probes when I asked the later question. I was conscious oftime and 

wanted my interview to last about an hour. 

The Revised Questions and the Additional Probes 

1. First I would like to ask you a few questions about your own background. 
(Appendix A) 

2. Do you have any memories from your own childhood of reading and writing? 
What are these? 

1. Do you remember being read to or told stories by a parent /an older relative or 
another adult? 

2. Have you a favourite story that you still recall? 

3. Were there books, papers, magazines, Holy books, newspapers, etc., in your 
childhood home? 

4. Were reading and writing enjoyable for you/ important to your family? Can 
you remember your parents reading and writing? 

5. Were reading and writing work-related or did your parents also read and write 
for pleasure? (e.g. reading novels, writing diaries, letter writing to relatives)? 

6. Was there a special cultural aspect to reading and writing in your home? For 
example, special books for religious occasions? 
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3. These days we hear a great deal about 'literacy'. What does the word 
'literacy' mean to you? 

1. What do you feel / think it means to be 'literate'? 

2. Do you feel it is important? Why? If not, why not? 

3. What do you feel is more important? Reading or Writing? 

4. Have you still got with you any of the books you had as a child? 

1. What are they / did you read them a lot? 

2. Do any of your children behave in the same way? (i.e. do they have favourite 
books and read them a lot?) 

5. What are some of the things you and your child do at home? Discuss both 
Reading and Writing. 

Reading 

1. Does your child show an interest in reading the things you read? E.g. copy 
you reading the newspaper. 

2. Have you bought books, joined the local library? 

3. Do you tell your child stories? What form do they take? Are they about 
him/her when he/she was smaller? Photo albums? Talking about the pictures 
in books? 

4. Do you read to your child? If so, who chooses the story? 

5. Do you sometimes only look at the pictures in a book and talk about them? 
Are you comfortable reading to / with your child? 

6. When you read to children what happened? Did they enjoy it, how did the 
kids react? 

(Try to get some sort of value input.) 

7. Are you sometimes able to relate a story to a similar incident in your child's or 
family's own experience? For example, you might see a dog when you are out 
somewhere which looks like one you have recently read about with your child 
and you give it the same name as the one in the book? Or you might say 
someone's actions are like those of a character you have read about? 
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Writing 

1. Does your child attempt to copy you when you are writing? 

2. What do you think of the marks on the paper that your child says is his 
writing? 

3. Do you sometimes point out road signs, notices, shop signs, etc., to your child? 

4. Does he/she attempt to copy/ draw such signs at home? 

5. Did your child ever ask what a sign meant? 

6. Do you consult maps, guide books and involve your child in this e.g. when on 
holiday? 

7. Does your child draw / label maps? Try to get this in separately. If yes, ask: 
How do you do this? 

8. What were some of the things your child used writing for once he/she had 
learnt to write? 

6. Are there any special religious/ cultural events that your family observes/ 
celebrates and you feel it is important for your child to know about? Any 
reading or writing associated with this? 

1. Does your family may have special ways of doing things, special days that are 
significant, and books, writings, and ceremonies associated with these? 

2. Reading, prayers before bed? 

3. Writing to relations on their birthdays/ Saint's Days/ Giving and receiving 
Christmas or other cards? 

7. Were there any changes in reading/ writing activities in the family when an 
older child started school? 

1. Did you make any special preparations for your child's start at school? 

2. Did your younger child show an interest in the books brought home? 

3. Did he / she want to read them too? Attempt to read them by themselves, 
imitating the older child? 

4. Does he/ she want to copy any writing the older child did? 

5. What did you think of this? 

8. How did reading and writing go when your child went to school? 

116 



1. Did your child bring home books? 

2. Did your child seem eager to read them to you, with you, or have you read 
them to him? 

3. Did you feel your child's home reading and writing were a help at school? 

4. Did you have any discussions with your child's teacher about any reading and 
writing that you do at home? 

Talk more about this. Try to get parents to say why they think their child did I did 
not do well. Explore what happened. How did they feel? 
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APPENDIXC 

LETTER OF EXPLANATION ABOUT THE STUDY 

August 2002 

I am enrolled in the Master of Education course at the Wellington College of 
Education. This year I am undertaking a research project for my Thesis. My 
supervisors are Geraldine McDonald and John Dickie. 

What I am interested in is how children learn and practise literacy within their 
families. 

I need to interview a number of families for my research and I would like to 
include yours in my study. 

When we meet I would like to ask you a few questions about such things as where 
you were born, the languages you speak and the number of children you have. 
Then we will have a discussion about the reading and writing you did as a child, 
followed by what you did with your own children before they went to school and I 
am also interested in their experiences when they started school. 

This will take about one hour and you will be given a copy of our conversation 
and will be able to change anything you feel I have not accurately stated. I hope it 
will be possible to interview you in your home and that you will not mind if I use 
a tape recorder. 

Anything you tell me will be strictly confidential. I will give you an account of my 
findings. 

My study should be of interest to both parents and teachers. 

I do hope you will be able to participate. To let me know that you feel you can, 
would you mind filling in the enclosed form and returning it to me in the reply 
paid envelope. If you have any questions about this I would be really pleased if 
you contacted me at home. 

My phone number is 476 4195. 

Thank you very much. 

Juliet Smith. 
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APPENDIXD 

PARENTS' CONSENT FORM 

Family Literacy Study 

I am willing to be involved in Juliet Smith's research. 

• I understand that the information I give her will be strictly confidential and 
that no names will be used in the final report for her thesis. The same 
practice will be followed with any publications that arise from her 
research. 

• I understand that I have the right to withdraw at any time. 

• I understand that I have the right to see the written transcript of our 
conversation and to amend this if I think it necessary. 

• I understand that the information will be anonymous and kept in a safe 
place until the research is completed. 

Signed 

Date 
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