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Importance and role of Family Literacy Programs                     

The  quality of a microsystem ( immediate environment) is very much dependent upon the capacity to operate in, in Vygotsky’s terms, “ the zone of proximal development “ (Garbarino, 1990) . It is the socio-cultural approach of Vygotsky ( Vygotsky, 1962, 1978) which  has the  basic assumption  that mental processes have their origin in the social processes that sets  the stage for  family literacy programs. Thus, effective instruction of the adult will lead the child towards the outer bounds of his competencies and promote development  (Aksu-Koç, 1992; Sylva and Wiltshire 1993).

School success or school failure is related to how ready the child is for school. In this  respect the home literacy environment is an important factor for school readiness. Differences in the home literacy environment  and limited literacy- related activities in the home may have significant effects on language development which is important for formal schooling and later literacy achievement of children especially  from low income families (Aksu-Koç, 2005; Campbell and Ramey, 1994; Dickinson & Tabors, 2001; Hart & Risley, 1995; Payne, Whitehurst and Angell, 1994.)  A study done by Aksu-Koç and Kusçul (1994 ) in Turkey has shown  that different home environments have different effects on the child’s literacy level and cognitive ability, with low income environments being less advantageous than middle class ones. There are many studies which demonstrate the effects of various literacy activities on child’s literacy skills and later school success. For example, the effects of book reading, literacy instruction and literacy exercises on later literacy development (Dickinson and Smith,1991; Mason,1992   Snow, Nathan and Perlman, 1985 ),  child’s readiness to benefit from  literacy instruction (Chomsky, 1970; Crane-Thoreson and Dale, 1992; Goldfield and Snow, 1984; Rowe, 1991; Wells,1985), primary school  success (Dickinson, DeTemple and Smith 1992 ; Raz and Bryant, 1990) and academic success  (Cazden, Snow and Haise-Baigorria 1990) have been underlined . Furthermore, Whitehurst, Epstein, Angell, Payne, Crone and Fischel (1994) have reported   positive effects of  literacy activities such as shared reading and sound and letter recognition on children’s emergent literacy abilities and positive effects of home literacy activities on their language abilities. Moreover, Lonigan ( 1993) has found the effects of home based literacy intervention  to be more than the effects of center-based or combined intervention (center-based and home-based)  programs on the language skills of the children.

These findings indicate that the family literacy programs play a crucial role in the development of young children, especially for those who come from disadvantaged environments. 

Need for family literacy programs in Turkey

A characterization of Turkey in terms of the educational facilities available for the population will provide an understanding of the setting for family literacy programs.  According to 2004 figures, Turkey is a country with a population of about 72,220,000 and a GNI per capita of $3750. During the period of 1993-2004, the government allocated 3% of the budget to health, 10% to education and 8% to defense (UNICEF 2006).

 
According to the 2000-2004 figures 88% of the Turkish population is literate. The literacy rate is different for males (96%) and for females (81%).  When male and female populations are considered seperately for the period of 1996-2004, 89% of the male population who should attend primary school does so while for females this percentage is 88. According to the 1997-2004 figures, among the enrolled population 97% reaches the last year of the elementary school. Enrollment rate for the secondary school is %90 for males and 67% for females (UNICEF 2006).

Turkey does not have a standardized widespread system of Early Childhood Education. The existing services in early childhood development and education are under the supervision of Ministry of National Education. Nearly all the services are center based and located in the large cities. Only %14 of the 3-6 year olds, %21 of the 4-6 year olds, and %32 of the 5-6 year olds attend any sort of institution. (The Ministry of National Education's Preschool Education General Directorate, 2005-2006)

Examples of Family Literacy Programs in Turkey 

Mother-Child Education Proram (MOCEP)

The origins of  MOCEP date back to 1982 and rests on the research project  entitled “Turkish Early Enrichment Project“ (Bekman,1998a, 2003, 2004; Kagýtçýbasý, 1991, 1992, 1996, 1997; Kagýtçýbaþý, Bekman and Göksel 1995; Kagýtçýbaþý, Sunar and Bekman, 2001; Kagitcibasý, Sunar, Bekman, Cemalciler, 2004). The original project lasted four years (1982-1986). In 1993 implementation rights of MOCEP was given  to the Ministry of National Education. Since then, the programme has been implemented in 70 provinces (out of 81) in Turkey, as well as in Belgium, Germany, France, Holland, Bahrain and Jordan. In Turkey, 186,000 mothers and children have been reached, 900 teachers trained and approximately 45,000 mothers and children are targeted each year.
The Mother-Child Education Program targets both the child and the child’s immediate environment rather than reaching only the child. The program  aims to promote school  readiness by providing  cognitive enrichment to children and  by  creating an environment that  will provide  optimal  psychosocial health and nutritional development. Child management methods and communication with the child, emotional security and self esteem of the mother, family planning and reproductive health are also targeted in the program. Thus, it is an example of both an adult education and a child development program.

 The Mother-Child Education Program reaches children and parents right before  children start formal schooling. The understanding is such that the mothers will be more receptive to new information during this period.

The Program has three main elements: a program to foster cognitive development  of the child, a program to sensitize mothers on the overall development of the child and a program to sensitize the mothers on reproductive health and family planning. It lasts 25 weeks and targets children who are “at risk” due to their environmental conditions.

The Program to Foster Cognitive Development of the Child

The initial  program to foster cognitive development was a Turkish translation and adaptation of HIPPY (Home Instruction Program for Preschool Youngsters) developed by the Research Institute of Innovation in Education at Hebrew University, Jerusalem (Lombard, 1994). In 1993, the cognitive  component of the program was revised and changed.

The primary aim of this component  is to prepare the child for school, by stimulating   pre- literacy  and numeracy skills. There are 25 weekly work sheets of 20-25 pages. Each week’s materials contain daily exercises to be used by the mother with the child which takes about 15 to 20 minutes to complete. The  worksheets  get progressively more difficult over time. The exercises are in the various areas of   eye-hand coordination, sensory discrimination, pre-literacy (recognition of letters, recognition of the letter sounds) and pre numercy skills (recognition of numbers, addition and subtraction) language development, classification, seriation, concept formation (direction, size, place), learning of colors and shapes, problem solving skills and general ability.

In addition to the worksheets, 8 picture story books are used for training in listening comprehension, verbal description, vocabulary, question-answer activities and reasoning. Interactive shared book reading activities are given particular emphasis. 

Mother Enrichment Program

It aims to increase the mother’s sensitivity to the cognitive, social and emotional development of the child and to aid her in preparing a stimulating  home environment. In addition it aims to support the parent in creating a consistent and positive mother-child interaction.

The topics of the Mother Enrichment Program include children’s health, nutrition and  cognitive, social and physical development, creative play activities and  importance of play.  Topics such as discipline, methods for changing negative behaviors and other facets of mother-child interaction and communication are also stressed. Discussions focus on expressing and listening to the feelings of the child and their acceptance. Generalizations are then made to other human relations, including spousal relations. Some meetings are also devoted to the mothers’ feelings about being a woman and a mother. Throughout the program, the mothers are encouraged to develop a positive self concept. The group discussions are oriented toward supporting the mothers in developing feelings of competence, efficacy and self confidence.

  Reproductive Health and Family Planning Program 

This part mainly sensitizes the mothers to their  reproductive system and how to prevent basic illnesses of this system. It  also defines healthy pregnancy and safe motherhood and  discusses the different methods of family planning.

Implementation of Mother-Child Education Program

Different approaches have been  adopted for the implementation of the different components of the program. For  two of the three components, Mother Enrichment  and Reproductive Health and Family Planning, a group dynamics approach is found to be more appropriate. The mothers attend group discussions  and   are expected to carry out the  group decisions at home. The consequences of these  decisions  are followed by the group leaders in the following meetings. For the  Cognitive Training Program, a mediated learning approach is adopted. The aim is to promote  school readiness through interaction with an adult who is instructing the child. The mothers therefore become the teachers of their children. They provide scaffolding in order to maximize intellectual competence and growth in the child. They are expected to carry out exercises especially in pre-numeracy and literacy skills with their children. During these exercises, through asking questions, making suggestions, instructing and answering questions, mothers help the child to integrate their developing cognitive skills and create an opportunity to function in their zone of proximal development.

During the 25 weeks mothers come to the group meetings once a week  in adult education centers which can be  found  in each district of each province in Turkey. Each group is composed of 20-25 mothers. The meetings are run by adult education teachers who are trained by Mother-Child Education Foundation staff. In the first part of each meeting that week’s topic of the Mother Empowerment Program and Reproductive Health and Family Planning Program is  discussed for an hour and a half. 

In the second part of the meeting  mothers are asked to form groups of five or six to learn the exercises of the Cognitive Development Program through role playing. Each mother is given an opportunity to experience the role of the mother and the child . The whole meeting lasts  for  about three hours.

Research Studies of the Mother Child Education Program

Several research studies  evaluating the effectiveness of the Mother-Child Education Program have been carried  since 1982. The  Turkish Early Enrichment Project short term evaluation 

(1982-1986); 1st Follow up (1991-1992) when the children were 13 & 15 year olds;  evaluation of the nationwide program ( 1991-1992); qualitative evaluation (1995-1997);  and 2nd follow-up ( 2004) when the children were 24 & 26 year olds. 
The Short and 1st Follow-Up Results   ( Kagıtçıbaşı, Sunar and Bekman 2001) 

The short term effects of project (1982-1986) set out to study the overall development of the child. After the striking results (mentioned below) of the first research study; the long-term effects of this program were also studied (1991-1992). Six years after the completion of the program a follow-up study was conducted to investigate the long-term effects of the project. 

Effects on Children 

Cognitive Development: Results of both studies revealed significant differences between children whose mothers had been trained and those who had not on various cognitive measures like IQ scores, school grades and standardized tests of academic achievement and subtests of Weschler Intelligence tests. The most important finding had to do with school attainment, in that there were more children still in the school in the trained group (%86) compared to non-trained group (% 67) .In addition, children whose mothers are trained had better perceived academic competence and saw themselves as more prepared when starting school than children of the non-trained group.

 Effects on Personality and Social Development: Children whose mothers were trained exhibited positive effects with social and personality development displaying less dependency, less aggressiveness, better self concept and  better school adjustment.

The children whose mothers were trained reported more positive retrospective memories of their mothers (from childhood). They remembered their mothers as talking to them, to be more appreciative of them, more consoling and less likely to use physical punishment. They showed better social integration and autonomy in terms of their ideas being accepted by their friends and making their own decisions.

Effects on Mothers 

The benefits of the program were also reflected in the mothers. Trained mothers were more verbal, less punitive and more responsive to and had greater interaction with their children. Trained mothers valued autonomous behaviour of the child more than the non trained mothers and were more cognitively stimulating. Not only did the program have effects on the mothers’ style of interaction with her child thus leading to changes in the child’s environment and behaviour but also  had a direct effect on the mother herself. Trained mothers reported a different pattern of interaction with their husbands than non the trained group. They were more likely to share decision making with their spouses on subjects like birth control and child discipline. They enjoyed a greater degree of communication and role sharing with their spouses and it was found tat trained women had higher status in the family. 

Nationwide Research ( Bekman, S.1998b )

MOCEP  began to expand its implementation in various provinces in the country in 1991 with the collaboration of Ministry of National Education. Therefore to analyze the effectiveness of the nationwide program , an evaluation study was conducted to see its short and long term effects. Thus, the evaluations were carried out immediately after the program ended and  at the end of the first year of primary school.

Effects on Children

The analyses which illustrated the effects of the program on children revealed significant results both for pre-literacy, pre-numeracy skills in that the trained group was significantly better than the non-trained group. Furthermore, children coming from different levels of environmental stimulation were compared in both skills. Environmental stimulation was assessed with an index.  While no significant differences were obtained in both skills for the trained group coming from stimulating and non stimulating environments, a significant difference was obtained for the non-trained group. As expected children coming from stimulating environments in the non-trained group were better than children coming from non stimulating environments. Moreover, the children of the mother trained group of different environments had significantly higher scores  than the children of the non-trained group from a stimulating environment.  These findings indicate the fact that the program is able to overcome the distressing effects of disadvantaged environments and show the importance of such programs for a fair start at school. 

 
The results obtained at the end of the first year of primary school are in line with the short term findings. Children who were in the trained group were not only better in literacy and numeracy skills but  also had better passing grades and learned how to read earlier  than the non trained group. Furthermore, the differences obtained with respect to the environmental stimulation index were sustained after a year. 


An attempt was made to see if there are any  differences in the perception of the teachers for the children of the mother trained and non trained  groups. Teachers expressed that the children of the mother trained  group displayed more appropriate behaviors at school and  were  more attentive, more creative and more curious  than the non-trained group. When the teachers were asked to evaluate the children with respect to their school readiness, the  mother trained  group of children were reported as being  more ready  cognitively and socially  than the non trained  group. The differences in the evaluation of the teachers were found not only for the behaviors of children from the two groups but also for the behaviors of their mothers. The teachers stated that the mothers of the trained group were more likely to attend  school meetings and that they were more interested in the child’s school behavior  than the mothers of the non trained  group children  

Effects on mothers

Results of the analyses carried out right after  the program ends and after the first year of schooling revealed differences between  mothers who had participated in the program and who had not.  Mothers who participated in the program not only displayed positive change in their child discipline methods but also changed their child rearing practices.  This was reflected in behaviours like keeping promises made to the child and answering their questions appropriately. Mothers who had participated in the program had better self-esteem and they perceived themselves as better mothers, better spouses and successful individuals.

The Second Follow-Up ( Kagitcibasi, Sunar, Bekman and Cemalciler, 2004)  

In the second follow-up study, the participants were now young adults between the ages of 24 and 26.

Two types of early childhood education qualified as positive intervention in this project; namely, center based, and home based education. Separate and joint analyses of the effects of the two different intervention programs yielded differences.

Center-based intervention

In the investigation of the effects of preschool education institutions with different aims, a comparison of the children who attended an educational preschool with those who attended  custodial day care centers or did not attend any type of preschool revealed that the children attending educational preschool  continued their education longer, started to work at a later age, and worked at higher status jobs.

Home-based intervention

An analysis of the effects of mother training revealed that when compared to children whose mothers did not have training, children whose mothers had training  continued onto university in higher proportions, obtained higher scores on a vocabulary test, started work at a later age, and were more likely to use a credit card.

Center-based and/or home-based intervention

When children who had one of the two positive models of early childhood education, i.e. children whose mothers were trained and/or who attended an educational preschool were compared to children who were not exposed to  both models (i.e. attended custodial day care / did not attend any preschool institution / mother did not have training), it was seen that the group who received some kind of enrichment differed from the other group. It was found that these participants attended school longer, continued onto university more, started work at a later age, worked at higher-status jobs, and were more likely to own a computer.

The findings also show that mother training provided benefits to children who either attended a custodial day care center or did not go to any preschool institution, rather than those who attended an educational preschool. In other words, both an educational preschool, and mother training is successful in closing the gap created by a disadvantaged background and either one is sufficient in eliciting this result. 

Father Support Program

The Father Support Program has reached 13,000 fathers and children in 22 provinces 

of Turkey; 400 teachers have been trained. The yearly target is 6,000 fathers and children.

The purpose of the program is to create an awareness and consciousness in fathers, 

regarding child development and education. Thus the program aims to increase the level of knowledge of fathers on child development, furnishes them with communication skills, and consequently causes them to adopt  more democratic attitudes. Fathers are also guided to do certain literacy activities and spend time with   their children.  The target population is fathers who have children between the ages of 2 to 10.  

The program consists of 13 sessions. The sessions include topics like the role and importance of fathers in child development, attitudes and behavioural patterns in the family and their effect on the child, positive discipline methods, characteristics of child development 

(cognitive, social, emotional and physical), the importance of reading to children, the importance of play and use of time spent with children, and generalization to others.

Implementation

The implementation of the program is in the form of group discussions. A medium is created where fathers can share their ideas and feelings , and  are expected to find a solution to a problem as a group. The group is usually held in the evenings or at weekends since most fathers work during the day and is   limited to 15 people. Each weekly session lasts about 2,5 hours. There is a tea break at each session, which enables the fathers to be more social with each other and with the group leader. 
 Volunteer educators and social workers trained through Mother- Child Education Foundation implement the courses that follow a participatory model of education. Meetings take place in primary schools or in adult education centers. 

 Research Study on Father Support Program ( Koçak, A. 2004)


The evaluation of the program was realized through quantitative and qualitative methods. The quantitative evaluation was carried out through an attitude inventory while the qualitative evaluation was made through  in-depth interviews conducted with both the fathers and the mothers.

All the reported changes in the self-reports of fathers and the self-reports of mothers regarding the effects of the program are supported by the results of the attitude inventory. The results of the attitude inventory revealed that there has been a change in the attitudes of fathers who have attended the program. All the four factors in the instrument; non-traditional roles, non-authoritarian attitude, non-permissive attitude and open communication changed significantly. Fathers were found to  become less traditional, less authoritarian and less permissive in their fathering role. Besides, the communication between the father and the child was  improved. 

Father’s self reports indicated  that they benefited from the group experience. Fathers reported a change in their perception regarding children. They  stated that they started to consider the child as an individual, and had become more tolerant and more careful about keeping their promises to their children. Moreover, their self reports reflect that  they started explaining, talking and listening to the child, as well as spending more time with them and showing more affection. Fathers also reported that they now use alternative methods of discipline instead of punishing and/or beating their children. These changes in the father was found to consequently lead  to a positive change in father’s relationship with his child in that  they have become closer. 

Fathers also mentioned that they became more knowledgeable about child development,  gained  new perspectives and  became more flexible towards their children. Besides, they felt more proud of themselves in that they felt they had  done something useful for their children. Fathers expressed that they had better communication with others and had become more social. 

Preschool Parent-Child Education Program

The Program aims both to empower the child’s emergent literacy skills  and  parent-school relationship. It consistis of two parts: Cognitive Training and Parent Support. Here the target population is children who are attending nursery classes and their parents.

Cognitive Training Program

The cognitive training component comprises activities geared  toward children which aim to help their  literacy and numeracy  skills. There are  two sets of worksheets which contain  different activities in the areas of pre-literacy (recognition of letters, recognition of the letter sounds) and pre numercy skills (recognition of numbers, addition and subtraction) language development, classification, seriation, of   eye-hand coordination, sensory discrimination , concept formation (direction, size, place), learning of colors and shapes, problem solving skills and general ability. One set ( 28) is   implemented by the teachers of the nursery classes every day during the time set aside as the “preparing for literacy” period in the daily routine of nursery classes. The other set ( 28) is prepared for mother-children dyads with the aim of ensuring the durability of the information learned in school, and including the family in the child's education. Parents work together with their children everyday  at home on the “home worksheets”.

There are  8 picture story books  training children in listening comprehension, verbal description, vocabulary, question-answer activities and reasoning. 

Parent Support Program

In the second component of the program, nursery school teachers organize monthly parent support meetings for the parents. The objective of these two-hourly meetings is to inform parents about different issues regarding  the importance of the preschool ages and the role of the parents, different areas of development, negative and positive disciplinary methods, how to communicate with the child and like. Nursery school teachers also share information about what they do in the school and listen to mothers about their experiences with their children at home. In the group meetings  mothers actively participate, ask questions, express opinions, and share ideas and experiences. Thus, techniques of group dynamics are utilized to enable the mothers to provide their children with greater support for healthy development. All together there are  9  group meetings. 
Evaluation Research  (Bekman, S. & Topaç,B.  2000 ) 

Effects on children

When comparing the participant and  non- participant children on their total literacy and numeracy skills, children who  participated in the program  were found to have higher scores. When the literacy and numeracy  scores were examined separately, participant children's  scores were significantly higher both for literacy and numeracy skills. These results indicated that children who had participated in the program  gained the necessary literacy and numeracy skills which form the basis for three Rs ( reading, writing and arithmetic) when they enter elementary school. 

Effects on Parent Involvement 

Parents who participated in the program stated that the preschool met more of their expectations and the subjects their children learned  were at a more desired level than the non- participant parents. This shows that they are much more satisfied with what their children learned and  with the activities in the class. 

Moreover, parents participating in the program were significantly more satisfied with the teacher and they got  more support from the teacher to direct their child's development, cooperated more with the teacher and saw the teacher as a person to ask for  advice than the non-participant parents.

Effects on the parents

Results indicate that, parents who have participated and not participated in the program employed significantly less negative discipline methods. While participant parents employed less negative discipline methods they also employed significantly more positive discipline methods. Whereas,   non- participant parents didn't show an increase in the positive discipline methods. This result indicates that the parents that participated in the program, employed positive discipline methods which they discussed in the program, to prevent the undesirable behaviors of their children.

Conclusion 

The level of education in the formal school system is closely related to the readiness level of the students entering the system. It is believed that if the children are better prepared for school they will be more likely to attend school and to perform at a higher level than less prepared children. Furthermore, these children will effect the functioning of the primary school system by increasing both the efficiency and quality of the system. In turn the educational expenses  will be saved since there will be fewer dropouts, retention and few who need remedial education.  Thus, those children who are ready for formal schooling will help to improve the quality in the formal school system and decrease the expenditures for those who fail in the system.

Programs like the Mother-Child Education Program, Father Support Program and Preschool Parent-Child Education Program  have an import role  for the advancement of human development.  This role is more important during the early years of human development when the function of the environment is more distinct. Programs  which empower both the child and the family are  examples of  not only child developement but also of community development.
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