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Introduction



This chapter provides an account of developments in family literacy in England since the mid 1970s. It concentrates on family literacy programmes. These are ways of teaching literacy that recognise the family dimension in individuals’ learning. We describe the theoretical context for family literacy in England and how practice has developed out of the linking of two strands of work: one in early childhood education and the other in adult literacy education. A number of programmes are briefly described, in particular the model that predominated in England in the late 1990s, and then the increasingly diverse pattern of provision in this decade. 

The research base for programmes, particularly evaluations of effectiveness, is reviewed. There are several research issues in the field. Six key ones will be reviewed: deficit approaches, targeting of programmes, evidence of effectiveness, gender, bilingualism, and policy research. Some of these have attracted considerable research interest and activity; others remain under‑researched or under‑conceptualised. 

The chapter makes suggestions about what we know about family literacy programmes and what we still need to know.

The theoretical context of family literacy 



The English term family literacy was coined by Taylor (1983), who used it to refer to interrelated literacy practices within families. Though Taylor was the first to use the term, it is clear that such practices were occurring centuries, if not millennia, before that. For example, Clanchy (1984, p.36) demonstrated the role of what used to be called (in English) ‘learning at mother’s knee’ with reference to images from the fourteenth century onwards of ‘Mary nursing Jesus on her knee while she shows him, or he fingers, a primer or Book of Hours’. However, as Hannon (1995a) pointed out, in industrialised countries, mass compulsory schooling, since its beginnings in the late nineteenth century and throughout most of the twentieth, was characterised more by parental exclusion than involvement. Since the mid- 1970s (in England) the pendulum has swung the other way, and parents are now routinely expected to be involved.  

Taylor’s original research, which involved qualitative case studies of middle‑class white families in the United States, showed how young children’s initiation into literacy practices was shaped by parents’ and other family members’ interests, attitudes, abilities and uses for written language. The use of family literacy to mean literacy practices within families pioneered by Taylor did gain limited currency in the 1980s amongst researchers and some practitioners in England. They were also influenced by related US studies in the 1980s (Heath, 1983: Teale, 1986; Taylor & Dorsey‑Gaines, 1988). But there was research in England that, even if it did not at first use the term family literacy, wholly or partly investigated literacy practices within families (Hannon & James, 1990; Weinberger, 1996; Gregory, 1996; Barton & Hamilton, 1998: Hirst, 1998).

All these studies (and many others – for comprehensive lists of studies from Britain and the United States see Hannon, 2003 and the volume edited by Wasik, 2004, especially the chapter by Hannon and Bird on family literacy in England) described and analysed existing family literacy practices in order to understand them, sometimes in relation to school literacy, but did not research efforts to change family practices – as Desforges and Abouchaar (2003) pointed out, there is far more research describing what goes on than into changing it. However, this body of descriptive research constitutes a rich archive which opens our minds to the variety of language and literacy practices that can be found in families, and therefore the many ways in which children can be drawn into literacy without the direct agency of schools. Not much more will be said about family literacy in this sense in this chapter.

The second meaning of family literacy refers to certain kinds of literacy programmes involving families. The idea of programmes or interventions to extend or change family literacy originated in the USA in the late 1980s, one of the earliest documented instances being the University of Massachusetts English Family Literacy Project (Nash, 1987), but it was not until the 1990s that interest in interventions named family literacy became widespread in England. How that happened will be discussed later. There had, however, been such programmes in England from at least the 1980s, even if they were not all called family literacy (Hannon, 1995a). Hannon (2000a) pointed out that the second meaning of family literacy has effectively supplanted the first in England and suggested this is unfortunate, in so far as it has deprived educators of a term that refers to literacy practices that occur independently of any programme. Without such a term, programme designers and practitioners can easily overlook valuable language and literacy activities in which family members engage independently of any programme.

This chapter is mainly concerned with family literacy programmes in England, that is, with the second meaning of family literacy. We define these as programmes to teach literacy that acknowledge and make use of learners’ family relationships and engagement in family literacy practices. This definition is fairly broad and it must be recognised that some in England (e.g. ALBSU, 1993a, 1993b) and in the USA (e.g. Darling, 1993) have promoted a narrower definition including only those programmes that combine literacy teaching for parents with literacy teaching for children from the same families. Focusing only on such programmes would, however, lead to a restricted view of current activity and its historical roots.

An obvious example of a family literacy programme fitting the broad definition just given would be a school involving parents in the teaching of reading to their children. This acknowledges that many parents do, to some degree, assist their children’s reading development, and parental involvement schemes make use of their motivation to do more, their opportunities at home to do so and the likelihood that, because of their relationship to their parents, children will enjoy and benefit from the experience. Another example would be an adult literacy programme for parents that made use of their desire to help their children learn to write and which created shared writing activities to enable both parent and child to learn together.

The view of family taken here is broad and pragmatic. There is widespread recognition that families vary greatly in structure and that parents can be all kinds of carers – including biological parents, step-parents, grandparents, foster parents, siblings, other caregivers – in a variety of different relationships and living arrangements. However, family literacy programmes may sometimes be based on a narrow concept of family and unexamined assumptions about its structure, e.g. the assumption that children in programmes have fathers at home, or that only programmes which involve parents and their own children are ‘really’ family literacy.

A wide variety of family literacy programmes over the last two decades have been documented (see again Hannon, 2003 and the volume edited by Wasik, 2004). A fundamental way in which programmes vary is in whose literacy they aim to change. Some focus on children, some on adults, some on both. Programmes vary in aiming for outcomes in individuals’ literacy in homes, schools, other educational institutions, communities or workplaces. Then there are variations in whether programme input is to children, adults or both. If both, there may be separate inputs to each or they may be combined in shared activities, or there may be both separate and joint inputs. Inputs may be to one family member with outcomes sought in another (e.g. work with parents to affect children’s literacy).

The location of work with families can vary. In some programmes it is carried out in families’ homes; in others it is in centres/schools, libraries, workplaces, football clubs or elsewhere in the community. The workers can be early childhood educators, adult educators, paraprofessionals or volunteers, or some mixture of these. There are variations in the target populations for programmes, e.g. bilingual or ethnic minority groups, fathers, adolescent mothers, prison inmates. The underlying concept of literacy can vary from an emphasis on conventional activities within written language to broader conceptions involving media texts, oral language and additional language learning. Some programmes extend literacy to health awareness, parenting and life skills. Some make critical awareness of literacy itself the object of learning.

Rationale for family literacy programmes



What is the justification for taking seriously the concept of a family literacy programme? Studies in literacy, language, child development and education provide the basis for a rationale. The research of most relevance concerns children’s, rather than adults’, literacy and was carried out in the period leading up to the emergence of family literacy programmes in the late twentieth century. That emergence no doubt owed much to political and ideological factors but the ground for it had been well prepared by research.

The most influential research was that showing the importance of home (for which one can generally read ‘family’) factors in school literacy achievement – throughout all the years of schooling. Achievement in school literacy and in reading tests reflects proficiency in only one kind of literacy practice but it is one valued by many families. Compelling evidence comes from large‑scale surveys. In the USA, for example, studies within the National Assessment of Educational Progress showed the very strong association between the extent of literacy materials (newspapers, magazines, books, dictionaries) in homes and children’s reading test scores at ages 9, 13 and 17 (Applebee et al., 1988). By the end of schooling, children in families having many such materials enjoyed approximately four years’ superiority in reading achievement. In the UK the National Child Development Study showed that the likelihood of children being ‘poor’ readers or ‘non‑readers’ at age seven was very strongly related to social class (Davie et al., 1972). It can be argued from such evidence that efforts to reduce literacy inequalities are unlikely to be successful if they are confined to school learning; literacy education needs also to address learning at home – in families.

Research concerning parental involvement in children’s early literacy development also underpins family literacy programmes. In the UK, for example, studies have shown such involvement – not necessarily encouraged by specific programmes – to be very common (Newson and Newson, 1977; Hannon and James, 1990) across all social groups, and that within disadvantaged groups it is strongly associated with literacy achievement (Hewison and Tizard, 1980; Hannon, 1987). It should not be surprising that parents involve themselves in this way. For most parents, it is intrinsically motivating to be involved in their children’s development – this being one reason for becoming a parent in the first place – and literacy is a part of that development. That alone might be considered sufficient justification for family literacy programmes.   

Parental motivation matters particularly in the case of parents who feel they have literacy difficulties. Adult literacy tutors are familiar with situations where adults decide to do something about their literacy at the point when their young children (or even grandchildren) are beginning to learn to read and write. The fact that parents’ motivation to help their children and to help themselves can peak at the same time, and reinforce each other, suggests that family literacy programmes that provide opportunities for both could be very effective.

Another line of research in the 1980s serving to justify family literacy programmes was that which showed the (previously overlooked) extent of young children’s knowledge of literacy before formal schooling. Some of this work was in the emergent literacy tradition (Goodman, 1980; Goelman, Oberg and Smith, 1984; Ferreiro and Teberosky, 1982; Teale and Sulzby, 1986; Hall, 1987). Knowing about literacy practices and skills valued by schools confers advantages on some children starting formal education, just as lack of it disadvantages others (Heath, 1983; Harste, Woodward and Burke, 1984). The relevant knowledge can include awareness of the purposes of literacy and of story, Shirley Brice Heath’s work in the USA being central in highlighting these factors (Heath, 1982, 1983). There was also significant research in England that pinpointed particular knowledge such as (again) awareness of story (Wells, 1987), knowledge of letters (Tizard et al., 1988) and phonological awareness (Bryant & Bradley, 1985; Maclean, Bryant & Bradley, 1987). Such research did not have an immediate impact on practice but created a climate favourable for the development of family literacy programmes in subsequent years. If children have this knowledge at school entry it seems reasonable to infer that they have acquired it in their families. If they do not have it (and it is desirable that they should) there is a case for family literacy programmes to help them acquire it.

More generally, research into preschool language and literacy learning forced a re‑evaluation of the power of home learning. Building on this research, Hannon (1995a, 1998) sought to develop a conceptual framework for family literacy programmes, particularly those directed at children. On the basis of studies such as that by Tizard and Hughes (1984) comparing children’s early language experiences at home and in preschool classes, Hannon identified many ways in which home learning can be more powerful than school learning, e.g. in being shaped by immediate interest and need, in often seeming to be effortless, in spontaneity, in being a response to real rather than contrived problems, in being of flexible duration, in having a high adult‑child ratio, in being influenced by adult models, and in allowing a ‘teaching’ role for younger family members. In relation to literacy, he further suggested that families can provide children with four requirements – summarised as ORIM – for early learning:

O
opportunities to read texts (including environmental print), to attempt writing, and to talk about literacy 

R
recognition of early literacy achievements, including the earliest signs of emergent literacy that can easily go unnoticed

I
interaction with more proficient literacy users, usually through facilitation rather than instruction, and 

M
models of what it is to use written language in everyday family social practices, in the community and at work.  

Family literacy programmes can be understood – and designed – as attempts to extend what families provide for literacy learners in relation to the above. The ORIM framework has been shown by Nutbrown and Hannon (1997) and Hannon and Nutbrown (1997) to provide a practicable basis – valued by practitioners – for the design of family literacy programmes. A national review of early years language and literacy parent involvement programmes by the National Children’s Bureau Early Childhood Unit found that the ORIM framework was employed by several programmes (Pugh, 1996). Brooks et al. (1996a) also reported that it had been used in the ALBSU/BSA Demonstration Programmes (see below). ORIM is just as applicable to adults’ literacy learning as it is to children’s, but it has been taken up more widely within the early childhood education strand of family literacy work (in projects to be described in the next section) than it has in adult literacy education.

Finally, a strong research justification for family literacy programmes comes from those studies, cited at the beginning of this chapter, which have revealed the nature and extent of families’ uses for literacy and family members’ interrelated literacy practices. Once these practices are recognised, children’s literacy learning is de‑individualised. It is seen as part of a larger system – a system moreover that from a social learning perspective has the capacity to scaffold and otherwise facilitate young children’s literacy development.

The development of family literacy programmes



The development of family literacy programmes in England can best be understood in terms of two strands of development – one within early childhood education and one within adult literacy education. These developed separately through the 1970s and 1980s but began to link together in family literacy in the mid‑1990s. Figure 1 summarises what happened.

Figure 1: Development of family literacy practice in England
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In the 1970s there was very little that could be counted as family literacy programmes in England. Early childhood educators working in nursery (pre‑kindergarten) and infant (kindergarten and grade 1) classes often had generally positive attitudes towards parental involvement, but these attitudes did not result in direct involvement in the teaching of literacy.  Adult literacy education became a recognised field of activity in England in the 1970s (for a detailed history, see Hamilton and Merrifield, 2000) but teaching was generally focused on individual learners, often in one‑to‑one situations. Many adult learners were known to be parents but, although some tutors must have thought to link parents’ literacy learning with that of their children, there were no systematic and well-documented approaches of that kind.

Early childhood educators have tended to see family literacy programmes as the latest form of parental involvement in early literacy education. That is true up to a point but fails to do justice to the contribution of adult educators who, not unreasonably, have tended to see such programmes as a new form of their practice. Government policy has swung between these perspectives. It is better to see the development of family literacy programmes as stemming from both these strands of education.

Parental involvement

In England, it was not generally until the last quarter of the twentieth century that the exclusion of parents from involvement in their children’s learning began to change and early literacy educators began to see parents differently. The change reflected interest in parental involvement as tool for reducing persistent educational inequalities, increased adult literacy in society, rethinking of professional knowledge concerning literacy development, more print in the environment (including children’s books), and a recognition of families as active users, rather than passive beneficiaries, of educational services.

Parental involvement in the teaching of literacy developed gradually. Parents were enjoined to support their children’s school literacy learning through encouragement and showing an interest. To this end they were informed about schools’ policies and practices. Parental involvement was often seen as a matter of coming into school, it being assumed that school, not home, was the key site for literacy learning. Reading was prioritised over writing (with the term ‘literacy’ rarely used at first). Later, involvement became more direct, for example when schools began encouraging and supporting parents of young children to ‘hear’ children read aloud books that they brought home from school.

A pioneering programme with six‑ to seven‑year‑olds in Haringey, London, in 1976-78 was found to have measurable outcomes in terms of children’s reading test performance (Tizard et al., 1982; Hewison, 1988) and had a national impact on practice. One of the research team described the approach as follows:

The experimental innovation in the Haringey project consisted in asking all parents of children in certain top infants’ [Year 2, age 6-7] classes to listen to their children read aloud for a short period, several times a week, from reading material selected and sent home by the child’s class teacher... It was found that... the great majority of parents provided constructive help and support for their children, and avoided counterproductive behaviour such as pushing their children too hard, or confusing them with inappropriate information.

(Hewison, 1985, pp.47-48)

The intervention lasted two years, and the approach was found to be highly effective, and much more effective than extra teacher help with reading in school. The design also included two follow-ups, one year and three years after the end of the programme; both showed the gains had been maintained. One major factor in the programme’s success seems to have been the motivation provided by the parent’s close attention to the child’s development. The project provided little in the way of guidance to parents on how exactly to share books with their children, and subsequent schemes have refined this part of the approach. The Belfield Reading Project (Hannon & Jackson, 1987) sought to follow the Haringey approach, was nationally influential in developing practice in parental involvement, but did not fully replicate findings regarding gains (Hannon, 1987).

These projects employed what Hannon (1995a) termed an open approach to parents hearing children read, that is, parents were given only very general guidance in what to do in assisting children’s oral reading. The question arose as to whether parents – who lacked professional training and often had a low level of formal education – were competent in the role of hearing children read. To investigate this, Hannon, Jackson, and Weinberger (1986) carried out a detailed observational study of over 50 six‑year‑old children in a disadvantaged area who were audio‑taped reading at home to their parents and also reading in school to their class teachers. The adults’ strategies were analysed in terms of their preference for certain moves in reading sessions, for example, providing words or phrases, giving directions, invoking phonic rules, and encouraging reading for meaning or speculation.

Although there were some interesting differences between the teachers’ and parents’ strategies (e.g. teachers were more active in making moves and displayed slightly more concern for meaning, whereas parents gave children more time), the overall findings clearly showed that the great majority of parents – even those with limited literacy – were a help, and could hardly ever be considered a hindrance, in their children’s learning. In the early 1980s the idea of parents being so directly involved in a central part of the curriculum was a considerable challenge to educational orthodoxy in England (for tensions over this within schools see Stierer, 1985), but by the end of that decade parents were widely accepted by schools as having an important role in the teaching of literacy.

The 1980s also saw the emergence of prescriptive approaches to parents hearing children read, the best known being ‘Paired Reading’. This was devised by Morgan (1976) to meet the needs of children who were finding reading difficult and to involve non-professionals in helping them. He designed it to be simple to administer after the minimum of training, and flexible, in that it could be applied to any form of reading material. The fullest description is Morgan’s (1986) book, and it is summarised in diagrammatic form in Topping and Lindsay (1992a, p.200; 1992b, p.124) and (in an updated form) at http://www.dundee.ac.uk/fedsoc/research/projects/trwresources/menu/flowchart/ - see below:                                     

                                          Figure 2: Paired Reading Flowchart
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Essentially, this is a ‘scaffolding’ approach in which the parent (or other ‘tutor’) and child begin by reading aloud together, and the parent gradually withdraws and leaves the child to read aloud alone. Techniques are specified for intervening when the child falters or makes an error, and praise is given regularly. Paired Reading programmes were generally short term (weeks rather than months or years) and targeted at children aged seven or over who had reading difficulties. They were found to produce gains, mainly in terms of pre‑test/post‑test comparisons of reading ages (Topping & Lindsay, 1992).

Hannon (1995a) describes some other prescriptive approaches, such as ‘Shared Reading’, developed in England in the period or, in the case of ‘Pause, Prompt and Praise’ (McNaughton et al., 1981), imported from New Zealand, but none of these were taken up as widely as Paired Reading. In addition to programmes that emphasized parents hearing their children read, there were other kinds of family literacy programmes such as reading workshops in which parents came into schools to work with their own children (e.g. Weinberger, 1983; Pearce, 1992). A later initiative of this kind was the Knowsley Reading Project (Brooks et al., 1996b) in which adult volunteers, mainly parents, received training and helped Year 5 (age 9) children with their reading in a number of primary schools in this borough on the outskirts of Liverpool; most children made useful gains on the standardised reading comprehension tests used, except the few who had very low scores to start with. Another interesting development was Family reading groups in which families’ enjoyment of reading was encouraged through group discussion and book review sessions held in libraries, centres and schools (Beverton et al., 1993). These programmes were evaluated in terms of process factors and families’ views, but not in terms of measured literacy outcomes for individuals.
The ‘hearing reading’ programmes have been the most clearly documented and evaluated but they emerged at the same time as a multitude of less easily catalogued approaches to involving parents and families (Dickinson, 1994; Hannon, 1995b; Wolfendale and Topping, 1996). Some programmes reached into the preschool years (Hannon, 1996) and a few went beyond books to focus also on writing and oral language (Wade, 1984; Green, 1987; Hannon, 1998). 

In summary, after a long period of routine parental exclusion, family literacy programmes in the broad sense were established in the 1980s in early childhood education to the extent that educators seriously involved parents in their children’s education. Often, of course, grandparents, siblings, other family members or caregivers took the parent role. This parental involvement in the teaching of literacy began with a focus on parents helping children’s oral reading – and a detailed meta-analysis of the research literature on this practice (Bus et al., 1995) has shown how powerfully it benefits children’s early reading attainment. However, programmes remained somewhat limited in almost always focusing on reading to the neglect of writing, in being restricted to families with young children, and in rarely meeting adults’ own literacy learning needs.

Parental involvement in England gradually evolved to take on a broader concept of literacy, preschool as well as school‑aged children, and support for a wider range of at‑home as well as in‑school activities. These actions by schools can be counted as family literacy programmes in that they clearly ‘acknowledge and make use of learners’ family relationships’ but it must be admitted that the learners with which they are concerned are mainly young children and that on the whole programmes have not so much been concerned with ‘engagement in family literacy practices’ as families’ engagement in school literacy practices – and some initiatives of this sort continue. For example, a recent national initiative in England, Keeping Up with the Children, developed by the Basic Skills Agency involved several thousand parents in courses to familiarise them with changes in the school literacy curriculum and to help them support their children’s learning (Brooks et al., 2002).

Parents as learners

Within the adult education strand there has been, as one would expect, more concern for parents as learners. In the United States, McIvor (1990) documented eight family literacy programmes, all of which were devised and delivered by agencies whose mission was primarily to do with adults (libraries, colleges, adult education services, prison organisations, services to users of day care or Head Start).

The introduction of adult literacy educators into family literacy reinforced concern for families’ own literacy values and practices. For example, in the USA, Nickse, in a foreword to McIvor (1990), pointed out that family literacy programmes required extra sensitivity from providers who had to become aware of different cultural and literacy practices in families. She suggested (p.5) that, ‘When families are involved together for literacy, more of their lives are shared with us, and adults become more vulnerable. This is a trust not to be taken lightly.’ These considerations are not always uppermost in the minds of early years educators whose focus is the child in a school setting.

Within adult literacy education in the 1980s in England there was still very little that could be recognised as family literacy – either in terms of programmes or research. Adult literacy tutors were rarely linked into early childhood parent involvement programmes, although many tutors recognised that those of their students who were parents were often highly motivated to help their children avoid repeating their own educational experience. The early childhood parent involvement programmes described above tended to be implemented in communities where the issue of parents’ literacy difficulties often arose. Anecdotal evidence in England, as in the USA, was that not only could such parents help their children, but also in some cases parents’ own literacy improved as a result of involvement (Raim, 1980; Jackson & Hannon, 1981; Parker, 1986). Unfortunately, these observations did not lead to family literacy programmes deliberately focused on adults.

There were, however, some developments in adult literacy education that paved the way for family literacy programmes in the next decade. There was a shift away from one‑to‑one tutoring of adult learners to teaching them in groups and to initiatives engaging whole communities. Pioneering approaches by adult literacy tutors showed that parent literacy courses in community settings could, in a non-judgmental way, help parents understand how to support their children’s developing literacy (Bird & Pahl, 1994). On the other hand, changes in government funding systems in the late 1980s that reduced funding for outreach and development activity and switched adult basic education away from local authorities into further education colleges discouraged the development of community approaches including family literacy. It was not until the 1990s that adult literacy education was able to make a serious contribution to family literacy.

Family literacy in the 1990s – the Basic Skills Agency model



A new factor by the 1990s in England was concern about literacy standards. Concern was expressed by politicians, government agencies such as the national inspectorate for schools, employers and a significant number of professional educators. The effect was to quicken the pace of developments in both of the strands relevant to family literacy practice – early childhood education and adult basic education. The two strands began to link together in family literacy programmes. Although there had been signs in the 1980s that educators in each field appreciated the importance of linking with those in the other, it was difficult to sustain and develop new practice in the absence of institutional and financial support. The situation changed dramatically in 1993 with an initiative taken by the Adult Literacy and Basic Skills Unit (ALBSU), a government‑funded, quasi‑independent agency that had hitherto been concerned only with adults.

ALBSU imported a model of family literacy from the United States. The inspiration was a model then being promoted vigorously in the USA by the National Center for Family Literacy (NCFL). NCFL and ALBSU defined family literacy programmes almost identically in terms of required components: basic skills instruction for parents, early literacy education for young children, and parent/child activities, although ALBSU gave less emphasis to parenting education (ALBSU, 1993b; Darling, 1993). ALBSU secured government funding for its model. It was precisely the broadening of this organisation’s remit to cover children when it launched its family literacy initiative that prompted its change of name to the Basic Skills Agency in 1994.

The significance of the ALBSU/BSA initiative for England was that adult literacy education was for the first time firmly linked with early childhood literacy education. The effect however, was that the term family literacy became, in the minds of some, only applicable to the BSA model. If one takes the broader definition of family literacy offered at the beginning of this chapter, then it should also have included the parent involvement programmes in the 1980s described in the previous section.

The BSA Family Literacy Demonstration Programmes were the brainchild of the Deputy Director of the Agency at the time, Annabel Hemstedt, who had spent considerable time beforehand researching the field and visiting programmes in the USA. The model was intergenerational – parents had to attend with their own children – and had three strands: sessions for parents in which they worked on their own literacy and on how to help their children; sessions for children (occurring at the same time as those for parents) in which they received high-quality early years provision, with a strong emphasis on writing and talk, as well as reading; and joint sessions in which typically the parents tried out with their children something that they had been practising just beforehand in their separate session, and received immediate feedback on it from the programme staff.

The BSA established three Family Literacy Demonstration Programmes in England and one in Wales in late 1993. All were in areas of multiple deprivation as shown by social indices (low average income, high proportion of single-parent families, etc.). (An intended fifth programme in an area of east London with a high proportion of bilingual families was abandoned for reasons outside the Agency’s control.) They were based in or near primary schools. The programmes were open only to families with a child aged between 3 and 6 at the beginning of the programme, and with parents with poor basic skills and few, if any, qualifications. They were jointly staffed by early years and adult literacy teachers who devised the syllabuses together and in some cases ‘crossed over’ to teach the other side of the programme. The programmes ran eight hours a week for 12 weeks, and the sessions were fitted into 1½ school days to take account of the fact that many of the parents had school-age children. They were less intensive than the Kenan model promoted in the USA by the NCFL (see Wasik and Herrmann, 2004) but still substantial. Crèches were provided for any children under 3 who came to the sessions with their parents. The local organisations which were contracted to run the programmes were handpicked by the Agency from ones with which it had been working fruitfully for some time, and the staff received substantial training before the programmes opened and at regular intervals once they had.

An effective joint session for parents and children is summarised in the box.

	Nine parents and 10 children were involved, as well as three teachers. The parents had decided that morning that their ‘Holiday of a Lifetime’ would be a boat cruise somewhere abroad, involving a flight to begin with. Based on this, the children had decided (at 11.15, with the joint session beginning at 13.00) what the precise activities would be, including passport control, the aeroplane in a corner of their room, the hotel in the rest of it, the boat outside, a shop and a travel agency.

By 13.10, when the fieldworker arrived, preparations were under way – the plane was being set up, passports were being made and stamped at passport control, etc. – a purposeful and language-rich frenzy, with all the parents and children busy and involved.

By the time ‘take-off’ approached (45 minutes later), many of the children had dressed up, and then a safety drill was held. After a one-minute flight and safe landing, everyone checked into the hotel. The luggage consisted of small carrier bags printed with the name of the Programme. A mother here commented of her daughter, ‘She’s really getting into it.’ The children soon solved the problem that the ‘boat’ (carpet) was too small; they dragged another out of doors. One girl wanted to take her shoes off (in a tarmac yard) because she was on a beach. With everyone in the boats, the adult basic skills coordinator asked the children if they could see fish over the side, and a mother told a child who had jumped over the side that she had drowned. Then the ship’s bell rang and it was time for refreshments.



Source: Brooks et al. (1996a, p.18)

The Demonstration Programmes were evaluated by a team from the National Foundation for Educational Research in 1994-95 (Brooks et al., 1996a), using what was in effect a one-group, pre-test/post-test design. (It was not practicable to set up a control or comparison group.) Their findings were based on 361 parents and 392 children. The great majority of the parents were mothers; only 14 (4%) were fathers, a pattern that seems endemic to ‘family’ literacy programmes. Literacy-related home activities increased. Both parents and children benefited. For example, the parents’ average score rose by 5% of the maximum score, and the children’s average standardised vocabulary score rose from 85 to 93. Follow-up studies 12 weeks, 9 months and 2½-3 years after the end of the programmes (Brooks et al., 1996a, 1997) showed that the children had continued to make gains for some time and then maintained their gains, and that the parents had gone from strength to strength, continuing to improve their reading and writing, going on to further courses, and in some cases gaining employment.

It is worth at this stage referring to another ALBSU initiative that helped to change the national scene in England – a scheme of small grants to support local innovation in family literacy. The scheme enabled a wider range of organisations to become involved in family literacy and a variety of approaches were used. Research into the scheme did not address the issue of outcomes but did indicate the diversity of family literacy programmes that had developed locally by 1995 (Poulson et al., 1997). Some findings echoed those from the Demonstration Programmes, for example that joint parent/child sessions were believed to be particularly successful. But there were some programmes that were very different from the demonstration programme model, especially those working with bilingual families. One programme, for example, targeted Muslim women and offered home-based provision by recruiting and training volunteers who were speakers of the main community languages and who then worked with the other women in their own homes. Another programme involved parents using their creative and organisational skills to make Storysacks (decorated bags containing a book, and soft toys, tapes and other resources related to it). Most of the programmes enabled early childhood and adult literacy educators to work together in ways that had not hitherto been possible.

There were two main consequences of the Demonstration Programmes and local programmes initiatives and their evaluations. First, the BSA sought to extend the range of its family literacy work. In 1996-97 it set up three variations on the Demonstration Programmes model, for bilingual families with a child aged 3 to 6, for families with a child in Year 4 (age 8), and for families with a child in Year 7 (age 11). In all cases parents were again supposed to attend with their children. The Year 4 and 7 programmes were intended to investigate whether the approach could be extended beyond the early years to, respectively, the middle years of primary school and (in the English education system) the first year of secondary. An evaluation was again carried out by NFER (Brooks et al., 1999). The bilingual and Year 4 programmes were found to be at least as effective as the Demonstration Programmes, but the Year 7 experiment was unsuccessful: most parents did not attend, and the children made little progress. No further family literacy work at secondary level was attempted, but in the early years it continued to thrive. In a further adaptation, the BSA devised a scheme to encourage family literacy (and numeracy) in prisons (Basic Skills Agency, 2002); for literacy this typically involved prisoners writing and/or tape-recording stories to send to their children as a way of keeping in touch with them.

Secondly, in the late 1990s the model of family literacy developed by the BSA was mainstreamed in England and Wales. Some funding for family literacy was transferred into national education support grants for which local education authorities applied to government if they were prepared to provide co‑funding; by 1997 all those in Wales and all but a handful of those in England were doing so. For several years, indeed, the BSA model of family literacy (and family numeracy – but that is another story) was the only one for which the British government would provide some of the funding, in England and Wales; programmes based on different models had to seek alternative sources of funding. The requirements continued to be somewhat inflexible in terms of parents having to attend classes and children having to be taught as a group.

Towards and into the new century: increasing diversity



The National Literacy Trust (NLT) conducted several surveys in the late 1990s to identify literacy activity in England and other parts of the UK. Four main sectors were surveyed: local education authorities, including community education services; college adult basic education provision; libraries; voluntary and local training organisations. The national picture revealed by surveys was of hundreds of family literacy initiatives, defined broadly as programmes that aim to work through parents to improve the reading and writing of their children as well as those that have the improvement of parents’ literacy as an aim. Some initiatives are individual single‑site programmes; others involved whole sets of area‑focused programmes. Some were funded through the continuation of the BSA initiative and therefore conformed to the BSA model, but many were funded by other local, national or European sources such as local agencies focused on economic or social regeneration, some independent charitable sources, the Further Education Funding Council (which became the Learning and Skills Council in 2001), the Single Regeneration Budget, the Adult and Community Learning Fund (both of which have since been rolled into other budget lines) or the European Social Fund. Some local agencies were extremely creative in finding sources of funding other than the central British government – at one point, ROWA! (Read On – Write Away!) in Derbyshire had tapped 27 funding streams. These other sources took a wider focus on regeneration and social inclusion, and offered more flexibility in terms of how programmes might be delivered, so that they encouraged the development of significant alternative models of family literacy to the BSA model. 

The programme content, location, duration and aims revealed by the NLT surveys varied enormously. Most programmes were conducted in English but many were in other languages (Welsh, Bengali, Urdu, Punjabi, and Turkish). Many programmes were located in schools but locations included baby clinics, family centres, day nurseries, libraries, after‑school support centres, travellers’ sites, playgroups, churches, and housing schemes. Some programmes involved parents in literacy-related activities such as making books or puppets. Some focused on the parents of very young children and babies, for example through sharing books, storytelling, and nursery rhymes. Some provided resources for parents to use at home.   Others sought to involve parents in school or centre activities. Some were short fixed‑term programmes; others were open‑ended. Where programmes addressed parents’ literacy, they usually offered some kind of accreditation for participants’ learning – either through an established national scheme or through a range of local ‘open college’ systems that accredit a wider range of courses.

A great range of agencies were involved, including schools relating to every age range, adult community colleges, further education colleges, voluntary organisations and education‑ business‑training organisations, newspapers, community associations, ex‑offender agencies, social services, and health care organisations. It seems that there have been several thousand families involved in programmes. In summary, by the end of the 1990s a great deal was happening and the term family literacy had become a familiar part of educational discourse across all sectors of education from early years to adult and further education.

Some family literacy programmes besides the BSA’s have made a national impact and been reasonably well documented. In Sheffield the REAL (Raising Early Achievement in Literacy) Project was a research‑led collaboration between the University of Sheffield, the local education authority and schools in which a family literacy programme – involving parents in children’s preschool literacy development and meeting some of the parents’ educational aspirations – was developed on the basis of the ORIM framework (Nutbrown and Hannon, 1997). The REAL programme was undertaken by preschool teachers who visited homes, provided books for loan, communicated with families by mail, and offered various group activities. REAL differed from most family literacy initiatives in being based in the families’ homes rather than centres, in seeking to boost the children’s emerging literacy only indirectly via their parents rather than directly or both directly and indirectly, and in being very extended – it ran for 18 months when the children were aged 3½-5 rather than the usual few weeks.

Two other influential projects in England have also used the ORIM framework. In Sefton, near Liverpool, the FAST (Families and Schools Together) programme had outreach workers who visited homes, talked with parents about the literacy opportunities which were already taking place in the home, and suggested ways in which these could be built upon (Cook, 1994). Parents were also offered a series of workshops that could lead to accredited learning. Interestingly, parents had a significant input into the running of the programme and shared some in‑service courses with teachers.

In PEEP (the Peers Early Education Partnership) in Oxford the ORIM framework was extended beyond literacy to include also areas of child development, specifically numeracy, music, and self-esteem (Roberts, 2000). PEEP sought to develop an area‑based programme of group activities for the entire preschool age range from babies to school entrants at age five, and was unique in the UK when it started doing so. A longitudinal evaluation (Evangelou et al., 2005a, b) followed a cohort of (initially) 300 children in the area, and a comparison group of equal size in another town in Oxfordshire, from birth in 1998-99 to school entry in 2003-04. Despite efforts to recruit similar samples, by age 2 the study children in the PEEP area were already some way behind their peers in the comparison area. However, between age 2 and age 5 the PEEP area children on average made significantly greater progress, so that their linguistic (and mathematical) development and readiness for school were much improved.

Reading is Fundamental, UK (RIF, UK), based on the US model and delivered by the National Literacy Trust across the UK, encouraged (and encourages) families to enjoy stories and books together through a variety of promotional activities which include providing books to children at no cost to them or their families. Shared Beginnings® is a programme that is delivered in partnership with, for example, housing providers and early years organisations to provide an 11‑week informal programme for parents in their own communities. The programme has been successful in getting parents to see in a practical way how they can develop their babies’ and toddlers’ language skills through play, sharing books and conversation, with the bonus of three new books to choose and keep, a feature of all RIF, UK programmes (Hannon & Hirst, 2002). (Shared Beginnings adapted with permission copyright material from Reading is Fundamental Inc.)  
A further impetus to the development of family literacy programmes came in 1998‑99 with the National Year of Reading for England, a key part of the government’s National Literacy Strategy and lifelong learning policy. The Year was run by a team based at the National Literacy Trust and included a high-profile media campaign with TV advertisements, monthly themes to encourage local activity, and a free booklet for parents, A Little Reading Goes a Long Way. The Year was able to claim some success in raising the profile for reading and increasing understanding of the different and imaginative ways parents can be supported in helping their children to read. During the Year, and since, the level of reader development work undertaken by libraries has greatly increased, very often with other partners. These include regular library sessions for parents and toddlers, Books for Babies initiatives (combining babies’ health checks with a book gift event at the local library; see also the next paragraph) and running, in partnership, a range of family literacy programmes. The Year also brought to prominence the continuing need to help fathers see their role in sharing books with their children. Many lessons were learned during the Year of Reading about how to reach parents, in particular fathers, in order to help them support their children’s literacy development. Subsequently, the National Reading Campaign’s Reading Champions initiative, also run by the National Literacy Trust, promotes the importance of male role models (particularly fathers and grandfathers) in encouraging boys to read.

There have several initiatives in England seeking to encourage parents to develop a love of books in their children from an early age. All involve giving parents a pack containing a book and other items for their child either at birth or at the latest at 9 months. The first scheme, Bookstart, began in Birmingham in 1992. Several other areas took it up, and in 1999 it went national, in the sense that (in principle) every baby in the UK was to receive a pack. This was funded for several years by a supermarket chain; when that withdrew, the government took over. In all phases it has been administered by a charity, Booktrust. Research on Bookstart itself (Moore and Wade, 2003; National Centre for Research in Children’s Literature, 2001; Wade and Moore, 1998a, b), though based on rather small samples and with ad hoc comparison groups, suggests that there have been worthwhile and sustained benefits for children. Several similar local schemes have been evaluated: in Derbyshire (Millard, 2002), Tyneside (Hill et al., 2004), Sheffield (Hines and Brooks, 2005) and Nottingham (Bailey et al., 2000, 2002). Though differing in sample size and rigour of design, all these studies also suggested there had been benefits for children.

Burnley in Lancashire was the site in England involved in the PeFAL project (see Camilleri and Spiteri, this volume), which appears to have been greatly appreciated by the participants.

This list of projects illustrates the much greater diversity of programmes that had been developed outside the BSA model by the turn of the century. This diversity was recognised in particular at a symposium at the World Congress on Reading in Edinburgh in 2002 (Hannon et al., 2002), which was also a symptom of growing pressure from the profession for the government to both recognise and part-fund programmes other than the BSA model. This shift began in 2000/01 when the BSA developed not only the Keeping Up with the Children programmes for parents already mentioned but also Early Start: this was an initiative for children under 4 and their parents, designed to enhance the parents’ skills and various aspects of young children’s development, including spoken language and emerging literacy. Though it adhered to the usual three-strand BSA model it was innovative in extending the age-range of children who could participate right down to newborns. In this it was following the example of PEEP in Oxford (see above), and indeed PEEP hosted one of the pilot programmes. A largely qualitative evaluation carried out in 2003 by the University of Sheffield (Brooks et al., 2004) found the programme promising, and attuned to the government’s plans for both early years education and adult literacy and numeracy. However, the evaluators detected a slight tendency for the emphasis to be more on the children’s development than on the parents’ needs. The range of government-approved (and part-funded) family literacy, language and numeracy courses in England in 2004/05 is shown in Table 1.

Table 1: Overview of GOVERNMENT-Approved Family Literacy, Language and Numeracy Courses in England, 2004/05

	
	Children’s age range covered 
	Parents/Carers Only, or Child also?
	Taster/ Workshop
	Introductory
	Short
	Intensive

	
	
	
	Usually 2-4hr
	Usually 9-13hr
	Usually 30-49hr
	Usually 72-96hr

	Play and Language 
	0-3 years
	Parent/Carer and Child
	(
	(
	
	

	Early Start: Baby Talk 0-1 year; Small Talk 1-2 years; Talk Together 2-3 years  
	0-3 years
	Parent/Carer and Child
	(
	
	(
	

	Playing with Language 
	3-5 years
	Parent/Carer and Child
	
	
	(
	

	Family Literacy 
	3 years +
	Parent/Carer and Child
	(
	
	(
	(

	Family Numeracy 
	3 years +
	Parent/Carer and Child
	(
	
	(
	(

	Combined Family Literacy and/or Language and/or Numeracy 
	5 years +
	Parent/Carer and Child
	(
	
	
	(

	Keeping Up with the Children
	School age
	Parent/Carer Only
	(
	(
	(
	

	Skills for Families Springboard 
	School age
	Parent/Carer Only
	
	(
	
	

	Family Finance
	School age
	Parent/Carer and Child
	
	
	(
	


Source: Heathcote and Brooks (2005), p.8

As we bring the story up to the present (2006) there have been interesting shifts in the locus of activity in family literacy in England. One, reflecting recent concerns around social inclusion, is the change of emphasis in paired reading approaches away from an elite selected group of parents helping in schools, to a greater attempt to involve all families in their own homes (Topping, 2001). There is another, more significant development. During the 1980s and early 1990s most developments in family literacy originated from the early childhood education strand. During the 1990s this strand linked with adult literacy education. Now it is noticeable that the source of new developments tends to be adult literacy education. Government policy and funding is focusing intensively on adult basic skills provision (DfEE, 2000) and it is in that context that opportunities have arisen for family literacy and family learning initiatives.

In particular, it is significant that responsibility for the central government element of funding for such programmes was in 2001 devolved from the Department for Education and Skills to the Learning and Skills Council (LSC). The LSC’s remit is for non-university education for adults (ages 18 and above) and young people (ages 16-19) who are not in the secondary school system. Its funding system does not easily accommodate the element of family literacy funding that relates to young children, and they do not figure on its databases. Also, the parental aspect of family literacy, etc., is now explicitly tied in with the government’s general strategy for adult basic skills, Skills for Life, so much so that one set of government-funded family learning programmes are now known as Skills for Families, and parents in the short and intensive programmes listed in Table 1 are encouraged to achieve one or other of various nationally recognised adult literacy or numeracy qualifications which count towards government targets. This is a quite different emphasis from that found in the Early Start evaluation.

Meanwhile, early childhood education has become more focused on school, rather than family, literacy, as a consequence of unrelenting pressure on schools to raise literacy standards as measured by national assessments and reported in widely published school performance tables. In the current political climate, there is some risk that family literacy programmes will be seen only as a way of meeting adults’ literacy needs rather than also meeting those of children. However, an evaluation of an aspect of Skills for Families carried out in 2004-05 (Heathcote and Brooks, 2005) found that local coordinators were well aware of this and doing their best to give due emphasis to both aspects.

Research issues in the field



Family literacy programmes now constitute a large field of educational activity in which can be found, in some form or other, many research issues of interest. The following are singled out because, to us, they seem currently to have high theoretical or practical interest.

Deficit approaches

It has already been noted that family literacy programmes developed by early childhood educators tend to emphasise the engagement of families in school literacy rather than the engagement of schools in the families’ literacy. Some adult educators do the same, but many take a more sceptical view of the value of school literacy (which has often been problematic in their students’ lives) and a more positive view of the strengths of parents and families in relation to everyday life and literacy. There have been critiques (by Auerbach, 1989, 1995, 1997a; Grant, 1997; Taylor, 1997) of what is termed a ‘deficit approach’ in family literacy programmes. Families may be heavily engaged in literacy practices and have many literacy skills, but these may not be the practices and skills valued by schools. Cairney (2002) pointed out that many family literacy programmes are about taking school literacy into families. Further, it is probable that there are family literacy programmes that proceed on ignorant, and even offensive, assumptions concerning what certain families do not do or what they are supposed to be incapable of doing. That is, some programmes ignore the family literacy research cited earlier in the ‘Rationale for family literacy programmes’. They are also ignoring research that has shown more generally the extent of families’ knowledge that is undervalued by schools (Moll et al., 1992). Such assumptions, as well as being educationally unsound, have political consequences in ‘explaining’ the situation of poor families in terms of their literacy being less than, rather than simply different from, that of the powerful in society whose hegemonic definition of what counts as literacy goes unchallenged.

This issue may not, however, be quite as straightforward as stated and it is one that could benefit from further research – both conceptual and empirical. The term ‘deficit approach’ is not entirely helpful, for there is a sense in which there is nothing wrong with deficits – with learners acknowledging they have them or with teachers seeking to address them. None of us would ever engage in any conscious learning if we did not feel we had some deficit we wanted to make up. Problems arise if differences (e.g. in literacy practices) are uncritically viewed as deficits, if deficits are imputed to learners without their assent, if deficits are exaggerated or if deficits are seen as all that learners have (i.e. their cultural strengths are devalued). These problems can arise in any form of literacy education – indeed in any form of education – but they are more exposed in the case of family literacy programmes within which the cultural values and practices of homes and schools are brought together. The challenge for family literacy educators is to value what families bring to programmes, but not to the extent of simply reflecting back families’ existing literacy practices (for it is patronising to suppose families need help with their existing literacy practices).

Somehow educators must offer families access to some different or additional literacy practices, but through collaboration and negotiation rather than imposition. If educators fail either to facilitate families’ entry into powerful literacy practices or to empower them to challenge those practices, they will simply perpetuate families’ continued exclusion from whatever benefits participation in those practices confers. Some family literacy programmes do take up this challenge (e.g. several in Taylor, 1997), but their efforts are documented rather than rigorously evaluated. Using and valuing what families already know in order to teach them what they do not know is a subtle process that can easily go wrong. Research can help by elucidating teaching possibilities and pitfalls. Studies of particular programmes by Delgado‑Gaitan (1990), Moll et al. (1992) and Tett (2000) – as well as others discussed by Auerbach (1997b) – have begun to provide insights into this, but more research in a wider range of cultural settings is needed.

Targeting of programmes

A recurrent idea in family literacy discourse is that there are families in which parents have literacy difficulties and in which it is supposed the children are consequently destined to have low literacy achievement, at least by school measures. The policy and professional literature in family literacy, if not the research literature, abounds with claims that there is a ‘cycle of underachievement’ which can be broken, but only by targeting parents’ and children’s literacy at the same time and in the same programmes. Conspicuous advocates of this view in the USA have included Nickse (1990), Darling (1993) and Sticht (2006), and in the UK the Adult Literacy and Basic Skills Unit (1993a). It leads directly to the idea that targeting intergenerational family literacy programmes on families where parents have literacy difficulties will have a major impact on literacy levels in society.

There have been two attempts in Britain to conduct research into the literacy of parents and children in representative samples large enough to permit statistical analyses (Adult Literacy and Basic Skills Unit, 1993c; Bynner and Parsons, 2005). In the first, ALBSU (1993c) commissioned research from City University, London, into a sample of 1,761 families, with 2,617 children, drawn from the National Child Development Study sample, a lifetime cohort study of (originally) all the people born in Britain in a week of April 1958. Parents were asked in interviews whether, since leaving school, they had had any problems with reading, writing, or spelling. Children’s reading was tested by the Peabody Individual Achievement Test. The focus of the study was the link between parents’ reported literacy difficulties and their children’s literacy test attainment.

The study found that most of the children whose parents reported literacy difficulties had poor reading scores – but since there were only 27 children with parents who reported literacy difficulties this provided only very weak support for the idea that intergenerational programmes might be beneficial. Moreover, Hannon (2000b) re‑interpreted the ALBSU data and showed that the ALBSU data contradicted the converse idea, namely that the great majority of children with low reading scores would have parents who reported literacy difficulties – on the contrary, the great majority of children with low reading scores did not have such parents. However, Bynner and Parsons (2005) reported preliminary findings from the age 34 sweep of the British Cohort Study 1970, a lifetime cohort study following (originally) all the people born in Britain in a week in April 1970. In 2004, the cohort members were re-contacted and both their own and their children’s literacy was tested. Correlating the two sets of scores showed that ‘the average scores for children of parents with the poorest grasp of literacy … were markedly lower.’ This appears to provide firmer support for the theory of intergenerational transfer and for intergenerational programmes than the data from the 1990s.
Evidence of effectiveness

There have been many studies of the effectiveness of parental involvement in the teaching of early literacy, i.e. the early childhood strand of family literacy programmes. A review of over 30 studies by Hannon (1995a), which also built upon several earlier reviews of the literature by other authors, concluded that there was substantial evidence of benefits, and no reports of negative consequences, of involving parents. Most evaluations concern open or prescriptive approaches to parents hearing children read. It must be admitted, however, that there have been very few randomised control trial (RCT) evaluations. One does not have to believe RCTs are the only way of conducting evaluations or that they are the gold standard to wish that now and again they could be used in comparing family literacy programmes to alternatives in this way, especially in view of the bold claims made for their effectiveness (Hannon, 2000a). Many evaluations have relied upon quasi‑experimental controls or pre‑test/post‑test comparisons using standardised tests (in effect using a test standardisation sample as a quasi‑experimental control group). Nevertheless the sheer weight of positive findings is probably sufficient to conclude that parental involvement generally ‘works’.

What is harder to judge, given the weakness of research designs, is how well it works. There is no evidence that any programme so far developed is guaranteed to have profound effects for all families involved. Some programmes in some circumstances appear to have considerable impact on some families but in other cases effects may be rather modest.  The problem of take‑up has often been overlooked in evaluations even though, from a policy perspective, programmes with low take‑up cannot make much impact at community level.   Apart from Hewison (1988) there is a lack of follow‑up studies of parental involvement.

Neither is there sufficient evidence to compare the effectiveness of different kinds of programmes. In practice the conditions for direct comparison do not often arise. Research has, however, helped identify factors to be kept in mind in choosing between programmes. For example, Hannon (1995a) concluded that some programmes are costly in professionals’ time but may be helpful for older children having continued difficulties with reading; others might be suitable for all children at a younger age but may not be sustainable over a long period. Little is known about the effects of combining different forms of involvement. Another gap concerns involvement in writing, the predominant focus having been book reading. In summary, a great deal still needs to be researched, but enough has been done to conclude that the parental involvement form of family literacy programme is effective.

What about family literacy programmes that aim to change parents’ literacy too? Here there are numerous small-scale, largely qualitative studies but probably no more than three well‑designed quantitative studies. The former are interesting in revealing issues in programme design, the nature of effects and factors limiting effectiveness (e.g. Finlay, 1999; Tett, 2000). The latter have found positive effects for both children and parents (St. Pierre et al., 1995; Brooks et al., 1996a). Brooks et al. (1997) in a follow‑up study also found that effects persisted. However, there is as yet no evidence that intergenerational programmes combining provision for adults with provision for children (including parent‑child sessions) have greater effects, or are more cost‑effective, than separate child‑focused or adult‑focused programmes (Hannon, 2000a). One seriously under‑researched issue in those family literacy programmes that require parents’ participation as literacy learners is take‑up. If take‑up is low (and Hannon, 2000a, suggests there are signs this is often the case) the value of such programmes is greatly diminished. Finally, it is unfortunate, and perhaps a little surprising, that no study has yet set out directly to test the strong claims made for the synergistic benefits of intergenerational programmes as compared to stand‑alone programmes.

Gender

This chapter has consistently referred to ‘parents’ in programmes when generally it would be more accurate to talk of ‘mothers’. This is not to say that fathers or male carers are never involved in programmes, only that the numbers are generally low, typically well under 10% in centre‑based programmes, as comprehensively demonstrated by Goldman (2005, especially pp.71-2). Using the word ‘parent’ is inclusive and helps maximise the number of fathers who are involved (if programmes referred only to mothers the gendered nature of parental involvement would be reinforced and it is likely that there would be even fewer fathers). Sticking to ‘parent’, however, must not blind us to the highly gendered nature of parental involvement. Many programmes are sensitive to this issue and have made serious efforts to include men, in some cases adopting this as a primary goal (Haggart, 2000; Lloyd, 2001; Millard, 2001; Karther, 2002).

There are at least three research challenges here. First, it would be helpful to understand more about the gendered nature of family literacy practices and how they vary in different economic and family circumstances (e.g. as men in industrialised countries respond to increased literacy demands in the workplace). Quantitative, as well as qualitative, studies could make a contribution. It would be interesting to know whether men’s lower involvement is an artefact of school‑based programmes where employment and cultural expectations reduce fathers’ attendance; they may be more involved, if less visibly so, in home‑based programmes. The prison programme mentioned above is almost entirely for fathers. Secondly, research could usefully distinguish different kinds of family structure referred to earlier in this chapter and the different roles that men and women now perform as parents, step parents, grandparents, foster parents, carers within them, whether or not they are in daily contact with children. Thirdly, it would be helpful to have detailed evaluations of those programmes that have made special efforts to involve men. To be really helpful such studies need to go beyond documentation of interesting cases to a quantitative evaluation of key issues such as take‑up and outcomes.

Bilingualism

More research is needed into programmes for bilingual or multilingual families. There have been valuable reports either of research or concerning programme design by Auerbach (1989), Delgado‑Gaitan (1990), Hirst (1998), Brooks et al. (1999), Blackledge (2000), Kenner (2000), Auerbach (2002) and Cairney (2002). These point out how such families can be different (e.g. in relation to the gendering of parenting, expectations of children) but also how they can often be similar (e.g. in parents’ aspirations for their children). What also emerges is how families are perceived by educators (who may grossly underestimate the cultural resources of homes). However, much of the literature concerning family literacy programmes concerns monolingual, English‑speaking families. As we enter the twenty‑first century and take an international perspective it becomes ever clearer that bilingualism and multilingualism, rather than monolingualism, will be the norm. Some of the issues to be investigated are very complex. For example, the first language of some families may not have a written form or, if it does, it may not be much used by family members. Parents’ literacy can appear limited in comparison with what is familiar in industrialised countries. Parents’ aspirations for their own and their children’s literacy may or may not accord with the assumptions of programme designers and national policy-makers. Different cultures, different concepts of childhood and different pedagogies may require their own programmes and desired outcomes. Research still needs to catch up with global realities.

Policy relevance and policy research

It is by no means clear what role family literacy programmes in England should play in relation to mainstream, compulsory early childhood education, especially with the current government emphasis on adult basic skills. It could be argued that all education should take a family approach; alternatively that family literacy programmes can never be more than an adjunct to mainstream provision, perhaps only in areas of disadvantage. Research has a role to play here, not only in providing evidence – particularly about take‑up and effectiveness – to inform family literacy policies but also in examining and critiquing those policies. One area where there is scope to do this concerns the claims made for family literacy programmes.   Some of these seem rather extravagant. In the USA, the National Center for Family Literacy (1994) has claimed that family literacy programmes enable ‘at risk families with little hope to reverse the cycle of undereducation and poverty’, bringing about changes that ‘pave the way for school success, and thereafter life success’ (p.1). Brizius and Foster (1993) have claimed family literacy ‘provides disadvantaged children with educational opportunities that can enable them to lift themselves out of poverty and dependency’ (p.11). Although it is to be hoped that family literacy programmes can make a useful contribution to these goals, promising more than the research evidence warrants may store up trouble for the future.

Conclusions


This review has shown that family literacy programmes have, over the past three decades, come to occupy an important role in early childhood literacy education and in adult literacy education in England. There is some fuzziness in the conceptualisation of family literacy programmes but this reflects the variety that has been, and continues to be, developed. The effectiveness of programmes is reasonably well established in a general sense but there remain significant unanswered questions about the extent and duration of effects, the benefits of combining the different components of programmes, and the limiting effect of low take‑up. There are also other areas to be developed, relating for example to implied deficits, gender, bilingualism and policy. These are to be expected in any field of education but may be more exposed in family literacy programmes. All of them can be illuminated by future research. 

Family literacy programmes in England continue to face the challenges of integrating theory and practice, of addressing literacy inequalities, and of preparing practitioners to work respectfully and effectively with parents and children.  Some international exchange of ideas, experiences, and lessons learned could help all of us better serve families.
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