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 The participants in this qualitative study were parents of children in grades 

1-3 who attended an elementary school in a low-income, predominantly Latino urban 

neighborhood. The children were identified as struggling readers through teacher 

nomination and standardized assessments, and they received reading and writing 

intervention through an in-school pullout program and through a once-a-week, after-

school University-sponsored tutoring program. The purpose of this study was to gather 

the views of parents about their children's experiences in literacy learning and 

intervention, parents’ perspective of their role in their child’s literacy learning, as well as 

the ways parents described their child as a literacy learner.  

 Fourteen parents were interviewed regarding literacy practices in their 

homes, views of school literacy instruction, need for information on helping their 

children at home, and suggestions for improving home-school connections. Follow-up 
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interviews in-person or by phone were conducted. Interviews were transcribed and data 

were analyzed through peer debriefing, constant-comparative analysis, narrative analysis, 

and use of analytical and theoretical memos. Photographs parents took of learning and 

literacy events in the home were collected and analyzed. Results suggest that parents 

were engaging their children in a variety of home literacy practices. Findings suggest the 

majority of parents complained that they received limited specific information and 

materials that they felt they needed to assist their children with their literacy struggles. 

Most of the parents expressed frustration and disappointment to learn their child had 

challenges in reading. Many of the parents were resourceful and drew upon their 

knowledge and social networks to locate help outside of the school to assist their 

children’s literacy learning. Most of the parents practiced collaborative literacy learning 

in the home, were keen observers of their children and could articulate awareness of their 

children as readers and writers.   
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

Usually on reading group days, Yolanda comes with a bunch of stories, and she’s 
so excited and her reading buddy did this and said that, and the stories that she 
read. She’ll tell us, like, everything happened to her in one day. So we talk for a 
long time and we discuss things. Like I said, if I’m reading and she comes in and 
she wants me to read to her, we sit and I read to her...She’ll sit down and do 
homework. And the reading is usually right before we go to sleep. We’ll lay 
down. We lay down, and whoever has the reading left-- It’s usually [sister or 
brother] that had a little bit harder time with a reading problem or something and 
we’ll sit down and say “O.K., Let’s figure it out all together.” 

  
 --Alejandra Benidez, single mother of a second grade student identified as  
 having  challenges in reading 

INTRODUCTION 

 
 The purpose of this study was to gather the views of parents in grades 1-3 about 

their child's experiences in literacy learning and intervention, perspectives of their role in 

their child’s literacy learning, as well as the way they viewed their child as a literacy 

learner. Alejandra, quoted above, is the single mother of a second grade girl, Yolanda, 

who was identified by the school as having reading challenges. Yolanda attended a 

university-sponsored after school tutoring program called the Reading Club. In this 

dissertation, I examined the stories of Alejandra and other Reading Club parents as they 

shared their stories of working to engage their children in positive literacy practices, as 

well as stories of not being heard by the school. A dedicated and committed parent, 

Alejandra invested time and energy into regularly communicating with her children about 

their lives. Her phrase, “O.K., Let’s figure it out all together,” captured her outlook on 
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working together with her children to address everyone’s literacy and learning needs. It 

also provides a nice précis for the study because Alejandra’s description of how her 

family worked was similar to how other parents described coming together in the homes 

to support not just the child who was labeled as “struggling” by the school, but to support 

everyone in the family.   

Despite the difficulties in the material conditions of Alejandra’s life, she remained 

positive and hopeful towards helping all of her children make progress academically, and 

in their lives in general. She was proud of her children’s accomplishments and successes, 

yet spoke openly of her concerns. Alejandra was clearly an involved and caring parent, 

however, she rarely visited the school because of a medical condition that made her 

homebound; due to eye surgery she was unable to drive. Additionally, during the year I 

interviewed her, she did not get along with her daughter’s second grade teacher. Based on 

her lack of presence at the school, she was perceived by the school as an uninvolved 

parent.  

 Often, educators assume that parents who are not visible at schools (e.g., 

attending conferences, volunteering in classrooms and at school functions) are 

uninvolved or uninterested in their children’s schooling and do not provide adequate 

learning environments at home (Dawson, 2003; Lareau, 2000; Lareau and Horvat, 1999; 

Lee & Bowen, 2006; Linek, Rasinski, and Harkins, 1997; Lopez, Scribner, & 

Mahitivanichcha 2001). These assumptions are most often made about ethnic and 

linguistic minority parents and those with low incomes (Ramirez, 2003). According to 

Ritter, Mont-Reynaud, and Dornbush (cited in Morris & Taylor, 1998): “…teachers and 

principals have commonly stereotyped minority parents as uncooperative, unconcerned, 
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and uncaring about their children’s education…. Regardless of ethnicity, low-income 

parents have been condemned as unresponsive” (p. 107).  Such deficit assumptions about 

parents, as described by Auerbach (1989), Valencia (1997) and Foley (1997), can 

undermine involving parents in respectful ways because they assume that parents don’t 

contribute to their child’s learning. In contrast, in additive frameworks (Moll & 

González, 2004), parents are seen as resources and assets.      

THE ORIGINS OF THE STUDY 
 

      In 2004, as a first-year doctoral student in language and literacy studies, I had 

ambitions to change the world for the better. I began the school year contemplating a 

future dissertation topic.  In a sort of Calvinistic way, I wondered if there was a topic that 

I was pre-destined for, that would beckon me closer and whisper its secret plan in my ear.  

Was I destined to study one thing in particular in my field of literacy studies? Would my 

past experiences and seven years in the public schools as a bilingual teacher and a 

reading specialist have any impact on my future studies and research?  

  In a course in Anthropology of Education, we read a number of ethnographic 

studies that emphasized the role of the author’s self in the undertaken study. Renaldo 

Rosato and Stacey Lee wrote of how their sense of self had impacted their fieldwork and 

their interpretive lens. Reading Doug Foley’s work (e.g., 2002) and thinking about 

representation, reconstruction, and reflexivity all had me thinking about my role and 

position in doing and writing up fieldwork. I was also very intrigued by the storytelling 

aspect as seen in the work of Dr. Foley and others.  
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 My interest in the current research study began when I was invited to the Reading 

Club, an after school university-sponsored tutoring program based in an elementary 

school. These third, fourth, and fifth grade students and their tutors were having a 

“Performance Party” where they performed reader’s theater scripts, much to the delight 

of their parents, who beamed proudly at their child’s performance. This was an unusual 

event in that students who struggle with academics are rarely given the opportunity to 

perform and their parents are not often seen at school functions. I noticed how well 

attended the event was. The typical perception of the parents in this particular 

community, in accordance with a deficit model, is that such parents are uninvolved. 

Seeing the parents smiling and proud made me think, “Why can’t school be like this 

more, with proud parents?” 

 Around the same time, I participated in a research project analyzing the book A 

Framework for Understanding Poverty (Payne, 1996). Our findings were that Payne 

relied on deficit myths and often made claims about families without supporting evidence 

in the scholarship (Bomer, Dworin, May, & Semingson, 2008). I thought about how 

parents of poverty were portrayed in popular literature, such as Ruby Payne’s program, 

which perpetuated stereotypes of children in generational poverty (Payne, 1996).  

     I read Moll and his colleagues’ work about teachers conducting ethnographic 

studies in parents’ homes in Tucson, Arizona, where the teachers collected valuable data 

on strengths, or funds of knowledge, that the families possessed (Moll et al., 1995).  In 

their research project, González, Moll, and others arranged for teachers to do “research” 

visits (as opposed to home visits) where the teacher collected data about the family 

involved. One of the key reasons for sending the teachers in instead of the 
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anthropologists was so that the teachers would learn about the family culture 

“empathetically and emotionally” (Spindlers, 1990, as cited in González, et al., 1995).

 Delgado-Gaitan’s additive model of family literacy was another inspiration.  I had 

taught at the school where Delgado-Gaitan conducted extensive research in Carpinteria, 

California, Aliso Elementary, and saw up-close how many parents participated in regular 

meetings of the COPLA, the Comité de Padres Latinos. I even translated for the group 

and was amazed at how many parents attended (at least 50 or more) and how serious 

these parents were about their children’s education. The COPLA group was structured to 

be run by the Latino parents themselves and its purpose was to “socialize each other 

about communication with their children and the school” (Delgado-Gaitan, 1990, p. 159). 

  At these meetings, the “minority language”—Spanish—was the central language; 

parents ran the core leadership of the group. In contrast, in my later interactions with 

parents in other California schools and in Texas public schools, parents were seldom 

invited to the school other than for the traditional parent conference or learning nights 

such as a “Family Literacy Night” or a “Family Science Night” (required events for Title 

I schools in order to receive Title I funds).  Such activities, because they don’t actively 

solicit the input and voice of parents, and because they are not events that have purposes 

beyond the self-contained event, may be premised on a deficit perspective of parent 

involvement. Auerbach (2002) described such events as sites for “containment of 

conflict” (p. 1372) and a place where schools assert that they are in charge, resulting in 

power struggles rather than open forums for communication (Fine, 1993). There is a need 

to seek information from parents themselves on their perspectives and needs rather than 

make assumptions about what we think they need, know, or don’t know. This need to 
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listen to parents, hear their voices, and value their cultures and home literacy practices 

were a large impetus towards the reason for both the pilot and the current study. 

PILOT STUDY OF PARENTS OF UPPER ELEMENTARY STUDENTS  
 
  Based on my own experiences and reading, as well as my observations of parents, 

I decided to conduct a pilot interview study of ten parents of upper elementary students 

whose children were in the Reading Club (Semingson & Worthy, 2005). Initially, I 

observed the parents’ pride at the Performance Party, where their children who attended 

the Reading Club participated in reader’s theater for the parents. Interviewing the ten 

parents, who were all of a different race and class than myself, made a tremendous 

impression on me. The parents had powerful stories to share. Virginia, a single African-

American parent of three children, was a very involved mother. She spoke up at the few 

meetings the school had to talk to parents about standardized testing; her comments and 

questions were rebuffed by the school.  To me, it felt sad that one of the few reasons the 

parents were invited to the school was to talk about mandated testing and the 

consequences of not passing. It seemed so tense, punitive and negative, in contrast to the 

beaming looks of pride I saw on their faces at the Performance Party, which initiated my 

interest in the project.  

 Virginia said, as did many of the parents in the pilot study, that testing stressed 

and confused her. She expressed her concerns and her questions on the topic in a public 

forum. For her forthrightness, she was labeled by the school as a nuisance:  

I think I was one of the only parents that was talking when we had the TAAS 
meeting for the kids. I just feel that since Bush has made it harder for them, and 



 7 

they need to up their level starting at younger age, you know, that these are words 
they need to know and learn, I think they should be doing at school and not just 
during test time. And then they start studying certain things [at test time]. I felt 
some teachers were getting frustrated, because I had a lot of questions; but you 
know. I wanted to know. Because my kids try their hardest. I can’t speak for 
everyone else’s kids. 

 
That Virginia was met with “bureaucratic rebuff” (Auerbach, 2002, p. 1385) is cited in 

the literature on communication breakdown between working-class parents and schools 

(Fine, 1991, 1993).  Many parents in both the pilot and current study, most of who were 

minority and/or low-income, voiced similar stories of openly criticizing the school or of 

not being heard or consulted in the first place.  

      Several other important themes emerged from this pilot study. Parents clearly 

wanted their children to succeed in school (Ramirez, 2003). They used a variety of 

strategies for helping their children (Worthy, 2006) but wanted more communication and 

support from the school. They sometimes felt excluded from many aspects of their 

children’s education (Auerbach, 2002, Delgado-Gaitan, 1991, Ramirez, 2003). Parents 

were worried about the effects of high-stakes testing on their children. They were deeply 

concerned about and involved in their children’s learning and education, however, they 

identified challenges to helping their children, including limited access to appropriate 

materials, limited skills and education for helping with what teachers expected, and 

confusion about certain terms and suggestions given by teachers. Parents requested more 

communication with teachers and the school, to be invited into the classroom to help, and 

for teachers to send home appropriate materials with explanations of how to use them. 

Other requests, in the parents’ interviews, included: 
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Like call the parents and the students in twice a week… and work on what they’re 
actually reading. 

I would want to know as soon as possible if she’s having a problem in school with 
whatever—reading, math. I would want to know (snaps) in an instant. 

As long as the teachers… If they feel there’s a certain thing wrong with the kids, 
just bring it out. Don’t just let it go on and on. Get it while it’s early. 

If the child brings something home for homework, maybe sending some 
instructions for the parents because, you know, I graduated a long time ago. 

 

       Implications from the pilot study indicated a need to improve school-family 

relationships through informal home visits and other communication; make material 

resources available; have schools be more accommodating to families who take initiative; 

embrace parents as valuable resources for students; give parents constructive information 

about high-stakes testing; and recognize and value what parents were already doing to 

help their children. I reflected on how listening to the parents in the pilot study had 

impacted me. Prior to the pilot study, I felt like my role was to inform parents, whereas, 

after the pilot study, I was humbled. I felt as if I had so much more to learn from the 

stories parents told me.  I liked hearing from the parents and it seemed they liked talking 

about their children and expressing their school-related concerns. At the end of our 

interview, Carmen expressed, “I enjoyed sharing with you.” 

THE PRESENT STUDY 

 
This study began in a similar way to the pilot study. The geographical setting and 

demographic context, as well as the demographics of the parents were similar to the pilot 

study. However, the students in the Reading Club in the year of the study, 2006-2007, 



 9 

were primarily younger children in grades 1-3 rather than upper elementary students. I 

participated in the University sponsored Reading Club twice weekly throughout the 

2006-2007 school year. I spent the fall semester in the Reading Club classroom getting to 

know the students and working with them informally, while also meeting parents when 

they picked up their children. The data in the pilot study had clear themes that parents 

cared about their children’s learning and I wanted to continue learning about the larger 

context of the students’ literacy learning and with parents of children who were just 

beginning their education.  

My research focus was on using narrative analysis as an analytical tool to 

examine the stories that parents told about their young children's literacy learning in and 

out of school (Riessman, 1993, Polkinghorne, 1988; Wortham, 2001). Polkinghorne  

(1988) defined narrative as the following: “‘Narrative’ can refer to the process of making 

a story, to the cognitive scheme of the story, or to the result of the process-also called 

‘stories’, ‘tales’, or ‘histories’”(p. 13). I use the term “story” throughout this dissertation 

to summarize moments when the parents’ interviews took on story-like form with 

characters, plot, setting, and theme in the way Polkinghorne described.  

 I found in the pilot study that the discourse of the parents’ stories often took on a 

story-like form. I anticipated the same thing for the current study.  This is to be expected; 

Polkinghome (1988) suggests that during interviews, “People strive to organize their 

temporal experience into meaningful wholes and to use the narrative form as a pattern for 

uniting the events of their lives” (p. 163). I also drew on Wortham’s idea of narrative 

enactment (2001) to look at how parents, through the stories they told, saw their role in 

their children’s literacy learning, especially in the ways that they sought out extra 



 10 

assistance and located resources for their children. I spent time carefully crafting and 

revising my research questions with assistance from my advisors. I practiced them on 

several parents that were not participants in the study and was ready to begin my first 

interview in early Spring of 2007.  

LITERATURE REVIEW OVERVIEW  
 

 The literature review focuses on a sociocultural, additive, and multiple literacies 

perspective of literacy learning in the home. I review the literature on ways that non-

mainstream parents have felt silenced or voiceless by the school despite their concern for 

their children’s learning. Next, I review the literature that suggests that working-class and 

non-mainstream families draw on social and cultural capital and provide many 

experiences with literacy and learning engagement in the home; however, these practices 

can be unseen or not valued by the school. Finally, because this study was situated using 

interview methods and conducted in the participants’ homes, I review the literature on 

how home visits can be used to gather information and draw upon positive practices of 

families. 

METHODS OVERVIEW 

 
 I used a qualitative, interpretive approach. Data collection focused on parent 

interviews (30 minutes-1 hour in length) with a set of semi-structured interview questions 

about family literacy. I gathered information through multiple interviews with the 

parents, phone calls, and informal contacts during and after the Reading Club. I used 
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open-ended questions and interviews to listen to the parents’ stories about their 

experiences with their children’s schooling, their role in developing literacy and learning 

in the home, their observations of their child or children as readers and writers, and their 

thoughts and perspectives on how the school could better serve their children and 

themselves. I also wrote field notes after each interview (Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 1995). 

Data from transcripts were transcribed within 24 hours and analyzed through emergent 

coding, looking for trends and patterns in responses and narrative stories. Analysis 

focused on the use of constant-comparative method (Strauss & Corbin, 1990) and 

analysis of the parents’ narratives from the interviews (Polkinghorne, 1988; Riessman, 

1993; Wortham, 2001).  I also included photographs from a Photography Project 

(Spielman, 2001) where parents took pictures of instances of learning events in the 

household (See Appendices E and F).  

 Additionally, I drew upon reflexive qualitative methods (Foley, 2002; Coffey, 

1999; Davies & Harré, 1990) in order to examine how my own beliefs and positions 

affected my analysis of the data. I kept a reflexive journal throughout the study, including 

the time of the writing of the dissertation, to write and consider my personal reactions to 

the data and the study (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). I used it to better examine and 

analyze the relation between my own life experiences, both past and present, in order to 

notice how those events were acting as a lens to filter the data. It was also useful as I 

reflected on positionality and my role as an outsider to those I studied (Banks, 1998).  



 12 

SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY  

 
      This study builds on the current research literature in the general area of parental 

involvement and sociocultural views of literacy learning in the home (Heath, 1983; 

Taylor & Dorsey-Gaines, 1988). Broader sociocontextual views of literacy learning value 

the input and contributions of the family (Auerbach, 1989). Additive models of families 

position the learning that goes on within households as valuable (Moll & González, 

2004). Although researchers have studied ways to inquire of parents’ perspectives on 

learning and schools (Auerbach, 2002; Ramirez, 2003, Worthy & Rodriguez-Galindo, 

2006), few studies have been done where the participants are specifically parents of 

students with challenges in reading and literacy.  

 Additive studies of parents that value and solicit parents’ ideas, stories, and 

concerns are needed to counter deficit thinking about parents. Research with low-income 

and ethnic and linguistic minority parents has shown that the majority highly value 

education and involvement in their children’s learning (Huss-Keeler, 1997; Ramirez, 

2003; Delgado-Gaitan, 1992) and are active in home literacy practices (Heath, 1983; 

Taylor & Dorsey-Gaines, 1988). However, the types of educational involvement 

practiced in these families may be different from that of families from higher 

socioeconomic status and dominant ethnic/racial groups. According to Lee and Bowen, 

“Regardless of the reasons that parents do not visit the school, teachers may interpret 

their lack of involvement as a general lack of interest in their children’s education” (Lee 

& Bowen, p. 210). These perceptions can also negatively affect the way children are 

treated in the classroom, leading to academic disadvantages (Lee & Bowen, 2006).  What 
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parents are doing in the home may remain largely unseen by the school. The strengths 

and ideas that families have to share need to be shared. Parents play an active role in their 

children’s education in the home and can offer valuable insight into ways that we can 

assist in helping students who have challenges in reading. Dialogic models of listening to 

parents can lead to improved home-school relations. 

 This study was framed using a narrative method of inquiry (Polkinghorne, 1988; 

Riessman, 1993, Wortham 2001).  Inspired by Auerbach (2002), Ramirez (2003) and 

others who have embraced the “narrative turn” (Bruner, 1991; Riesmann, 1993) in 

qualitative research, I chose to seek out parents’ personal experiences to make visible 

their voices that may be marginalized.  Auerbach suggests that narrative stories not only 

add insight into research, but the sharing of such stories has the potential to transform and 

even to shape policy. She says, “Many scholars turn to narrative to study the instantiation 

of power relations and oppositional voice” (p. 1371). These dual concepts can be seen in 

the parents’ voices in this study.  I hope that this study will add to the literature on the 

ways that learning at home is rooted in positive practices (Taylor & Dorsey-Gaines, 

1988), but also to the literature on the need to give voice to parents who have been 

previously marginalized or silenced (Fine, 1991, 1993).   

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

 
These are the three research questions that guided this study: 

 What stories do parents tell about their experiences with the literacy instruction 

and interventions their children receive(d) in school?   
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 What role do parents play in their children’s literacy learning and what stories do 

parents tell about seeking resources and ideas to help their child?  

 How do parents narrate and name their children’s strengths, needs, and growth as 

readers and writers in terms of literacy experiences at home?  

OVERVIEW OF THE DISSERTATION 

 
 This study looked at the ways parents named, narrated, and voiced their 

perspectives on the home and school literacy practices of their child who had been 

labeled as having challenges in reading.  

 Chapter Two situates the study in a larger sociocultural model of literacy learning. 

I review the literature on ways that non-mainstream parents have felt disenfranchised or 

ignored by the school despite their caring and concern for their children’s learning. I then 

draw upon research studies and literature that suggest although there is a difference in 

how much social and cultural capital that families provide that is “school-like”, working-

class families also provide many experiences with literacy and learning engagement in 

the home. Finally, because this study was situated using interview methods and 

conducted in the participants’ homes, I review the literature on how home visits can be 

used to gather information and draw upon positive practices of households. 

 In Chapter Three, I provide an overview of the context and participants in the 

study. I discuss the methods used as well as the data collection and methods of analysis 

for the study.   

 Chapter Four presents key themes and findings for the results as I looked across 

the entire data set.  This chapter begins with a narrative description of each participant to 



 15 

add context to the study.  I then organize the chapter by addressing each of the three 

research questions, presenting the most salient themes that emerged from analysis of the 

data.  I include both representative examples of the data set along with photos that 

provide evidence to support each finding and theme. I also included commentary and 

analysis, while also connecting with the literature and underlying sociocultural constructs 

that support the findings.  I organize the results into the following themes related to the 

research questions: 

I. Findings related to how parents’ perceived their child’s literacy intervention in school. 

II. Findings related to parents’ resourcefulness in helping their children with literacy 

learning in the home. 

III. Findings related to how parents’ narrated and named their child/children as readers 

and writers in the home. 

   Chapter Five is a case study analysis of four participants from the study. I address 

the three research questions again as I look into the lives of three different families.  This 

chapter creates a multifaceted look at the complexities of their perspectives and narrative 

stories. I wanted to scratch below the surface with some parents whose stories seemed 

particularly compelling and interesting.  

 Finally, in Chapter Six, I present a summary of the study, discussion, and 

implications for both practice and research.  
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Chapter 2 

Review of the Literature 

 

      The purpose of this study was to identify the major themes in the stories the 

working-class parents told about their perceptions of the literacy intervention their 

children received in school, the role they played in engaging and seeking resources for 

their children’s literacy learning in the home, and their views on their child as a reader 

and writer. The assumptions and premises for a sociocultural perspective of literacy 

learning are described and explained in this chapter.  Theoretical constructs of additive 

models of parent involvement in their children’s learning at home (E. Auerbach, 1989; S. 

Auerbach, 2002; Delgado-Gaitan, 1990, 1991, 1994, 1996, 2001, 2004) and funds of 

knowledge (Moll & González, 2005; Vélez-Ibáñez & Greenberg, 1992; Moll, Tapia, & 

Whitmore, 1993) are used as a foundation for the review of the literature. 

  I also review the literature on ways that non-mainstream parents have felt 

disenfranchised or ignored by the school despite their caring and concern for their 

children’s learning. I discuss ways that families engage their children in positive literacy 

practices, drawing on social and cultural capital; however, often in the case of working-

class families, this social and cultural capital may not be valued by the school. I also 

review the literature on how home visits and a framework of funds of knowledge (Moll & 

González, 2004) can be used to gather information and draw upon positive practices of 

households. 
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SOCIOCULTURAL VIEWS OF LITERACY LEARNING 
 
      According to a sociocultural view of learning, learning and learners are 

multifaceted; learning is situated not only in the mind of the learner, a cognitive 

perspective (Schallert & Martin, 2003), but also within the various facets of students’ 

broader environment, social milieu, culture, and other outside influences such as home 

and community factors (Heath, 1983; Rogoff, 1990). Learning from others in particular, 

socially situated environments (Gee, 2001, 2004; Lave & Wenger, 1991) can be 

influenced by the specific ways that cultures interact with one another, communicate, and 

in the ways that specific communities use words (Au, 1993; Heath, 1983).  

      Researchers working within a sociocultural learning model have examined the 

unique ways that learning is passed on to other learners, such as in an “apprenticeship” 

model of learning (e.g., Rogoff, 1990) where more skillful individuals and groups model 

and shape learning behaviors of those with less experience; they have investigated the 

unique ways that culture impacts and shapes learning (Tharp & Gallimore, 1988). 

Heath’s (1982, 1983) detailed and extensive work in the communities she studied 

provided insight into how varying home and community literacies impacted and 

influenced school literacies in different ways. Heath’s work was foundational in 

examining homes from an ethnographic and sociolinguistic perspective to see how the 

interactive ways that families socialized impacted learning at school. 

       Building on a broader sociocultural model of learning, it is useful to look into the 

specific ways that families teach and instruct their children in order to gain insight into 

the ways that homes offer a learning environment that are distinct from, and yet similar to 

schools. Within such a sociocultural perspective, learning can be seen as taking place in 
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the home and community in a variety of informal ways (Moll & González, 2004; Rogoff, 

1990). Learning takes place in the intersubjectivity (Vygotsky, 1978) between the learner 

and what is being learned in a social setting; the learner makes closer approximations to 

becoming more “expert-like” in their attempts; whether this occurs in the home or the 

school, the parent can be the “more knowledgeable other” that Vygotsky  (1978) speaks 

of in terms of scaffolding learning. In this view, parents, as well as teachers, can be 

thought of as teachers or instructors of their children; the learning that take place at home 

can be seen as a valuable literacy resource (Heath, 1983; Taylor & Dorsey-Gaines, 1988).  

  Researchers who have examined home and community literacies (Brandt, 2001; 

Voss, 1996) sometimes draw on a “multiple literacies” perspective (New London Group, 

1996). A multiple literacies perspective offers a broader, changing and dynamic 

definition of literacy that takes into account the wider uses and purposes of literacy 

learning as it is affected by larger economic forces. For example, increasing globalization 

and capitalism require different expectations and demands for literacy learning (New 

London Group, 1996). The New London Group states, “Dealing with linguistic 

differences and cultural differences has now become central to the pragmatics of our 

working, civic, and private lives.” A more globalized perspective of literacy values 

cultural and linguistic differences. Such changing conceptions of what it means to be 

literate imply that literacy should no longer be considered a solitary, self-contained type 

of learning that is the exclusive domain of the school. Rather, the new literacies of the 

future will require learners to work more collaboratively and more critically. The New 

London Group states, “The new management theory uses words that are very familiar to 

educators, such as knowledge (as in "knowledge worker"), learning (as in "learning 
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organization"), collaboration…communities of practice, networks, and others (Gee, 

1994.)”  I will draw upon several of these concepts in suggesting that the households in 

this study fit the collaborative models of learning (e.g., collaboration and networks, 

especially) that the New London Group suggested are valued by businesses and changing 

conceptions of the demands of literacy.  

 Finally, within a sociocultural framework of literacy learning, literacy learning 

can be thought of as situated practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991). The New London Group 

(1996) wrote: 

This is the part of pedagogy that is constituted by immersion in meaningful 
practices within a community of learners who are capable of playing multiple and 
different roles based on their backgrounds and experiences. The community must 
include experts, people who have mastered certain practices. Minimally, it must 
include expert novices, people who are experts at learning new domains in some 
depth. Such experts can guide learners, serving as mentors and designers of their 
learning processes. 
 

The extended family can be seen as a modified type of “community of practice”. 

Such frameworks, similar to apprenticeship learning, connect with what goes in 

households as families work together in collaborative ways to teach their children 

to become literate (Rogoff, 1990). 

DISSONANCE AND BREAKDOWN BETWEEN HOME AND SCHOOL   

 
Parents’ voices are not always heard by the school (Auerbach, 2002, Fine, 1993; 

Ramirez, 2003). The dissonance or breakdown between home and school can be partly 

attributed to ways of thinking of parents and families in deficit terms (E. Auerbach, 1989; 
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S. Auerbach, 2002). Valencia (1997) defined deficit thinking as a socially constructed 

term where the accuser can be seen as blaming the victim. Foley (1997) described how 

such thinking about parents carries over into the belief that middle-class parents engage 

their children in more verbal ways and how, “In contrast, lower-class parents are 

generally portrayed as more authoritarian, less verbal, and less skilled parents” (p. 116). 

Such perspectives are often aligned with Freire’s notion of “banking education” (Freire, 

1970, p. 73). According to Freire, in banking models of education, “Knowledge is a gift 

bestowed by those who consider themselves knowledgeable upon those whom they 

consider to know nothing” (p. 72). Such perspectives can contribute to the breakdown in 

communication and misunderstandings between schools and non-mainstream parents. 

 Educators sometimes form deficit perspectives of non-mainstream parents. 

Although the literature is plentiful in studies where working-class and minority children 

are positively supported in the household (Compton- Lilly, 2007; Heath, 1983; Lareau & 

Horvat, 1999; Moll, Amanti, Neff, & González, 1992; Varenne & McDermott, 1986), 

negative perceptions of parents persist. When their children also have challenges with 

learning these negative perceptions are amplified. Parents of minority background, for 

example, care about their child’s success in school (Delgado-Gaitan, 1990, 1992; Ladson-

Billings, 1997; Valencia & Black, 2002). Latino immigrants are deeply concerned about 

their children’s education and academic futures (Delgado-Gaitan, 1991; Ramirez, 2003).  

 Psychological, linguistic, and cultural factors may also impede communication 

between families and teachers. Parents of low socioeconomic status may avoid initiating 

teacher contacts because they have had negative experiences with schools and unhelpful 

interactions with teachers, a phenomenon that Lawrence-Lightfoot (1978) attributed to 
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differences in societal status and power. Parents may fear that questioning the teacher can 

negatively influence teachers’ attitudes toward their children (Lareau & Horvat, 1999). 

Some parents may be reluctant to approach their children’s teachers because of limited 

English fluency or because cultural traditions make them hesitant to intrude in the 

teacher’s professional domain (Huss-Keeler, 1997; Moll, 1982). Teachers may be 

unaware of different family structures and communication styles, which can lead to 

further divisions between families and schools (Dawson, 2003; Epstein, 1993).  

 When parents are not involved in traditional, school-centered activities, such as 

attending parent conferences and meetings, checking on students’ progress, and 

volunteering at school functions, teachers may perceive them as uninterested in their 

children’s education (Lee & Bowen, 2006; Dawson, 2003; Ramirez, 2003). However, 

parents from ethnic or linguistic minority families and/or those with low incomes may 

have different ideas about what constitutes involvement.  

 Dawson (2003) interviewed teachers and parents in a school serving a low-

income community about their views of the nature of parent involvement. Like Lee and 

Bowen (2006), Dawson found that involvement in teachers’ minds meant helping the 

school to carry out its mission of educating children by being visible at the school. 

Parents had a more community and home-centered view of parent involvement, which 

included being good role models for children, keeping children safe, and helping with 

schoolwork at home, but these actions were not recognized or legitimized by teachers. 

Only the actions of parents who were involved at school were acknowledged. Dawson 

concluded, “because parents lack the power to assert themselves in school decision-

making processes, their voices and opinions are heard only insofar as they acquiesce to 



 22 

the needs of the school” (p. 117). Drummond and Stipek (2004) came to similar 

conclusions in their study of Caucasian, Latino, and African American low-income 

parents, asserting, “diverse groups of parents value involvement in their children’s 

academic learning and that suggestions to the contrary are inaccurate or based on a 

singular concept of involvement (i.e., visiting the school, volunteering in the classroom)” 

(p. 207-208). The consequences of not being heard are substantial. Crozier (2001) 

suggests, “Having their [parents’] voice ignored is a form of marginalization ” (p. 337). 

 Lee and Bowen (2006) studied the relationship of different types of parent 

involvement to student achievement in light of parents’ education, race, and income 

levels using Bourdieu’s concepts of inequality as a framework. As in previous studies, 

the authors found that all categories of parents were involved in their children’s 

education, but that “involvement at school occurred most frequently for those parents 

whose culture and lifestyle were most likely to be congruent with the school culture,” 

including European Americans, middle and higher income parents, and those with higher 

educational attainment (p. 210). School-centered involvement was most closely 

associated with student achievement. The authors concluded, “…less involvement at 

school on the part of some parents may represent a significant disadvantage” because 

teachers may view and treat children differently as a result of their parents’ actions (p. 

210). Ultimately, these factors may contribute to the disparity in achievement among 

students of different incomes and race/ethnicity (Lee & Bowen, 2006).   

Disenfranchised Families: Schools as Not Forthcoming  

 
 In addition to being perceived as not caring, non-mainstream parents may be 
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excluded, structurally, from participating in their children’s learning by not receiving 

even basic information on what is going on with curriculum or activities from the school. 

For instance, researchers have examined the extent to which schools reach out to 

families. Ramirez (2003), in his focus group studies with parents of secondary Latino 

students found that of the parents’ biggest concerns, lack of communication was primary. 

Parents were often not notified about basic information such as open house or other 

informational gatherings. For example, parents had to provide their own translators, 

which they needed to understand and communicate at school board meetings. 

Additionally, many parents felt intimidated (because of undocumented status) or lacked 

English proficiency to communicate with the school. Fine (1993) studied how structural 

barriers and power differentials constrained and limited communication between home 

and school. In these studies, parents were often not welcomed or included in the school 

experiences. 

 Auerbach (2002) examined narrative stories of Latino parents of secondary students 

in a college preparatory program.  She found that the school often silenced the parents’ 

voices.  Her purpose was to listen to the voices of a marginalized group of parents who 

were engaged in their children’s learning.  Parents told her emotional stories of trying to 

get in touch with school administration with concerns for their children and never hearing 

back from the school after attempting to communicate with the school multiple times. 

Parents were often caught up in the red tape of the school institution as part of being 

ignored.  She found, “Other parents at family meetings described similar experiences of 

bureaucratic rebuff, even in routine matters, such as buying discount lunch tickets or 

changing students’ class schedules” (p. 1381). This was similar to Ramirez’ findings that 
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communication broke down over simple requests for information. Auerbach found this 

theme of “bureaucratic rebuff” as a salient theme throughout the parents’ stories.  She 

started her article with the words, “Parents of color, like their children, arrive at school 

with complex narratives of the purposes, possibilities, and disappointments of schooling” 

(p. 1369).  Parents also told many stories of their own challenges in school when they 

were young. 

 In her research methods Auerbach specifically used narrative analysis to document 

the alienation and disenfranchisement felt by the parents. She drew upon Bruner’s (1991) 

work in narrative analysis to inform her analysis of the data. She stated with regards to 

the purposes of narrative analysis research that, “Parents’ stories of schooling are 

symbolic vehicles of family ‘habitus’, or the options they see as appropriate, desirable, 

and feasible for their children (Auerbach, 2002, p. 1369).” Auerbach found that the act of 

listening to parents’ stories was, itself, important. The parents’ stories were filled with 

strong emotion such as anger, frustration, and being insulted in both passive and overt 

ways, which she said could be representative of a larger form of institutionalized racism.  

Auerbach suggested that by sharing their stories with others, “Parents who have 

undergone this sense of exclusion have a great need to tell their stories, not only for 

emotional release but also for the chance to sort out the meaning of their upsetting 

experience and the nature of the barriers they encountered” (p. 1381). Even more 

important, for Auerbach, was the chance for parents to share these stories collectively in 

an open forum, with other parents, to make sense of their experiences of exclusion from 

the school. 
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SCAFFOLDING LEARNING IN THE HOME 

Social and Cultural Capital 

 
 Families engage with and use their social and cultural capital to help their 

children with literacy learning at home; however, this knowledge may not be in 

alignment with the expectations of school literacy learning (Heath, 1983). Rueda, Monzo, 

& Arzugiaba (2003) defined cultural capital and its impact on schooling in the following 

way: 

Cultural capital refers to having the knowledge and experience that results in 
behaviors and practices aligned to the values of those who are in a position to 
legitimize them. Parents who understand the knowledge and behaviors rewarded 
in schools may pass these onto their children and become advocates for their 
children's rights, for example, demanding placement in programs to which they 
are entitled and preparation that enhances college opportunities. 

 
 According to Auerbach (1989) research suggests that parents are often engaged in 

a variety and a range of literacy practices in the home, but that these can take the form of 

non-school-like literacy practices, which are unacknowledged by the school. These often 

include literacy practices that are functional for the family such as everyday reading and 

other literacy events (Heath, 1983, Purcell Gates, 1996; Varenne & McDermott, 1998).   

 Working-class families may not have access to materials that privilege them as 

much as middle-class families, however, they do possess resources that support their 

children’s literacy learning in other ways (Delgado-Gaitan, 1994). For example, in an 

ethnographic study of immigrant families, Rueda, Monzo, & Arzugiaba (2003) examined 

the ways that families, who were thought to be lacking in cultural capital, used what they 
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termed “academic instrumental knowledge”, or social networks, to problem solve when 

they had questions or concerns with their children’s learning. The research participants, 

all Latino, Spanish-speaking recent immigrants, were resourceful in seeking consultation 

and specific knowledge from the researchers and others to help their children with school 

and literacy learning. Through social networking, they were able to find help to better aid 

their children. Auerbach (2002) found the Latino parents in her study, who shared their 

concerns and frustrations together through their “story exchange” (p. 1386), felt less 

isolated and ultimately, were able to increase their social capital by being resourceful.  

 Parents do possess particular skills in utilizing resources to aid their children. For 

example, working-class parents use social networks to seek help and use community-

based funds of knowledge (Moll & González, 2004). To counter claims that non middle-

class parents don’t have access to the same cultural and social capital that middle-class 

families do, Apple (2001) discussed: 

Of course, it needs to be said that working class, poor, and/or immigrant parents 
are not skill-less in this regard, by any means. [After all , it requires an immense 
amount of skill , courage, and social and cultural resources to survive under 
exploitative and depressing material conditions. Thus, collective bonds, informal 
networks and contacts, and an ability to work the system are developed in quite 
nuanced, intelligent, and of ten impressive ways here (Fine & Weis, 1998; 
Duneier, 1999)]. (p. 415) 

 

Issues of race and racism inevitably intersect with deficit views of minority parents and 

the mainstream expectations of the school. Crozier stated, (2001), “The rules of the game 

within the context of the school are based upon teachers’ (who tend to be white and 

middle class) definitions of involvement, partnership, partnership, cooperation, trust and 

deference” (p. 334). Lareau (2000) found that children whose parents were from the 
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dominant culture were more likely to possess the kind of cultural capital to know how to 

be involved in ways that schools expect, notice, and reward.  

 Race can be problematic with the school’s expectations that may cater to the 

cultural capital of white, middle-class families (Lareau, 2000). The learning that takes 

place in the home isn’t always seen or recognized by the school and can go 

unacknowledged. Delgado-Gaitan (1992) examined literacy practices in the Mexican-

American household in an ethnographic case study in California. She observed that the 

Mexican-American parents in her study sometimes didn’t have the  “cultural knowledge” 

of school such as knowing when to communicate concerns with the teacher when a 

problem with homework or another concern arose. She stated, “Not all resources related 

to schooling were known to all parents, and not all were available”. Although parents 

provided space, time, and encouragement to study, they were often confused as to the 

purpose and nature of homework, especially the more skills-driven homework 

assignments such as worksheets. Additionally, parents and teachers had differing cultural 

concepts of what it meant to be an “educated person” (p. 513). Delgado-Gaitan suggested 

schools needed to value the strengths that parents do provide to their children.   

  Additionally, Delgado-Gaitan researched the ways that the working-class families 

supported their children’s literacy learning in the household. In “Consejos: The Power of 

Cultural Narratives” (1994) she focused on a case study that arose from a larger, eight-

year ethnographic study in Carpinteria, California. This study sought to further define 

how parents played an active role in their children’s literacy learning in ways that the 

school might overlook or leave unacknowledged. For example, in telling the story of how 

the parents in the Estrada family advised their children to do well in school, Delgado-
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Gaitan illuminated the ways that parents showed they cared. One instance of this was the 

way the Estrada family, through conversation and the consejos (“advice”), a traditional 

form of advice-giving that is rooted in oral storytelling and focus on sharing values, 

offered support to their children in the form of spontaneous stories and narrated truths 

that demonstrated they had high aspirations for their children.  

 Similar to the work of Delgado-Gaitan, Valdés (1996) examined how Puerto 

Rican families supported their children through such advice giving, as was typical in the 

Latino households that she studied. Consejos took on a moral tone, and their intent was to 

inculcate a sense of being buen educado in the children, or being well mannered and 

respectful of others. Valdés contrasted such advice giving with Heath’s finding (1983) 

that middle-class families typically asked their children known-answer questions in order 

to display learning. For the parents in Valdés’ study, the consejos served more for moral 

guidance. In such a way, the parents in Valdés’ studies and in Delgado-Gaitan’s were 

parents who were actively shaping and assisting their children’s learning in the home, 

though not in the ways that the school valued.   

Parents’ Scaffolding of Literacy Learning: ‘Hidden Literacies’  

 
 Parents who are considered non-mainstream, that differ in class or race from 

white, middle-class families, do engage their children in a variety of literacy practices in 

the home. Most notably, Heath (1983) broadened the scope of literacy learning to 

establish a sociocultural view of literacy learning as well as examining and including 

varied uses of literacy that took place beyond the scope of the school and the classroom. 

In her extensive study in the varying language and literacy practices in communities that 
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differed in terms of class, race, and culture, she found that different families and different 

communities had different “ways with words” that could either match or be dissonant 

with the school-like ways of using language, reading, and writing.   

 In her research in the Piedmont Carolinas in the 1970’s, Heath examined and 

compared the various discourse patterns in Roadville (a working class, rural community), 

Trackton (rural working class) and Maintown (a middle-class, less rural community). 

Trackton families typically asked their children direct questions and analogy questions: 

such as “What’s that like?” Few children in Trackton engaged in traditional storybook 

reading (Heath, 1982) and, thus, were less familiar with the ways that stories would later 

be discussed in school, in abstract, more decontextualized ways.  In Maintown, there was 

a whole lot of “talk about nothing” (Heath, 1986) where students talked about talk; this 

later prepared them for the ways that teacher-student discourse interaction style 

(participation structure) typically took place in the school. In the discourse of school, the 

Maintown students were more predisposed for the language of school. The 

Trackton/Roadville children’s discourse patterns, although rich with oral language and 

communal literacy practices, were sufficiently different from the school’s discourse 

patterns. This created a less successful environment for the students whose background 

was not in congruence with the school’s use of language.  

 Heath encouraged the teachers to act as ethnographers and investigate uses of 

language and literacy in the households in an effort to incorporate these ways of speaking 

and knowing into the language of the classroom (e.g., using more direct language or 

using analogy questions). While this worked for the time being, there wasn’t a 

sustainable, institutionalized way of making this continue on after Heath and/or the 
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teachers left the area. In her epilogue in Ways with Words, Heath suggested that 

standardized testing made a lot of teachers feel too stressed to continue what they had 

begun with Heath. The discourse of school remained a “mismatch” for many students 

whose discourse patterns and ways of engaging with text and language in the home were 

not congruent with the ways of the school. 

 Taylor & Dorsey-Gaines (1988), in their ethnographic study of successful first 

grade readers examined how African-American families and communities contributed to 

the literacy learning of young children in positive ways. In their study, the researchers 

focused on different types of literacy that took place in the home setting: 1) literacy that 

was located in the neighborhood 2) literacy that took place in the family and the impact 

of home literacy (reading and writing) and the historical context of the family’s literacy 

practices 3) the interconnectedness between literacy at home and literacy at school and 4) 

literacy in the larger context.  In their study, Taylor & Dorsey Gaines found a multitude 

of ways that minority parents, in their case, African-American parents of first graders, 

engaged their children in supportive literacy practices that made them successful. 

 Victoria Purcell-Gates (1996) researched young children’s (emergent readers) 

knowledge of print in working-class homes. In her study, she discovered families read a 

wide variety of text other than narrative text. Purcell-Gates explained how literacy in 

low-income households looked different from typical storybook reading. For example, in 

her case studies, the reading that was done in the homes often took place at the 

word/phrasal level (e.g., reading recipes, coupons, back of cereal boxes, forms, among 

other things). In examining the relationship between home literacy experiences and 

emergent literacy knowledge, Purcell-Gates looked to previous studies (e.g. Teale, 1986) 
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that examined the wider range of ways that print is utilized and read in low-income 

households. These instances of literacy differed from the longer, connected, narrative text 

that was used in the school.   

 Parents often draw on social and cultural capital to become literacy sponsors to 

their children (Brandt, 2001). Deborah Brandt, in her book Literacy in American Lives, 

defined a literacy sponsor as, “…. any agents, local or distant, concrete or abstract, who 

enable, support, teach, and model, as well as recruit, regulate, suppress, or withhold 

literacy—and gain advantage by it in some way” (p. 19). Brandt suggested that this 

sponsorship is reciprocal; the one who nurtures the literacy to the sponsored also benefits 

from the process. Parents, of course, and by extension the immediate and extended 

family, had a vested interest in the literacy outcomes of their children. Brandt wrote, 

“Sponsors, as I understand them embody the resource management systems of 

literacy….” (p. 27). Through such literacy sponsorship, families and parents became one 

type of support that enabled children to develop their reading and writing abilities. 

 Using a life history approach and methods of interviewing, Brandt examined the 

ways that various literacy sponsors, in the form of institutions and people, aided and 

shaped the literacy learning of others. Though Brandt’s focus was on the larger 

institutional sponsors of literacy, she also focused on the ways that families provided 

tools (for example, access to typewriters) and other support (direct teaching by immediate 

family members or extended family members) to aid their family members’ literacy 

growth. Nearly all of her participants, across class and race, engaged in storybook reading 

to young children. Other collaborative literacies were reported; one of her participants 

explained why he liked to read to his brother and sister often, growing up, “It was not 
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something I did not as a distraction for them, to keep them in line, or anything. I just did 

it because it was good for me, good for them” (p. 151).  In such a way, literacy 

sponsorship was reciprocal for the sponsor as well as for the one who was sponsored. 

 The literature contains examples of ethnographic studies of families who scaffold 

their children’s literacy practices in a variety of ways. Rodriguez (2005) researched the 

ways that Latino families of children who were labeled as learning disabled engaged in 

literacy practices at home. In her ethnographic study in New York City, she inquired into 

uses of print and literacy within the households of six Dominican and Puerto Rican 

families. Parents provided their children literacy materials in both English and Spanish 

and participated in a variety of literacy practices including extensive use of oral literacies 

such as singing as well as print literacies such as storybook reading and visits to the 

library. However, many of the literacy practices remained invisible to the school. The 

parents, as well, had many concerns about their children’s literacy learning in school; 

they worried about whether their child’s instruction at school was adequate, questioned 

whether their children were receiving services in their native language, Spanish, and 

requested additional, specific ways that they could help their children at home.  

 Arzubiaga, Rueda, & Monzo (2002) examined the ways Latino families 

participated in positive literacy routines that took place in the home, that in turn, 

motivated their children to read more. Their research looked at the ways these literacy 

routines and values motivated children to want to read in collaborative ways. In their 

study of 18 Latino immigrant students and their parents, the researchers primarily looked 

at the literacy routines of the household by interviewing the families and by studying 

factors such as how families nurtured and valued literacy practices in the home, parents’ 
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use of culture and language that was encouraged in the home, workload (a variable that 

measured how much time the family spent on work both within and outside of the house), 

and what they termed “instrumental knowledge”. They defined instrumental knowledge 

in the following way: “This feature included the family’s access and knowledge about 

school, use of social services, and political involvement” (p. 237).  

 The authors found several ways the features of the household impacted literacy 

instruction both positively and negatively.  First, the workload of the household was 

inversely related to how much the children valued reading. The variables of nurturance as 

well cultural beliefs and values the families provided were both positively correlated with 

their children’s reading achievement and desire to read. Parents’ valuing their own 

culture highly was correlated with having children who had a better concept of 

themselves as readers. The family served as mediators to scaffold reading events that led 

to children’s interest in reading. Mercado (2005) also found that families inculcated and 

praised their children for being bilingual and biliterate in her study on funds of 

knowledge and literacy learning in Puerto Rican families.  

 Finally, Compton-Lilly (2000) studied the ways that parents of her first grade 

students, mostly low-income families, supported their children’s literacy practices at 

home.  As a teacher-researcher, she interviewed parents of students in her first-grade 

classroom in an urban setting.   She discovered that parents were “staying on”  (p. 426) 

their children and held high expectations for their literacy learning. Parents saw their role 

as a critical element in their child’s learning; all of parents of the ten families in her study 

cared a great deal for their children and showed this in concrete and supportive ways in 

their literacy learning. In a related case study research, coming from her original larger 
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study, Compton-Lilly (2007) identified the cultural capital that two Puerto Rican families 

drew upon to help their children’s learning. The mothers drew upon their reading capital 

to help their children in literacy learning, but these ways remained unseen by the school. 

She suggested: 

Within this community, social capital has a high symbolic value and may be of 
greater consequence in terms of the interchangeability of forms of capital. 
However, because the forms of social capital possessed by Lizette, Ira, and others 
are not recognized and valued in official social fields, it remains questionable 
whether this social capital will be helpful in enabling local residents to perform in 
official fields where economic capital is clearly privileged knowledge that 
students and their families recognize. (p. 96) 

Such research exemplifies the manner in which parents have contributed to their 

children’s literacy learning in the home in supportive ways. Parents were involved with 

their children in home literacy practices (Heath, 1983; Nieto, 2008; Taylor & Dorsey-

Gaines, 1988).  Though parents drew on social and cultural capital to assist their children, 

sometimes this capital was incongruent with the ways that schools engaged in literacy 

practices (Nieto, 2008).  

 

Parents’ Knowledge of their Children’s Literacy Practices 

 
 Auerbach argues that views of families that assume that parents know little or are 

doing little to help their children need to be evaluated carefully (1989). Such transmission 

views assume that parents know little about engaging their children in literacy practices; 

the school assumes that school-based practices are the best for families and students. 

Researchers have sought to know more about parents’ unique insights and knowledge 

about their children’s learning. Worthy & Rodriguez-Galindo (2006) interviewed 
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immigrant parents of fifth grade students in a low-income neighborhood to better 

understand the parents’ perceptions of their child’s schooling experiences. They found 

that these immigrant parents were very astute in knowing how well their children were 

proficient in English, even when they, as parents, had limited proficiency in English. 

Parents also used various inventive methods to help their child such as reading the same 

book in Spanish that the child was reading in English and having a dialogue with the 

child, in Spanish, about the story. Their findings suggested that parents want to help their 

children maintain their native Spanish language as they acquired proficiency in the 

English language. Parents were keen observers of their children’s language levels in both 

languages. 

 Shockley, Michalove, & Allen (1995) used journals as a way to communicate 

information about students’ literacy learning with families in an ongoing and dialogic 

way. In their research, Shockley and Michalove documented how they used the journals 

regularly in their classrooms and supported families by writing and communicating with 

them in ways that respected what the parents said in a “non-threatening manner” (p. 64). 

Parents also provided valuable literacy information to the classroom teachers through 

their regular thoughtful and descriptive responses about their children in the notebooks. 

The authors wrote, “Families wrote about who the child read with, what strategies they 

used in reading the book, what the child thought about the book, and any difficulties or 

triumphs the child might have had reading or writing about the book” (p. 65).  The 

teachers reciprocated by responding back to parents with information on the child’s 

literacy performance in the classroom.  
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 Strategies that build upon parent’s resources can be thought of as drawing upon a 

distributed cognition model and a funds-of-knowledge model that Moll, Tapia, & 

Whitmore describe (1993). Overall, in this research, it can be seen (as in other research, 

e.g., Delgado-Gaitan, 1990) that parents do care deeply about their children’s schooling, 

but that they are not often consulted as experts about their children or their knowledge 

about their child’s assets and needs. 

 Researchers have examined the differences in the ways that reading is 

individually assessed at school but cognition and learning can be more collaborative in 

(most) families (Heath, 1983; Rogoff, 1990). For instance, schools often assess learning 

though “known-answer” questions where students are individually quizzed either orally 

or in writing (Heath, 1983; Mehan, 1979). Tharp & Gallimore (1988) suggest that the 

learning discourse patterns that take place in school are culturally based. Teachers may 

use or encourage different interaction patterns when assessing learning, for example, by 

asking for pre-defined answers the teacher already knows; Tharp and Gallimore suggest 

such learning is in contrast to the ways that learning can be collaborative in particular 

cultures. Scribner and Cole (1973) suggest that home learning processes are more 

informal, where learning is taught through assistance of family members; learning is not 

formally assessed in such scenarios. In contrast, according to Scribner and Cole, formal 

learning in schools often implies a measurable performance goal a student much reach.  

 Rogoff (1990) writes of how the learning and ways of assessing learning in 

families is largely done through guided participation, similar to Vygotsky’s (1978) 

concept of scaffolding. In such a scenario the teaching and learning process is very 

dynamic with parents closely observing and monitoring their children’s progress in an 
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apprenticeship model.  In contrast to socially situated cognitive practices in the home, 

where children are observed informally, Johnston and Costello (2005) suggest that 

literacy assessment in school can be infused with the power and authority of the teacher.  

In current assessment practices, Johnston and Costello suggest the focus can be on 

assessment as high-stakes and competitive. They write, “Alas, most assessment practices, 

particularly testing practices, oversample narrow aspects of literacy, such as sound-

symbol knowledge (Stallman & Pearson, 1991), and undersample other aspects of 

writing, any media beyond print on paper, and ways of framing texts and literacy….” (p. 

257). Johnston and Costello distinguish two types of assessments typically conducted in 

schools: summative assessments, that are largely more quantitative and can be punitive, 

and formative assessments that are more informal and based on ongoing data with 

feedback provided to the learner.  They further add that the language of high-stakes 

testing, furthermore, is part of a broader discourse that can create a deficit view of 

learners in school where the focus is on disability and labels. Johnston and Costello 

conclude that the formative or informal assessment is not considered or valued as 

strongly as the more formal assessment data.    

HOME VISITS AS INFORMATION GATHERING: FUNDS OF KNOWLEDGE 
 

 In contrast to deficit thinking, this study drew upon the additive concept of “funds 

of knowledge” (Moll, L. C., Amanti, C., Neff, D., & González, N. 1992; Moll & 

González, 2004; Tapia, & Whitmore, 1993; Vèlez-Ibáñez & Greenberg, 2005). In this 

section I will describe how the funds-of-knowledge model can be used to replace deficit 
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notions of schooling in order to transform the home-school connection. Necessary to this 

model, is the related idea of conducting home visits to learn more about the strengths that 

families bring. 

 I will be using the definition of funds of knowledge that Vèlez-Ibáñez and 

Greenberg provided in their article “Formation and Transformation of Funds of 

Knowledge Among U.S. –Mexican Households” (2005). In the case of Mexican-

American households, as families in the U.S. border regions responded to economic 

changes, they developed both “binational families” (families living on both sides of the 

border) as well as “residential clusters” (p. 49). The authors relied on a definition by 

Wolf (cited in Vèlez-Ibáñez & Greenberg, 2005) who stated that the funds that a family 

uses are manifold; they can include many skills based on generalized knowledge that was 

“specialized” (p. 57), for example, knowledge of ecosystems, farming, household 

information, construction and medicine.  It should be noted that the term is also 

sometimes used in a broader sense than this in the practitioner literature. 

  Another critical fund of knowledge in the Mexican-American community, 

according to Vèlez-Ibáñez & Greenberg (2005), is the ability to converse and be literate 

in Spanish.  The authors suggested that schools might not value this bilingual ability; the 

schools may see parents as unable to help their children speak English, if the parents’ 

fluency in English is limited. Vèlez-Ibáñez and Greenberg called this “fracturing” when 

the school and home connection is disrupted and parents are seen in terms of a deficit 

model. Furthermore, the authors suggest this fracturing can lead to differential school 

achievement as the children’s home literacy traditions and language become farther 

removed from the school practices. 
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 Funds of knowledge is a concept that educators can use for a two-fold purpose: as 

a source of rich and valuable information to tap into students’ and family’s strengths and 

understandings in order to design a responsive curriculum.  The second purpose is to 

move past a deficit model of instruction and build trust and relationships with families 

who otherwise may feel excluded. By building on students’ and family’s strengths, 

students will see that the teacher is making an effort to reach out to their home life, and 

this can become a source of pride for the child and the family as well.   Building on the 

ethnographic data gathering techniques and reflective study groups described by 

González, Moll, and others, teachers can strengthen home-school connections that creates 

an additive model of learning for all (1995). Moll and colleagues have done extensive 

research in this area and provided practical suggestions on ways to implement this as a 

practitioner tool. Here I describe their studies as they relate to gathering information on 

learning and literacy practices in households.   

      Four teachers were involved in the ethnographic data collection of household 

funds of knowledge and discussion groups.  The after-school discussion groups between 

researchers and the teachers allowed teachers to not only transform their thinking about 

their students, but to become reflective practitioners who were given insight into 

otherwise unknown areas of their students’ lives.  To collect data, teachers used written 

field notes based on their observations of the household, transcription of field data, a 

personal journal, (which one teacher said changed and transformed her way of thinking 

about the family she worked with), and the use of questionnaires (González et al., 1995).  

Two key transformations took place during the course of the study: redefining what 

“culture” meant in the household and moving away from a deficit model of teaching.    
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      Teachers discovered that the families were resourceful and incorporated the 

information that they learned about the families into classroom curriculum. For example, 

one teacher created a money unit based on her information that the family owned and 

managed a store.  Another teacher observed “strong family values and responsibility” 

among a family which consisted of fifteen people living in one house.  The teacher 

learned to become an advocate for the student who was accused of being “irresponsible” 

for missing choir practice. Thus, teachers learned to replace their deficit thinking with a 

strength-based model.  However, teachers noted that there was extensive time involved in 

the training, gathering, transcription, and analysis of data. The time required to gather 

data was a problematic consideration of the study (González, et al., 1995).  

 Another family literacy project that built on Latino families’ funds of knowledge 

is the Family Photography project (Spielman, 2001). In this project in New York City, 

Spielman described nine families gathered to participate in the project; all were from 

Dominican Republic, Ecuador, or Argentina and poor or working-class. In Spielman’s 

project, parents were instructed to take photos of such times as when the child was 

learning, family routines, values the parents taught their children, and learning that took 

place outside of the school.   

      Through looking at the photos they had taken, the families learned to value their 

home lives and to see the connection between what they contributed in the home to the 

school.  Parents were proud to share their pictures and they turned them into photo 

essays.  As a result of the study, parents became aware of the ways they helped their 

children at home.  One mother commented, “I became aware of the value of my teaching 

(Spielman, 2001, p. 766).” Spielman advocated for increased family involvement. She 
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cited data that suggested that many teachers were not adequately prepared to know how 

to include parents in the school. Spielman described how she integrated the teaching of 

home-school connections into her graduate class where the teachers could learn how to 

converse with families and tap into funds of knowledge.  Teacher comments were similar 

to those of González’ and Moll’s study where the teachers not only learned more about 

the family’s strengths, but also underwent a personal transformation. The teachers in 

Spielman’s study made connections from their acquired information about the families 

with curriculum content in the classroom.  Spielman noted that her project built 

relationships between families and teachers.  

      Learning about students’ backgrounds is not without its challenges and educators 

can often assume middle-class values and standards in the classroom, which runs the risk 

of creating a mismatched learning environment (McCarthey, 1997). McCarthey 

discovered, in her ethnographic case studies of five students from non-mainstream 

backgrounds, that European-American students who were middle-class had more 

connections between home and school literacy instruction. McCarthey found that the 

teachers often didn’t have information about students’ learning environments in the 

home. Thus, there were opportunities for improvement in terms of incorporating aspects 

of the non-mainstream students’ home lives into the classroom. McCarthey suggested 

that teachers, especially those from mainstream backgrounds would benefit from 

performing even one home visit. McCarthey stated, “One home visit revealed to me as a 

researcher a wealth of information about students’ lives; it appears that teachers could 

benefit enormously from a similar experience” (p. 177).   
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CONNECTING THE LITERATURE TO THE PRESENT STUDY 

 
 This study has potential to add to the literature on listening to what families have to 

say and contribute to educator’s knowledge about their children’s literacy learning. I 

investigated, through interviews in the form of home visits, what parents were currently doing 

to help their child/children with literacy and use that information for several purposes. One of 

the purposes was to hear the parents’ stories about how they viewed, interpreted, and narrated 

their perspectives on their child’s identification of having challenges in reading. The parents 

had many perspectives on their child’s reading challenges including stories that reflected 

surprise and frustration; they troubled the issue of whether the identification of having a 

reading challenge was a permanent concept.  The literature on hearing parents’ perspectives 

(e.g., Auerbach, 2002) connects with the level of emotion that emerged from parents and the 

rebuff, disenfranchisement, and disconnect from the school; however, the literature does not 

yet reflect a lot of research hearing from parents who have young children with challenges in 

reading.  

 The literature on the ways parents are resourceful in seeking help for their children 

inspired and grounded this study. There is a growing body of research on the strengths and 

resources that working-class and non-mainstream families bring (e.g., Moll and colleagues), 

however, what needs to be added to this literature are the narrative accounts of such parents as 

it relates to literacy learning. Such stories, as Auerbach (2002) says, have the power to change 

minds and mindsets. As I shared the data of the study with colleagues and other teachers, 

above all, they were most interested in hearing and reading the powerful narrative stories the 

parents shared.  While ethnographies and descriptive studies of the resourcefulness of non-
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mainstream families are important, there is a need to hear more voices and narrative accounts 

from parents in order to not only understand what they are going through, but to use this 

knowledge to rethink several problematic aspects of the way schools constrain 

communication and offer limited help to families. By hearing from parents about their 

concerns with their child’s literacy learning, we can reevaluate, for example, the way 

information on their child is communicated to families (whether it is accurate and the 

timeliness of the information), the nature and purpose of the parent conference setting, and 

rethink and question designations and labels of struggling readers.  

 This study is different from other studies that investigate the role of parent 

involvement and parents’ perspectives on their children’s school learning, and literacy 

learning in particular. This study builds on the existing literature on additive models of 

parents’ roles in their children’s learning in the home, and language and literacy learning in 

particular.  I build on the literature that suggests that parents are already engaging with their 

children in positive ways, but in ways that the school doesn’t value or know about. Although 

this was not an ethnographic study, its intention was to stay grounded in the literature and 

framework of additive frames of literacy learning, especially as they intersect with issues of 

race and class, as the work of Moll and colleagues, Delgado-Gaitan, and others did. The study 

worked from this literature while specifically targeting a specific sub-population—that of 

parents and families of primary-aged students who have experienced challenges in literacy.  

In my review of the literature, a gap exists in terms of what needs to be investigated in terms 

of strengths and needs of families where children have challenges in literacy.  
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Chapter Three 

Method 

 

“Truth is not born nor is it to be found inside the head of an individual 

person, it is born between people collectively searching for truth, in the 

process of their dialogic interaction.” – Mikhail Bakhtin, Problems of 

Dostoevsky’s Poetics. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 
      In this chapter, I restate the research questions, describe the context of the study, 

explain my research design and rationale, data collection techniques, data analysis 

procedures, the role of researcher reflexivity, safeguards for credibility, and limitations of 

the study. The study was situated within a broader sociocultural framework of learning 

(Rogoff, 1990; Heath, 1986) and methods consisted of both naturalistic inquiry 

(Erlandson, Harris, Skipper, & Allen, 1993) and narrative analysis (Clandinin & 

Connelly, 2000; Wortham, 2001).  

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

 
  I use the following research questions to frame my study of family’s participation 

in and perception of their children’s literacy learning. The questions that I investigated 

were:  
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 What stories do parents tell about their experiences with the literacy instruction 

and interventions their children receive(d) in school?   

 What role do parents play in their children’s literacy learning and what stories do 

parents tell about seeking resources and ideas to help their child?  

 How do parents narrate and name their children’s strengths, needs, and growth as 

readers and writers in terms of literacy experiences at home?   

SETTING 

 
      Cabrillo Elementary School is located in a medium-sized PK-5 elementary 

school in a large urban school district in a large city in the Southwest. The school is 

surrounded by an urban, mostly residential neighborhood, just off a major freeway and 

near middle-income and lower-income houses and apartments. The neighborhood is also 

close to the center of the city. A study by the Texas Education Agency reports that a 

majority—nearly 90%of the students—are labeled as “Economically Disadvantaged” 

(Texas Education Agency, 2005).  Large, densely populated apartment complexes and 

clusters of multiple-family housing units (duplexes and fourplexes), as well as older 

single-family homes are situated close to the major streets.  Many unique restaurants with 

local flavor (e.g., B.B.Q., Tex-Mex) as well as a large city park, convenience stores, and 

small strip malls are conveniently located nearby and were focal points mentioned by 

participants when they gave me directions to their homes.  

       The school had a population of 760 students; the students, according to 2004-

2005 data (Texas Education Agency), 6.4% of the school’s students are African-

American, 86.7% Hispanic, 6.7% white, and .1% are native American. With regards to 
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language proficiency and second language status, the students were labeled 40% Limited 

English Proficient, with 299, or 39% of students enrolled in bilingual/ESL (Texas 

Education Agency, 2005). Regarding school performance on standardized testing in 

2004-05 the Campus Performance Accountability Rating was Academically Acceptable.  

PARTICIPANTS 

 
   Participants in the study consisted of parents or guardians of a child in the 

University-Sponsored Reading Club. The sample size included 14 parents, of diverse 

ethnicity, mainly Latino and Caucasian. In total, there were 12 families represented in the 

study. I conducted twelve initial interviews that were about 45 minutes to an hour in 

length. I conducted two follow-up interviews that were about thirty minutes in length.  

The parents had a student or students in first, second, or third grade who faced a 

challenge in reading. The students were identified by his or her teacher as below grade 

level and needing support in reading and/or were the most challenged readers in their 

classroom. The Reading Club was designed as an additional intervention opportunity for 

the students, but also served as a training center in literacy methods for pre-service 

teachers and graduate students at the affiliated university. Approximately 25% of the 25 

students in the Reading Club were labeled as dyslexic by the school and were receiving 

additional intervention during the school day. 

       This population represents a subset of parents of primary grade students (in 

grades 1-3).  Table 1 shows the names (pseudonyms are used) of the parents, 

demographic information, and a brief description of other information on the parents that 
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is relevant to the study (e.g., role in the family, grade of child, other siblings in the 

household, and other data to add context to the participants’ lives). 

 I include here brief descriptions of the parents in the study to characterize their 

unique backgrounds, although all were parents of primary grade students (in grades 1-3) 

who were labeled by the school as having challenges in reading. Four parents interviewed 

were Caucasian and ten were Latino.  All interviews were conducted in English as that 

was the predominant language of all participants, even though more than several also 

spoke Spanish at various degrees of proficiency and use. English was the primary 

language of all participants. 

Table 1: Description of Participants in the Interview Study 

Name and 
Demographic Data 

Description of Parent, Child/Children, and Interview Setting 

Maria 
Latina mother of a 
second grade boy, Ruel 

Married parent of only child. Grandparents live next door to family. Mother 
worked at school site where child attended school and Reading Club. Parent 
preferred the interview and the follow-up interview take place at work site. 
This parent participated in the Photography Project. 

Jodie 
Caucasian mother of a 
first grade girl, Bianca 

Single parent of three children: two girls and one boy. Child was currently in 
the process of being tested for dyslexia. Interview took place at parent’s 
house in the living room, with two children present (but not Bianca). 

Evelyn 
Latina mother of a first 
grade boy, Diego 

Married parent of only child; speaks both English and Spanish at home, but 
mainly English. Her son also knows some basic sign language. 

Jolleen 
Caucasian mother of a 
first grade boy, Aidan 

Single mother of two children-a six year old and a fourteen year old. 
Interview took place at parent’s house in the bedroom. The boyfriend lives 
in the household, as well. 

Linda 
Latina mother of a 
second grade girl, Natalie 

Married mother of four school-aged girls. Mom works the night shift from 
10 p.m.-6 a.m. and also cares for the girls. Interview took place at her 
apartment in the living room. All four daughters were present during the 
interview and came and went throughout. This family participated in the 
photography project. 

David & Raquel 
Latino parents of a 
second grade boy, Luis 

Married parents of three children, a toddler, a kindergartener, and a second 
grader. Interview took place with both parents present in the living room of 
their home.   

Monica 
Latina mother of a first 
grade girl, Desiree 

Single mother of two children: a 14-year old boy and a first grade daughter. 
The interview took place in the living room of the parent’s apartment. 
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Annie 
Caucasian mother of a 
third grade boy, Shannon 

Single mother of an only child. Shannon has half-brothers through his 
biological father. The interview took place in the living room of the parent’s 
apartment. 
 

Alejandra 
Mother of second grade 
girl, Yolanda  
 

Single Latina and Native-American parent of a four children. Second grade 
child is of mixed race: Native-American, Latina, and African-American. The 
interview and the follow-up interview took place in the living room of the 
mother’s parent’s house, where she and her children lived, also. This family 
participated in the photography project. 
 

Ray & Araceli 
Latino mother and father 
of a second grade girl, 
Veronica 
 

Married Latino parents of three children. Both parents were present at the 
interview in the dining room of their home. Parents were homeowners and 
the grandmother lived with the family. This family participated in the 
Photography Project. 

Michelle 
Latina mother of a third 
grade boy, Stephen 

Married. I met the parent at her work site in a private place. Student  
regularly attended Reading Club. Student was in the Reading Club last 
semester, as well. 

Ramón 
Latino father of a third 
grade girl, Natalie 

Single father of three children. He is an auto mechanic. Interview was 
conducted in the home. 

 

University-Sponsored Reading Club 

 

 The Cabrillo Elementary Reading Club met twice weekly as the practicum 

component of a reading difficulties class for pre-service teachers in Fall of 2006.  In 

Spring, 2007 graduate students enrolled in a graduate level Literacy Acquisition course 

were tutors. Students in grades 1-3 were placed with University students for tutoring 

sessions. The University tutors worked individually or in small groups tutoring students 

and provided a student-centered curriculum, where students spent time engaged in high-

interest literacy activities.   
      My role in the Reading Club was parent coordinator. I talked to parents who 

arrived early to pick up their children and facilitated any questions they might have. I also 

made informal phone calls as needed.  Throughout the fall semester, I assisted in the 

supervision of the university tutors who worked with the students that were in the 
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Reading Club. In this capacity as a volunteer teaching assistant, I also greeted parents as 

they picked up their children. I informally spoke with parents who visited the Reading 

Club, made phone calls to invite parents to the culminating “Performance Party” in 

December, and socialized and talked informally with parents who came early to pick their 

children up at Reading Club as well as at the Performance Party “refreshment time.” 

During these contacts, I found the parents to be very friendly, approachable, and positive 

towards the reading program, myself, and the University tutors.  

      After receiving IRB approval to conduct the study, I recruited participants by 

contacting all parents through an initial phone call and soliciting participation in the 

study. Many of the parents I contacted readily volunteered. The participants represented 

both Caucasian and Latino/a backgrounds. All of the participants were English speaking, 

although several of the Latina/o parents also spoke Spanish in the home as part of a 

bilingual household.  

      In recruiting parents for the study, I called the parents of the students attending 

the Reading Club; I asked them if they would like to participate in the interview as part of 

my dissertation study. I explained that I was interested in their views on their perceptions 

in their child’s literacy learning. I was a virtual stranger to them (Weiss, 1994), inviting 

myself into their world, asking them to tell me about their struggles, hopes, dreams, and 

challenges with little introduction as to who I was. I felt that because I was associated 

with the Reading Club, there was an initial level of trust. Furthermore, I sensed that 

parents might view their participation as a form of reciprocity for my involvement or 

perceived involvement in supporting their child’s literacy development.  Finally, I may 
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have been perceived as less threatening, as well, because the school itself did not 

officially sponsor the Reading Club.  

 DATA COLLECTION TECHNIQUES 

 
 Data was collected primarily through tape-recorded interviews (Weiss, 1994), 

collection of photographs of participants’ learning and literacy events in the home 

(Spielman, 2001), and analytic memos (Miles & Huberman, 1994).  Data was collected 

from March through May of 2007. The study took place in a low-income neighborhood 

in a large, urban city in the Southwest.  

Naturalistic Inquiry  

 
 This study is grounded in Naturalistic inquiry; Naturalistic inquiry is a category or 

type of ethnographic research that is largely constructivist in nature (Erlandson, Harris, 

Skipper, & Allen, 1993). Naturalistic inquiry, based on Lincoln & Guba (1985) can be 

defined as including the following descriptors: it is grounded in a particular context and 

setting, the developing theory is grounded and emergent, the researcher’s tacit 

understandings are valued, data is filtered primarily through the researcher, and the 

design originates from the study, and the study takes place in its original context or 

setting. I used all of these components of naturalistic inquiry in this study because I 

wanted to examine the parents’ stories within the context of their home environment. As 

a post-positivist method, naturalistic inquiry does not attempt to seek for an objective 
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truth within the data, but that there is, instead, a “constructed reality” (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985, p. 83) that can’t be totally and completely known to the outside observer. 

Artifacts from the Photography Project  

 
     Another source of data collection was the photographs of home literacy events 

and learning activities that were collected through the Reading Club’s “Family 

Photography Project.”  In my readings for the literature review, I came across an 

intriguing article titled, “The Family Photography Project” (Spielman, 2001); it caught 

my interest in that this project could serve two purposes: 1) as a source of data to 

triangulate and verify and document what literacy events and practices were already 

occurring in the households, and 2) to use as a conversation piece in both the University 

Reading Club and in follow-up interviews.  

      Graduate students participating in the Reading Club tutoring program in the 

spring of 2007 did a variation on Spielman’s family involvement activity through an 

action project with families and their reading buddy as one of their class requirements. 

The Photography Project assignment was based on Spielman’s (2001)“Family 

Photography Project”.  I provided disposable cameras for the graduate students to send 

home to families with a brief assignment description to take photos of meaningful 

literacy and learning activities in their lives. The letter that was sent home in both English 

and Spanish is included in Appendices E and F.  Spielman stated they told the parent 

participants, “We will be using cameras so you can show all the ways that your culture, 

your family, and your community are teachers for your children” (p. 764). Data collected 
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included the final photo projects (developed photos) and my transcripts from two follow-

up interviews when I asked parents about their thoughts about the experience of the 

Photography project as we looked at photos together. With parent permission, I included 

the parents’ photos as data to analyze. Parents responded to the photos with pride and 

enthusiasm. Students used the pictures in the Reading Club to share with other students 

and their reading buddies. They became a source of tremendous pride for the students, 

tutors, and families. 

       Seven parents who were also consenting participants in the interview study 

returned cameras. I developed the film and analyzed over 75 photos of their 

representations of literacy in their household. The photos served as a source of visual data 

and proved to be a good data source to triangulate the transcript data (Creswell, 2003). 

During the follow-up interviews, I discussed the photos with the participants using a 

technique called photo elicitation (Banks, 2001) where I asked them to tell me more 

about the photos. 

Qualitative Interviews 

 
      Because this is an interpretive, qualitative study, the interview method seemed the 

best way to learn in a more in-depth way about parents’ perceptions of their 

child's/children's experiences in literacy learning. Weiss (1994) suggests the purposes and 

rationale for choosing to use the interview method in a qualitative study should follow the 

research questions and goals.  Weiss states that goals such as needing detailed description 

and examining different perspectives to get at many points-of-view would be compatible 

with the interview technique of collecting data.  
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       In this study I attempted to do all of these things. I examined multiple 

perspectives of parents as they described and narrated their thoughts on home and school. 

Additionally, as Weiss notes, qualitative interviews investigate the subject from insider’s 

perspective, which he calls “bridging intersubjectivities” (p. 10). As researchers have 

noted in the literature on parent involvement (Auerbach, 2002), parents’ voices, 

especially parents of non-mainstream groups have often been discounted and 

marginalized.  I wanted, through interviews and the use of narrative, to capture and 

represent the parents’ stories largely intact, as they shared them with me.  The interview 

seemed like a good way at examining the subjectivities of their lives. 

      I interviewed a total of 14 parents from 12 diffferent families; additionally, I 

conducted two follow-up interviews where I did member checking (Creswell, 2003). In 

the follow-up interviews, I also asked for parents to narrate the photos from the 

photography project (Spielman, 2001). I conducted twelve interviews that were about 45 

minutes to an hour in length. Initially, I met with the parents once for an interview 

(typically 45 minutes to one hour in length). The unit of analysis was thus, each family.  

Each interview was transcribed within 24 hours of the interview so the information would 

be fresh in my mind for analysis and I wrote a brief summary of each. I also sent each 

transcript to my advisor right away. I also transcribed analytical memos or personal 

reflections (Miles & Huberman, 1994) I made on the tape recorder following each 

interview on the drive home. When the interview data or the parental feedback needed to 

be clarified or if additional information was needed, I contacted the parents as needed. 

For instance, for several parents, I had specific questions that needed clarification, so I 

made follow-up phone calls. 
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      Nearly all of the parents were interviewed in their home or in a private location 

at the school site, according to their preference. The interviews were semi-structured. 

(See Appendix A for interview questions). I used similar categories to Brandt (2001) to 

script my interview questions to elicit narrative about home and school literacy events 

and perspectives. For instance, Brandt used broad categories to get participants to talk 

about their lives. Her categories for interview questions included: “early childhood 

memories”, “writing and reading in school”, “writing and reading with peers”, 

“extracurricular writing and reading”, and “self-initiated writing or reading”, among other 

themes  (p. 208-209). I drew on several of these larger categories in designing the 

questions about what reading and writing at home was like. I also constructed the 

interview questions based on my research questions and feedback and interactions with 

parents during the pilot study.  After I designed the questions, I met with three sets of 

parents who were friends or relatives to “try out” the questions and get their feedback. All 

of these parents had children who had been labeled by the school as having challenges in 

reading. A theme that arose in these contacts was that parents may feel vulnerable when 

discussing highly personal issues like their child’s challenges in reading. One parent 

suggested stating up front who I was and why I was conducting the study. I revised my 

questions based on the feedback from these parents. I also met with two advisors to go 

over and review the interview questions in light of my research questions.  

        As I began the interviews, I found myself using the first question as a “grand 

tour” question (Spradley, 1979) in order to get the parents to talk openly about their child 

in a broad way and in their own words. Riessman states, “…almost any question can 

generate a narrative” (p. 56). This was often the case as parents began and continued to 
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answer the interview questions with a narrative story, at times, very lengthy ones. During 

the interviews, I attempted to do active listening with little to no feedback, just “uh huh” 

or otherwise neutral responses  (Bell, 1988). Bell also suggests repeating the participant’s 

exact words to get them to elaborate, which I did as well.   I found that the parents talked 

frankly and openly about their child’s needs and challenges in reading; many started 

talking to me before I even sat down and a few met me eagerly in the parking lot of their 

homes or apartments. Their stories and intimate details of their child’s life as a reader, 

writer, learner, and child came forth willingly from nearly all of the participants. Most of 

the parents talked very openly about very personal stories with little interruption from 

myself. I used the remaining questions after the grand tour questions to guide my talk 

with the each parent or parents, however, I found that I would ask follow up questions or 

repeat back what the parents had said in order to elicit more narrative like talk from them 

(Bell, 1988) rather than use a more structured set of interview questions (Weiss, 1994).  

 Because I had status as a researcher and/or teacher to most or all of the parents, 

this may have colored the information they chose to share as well as the photos they took. 

They may have selected narrations that reflect what they felt they should have said to an 

outside researcher.  

DATA ANALYSIS  

 
 To analyze data, I used a combination of techniques, including both a narrative 

analysis technique (Polkinghorne, 1988; Riessman, 1993; Wortham, 2001) and constant-

comparative method (Strauss & Corbin, 1990).  Additionally, data analysis was ongoing 

(Strauss & Corbin, 1990) as I conducted interviews, collected photographs, and 



 56 

participated in the broader context of the Reading Club.  During data analysis, I often 

wrote brief interim summary reports as well as analytical memos to look for themes and 

issues that arose from the data (Miles & Huberman, 1994).  

 Detailed analytical memos were written immediately following transcription 

(Miles and Huberman, 1994). Memo writing provided insight into the ongoing analysis. 

Following most of the interviews, I tape recorded my thoughts as additional memos as I 

drove home and transcribed those to include as research data.  I found myself thinking 

about the data often and included these, as well. I had two formal peer debriefers 

throughout data collection and analysis and the writing of this dissertation, which 

included discussion of the data and verification that the key themes in the results were 

credible and well supported in the data.  

  In the first go at the analysis, I used a broader qualitative constant comparative 

method to look at the larger themes and trends that emerged from the transcript data and 

my analytical memos and observations noted in my field journal. Following this, I 

reexamined the data using narrative analysis (Polkinghorne, 1988; Wortham, 2001).  In 

using narrative analysis (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000), I focused on the ways in which 

participants constructed stories around their experiences and the education of their 

children.  A focal point of this analysis was to preserve the "continuity and wholeness" 

(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Riessman, 1993; Polkinghorne, 1988) embedded within 

the story in which participants ascribed a sense of coherence and meaning to their 

experience.  Constant-comparative method, on the other hand, attempts to divide data 

into smaller units for analysis across participant data and then organize these into 

emergent themes (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). I compared themes across the various 
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participant stories in conjunction with supporting evidence from other data pieces such as 

the photos from the photography project and the follow-up interviews and member 

checking.  

 I used the constant-comparative method (Strauss & Corbin, 1990) to look within 

and across cases for emerging themes in the transcribed data. Data from transcripts were 

analyzed by looking for trends and patterns in responses through open coding (Glaser & 

Strauss, 1967).  Ongoing data analysis took place, with periodic analysis of notes during 

data collection using phrasal summaries and reactions (Erlandson, Harris, Skipper, & 

Allen, 1993; Strauss & Corbin, 1990).  I also used a number of visual memos, similar to a 

graphic organizer,  (Hubbard & Power, 1999) to organize my conceptual understandings 

of the patterns and themes across and within the data.  

  First I read and reread transcripts and listened to the tapes again to immerse 

myself in the data. Following this, I used open coding for major ideas, concepts, and 

issues that arose from the transcript on each parent in the margins.  These formed the 

units for later analysis. I categorized the emerging themes and trends from the transcripts. 

Next, I created themes from the categories. I then organized each of the categories types 

further, creating larger macro-categories that best explained the phenomenon under 

investigation.   

 Across the transcripts, I found several larger categories emerging from the data, 

including stories about: 1) communication difficulties with the school 2) stories of being 

resourceful and seeking ideas to help their child, and 3) stories about parents’ knowledge 

and memories about their child/children as readers and writers.  From these categories, 

larger key themes emerged.  Within the data and narratives about communication 
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difficulties, I used visual memos and recoding to reanalyze the stories. I cut up the 

transcripts and sorted these out so I could look specifically for categories within each 

larger category. I then did the same procedure for stories about seeking resources. I coded 

and highlighted the instances where parents sought out resources and created visual 

memos to map out the differences in locations and types of resources parents sought out, 

using codes such as: within school setting, outside of school setting, and then broke these 

down further into resources within the family and resources outside of the family.  The 

third large theme that emerged from the coding of the data were descriptions and stories 

about families reading and writing at home. Within this category, subcategories the 

participation structure and collaborative nature of these activities arose, as did the larger 

theme of parents’ knowledge and memories of their child as a reader and writer.  

 I listed key themes within the data transcript, using photos and follow up 

interviews, memos and peer debriefing to confirm that I had accurately represented the 

themes within each individual transcript. Following this coding, I compared the list of 

codes and themes to each transcript to make sure that the themes fit a category. I used 

Merriam (2002) to look back at my original research questions to verify that the 

categories fit with the original purpose of the research. Preliminary and later findings 

were also discussed with my peer debriefer. 

Narrative Analysis  
 

      Narrative analysis attempts to look at the narrative stories that emerge from 

participants’ talk and is defined in the following ways. Merriam (2002) defines narrative 
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analysis as, “…the use of stories as data, and more specifically, first-person accounts of 

experience told in story form” (p. 9). Clandinin & Connelly (as cited in Creswell, 2003) 

similarly describes narrative research: “Narrative research, a form of inquiry in which the 

researcher studies the lives of individuals and asks one or more individuals to provide 

stories about their lives” (p. 15). Some researchers in education have combined narrative 

analysis with interview studies to inquire into the common themes that emerge from the 

participants’ stories during the interview process (Auerbach, 2002).  

      I used narrative method during the data collection and analysis in many ways. 

First, the interview questions were designed to elicit narrative from the parents; I asked 

parents to recount stories and descriptions of their interactions with the school, especially 

in relation to their child’s literacy instruction. In this study, like Auerbach, I found that 

the parents often responded to interview questions with narrative stories of experiences 

and events. The parents often recounted powerful stories that expressed their encounters, 

both positive and negative, with the school.   

    In analyzing the data through narrative analysis, researchers analyze, read, and 

re-read the text and analysis is ongoing (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). Similar to 

Clandinin & Connelly, I looked across the data for such patterns and trends in the 

transcribed data from the interviews. As I completed the analysis of narrative and literally 

cut and sorted out the stories, I came up with two broader categories of stories that 

emerged across the data: (1) stories about school experiences and (2) stories about 

engaging in literacy practices in the home. I drew upon the work of Polkinghorne (1988) 

and Labov (1972) to define the unit of analysis and definition for what constituted a 

narrative story. Labov (1972) defined narrative as “a recapitulation of experience that 
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maintains the strict temporal ordering of events as they occurred in the real world” (p. 

359). Because I did open coding and constant-comparative method across all the 

transcripts, I also had coded data for the general themes that existed across each transcript 

that provided context for my interpretation and summary of each story. 

       Within each narrative, as I later looked across narratives, I focused on 

emplotment, or the sequencing of key events in the narrative, and analysis of common 

themes within the interview data and photographs (Polkinghorne, 1988, Wortham, 2001).  

In the analysis, Polkinghorne suggests, “There is no single typology or system of 

categories to describe plots” (p. 167) progressive, regressive, stability narrative as a 

heuristic device to form a type of taxonomy to begin analysis. As I worked on the 

analysis of these stories, as recommended by Mishler (1986), I went back to original data 

sources of the cassette tapes and oral narratives to remember the original context and 

setting in which the stories were first told, and to hear tones of voice, and overlapping 

speech, when present of the participants. Riessman states that in her narrative research 

and analysis, “...repeated listening to tapes sensitized me to subtleties that I was never 

aware of before “ (p. 50). 

  I looked through entire transcripts multiple times, listened to each interview on 

tape repeatedly, and made a table summarizing the sequenced, temporal stories that 

existed within the interview. After coming up with the two broader categories of stories 

about school and stories about home, I organized the data in a table which included the 

following columns: 1) a story focus (usually either one of “school” or “child as 

reader/writer”), 2) characters present in the narrative, 3) setting (place and time), 4) 



 61 

plot/conflict, 5) salient key themes of the story. I used these tables to look for themes 

within and across participants.  

 However, I tended to look broadly at the narratives because, as Polkinghorne 

suggested, “The identification of a narrative as a member of a category does not identify 

its effect and its relationship to other narratives in the same way the categorical 

identification of an object does” (p. 167). Because I did both cross-case analysis and case 

study analysis, I used the tables for both. Instead of looking for categorization of plot, 

following Polkinghorne, I looked for broader themes in the stories, using his categories 

suggested by Kenneth and Mary Gergen (1986). These included looking for examples of 

1) progressive narratives (making progress towards a goal, which was parents finding 

resources and help for their children), 2) regressive narratives (interfering forces for the 

parents, such as the breakdown in communication and not being heard by the school), and 

3) stability narratives (things staying the same, such as the literacy routines and practices 

in the household as well as the parents’ knowledge and memories of their child as a 

reader and writer). I include an example of a table for one of the participants in Appendix 

C. 

Visual Data: Photographs and Visual Ethnography 

 
 I used techniques from sociological research called visual ethnography (Banks, 

2001, Schwartz, 1989) to analyze the photographs. I made Xerox black-and-white copies 

of each and marked memos and descriptors as if they were “tags”, noting what was 

happening in the pictures, similar to emergent coding (Glaser & Straus, 1967). Following 

Banks (2001), I looked at the photos for content as well as the “message” that was 
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contained in the photo. For content, I was mainly pointing out what I was seeing in each 

photo, for example, “Here’s books on a shelf.” I did markup of tags on the black-and-

white Xerox copies of the pictures as I visually inspected the actual color copies 

themselves. For the message, I coded themes such as “collaborative reading”. 

Additionally, I asked some of the questions on the pictures that ask what I’m looking at 

the transcripts. I examined each picture for setting, place, events, participants in the 

picture, a description of the literacy event(s) taking place, and positions inscribed in the 

picture to examine content. 

 I also scanned and uploaded each photo to a private webpage (www.flickr.com) 

where only I could have access to and view the photos. I then tagged each one with the 

same descriptors I used. I was able to visually see the most common descriptors by 

looking at the “tag cloud”. I could also sort the photos by tags to look across the photos 

for common themes.  For example, I noticed the theme of “collaborative” emerged from 

the depictions of the home literacy practices and events in the photos.  

Case Studies 
  

 Following the cross-case analysis, I did in-depth case study analysis (Gall, Gall, 

& Borg) of four selected participants in order to give a deeper look at the coherent whole 

of the narrative stories of several families. Because the cross-case analysis couldn’t get 

below the surfaces at the broader lives and context of the families, I wanted to introduce 

and extend upon the narratives of these participants, getting at their “storied” lives better 
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and not just scratch the surface. I also used thick description (Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2003) to 

contextualize and describe each participant. 

  I chose the four participants because they represented interesting cases to examine 

in-depth. There were particular facets of their lives I could not capture in the cross case 

analysis. I also wanted to show the larger context of the lives that situated their narratives 

(Polkinghorne, 1988). For the case studies, I looked within each transcript, using the 

emergent codes to construct larger categories. I also used the narrative tables to examine 

and locate larger themes within their narratives stories.  I used visual memos to organize 

the themes that emerged from the case studies and revisited my original research 

questions (Merriam, 2002) to organize the key themes that emerged that answered the 

purpose of my three original questions. 

RESEARCHER REFLEXIVITY  

 
      As discussed in the method section on narrative analysis, researcher reflexivity is 

an integral component to data collection and analysis of participants’ interviews and 

stories (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Foley, 2002). Reflexivity has been defined as 

examining the relationship between the self and the “other” that is the subject of study 

(Foley, 2002) Foley explains that researcher reflexivity is rooted in a critical 

ethnographic perspective that suggests that research is not value-neutral. Foley states, 

“Such a value-laden, didactic, practical social science differs markedly from a traditional, 

positivist notion of science” (p. 472). Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw (1995) describe reflexivity 

as the following, “Reflexivity involves the recognition that an account of reality does not 
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simply mirror reality but rather creates or constitutes as real in the first place whatever it 

describes” (p. 213).  

 Clandinin & Connelly (2000) describe the purpose and procedures for the 

reflective journal. They describe this research journal as an important “field text” (p. 

102). The journal can document the ways that the researcher’s thoughts and feelings 

about the study itself; the journal is a place to work through the different experiences and 

questions that occur during the study. Additionally, the researcher can look for ongoing 

patterns and themes that recur through the journal writing.  

  I kept a reflexive journal throughout this study in order to reflect upon my 

thoughts, experiences, and reactions throughout the study (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). 

I used it to better examine and analyze the relationship between my own memories, my 

conscious choices in writing and representing the participants that I am studying, and to 

be reflective of how my own perceptions and ongoing analysis were shaping the data. In 

this sense, the reflexive journal served the dual purpose of conscious and aware analysis, 

but was also form a part of expanding and ongoing data collection.  

      An additional purpose of the journal was to use it as a form of “personal notes” 

that I added, in addition to the theoretical memos, and the analytical and methodological 

notes (Corsaro, 1985; Miles & Huberman, 1994).  Corsaro states, “Personal notes attempt 

to capture the observer’s feelings and personal reactions to specific features of the events 

observed. These personal reactions may involve responses to the feelings or behaviors of 

specific participants in the observed events” (p. 295). Personal notes were included in my 

ongoing data analysis of the transcript data, and the notes in the reflexive notebook added 

to this data and analysis. I recorded events such as my description of my “getting out of 
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my comfort zone (3/21/07)” when talking even informally with parents. As I looked back 

and reread my notebook, I also recalled details that were not in the interviews, such as the 

following: “Evelyn took off work early to meet for the interview. She made an effort and 

went out of her way because it was important?” This sort of memo writing added greater 

context and insight as I analyzed the transcript data.   

 I also reflected on the underlying frameworks that informed my thinking of the 

study. For example, I wrote about in my notebook about my thinking on funds of 

knowledge (Moll & González, 2004): 

My own thinking about funds of knowledge took some time to ‘evolve’. Getting 
the practical and theoretical to connect. I first learned of this concept in 1997 at a 
bilingual conference in California and I was initially skeptical of its practical 
implications but now I find it fascinating. How can I use this knowledge? How 
am I using to theorize about the parents’ stories in this framework?” (3/29/07).  
 

Through such ongoing reflection, I reflected on personal thinking as well as 

methodological thinking.  An ongoing personal theme across the notebook was 

overcoming my fears to talk to strangers as well as my changing perception of myself as 

an intellectual and researcher.   

Researcher Positionality 
 

 I summarize here my own positionality. As a classroom teacher of eight years, I 

had only known, in a very limited way, the perspectives of parents from my mainstream, 

white, middle-class female perspective. I am a doctoral student in my mid-30’s. I was 

formerly an elementary school teacher, with a focus on teaching bilingual students. Two 

of my seven teaching years were as a bilingual elementary reading intervention specialist 
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in Title I schools. During my seven years of teaching elementary schools students, some 

experiences were positive while other experiences were challenging for me and fraught 

with misunderstandings and deficit views on my part.  

 Initially, I began the interview component of the research collection with a 

hesitation that the participants would view me as outsider to their community. I thought 

often of James Banks’ typology (Banks, 1998), which characterizes four types of 

researchers that study people outside of their own community and group.  As an 

“external-outsider”, and one who was marginally known to the lives of the families I 

would potentially study, I feared that no one would talk to me, or that the conversation 

would be one where the participants sought to please the researcher and therefore, 

inauthentic conversation would take place. The participants, however, seemed to be 

forthcoming in their interviews. They did position me as an authority figure; they asked 

me for assistance in intervening with problem situations that related to the school. 

Alejandra asked me to help her erase a negative report card comment. Monica requested 

that I help her find literacy materials that had been promised to her but never delivered, 

and many of the parents’ requested information on finding out if there were any summer 

literacy programs sponsored by the school or in the community for their child. The school 

district did not sponsor summer school for children in grades 1-3 unless the third grade 

students had failed the standardized test in reading. In a sense, they may have been 

looking to me as “expert”, as an outsider who represented the school, but they may have 

also been using their resourcefulness to locate information to help their child, as did the 

participants in the study by Rueda, Monzo, & Arzubiaga (2003). 
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 I always remained an outsider throughout the study. I imposed my own 

positionality as an outsider and as a middle-class, white female (Banks, 1998). I have no 

conception of the experiences of a different ethnic group than my own. I have not 

experienced racial discrimination in its various forms, both personally or institutionally. 

From my upbringing and opportunities, I have had privilege. I don’t mean in any way to 

try and claim that I can understand the community and the financial situations that the 

participants in this study faced on a daily basis. As I explain in Appendix G, I have had 

some insight into being from a low-income family when my mother was a single parent 

on food stamps. However, that situation was temporary and basically I have assumptions 

and perspectives that are largely middle-class and from the dominant culture. I have taken 

for granted that I don’t actively have to think about my race and I intend to develop my 

sensitivity and understand the limitations that this implies for my future research. I 

discussed race and its implications for this study with one of my peer debriefers and 

colleague as I analyzed data in this study.  I hope to keep racial and class issues at the 

forefront of my future research and intend to engage in ongoing conversations with others 

in my dialogue and reflections about my own white privilege.  

CREDIBILITY  

 
      Credibility is analogous to validity in quantitative studies, but is also termed as 

“trustworthiness” in qualitative studies (Creswell, 2003, p. 196) or as “internal validity” 

(Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 278). Its purpose is to establish accuracy of the data 

(Creswell, 2003) and to get at “truth value” (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 278). 

Credibility in this study was established by using and building on Creswell’s key 
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strategies for credibility (2003, p. 196). I define and discuss each strategy as Creswell 

defines them and I explain how they relate to the credibility of the current study:  

 

1) Triangulation: This involves checking sources against other information obtained 

(Creswell, 2003): I used multiple methods to confirm the beginnings of my findings of 

this study. The data from the transcribed interviews were triangulated with data and 

photographs obtained through the data from the “Photography project” which also 

provided additional data for triangulation with the interview and focus group 

transcriptions.  

 2) Member-checking: I had several parents read through a summary of the data and have 

them give me feedback on what they think of my conclusions so far. I did this with some 

of the parents, but not all due to time constraints for both the participants and myself. 

3) Thick description: I provided thick description in my research memos, field notes,  and 

this dissertation to convey the findings and conclusions of my data. 

4) Explanation of researcher bias and reflexivity of researcher throughout study: Miles & 

Huberman (1994) describe how, in order to minimize researcher bias, the researcher can 

seek to do several things, including leaving an audit trail and also asking the following 

question: “Has the researcher been explicit and as self-aware as possible about personal 

assumptions, values, and biases, affective states-and how they may have come into play 

during the study?” (p. 278). I attempted to do such self-examination prior to, during, and 

after the study with the use of a reflexive journal (Foley, 2002, Coffey, 1999).  

5) Negative case analysis: This involved looking for examples and cases that seem to 

contradict the major patterns and trends that are present in the study.   
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6) Peer debriefing: Peer debriefing includes meeting with colleagues who are familiar 

with the details of the study and discussing the study on an ongoing basis. I did peer 

debriefing with my advisor and a Language and Literacy studies doctoral student 

colleague. During the data analysis phase of the writing, I met with two doctoral student 

colleagues t o confirm findings. Findings were discussed as they related to the transcript 

data and the photographs as well as my field notes. 
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Chapter Four: Results 

 
Looking Across Cases 

 
 

I had no clue, actually. That’s a good point. The very first time I was told he was 
not reading too well, was in first grade and I….If they would have told me in 
kindergarten you need to go in first grade reading, I would have worked with him 
over the summer. You know, but I didn’t know, so that day he told me that he was 
below level I was pretty blindsided.  
 
--Jolleen Hammock, Caucasian single mother of a first-grader, labeled  
   by the school as having challenges in reading.  

 

INTRODUCTION 
 
      Jolleen, a single parent of a first grade child, Aidan, described her surprise at 

learning there was a problem with her child’s reading development. I asked her if there 

was a time she felt like he was having problems with reading. That Jolleen said she felt 

blindsided was a strong emotional statement. She followed this by stating that she was 

especially surprised that he remained in a pull-out, in-school reading intervention for the 

entire year, despite the reading specialist insisting that he was making gains all year long: 

I talked to the reading specialist and she said, “He’s doing great.” Practically 
since the first of the year, “He’s doing good”. He just got out of that reading 
group [in April]. It’s only been like two weeks at the most. That kind of surprised 
me, too, because early on in the year she pulled me aside and she said, “I’m his 
reading teacher.” She’s real sweet. She said, “He’s doing good…” She said that 
every time I saw her, for the whole year.  

 
Her observations that he stayed in the group for a long time—the entire year—

exemplified a kind of dissonance that went largely unexplained by the school, especially 
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as she qualified the reading specialist as having a “sweet” disposition; nonetheless, she 

seemed disappointed that her son did not make the progress she expected him to make, 

especially after being repeatedly told he was “doing good”.  

  Jolleen’s frustration was typical of the level of emotion that ran through the 

stories the parents openly shared with me.  Throughout this study, I was impressed with 

the willingness of the participants to share personal information and experiences that 

involved strong emotional details and, at times, candid critique of schools and teachers.  I 

entered their homes and lives as a virtual stranger, as someone who represented the 

school, and as an outsider to their community.  The interview process was an emotional 

and transformative journey for me, as well. Beginning with the first interview of my pilot 

study in Spring, 2005, I felt nervous every time I dialed a parent to essentially invite 

myself into their private space and world; I also felt excitement and curiosity as I drove to 

their homes, often getting lost, with only an Internet map printout to guide me. I felt out 

of my comfort zone in neighborhoods I had never before entered. I wondered what 

information they would share and was often surprised at the number of parents who met 

me in driveways or the parking lot of their apartment buildings and started talking before 

I could even sit down.  I was humbled when Alejandra, who spoke for nearly an hour 

without interruption about her children, graciously ended our first interview by saying, 

“I’m just glad I could help you.” 

     I provide a summary of my findings in this chapter and in the next chapter.  In 

this chapter I will address the three research questions through cross-case analysis. In 

chapter 5, I will provide in-depth context and description for four parent participants in 

the study and summarize the key themes that emerged from analysis of their stories; the 
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families were chosen because the data in their stories represented interesting and unique 

perspectives on literacy learning. Reasons for selecting the participants for the case study 

are stated in detail in the next chapter.  First, I will describe the 14 participants in the 

study and following this, I will address the research questions.   

DESCRIPTION OF PARTICIPANTS  

 
 I would like to state up front that this group of parents was a self-selected 

sample. All of them were eager and willing to participate in the study. All of the families 

had children who participated in an after-school enrichment reading club sponsored by 

the university. Their willingness to participate in the study means they are not entirely 

representative of all of the parents in the reading club or the school from which the 

sample was taken.  The sample does not include African-American families (other than a 

family with mixed race) or families where English was not the primary language spoken 

in the home.  It is also important to say that this study is a parent report and does not 

include the views or reports of teachers or administrators. It only reflects the views of 

the parents who chose to participate in this study. 

 The fourteen participants in my study had children in grades 1-3 who regularly 

attended the Cabrillo Elementary Reading Club. My initial contacts with them involved 

meeting them informally at the pick-up area at the elementary school in Fall, 2006 and 

Spring of 2007. Some of the parents came to the classroom of the Reading Club, located 

in two portable trailers, and I talked informally with parents about their children.  As the 

parent coordinator, I also made phone calls to invite parents to the celebration activity at 

the end of each semester—the Performance Party. The Performance Party was a 
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culminating event that took place at the end of each semester of the Reading Club. Its 

purpose was to showcase and celebrate the work in reading and writing the students had 

done. Parents were invited to hear students performing Reader’s Theater, reading of 

poems and stories they wrote, and other oral reading activities. The Performance Parties 

were well attended and were a further opportunity to observe parents’ participation in an 

“outside-of-school” literacy activity where their children were celebrated for their 

academic achievement in the Reading Club. 

    To add greater context to the study, and to foreground my analysis across the 

data set, I add narrative description of the interview setting and my knowledge of the 

participants.  All but two of the participants were interviewed in their homes; two were 

interviewed at the school. Two of the interviews took place with both parents present; 

however, the remaining participants were either a mother or a father only. There were 

several single mothers; however, there was a mix of both married parents and single 

families represented in the sample. The parents represented Latino and Caucasian 

demographics, and one mixed Latino/African American family. Most lived in the 

immediate neighborhood of the school, however two participants lived more than 

several miles away, outside of the local school community. Two of the participants were 

homeowners, and the rest lived in apartments or rental houses.  

Maria   
Maria is a married, Latina mother of Ruel, a second grader at the time of the 

interview. Ruel had recently transferred to Cabrillo Elementary, mid-year, from another 

local school. I spoke with her early on a weekday morning at the school, which was also 
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her place of employment. Because she worked in the school, it was convenient for her to 

meet there; it also meant she was available for follow up informal conversations. As she 

talked at length about her only child in the interview, I noted many framed photographs 

of her son on her desk—photos of him posing proudly for his little league team, photos 

of him at a younger age, and other mementos that signified family.  Maria participated in 

the Photography Project. For the Photography Project, I distributed disposable cameras 

to the children to take home with a letter (Appendices E & F) and a description 

explaining the purpose of the project. Parents took photos of meaningful literacy and 

learning activities in their lives. We did a follow-up interview, using the Photography 

Project photos as a focus for the interview. Maria’s husband, Daniel, worked for a 

corporate employer in the city and actively participated in his son’s learning at home.  

Jodie  
Jodie is a single, divorced Caucasian parent of three school-aged children in her 

early 30’s. As we talked about literacy and learning of her first-grade child in the Reading 

Club, Bianca, two of her older children were present, hanging out in the living room as 

Jodie and I sat next to each other on the couch. Her eldest son, who she said had dyslexia, 

played a video game and her older daughter read on the loveseat and curiously listened in 

on the interview. Bianca was not present at the interview as she was attending an 

afterschool daycare program. Her small, older home, with a gravel driveway was located 

a stone’s throw from a major highway and situated mere blocks from the elementary 

school.   
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Evelyn  
Evelyn is a Latina, married parent of an only child, Diego. Diego was a first 

grader at Cabrillo who spoke mainly English, but also spoke Spanish with family and 

relatives, in addition to using some basic sign language with an older cousin who was 

deaf. Diego attended speech therapy service for a lisp and stuttering issues. She chose to 

meet me at the school for the interview. 

Jolleen  
Jolleen is a young, single, Caucasian mother of a first grade boy, Aidan, and a 

fourteen-year old.  Aidan and her live-in boyfriend were present in the house during the 

interview. Jolleen had recently moved from the community of the neighborhood school to 

a more semi-rural location of the city, about eight miles from Cabrillo Elementary. When 

I drove to interview Jolleen on a cool, rainy Saturday morning in early April, her rental 

house was spacious, but appeared unlived in. She took me on a tour of the house, with its 

sparsely furnished, but large rooms; we talked in the bedroom.  

Linda 
 Linda is the married Latina mother of second-grade girl, Natalie, and three other 

school-aged girls. The family moved to the area in early January from West Texas. Linda 

worked the night shift, 10 p.m.-6 a.m.; additionally, she cared for the girls and supervised 

their homework. I met her at her apartment on a cold and rainy Saturday afternoon.  

Linda was waiting for me outside of the apartment building because I wasn’t sure where 

exactly the apartment was located, even though I had the number. As we walked in, she 

said she had been noticing her child’s improvement in reading.  We talked at the dining 

room table in the living room as the girls came and went. 
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David and Raquel 
 David and Raquel are Latino, married parents of a second grade boy, Luis. When 

I arrived, Raquel asked David to join us for the interview and invited me to sit on the 

couch. She sat next to me in a recliner chair, periodically resting her eyes, as she was 

tired from her night shift work. David sat across from her and did most of the talking 

during the interview. David and Raquel had two children in addition to Luis: a five-year-

old son in kindergarten, and a two-year old daughter. David identified as “Mr. Mom”, 

perhaps, because he was the primary caretaker of the household. The two-year-old child, 

Angela, looked at the books I brought to donate to their family and Raquel and David 

both made comments that she was “inquisitive” and liked books, too, as did their other 

children. As I left, they told her to give me a hug and, “Say thank you for helping Luis,” 

which she happily did.  

Monica 
 Monica is Latina and a single mother of a first grader, Desiree, and a fourteen-

year-old son.  This interview took place with Desiree present; she colored, wrote, and 

read while Monica shared stories about her child’s experiences in learning at home and at 

school. Desiree’s neatly furnished, modern two-bedroom apartment was located about 

five miles from Cabrillo Elementary.   

Annie 
 Annie is the Caucasian mother of a third grade boy, Shannon. I talked with Annie 

for about 10 minutes before the interview in her living room in a large apartment 

complex. We talked about her high fantasy figurines and the fantasy posters on the wall, 

as well as the many photographs of her son at various ages. Shannon, who was present 
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for most of the interview, is an only child, but he has half-brothers through his biological 

father. Annie impressed me as a strong and determined single mother. Shannon’s father is 

still involved in his son’s life.  

Alejandra  
Alejandra is a single Latina Mother of a second grader girl, Yolanda, who is 

African American and Latina. Alejandra also participated in the Photography Project, as 

described in the Methods chapter. I had a follow-up interview with Alejandra where she 

explained the significance of the literacy and learning events in each photo.  The 

extended family, including her parents, her brother and his children, lived together in one 

house. There were many children in the household ranging in age from infants to 

teenagers. The extended family were present at the interview in the immaculate house 

with children engaging in their routine afterschool activities, while Alejandra’s parents 

prepared a variety of food for the many members of the household. Our interview was 

watched with great curiosity by many of the younger children in the house. 

Araceli and Ray 
 Araceli and Ray are married Latino parents of a second grade girl. They have 

three children: a kindergarten son, a second grade daughter, Veronica, who attended the 

Reading Club, and a 19-year old son. The children’s grandmother also lived in their well-

maintained, large suburban house. These were the only parents in the study who owned 

their own home. The two younger children were present for the interview. Afterwards, 

we all drank some iced tea, went out in the backyard and talked about various things 

including their children and their home.  
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Michelle  
Michelle is a Latina, married parent of a third grader, Stephen, who regularly 

attended Reading Club the entire year. Michelle also worked for the same school district 

that her child attended.  We met after work in a courtyard at her work site on a hot sultry 

afternoon after Michelle got off work.   

Ramón 

 
 I met Ramón, a single father of three children at their home in the early evening 

in his modest house near Cabrillo Elementary.  He had just gotten off work as a car 

mechanic and was still dressed in his orange coveralls when I arrived. We sat on the 

couch, and his third grade daughter, Yvonne, was present.   Ramón seemed a bit shy 

during our interview but talked openly about the literacy activities and his daughter’s 

experiences in school. We spent a deal of time talking about the photos of family on the 

wall and this served as an icebreaker, as it did with many of the parents in the households 

I visited. 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
 

 As I summarize the results across the data in this chapter I provide findings for 

the most salient themes that emerged for each of the three research questions that guided 

this study: 

 What stories do parents tell about their experiences with the literacy instruction 

and interventions their children receive(d) in school?   



 79 

 What role do parents play in their children’s literacy learning and what stories do 

parents tell about seeking resources and ideas to help their child?  

 How do parents narrate and name their children’s strengths, needs, and growth as 

readers and writers in terms of literacy experiences at home?  

STORIES ABOUT SCHOOL EXPERIENCES:  COMMUNICATION BREAKDOWN  

 
 To address the first research question I examined parents’ stories about their 

experiences and perceptions regarding literacy instruction and interventions their children 

received in school. Two salient themes emerged from analysis of the interviews. The 

most prominent theme across the data was that parents felt a general breakdown in 

communication with the school. Parents were either not informed or informed in an 

untimely way about their child’s difficulties in reading. Additionally, in some cases 

parents were the ones who initiated the conversation about their child’s reading 

difficulties with the school. The second major theme was that there was a difference in 

perception between many of the parent’s characterization and the school’s general 

assessment of the child’s reading skill development. Many of the parents shared the view 

of, “I’m not seeing it at home,” in regards to both diagnostic labels such as dyslexia as 

well as more general labels of below level performance in reading and writing at school.  

Breakdown in Communication with School 
 

   A parent of a third grader, Michelle, was somewhat frustrated at the fact that she 

noticed her son had a challenge in reading and the school was fairly slow to address the 
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problem. According to Michelle, the first grade teacher, like the reading specialist in 

Jolleen’s story, seemed to discount or, perhaps, dismiss her concerns. Michelle shared: 

He wasn’t reading, up to par with his reading grade. He had help throughout the 
entire school year every year. I noticed that there was something wrong his very 
first year. Well, even when I would read to him and everything. He would…he 
was able to identify some words, but not all the words, and I know that with my 
older son, he identified with the words at a lot younger age than Stephen did. So I 
knew that something was not quite right. But, in first grade, the teacher just said, 
“Give him a chance. He’ll get caught up.” I didn’t see that that really happened. 

       

In addition to noting her son’s challenges in reading, Michelle compared her son’s 

reading milestones with his brother’s developmental milestones in combination with her 

own keen observations to note her son’s challenges while the school seemed 

unconcerned.  

 Several of the interview questions I posed to all of the parents were purposefully 

designed to elicit narrative stories about the first time they discovered their child had 

challenges in reading. I include in Appendix A the original Interview Protocol with the 

key question, “Tell me about the conversation you had with his/her teacher when you 

realized there was a challenge with your child’s reading?”  In response to this question, 

many parents not only shared lengthy and detailed stories but also revealed a highly 

emotional response in their sharing of what happened. I could see in their faces and hear 

in their voices discomfort and accompanying emotion as they recounted stories of, in 

their words, “frustration”, “disappointment”, and “surprise”.  Most of the parents felt 

their child was doing “good” or “fine” in their own ongoing observations of reading and 

literacy experiences at home. The news from the school that their child was below level 
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in reading often caught many parents off-guard as will be seen in the vignettes and 

transcript excerpts that follow. 

 Ten of the fourteen parents expressed frustration or disappointment to learn their 

child had a problem in reading. They described specific instances of being uninformed or 

left out of the feedback loop between home and school. Overall, there was a sense of 

dissonance between parents’ and school’s perceptions of the child’s reading skills.  This 

difference in perception and the discussion with the school about the child’s challenges in 

reading, in all cases, came up at the setting of the parent-teacher conference.  

      Jodie, too, was surprised there was a problem in reading, She said, “I thought I 

was doing good.” In this transcript excerpt, she told about a conversation that took place 

at the parent-teacher conference. Jodie had spent Bianca’s entire year before kindergarten 

working with her on literacy and learning skills at home (Bianca did not qualify for the 

Pre-kindergarten due to her biological father’s income): 

I thought she was doing really good and then she got in school and we had the 
parent-teacher conferences and they were like, “Well, she’s a little bit behind here 
and she’s a little bit behind here and I think we need to work on this here.” 
And….I thought I was doing good. (laughs).  

 
I asked Jodie if she was surprised to hear that information:  
 

Last year, not so much, just because it was kindergarten and the learning is 
definitely different from the first grade. But this year, yeah, I was a little surprised 
with the conference and stuff like that when he was like, “She’s this far behind in 
her reading.” It’s the reading that’s the main thing with her-- right now is the 
reading. But, yeah, I was a little bit surprised this year. But I thought she was 
doing good because when I sit down with her and read she’s pretty fluent with 
reading.  
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As I was talking to Jodie, and listening to her taped interview, I could hear the emotion in 

her words. Jodie made the connection between her daughter’s need to learn to read in first 

grade; it was less of a concern for Bianca to master reading in kindergarten. The higher 

stakes nature of learning to read in first grade was evident in her statement. Many other 

parents also spoke of their children’s reading levels. 

 Linda described the time at the parent conference that she and her husband 

learned Natalie was having challenges in reading. I asked Linda if there was a 

conversation this year or last year that Natalie was having a challenge in reading: 

Not until we moved over here. When we lived in [town in West Texas], there she 
was doing great. I mean, she had A’s.  So, I was surprised that when we came 
here, you know, that she said she was having problems reading, but I didn’t know 
about—I guess, it’s different curriculum or different standards, that you know—I 
thought it was all the same. I didn’t know that she had a problem with it. 

Peggy: You were surprised?  

Linda: Yeah, I was…because she’s never had a problem in school or anything like 
that.    

Peggy: What was it like when [current second grade teacher] said that?  

Linda: I was a little surprised, you know, but they explained that, you know, their 
standards are a little bit higher than maybe some of the other districts, even some 
within the same city. So, I mean—I wasn’t upset. But for me, it’s better for her to 
be getting more advanced than falling behind.  
 

Although she attributed the cause of her daughter’s reading challenges as being due to 

curricular differences, whether that was, in fact, the case, seemed to be unquestioned and 

accepted by the parent; she said that she wasn’t upset by this, implying that it was 

somehow factual. 

 Monica shared a lengthy, emotional story of communication breakdown between 
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herself and the school regarding her daughter’s learning. She took more direct action in 

reaction to sensing the school was not responding to her child’s academic needs. She was 

not typical of the parents in this study as she had a more confrontational method of 

initiating contact with the school to express her worries. Concerned about the 

ineffectiveness of the current classroom teacher at the beginning of the year, she quickly 

arranged to meet with the principal of the school to remove Desiree from the classroom. I 

asked Monica what this experience was like: 

Like at first I was kind of angry. The first teacher that she was in where she first 
started, I was kind of upset, because you don’t want that. You don’t want to feel 
that your kid, that she’s not getting it. So I kind of got my feelings hurt, but then I 
said, “You know what, I really need to try to help her more.” Because I don’t 
want her to flunk any grade, so I have to do what I can as a parent, it just being 
me, I have to try a little bit harder. .... So I had to go in and talk to her principal 
and just say, “She’s having problems in school. Please find out what’s going on 
and try to help her with it.”  

 
She shared her story of reaching out to ask for assistance and of not receiving the 

help or communication she felt she needed to help her daughter at home. I asked her if 

was there a conversation in school that her daughter was having challenges in reading. 

She replied: 

I noticed that. I mean, they did, but I kind of felt that they were kind of brushing it 
off, like, “We have other kids. You need to do what you can at home.” And 
there’s only so much a parent can do at home. I mean it’s like these are the 
teachers. They need to try to do…and if they see that the kids are having 
problems, like do something about it right away. Not at the very end of the school 
year, say, “Hey, your kid’s having problems. Let’s try this.”….But I just feel that 
if they see something like that in a child, they need to try and get it resolved right 
away, instead of waiting. And I’ve noticed that a lot. Mrs. Anderson is pretty 
good but still, like I said, it took her until the end of the year to really push for it 
and let me know, like, “Hey, you know, she might flunk.” It’s like, why wait until 
the end of the year to try to do anything? It’s like, we should have done it at the 
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very beginning. As a parent you…I get mad but I don’t want to focus on that too 
much. I just feel like we need to help her now before it’s too late.  

 
With these powerful words, Monica told me how her requests for help were rebuffed 

(Auerbach, 2002; Fine, 1993) until she took direct action. Monica wanted to know what 

was going on with her daughter in a timely manner. That she also requested help in 

seeking additional literacy materials, such as books on tape to help at home, echoed the 

concerns of many parents in both this study and the pilot study. 

 Some parents felt frustrated with the way that homework could be confusing. 

Jodie shared: 

When they come home and [say], “Well that is not how Mr. Jones [child’s 
teacher] told me to do it,” is what she’ll tell me. “Well, I’m telling you how I 
know how to do it. I don’t know how Mr. Jones knows how to do it.” And she’ll 
try to explain it to me and half the time I don’t get it. I don’t understand his 
explanation.  I don’t understand why. That’s when the whole, have somebody else 
try to explain it to her comes in. 
 

Jodie felt helpless to intervene. Jodie’s story in this vignette captured the frustration and 

dissonance experienced by many of the parents as told in their stories—stories of not 

being heard by the school, of not knowing exactly what to do to help their child or not 

being sure that what they were doing was the “right” thing to do. These were stories of 

breakdown in communication between home and school regarding their children’s 

literacy learning, as well as stories of caring, resourceful parents who were actively 

involved in their children’s lives and learning. 
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Difference in Perceptions: “I’m not seeing it at home” 

 
 Based on their own observations of their child’s reading skills over time, such as 

listening to their child read, a variation on the statement,  “I’m not seeing it at home” was 

a common refrain. Many parents described a sense of seeing a different side of their child 

that the classroom teacher didn’t see or understand or was unable to get at.  

      Evelyn, Annie, Maria, and Alejandra talked about instances when their children’s 

performance in reading at home were at odds with what was being demanded of their 

reading performance at school. Maria stated, “I got it out of him [her son] why he was not 

doing whatever the teacher asked. It was because he didn’t understand it and he didn’t 

want to ask the teacher.” Similarly, Evelyn recounted a time when she was able to 

understand that her child was not seen as performing up to par at school, which she 

attributed to his shyness. 

At school basically they thought he was struggling and I didn’t see it because he’s 
reading fine at home. But then the teacher noticed he does say, “I don’t know it” 
when he does know it. Because if she did it 1-on-1 with him, he got it. But he 
didn’t want to do it in front of everybody. 

 
Annie discussed how she had seen improvements in her son’s reading and writing skills, 

however, he nevertheless continued at school with the multiple labels of dyslexia and 

dysgraphia.   

He has been diagnosed through the school as being dyslexic and dysgraphic. I 
don’t see the dysgraphic as much. And since he’s been in the Reading Club, I 
don’t see the dyslexia. I mean, in the beginning when he was learning the 
handwriting and first beginning to study I saw it, but not as much anymore…. I’ve 
noticed a difference even with that, with the [University] Reading Club. He’s 
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done quite well. Quite well. Even in his writing, like I said, I don’t notice the 
dysgraphia as much and a lot of people—“Dysgraphia, what is that?” and I have 
to explain it to them. I personally, think it’s part of a laziness problem. It depends 
on attitude, when he’s writing, as to what, of course with anybody, with their 
handwriting, and whether or not, you know, he really wants to do it. If he doesn’t 
want to do it, it ain’t gonna be pretty. You know, that’s boys. I think it’s great. I 
think it’s great how much he’s come along with the [University] Reading Club. 

 
Annie, as did nearly all of the parents felt like the Reading Club, an enrichment tutoring 

program after school, as well as her own efforts in working with her son at home, were 

helping her son to improve his reading skills. Most of her narratives concerned her 

making sense of what was going on with her son’s multiple diagnoses of dyslexia, 

dysgraphia, and behavior challenges. Although she largely accepted the school’s 

diagnoses, and shared that she was happy he was receiving the help he needed, she also 

offered these counterexamples of how she didn’t see dyslexia and dysgraphia so much at 

home anymore.  Her story was interesting as well, because although her son had multiple 

labels of having challenges in learning, he passed his standardized test in reading at the 

end of third grade.  

      Overall, the labels seemed to be, at times, “moving targets” for some of the 

parents. While the label of “below level” in reading and “dyslexia” stuck with the 

children, parents often noted progress in their child’s reading and writing in the home.   

They often enunciated and exaggerated the “I” in what they noticed, wanting to make it 

clear to me they felt their child was making progress.  They often repeated these 

statements such as “I noticed” several times in a row or multiple times throughout the 

interview like a refrain. What remained unclear was whether the children were truly 

dyslexic, a category that implied lifelong challenges in reading.   
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 It brought to my mind a text I read in my participation in the Ruby Payne study, 

which was Varenne and McDermott’s, Successful Failure: The School America Builds 

(1998). I remembered reading about their concept of the “cultural construction of 

disability”. Parents in their studies often had different perceptions of how their child was 

doing in terms of their performance in home literacies versus how the school assessed 

their reading skills. A possible explanation for this incongruence in perception comes 

from Varenne and McDermmott. First, they questioned and troubled the very idea of the 

term “disability”; they suggested it was an artificial construct. The idea of being disabled 

does not lie within the person; the problem may lie in the broader culture that defines the 

individual as disabled. Second, our culture expects people to be disabled and thus makes 

it so. They suggest, “Learning Disability, in our words is a property of America, 

ideologically, legitimately, institutionally, and even economically” (p. 42).  

 The authors offered an analogy from a story by H.G. Wells that exemplified how 

being labeled disabled is relative to the cultural values that one lives in and exists as a 

relative construct, not an absolute one.  H.G. Wells (1904/1979) in his short story “The 

Country of the Blind” wrote of a man who was lost one day in a strange land where 

everything had been configured and set up to meet the needs of the people who lived 

there—all blind people. Being sighted, the lost visitor was unaccustomed to the terrain 

and quickly became troubled until the King of the Blind offered a solution: cut out the 

visitor’s eyes. Varenne and McDermott used this story to make an analogy that being 

sighted in the country of the blind was, ironically, a disadvantage or a disability--a 

culturally constructed one.  The sighted visitor was regarded as disabled in the land of the 
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blind.  Disability was seen as relative to the cultural demands and norms of the culture 

that defined it.  

 Varenne and McDermott described how it could be possible to be literate in the 

home and be seen to be struggling in school literacies. They distinguished between 

familial literacy, or everyday routine literacy practices, and the expectations of school 

literacy practices. According to the authors: 

One does not fail familial literacy. Indeed, everyday literacy is all but invisible in 
the family. It is embedded in other tasks: getting the right thing at the store, 
writing a card to a relative, or letting the children know where everyone is with a 
note on the refrigerator door. At such times, literacy as such is not highlighted. At 
other times, it is.” (p. 49)   
 

The familial literacies were unseen and unevaluated by the families themselves, even 

though the literacy activities families may engage in are highly complex. Varenne and 

McDermott further distinguished between familial and school literacies: “It [familial 

literacy] was not one for which the members were accountable in the same way as one is 

accountable for one’s literacy in a second or third grade classroom” (p. 49). Similarly, the 

many instances of the home literacy practices that parents shared in this study, while 

being largely traditional such as storybook reading, also included the everyday literacies 

in their homes and communities. These types of literacy practices are not included in 

classroom literacy assessment—the kind of school assessments that are used to determine 

whether children are below level in reading.  According to Varenne and McDermott, 

these ordinary literacy practices of the household can seem invisible to the families that 

use them often. This construct of cultural construction of disability could possibly explain 

this dissonance in what parents’ perceived in the home as success in literacy and the ways 
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the schools labeled the child as less successful with literacy practices in the school. I will 

discuss this idea further in Chapter Six. 

Parents who felt the School was Helpful and Forthcoming  

 
      In contrast to Monica’s direct confrontation with the school, Annie, Araceli, and 

Ray had experiences of more positive and communicative interactions with the school. 

These three parents voiced how they problem-solved in collaboration with the school in 

order to help their child develop their skills in reading to get back to where they needed 

to be. Annie, who was interviewed with her son present, felt grateful to the school for 

helping her child by offering services and special intervention programs that she felt were 

valuable to Shannon’s literacy growth. Here she advocated for the school’s intervention 

programs: 

The one thing I can say about Cabrillo Elementary is after all the problems he’s 
had with reading and struggling, that Cabrillo Elementary is the only school that 
has recognized that he has a problem with it and is dealing with the problem 
instead of just passing him on. And that’s also really good that—my friend is like, 
“Cabrillo Elementary is not a good school,” and I’m like “I beg to differ with 
you,” because she’s got her kid in [another elementary school] and I’m like, “Uh, 
Cabrillo Elementary offers so many programs and they have done so much for my 
kid and just the school district alone has done so much.” Her kid has a problem 
with math the way mine has in reading. Shannon excels in math. He’s extremely 
good in math but we lack a bit in the reading department. [To Shannon:] “But we 
did pass our TAKS test with a [passing score].” 

 
Annie perhaps saw her son’s passing score as a reflection on herself in saying that “we” 

passed the reading test. In the interview, Annie also discussed another time in which her 

son had strong emotional outbursts in class, sometimes to the point where the room had 

to be cleared out; he had not previously been helped when she felt he needed it. These 
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outbursts became less frequent over time. She also seemed relieved that he passed his 

TAKS reading test in third grade, a state requirement for academic promotion to fourth 

grade.  However, it is interesting to note that her son passed a rigorous standardized test 

in reading despite multiple labels of having challenges in reading and writing by the 

school.  

 Araceli and Ray shared about the time they felt the school helped their child 

overcome her reading challenges by providing extra reading opportunities for her to 

develop her reading skills. They first noticed the problem when they realized she had 

frequent ear infections: 

Ray: Also, she had problems with her ears last year. She had, what is it, uh, a lot 
of ear infections. A lot of ear infections, so they put tubes in her ear and it helped 
her a lot as far as…pronouncing her words (overlapping)…. 

Araceli: (overlapping)…Which we think was a lot of her difficulty in learning and 
school in general. We would have her move to the front of the school and what 
not, just because she was having trouble hearing. But, ever since then, that’s also 
been something where we’ve seen improvement. 

Ray: (overlapping). She improved yeah. She improved this year. That happened 
last year, right towards the end of the year. 

 
The conversation continued about learning about how she had challenges in reading took 

place at the parent conference setting: 

Ray: Last year, towards the end. Actually, half-way through the year, that’s when 
we noticed she started dropping from her reading. 

Araceli: And at that same time we were seeing our family physician who then 
thought that this would be a good time to look into different things that could be 
causing that and one of the things that we thought was maybe eyesight, you know 
being at the front of the class, versus the back, and he suggested checking her 
ears, which was a good thing, because we did that part. But, yeah, it was… 
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Ray: [interrupting]…I think in school too, also in school, didn’t she fail? 

Araceli: Well, I think that-- she did not fail. No. But…her productivity went 
down… 

Ray: Oh, ok. 
 
They said Veronica had been tested for dyslexia at school: 

Peggy: Was there a result? 

Araceli: The dyslexia…after her hearing, after the surgery and putting her tubes in 
and what not, then…. 

Ray: It cleared away.  

Araceli: Yeah, we had no problems afterwards. We’ve only seen an increase in 
her productivity. Which is good. Yeah. It’s just the practice. It was just getting her 
in there and I really appreciate it when Cabrillo had offered that tutoring program. 
I know my nephew is going twice a week and so Veronica is going once a week, 
but it was something good. We even looked into going to… paying for like… 

Ray: Sylvan 

Araceli: Sylvan learning center, just to help in that progress, but… 

Peggy: You mean a different program than the Reading Club? 

Araceli: Right. 

Ray: Before we found out about the Reading Club. Yeah, I think it was towards 
the end of the year last year, we were looking into getting her some tutoring. And 
then when we heard about the Reading Club in school, we’re like “Yeah.” 

Peggy: How did you hear about it? 

Mom: It was her teacher, it was Mr. ___ who had said something, sent home a 
letter, it was also the parent-teacher conference and we discussed it. 

Ray: …Brought it up…which was good. 

Araceli: Which we were all for. 

Ray: Definitely. Anything to help her. 
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Araceli: Definitely. You and I both. 
 

Later in the interview, they felt this visit to the physician and treatment had cleared up 

her challenges in reading. Ray shared: 

We never said she had problems or something, learning disabilities, as far 
as learning disabilities. But no, she was good, once we found out it was 
just her ears, and we ended up taking care of it, she jumped up quick.  

 
What is interesting is that although Araceli and Ray expressed that they were happy the 

school offered tutoring programs to help their child, they also felt the extra practice in 

reading helped her. Yet, infused in their story are many examples of their own active 

involvement in diagnosing what they felt was the real problem—her ear infections. This 

account troubles the diagnosis of reading difficulties as a cognitive problem. Both parents 

intervened, with the help of their family doctor, to come up with strategies and solutions 

to help their child in concrete ways, such as moving her to the front of the room so she 

could hear better. The idea that the reading difficulties “cleared away”, as they suggested, 

questions the issue of the permanence in diagnosing reading difficulties (Varenne & 

McDermott, 1998). Although they were grateful to the school for its support of their 

daughter in the form of tutoring, they largely did most of the problem-solving needed to 

intervene for their daughter’s success in school. 
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Summary 

 
      The parents largely responded with strong emotion when hearing from the school 

that their child had academic challenges in reading. What became problematic for most of 

the parents was the breakdown in communication between home and school; many 

parents were surprised to learn there was a problem with their child’s reading skills. 

Additionally, the school often didn’t always offer concrete and specific enough ways for 

parents to help their child. Although several parents described learning how to help their 

child by using ideas from the teacher that were discussed at the parent conference, most 

of the parents sought resources and assistance outside of school, as will be discussed in 

the second theme that follows. 

FAMILIES SEEKING LITERACY RESOURCES  

In this section I address the second research question: 

 
 What role do parents play in their children’s literacy learning and what stories do 

parents tell about seeking resources and ideas to help their child?  

 
      In the first research question, I suggested that there was a breakdown in 

communication between the home and school. This conversation where parents learned 

there was a problem in literacy typically took place at the parent conference setting. 

Teachers made some suggestions on ways parents could help their child, but these were 

often vague. Related to this, many of the narrative stories the parents shared reflected 

scenarios where they often sought direct assistance in seeking ideas to help their child 
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either from the school itself or from ideas they sought out using their own 

resourcefulness. More often, parents sought help and looked for resources outside of the 

school entirely. For the second research question, I examined parents’ stories about the 

roles they played in their children’s literacy learning and how they sought out resources 

to help their child. Parents had informal networks as well as various materials resources 

they actively and energetically used in response to their perceived need to provide more 

reading and writing instruction for their child outside of the classroom.  

 All the parents supported their child in homework routines and assistance. All of 

the parents sought extra assistance for their child in terms of programs, materials, and 

methods or what I referred to as their “ideas” for reading and writing at home. Outside of 

school, parents sought ideas and resources from: 1) within the immediate family, 

including their own ideas and ideas from their children and, 2) ideas from extended 

family such as aunts, grandparents, nieces, cousins, and other relatives that were 

informally or intentionally sought out as assistance to help their child 3) people in their 

social network such as friends or co-workers who had school-age children, particularly 

parents who also had children with challenges in reading, and 4) nontraditional materials 

such as educational television programs, Internet, as well as traditional literacy materials 

such as books, flashcards, magnetic letters, and paper and pencil. Few parents discussed 

visiting the library or bookstore. Many of the parents did note that their child brought 

home books from the school, the school library, or shared books that were brought home 

from school by siblings.  
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Seeking Help from the School and Classroom Teacher 

 
 Although many parents sought ideas from the school in the parent conference 

setting or by asking the teacher for suggestions on ways to help their child, this was 

usually limited to a one time, self-contained context, such as the conference or occasional 

phone calls or visits to the classroom.  Often the teacher’s advice was extremely vague 

such as, “Keep working with him,” instead of specific enough or frequent enough to 

provide feedback for parents who were trying ideas suggested by the teacher.  Classroom 

teachers often suggested traditional approaches to helping parents help their children such 

as flashcards, worksheets, or recommendations for in-school or after-school reading 

intervention (including the University-sponsored Reading Club, of which all the 

participants in the study were actively involved). Most of the parents asked me at the end 

of the interview if I knew of summer literacy activities that could benefit their child in 

reading and writing. I told nearly all of them about the summer reading program at the 

library, but unfortunately summer school in the school district was only available to 

students who did not pass the standardized test in reading, so their child would not 

qualify for an opportunity to attend summer school. 

Seeking Help from Within the Family   

 
     When seeking resources to assist their children with literacy learning, most 

parents sought assistance from within the immediate family members in the household. 

The most frequent sources of information were ideas from the parents themselves or their 

children, including siblings. The parent often improvised strategies and methods to try 
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out with their child, which several parents termed as trying different ideas by “trial-and-

error”.  For example, Jodie said she remembered back to her own childhood memories of 

learning to read and write. She said she got ideas, “…remembering back when I was a kid 

how my parents did it.”   

 In observing their child, and in their efforts to help them, parents drew on their 

own histories, culture, and knowledge to do whatever they could to help their children. 

Reese and Gallimore (2000) found that Latino parents in their study drew upon their own 

schooling experiences to assist their children in literacy practices within the household. 

Other parents in this study, however, could not articulate where they found their ideas.  

  Parents recruited siblings to help with literacy learning. Linda, who had her four 

daughters do homework and engage in group literacy activities on a daily basis at home, 

described how she encouraged her daughters to read and work together. She shared, “It’s 

just something I came up with. I guess just trial-by-error.” Linda relied on her older 

daughters to read with her younger daughters so she could give the younger daughters 

more individualized attention. 

 Monica enlisted the help of her older son, Daniel, to assist first-grader Desiree on 

a regular basis: 

My son has a lot of ideas. He’s a pretty smart kid. He’s 14. He’ll just…he’ll 
mention, like for instance, see the plant there. He’ll just say, “Desiree, spell 
‘plant’.” And she’ll sit there and try to spell and she’ll say, “Hey, is this how you 
spell it.” It’s just stuff that we think about. I feel, it’s just stuff we come up on our 
own, to try to help her and get her though it.  
 

Many other parents also echoed Monica’s idea that the literacy ideas were improvised 

and done socially within the family context. They went with ideas the child came up with 
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and included siblings in on the event. Jodie shared how Bianca would memorize her 

spelling words through a sing-songy type of rehearsal strategy. Jodie’s oldest daughter, 

Danielle, was present at the interview: 

Ok…spelling…saying the word, “The”. We always came up with a cute little 
thing. I don’t remember. It was one of them two [points to the two siblings 
present at the interview] that had learned it in school. “T-H-E spells ‘the’”. (said 
sort of sing-songy). So we would come up with little things like that when she 
was first learning how to read. A-N-D spells “and”. Cute, little, silly catchy things 
to try and get her to remember the words.  

[Older sister chimes in that Bianca made that idea up herself.] 

Jodie: She made that up? The The? I thought that was one of ya’ll. But that’s the 
main thing I remember, because she was so into that she would tell everybody, 
“Hey, hey, hey, hey, “T-H-E spells ‘The’”. 
 

Alejandra described a book her oldest son found on his own that combined his interests in 

sports with spiritual healing: 

It’s a book about that thick, and he’s real into it. He’s real into it, but it was his 
own selection. But had I not fit into it, maybe he wouldn’t know, “What do I like 
to read or what does catch my interests?” So, I go with their ideas and I feed what 
I know that they like. 
 

Overall, by noticing their children’s interests and coming up with improvised ideas, 

parents worked with their family members in resourceful ways to engage in literacy 

practices that supported their children’s literacy learning. 

 Araceli and Ray often bought their children books at Wal-Mart and the grocery 

store instead of the bookstore so they could combine errands; they said they didn’t have 

time to go to the bookstore. Here they share that they value reading and literacy and 

appreciate that their children beg for books: 
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We buy a lot of books. We buy a lot of kid’s books. We go to the grocery store 
and most kids like to do the “Oh, can I have a piece of candy?” or, “Can I do 
this?” or “Let me have some junk food,” you know. That’s a lot of what you hear 
these days. But, Veronica, on the other hand, we just kind of try and, well, both 
kids we just try and say, “Hey, forget that and pick up a book or something.” So, 
she does have a good amount of books upstairs. It was just the getting her 
interested in them in the beginning. (laughs). I think now it’s knowing the 
different levels. The book  levels. So now, it’s  like she comes home and says, “I 
read level four today!” Her excitement and improving and moving up to a 
different level. 
 

Araceli shared how her valuing of literacy and text spread to her daughter’s excitement 

and enthusiasm in reading. She connected her own provision of resources with her 

daughter’s love of reading. Veronica’s parents were important literacy sponsors (Brandt, 

2001) for Veronica’s motivation to read. 

Seeking Help from the Extended Family 

 Parents also sought resources and ideas for literacy development in the 

home through extended family. Michelle sought out direct assistance in the form of her 

sister, who was a teacher in a nearby large urban city and acted as a literacy sponsor in 

the way Brandt (2001) described. Stephen spent time regularly with his aunt, especially 

during vacations, and she specifically had him engage in writing activities based on real 

world, learning experiences (Gee, 2004; Lave & Wenger, 1991). Stephen’s aunt had him 

write about shared experiences they did together such as going on outings to popular 

places in town, in a sort of Language Experience Approach activity (Stauffer, 1970). The 

written text they composed was based on his shared literacy experiences with his aunt: 

One of his aunts is a teacher in [nearby city]. She’s a third grade teacher. And she 
knew that he was having trouble and she took him for a whole week to stay with 
him. She actually took them to the Parkside area. She took them on little tours 
here and there in [city]…They went to different places. She would have him write 
down and draw the picture of what they did, also. And that helped him. You 
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know, if he was like, “Tia, I want to go know, let’s go, let’s go to the next place 
we’re going to.” She’s like, “We can’t go until you finish this. Write about what 
we did yesterday.” And it wasn’t just one or two sentences. She would make him 
write a little story about it. 

 

His aunt may have benefited as a literacy sponsor because she was helping her sister’s 

child to improve his literacy skills.  

 Several parents shared that their child or children learned to read with assistance 

from a cousin or niece who taught their young child to read. Such personal family 

resources perhaps provided parents with alternative sources of ideas to help their children 

and engendered divergent possible ways to tap into the knowledge and expertise of others 

who were readily available (Rueda, Monzo, & Arzubiaga, 2003).   

Resources from Friends and Social Networking 

 
     Beyond the household, parents sought assistance for ideas to help their children 

from networks and friends outside of the family support system. These included 

consulting with friends who had children, friends who had children with challenges in 

reading, and co-workers who had suggestions for working with their own children in 

developing literacy skills and learning in general.  Maria was one of many parents who 

asked friends for advice:  

Some of them are friends, family, co-workers. Anyone that we know that has 
kids, we ask, “If your child was struggling, or you know, what do you do to help 
your child with the reading and writing?” They just give us ideas. That’s what we 
do. 
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Jodie, too, sought out specific assistance from parents of children who had challenges in 

reading so they could problem-solve together:  

I love asking other parents. I’ve always, well, ‘cuz, most of my friends have 
children. And most of them are all about the same age as all of mine. So, it’s, 
we’ll just be in conversation as far as, “Well this happened, or we were doing 
this…” Like one of my girlfriends, she homeschools, so, I’ll ask her. Me and her 
converse a lot. “Well, what do you do in this situation, Rachelle. How do you get 
over this hump?”  
 
 

Evelyn also sought out ideas from her work site when she worked at a daycare that Diego 

also attended.  Araceli and Ray also came up with ideas by networking with coworkers 

from their worksites. Araceli worked in a law office and asked other parents for advice: 

One of our attorneys is… She has great, great ideas. You know, making reindeer 
food, (laughs) all kinds of different fun activities and stuff. I like to listen to her 
and her ideas and share her experiences and kind of help. I also like to 
do…There’s a website called “Mr. Johnny’s Events’ and what-not. It’s 
MrJonniesKid Events. So I’ve signed up for a weekly email that they send 
different activities for the week, and they have like “Kids’ Night” and different 
things. 

Auerbach (2002) found in her study that Latino parents of secondary students 

engaged in social networking in order to not feel isolated, but also to build social capital. 

She stated, “Story exchange eases the isolation of working-class parents of color…and 

prompts recognition of commonalities...Parents realized they were not alone; other 

parents with similar life experiences have similar aspirations for their children and faced 

similar obstacles” (Auerbach, 2002, p. 1386). Similar to the parents in the study by 

Rueda, Monzo, & Arzubiaga (2003), these parents actively sought out resources through 

their social networks. 
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Resources from Media: Internet and Television 

 
     Parents also looked for ideas through media such as the Internet and television 

programs. Monica shared, “A lot of the ideas that I do get, I’ve got on the Internet and 

just try to look up stuff. I’ll even try to look up games for her so that she can do on there 

and play around with it.” Linda, too, looked for ideas from the Internet.  Alejandra used 

Internet games as a resource for her daughter to reinforce learning and skills in literacy 

and math. Monica sought out multimedia resources for Desiree by searching for books on 

tape, which she was unable to find at the time of the interview: 

Because I was told by  the lady that watches her--she owns a daycare and her 
husband is a principal. He told me, “There’s books that you can get from them. 
They have to give you books. They have like tapes if you need them. You know, 
the books the kids can read and play the tape at the same time. Well, I have yet to 
see those books. 
 

In retrospect, it seems that these resources may or may not have been accessible to 

Monica from the school, but like the stories of communication breakdown, there was no 

clear answer as to who could help her locate such resources. She even asked me again at 

the Performance Party if I could help her find these books on tape, and I was at a loss 

myself as to who could help her, so I suggested the public library.  

 Utilizing a more innovative and slightly unconventional resource, Annie gathered 

information on how to help Shannon by watching educational children’s television 

programs. She watched the shows, designed to improve children’s literacy skills, as a 

way to gather new ideas to help her child and develop her own knowledge of reading 

instruction. She told me, “A lot of times I watch Clifford the Big Red Dog (laughs). You 

know, being unemployed you watch Between the Lions, what else is there, Reading 
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Rainbow.” Annie seemed slightly embarrassed when sharing this, but she nevertheless 

felt it was highly useful as a source of information to better help her child.     

Summary 
       

 The parents were motivated and energetic in seeking resources for their children. 

These findings connected with the literature on parents using social capital by consulting 

with others to help their child with literacy learning (Rueda, Monzo, & Arzubiaga, 2003). 

They drew upon their own social and cultural funds of knowledge (Moll & González, 

2004) and worked together in a sort of distributed cognition (Salomon, 2001). Salomon 

states, “People think in conjunction and partnership with others and with the help of 

culturally provided tools and implements” (Salomon, 1993, p. xiii). Hutchins suggests, 

“The emphasis on finding and describing ‘knowledge structures’ that are somewhere 

‘inside’ the individual encourages us to overlook the fact that human cognition is always 

situated in a complex sociocultural world and cannot be unaffected by it” (Hutchins, 

1995, p. xiii). 

 Although parents learned some ideas at the parent-teacher conference, and some 

parents sought out assistance and requested ideas from the classroom teacher, many 

parents looked outside the school in resourceful ways to gather new ideas to help their 

children. Parents engaged both in social networking practices as well as sought out more 

material and concrete resources to help their child. In the next section, I will examine 

findings relating to the third research question on stories parents shared about their 

perspectives of the literacy learning and literacy development of their children in the 

home.       
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STORIES OF CHILDREN AS READERS AND WRITERS 
 

     Here I present the themes related to the third research question: 

• How do parents narrate their children’s strengths, needs, and growth as 

readers and writers in terms of literacy experiences in the home?  

 

 For the third question, I summarize key themes across the data of the stories 

parents shared about their child as a reader and writer in the home. Two themes emerged: 

1) Parents engaged their children in many literacy activities at home which often took on 

a communal and collaborative nature involving either immediate family or extended 

family members. The way they viewed their children as literate individuals often took 

place in family-centered or social learning experiences. 2) Parents possessed specific 

knowledge about their children’s literacy experience and development over time.  

Although this knowledge about their child as a learner was not specifically named using 

technical terms, parents did express a knowledge grounded in detailed information about 

their child’s literacy learning, preferences, strengths, and developmental needs over time.   

  As described and reflected in the literature on literacy learning in the home 

(Heath, 1986; Purcell-Gates, 1996;Taylor & Dorsey-Gaines, 1986), all of the households 

in the study participated in literacy learning and events (reading and writing), as a family, 

on a regular basis. The first salient theme that arose from the stories was that literacy 

learning was often collaborative; families read together and children participated in 

literacy events (Heath, 1983) in various participant structures (Purcell-Gates, 1996) such 

as reading by themselves, with peer siblings, or with parents or extended family 
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members. The second theme relating to home learning was that parents possessed 

specific knowledge about their children’s literacy experience and development over time.  

       I hope to show the broader contexts of literacy learning that occurred for the 

families in the study.  Families engaged in active, ongoing routines in terms of their 

literacy events and learning activities that took place in the home. I draw on the definition 

of a ‘literacy event’ that Shirley Brice Heath described in Ways with Words (1983), as 

defined by Anderson, Teale, and Estrada (1980), or, “…any action sequence, involving 

one or more persons, in which the production and/or comprehension of print plays a role” 

(p. 59). Parents’ stories often evoked themes of shared literacy events that took place on a 

regular basis. While not all families engaged in storybook reading on a regular basis 

(Heath, 1982), most did participate together in specific activities and experiences that 

intentionally developed language and literacy skills together.  

Home Literacy as Collaborative and Communal Practice  

 
 The literacy events that occurred in the home often took on a collaborative nature. 

Heath (1983), in her study of the working class community of Trackton, also defined 

their literacy events, both reading and writing, as being largely public. Valdés (1996) 

suggested that the total functioning of the family unit often took priority over the 

individual in Latino families.  She said, based on her studies of Latino families, “…the 

energy of all family members was directed at the welfare of the household as a 

functioning unit” (p. 180). Similarly, these families, generally, were often more 

“household centered” (Valdés, 1996, p. 180) rather than focused on individual children.  

Valdés named this communal activity “familism” (p. 186).  The concept of “familism” 
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could be seen through the data and in the case studies in the next chapter, as well. This 

could be seen in the Caucasian families, as well, to some extent, though less so than the 

Latino families. 

Collaborative Literacy with Siblings and Same--age Peers  

     
 Many of the household literacy events that participants engaged in took place with 

same age peers, including siblings, cousins, and same-age peers.   Raquel shared that she 

knew that Luis read to his younger brother regularly. She said, “He reads to him. Like 

when they’re coming home on the school bus, he’ll read to him because he knows that his 

brother has to have his reading done, too.” Evelyn’s first-grade son, Diego, learned both 

Spanish and rudimentary sign language by communicating regularly with his cousin. 

Araceli and Ray’s second-grade son, Luis, learned to read partly by reading with his 

slightly older cousin. Most often, this collaborative literacy learning took place with 

siblings within the household.   

 The photos from the Photography Project showed instances of literacy as social, 

collaborative practices. In the photos, the families were often reading in close proximity 

to others, for example, with their arms around each other, or sitting close together on the 

couch or dining table.  In addition to reading with peers, such as siblings or cousins, 

sometimes an adult extended family member, such as an aunt or grandparent were 

valuable resources in scaffolding literacy instruction.  

 Other collaborative literacy practices had a practical benefit for busy working 

parents. Linda had an ongoing routine of having her four school-aged daughters regularly 
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read together. Because she worked the night shift, she was also challenged to find time to 

help all her daughters with homework and literacy practice. Recognizing its functionality, 

she implemented the system of having the oldest work with the youngest on a regular 

basis, and, as seen in her narrative above, she felt like it was a mutually beneficial 

scenario, reflecting Valdés’ concept of “familism” (1996, p. 186). She also said it made 

the oldest daughter feel “smart”. This also supported Brandt’s (2001) idea that the 

literacy sponsor gains something from nurturing and sustaining the literacy relationship 

to the individual(s) he or she sponsors: 

They hear each other read, and it helps…my youngest daughter—their youngest 
sister, a lot, too. She’s…she doesn’t go to school yet. She’s barely four, but she’s 
picked up on a lot of things. She’s wanting to read, too. She knows her alphabet 
and she’s writing and things like that. I think that we do it, because we do it in a 
group. It helps them all, do better.…It’s really good. There are times, though, 
where one of them will want my attention right away, and I’m helping another 
and they get a little bit impatient. But I think it helps them a lot to see. They’ll try 
to imitate what the other is reading and want to read that type of book and you 
know it will push them to want to learn how to read more difficult words. 
 

I asked her to tell me more about their reading and writing together as a group: 

So, I just have them all at the table and if they can help each other, I’ll encourage 
that, too, for them, for the oldest one, “Well, if you can help her while I’m helping 
your other sister, you can do that favor for me….” 

Peggy: Does that work? 

Linda: Yeah, that works. Because it makes the older one feel like, oh, well, “I’m 
smart enough to help her.” And it makes her feel good that she can help…. Yeah, 
they like to work together. So, and sometimes if I don’t have time, I know 
sometimes my husband will pick them up and I’m still sleeping, if I get to bed 
late, they’ll go ahead and start and the older one, she’ll, if there’s anything she 
doesn’t know, she’ll set it aside, until I get home or something (laughs) for me to 
help them. But she’ll usually try to help out, what she can, with the other girls. 
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The oldest daughter member became a “more knowledgeable other” (Vygotsky, 1978) to 

support literacy learning for the other girls. In the photos below, Figures 4.1 and 4.2, the 

girls can be seen reading together. They took turns and switched positions on the couch, 

each, in turn, becoming the “teacher”. Similar to Anthony Stassi in Brandt’s study 

(2001), who read to his siblings growing up, and enjoyed it, the girls in Linda’s 

household are each other’s literacy sponsor, with the eldest daughter accorded the most 

responsibility for sponsorship.  

Figure  4.1: Girls Reading Together 
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Figure 4.2: Girls Reading Collaboratively on Couch 

 

 

In these photos, the girls took turns being the “reader” and shared a text, Arthur’s Eyes 

(1979), which was most likely on the instructional reading level of the second grade 

child.  

 Araceli and Ray’s daughter Veronica often participated in both storybook reading 

as well as homework together. In Figure 4.3 below, they can be seen working together 

reading a text that is her brother’s reading level. Here, Veronica listened and instructed as 

she tracked print for him. 

Figure 4.3: Veronica Reading Collaboratively with her Younger Brother 
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Overall, siblings engaged in fairly traditional literacy activities such as storybook reading 

(Holdaway, 1979) together. What was most striking about these activities was that they 

occurred on a regular basis, parents were aware of their use as a regular literacy practice, 

and they offered additional functional support in terms of additional cross-age tutoring 

and shared reading experiences (Holdaway, 1979) within the household for parents who 

were busy. These routines, established intentionally or through habits, were ongoing 

literacy events with same-age peers and siblings. Interestingly, nearly all of the families 

in this study said they wished they could read with their children more. Many parents 

expressed regret that they didn’t read enough with their children. 

Collaborative Literacy Across Age Groups  

 
 Collaborative literacy activities occurred across age groups within the households.  

Not only did all of the families regularly read and write collaboratively, but also, across 

the families, there were varied participant structures in the home (Purcell-Gates, 1996). 

Children read with parents, but also with extended family such as grandparents, aunts, 

uncles, and friends of the family. Literacy events occurred outside of the school in 

settings in the community, for example, at a relative’s house, in church such as 

Catechism class, on an excursion with family, or at a non-custodial parent’s house. 

 Some families also participated in storybook reading and bedtime stories, often 

using a form of shared reading where parents and children took turns reading the same 

text. Parents monitored the child‘s engagement in independent reading and supported 

structured homework routines. In Figure 4.4 below, Araceli and Ray read together in a 
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more traditional activity with a bedtime story as part of their ongoing literacy routine. In 

Figure 4.5, Araceli reads with Veronica, supporting her homework routine. 

Figure 4.4: Araceli and Ray Doing Storybook Reading with Veronica as an Ongoing 
Routine 
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Figure 4.5: Araceli doing Homework with Veronica  

 

Overall, collaborative literacy routines took place regularly. Extended family 

seemed especially important to parents who had only children, like Maria. What these 

parents and families had in common was a desire to seek help through resources such as 

family, or those who could functionally help them, due to their busy schedule or other 

constraints on time. Additionally, these parents were not only were resourceful in their 

practice of recruiting siblings, sisters, or grandparents, but they felt these practices 

yielded success for the child. All parents not only deeply cared about finding resources 

external to the school in terms of materials and people, they also invested time and 

energy into their children’s literacy learning.      

Parents’ Knowledge of Literacy Learning and Development 

 
 Across the data, all parents had general knowledge about their child’s 

development and current skills in literacy learning, similar to findings from researchers 

who examined parents’ ability to assess their children’s language and literacy 
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development (Worthy & Rodriguez-Galindo, 2006). The parents could articulately define 

and describe how their child were learning in the home as well as discuss their strengths 

and needs as a reader and writer. For instance, they narrated scenarios and times when 

their child read out loud with specific descriptions of fluency and accuracy in decoding; 

they told of specific times they observed their child’s comprehension was making sense 

or breaking down; they did all this without specifically knowing the technical jargon of 

reading instruction and assessment.  

Knowledge About their Children’s Literacy Development over Time 

 
 Parents articulated descriptive observations of their child’s literacy learning that 

reflected a tacit understanding of how their child developed as an emergent and 

beginning reader over time. They had a general knowledge of their child’s individual 

growth in reading and writing. As I will describe in the second theme for this section, 

their assessment was not only based on ongoing informal “kidwatching” (Goodman, 

1978), but was a dynamic, ongoing, longitudinal assessment—essentially from birth—as 

opposed to the more static, formative assessments used in a school. 

 Many of their descriptions of their children as literacy learners were in response 

to the interview questions, “Tell me about your child as a reader and writer” and, “Tell 

me about memories of learning to read and write”. Parents often recalled instances of 

times when their child first began to read—the moment in time when reading really 

“happened” for their child. These stories were often described with positive emotions. 

Parents often characterized the moment with feelings of joy, excitement, happiness, and 



 113 

pride.  Overall, parents were able to narrate and describe the process that enabled their 

child to become literate. 

 Evelyn shared a memory of a time when she knew her son was engaging in 

“pretend reading”, or memorizing a text (Holdaway, 1979), as opposed to really reading 

the text.  Even without seeing him, she was aware of his literacy practices, just by 

listening to him read: 

I used to work at a daycare and he used to be at the daycare with me, so he would 
always try to get a book. I was in a different section. I was in the baby section. 
“Look mama, I know how to read this.” After the teacher had read it, so he had 
memorized it, so he would try to read it….I had a class of five babies under one, 
so I can’t take my eyes off of them, so I would say, “Read it at home.”  
 

Evelyn was constrained by the conditions of her work, but she nonetheless listened to and 

attended to her son’s early literacy practices; she encouraged her son to continue reading.  

She shared that he would later borrow the book from the daycare and take it home to read 

to her. Overall, many of the stories of learning to read were positive, happy ones where 

parents had specific observations and proud memories about reading.   

Knowledge About Their Child as a Reader and Writer  

 
 As seen in the results of the first research question, parents expressed their own 

perspectives about their children’s literacy, which often contrasted with the school’s 

perspective of their child’s progress in reading and writing. Parents were surprised and 

frustrated to learn their child had challenges in reading. They expressed deep concern for 

their children’s current challenges in school with reading and other learning areas. 

Remembering back to their child’s literacy development over time, and in response to my 
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questions: “Tell me about your child” and “Tell me about your child as a reader and 

writer”, parents often identified and named a specific moment when they felt they knew 

what the source of their child’s learning challenge might be.  The causes they identified 

ranged from medical concerns to distractibility, labels of dyslexia from the school to 

undiagnosed dyslexia, laziness, and other possible reasons for their child’s current 

challenges in reading. Some parents attributed the cause of the reading challenge to 

themselves, from stating that dyslexia ran in the family, to, more often, feeling like they 

hadn’t worked with the child enough at home as reasons why their child was “behind” in 

reading.  

 Jodie, like many of the parents, had her reasons for why she felt her daughter had 

challenges in reading. For Jodie, one cause for her daughter’s struggles was that her child 

possibly had dyslexia. She stated dyslexia was “generative” [her word], or, ran in the 

family. She shared that her son and other relatives were dyslexic. Another instance of a 

parent telling a story about their attribution of their child’s reading challenge was Araceli 

and Ray’s observation that Veronica reversed her letters. They felt this was an indication 

that testing was merited.  Here Ray shared their reasoning and observations: 

And there was a couple of letters and stuff that keyed us…that started driving us 
that way, is just, B’s and D’s. But the teacher said that each child will experience 
that, you know, different letters and stuff. So, that’s one of the reasons we had her 
tested, as well.  
 

Although, the teacher seemed to think it was developmentally normal, Araceli and Ray 

requested testing anyway. 

 Parents described specific and detailed instances about their child’s literacy 

learning as a cognitive process. All of the parents readily described what reading at home 
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was like, to varying degrees, in terms of the psychological processes of their child’s 

reading. These technical aspects of literacy learning included instances where parents 

exhibited knowledge about their child’s accuracy in decoding, making miscues, learning 

styles, aspects of fluency, and strengths and breakdowns in both listening comprehension 

and comprehension when reading text independently.  Parents noted their child’s reading 

levels and whether text was too easy or too hard. Jodie referred to text that Bianca could 

read independently as “her-age books”.  

 Examples of parents’ knowledge of the cognitive processes of reading were 

abundant across the data. The most common way that parents informally assessed their 

children’s literacy development could be seen in the way they described how their child 

sounded when reading orally and the types of miscue patterns they heard (Clay, 1987; 

Goodman & Burke, 1987), though it is likely none of them received any formal technical 

training in this area.  Parents noted specific types of miscues like omissions, substitutions 

that didn’t make semantic sense, not self-correcting miscues, and other oral reading 

patterns they felt interfered with their child’s reading skills.  

 Jolleen described Aidan’s oral reading, where he substituted words that were not 

graphically similar and that didn’t make sense semantically. She also sought types of text 

that would challenge him to problem-solve unknown words as he decoded text: 

So, I told him, “They were just super easy books.”….I wanted him to practice 
sounding words out. When he comes to a big word and he looks at it and then I’m 
like, “Break it down.” And that’s not automatic for him….The other thing he does 
is throws words in there that don’t make any sense at all. Like he’ll say “switch’ 
instead of “pitch” and I’m like “There’s no [letter] in there.” He’ll just say 
something that doesn’t make sense or put a word in without looking at it. 
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 Parents often described aspects of oral reading fluency they observed when 

listening to their child read aloud. Michelle, like Maria, shared about her son’s 

improvement in reading fluency that she noted at Catechism class at the Catholic Church 

they attended. I asked Michelle about her general observations of her son’s reading and 

writing. She responded: 

He doesn’t like to do it [reading], although I see now, that he’ll pick up a book on 
his own. Or, he’ll see a sign or something that interests him and I see him reading 
it, where in the past, he was like, “Mom, what does that say? Mom, read that to 
me.” He didn’t want to make the effort to read and now, this year, and it’s since 
Christmas and all that, towards the end of the year, I noticed he’s more into doing 
it by himself. But, it took a while to where he was confident enough to do that. He 
is taking Catechism classes, also, and they also have one teacher per class. He 
would never raise his hand up to read in front of the group. He was always scared, 
or I guess, embarrassed. But, he improved to where he felt more confident about 
what he was doing. And he was reading in those classes, too….He’s doing good. 
Yeah, he’s doing good. And I noticed. And I know that he’s still not—he doesn’t 
read as fluently as all the other kids do, and all. But he tries his best. And there are 
times, like, if we read the same book over and over and over, it’s like he 
memorizes it, and so when he’s reading it, it flows really well. But, if it’s a new 
book, and he gets stuck on the words, it takes him a little bit longer to do it. He 
gets frustrated when he doesn’t recognize a word. But he also gives up real easily 
sometimes, where he doesn’t want to break put the word, to try to pronounce it. 
So, I have to keep reminding him, “C’mon, Stephen, you’ve got to try to do it on 
your own.” But, he’s doing a lot better. 
 

Her observations included his reading of environmental print and her noted improvement 

in his oral reading fluency, especially as he sounded compared to others his age in the 

church setting. In a previous quote, she noted concerns for his reading by comparing 

where he was relative to where his older brother was in terms of reading development at 

the same age. Overall, she noticed that he was reading more effectively and efficiently in 

his reading processes (Goodman & Burke, 1987). She also noted the affective 

components that surrounded his reading including his confidence, motivation, and effort 
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in this very public, socially shared experience of oral reading at church. Arzubiaga, 

Rueda, & Monzo (2002) found a positive correlation between parents who engaged their 

children with religious literacies and their children’s motivation and desire to read, as 

seemed to be the case in this vignette. 

 Another characteristic of parents’ awareness of their child’s literacy learning, 

beyond the cognitive factors that were at work in learning to read and write, were in their 

descriptions of the affective component of reading and writing. These factors included 

examples of the child’s interests, emotions, motivations in reading and writing, and what 

types of texts engaged their children with reading. Many parents in the current study and 

the pilot study were keenly aware of whether their child was a reluctant reader. If their 

child sometimes disliked reading, parents knew what types of text the child did enjoy, 

naming specific genres their child liked to read and be read to.  Alejandra described her 

daughter’s interests in reading texts that she herself read as an adult reader. Her story was 

lengthy, but it included multiple examples of her awareness of her daughter’s specific 

interests in types of text as well as how her daughter modeled her own preferences and 

interest in literature after her mother’s interests: 

When we sit and read…I usually will read. I read a lot of V.C. Andrews, and so 
it’s a lot of mystery and figuring out, but it’s also a lot of fantasy. It’s like women 
that went through a bad relationship and ended up finding the love of their life, 
and she likes that. That attracts her. Yeah. A Walk in the Woods--we’ve read 
those. And she likes when I’m reading them--to read those out loud to her. She 
likes that. She’s a lot like me, cuz that’s what I get into--a mystery that I’ve got to 
figure out, but there’s something good gonna come out of all; everything we’re 
reading, it’s going to end up with a happy ending. Yeah, that attracts Yolanda. 
When she reads, she basically will bring like, she was into Dr. Seuss for a while 
and she was reading The Cat in the Hat and Green Eggs and Ham, because it was 
interesting that she could tongue-tie like that, and she could do that. But, most 
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recently she’s brought more. She brought one that was someone in trouble….She 
read it to me for like a week straight, this book. And I had surgery like a month 
ago and she came into the room, because I couldn’t have no light, and she would 
read to me. Yeah. She would read real little funny things, like, “Mom, I wrote you 
this. Listen to me,” and, “Mom, I love you and I hope you get better from your 
surgery.” She does a lot of effort, a lot of her own writing, and she’ll stand up in 
front of everybody and read. Like we practice our religion, so she’s got a little 
Bible book that’s on her level. She’ll read out of that. Like when we do little 
speeches and stuff, she’ll stand in front of the kids and she’ll read and she’s 
actually gotten way better at being able to put two words, to make that one word, 
to figure it out. Ok, ‘can’ and ‘not’ is ‘cannot’, or whatever. She’s gotten real 
accurate where I don’t have to help her sound it out but she just recognizes, “O.k., 
that’s two words, and if I make it one it can be ‘can’t’ or it can be ‘cannot’. So 
yeah, that’s what she is as far as reading. 
 

 Alejandra let me know that she was invested in her daughter; she knew in detail 

the multifaceted ways that her daughter engaged with text of different levels and 

interests.  She described at least several instances of using reading and writing to create a 

linkage or connection between herself and Yolanda.  Alejandra also seemed proud that 

she did pay attention to her daughter’s literacy learning in this almost breathless, 

continuous narration. Her daughter was literate in the household in a confident and 

competent manner.  

 Parents often described observations of what literacy activities the child initiated 

him or herself.  For example, Evelyn described how Diego was motivated to learn how to 

properly spell the extended family and friends’ names correctly in a list and that he taught 

himself Spanish. Jodie shared the activities that Bianca enjoyed doing on a regular basis, 

usually activities that were tactile and interactive or involved writing for real, authentic 

reasons: 

She does like word searches. She likes the word search where she has to find the 
word. She got one of those from Santa Claus. She asked for it. She was like, “I 
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want Santa Claus to bring me some alphabet magnets and a word search book.” 
That was it…. She got what she asked Santa for. She’ll go in there with the 
magnets on the refrigerator and she’ll spell things out and they’ve got numbers 
and addition and plus and stuff like that. And she’ll get in there and she’ll do 
some of that sometimes. I know she likes to do it more so in other people’s houses 
than she does here. She does a lot of writing. She’ll sit down and she’ll say, 
“Mom, I want to write Dad a letter. How do you spell this?” 
 

Letter writing to people was something that most of the children engaged in, on their 

own. Many of the parents told stories of their children writing notes to express feelings, 

letters that were displayed in the household, or sent on to Grandma or the non-custodial 

parent, for example.  Michelle shared that her son wrote notes to the student teacher that 

was in his classroom, on his own initiative. She explained, with pride in her voice, “And 

he did it all on his own. He didn’t want any help. So, if it’s something that’s going to give 

him pride, you know—that someone is going to receive something from him—he loves to 

do that.” 

  In essence, parents demonstrated considerable knowledge about their children’s 

literacy learning in the home, in terms of both cognitive and affective components. This 

knowledge was comprehensive from birth and included examples of times when their 

child was first learning to read and write through to the time of this interview study. 

Parents generally felt strongly positive emotions such as pride and happiness when 

sharing these detailed stories.  

SUMMARY 
 
 In this chapter, I described the common themes that emerged from the transcript 

and photograph data relating to the parents’ stories and information on literacy learning 

in the home and school. Parents felt a disconnect between their observations of heir 
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children’s literacy learning in the home and the school’s description of their child as 

having difficulties in reading. Their own characterization of their child’s literacy 

practices in the home often differed from the school’s assessment of their child. Parents 

had insight into their children as readers and writers.  This connects with the literature on 

how learning in the home often takes place in informal, collaborative ways (Heath, 1983, 

Rogoff, 1990), however, assessment data that is gathered in the school is largely focused 

on individual cognition and can have a focus on high-stakes outcomes (Johnston, 2005; 

Varenne & McDermott, 1998).  As Johnston suggests, formative data assessments in the 

classroom can be undervalued; similarly, the parents’ knowledge here could be thought 

of as informal, formative data collection as it often involved “assessment for learning” (p. 

259).   

 Largely, the families actively and regularly engaged their children in a variety of 

literacy practices in the home; some activities were parent-initiated while others were 

child-initiated. Parents shared detailed accounts of their child learning to read and write. 

However, overall, they shared ways that they were resourceful in seeking support for 

literacy learning for their children, often through social networks and other ways of being 

resourceful. This seeking of ideas was possibly as a result of not being given specific 

enough advice and information from the school as a result of breakdown in 

communication. Many parents, constrained by time and energy due to the economic and 

material conditions of their lives, sought creative, adaptive ways to negotiate how to help 

their children at home with homework and literacy learning.   
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Chapter Five 

Parents’ Narrative Stories: Looking Within Cases 

 

When you tell her, “Good job” she feels like a superstar, like she’s Wonder 
Woman at that time. And I know her that way. She loves it and anything 
disencouraging, like, “You can do it, but you’re not trying your hardest.” That 
kind of stuff shuts her down. It shuts her down. Like negativity shuts her down. 
And she just, it reflects in her work, that she’s lost encouragement and she doesn’t 
really want to show any effort any more. That’s how I know Yolanda to be. She’s 
very different. She’s very, very different. 
 

 --Alejandra Benidez, single mother of a second grade student identified as having 
 challenges in reading 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 

 In this quote, Alejandra, a single mother of four children and parent of a second 

grader identified by the school as having challenges in reading, discussed, with 

confidence and insight, her perceptions of her daughter as a learner. She used both her 

own detailed observations and words (“Negativity shuts her down”), as well as the voice 

of others (‘You can do it, but you’re not trying your hardest’) to state what she knew and 

believed about her daughter Yolanda’s ways of learning. A polyphony of voices were 

represented in this vignette (Bakhtin, 1981; Wortham, 2001). She even repeated herself 

three times, as she often did in the interviews, to make herself heard, perhaps. The quote 

is a representative example of how the interviews I conducted contained narrative stories 

that enacted parents like Alejandra in a particular identity (Wortham, 2001). In this case, 

Alejandra, like all of the parents in the study, wanted to show she knew her children well, 
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both cognitively and affectively, as she spoke extensively and elaborately about the 

stories of her children’s experiences with literacy learning at school and home. I chose 

this quote because it reflected a key theme of literacy learning in the home as 

collaborative and communal (Heath, 1983). Her words represented the caring, concern 

(Delgado-Gaitan, 1992; Lightfoot, 2004), close observations, and informal assessments 

of her child’s literacy learning (Worthy & Rodriguez-Galindo, 2006), that were, for many 

of the parents, at odds with the school’s characterization of their children. 

 I began this qualitative interview study to try to understand and listen to the 

narrative stories and voices that parents told about their involvement with their child’s 

literacy learning, especially as it related to their child’s challenges in reading. I was 

especially interested in the way that parents storied themselves and were storied by 

others; parents’ identities and their role in their child’s literacy learning could be seen in 

their narratives of reading and writing at home and school (Wortham, 2001). 

THE PARENTS’ STORIES: CASE STUDY ANALYSIS 

 
 These three case studies represent four parents who had interesting, detailed, and 

powerful stories. There are four mothers and one father represented; one mother’s child 

has an African American father. Their stories had similarities with those of the other 

parents; however, I chose to examine these parents’ stories in more detail for reasons that 

made them particularly insightful and remarkable cases; the parents’ stories were detailed 

with compelling examples of their engagement with their children’s lives.  

 First, I chose to discuss Maria’s narratives in-depth because her stories 

represented the efforts of a mother who was very involved in helping her child with his 
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challenges in school in any way possible.  She was highly motivated to seek out varied 

resources to help her child, and because she worked at the school, she was able to 

communicate more often with the classroom teacher, enabling her to try different things 

with her child at home. She also participated in the Photography project. I was also able 

to have follow-up conversations with her on a regular basis. I selected David and Raquel 

as a case to analyze and discuss here because they represented one of the two interviews 

where both parents were present; their shared narratives represent an interactive dynamic 

as well as the opportunity to hear two perspectives on the same child.  They have three 

children and spoke of all three in the interview. A unique gender dynamic was at play 

during the interview as David was the primary caretaker of the children.   

 Finally, Alejandra’s stories were lengthy, plentiful, and powerful. As a single 

parent of four children, and a homebound mother due to her eye problems, she had rich, 

detailed descriptions of her home literacy experiences and school literacy learning.  We 

also discussed the photos of home literacy learning in a follow-up interview, which 

yielded deeper insight and more evidence for her collaborative literacy practices, which I 

discussed in the previous chapter. All four parents had complex and busy lives, but found 

time to engage their children in traditional literacy practices as well as literacy practices 

based on ideas they came up with on their own. 

 For each participant, I describe the context of the interview setting with “thick 

description” (Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2003) as well as the broader, situated and real lives of 

the participants, to the extent it was known to me, to add insight to the stories. I did this, 

because, as Polkinghorne (1988) states, narratives are, “context-sensitive, both in their 

telling and in the meaning they give to events, and their form and content are responsive 
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to the aims and conditions of the interview situation” (p. 164). Drawing on Labov (1972), 

Polkinghorne suggests that understanding of context is essential to the understanding of 

each participant’s story as told in an interview setting. Thus, each story was examined in 

a more holistic way, with the contextualized, situated lives of the participants, producing 

“context dependent meanings” (Polkinghorne, 1988, p. 167).    

 What follows are descriptions of the participants in the case studies. I hope to 

describe and outline their individual situations and experiences to shed light on their very 

personal stories.  Following this I summarize my findings for key themes that relate to the 

key research question about their perceptions of their child’s literacy learning in both the 

home and the school.  

MARIA 

 
 Maria was a married Latina parent of an only child, a second-grade boy, Ruel. 

She worked for the school district as the main administrative assistant to a principal, and 

her office was located in the same building as the Reading Club. When I first contacted 

her about being a participant in the study, she was very open to it. Her son attended the 

Reading Club regularly and she occasionally came over to visit him and check on him. I 

was able to see her on a weekly basis during the spring and talk and observe her 

informally at the Reading Club.  She lived a few miles from the school with Ruel’s 

grandparents living two doors down from them in a suburban but semi-rural area located 

about five miles from the school. Both parents worked full-time in middle-class jobs and 

her parents actively participated in Ruel’s learning in various ways.  
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 The grandparents’ active and committed involvement was evident in the 

Photography project photos where Grandpa can be seen sitting with Ruel playing 

basketball and fixing bicycles together. An example of the way the extended family was 

an integral part of the child’s life is seen below in Figure 5.1.   

Figure 5.1: Ruel Playing Basketball and Fixing his Bike with his Grandpa and Cousin 

 

The family was active in the Catholic Church in their community. Maria observed Ruel’s 

literacy behaviors within the setting of Catechism class. Maria and her family were 

Catholic and the family attended church regularly, participating in weekly activities. (See 

Figure 5.2 below)  
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Figure 5.2: Catechism Class Taught by Parents in the Local Community 

  

 Maria taught me about the nature of Catechism class, something I knew virtually 

nothing about.  Perhaps sensing my lack of background knowledge about a significant 

religious ritual, she patiently explained to me that the classes were taught by parents and 

took place in classes of 15 to 20 children. Ruel had been attending class for three years 

and the family went on Saturdays to attend the English class. Maria’s explanation of a 

structured learning event in the community and religious activity was significant because 

students were engaged with text, the written word, and read orally in a public setting 

(Heath, 1983). It was an opportunity for her to observe her child’s literacy learning 

outside of a school context. 

 A major motivation for Maria’s engagement with her child’s literacy learning was 

that she wanted her child to be independent as a learner. In about half of the learning 

photos for the Photography project, Ruel was doing tasks independently such as folding 

clothes, cooking food, and cleaning; these were events which she was proud of. In the 

Reading Club setting, while Maria was often close to her son’s side, she also wanted to 

encourage his independence in literacy and in life. Because Ruel was diabetic, she would 
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consistently come over to the Reading Club to make sure the snacks we provided were 

appropriate for his blood sugar levels. These often turned into a lesson for Ruel to read 

the snack boxes so he could learn to monitor his own blood sugar level; this independent 

self-monitoring through bloods tests was a task she documented in the photos. In Figure 

5.3 below, and in the transcript below it, she explained why teaching him to check his 

blood insulin level on his own was important to his learning: 

Figure 5.3: Ruel Checks his Insulin Level Independently 

 

Maria explained this photo and her desire to help him become independent: 

So he’s saying where it’s 290, which is high, which is no good so that’s why he 
has his thumb down…Almost right from the beginning, he started checking, 
because June will be a year that he was diagnosed. So, usually he checks it on his 
own. He has to do it several times a day. So he has to, because we’re not always 
with him when he had to check. It took a while, but he got the hang of it. It’s just 
the insulin part that we’re trying to get him to get used to it. He’s ok with it. I can 
tell he has his days. He’s still little for it.  
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Evidence of these themes of Maria’s protectiveness of her child and her simultaneous 

desire to help him be independent, as well as the family and extended family’s 

involvement in his literacy learning can be seen throughout the stories that follow. 

Stories of Literacy Learning in School 

 
 Maria’s stories of her child’s experiences in school largely centered around her 

frustrations with specific situations that involved both surprise that there was a problem 

with reading in school and the desire to provide extra help for him beyond what the 

school could offer. She sought help in terms of both time spent reading as well as 

materials. Her stories of her only child’s literacy learning at school involved her concerns 

over his challenges in school, with the teacher, other students, and his need to progress in 

reading.  

 An instance of the dissonance between parents’ and school’s perceptions of their 

child’s reading skills nearly always came up at the setting of the parent-teacher 

conference.  Maria shared that up until the conference at the end of second grade, she 

didn’t know that Ruel was having problems in reading and writing; she and her husband 

thought he was doing fine: 

Mr. Carter said that he will do what he could to help him get through this and get 
caught up before the end of the year. And he knew that it was a short time 
between now and when school ended, but that there shouldn’t be no problem in 
helping him and getting him through this, getting the learning process, as far as 
reading and writing, down. I know my husband was a little frustrated to hear that. 
That he was a little bit slower in reading than some kids. Because my husband 
tries to…tried to advance him too quickly. 
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As the conversation continued, we talked about Maria’s perceptions and the teacher’s 

proposed solutions at the conference. I asked her what the conference was like: 

Uh….[pause] It was kind of disappointing because we didn’t know he was having 
that much problems with reading and writing. We thought he was doing good. 
But, we told the teacher that we would do whatever we could to help him. And 
one of the things was to get him involved in this program [University Reading 
Club]. That’s one of the reasons why he got in the Reading Club.  
 

She paused, as I had seen in other parents’ response to my question about the time they 

learned he had challenges in reading, and I interpreted this to be an indication that this 

was a moment of concern to her. She was still processing her response, and her answer 

turned out to be an emotional one, that perhaps contained some grief, or, in her words, 

disappointment. 

 She had various reasons for why she thought he had challenges in reading: 

I don’t know if it’s because of the move-when I took him out of [old school] and 
took him to Cabrillo Elementary… So I think that kind of change kind of threw 
him off a little bit, I think, because he’s having to learn a different way of 
teaching, a different teacher and getting to know the other kids…. So he gets a 
little frustrated with that and thinks the other kids don’t like him. It’s kind of new 
here and he’s never had a man teacher. 
 

Maria, like parents in the present and pilot study, sought after-school tutoring, both 

offered by the school as well as private tutoring, like Sylvan learning center, in an effort 

to catch him up-to-level, beyond what the school could offer. She was not sure what 

exactly was causing her son’s challenges in reading. She largely accepted the diagnosis 

by the school, but she did want to resolve the problem by finding as many ways to help 

him as she could. She stated several times that she felt that she didn’t know how to teach 

her child like the school did. At the same time, she initiated communication with the 
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teacher, to check in about her son, and at times when there was a conflict in the 

classroom, for instance, when there was an interpersonal conflict with her child and 

peers.  

 Like many parents, she sought the school’s advice on how to help her child, while 

also somewhat blaming herself for his problems in reading. She shared, “I think, too, 

what did not help him [during his kindergarten year] was we did not spend as much time 

with him as far as reading in the summertime…. because we should have done that with 

him, but because we’re always at work and with grandparents.” Like many of the parents 

in the study, they led busy lives and often looked inwards toward themselves for possible 

explanations in making sense of why their child had challenges in reading. 

Stories of Literacy Learning at Home  

 
 At home, Maria’s stories of literacy events included fond memories of Ruel 

engaging in emergent reader activities, for example, learning to read at the word level and 

reading stories to him, with both mom and dad, as well as Grandma and Grandpa. Both 

parents wanted him to read at an early age and hoped he would like school. He started 

kindergarten late and didn’t adjust well to school because it was not “his” time, according 

to Maria—it was “school time” and he had to follow a schedule. So they helped him to 

adjust to school-like tasks, for example, by taking books home from school and not 

letting him play as often at home. He started to learn to read and write in Pre-

kindergarten.  Her stories reflected the positive emotions that surrounded early home 

literacy learning. She shared, “He picked up some words during that PK time. He picked 

up little words here and there and in kindergarten he started learning more words.” 



 131 

 Maria, like all of the parents in the study had insight into her child as a literacy 

learner. I asked her what he liked to read and she replied, “Practically anything. 

Especially if it has to do with sports. Anything with maybe things like Star Wars things, 

the universe, those kinds of things. Jokes. Book with jokes.” She also knew what caused 

him to stop learning, something that was brought up later in the parent conference:  

He just builds a wall. He just doesn’t want to do it…. He just stops and just 
doesn’t want to do it at all and says he doesn’t know and it’s just because he 
doesn’t understand and he’s not asking for help. So he sometimes has a problem 
asking for help [at school], as far as the writing and reading. With math he’s great.  
He’s really good at math.  

 
These insights into how Ruel would shut down and not ask for assistance led Maria to 

later share this information with the teacher. Her comment about his strengths in math, 

which I heard from several other parents, were an indication that she was noting and 

comparing his skills in other academic areas.   

Resourcefulness in Finding Ways to Help at Home 

 
 Both Maria and her husband worked with Ruel at home to develop his literacy 

skills. I asked her how she felt about her child having challenges in reading. She 

responded with a mixture of both sadness and hope: 

I just felt, uh, I guess sad for him, because I would hate for him to struggle as far 
as school and reading and writing and those things. I wasn’t disappointed because 
I know it’s not his fault that he can’t read as well as he needs to be. I just felt sad. 
I felt sad about it. I just hope that whatever we can do for him will help him. And 
he can overcome this. This little thing he can accomplish.  
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Maria was resourceful in seeking her own ideas for working with Ruel on reading 

improvement at home, including modifying home instruction according to his learning 

needs. For example, Maria recounted a story where she felt Ruel didn’t understand her 

explanations, so she slowed down her instruction with him and took her time, as opposed 

to frustrating him. I asked her, “Do you want more tutoring or more reading time?” She 

replied: 

More reading time. Whatever he needs to be better at his reading and writing. If 
it’s more reading or if it’s more tutoring…I don’t know because I’m not a 
teacher…what actually he needs to help him get to there. And that I’d like to 
know. I would like to know that. 
 

It seemed that Maria was inquiring into ways to help her child, but the school was not 

responsive in terms of specific and concrete ideas on ways to help at home. She stated 

multiple times throughout the interview that she would like to know what teachers know 

in order to help him:  

I think for me, if I could learn how a teacher would teach so I could help him at 
home. Not only learning in school, but learning at home. When I’m helping him 
with homework, I make sure that I’m teaching him the same way the teacher is 
and not confuse him in a different way…. We’ve asked the teacher if he can have 
assignments that they’ve done in the past that he can do at home….to help him 
out. We’ve just started doing that. That way he can understand what he’s doing 
when he’s here in class, to be caught up with the class and get an understanding of 
what’s going on because it seems like second grade is hard as far as reading and 
writing. 
 

Maria, like nearly all of the parents in the pilot study, requested additional materials from 

the teacher to help her child at home. Another strategy she implemented was having her 

husband work with her son because she felt he was more knowledgeable than she was at 

helping him. Like Jodie, she felt a frustration in instances where she felt like she couldn’t 
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adequately communicate information to her child. During the initial interview she stated 

that her husband was a corporate trainer and she felt like he could do a better job working 

with her son. I asked Maria what she meant by this: 

My husband works for [corporate employer] and he trains classes for other 
employees, so has the concept of how to train a person to learn things. I 
think he just uses that towards teaching with my son even though he’s not 
an adult, but the teaching, he knows that things need to be explained 
sometimes to people who are trying to learn and have difficulty. So, I 
think that’s helped him a lot. 
 

 

In Figure 5.4 below, Ruel works with dad as an ongoing literacy routine. 

Figure 5.4: Ruel Doing Homework with His Dad’s Assistance and Supervision 

 

 

Maria narrated what was happening in Figure 5.4: 

And then here, my husband is helping him with homework, just doing a 
little worksheet. This is in his room. You can tell it’s sleeping. He’s in 
pajamas. It must have been after a game, too, because he’s late. He’s 
wearing pajamas. It was probably after a game. 
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 Ruel had a lot of family support with homework and storybook reading in the 

home. Many of the supports involved helping him with required school tasks, as seen in 

Figures 5.5 and 5.6. Ruel’s grandmother was seen reading and writing with him, almost 

protectively hovering over him, as part of their regular literacy and homework routine, 

according to his mother.  This, like the others’ collaborative literacy practices, had a 

functional purpose. The grandparents were not only neighbors in close proximity, but 

they served as caretakers as well.  This was another example of Maria’s resourcefulness 

in using social networks and family to support her son.  

Figure 5.5: Ruel doing Homework under his Grandmother’s Supervision 

 

 

Maria explained this photo in Figure 5.5,  “And this is the homework. Doing their 

homework that he’s working on.” 
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Figure 5.6: Ruel Reading Aloud to his Grandmother 

 

 

Maria narrated what was going on in Figure 5.7: 

And then this one is Grandma, reading with him, and he’s actually reading to her. 
When he gets picked up—at times he will get picked up early from here because I 
still have to stay later then when he gets out. So, my mom will pick him up and 
she helps him with homework at the house, if it’s reading or reading a book or 
spelling words. This is at her house. 
 

Many parents were pressed for time to read with their child. In addition to seeking 

literacy supports in the form of their social network and family, parents sought out 

support in the form of materials such as books, and less often, technology. Daily, after 

school Ruel completed homework and read under his mother’s supervision in the 

Reading Club room, even on days when Reading Club did not take place.  In this case, 

Maria used the technology found at her work site to support his literacy learning. 

However, the learning here seemed to be focused on skills in keyboarding. She explained 

that she used the computer as a teaching tool with little to no parent support.  
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Figure 5.7: Ruel Using the Computer at his Mother’s Work Site 

 

Here, we’re showing him how to get on the computer. We don’t spend as much 
time on the computer with him because we’re on it all day, the both of us. When 
we get home, it’s not like we want to be on the computer. So, when we can, when 
we get a chance, and since we have this iMac here, it was a good thing to have 
here, that when he came in….Yeah, so I thought that was good. That way, he can 
get used to… trying to teach him the home keys on the keyboard…and how just 
to maneuver just basic stuff on the computer.  
 

Again, Maria demonstrated her resourcefulness for finding scaffolding tools (Vygotsky, 

1978) that would support her sons’ learning, in this case while she was busy with work. 

In Figure 5.8 below, she spent time in storybook reading as a routine. 
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Figure 5.8: Maria Reading with Ruel at Home 

 

Maria explained the photo: 
 

Here, we’re reading. Captain Underpants (laughs). He loves Captain Underpants. 
So usually we try to read before bed and usually it’s always like when it’s time to 
go to bed. I like to at least sit up with him and read, though, but that hardly ever 
happens…So, it’s usually when we’re laying down (laughs). 

 
     When working with him to support his reading instruction, as in Figure 5.8, like 

other parents in the study, she had him read aloud so she could actually assess whether he 

was “really” reading or pretend reading (Holdaway, 1979). She explained this method of 

listening to his oral reading: 

I think he gets frustrated when he has to read a lot. So we kind of take turns and 
read to him or he’ll read to us. And sometimes he’ll like to sit down and just read 
on his own. And sometimes I don’t like for him to do that because I don’t know if 
he’s reading or if he’s just looking through the pictures. So when he reads I like 
for him to read out loud so I’ll know if he’s actually reading. 
 



 138 

In essence, Maria found multiple literacy opportunities for Ruel outside of the school 

setting. She expressed an interest in spending time reading less traditional texts that tied 

in with his reading interests such as the high-interest graphic novel, Captain Underpants 

(Pilkey, 1997). She spent time providing a time and space for him to read, write, and do 

homework both at her work site and in routines at home like shared storybook reading. 

She was grateful for the time he spent reading in the Reading Club as an enrichment 

activity, but she also sought out people who could provide the support for her son she felt 

she could not provide.    

Summary 

 
 Maria was a concerned parent who took an active interest in her child’s literacy 

learning. Initially, she felt frustrated and surprised that there was a concern for her child’s 

skills in reading at school. Although she noted his distractibility and his tendency to shut 

down while learning, the conversation at the parent conference was a turning point for the 

whole family.   Consequently, Maria sought outside resources for her son in an effort to 

stay hopeful and look forward to developing his progress in reading. She hoped he could 

get past his challenges in reading, and shared, “I just hope that whatever we can do for 

him will help him. And he can overcome this.”  

DAVID AND RAQUEL 

 
      It was a cold, rainy morning as I entered David and Raquel’s house, located on a 

residential street in an urban area near Cabrillo Elementary. I was surprised to greet both 
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parents; I was only expecting to talk to Raquel, a warm and friendly, yet serious parent, 

who greeted me at the door with her two-year old toddler in her arm. I had seen Raquel at 

the car pick-up area at the Reading Club both semesters each week and I think this helped 

facilitate rapport as she mentioned “I’ve seen you at the pickup”. I was “less” of a 

stranger, perhaps, although still a virtual stranger (Weiss, 1994) and outsider to their 

community (Banks, 1998). As we started speaking in their small living room, David 

joined us, and eventually did most of the talking.  Throughout, he had to stop and attend 

to the younger child, an active toddler, two-year-old Danielle. Right before I left, they 

told her to give me a hug and “Say ‘Thank you’ for helping Luis.” Additionally, they 

seemed to have positioned me as a teacher because Raquel asked me towards the end of 

the interview, “What pointers do you have [for helping their child with reading and 

writing at home]?” 

      David and Raquel were Latino, married parents of a second grade boy, Luis. 

David was a proud, determined, conversational father who identified himself as a “Mr. 

Mom” early in the interview; this sort of identity of caretaker could be seen in the 

interview throughout. Luis attended Reading Club fairly regularly and was in the Reading 

Club last semester, as well. Raquel sat next to me, laid fully back in a recliner chair the 

entire interview and David sat across from her. She was tired and mentioned this 

throughout the interview, as she worked the night shift. We spent time talking about the 

purpose of the study and they told me about their family. We chatted about the family 

photos on the wall, which served to be a good icebreaker in the pilot study and in other 

interviews, too. There were three children in the house: the student who was in the 
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Reading Club, Luis, a five year old in kindergarten, and a two-year old daughter. All of 

the children were discussed during the interview. 

Stories of Literacy Learning at School 
       

  David and Raquel shared several stories relating to how they learned that Luis 

had challenges in reading as well as what kind of assistance they were provided in 

response. The teacher noticed at the beginning of the year that Luis was having reading 

difficulties. The teacher reported he was reading too fast and was substituting incorrect 

words. Raquel also noticed that he was reading too fast at home. He had improved in his 

reading, overall, according to the parents. I asked when they learned that there were 

difficulties in reading. Raquel shared: 

Yeah, he did at the beginning of the year. That’s why he [the teacher] suggested 
the Reading Club and I know that it’s helped him a lot because when I would read 
with him—not when I would read—when he would read to me, he was going too 
fast. That’s what the teacher noticed, that he’s trying to read it too fast. He’s 
looking at the words but he’s putting other words in their place.  

David: And he doesn’t do that no more. He’ll stop and he’ll pause, but he’ll 
continue doing it right. He doesn’t say another word… 

Raquel: He doesn’t do it as much now. Like, he still fumbles a little bit because he 
tries to get through it because I guess, maybe he just wants to get done with it too 
quick. 
 

Raquel and David had somewhat differing perspectives on Luis’s reading improvement 

and miscues, in terms of degrees of improvement noted, as did another parent couple in 

the study, Araceli and Ray.  
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 Advice from the school seemed to be non-specific and general and was 

characterized somewhat by a deficit perspective (Valencia, 1997). For instance, the 

teacher focused on what Luis was “lacking” rather than taking an additive, strength based 

approach to building on the family’s general knowledge of literacy learning in the home 

(Auerbach, 1989). I asked them if talking to the teacher was helpful: 

David: Oh, yeah. 

Raquel: They let us know what he’s lacking on and stuff as far as what he needs 
to learn. Concentrate more on.  

Peggy: Did they have any specific advice? 

Raquel: No, just to keep…keep working with him. 

David: Yeah, just keep working with him. Certain things, either, his behavior or 
whatever—he’s distracted sometimes. Sometimes he’s distracted a lot. If there’s 
some kind of activity going or something that’s moving around, people jumping, 
it’s going to distract him, where he’s going to want to see what they’re doing. 
Sometimes it just doesn’t help him focus on what he’s supposed to be doing.  

 

Again, the literacy events (Heath, 1983) that were occurring in the home (Moll & 

González, 2004) were not communicated to the school. Similar to findings from 

Rodriguez (2005), although parents engaged their children with literacy in the home, they 

also needed additional suggestions in working with their children. Despite the generalized 

advice from the school, what follows are examples of ways that the family did, in fact, 

work with their children in very specific ways that they came up with themselves to help 

Luis.   
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Resourcefulness in Helping their Children: Division of Labor 
 

David and Raquel, like Linda, used ideas that had a functional use as they arose in 

context, but they couldn’t specify exactly where their ideas to help their child came from.  

When I asked them where they got their ideas, there was a big pause, followed by 

laughter, and then their response: 

David: It just comes up, I guess. You know, whatever comes up. Or it seems like 
a good idea, then when we use it. Just basically whatever comes up.  

Raquel: I just want to be able to help him as much as I can because when we were 
growing up my parents never really, never really helped us with our school work 
and I don’t want him to fall back on, because I’m not going to want to help him or 
nothing like that. Not that I don’t want to help him. I do want to help him so he’ll 
learn. But I know, what they’re showing him, that I still know it, you know what I 
mean, because it’s been a long time.  

 
Although both parents, especially David, created unique literacy experiences for their 

children in the household (for example, letter writing to relatives and to people within the 

household and reading while singing to karaoke), Raquel worried about lacking the skills 

and knowledge required to be able to help her child. The idea that Raquel voiced, that 

school was harder now than what she remembers of going to school, was echoed by 

several other parents and by many parents of the upper-grade students (where, perhaps, 

the learning was more complex than for the primary grade students) in the pilot study. 

Several common themes emerged in the narratives of each parent. Raquel storied 

herself as a working mother who took an active interest in her children’s literacy 

learning, despite being tired from working the night shift (Wortham, 2001). The 

following transcripts are a representative example of how David positioned himself as a 
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working father who also took an active interest and role in his children’s literacy 

learning. I asked David and Raquel what reading and writing at home was like: 

David: I mostly get together with him. I get him assignments to do. Like after we 
finish cleaning the house or something and we got nothing else to do, I give him 
projects. I get my youngest son to do his drawing, his painting, and I get Luis, I 
get him, I give him a book or something to read or write. And he’ll write letters or 
read letters or something to his grandma or his mom. 

Raquel: He likes doing that. He does that a lot. 

David: He likes doing drawings and then making little small poems and then he’ll 
do little painting on it. He’s real creative. After they do that, he’ll continue doing 
that. Probably about an hour maybe, or an hour-and-a-half, sometimes they do 
that. I keep them busy because I’m always busy in the house, because I’m by 
myself doing everything because she has to rest. 

Raquel: I’m tired. He’s--what do you call it? “Mr. Mom”. 

David: I don’t mind it. A lot of people look at me real funny because I do that, but 
I have to do that for our children. 

Raquel: But a lot of people at my job, they say, “That’s wonderful that he does 
that for you.” Another lady there says that her husband’s like the total opposite. 
He’s complaining about all the stuff that needs to be done. But I’m real thankful 
to have him to do that. Because what I can’t do with him, he does it. Like when 
the reading part, I’ll tell him, “Can you read to them? I’m too tired.” So he does 
the reading with them or whatever. 

 
As the primary caretaker, most of the narrative stories that emerged came from David and 

revolved around the theme of being a nurturing father who kept his children busy with 

academic tasks that went above and beyond homework time and storybook reading. 

David encouraged his children to not only do traditional reading and writing activities, 

but to engage in more non-traditional literacy activities such as karaoke singing with 

printed texts and creating art projects. He encouraged Luis to write, as Luis enjoyed 

writing to communicate and express himself: 
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I always tell them to be creative. “Use your…open your mind up. Be creative. Try 
and think about things that you can probably create. Like, maybe ya’ll can do 
something like make a letter or something or make little pictures. Make little 
folded pictures and then stick them on there with glue and paint them up.” You 
know, I try to be creative with them, tell them to do something just so they can be 
able to, you know what I’m saying, just be creative. 
 

David, as in the case, with another parent, Alejandra, was very repetitive with his speech 

in relating to me exactly what he encouraged his children to do. The repetition in his 

speech indicated creativity and literacy were important values to him and ones he hoped 

to pass on to his children in the activities he created, endorsed, and nurtured at home.  

      Overall, David actively and purposefully nudged his children to pursue reading 

and writing activities at home on an ongoing basis, something that he seemed to be proud 

of during the interview. He sought out literacy activities for them to do even while he was 

busy with other tasks such as cleaning and tending to the two-year old. The academic-like 

projects he provided seemed to have a two-fold function; while intentionally created to 

develop the children’s literacy skills, they also gave him a respite when doing housework. 

He did find himself constrained for time to work regularly with Luis on schoolwork, and 

said, “I’m busy with the little one most of the day….I’m not focused too much on the 

work and all that. The other one, I can read to them real quick, like 20-30 minutes. But, 

Luis, he’s got a lot of work that he does….” With Luis, his work was more challenging 

and finding time to help him individually was often not possible, so his Raquel often took 

over where David left off in terms of helping Luis.  

 This sort of division of labor within the household seemed to help the two parents 

who were busy with work and childcare. There was a gender role reversal with David 

doing traditionally maternal activities such as cleaning and spending time working with 
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the children while Raquel assisted the children with literacy by purchasing books and 

working with them on homework. There were a variety of participant structures (Purcell-

Gates, 1996) that took place in the household. David, for example encouraged Luis and 

his brother to purposefully read together: 

Sometimes he [Luis] helps his brother a lot. Sometimes he tells him, “If you’re 
not going to be fair with me, then I’m not going to help you.” You help him out if 
he helps you out. Just work together.” And they do good. Other than that, she 
[Raquel] reads. She’s real good. She’s the one that helps them most of the time. 
She’ll wake up later and she’ll say, “Lets do your homework.” 
 

Like other families, David and Raquel strongly encouraged their children to read together 

in collaborative ways, especially as it helped the parents when they didn’t have the time 

to sit and listen to each child read or write: 

But when I’m not here, she’s tired and I know she can’t do it and I have to come 
home from work and then later I have to sit down and do a lot of stuff with them. 
Bu they do good. They do good even when I’m not here. They do really good on 
their own. Because they know that Mom’s tired, so they can do the right thing that 
they got to do together because I tell them to help each other out. “Help your little 
sister out.” You know. We do as much as we can. 

 
 David’s words echoed Linda’s when she said, as if addressing her oldest daughter who 

she enlisted to help the younger daughter read and do homework, “Well, if you can help 

her while I’m helping your other sister, you can do that favor for me….” By recruiting 

the assistance of Luis to help the two-year old, Luis was helping the entire family. This 

created a reciprocal exchange in literacy practices (Brandt, 2001), perhaps, a type of 

distributed cognition (Salomon, 1993) in the family.  

 Both parents did spend time just with Luis and they both felt this time spent with 

him was beneficial to his reading improvement. David shared, “When we’re both 
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together with him, he focuses real good, because we’re both working with him. And I’m 

on one side, and she’s on the other.” That they helped their child to focus was evident in 

other parents’ stories of working with their child at home. Raquel assisted Luis with 

homework regularly, encouraging him and offering specific advice: 

When he brings him homework, it’s got like a little story that he’s got to read and 
it’s got questions on it. And he does the part where he reads it too quickly and he 
says, “Well, I don’t know what this says and I don’t know what that one is.” And 
I was like, “Well, did you read your story? Go back and read your story.” And 
then sometimes he’ll go back and know the answers but there’s just times….He 
just won’t get it. I don’t know if he’s too tired or what, but I just tell him, “Keep 
trying. Keep reading it and you’ll get it.” 

 

Raquel offered her son cognitive support such as redirecting his attention to the text for 

comprehension support, but also gave him motivational support. In essence, David and 

Raquel offered multiple and varied opportunities for their children to learn together and 

with each other.  They shared the labor of working with their children to mutually benefit 

everyone in the family, supporting Valdés’ idea of familism.  

Knowing their Children as Readers and Writers 
 

 David described the time that second-grader Luis learned to read, with the aid of 

his cousin’s help, “He was what, four years old, because he was in PK and he started 

learning from there. His niece…his cousin would always get together with him and she 

would teach him and he would always want to learn.”  David’s description of Luis’ 

motivation and desire to read as a young child were in contrast to stories of his later 

reluctance to read as a second grader.  
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 David was very knowledgeable of Luis as a reader and writer. He shared one of 

the defining characteristics of his son as a learner: “He likes to ask a lot of questions 

about a lot of things, ‘How come this?’ He’s always got a question for something and he 

wants an answer for something.” In the excerpt below, David and Raquel shared several 

close observations about Luis as a reader.  First, David suggested that Luis had a hard 

time wanting to read. However, he noted that he would do karaoke for eight hours 

straight while reading the words. He was also highly engaged in video game activities 

and wanted to do well there. This same effort at the singing and video games didn’t 

always transfer to his desire to read. After the interview was over, David asked me if I 

could request that his reading buddy at the Reading Club make the activities more “game-

like” so Luis would take a greater interest in them, a request that came earlier from Luis 

himself. David shared: 

He has a problem doing that, reading. When it comes to just being home and 
reading, really, he’s like, it’s really overwhelming. He needs to read as much as 
he can. So we get him books. She [Raquel] got him books: Spiderman books, The 
Green Goblin and Spiderman, Spiderman 3. He forgot him at his aunt’s. He likes 
those.  They’re tied in with the movie. He does like to do a lot of stuff. His 
interest is in trying to learn as much as he can, even with his games. He’s got 
games. He wants to max it out, so he can learn everything in it. He likes to do a 
lot of work. He draws, he helps his brother….The games, yeah. He wants to, if he 
can’t win it, he’ll start feeling bad. He wants to win a lot and so he’ll start like, 
weeping… 

Raquel: Weeping….(laughs) 

David: “Come on, man,” I said, “If you can’t win it, just turn it off a little bit and 
come back later and try it again.” But he does get mad. “All right, if you’re going 
to be like that, turn it off.” 

Raquel: Whatever he does we always try to tell him “Don’t give up. Just keep 
trying.” You know.  



 148 

Peggy: You said he gets overwhelmed. 

David: Yeah, sometimes. Because he feels like he does it so much at school, when 
he gets home he doesn’t really want to do it. I know that he shouldn’t feel like 
that, because reading is important and that’s what’s going to benefit him. It will 
help him out. But he’s real good at reading. I mean, he surprised me, because we 
have a karaoke that we do, too, American Idol Karaoke and he’ll stay on it for 
hours….like eight hours straight. He can stay on it and just read the words, and 
he’s reading and singing. Man, he’s real good. 

Raquel We don’t let him get on it for 8 hours. (overlapping talk with David and 
Raquel). 

David: …But he likes to sing. He can do it. He’s real good at that and he likes 
that... He’ll sing all those songs real good. I think he’s getting better at his 
reading. Yeah. He’s real good. His brother, too. Well, Luis is real good at it. 
 

In this transcript excerpt, David and Raquel discussed Luis’s interests and motivations to 

engage in a very sustained activity that incorporated some aspects of literacy practice. 

David acknowledged that school literacies are “what’s going to benefit him,” but at the 

same time he understood his son was tired when he got home and, thus, he provided Luis 

an alternative way to engage with literacy that at the same time motivated him. This 

literacy event seemed to be discounted by Raquel, while David repeatedly kept going 

with the story that Luis not only was highly engaged, but he persisted at the task and was 

good at it. David, like Alejandra, seemed to be proud of his son and wanted me to know 

it, as evidenced by the fact that he said he was good at it at least three times. David and 

Raquel also connected his interests in popular culture with buying high-interest text for 

him.  

 His parents both noticed that he liked to write letters and encouraged him to do so. 

They often displayed his writing in the house: 
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Raquel: He likes to do it a lot [writing]. He likes to do a lot of writing. He’ll do it 
for me. He goes, “Mom can I write you a letter.” And I’ll go “Yeah”. Or, he’ll ask 
his dad or he’ll say, “I’m going to do one for Grandma” or his Aunt Penny that 
lives with us. 

David: We put it hanging on the refrigerator. 

Raquel: We put them up there for a while but then they end up just tearing them. 
It’s either the younger son or the daughter that climbs up there and gets them…. 

David: Like he wrote one to his grandma. He made a heart and he made a picture 
of his grandma as best as he can. He wrote on there “To Grandma. I miss you and 
love you and I’m happy when you’re here and hope you’re doing fine” and all 
that. Because my mom is sick so…. 

Raquel: She used to live here but she’s got breast cancer so she moved to [a 
nearby city] so they can…We didn’t have a running vehicle to take her to her 
appointments. 
 

David and Raquel took a big interest in Luis’s participation in the Performance Party, 

where he did a Reader’s Theater skit: 

Do you remember the play last year in the library? The kids did different types of 
books from different books. Everybody laughed at him. They said he was really a 
character because he was really into it and doing like-- because his Dad, [grandpa 
of Luis] when his dad talks about movies, he’ll act it out. [They laugh. David 
imitates sound effects his dad made when acting out movies]. 

  
Overall, David and Raquel shared their active interest in meeting the literacy and learning 

needs of their children.  Their narratives expressed a pride in the way that Luis engaged 

in a variety of literacy practices in the home, despite his label of being a struggling reader 

at school.  
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Summary 

 
 Even though they led very busy lives, David and Raquel engaged their children in 

reading and writing activities in the home, while working together in collaborative ways 

to care for their children and extended family.  Although they recognized that Luis was 

sometimes reluctant with reading and writing, they sought out ways to assist him such as 

selecting high-interest reading materials, encouraging his interests with non-traditional 

literacy-related activities (e.g., the karaoke machine with print lyrics), nurturing his desire 

to read with his younger brother, and praising and supporting his writing as a meaningful, 

authentic activity. Like the findings across the data, the family practiced collaborative 

literacy practices that socialized the learning of everyone. David and Raquel provided 

specific assistance with their children in the household despite the vague advice from the 

school to “Keep working with him”.   

ALEJANDRA 

 
  Alejandra was a single Latina Mother of a second grader girl, Yolanda. Yolanda 

is mixed race, of African-American and Latino descent.  When I met Alejandra, a petite 

Latina woman in her 30’s, in the early afternoon in a spacious residential home, the first 

thing I noticed was that she met me at the door talking. After introductions, we sat at the 

bar of what I discovered to be her parents’ house where she and her four children lived 

together with her brother and his children. As we talked, the school-aged children 

returned home and the littlest ones gathered around, curiously staring, to watch the 
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visitor—and yet, the routines in the household carried on as if I was not there. 

Alejandra’s active parents calmly prepared a traditional Mexican-American dinner with 

the assistance of several of the children in the household while other children played 

together. The extended family lived together communally and Alejandra had several 

medical issues that made her homebound.  

     Alejandra also participated in the Photography Project and I had a follow-up 

interview with her where she narrated and explained the significance of the events in the 

photos. Of all the parents, Alejandra talked the most and the fastest, often repeating 

herself and barely stopping to take a breath; she spoke with few prompts or questions 

asked. Before the interview, she stated that her daughter had had problems with reading 

“from the jump”, which I inferred to mean from the beginning of her schooling 

experiences. Although Yolanda was said to have trouble in school with reading since 

Kindergarten, most of Alejandra’s stories and anecdotes related to her daughter’s success 

with literacy and learning in the home.  

Stories about Literacy Learning in School  

 
  There was a mix of positive and negative experiences with the school for 

Alejandra.  Yolanda had good rapport and contact with her prior teachers in kindergarten 

and first grade. For instance, Yolanda still made cards for her kindergarten teacher. When 

Yolanda was in kindergarten, the teacher kept an open line of communication with 

Alejandra, and they worked together to help Yolanda with her challenges in reading. The 

teacher continued to visit Yolanda at home on occasion.  
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      The kindergarten and first grade teachers noted challenges with Yolanda’s reading 

and Alejandra, like many of the other parents, worked at home with her on literacy 

activities the teacher sent home. Despite working with her child the school said she 

hadn’t progressed in reading this year, but Yolanda had noticed progress in her reading, 

and she mentioned this fact frequently throughout the interview. Alejandra wondered 

aloud if she needed to get her daughter checked for dyslexia.  

 Alejandra’s story below reflected an ongoing frustration with her daughter 

Yolanda’s current second grade teacher. She felt that her daughter’s developing skills and 

abilities were unacknowledged by the school. In fact, before the tape recording and the 

interview began, she asked me for assistance in changing a negative comment on her 

daughter’s report card, which she felt would not be able to be eliminated.  Here Alejandra 

answered my question about who told her that her daughter had challenges in reading: 

Yeah, that was Mrs. MacIntyre [first grade teacher]. When she first started, like, 
the reading part came. She said, “I’m noticing that Yolanda is doing this or this 
and this.” So we would do word walls, and we’d do, where we would have 
Yolanda make her own sentences. She would send little cards like what, say, not, 
ok, and we would have her make sentences to kind of figure out, “O.k., this is 
when you read a book, this is what it’s going to look like. It’s going to be a 
sentence.” And so we really worked hard with her. But, I mean her grade this year 
actually hadn’t come up in reading none, but I’ve noticed that she’s doing really, 
really good in reading. Like, she’s improved tremendously from what she was the 
year before. I would understand if it stayed the same where she’s still real 
confused, and maybe I need to get her checked for dyslexia, but no, she’s reading 
and she can read. 

 
Adding to her frustration of not being able to communicate with the current second grade 

teacher, Alejandra shared that she hadn’t been by to visit this year’s teacher due to her 
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eye surgery. Being homebound, it was difficult, if not impossible, for her to drive to the 

school and visit the teacher.  

Stories about Literacy Learning at Home  

Alejandra had many stories to share about her children’s literacy learning at 

home.  When analyzing her transcripts and data from the photographs, the clearest theme 

was her extensive knowledge about her children’s literacy interests and development over 

time. Throughout, I could hear and see pride infused throughout her narration. Two sub-

themes emerged: 1) Her keen observations and insights into her children and 2) Her 

stories about the collaborative literacy events that took place in the household.  

Close Observations of her Daughter’s Literacy Skills 

 
  Alejandra had many specific observations about her children’s interests, 

motivations, and attentiveness to text in stories about Yolanda’s current literacy practices 

and memories of her learning to read and write. Her comments were specific and detailed 

as to how her daughter was developing in reading and writing. Alejandra spoke of 

various instances of her daughter’s reading experiences, including making sense of 

diverse, non-traditional text such as reading instructions on the hair spray bottle: 

I see that she understands now what she’s reading. Like, she’ll get a hairspray 
bottle when she’s going to do hair and she’ll read it and, “It causes flammable, 
what does that mean?” and I’m like, “That’s fire, you can’t play it near heat 
because it will get too hot.” And then they use different hair products and she’ll 
pick them up and I’ll be like, “Read that and see what it says.” And she’ll read it 
and she understands, as to before, she would read it but she wouldn’t really 
understand what it was trying to tell her. And now she’s able to understand by 
reading so many other words what that’s trying to tell her. She’s really gotten 
better in reading.   
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Because her daughter loved to do hair and read about doing hair, this vignette relating her 

impromptu vocabulary lesson suggests a perspective of situated learning in context (Gee, 

2004; Lave & Wenger, 1991), as opposed to more decontextualized, school-like learning 

practices.  Alejandra was following the interests of her child and capitalizing on localized 

literacy practices. Her discussion in this informal  learning situation 

 As another example of Alejandra’s close observations of her daughter as a reader 

and writer, Alejandra was constantly engaging in what Owocki and Goodman refer to as 

(2002) “kidwatching”, or informal assessment of her daughter’s literacy behaviors. 

Owocki & Goodman state, “Skillful kidwatchers learn to listen to children’s language 

and to use it as a platform for supporting their thinking.” (p. 51). This can be seen in the 

hairspray bottle example above. Alejandra was closely observing her daughter in many 

domains including cognitive, affective, and interpersonal literacy experiences. She 

proudly reported to me specific instances of her daughter’s active engagement with a 

variety of texts. Additionally, she could recap all of this information throughout both 

interviews, quickly and articulately, with little hesitation.  

 Although the focus of Alejandra’s stories and descriptions were about her 

daughter, she spoke of her observations of all of her children, especially as they 

interacted with one another in the household. She shared about Yolanda, “…And, 

reading, anything about hair…or Rapunzel, stuff like that. She loves that…she’s real into 

fiction, as far as the girl that jumped over the rainbow and went into another world. That 

stuff attracts her.” She was able to comment on the specific interests of all of her 

children. Most often, these interests in text arose from a grounded experience that took 

place in their real life. For instance, her oldest son was interested in sports. She could 
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specify the origin of each child’s interests, connecting it with what each watched on 

television, for example. “He’s into cars, and building, and house building, house repairs-

anything at home, on TLC. Denine is into fantasy, like where I’m going to go and what I 

could do….She likes to watch the Travel Channel.”  

 Alejandra recounted narrative stories of knowing specific, detailed knowledge 

about her daughter’s interests and preferences as a reader and writer: 

Her favorite book was about…let me remember. I got so many kids I can’t even 
remember. She had a favorite book I ended up purchasing, oh, Strawberry 
Shortcake. It’s got each individual Strawberry Shortcake friend and it tells you 
about them, like Blueberry Muffin and her little kitty, and then Strawberry 
Shortcake and her dog, and it individually tells you. That book, she carried around 
like it was sacred. For like the whole second half of kindergarten, she took it for 
show and tell. And that was her niche at that time. It’s like things that Yolanda’s 
interested in reading is when it’s things that she loves to read. And I tell her, 
“Some things you’re not going to, you know, when you get to doing world 
geography and stuff, you’re going to read when you do math, and you’ll find 
something in there interesting. You’ve just got to find it.” 

      

Like David and other parents, Alejandra encouraged her child to look for interest in text, 

even if it was text that was not of interest to her.  

 Alejandra also spent much time discussing the improvement she had noted in her 

daughter’s reading skills. In Figure 5.9 below, Alejandra explained in the follow up 

interview that Yolanda was doing homework. She explained how it represented a photo 

of Yolanda’s’ academic improvement, making a connection to something she had shared 

with me at the previous interview: 

She barely started doing the reading part, Remember the last time I told you, by 
herself, where she needed less of my guidance. And now, it’s to where she reads a 
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sentence, but she has to finish the sentence with the three words at the end that 
would make the most sense. 

Figure 5.9: Yolanda Doing Homework at the Bar 

 

Her Role in her Children’s Literacy Learning 

      
Alejandra offered many opportunities for carefully scaffolding literacy and 

language learning in the household for her children, often involving socialized learning 

experiences or “guided participation” (Rogoff, 1990, p.vii) as support.  Rogoff stated, 

“Children’s cognitive development is an apprenticeship—it occurs through guided 

participation in social activity with companions who support and stretch children’s 

understanding and skill in using the tools of the culture.” (p. vii)  

 The teaching and learning activities that took place at home were largely social 

and communal, like another parent, Linda, whose four daughters often read 

collaboratively at the kitchen table. It also appeared to be a real routine, and an enjoyable 
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thing for the family.  The following excerpt from Alejandra’s narration shows how she 

knows her children well: 

Oh yeah, it’s real good for me because usually like when her brother needs help, 
or someone else needs help, cuz, there’s a lot of kids, and sometimes they get left 
here and we do homework before my brothers get home and that allows me to 
attend to them and help them also. But she likes that individual attention…. She’s 
really smart and I’m really, really proud of her. Her effort, I know she’s trying. I 
know that she’s not slacking on trying to advance herself. She brings me…every 
time she goes to reading group, like I said, she comes with new words or 
something new that she can teach us here at home. I know she’s listening where 
she’s at. She’s learning, and I know that it’s doing something good for her. 

Peggy: She likes to share what she learns? 

Alejandra: Oh yes, definitely. And we’re real into that—that’s how we keep our 
communication is, “What’d you do today. How was it?” Like, Raymond [3rd 
grade son] had the TAKS [test] today. So he went to bed early yesterday and this 
morning he got up and we did the routine and I prepared him and I said, “It’s 
going to be good, you’re going to do great. Take your time. If you go over, I’ll 
come pick you up. Just don’t worry about it. Use your best judgment and know 
that your answers are right. If you think it’s right, it’s right. Just go with it.” And 
Yolanda was real encouraging, “Don’t get sleepy because it might get boring.” 
(laughs). 

 
Proudly, Alejandra shared that what Yolanda learned in school, the whole family, and 

Alejandra learned from, as well. Children were treated as teachers, or recognized as such.  

When Raymond had to take a high-stakes standardized test in third grade, his mother 

encouraged him publicly. Yolanda, as well, chimed in with her own advice. Another 

instance of children acting as teachers in the household and Alejandra’s analysis and 

observations of her child’s language and literacy learning occurred when she shared that 

Yolanda often came home and taught other children in the household Korean words that 

her reading buddy in the Reading Club taught her. Alejandra followed the story with her 
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analysis of her daughter’s linguistic abilities. “Yeah, here we speak bilingual, you know, 

English and Spanish….So foreign languages are easy for her to pick up.” 

 Another instance of communal language and literacy learning were the nightly 

discussions that took place in the bedroom where everyone worked together. This time 

spent talking about their day was carefully orchestrated to meet the needs of everyone. 

One child’s instructional reading level was another’s frustrational reading level, but by 

working together, everyone could benefit from other’s support. The family seemed to 

engage in what is referred to as “joint problem solving (Wertsch, Minick, & Arns, 1999, 

p. 151). Wertsch, Minick, & Arms describe this process as social learning where, “The 

overall activity setting is structured in such a way that learning may occur in a form 

similar to apprenticeship” (Lave, 1980, p. 155).   The photos that follow, Figures 5.11 

and 5.12, represented examples of such apprenticeship-like learning in the household. 

Figure 5.10: Collaborative Literacy Events in the House. 
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Alejandra: And then see, someone didn’t catch her reading a story. That’s her 
other cousin, Beatriz and Miguel is doing his homework and she’s reading the 
story. 

 

Figure 5.11: Yolanda Reading with her Younger Cousin, Adrianna 

 

 

Figure 5.12: Yolanda Reading with her Older Cousin, Beatriz 

 

 
 
Alejandra explained: “And now Beatriz can help her because it’s gotten a little too  
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difficult and her cousin will help her.” 
 
 There is, perhaps, survival value in such reciprocal exchange systems and literacy 

sponsorship (Brandt, 2001) where older siblings were regularly working with younger 

siblings and consciously recruited to work together. This was seen in Alejandra’s 

description of the ongoing routines in the home of her child reading together with siblings 

and cousins at the “bar” location in their home; many of the collaborative literacy 

practices happened at the bar and in the bedroom. In fact, both of our interviews occurred 

at the bar. The bar was literally, in the center of the home, a sort of meeting place, and 

somewhat school-like with its chairs and broad workspace. In Figures 5.13, 5.14, and 

5.15, Alejandra commented on how her daughter read by herself or in collaboration with 

others in the household. Each literacy sponsor met together at the bar and benefited 

reciprocally from each literacy exchange.  

Figure 5.13: Yolanda Reading by Herself at the Bar in the Living Room 
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Alejandra explained to me what her daughter was doing in this photo in our follow-up 

interview:  

She takes out her books. Usually she does her homework first….And then she 
usually gathers like one or two or three of the kids because there’s always--her 
little cousins are here. And she’ll sit ‘em down and start to read. So, she’s reading 
the book to them here at the bar. 

Figure 5.14: Yolanda Reads with her Cousin in the Living Room 

 

 

And that’s Adrianna. That’s her little cousin. She’s in kindergarten. And she’s 
real into drawing and into pictures of books because she’s learning the words. So, 
Yolanda will let her see the picture and she tells a little story on the pictures. 
She’s silly. Adrianna tells the story. And then Yolanda will read the story to her. 
But Yolanda tells her, I guess what she learns in Reading Club, like, “What does 
the picture say?” She’ll tell Adrianna to do that. 
 

Here, Alejandra’s daughter participated in a shared literacy experience with her younger 

cousin while naming a strategy of using picture clues to aid comprehension (Schallert, 

1980). 
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Figure 5.15: Alejandra’s Daughter, Yolanda, Reads with her Cousin in the Living Room 

 

 
 
 
Alejandra explained the experience of the shared reading that is seen in the photograph in 

Figure 5.15 above, “See, and now Yolanda is telling her the words. They do that 

everyday. They do like an hour of teacher-school play.” 

 Gardner & Rogoff (1990) explained that adults guide children’s mental growth by 

involving them directly in the joint problem-solving situation. They suggest that in such 

teaching and learning scenarios, “…the adult must involve the child in the solution of the 

problem rather than simply solving the problem and reporting the solution to the child” 

(p. 101).  Below, in such a context of collaboratively working together, Alejandra 

actively involved her children in problem-solving as it related to learning and literacy 

activities that went on at school: 

We do a lot of talking, communicating about the day, and what the day was like, 
what happened, what they liked and what they didn’t like. We do about an hour of 
that. Like I’ll go in the room in a little bit and bring them into the room and 
they’ll come in there and we’ll just talk about our day and we’ll all have our 
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opinion as far as me and my kids, they’ll have their opinion of how we should 
have taken care of that. We do that every day. Every day. There’s not a day that 
goes by, that I don’t know, you know, especially that I had been sick for so long 
because that was my only outside connection to what was going on with them. It 
was them coming to tell me. So, they like that.  We kept it open, and so we do that 
everyday. So, like they come and what was hard for them, what did they find 
difficult….. 

We usually, that’s our time. Our time is when we’re winding down and they do 
their homework and they’ve learned to do it independently, and it’s a difficult 
problem or something of that sort. We save that for the end of the night, right after 
bath time and we all discuss it. So, we all figure out and learn something, like 
Yolanda can learn something, Raymond can learn something, and Tina can learn 
something. And so we usually do that at night, and reading, and Yolanda will read 
a book but Raymond wants to read every book she brought. That day, that night 
she wants to read them all to us. She’s good like that, but she’s real bossy. “I want 
to, I want to.” Well, if we’re not tired, after Tina and after you and after Raymond 
takes a turn, then we’ll all. But, like she’ll lay with her brother and they’ll start 
reading because they’re so close in age and grade level, and like they read a lot. 
And he’s like “I read that before, Yolanda.” and he’ll sit there and he’ll read and 
then she’ll read and then he’ll read and she’ll read. They do a lot of that, yeah. 
And she’ll be like, “No, Raymond, that’s not what it says. Mom, he doesn’t even 
know what I know.” And I’m like, “Yes, he knows.” And he’s like, “I know. I’m 
not reading to you no more.” (laughs). But it makes him try harder also, that his 
little sister can do it, so he can do it, and I can do it. It makes him wanting to learn 
more. 

 
 This is an example of situated learning (Lave & Wenger, 1991) that could be seen 

in the way that Yolanda ensured that her children were working together to complete not 

only school-related tasks such as homework, but also engaging in conversation that 

motivated and encouraged them in learning and in life.  In this collaborative scenario, the 

siblings are encouraged to interact in dialogue that fosters a shared approach to learning 

that encompasses both formal and informal learning task. The formal learning includes 

reading together while informal social learning events include the more open-ended 

group problem-solving approach to discussing the day’s events. Lave & Wenger explain: 
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Activities, tasks, functions, and understandings do not exist in isolation; they are 
part of broader systems of relations in which they have meaning. These systems 
of relations arise out of and are reproduced and developed within social 
communities, which are in part systems of relations among persons. Learning thus 
implies becoming a different person with respect to the possibilities enabled by 
these systems of relations. (p. 53) 
 

Alejandra’s nightly discussion routine created a supportive, nurturing, communicative, 

social environment that facilitated a cohesive family unit. Through story, she ensured that 

her family was functioning together as a unit. Auerbach (2002) suggested, drawing on her 

own work in narrative research, “The sharing of stories is an integral part of learning as a 

social process in informal communities of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991)” (p. 1371). 

Funds of Knowledge in the Household      

 
 I draw on the literature related to funds of knowledge (Moll & González, 2004) to 

describe a final example of Alejandra working together with her family and drawing on 

cultural resources to teach and instruct her children in the home.  Because the family 

lived communally, with multiple families and extended families living under the same 

roof, working together for common purposes was likely a value in the household (Valdés, 

1996). This sharing of resources was seen in both material ways (sharing of books in the 

household) and in social ways (working together towards academic goals such as 

homework).  

 I include a final example of the ways that Alejandra resourcefully drew on social 

resources such as cultural funds of knowledge (Moll & González, 2004) to support her 

children’s literacy learning. In this follow-up interview, Alejandra and I looked at the 

photos together and she narrated and described what was happening in each one. To 
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reciprocate her for her time as a participant, as I did with all the parents, I gave her a 

book. This particular book was by a Mexican-American author, Carmen Lomas Garza’s 

Family Pictures/Cuadros de mi Familia (1993). Immediately, she recognized the book 

and said, excitedly, that they had gone to the exhibit that was based on the book at a local 

museum. I chose the book because it tied in with the theme of the Photography Project 

and it was also a bilingual book in Spanish and English, which were spoken in the home. 

In the first interview she had said, “We speak bilingual here,” and I wanted to be 

responsive to that. We talked about the book, and Alejandra shared about the Carmen 

Lomas Garza exhibit they recently visited as a family. I asked her to tell me more about 

that. She shared, “It’s called ‘La Tamalada’. They have a little thing like this [like the 

kitchen scene on the front of the book where the family is making tamales 

together]….It’s got corn husks and string and Yolanda has seen it before.” As the 

interview about the photos went on, she continued: 

We’ll read…I’ll read this [Carmen Lomas Garza book] one to her tonight. I hope 
she remembers seeing it at the museum. We do this. [We’re both looking at the 
cover of the Carmen Lomas Garza book, where the extended family is making 
tamales together]….And it’s usually Christmastime--right before Christmas, my 
brothers and my sisters… Yolanda knows how to make tamales. My dad will 
make the meat and my mom will make the corn stuff that goes on the husk and we 
set the kids on the stools around there and we give them a pile of the masa and 
Yolanda knows how to put the corn husk down and rub the masa and meat and 
wrap it. We make our own tamales….We make a lot before Christmas because we 
usually give them to our neighbors for Christmas. She bakes us cookies every 
year. [points to other neighbors house] She gives us a plant every year, so they 
always get tamales, and they look forward to them. They’re like, “Oh, we got our 
tamales this year.”  
 

Alejandra connected the text with a specific Latino cultural tradition in the household. 

She often connected text to real moments or events that occurred in their lives. She was 
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proud to display the knowledge involved in making tamales and the way Yolanda 

proudly participated in it, making me think of Mercado’s accounts of Latino families who 

took great pride in being bicultural (2005). I was touched to have been a part of 

Alejandra’s life, for this brief moment when I could learn about her family’s routines, 

traditions, and culture. As I will discuss later in Chapter Six, when I returned to teaching 

in the classroom, I felt pressed for time to have such conversations to inquire into such 

detailed aspects of parents’ lives. 

CHAPTER SUMMARY 
 
 In this chapter, I wanted to show more in-depth the themes that emerged from the 

parents’ stories and contextualized lives in response to the two research questions.  

Overall, while some of the stories could be characterized as neutral in tone, most stories 

took on a positive or negative emotional tone; many of the negatively cast stories were of 

the parent feeling voiceless, frustrated, disenfranchised, confused, or powerless to help 

their child. Parents demonstrated a particular knowledge about their children’s literacy 

learning and attempted to make sense of what may have been the cause of their child’s 

literacy challenges.  The stories of using literacy in non-school like ways, such as Ruel’s 

literacy learning that went on at his Catechism class, or Alejandra’s nightly discussion 

groups, probably went largely by the school.  

    In the next chapter, I discuss implications of such breakdown in communication 

(Auerbach, 2002) and how schools and researchers can draw upon the strengths that 

families possess (Auerbach, 1989; Delgado-Gaitan, 1990, 1992, 1994; Heath, 1983; 
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Taylor & Dorsey-Gaines, 1988) to increase and build communication and dialogue 

between homes and schools. 
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Chapter Six 

Summary, Discussion, and Implications 

Usually on reading group days, Yolanda comes with a bunch of stories, and she’s 
so excited and her reading buddy did this and said that, and the stories that she 
read. She’ll tell us…Like, everything happened to her in one day. So we talk for a 
long time and we discuss things. Like I said, if I’m reading and she comes in and 
she wants me to read to her, we sit and I read to her.... She’ll sit down and do 
homework. And the reading is usually right before we go to sleep. We’ll lay 
down. We lay down, and whoever has the reading left-- It’s usually [sister or 
brother] that had a little bit harder time with a reading problem or something and 
we’ll sit down and say “O.K., Let’s figure it out all together.” 
 
--Alejandra Benidez, single mother of a second grade student identified as 
having  challenges in reading  

 

SUMMARY OF THE STUDY 
 
      I started this dissertation study with the words of Alejandra, a parent who cared 

deeply about her child and articulated this caring in a narrative story that exemplified her 

point. I revisit them here because they reflect the key findings: parents had knowledge of 

their children, they took an active role in their children’s literacy learning, they had 

innovative and resourceful ways of working with their children in creative and 

collaborative ways, and they drew upon this knowledge in supporting their children.  

Unfortunately, this knowledge of their everyday literacies remained “hidden” in the 

household, largely invisible to the school (Brandt, 2001; Mercado, 2005).   

This research project truly began three years ago in the Spring of 2005 when I 

conducted a pilot study with parents of upper grade students, identified as having 

challenges in reading, in a high-poverty neighborhood. Initially, in this study, I was 
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motivated to investigate essentially the same questions and was driven by the same 

overarching inquiry: What were parents’ perceptions of their child’s literacy learning in 

school? What language and literacy activities were they already doing in the home?  This 

dissertation study, then, began as a study of the parents and their storied lives (Wortham, 

2001); it was also a personal realization of my own journey in entering their very 

personal lives and spaces as a stranger (Weiss, 1994), a somewhat shy stranger at that, 

and an outsider to the community I studied (Banks, 1998).   

Following the data collection of this study, I returned to the elementary school 

classroom as a third grade teacher. It was the eye-opening experience of being back in the 

“trenches”, in a small portable classroom in a large urban school district that led me to 

thoughtfully reexamine the assumptions and initial conclusions I had previously made 

when analyzing my data for this study. “This trenchwork is good for you,” a friend who 

was a school administrator in the same district commented. It’s true. I have reevaluated 

my previous critique of classroom teachers in light of the many demands made on 

teachers in the current No Child Left Behind era of teaching. The forgotten realities of the 

urgent tasks of teaching came back to me on the first day of school when I went to the 

teacher across the hall to “borrow” her parent newsletter, with her permission, and 

replaced her name with my own, as I had spent all my spare time figuring out the district 

mandated curriculum.   

This study was theoretically framed in a sociocultural model of language and 

literacy learning (Heath, 1983; Rogoff, 1990). Given the predominance of the dominant 

culture and deficit ways of thinking about families (Auerbach, 1989), I was encouraged 

and grounded in the research literature that emphasized strength-based approaches to 
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families such as Moll & colleagues’ funds of knowledge approach (Moll & González, 

2004). I read and reread Elsa Auerbach’s critique of transmission models of parent 

involvement (1989). The funds of knowledge approach (Moll & González, 2004) 

emphasizes that families bring cultural and linguistic resources to the school; these 

resources are deeply rooted in households, their larger communities, and social and 

historical aspects that impact the family. Sonia Nieto (2008), Concha Delgado-Gaitan 

(2004) and Gloria Ladson-Billings (1997) bring similar additive models of examining 

issues of race and class diversity within the larger sociopolitical (Nieto, 2004) and racial 

milieu that surrounds the children in our classrooms. Building on these ideas, I began the 

study open to learning and inquiring into the strengths that households brought. However, 

I was not naïve enough to think there would be no challenges in the stories (Auerbach, 

2002, Ramirez, 2003). 

Here I summarize and discuss the three themes in the findings 1) Breakdown in 

communication in the school and misperceptions between parent’s and school’s 

assessment of their child in reading 2) The role parents played in their children’s literacy 

learning by drawing upon funds of knowledge and social resources to help their children 

with literacy learning in collaborative ways and 3) Parents’ specific knowledge of their 

children as readers and writers, including memories of their children as readers and 

writers and knowledge of their affective and cognitive skill development in reading. 

Following this, I make suggestions for practitioners and for academic research. I include 

in this chapter some reflexivity (Foley, 2002) about my return to the classroom and the 

profound impact it had on my thinking, analysis, and writing of this study.  
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PARENTS’ PERCEPTION OF SCHOOL LITERACY LEARNING: GAP IN 
COMMUNICATIONS 
   

      Many of the stories of interactions with school centered on the role of 

communication, or lack of communication, that took place between the home and the 

school.  While some of the stories could be characterized as neutral in tone, most stories 

about school took on a negative emotional tone; parents were left feeling voiceless in the 

school setting. They attended conferences and sought out assistance on an as-needed 

basis, such as seeking clarification or for problems as they arose. However, often the 

major dialogue between parents and school occurred at the conference setting.  

Communication breakdown has been cited in the literature. As Auerbach (2002) and 

Ramirez (2003) discussed, parents often felt excluded from receiving the most basic of 

information regarding their children, including information about events such as open 

house. 

           In this study, despite limited communication with the school, parents were 

resourceful in mobilizing and networking to seek out alternative resources for their 

children’s literacy learning. The school, in general, did not actively solicit parents’ 

expertise or resourcefulness, or inquire about their knowledge and observations about 

their child.   Advice to parents was often of limited utility. Many parents felt surprise and 

disappointment to learn their child had challenges in reading, as many had taken an active 

role in their child’s emergent and beginning literacy learning in the home, often seeking 

out resources in thoughtful and creative ways. However, in most cases, the parents’ 

expertise remained largely invisible and unacknowledged by the school.  
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 There was a disjuncture between the parents’ perceptions of the child’s reading 

performance observed in the household as opposed to the school’s determination that 

their child was having difficulties in reading at school. While parents felt they had a grasp 

on assessing how their child was doing in the home, and in many cases expressed they 

thought their child was doing well, the school determined that the child was having 

challenges in reading. This disconnect is problematic because it means the home 

practices and observations may not have been taken into consideration and taken 

seriously when working with students with challenges in reading.  

Possible explanations for breakdown in perceptions and communication can be 

found in sociocultural and socio-contextual perspectives of learning in the home 

(Auerbach, 1989). The literature on sociocultural theories of literacy learning often refer 

to the dissonance or mismatch felt between home and school discourses, cultures, and 

ways of knowing (Delgado-Gaitan, 1994; Heath, 1983; Vélez-Ibáñez & Greenberg, 

2005). Examples of such cultural discontinuity are plentiful in the literature, and they 

suggest that what goes on in the home, including discourse patterns, ways of speaking 

and learning, and parents’ knowledge about their children’s intellectual development, can 

be at odds with the school’s ways of learning, speaking, and knowing. Au’s research 

(1993) suggested that teachers were “gatekeepers” in the sense that they may not be 

familiar with differing styles of interaction that are used in the home and community.  

 The parents and teachers had different perceptions and perspectives on the 

assessment of their child’s literacy development. Nearly always there was a mismatch 

between what the parents and school observed and how they named and labeled the 

characteristics of what made their child a successful literacy learner in the home, while at 
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the same time being labeled a struggling reader at the school. Parents noted many 

instances of their children’s positive engagement with text at home, interests in books and 

writing, and use of text in everyday practices.  What was problematic was that at school, 

these practices may have been largely unevaluated or “counted” in the school setting. 

I refer back to Varenne & McDermott’s concept of cultural construction of 

disability (1998) and their distinction between the unseen, unevaluated home or familial 

literacies and the more measurable literacies in school. When thinking of the ways 

familial literacies remain invisible, the example of Alejandra reading the hair spray bottle 

with Yolanda comes to mind. The child’s attempt to read it and her mother’s joint 

problem-solving with her to decode and comprehend the term “flammable” was situated 

in an authentic task in the household.  Such instances are rarely assessed in school. An 

analogous example by Varenne & McDermott was the description of a family reading the 

back of a tube of eye ointment cream in order to the the baby’s pink eye infection. 

Reading the hairspray bottle with her mother is considered a “dynamic social exchange” 

(p. 51).  “Such literacy may not seem important given the usual means to measure 

importance, but it does tell us much about the family as a social world” (p. 51). At home, 

perhaps, in a situated, supported learning setting, there were more cues and redundancy to 

aid and assist literacy learning.  This devaluing of the home literacy can create a false 

binary between home and school literacy practices, according to Mercado (2005).  

Mercado states, “Although everyday literacies are typically accorded lower social value, 

remaining invisible in institutions such as schools, they are, in fact, hybrid practices that 

draw on the household’s social networks” (p. 137). 
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In the case of Alejandra, the data suggested that schools should consider the 

broader, everyday literacies that were purposefully occurring outside of school; literacy 

learning at home in these families was highly contextualized, situated (Auerbach, 1989; 

Lave & Wenger, 1991; Rodriguez, 2005), and essentially not a scene for failure.  Varenne 

and McDermott stated, “Learning Disabilities of all types…are consequential only to the 

extent that they are made to fit a cultural system that identifies them. The inability to read 

fluently is a problem only if it is noticed at particular times by particular people who must 

mete out the consequences of having been noticed as not being able to read” (p. 17). In 

such a framework where disability is culturally constructed, the term “reading below 

grade level” would be culturally defined.   

I would suggest that in this study, the parents also often engaged in “joint problem 

solving” with their children and with others outside the family (Wertsch, Minick, & Arns, 

1999, p. 151) to find solutions to help their child overcome reading difficulties. Maria, for 

example, saw Ruel’s reading challenges as temporary. She shared, “I just hope that 

whatever we can do for him will help him…and he can overcome this.” Araceli and Ray 

described their daughter’s difficulties in reading as temporary as well, and added that her 

reading problems “cleared up” after her medical issues and seating position in the 

classroom were attended to, something that they themselves corrected.  Annie felt that 

with effort and dedication her son could overcome his dyslexia and dysgraphia labels. 

She stated, “I personally, think it’s part of a laziness problem. It depends on attitude….” 

By attributing the source of their child’s reading difficulty to something that was 

conceivably in their control to fix by working with their child, they could attempt to 

overcome the perceived problem. Parents also engaged in problem solving with the 



 175 

children themselves, such as Alejandra’s nightly communication meetings with her 

children. In every case, parents were always concerned with how best to help their child. 

Such views seem to suggest that a designation or label of having challenges in reading 

was not a permanent situation for the parents or their children.  This is important because 

it can be contrasted with the idea that disability in school is often seen as a fixed label. 

FUNDS OF KNOWLEDGE: SCAFFOLDING LITERACY PRACTICES  
 

 In looking closer at the familial literacies (Varenne & McDermott, 1998), as well 

as parents’ knowledge of their children as literacy learners, I return to Brian Street’s 

concept of the ideological model of literacy (1995), suggesting that literacy practices are 

not isolated decontextualized practices; they are grounded in social use.  Literacy 

practices are also always rooted in culture (Ochs, 1988). This study was situated in a 

perspective that parents had additive, culture-based strengths to contribute to their 

children’s academic learning. Additionally, parents possessed specific knowledge of their 

children’s strengths, interests, development, and needs in their children’s literacy 

learning. 

 Researchers have used ethnographic studies, home visits and/or parent interviews 

to examine what parents are already doing in the home (Compton-Lilly, 2000; Purcell-

Gates, 1996; Taylor & Dorsey-Gaines, 1988) to support their children’s literacy learning. 

Purcell-Gates (1996) discussed how it is important to look at what parents are already 

doing in positive, constructive ways. Compton-Lilly (2000) similarly studied how she got 

to know more about the family literacy practices that were already taking place in the 
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households of her first grade students. She found a range and a wealth of literacy learning 

taking place. Such research, like the study reported in this dissertation, is important to 

counter-act deficit models of parent involvement which assume that little to nothing is 

taking place or that assume that information about how to teach literacy is “transmitted” 

to parents (Auerbach, 1989). Such studies serve to validate and focus on the acts that 

parents do to invest in their children’s literacy learning.  

 In this study, the parents shared a multitude of literacy practices that they engaged 

in to support and scaffold their child’s literacy learning, often drawing on social capital 

(Bourdieu, 1983) and other cultural resources (Moll & González, 2004). Similar to 

Valdés’ concept of familism (1996), families engaged in collaborative literacy events, 

supporting one another’s literacy practices; this benefited everyone involved. Parents 

would often spend time with their children not only in routines such as homework and 

storybook reading, but also in more collaborative literacy practices (Rogoff, 1990). 

Parents possessed social capital and used it in working with their children by recruiting 

others both within and outside of the household to support their children in reading and 

writing development. Through social networking parents increased support for their 

children (Arzubiaga, Rueda, & Monzo, 2002). Parents brought additive resources to their 

children’s literacy learning, however, they likely went unnoticed by the school. Children 

whose parents are from the dominant culture are more likely to possess the kind of 

cultural capital (Lareau, 2000) to know how to be involved in ways that schools expect, 

notice, and reward. The networking and resourcefulness the parents engaged in were 

likely not noticed or rewarded by the school.   
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 Being bilingual was a source of funds of knowledge and a valuable linguistic 

resource (Moll & González, 2004; Vélez-Ibáñez & Greenberg, 1992). Evelyn was proud 

that her son was learning Spanish and it encouraged her to want to better her own Spanish 

as well (Mercado, 2005). Alejandra proudly affirmed, “Here, we speak bilingual.” She 

narrated an extensive story about taking her children to a nearby museum to see Carmen 

Lomas Garza, a Mexican-American children’s author who writes about the unique 

aspects of Latino culture and traditions. Moll, Tapia, & Whitmore (1993) wrote that 

through an additive viewpoint, a different conceptualization of Latino parents is possible: 

 
What does our perspective [funds of knowledge] buy us in terms of the 
education of Latino or other language-minority working-class children? 
First of all, it facilitates a critical redefinition of these children’s 
households as settings that contain ample cultural and intellectual 
resources. These households are not intellectually barren, socially 
disorganized, or part of some sort of apathetic and passive, if not 
pathological, “underclass”; nor are they lacking in cognitive resources or 
in the family’s capacities to develop, acquire, or use knowledge. (Moll, 
Tapia, & Whitmore, 1993, p. 160). 
  

The data in this study suggest that all of the households were engaging in literacy 

practices where parents drew upon resources, drawing on their culture, family, and a 

wealth of resources. 

PARENT’S AWARENESS OF THEIR CHILDREN AS A LITERACY LEARNERS 
 

 Parents had a wealth of knowledge about their children’s literacy practices; all of 

the parents spent time “kidwatching” (Goodman, 1978; Owocki & Goodman, 2002) their 

children and could articulate what their child’s interests and abilities were in reading and 

writing. They often compared their children to siblings who reached certain 
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developmental milestones as benchmarks to measure and assess how their child was 

doing. Their knowledge of both the cognitive and affective components of literacy 

suggests that we are underutilizing an untapped resource. Parents’ knowledge of their 

children’s literacy learning occurred across different contexts and settings (Heath, 1983). 

Parents knew their child’s interests, strengths, and needs in literacy learning (Worthy & 

Rodriguez-Galindo, 2006, other cites). Many of the parents were already engaging in 

literacy routines and practices such as storybook reading and collaborative literacy events 

and were able to see how their child performed in reading and writing with various types 

of text.  

 All parents had vivid and detailed memories of how and when their child learned 

to read. Parents were very involved with their children’s early literacy learning and 

continued to monitor their progress. Parents had an awareness of emergent literacy 

development, such as noting when their child was “pretend” reading or was “really 

reading” (Holdaway, 1979).  Parents encouraged and named instances when their child 

would engage in reading environmental print. Beyond traditional literacy practices, 

parents were aware of and shared of experiences when their children participated in 

literacy practices that were embedded within daily household activities.   In essence, 

parents noted and named a wide range of literacy behaviors; as keen observers, they had a 

wealth of knowledge about their child as a reader and writer.   
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IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE 

 

Embrace Parents as Sources of Information 

 
 
     The families in this study used literacy in their homes in creative and social ways. 

Families read together, children read and wrote for a variety of authentic reasons, and 

parents sought out resources to help their children. The social practices that took place in 

the home were valuable skills and ways of learning that were congruent with what some 

literacy researchers suggest is the way that literacy learning will be in the present and 

future, given the nature of new literacy and multiple literacy practices (New London 

Group, 1996). Perhaps instead of looking to make working-class families more school 

like, perhaps educators should look to the home to see how families function and use 

resources to help their children learn.  

 There is a need to learn how to listen and create that time and space to actively 

solicit parents’ observations of their child’s literacy development from birth as well 

literacy practices. It requires time to listen to what parents have to say and a shift in 

thinking away from a deficit perspective to realize that parents have valuable informal 

assessment data, insight into their children, and a perspective on the child as a “whole 

person”.  Educators need to build upon an additive model of in order to change our 

mindsets from a transmission or banking model of education to one where want to know 

more about parents’ knowledge and everyday literacy practices in the home learning 

(Auerbach, 1989; Moll & González, 2004).  
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 First, a shift in mindset is needed to get away from negative perspectives of 

families. This shift in thinking can take place through ongoing dialogue and home visits. 

Visiting the homes changed me and reshaped how I saw the students from the Reading 

Club in a new light. Visiting the homes made me more sensitized to the families. I 

thought often of the complex stories the parents told and how their parent’s stories may 

have gone no farther than myself.  By engaging with their personal lives and visiting 

them in their homes, I learned valuable information about the larger context of the family 

unit as well as insight into the conditions of their lives. I also had empathy for their 

concerns and the challenges they faced. In listening to the parents, I carried their stories 

around in my head. I often recalled their words and voices. I could hear their distinct 

voices, the way they enunciated their emotionally laden statements. For over a year, I 

could hear in my mind the exact way Jodie said, “I thought I was doing good,” and how 

Alejandra confidently described her daughter’s ways of learning, “And I know her that 

way.”  I could visualize the way that Monica was constrained with her daycare job of 

literally watching over the one-year-old babies, but nevertheless, encouraged her child to 

read out loud to her so she could hear him and celebrate his early literacy growth. An 

implication is that teachers and pre-service teachers should seek out and listen to the 

stories and voices of the parents, as I did. It is important that educators become aware of 

and value the important and powerful experiences of the families they teach.  By hearing 

the stories, teachers and pre-service teachers can always keep their children’s families 

and their stories in their minds.    

      Overall, in this research, it can be seen, as in other research, e.g., Delgado-

Gaitain’s work with Latino parents, (1990) that parents do care deeply about their 
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children’s schooling. Yet, unfortunately, they are not consulted as experts about their 

needs or their knowledge about their child’s strengths and needs. More explicit 

communication and outreach initiated by the school is needed. For classroom teachers, it 

also means acknowledging and getting over initial fears about contacting and 

communicating with parents about their literacy learning.   

 For instance, I had personal fears and nervousness about calling parents to 

participate in the study and about visiting their homes. I often had to engage in positive 

self-talk and rehearse what I would say before calling. I understand that contacting 

parents can be a scary conversation for classroom teachers, especially when differences 

in class, race, or language differences are involved. In informal conversations with 

classroom teachers during the past school year, I shared the data of this study and several 

teachers remarked that there is an intimidation factor that occurs when bringing up 

difficulties in reading instruction. Some teachers shared that they intentionally didn’t 

discuss the issues related to reading difficulties because it was so highly loaded 

emotionally. To what extent are teachers fearful of bringing up an emotional subject such 

as reading challenges? How many teachers are intentionally not opening the door to such 

essential communication? Such taboo topics need to be openly and honestly explored. 

 

Increase Home-School Interaction in Meaningful Ways  

 

 One way to value parent’s input is through activities at the school where parents’ 

voices are heard and where families participate in events that value their knowledge, 

culture, and other resources such as linguistic diversity and life experiences. While the 
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parents were resourceful in finding ways to engage their children, the school often 

provided them with traditional activities such as flashcards, storybook reading, and other 

skills-driven instruction. Such non-transformative practices only scratch the surface at 

creating successful literacy experiences that will create lifelong learners.  If the learning 

that takes place in the household affects the entire family, (e.g., Heath’s conception of 

literacy learning that takes place within a broader social and community-centered 

context), then literacy models that include parents should be situated in large 

sociocontextual models (Auerbach, 1989) that will create meaningful (Freire, 1970) home 

literacy practices that aren’t simply skills-driven (Varenne & McDermott, 1998). This 

means that literacy learning should not be seen as an individualized event that impacts 

just the child who is labeled “struggling reader”; the parent should not be seen as an 

additional source of labor (Auerbach, 1989) who is provided materials for skills practice 

(e.g., flashcards and leveled reader texts).  Instead, the view of familism, or collaborative 

notions of literacy practice, should be embraced as a model of home literacy learning.  

 Alma Flor Ada’s “Pajaro Valley Project” (Ada, 1988) is an example of a pro-

active model of parent engagement that values home and the cultural and linguistic 

background of Latino families. Alma Flor Ada, a prominent Latina, bilingual children’s 

author and scholar, worked with 60-100 parents of Latino migrant workers in the Central 

California Valley. She designed her curriculum around culturally relevant teaching, 

stories and children’s literature that would appeal to the backgrounds of the families. 

Students shared their writing with the parents and work was celebrated and discussed in 

ways that built on what the parents wanted to learn about literacy. Ada consulted with the 

parents to find out their needs and designed her program around the parent’s need to want 
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to know more about their children’s literacy learning. Parents felt affirmed and validated 

in her program and family literacy events were well attended. Such a program is an 

example of a positive parent involvement outreach. Parents learned about curriculum that 

they could use at home. As well, parents learned specific questioning techniques such as 

open-ended conversations that they could have with their children. Parents reported that 

they used these conversation and dialogic ways of reading with students in their homes.   

 Another specific strategy for practitioners would be to ask parents what they do at 

home to help their child and where they get these ideas.  In this study, I found that parents 

drew upon many creative and concrete ideas that they came up with to help their children. 

In the literature on parent involvement in their bilingual children’s literacy learning, 

Worthy & Rodriguez-Galindo (2006) found that bilingual immigrant parents of fifth 

graders were very astute in knowing how well their child was proficient in English, even 

when they, as parents, had limited proficiency in English. Parents also used various 

inventive methods to help their child such as reading the child’s book in Spanish and 

having a dialogue with the child, who read the same book in English, about the story.   

 One purpose would be to directly implement the knowledge in classroom 

instruction. By seeing the child as a whole person and with specific knowledge of what 

the home environment is like, teachers build relationships with students which fosters the 

affective learning environment in positive ways. Second, knowledge of the familial 

literacies can help teachers design specific curriculum that centers on family’s funds of 

knowledge. Moll & González (2005) describe ways that educators have implemented 

thematic and curricular units in the classroom based on ethnographic interviews and visits 

to household.  
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  The parents in this study had resourceful ideas on how to help their children 

develop their literacy skills at home. Many teachers might be surprised to learn about 

how non-English speaking parents can help their bilingual children to learn English and 

improve reading comprehension, even while not speaking the language. Such strategies 

could be identified, encouraged, and shared to other teachers so that parents, especially 

immigrant parents, can participate in meaningful ways with their child’s literacy learning. 

Such reaching out to parents on an ongoing basis would build confidence, or confianza. 

Confianza refers to “…reciprocal exchange relations that form social networks among 

households....(Moll & Greenberg, 1990, as cited in Olmedo, 1990)”.  Those involved in 

the network had to establish a sense of trust, or confidence in one another. Similarly, 

social exchanges between home and school need to be nurtured and sustained to build 

such true trust.  

 In working with the parents in this study, I found them to be open and gracious in 

allowing me into their homes and sharing openly what they thought.  There are always 

ways schools can find resources to make the commitment to doing home visits to talk to 

parents.  Schools can make it more manageable and expected so that teachers can’t make 

excuses for not making an effort. Making several visits should be a required expectation 

for classroom teachers in order to establish rapport and open lines of communication with 

families. To prepare for that expectation, perhaps pre-service teachers, in their literacy 

education courses, could do several home visits to learn about the funds of knowledge 

and resources that families have.   
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 A suggestion might be to encourage preservice teachers to participate to visit even 

one parent and conduct an in-depth visit to gather information on the ways that literacy 

takes place in the home, as well as learn about ideas the parent has for helping their child 

learn. Such an activity might increase sensitivity and insight into families as valuable 

sources of information. McAllister & Irvine (2002) found that having practicing teachers 

engage in home visits increased their empathy for students. However, they suggest that 

these experiences be introduced gradually. “Thrusting teachers or preservice teachers into 

high-risk, challenging situations may foster more resistance rather than openness” (p. 

442).  One way to nurture these “baby steps” towards increasing awareness for pre-

service teachers might be to provide mentors for teachers. The parent liaison, who is 

often busy doing home visits, could present workshops to the faculty and make their 

services available on “how to” do a home visit and maximize its effectiveness.  

 Time and training would be required for teachers to understand that students and 

families have funds of knowledge, to define what the funds of individual families are, and 

how to apply that knowledge in the curriculum of the classroom (González, et al., 1995). 

There is not always a clear connection between what is learned about the households and 

what can be done to build a collaborative partnership between school and family. 

González et al. (1995) have developed a framework for training teachers to study and 

apply, through home visits and ethnographic methods, students’ funds of knowledge in 

the classroom.  Their study emphasized the need to have teacher study groups to debrief 

and describe the data collected and how it might transform the teacher’s perspective from 

a deficit model to an additive or strength-based model of student learning. 
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 Finally, an implication for teacher educators is to incorporate a requirement that 

preservice teachers participate in home visits and outreach to parents to dialogue in 

meaningful ways about the family’s lives, strengths, and concerns. Seeing this “big 

picture” perspective would be useful to them as they prepare themselves to work with 

students of diverse backgrounds (Nieto, 2008).  It would also be important that these 

teachers engage in a debriefing conversation and dialogue, similar to the teacher study 

groups that the funds of knowledge research suggests is essential to learning from the 

home visits (González et al., 1995).  

 

Reconsider and Problematize the Parent Conference Setting 
 
 
 The most salient theme across the data was lack of communication between home 

and school. When I discovered this theme in the data, and in the pilot study as well, I 

remember discussing with my advisor how I felt that a solution to the disconnect between 

home and school might be for teachers to take time to visit homes and get to know all 

families in a personal way like I did during the lengthy interview process.  However, my 

thoughts on this fluctuated as my roles changed. From 2004-2007, I quit teaching to 

attend a doctoral program full-time. In 2007, I found myself suddenly returning 

unexpectedly to teach in a bilingual third grade classroom during my dissertation writing 

year. 

 In returning to the classroom, I realized I, too, was complicit in the reasons why, 

perhaps, schools are not as open and communicative to parents who may need the 

information and timely communication the most. At the beginning of the year I felt I was 
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more sensitized and attuned to listening well to parents and had grand plans for putting 

theory into practice for various reasons: I had participated in a study that critiqued a 

program designed to train teachers to work with students in poverty (Bomer, Dworin, 

May, & Semingson, 2008) where I came across some of the literature I cite in this 

dissertation.  I took graduate courses that were rooted in sociocultural views of learning, 

drew on issues of diversity that allowed me opportunities to consider the broader 

contextual variables that impact literacy learning. Courses in Anthropology of Education 

and Ethnography gave me insight into why children have differential access to education, 

reasons to teach for social justice and how race, class, and gender shape learning.  

 Additionally, I had interviewed over 25 parents from diverse backgrounds from 

the time of the pilot study to the end of the present study. I felt like I was ready to put 

theory into practice.  Negotiating theory and practice about the needs and lives of 

families of children with challenges in reading was transformative to myself as both a 

researcher and a practitioner. I could see both sides of the dilemma. What became clear to 

me was the lack of structural or systematic time and space necessary to have true 

dialogue with parents. The parent conference setting became problematic as a forum for 

the type of conversations and active listening I was doing in the interviews. In this study, 

the yearly or bi-annual parent conference was significant as a setting for many of the 

parents’ stories of experiences with school. First, it was the time and place many parents 

learned that their child had difficulties in reading.  It was also a specific time when the 

classroom teacher shared ideas with parents on ways to help their child with literacy 

learning at home. Many of the parents in this study, for example, like Lareau’s parents in 
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her study of Colton elementary (2000), communicated with the teacher primarily at the 

parent conference setting.  

 Despite what I learned from the parents in this dissertation study, I was ashamed 

and surprised at my own self and the way I had not gone above and beyond to reach out 

to parents. While I did do a lot of parent contact, it was through the usual means such as 

newsletters and phone calls. I still felt as though I didn’t know the parents in the 

classroom any better than I had in previous years of teaching. Looking back in reflection, 

I feel like it was more than a missed opportunity to put theory into practice; it was a 

personal revelation that, despite my transformation in thinking and sensitivity towards the 

parents, implementing what I knew to be powerful didn’t happen last year. It is my own 

personal failing that I didn’t do better. Because the other teachers at the school respected 

my knowledge and expertise, I had the opportunity to be a leader and an example at the 

elementary school to show that these ideas can work. Looking forward to becoming a 

teacher educator, I have a personal resolve to make it a priority to include learning about 

families into my teaching agenda. It would be a good idea to incorporate home visits and 

increased dialogue and communication with parents as an essential requirement for pre-

service teachers as part of their training. As a literacy professor, I will incorporate 

readings, issues, and dialogue into my courses, as well as sharing the results of this study. 

 Although parents were very resourceful and sought help from others, their contact 

with the classroom teacher remained mainly limited to the parent conference. I wondered 

if any significant two-way dialogue was taking place at the conference when the school 

told the parent(s) in the study that their child had challenges in reading and literacy. I 

wondered if the parents had a chance to counter or question the idea that their child was 
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below level. Having returned to the classroom full-time as a third grade classroom 

teacher during the writing of this dissertation, I understood the challenges of time 

constraints for parent conferences.  

 When I began the study, of course, it was from my own school-centered 

perspective; I assumed that I had the “expertise” of a university-trained teacher--

knowledge that needed to be transmitted to those that I perceived to be less-knowing 

others, also known as the “banking” model of education (Freire, 1970). I would now 

critique my thoughts as being reflective of a deficit way of viewing parents (Auerbach, 

1989; Valencia, 1997). As I actively listened to the participants’ stories, for the first time, 

in 2007, I inquired with an open mind into what parents really thought about school 

literacy practices and school in general. I was truly surprised at the theme that became 

most profound through their stories--that of what I have termed as a “communication 

breakdown” between home and school.  

     As a classroom teacher of eight years, I had only known the perspectives of 

parents in a very limited way, from my mainstream, white, middle-class female 

perspective. I would like to think that my work with parents during this most recent year 

in a third grade bilingual classroom included active outreach to parents and strengths-

based family projects such as the Photography project (Spielman, 2001) included in this 

dissertation study. However, I felt overwhelmed with the many tasks and mandates 

required of upper-grade elementary teachers during the No Child Left Behind, standards-

based accountability era. I made many, perhaps deficit-based (Valencia, 1997) 

assumptions of what the participation and communication of families, particularly non-

mainstream families looked like.  
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 Often times, and this year in particular, we, as classroom teachers, were given 15 

minutes allotted to each parent on the parent conference “day”. Fifteen minutes is the 

norm in a public elementary school in my eight years of experience as a teacher in both 

California and Texas. Little time was slotted for conferences outside of this time on this 

particular day; oftentimes many working parents were not able to come to the school 

during the day, or were limited by transportation problems. Many times the conferences 

are lined up back-to-back, almost double-booked in a sense, like a medical appointment, 

in case a parent is a “no-show”. This connects with the literature schools that offer very 

limited communication with parents (Auerbach, 2002; Ramirez, 2003). The back-to-back 

nature of the conference and the fact that it takes place only once or twice a year seems to 

limit and systematically constrain dialogue and open communication.  

      One could argue that the banking model of education (Auerbach, 1989; Freire, 

1970), where knowledge is passively transmitted from school to parents, creates such a 

scenario; within such a context there isn’t time or space to have a more dialogic, two-way 

model of home-school communication where parents’ input, voice, and contributions are 

genuinely sought (Ada, 1989; Delgado-Gaitan, 1990; Moll & González, 2004; Vèlez-

Ibáñez & Greenberg, 2005).  Such a transmission model, as I discussed in the literature 

review, assumes that the school must tell the parents what they must do with their 

children.  

 One type of structural constraint is the required information that must be shared in 

conference settings that takes up the bulk of the time. This school year (2007-2008), I 

was given a one-page sheet with formal school data such as standardized testing 

information that I was required to share with parents. Though I thought about other things 
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to share with parents, or inquire of them, there was very little time within the 15-minute 

conference setting to ask the parents their thoughts, stories, suggestions, or ideas. I barely 

had time for introductions when it seemed they were out the door and the conference was 

over. I wonder if the parents similarly, felt like there was no time to question or dialogue 

with the teacher. I wish I could say that I put theory into practice and invited parents in 

for extra conferences to gather their input and voices into my instructional planning and 

assessment of their child’s academic needs, but I didn’t. I did, however, use phone calls 

often as a way to keep in touch and listen to parents. I asked them their hopes and dreams 

for their children, questions I wouldn’t have thought to ask prior to this study. 

 In essence, despite ten years of reading about transformative teaching practices 

such as funds of knowledge (Moll & González, 2004) and critical pedagogy (Freire, 

1970) and my work as a practitioner and advocate in a bilingual setting, I felt constrained 

by more self-serving, teacher-centered tasks at the school. As both a classroom teacher 

and a researcher, I faced a dual identity; this identity was not one that was easily 

negotiated.  Though I had ongoing conversations with the parent support specialist and 

the literacy specialist, both of who expressed interest in my research, I didn’t do things I 

wished to implement, such as a variation of the Photography project or home visits. 

 Improving this situation would require a structural change that would allow 

teachers space and time to actively listen to parents. Such a change would need to be 

sustainable as well, to allow teachers time to listen. Training would also likely be 

required as it would be a paradigm shift to actively listen, as an ethnographic researcher 

in households (Moll & González, 2004). In my Ethnography course with Doug Foley, he 

spoke often of the skill of active listening required of the qualitative researcher and 
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ethnographer. During the home visits, I would often engage in self-talk, reminding 

myself to “listen” to the parents because I was not trained or used to listening to 

parents—I was used to telling.  I felt like I was only beginning to develop this skill in this 

study. My analytical memos are full of notes to self where I self-assessed my progress in 

listening better to parents without commentary or positioning myself as expert or 

authority in their lives.  

 Finally, it is vital that educators acknowledge the real constraints and material 

conditions of working-class children’s lives and look at broader social justice issues that 

impact families, such as poverty and crowded living conditions. As Arzubiaga, Rueda, & 

Monzo (2002) and others have noted, families, particularly low-income families, deal 

with material constraints, such as having a high workload that may limit their time to 

spend with children. This may have an impact on their literacy learning and their ability 

to attend the conferences.  As a teacher educator, I intend to discuss these issues with 

students to increase awareness of larger social issues that impact learning for students and 

families. As well, I want to engage preservice teachers in critical dialogue on ways to 

make larger changes towards working for social justice. I want to make teaching for 

social justice a critical foundation for the future literacy courses I teach.    

 
 
Design Classroom Instruction as Collaborative Literacy Practices 
 
 

      One suggestion would be to examine current classroom literacy practices that 

involve individualized literacy routines. Students from households that value group 

literacy routines may prefer and value the practices that mirror what is taking place at 
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home. Some instances of what that might look like in the classroom include making 

partner and collaborative reading a priority over extended times where students are 

reading totally independently.  

In my own classroom this past year, I reflected on the collaborative literacy 

practices the parents discussed in the study while also observing the behavior of the 

bilingual, working-class third graders during our daily independent reading time.  Often, 

they preferred to read together in pairs or small groups. My efforts to get them to read 

totally individually were often met with subtle and overt resistance. They inevitably 

formed small groups anyway and I “gave in” and went back to partner reading.  Because 

I had such a variety of high-interest text, they would often, while reading alone, hold up 

and display an interesting picture in the book across the room, making their literacy 

practices social. The implications are that by allowing the students this “breathing room” 

(Au, 1993), I allowed the students to participate in the classroom with their home and 

cultural ways of speaking and communicating. 

IMPLICATIONS FOR ACADEMIC RESEARCH 

 

Importance of Interviews and Narrative to Study Families 

 
 
 Approaches to studying parent’s views and literacy practices in the home setting 

have typically been done through both qualitative methods (Heath, 1983, Taylor & 

Dorsey-Gaines, 1988; Purcell-Gates, 2000) as well as quantitative methods (Dauber & 

Epstein, 1993; Purcell-Gates, 1996). A qualitative, interpretive approach was a good fit 
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for this study to examine the narrative stories the families shared. The power of their 

stories was best investigated through home visits in a naturalistic setting (Erlandson, 

Harris, Skipper, & Allen, 1993).  This allowed me, as a researcher to examine the 

parents’ household, to see the ways that the other household members related to the 

families routines and added greater context to the narratives (Polkinghorne, 1988).  

 To conduct a future study, the researcher could conduct a similar study to this 

one, but with more participants.  The photos were valuable in that they were a common 

referent to discuss in follow-up interviews.  Another way to examine the data might be to 

compare narrative stories across a wider variety of participants so that similarities and 

difference across race, gender, and social class could be noted. I would be interested in 

doing a follow-up study replicating this one but looking across lower-income, middle-

class, and higher-income families to get a broader perspective of different demographic 

groups.  

 

Triangulate Data with Quantitative and Qualitative Assessments 

 
 The focus of this study was to examine narrative stories of parents. However, to 

fully include the total context of the child’s experiences in school, it would be useful and 

credible to collect data on the student’s school performance in literacy as well as collect 

artifacts that represented how the child was successful or not in the school setting.  In a 

future study, I would like to know how the children were progressing or not progressing 

in terms of what the school valued in terms of literacy assessment. Such data would 
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provide greater insight into the comparison of parents’ perspectives and the school’s 

perspectives of the child’s literacy learning and development.  

      An example of such an empirical study could be designed to use such mixed 

methods of collecting data.  I would like to replicate this dissertation study, while 

including the following quantitative methods. It would be interesting to collect several 

additional data sources from the classroom teacher including all formal assessment data 

(standardized test scores from the current year and previous years), informal assessment 

data (work samples in writing, reading assessment such as running records and other 

documented data in reading), as well as any interest inventories.  Additional quantitative 

data from the home might include counting the number of books in the home or other 

empirical methods to document access to print literacy in the home, such as Purcell-Gates 

did (1996).  

 Interviews with classroom teachers and, perhaps, the child themselves would 

provide a broader picture to examine how effectively the school is meeting the needs of 

the parents and child.  Another additional data source might be a survey designed to ask 

both parents and teacher to assess certain criteria such as their satisfaction with home-

school communication and whether they felt they had a voice in their child’s educational 

process.  A larger-scale study and such a survey might yield robust findings for a broader 

and larger sample. 
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Connect Theory to Practice 
  

 A study such as this one that investigated parents’ perceptions of school literacy 

experiences, as well as home literacy practices, could also be conducted with pre-service 

teachers. Both semesters I participated in the Reading Club, pre-service teachers 

(undergraduates) and graduate students participated in parent involvement activities. The 

undergraduates were required to call parents using a phone call template I designed 

(Appendix D).  As a research study, an assessment could be designed to evaluate, 

qualitatively or quantitatively, the pre-service teachers’ predisposition and attitudes 

towards working with parents. Interviews could also be conducted to examine their 

attitudes towards working with parents.  

 Following this, the pre-service teachers could participate in several activities 

designed to open their minds towards seeing parents as resources. They could call 

parents, and dialogue with parents about the parent’s expertise and knowledge about their 

child. In addition, they could make one or more home visits, like Moll and colleagues 

describe in the literature on funds of knowledge (Moll & González, 2004).  As a post-

assessment measure, the survey and interviews could inquire and examine whether any 

growth or shift in attitude occurred. Such a study would examine qualitative features such 

as change in sensitivity or empathy towards parents. A similar study could be 

implemented with practicing teachers, with the extra consideration that interviews with 

administrators would be conducted to determine level of structural support that is in place 

for the teachers.  
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LIMITATIONS 
 

 There were several limitations to the study. The results of the study may not be 

transferable to other elementary school settings; however, the knowledge gained through 

the study will contribute to the literature on family involvement as well as provide new 

insights about parents of students with challenges in literacy that may not be present in 

the current literature. Erlandson, Harris, Skipper, & Allen (1993) state, “Proponents of 

naturalistic inquiry realizing the impossibility of generalizing, settle for a deep 

understanding and explication of social phenomena as they are observed in their own 

context” (p. 16). Researcher bias is a possible limitation in any study. Researcher 

reflexivity and peer debriefing were used, among other methods, as safeguards. I tried to 

stay aware of any tendencies towards deficit thinking on the part of myself, the 

researcher. I may have a pre-defined definition of “what counts” as literacy or pre-

conceived ideas of what kind of support in the household is beneficial.   

     Due to the time constraints of the study and the fact that the parents were “virtual 

strangers” even though I had some contact with them from the Reading Club, there was, 

at first, a limited amount of rapport with participants that may have impacted ease of 

communication (Weiss, 1994). During the pilot study in 2005, I occasionally felt a small 

amount of intimidation when contacting parents I didn’t know. I felt that some of them 

had perceived me as an authority figure, and a few of them even thought I was a 

“teacher” at the school. I expected that at least some parents would see me as a teacher or 

teacher-like figure.  That they may have seen me as a teacher or researcher (or both) may 
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have impacted the information they chose to share and the selection of what they chose to 

photograph for the Photography project.  

 The sample I selected had inherent limitations—the parents represented a self-

selected group of parents whose children participated in an enrichment reading program 

after school. The parents who did respond to become participants may have been open to 

sharing because they were already actively engaged in their children’s life and wanted to 

share this knowledge.  Not all parents participated; there were Spanish-speaking parents 

in the group, however, none volunteered to be in the study. Although some of the parents 

in the study spoke Spanish, I was not able to include the voices of those parents who 

native language was Spanish and who were recent immigrants. The demographics were 

limited to Latino and Caucasian, therefore restricting the analysis of race as it impacted 

literacy learning.  I restate here, this study is a parent report and does not include the 

views or reports of teachers or administrators to triangulate the data. It reflects the views 

only of the parents who participated in this study.    

It has taken me a full year of examining the data to realize that there are many 

more stories that were left untold by the parents. Perhaps in this study, I was only seeing 

the tip of the iceberg as far as parents’ experiences with the school.  Many of the parents 

seemed to express such a grief in their words, stories, and voices with their stories about 

school and a more positive tone when talking about stories about the home.  

I hope that this study begins to portray the positive forces at work in the homes of 

these strong, caring parents who largely remained invisible to the school. By sharing their 

voices, I wished to share what they had to say in an effort to unveil and make public what 

seems to have been mostly hidden. The power of their stories needs to be recognized by 
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educators and researchers to see all the hard work, loving, and caring that is going on 

behind-the-scenes of the school. The parents’ input is extremely valuable and should be 

welcomed and sought-after. If we want schools to be hospitable, receptive, and 

welcoming, we need to hear from families so we can appreciate what they are already 

doing, striving to do, and what they hope and dream for their children. The ultimate goal 

is to “figure it out all together” and work towards helping children successfully learn in 

ways in which the whole family is publicly appreciated, heard, and acknowledged.  
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Appendix A 

 
Interview Protocol 

 

Context/rapport/solidarity with parent. State purpose of interview, who I am, and why I’m 

here. [not to put parents on a defensive mode/avoid professional jargon/this is for 

information only for my research study/anonymity/confidentiality, etc.] 

 

Tell about myself: 1) who I am 2) my reasons for doing the study 3) what I want to learn 

about and why 4) what I’ve seen/noticed about the role of parents in working w/ students 

in reading/writing. 5) my personal stake in the interview—I want to include parents’ 

voices in the process of helping students who struggle with reading and find ways to help 

students’ that include parents’ voice, input, concerns, needs, and ideas to help their 

children and the children of others, to inform teachers and administrators. 

 

Opening Conversation. [spend time here—don’t minimize] 

1.  Let’s talk about your child. [share my observations about their child in the reading 

club. “I’ve noticed that ___ likes ___ and is interested in ____. They are working hard on 

____. Etc.]  

Grand Tour Question: Tell me about your child as a reader and writer. [Talk about child, 

generally, likes, interests, strengths, needs avoiding technical jargon.] 

2. If you were going to tell a story about  the first times when your child was learning to 

read and write at home, what could you recall? [What was that like? What were your 
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child’s favorite books? Did they pick up books?] Can you recall the moment they began 

to read? To write? What was that like? How were you feeling?  

3. As they went to school what were memories about your child’s experience with 

teachers? Tell me about the conversation you had with his/her teacher when you realized 

there was a challenge with your child’s reading? E.g., what kinds of things has the 

teacher shown you or a later teacher has said to you? When your child started school, was 

there a time when the teacher said to you, “your child is struggling with reading.” Tell 

what you remember about how this was communicated to you? (e.g., phone call, 

conference, note?). [What was that like? Where were you? What exactly did the teacher 

say?] 

4. How often do you talk to your child's teacher? When was the last time? Where were 

you meeting? [What did you talk about? Why were you meeting? Who initiated the 

meeting?]. Tell me about how you were feeling.  

5 Please tell me about your own perceptions about the moment when you knew that your 

child was struggling with reading. [Was there a specific time that you felt that your child 

was having challenges in reading?] 

6. What is reading and writing usually like at home? Please tell me about things that your 

child reads at home  (e.g., any kind of print)? Tell me about where in the home your child 

keeps his books and where your child reads them? Does he have his own? Does he bring 

books home from school or other places (e.g., the library, book orders, RIF, garage 

sales)? Who else reads to/with your child (e.g., older sibling, grandparent, neighbor, 

relative, friend, etc.). 

7. “Can you tell a story about a time you tried to help with reading and writing at home?”  
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What are some of the things that you find helpful in working with your child on reading 

and writing (give examples)? Tell me about a time when you helped your child with 

reading and writing at home (e.g., homework). Where do you get your ideas? Are you 

finding any particular materials or ideas to be especially helpful? 

8. Please tell me about your child’s experiences with testing in school? Can you describe 

what that experience with testing was like for your child? What was it like for you? Do 

you have any feelings about that experience? 

9.  What other things would be helpful for you to know or have in order to help your 

child with reading and writing? 

10.  What other things can I or the school help you with?  
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Appendix B 

 
Representative Example of an Analytical Memo (Miles & Huberman, 1994) 

 
Analytical memo written following transcription of  initial interview with Alejandra 

 
The interview took place on April 17 and was transcribed on 4/22. 

 
 
Memo (written on 4/22): This mother had a lot to say and talked quite a bit, with few 
prompts or questions asked. I didn’t get to ask the question about the conversation with 
the teacher about when she was having challenges in reading, but before the interview, 
she stated that her daughter had had problems with reading “from the jump” [meaning 
from the beginning of schooling?].  Initially, when I was setting up interviews, I was 
wondering if she would be available because the child came to reading club 
inconsistently. I’m glad I did the interview and it was amazing at the end when I asked if 
there was any way we could help, she said, “I’m just glad I could help you.” 
 
Themes I noticed in this interview: 
 
The parent had lots of observations about her children’s interests, motivations, and 
attentiveness to text. She has a broad view of text, like reading the hair spray bottle or 
reading for different purposes. This made me think of Goodman’s idea of “kidwatching”, 
or close observation and informal assessment of understanding, interests, etc. Mom is 
closely observing her child’s in many domains: cognitive, affective, interpersonal, etc. 
The mother here, as could all of the other parents, could state all of this information 
quickly and articulately. If I were a classroom teacher, I would be challenged to have this 
information so readily available and I would probably have to rely on written 
documentation that was collected over time and I would have to review my anecdotal 
data before talking to the parent. The parent is the ultimate expert and we need to value 
their input. I wrote in my new implications ideas folder, that we need to see this 
information on interests as going beyond an interest inventory. Interests had gendered 
themes. 
 
I thought of Vygotsky (scaffolding & intersubjectivity) and Rogoff (“guided 
participation”) when she was discussing the idea that they read adult-level text together 
(e.g., V.C. Andrews books that had storylines that appealed to the child). This is in 
contrast to the whole idea of levels and leveled text (and the very low-level, in my 
opinion storylines, if any, that can sometimes accompany them). I need to revisit Rogoff 
and make connections here. What about “situated learning” (Lave & Wenger, Gee) and 
situated  literacies? Of course, in a future study, it would be interesting to see the type of 
text(s) that are read in the classroom. Do they appeal to her interests? What is the 
potential here?  
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TV as an indicator of genre. Mom really was savvy about her children’s interests.  
 
Teaching and learning at home is bi-directional and multi-directional. Everybody is 
learning from everybody (like parent E with the four daughters). This makes sense, 
functionally, to have everyone help (distributed cognition?) everyone else. It also sounds 
like a real routine, and an enjoyable thing for the family. I was really interested and could 
connect personally when she was explaining that they all spent about an hour discussing 
their day. That sounds like something my twin sister and I did with our mother, often, 
growing up. For us, it was a bond in the family.  My mother is an excellent communicator 
and I still call her everyday and/or email and tell her about my day. I’m sure that I 
learned my good communication skills from my mother (who is a speech therapist and 
has a personal interest in communication and the ways that we communicate).  
 
This was an interesting phrase the mother use: “here we speak bilingual”. Lots of funds 
of knowledge here. This family participated in the photography project. I will be 
interested to compare the data in the transcript and the visit with the photographs. Jo 
pointed out an Indian artifact on the wall. I wonder what race/ethnicity/heritage 
everybody in the family is?  
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Appendix C 

 

Example of a Table used to Analyze Narratives Within Participants 

Evelyn, Latina Mother of a First Grader 

Story Focus:  
School, Home, or 
Child as 
Reader/Writer 

Characters Setting 
(place and 
time) 

Plot Themes 

Home: 
multilingualism in 
home and 
community 

Child, parent, 
cousin (who 
is deaf) 

Home(s) Child and his cousin communicate with 
each other via sign language. “They 
have their own language with each 
other.” Child wanted to learn sign 
language; he also wanted to learn 
Spanish. Child requested books written 
in Spanish. 

 

Home: child as a 
reader and writer. 

Child, parent Home; first 
grade year 

When studying spelling words, child 
made up a funny sentence, orally, 
because he doesn’t like writing the 
sentence. He is distracted; wants to play. 
He also plays Leap Pad, and he reads 
books from school.  

 

School: daycare 
setting; early 
literacy learning 

Child, parent Daycare 
setting: PK 
years 

Mom used to work at a daycare; as a 
toddler, child would do pretend reading. 
Look mama, I know how to read this.” 
After the teacher had read it, so he had 
memorized it, so he would try to read 
it….I had a class of five babies under 1, 
so I can’t take my eyes off of them, so I 
would say “read it at home.” 

 

Home: reading 
and writing at 
home 

Child, parent PK years Child learned to write his name, which 
is spelled a different way. Then he 
wanted to know how to spell everyone’s 
last name. The child complied a list of 
family member’s name.  

 

School: 
communication 
about challenges 

Child, parent, 
PK teacher 

PK years Mother initiated contact with school and 
found out as much as she could about 
his learning. The PK teacher told her he 
had a lisp and stuttered.  

 

School: 
communication-
differences in 
perception 

Child, parent, 
first grade 
teacher 

First grade 
year 
(current 
year) 

They thought he was struggling at 
school, but Evelyn didn’t see it at home. 
Parent felt he could it (read) but would 
say he didn’t know how to. His teacher 
says he’s doing fine now.  
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Appendix D 

 
Parent Phone Call Handout for University Students 

 

Parent/Guardian Communication—Making Phone Calls  
 
 
 

Parents/guardians are great resources. Be a good listener. See what you can learn from 
the parent(s)/guardian about their child.  This information will be helpful to you during 
your tutoring sessions. Parent communication also builds trust between home and school 
and keeps parents informed about their child’s learning and progress.  
 
General format of a phone call 
 
1.  Introduction and ask if parent has time to talk. 
2.  Identify 2-3 of the child’s strengths that you’ve noticed. Be specific. 
3.  If time, mention an area that you are focusing on. Avoid jargon. 
**4.  Parent as a resource.  Ask the parent to tell you about their child.  “What is Maria 
interested in? What kinds of things does she like to do?” You can ask about favorites 
(books, sports, hobbies, school subjects, pets, etc.).  Be a good listener. Take notes. 
5.  Thank the parent for their time, support, and input. 
 
Sample Script [role play]—I have left out the pauses where you would listen carefully. 
These are some of the positive things you might say or ask during your conversation. 
 
Hi, Mrs. Garcia.  My name is Jane and I’m Carlos’ tutor in the [University-Sponsored] 
Reading Club on Wednesdays. How are you doing? Do you have a few minutes to talk? 
Great! I’m calling to introduce myself and to tell you a little about what we’ve been 
doing in reading club and also to learn more about Carlos.  
I’ve noticed Carlos really likes to read sports books. He’s read three books to me about 
wrestling. Carlos also likes to make connections with what he reads to his own life. We 
are working on reading longer words.   
Mrs. Garcia, can you share with me some of Carlos’ interests and home activities? What 
does he enjoy doing as hobbies? What are Carlos’ favorite things to do? Is there 
anything else you can tell about Carlos’ strengths?  
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Thank you for your time and input, Mrs.Garcia. I’m looking forward to working with 
Carlos this semester.   
 

 Template for the Phone Conversation 
 
1)  Introduction 
 
 
 
2)  Three strengths of student (be specific) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3)  An area we are focusing on is....(avoid jargon) 
 
 

 
 
 
4)  Parent as resource. “What can you tell me about....” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
5)  Thank parent for time and support 
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Appendix E 

 
Letter to Invite Parents to Participate in the Photography Project 

 
Reading at Home Photography Project 

XX Reading Club 
 
 

Dear Parents, 
 
     We would like to invite you to participate in a fun and exciting Photography Project 
with the XX Reading Club. We believe that parents are teachers and we value the 
teaching and learning that goes on in the home.  We are interested in learning more about 
the reading, writing, and learning that take place at home.  By taking photos of what you 
do at home we can learn more about the different ways that you and your family 
members are your child’s teacher(s). 
 
    As part of the Photography Project, you will be given a free disposable camera. We 
would like you to take pictures of the ways that you and your children learn at home. 
Ideas for possible photos might include: your child learning something new (e.g., 
something you are teaching them) or other ways that your children are learning in the 
home.  
 
    After you take the photos, please return the camera to school with your child to their 
reading buddy at the XX Reading Club (Wednesdays, 3:00-4:00 p.m. We will develop 
them and share them with you. You will be invited to a follow-up meeting where we can 
share and discuss the photos together. If you have any questions, please call me anytime 
at XXXX.  
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
Peggy Semingson 
Parent Contact 
XX Reading Club 
Phone number 
peggysemingson@yahoo.com 
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Appendix F 

Spanish Photography Letter 
 
7 de marzo, 2007 
 
Estimados Padres: 
 
Quisiéramos invitarles a participar en una proyecto divertido de la fotografía con el Club 
de la Lectura de XX. Creemos que los padres son maestros y nosotros valoramos la 
enseñanza y aprendizaje adentra el hogar. Estamos interesados en aprender más sobre la 
lectura, escritura, y aprendizaje que toma lugar en el hogar. Por tomar las fotos qué 
ustedes hacen en el hogar,  nosotros podemos aprender más sobre las maneras diferentes 
en que ustedes y sus miembros de la familia son maestros(s) de su niño.  
 
Como parte del proyecto de la fotografía, les daremos una cámara fotográfica gratis. 
Quisiéramos que ustedes tomaran los fotos de las maneras que ustedes y sus niños 
aprenden en el hogar. Las ideas para las fotos posibles pudieron incluir: su niño que 
cuando su niño aprende algo nuevo (por ejemplo, algo que ustedes las están enseñando) u 
otras maneras que sus niños están aprendiendo en el hogar. ustedes también pueden tomar 
fotos de su niño cuando enseñaba algo a usted u otro miembro de la familia. Las cámaras 
fotográficas serán distribuidas el 21 de marzo a su niño durante el Club de la Lectura 
junto con las instrucciones del proyecto.  
 
Después de que ustedes tomen las fotos, vuelvan por favor la cámara fotográfica a la 
escuela con su niño a su “reading buddy” en el club de la lectura. Los desarrollaremos y 
los compartiremos con ustedes.  Luego, les invitaremos a una reunión de donde podemos 
compartir y discutir las fotos juntas. Si ustedes tienen cualesquiera preguntas, llámeme 
por favor en cualquier momento en XX.  
 
Sinceramente, 
 
 
Peggy Semingson 
Parent Contact 
XX Reading Club 
Cell: XX 
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Appendix G 

Extension of Researcher Positionality Statement 
 
I continue here to describe more detailed aspects of my life that impact my 
researcher positionality: 
 
 Parts of my early life reflect a time when I did have a glimpse into poverty. As a 
young girl growing up in rural Alaska, we lived together in poverty conditions, after my 
parents’ divorce. Two factors contributed to making me who I am today, and I reflected 
on those factors as I examined the literature and analyzed the data. First, my childhood 
experiences of poverty included some hardships. We had no running water and had to 
work collaboratively with extended family to survive, at times. My mother was on food 
stamps, our clothes came from thrift stores, and our dilapidated rental house was 
uninsulated, with a clothesline out back. We showered at my aunt’s house and our water 
came from a nearby creek or we hauled it back in huge jugs from the local fire station. 
My grandma did my uncle’s laundry and sewed his clothes. My uncle, in turn, did car 
repair for everyone, and as small children, we helped with laundry on Saturdays at the 
Laundromat on the military base. My grandpa told me to become a carpenter when I grew 
up, so I could fix the large, sagging crack in the linoleum where their kitchen floor was 
literally about to cave in to the basement. At one point we all lived in my grandparent’s 
1-bedroom house in the slums of North Pole. My grandma often offered us practical 
advice, similar to the parents in this study—advice that could have meant saving a finger 
from frostbite. For example, I vividly remember her saying to us, “If you lose your 
mittens, put your socks on your hands to keep them from freezing.”  
 Those early lessons of family always stuck with me and even now, part of my 
values are a strong tendency to appreciate the ways that people work together to help 
each other out, without even thinking about it, hence the title of this dissertation.  As a 
teacher and even as a doctoral student, I have often felt like one who wanted to bring 
everyone together for collaborative and communicative reasons.  These early experiences 
with both temporary poverty (my mother remarried when we were seven and essentially 
brought us back into the middle-class) and survival existence have affected my 
perspectives and interpretation of life. I know that I highly regarded the positive family 
values that emerged from the parents’ stories and felt a connection to what they had to 
say about working together. However, of course, as I explain below, I cannot fully 
understand the larger issues of class, race, or issues related to having a child that is 
labeled as struggling with reading.  

Rosaldo (1993) described how the old ways of describing one’s research subjects 
in seemingly objective ways are not possible when conducting social analysis.  He 
suggested, “The once dominant ideal of a detached observer using neutral language to 
explain “raw” data has been displaced by an alternative project that attempts to 
understand human conduct as it unfolds through time and in relation to its meaning for 
the actors” (p. 37). I do not pretend to objectively represent those inside the community I 
studied as if I had a non-neutral claim to truth or as if I were an insider like them. My 
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own ignorance of their everyday social practices and cultural knowledge limit my 
understanding of this study.  

I am also not a parent so have limited insight into what it is like to have a child 
who is labeled by the school as having challenges in reading. Rosaldo could not truly 
understand the grief experienced by his research subjects, in his case, the rage of the 
headhunters’ grief in the Philippines. It was only when his wife tragically passed away in 
a sudden accident that he had the insight and true empathy that was needed to reflect on 
and truly understand his topic of study.  In my case, if I had a child, and a child who was 
labeled as struggling, I would likely have much greater insight into the process of grief 
and what motivated the parents to seek outside help.  
 My only remote connection would be that as a child, I was labeled with a mild 
physical disability when I was young. I had scoliosis and a leg length discrepancy that 
required that I wear severe looking orthopedic shoes. I “lost them” when I was 10 and 
refused to wear those ugly shoes any longer. I had to go regular physical therapy, do 
exercises at home, and was told at various times I would be a hunchback adult if I didn’t 
work hard at my therapy. At one point, I went to physical therapy at the “Alaska Crippled 
Children’s Center”, an unfortunate name for a sensitive child like myself. I observed my 
mother’s advocacy and concern for me through those years, and gained some insight into 
what a mother’s close involvement with her child’s “disability” looked like. At times, it 
seemed my mother knew more about my condition than the doctors did; one doctor told 
her she was a “first rate informant” and “a very keen observer” of her child. My mother 
joined me in physical therapy and in the swimming pool during my treatments.  
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