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Parents Participating in Family Literacy Programs  
Show Positive Changes in Home Literacy Practices

The First 5 LA Family Literacy Initiative is a 
comprehensive program to promote language and 
literacy development, parenting knowledge and skills 
and economic self-sufficiency among low-income 
families in Los Angeles County. Each participating 
agency provides services through four interrelated 
Family Literacy program components: 1) early childhood  
education, 2) parent-child interactive literacy activities 
(PCILA), 3) parenting education and 4) adult 
education. Family Literacy programs serve primarily 
low-income families with low parent education levels, 
whose home language is not English.  

Background

A home environment that is rich in literacy resources and where 
parents read to their children and engage them in literacy-related 
activities supports children’s learning and school success.3 Not 
all children have equal access to these early literacy experiences 
at home though. In 2005, according to the National Center for 
Education Statistics, 86 percent of U.S. children 3 to 5 years old 
had a family member read to them at least three times per week. 
This figure was lower for poor children (78 percent), Hispanic 
children (72 percent) and children of mothers with less than a high 
school diploma (64 percent).4 

One of the primary goals of the First 5 LA Family Literacy 
Initiative’s programs is to help parents recognize the importance 
of providing their children with language- and literacy-rich 
experiences at home, so that their children will be ready  
for school and prepared for educational success. These Family 
Literacy programs, all located in Los Angeles County,  
specifically target at-risk families, serving predominantly  
low-income, Hispanic/Latino families with low parent education 
levels and children birth to age 5. In 2007-08, 784 families 

Important Findings:
After participating in the Family Literacy Program for 
one year:
• More parents followed a regular reading routine with 

their children (68 percent), compared to at the beginning 
of the year (53 percent)

• More parents believed that the best time to begin 

reading to a child is during the child’s first year of 

life (86 percent), compared to at the beginning of the year 
(80 percent)

• More parents had at least 25 children’s books in their 

home (72 percent), compared to at the beginning of the year 
(56 percent)

• More parents used the library to borrow children’s 

books at least monthly (77 percent), compared to at the 
beginning of the year (62 percent)  

• More parents read to their children at least daily 
(58 percent), compared to at the beginning of the year 
(49 percent)

• More parents told their children a story at least 3-4 

times per week (52 percent), compared to at the beginning 
of the year (41 percent)

• More parents talked with their children about letters 

of the alphabet at least 3-4 times per week (78 percent), 
compared to at the beginning of the year (67 percent)



participated in all four components – adult education classes, 
parenting education classes, parent-child interactive literacy 
activities (PCILA) and early childhood education classes – of the 
Family Literacy programs funded through this Initiative. This 
research brief focuses on outcomes specifically related to the 
parenting education and PCILA time components. Although these 
components vary across programs, parenting education classes 
typically focus on strategies for parents to support their children’s 
learning and PCILA time provides parents semi-structured one-
on-one time with their children to practice these strategies.

Studying Parent Outcomes for the Initiative

To measure parent learning, parents participating in the Family 
Literacy programs were surveyed by program staff at the 
beginning and end of the 2007-08 program year. Their attendance 
in each of the four components was also recorded during this 
period. Programs were required to survey all participating 
parents when they enrolled in the program and again at the 
end of the year; 584 parents responded to the survey at the 
beginning and end of the year in 2007-08. These data were used 
to characterize changes in home literacy knowledge and practices 
over time. We also linked individual parents’ level of participation 
(hours of attendance in each component) to their level of change 
on these outcomes to determine if greater participation was 
associated with greater change.5 

Evidence of Parent Learning

Results from the parent survey suggest that parent beliefs and 
practices changed over the course of the 2007-08 program year, 
reflecting increased knowledge of the importance of, and use of, 
home literacy practices to support their children’s learning.

First, parents showed a greater understanding of the importance 
of reading to their children after participating in the Family 
Literacy program (Figure 1). For example, more parents reported 
following a regular reading routine with their children at the end 
of the year (68 percent) compared to the beginning (53 percent), 
indicating an increase in parents’ recognition of the importance of 
integrating reading activities into the daily routine. Additionally, 
we find evidence that parents have learned about the importance 
of reading to children at an early age. Although many parents 
reported at the beginning of the year (80 percent) that they 
believe that the best time to begin reading to a child is during the 
child’s first year of life, still more parents reported holding this 
belief at the end of the program year (86 percent). 

Parents also reported having better access to literacy materials 
in their homes (Figure 2), thus providing more opportunities for 
children’s literacy experiences. For example, at the end of the 
program year, more parents (72 percent) reported having at least 
25 children’s books in their home, compared to the beginning 
of the year (56 percent). There was also an increase in parents’ 
use of the library to provide additional reading materials for 
their children – at the beginning of the year, 62 percent reported 
visiting the library to borrow children’s books at least monthly; 77 
percent reported doing so at the end of the year. 
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Fig 1. Parent knowledge about literacy practices 
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Fig 2. Children’s access to home literacy resources
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In addition to recognizing the importance of reading and having 
access to children’s books, parents also reported reading to their 
children more frequently by the end of the program year (Figure 3). 
Specifically, the percentage of parents who reported reading to 
their children daily increased from 49 percent to 58 percent. Even 
more parents reported reading at least three times per week. 
Whereas on a national level, only 78 percent of poor children and 
64 percent of children with mothers without a high school diploma 
have parents who read to them at least three times per week (noted 
on page 1), 88 percent of Family Literacy parents (who also have 
low income and low education levels on average) reported reading 
to their children at least three times a week after one year of 
participation in the program.

Literacy is more than just reading—and parent engagement 
in other language- and literacy-related activities with their 
children also increased over time for Family Literacy participants 
(Figure 4). For example, at the end of the program year, more 
parents reported telling their children stories regularly (52 
percent) compared to at the beginning of the year (41 percent). 
Parents were also more likely to report helping their children 
learn about the letters of the alphabet by the end of the year (78 
percent), by doing activities like pointing out letters on signs or 
in books, for example, compared to 67 percent at the beginning of 
the year. 

Parenting Classes and PCILA Support 
Different Aspects of Parent Learning

As noted at the beginning of this brief, parents in Family 
Literacy programs participate in both parenting education 
classes and parent-child interactive literacy activities (PCILA). 
Topics covered in parenting classes vary across programs, but 
they often address stages of children’s development, discipline 
techniques and other topics such as nutrition. PCILA is a time set 
aside during the week for parents to directly engage with their 
children. PCILA takes different forms at different programs, 
but it typically involves parents working one-on-one with their 
children on activities designed by the teacher or that children 
choose themselves. This time provides an opportunity for parents 
to practice the skills they are learning in parenting class and 
receive feedback and coaching from a parent educator or early 
childhood education teacher. 

Although all parents participated in both parenting education 
and PCILA, in 2007-08 there was some variation in the number 
of hours parents participated in each component. This enabled 
an examination of the relationship between changes in parent 
knowledge and behavior and attendance in each of these 
components individually. 

As shown in Table 1, more time spent in parenting classes is 
associated with changes in parent knowledge – specifically, 

recognizing the importance of reading to children early and 
following a routine for reading. Greater participation in parenting 
education classes is also associated with greater access to 
children’s books at home. More time spent in PCILA was also 
associated with increased parent knowledge, as well as changes 
in actual home literacy practices—that is, more visits to the 
library, increased frequency of parent-child reading, increased 
duration of parent-child reading, increased frequency of telling 
children stories, talking more about letters of the alphabet and 
asking children to make predictions while reading. 

Thus, it appears that while participation in parenting education 
classes is associated with improvements in parent knowledge and 
the availability of children’s books at home – the basic building 
blocks for positive home literacy practices – greater participation 
in PCILA is associated with changes in actual parent behaviors 
that support children’s language and literacy development.

Table 1 
Statistically significant relationships between growth in parent 

knowledge and behaviors and attendance in parenting education 
classes and parent-child interactive literacy activities (PCILA).

Change in parent  
earning outcomes

Significantly 
related to 

hours spent 
in parenting 

classes

Significantly 
related to 

hours spent in 
PCILA time

Parent knowledge of the 
importance of reading

Believing it is best to start 
reading to children early P P
Following a routine for 
reading P P

Access to literacy resources

More children’s books in 
the home P

Visits to the library P
Reading practices

Frequency of parent-child 
reading P
Duration of parent-child 
reading P

Language and literacy 
activities with children

Telling child stories P
Talking about letters of 
the alphabet P
Asking child to make 
predictions while reading P

Note: A checkmark indicates that the regression coefficient for hours in parenting/
PCILA was statistically significant at the p<.05 level in the model regressing end 
of year rating for each outcome variable on beginning of year rating for the same 
outcome variable and hours of attendance.
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Summary

Results from the First 5 LA Family Literacy Initiative evaluation 
suggest that parents participating in Family Literacy programs 
supported by First 5 LA are learning to better support their 
children’s learning and development, ultimately supporting later 
school success. Specifically, results indicate that, compared to 
the beginning of the year, by the end of the year, more parents in 
Family Literacy programs reported: 
• a recognition of the importance of reading, by reporting the 

use of a regular routine for reading (68 percent compared to 
53 percent) and the belief that it is best to begin reading to 
children in their first year (86 percent compared to 80 percent);

• regular access to children’s literacy resources, including having 
more than 25 children’s books at home (72 percent compared 
to 56 percent) and monthly visits to the library to borrow 
children’s books (77 percent compared to 62 percent);

• reading to their children daily (58 percent compared to 49 
percent) and for more than 10 minutes per day (75 percent 
compared to 63 percent); and 

• engaging their children in a variety of language and literacy 
activities, such as talking to their children about letters of the 
alphabet at least three times per week (78 percent compared 
to 67 percent) and telling their children stories at least three 
times per week (52 percent compared to 41 percent). 

In addition, there is evidence that participation in parenting 
education classes and PCILA support different aspects of parent 
learning. Specifically, more time spent in parenting classes was 
associated with an increase in parent knowledge and access to 
literacy resources, and more time in PCILA was associated with 
an increase in parent knowledge and access to literacy resources, 
as well as increases in home literacy practices supportive of their 
children’s learning. 

These results point to the potential benefits of families’ 
participation in the First 5 LA Family Literacy Initiative. 
Moreover, there appear to be different benefits for parents 
associated with participation in each of the parenting 
components. The changes in parent home literacy behaviors 
associated with greater participation in PCILA highlights 
the importance of incorporating this unique Family Literacy 
component. This hands-on learning lab provides parents with the 
opportunity to practice what they are learning with their own 

children in an encouraging and supportive environment and this, 
in turn, appears to better enhance their early literacy-related 
practices in the home. The evaluation will continue to examine 
parent learning this year, with a focus on longer-term changes in 
parenting practices through a follow-up parent survey for Family 
Literacy Initiative alumni. 

First 5 LA contracted with the American Institutes for Research 
(AIR) to conduct an eight-year evaluation of the Initiative’s 
implementation, examining each of these components and their 
associated outcomes for families.

Principal Investigator: Deborah Parrish

Project Director: Heather Quick, Ph.D.

Deputy Project Director: Karen Manship

www.air.org
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