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Children’s literacy development is the foundation upon which the rest of their education is
built (Moats, 2000). Without mastery of early literacy skills and the ability to read, students will
not succeed in school. Studies show that children’s early literacy skills predict achievement in
secondary school (Lyon, 1998). Recognizing the importance of early literacy development, major
federal and state policies and initiatives focus extensively on projects and programs to improve
student readiness and the ability to read by third grade (e.g., No Child Left Behind Act, Reading
Excellence Act; Reading First Initiative).

Yet, early reading skills are not enough to guarantee student success. Students must
develop and extend reading, writing, and other literacy skills across the grades to meet their full
potential and to prepare for college and work (U. S. Department of Education, 2001). When
students read better, they write better, and the chain continues as good writing contributes to
achievement in reading and in other subjects (Calkins, 1994; Reeves, 2002).

At all grade levels, students’ learning and achievement in reading and language arts are
influenced by their experiences inside and outside the classroom. Without question, the quality of
teaching in reading and other literacy skills is the main factor in increasing children’s reading
achievement and literacy skills from year to year (Darling-Hammond, 1997; Haycock, 2001). In
addition, decades of studies indicate that, from infancy on, the family environment is an important
influence on children’s readiness for school, literacy development, and success in school across the
grades.

All children are expected to begin formal instruction in their lifelong journey in reading
when they are in the first grade. However, it is estimated that 60% of all students find learning to
read a challenge (Lyon, 1998). It is, then, important that all students have the best teaching in
school and the best support at home to help them practice, master, and enjoy reading in preschool,
first grade, and at every grade level (Snow, Barnes, Chandler, Goodman, & Hemphill, 1991).

Other papers in this volume address approaches to reading instruction and teacher quality.
Here, we review the results of research on schools’ programs of family and community
involvement in children’s reading and language arts development at different grade levels and we
discuss the implications of that research for policy and practice. We focus particularly on what
schools can do to enable all families to support children’s reading and literacy skills.

FAMILIES’ INFLUENCE ON CHILDREN’S LITERACY LEARNING

Research on children’s literacy development provides overwhelming evidence of the
connections between literacy resources at home and children’s literacy development. A report
from the U.S. Department of Education (2001) sustains the historic finding that that children from
homes with more books and more reading by parents tended to perform higher on reading
achievement tests than do children from less reading-rich environments. International studies of
reading achievement also conclude that home characteristics including parents’ education, books at

1










































































































