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Abstract
Parent beliefs about reading to young children—and factors related to such beliefs—
affect a child’s reading skill. But little is known about parent beliefs about reading to
infants and toddlers. To fill this gap, three University Centers for Excellence in
Developmental Disabilities (UCEDDs) studied 43 English- and Spanish-speaking parents of
children 9-18 months of age. The three UCEDDs were working on a project to create a
children’s book that had tips for parents about how their 1-year-old learns and grows. The
UCEDD study survey asked about parent beliefs regarding reading to young children (4
questions) and factors related to those beliefs (2 questions). Parents were also asked to
give feedback about the book. Nearly all parents agreed that children should be read to
as infants and that this helps children develop reading skills. Most (62%) parents said it
was “very common” for friends and family to read with children of this age. Parents said
that reading the board-book together was useful for “promot[ing] language,” “help[ing]
my baby’s development,” and “help[ing] my child speak.” More research like this can
identify ways to help parents of young children develop reading skills.

Plain Language Summary
Reading books with young children helps them learn to read. What parents think about
how children learn to read affects what they do to help children learn to read. There is not
much information about this topic in parents of infants and toddlers. This paper reports
on a study by three UCEDDs helping to create a children’s board-book. The UCEDD study
surveyed 43 parents of 9- to 18-month-old children. The UCEDD study also tape-recorded
what parents said about reading the board-book with their children. Most parents agree
that reading to infants is the right thing to do and that it helps them become better
readers. Parents thought the board-book would help their child’s language and speech.
a
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Introduction
A child’s home literacy environment (HLE) predicts later literacy (Farver et al., 2013;
Lancy, 1994; Sulzby & Teale, 1991). The HLE encompasses activities, resources, and attitudes
(Bracken & Fischel, 2008; Burgess et al., 2002; Frijters et al., 2000; Weigel et al., 2006a), They
include print-focused (e.g., providing names and sounds for letters), book-directed, non-print
focused (e.g., shared book reading), and joint attention activities (e.g., caregiver-child
conversations; Bracken & Fischel, 2008; Schmitt et al., 2011). HLE measures are predictive of
children’s later literacy outcomes, even adjusting for demographics (Gottfried et al., 2015; TamisLeMonda et al., 2019; Van Steensel, 2006; Weigel et al., 2006b).
Shared book reading is the most commonly studied HLE activity (Roberts et al., 2005)—
its timing, quantity, and quality impact school readiness (Cates et al., 2017; Raikes et al., 2006).
Furthermore, parents/caregiver (hereafter parents) HLE beliefs affect subsequent HLE behavior
(DeBaryshe, 1995; Landry & Smith, 2007). Parents’ literacy beliefs are influenced by factors
including culture, socioeconomic status (SES), parents’ own reading ability, interest, and
experiences. Some cultures encourage conversation with children during infancy, others not until
they are perceived to be old enough to understand and respond (Hoff, 2006). In one study, just
one third of U.S. immigrant Latino families reported that children under 5 years old could
understand an explanation of text; 5 years of age was identified as “la edad de la razon” (age of
reason; Reese & Gallimore, 2000).
Poverty can compromise school readiness—65% of all fourth graders in the U.S. are not
proficient readers vs 79% of those who are low-income (National Center for Education Statistics
[NAEP], 2019). Children from lower income backgrounds are read to less, hear fewer total words
and less different words, and have fewer literacy resources (Huttenlocher et al., 2007) Still,
parental beliefs about literacy development can mediate the effects of these demographics upon
literacy outcomes (Rowe et al., 2016; Zajicek-Farber, 2010). However, research on parents’
literacy beliefs has focused on White, higher SES parents of children aged preschool or older
(Hammer et al., 2005; Hart & Risley, 1995; Perry et al., 2008; Reese & Gallimore, 2000). Several
dissertations have examined the literacy beliefs among parents of color for very young (i.e.,
below preschool-age) children (Donohue, 2009; Edwards, 2008). A more recent qualitative study
found that low-income African-American and Puerto-Rican parents were highly attuned to the
importance of the HLE for their preschoolers, but had less explicit understanding of specific
strategies to use (Sawyer et al., 2018).
To address the gap in research on literacy beliefs among parents of infants and toddlers,
we conducted a study of parents of 9- to 18-month-old children. We incorporated this Parent
Beliefs about Early Reading (“PBER”) study into a larger U.S. Learn the Signs, Act Early (Centers
for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC], 2020) related project funded by the Association of
University Centers on Disabilities (AUCD) and the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
(hereafter referred to as the CDC project). The goal of this project was to develop a board book
for 1-year-olds and their parents to complement existing books for 2- and 3-year-olds children
This book—Baby’s Busy Day: Being One is So Much Fun!—was designed with content on
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developmental milestones and parenting tips to promote and monitor development to
complement existing books for 2- and 3-year-old children and their parents (CDC, 2020; Harrell,
2019). The goal of this PBER study was to provide exploratory data on parents’ (a) beliefs about
reading with young children and (b) factors that might influence those beliefs (see the Appendix
for the PBER survey items).
Methods
Settings
The CDC partnered with AUCD to select the following three UCEDDs from which the PBER
study sample was recruited.
•

University of Minnesota UCEDD—recruited from two childcare providers, the
Minnesota State Fair, an Early Head Start, and local community events. At the
Minnesota State Fair, the Early Head Start, and the community events, families of
young children were approached by study staff.

•

University of Indiana UCEDD—recruited from libraries throughout Indiana as well as
childcare providers and local agencies serving Spanish-speaking individuals.

•

Rose F. Kennedy UCEDD (Bronx NY) —recruited from: (a) an Early Head Start program
serving predominately Spanish-speaking parents and their 1- to 4-year-old children;
(b) the Infant-Parent Court Project, which provides trauma-informed care for parents
and their children aged birth to 3 years; and (c) Einstein/Montefiore employees.

This study was approved by the institutional review boards of all sites. Participants
completed consent forms in English or Spanish, depending upon their preference.
Eligibility
Study participants were drawn from the CDC project (n = 67), for which parent eligibility
criteria were (a) age > 18 years, (b) spoke and read in English or Spanish, (c) was the primary
caregiver for a 9- to 18-month-old child, (d) did not work with children with developmental
delays, and (e) did not have a child who was evaluated for developmental delays. CDC project
participants who completed PBER items prior to dyadic observations (see Figure 1) were included
in this study.
Data
The larger CDC project collected and analyzed parent data regarding initial and revised
versions of Baby’s Busy Day in English and Spanish. These data included: (a) Survey—with
questions on demographics, Baby’s Busy Day, and PBER (6 items); (b) Observational—site staff
structured ratings completed during dyadic (parent-child) reading of Baby’s Busy Day, and (c)
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Debrief—semistructured interview(s) and/or focus group(s) immediately after dyadic
observations. See Figure 1 for study flow. The PBER items regarding parent’s beliefs about
reading to young children (4 items) and factors that may influence those beliefs (2 items) were
developed by New York staff. Spanish-speaking participants were interviewed by Spanishspeaking study staff.
Figure 1
CDC Evaluation Protocol: Round 1 (left) and Round 2 (right)
Survey:
Demographics

Survey:
Experience of shared reading

Observation:
Dyad reads initial book draft
Observation:
Dyad reads revised book draft
Debriefing:
Semi-structured- feedback on book
Debriefing:
Semi-structured- feedback on book
1 Week Later:
Debriefing:

Demographic and PBER survey data are presented as n and %, as appropriate. Debriefings
at the New York site were audiotaped and transcribed (Indiana and Minnesota were unable to
audiotape debriefings). New York staff reviewed the transcriptions for quotes that were most
illustrative of the PBER items. These qualitative debriefing data are presented alongside the
relevant PBER survey data in the Results section. Note, bracketed text was added to improve the
clarity of quotes.
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Results
Participant Demographics.
As shown in Table 1, most of the participants (n = 43) were female (93%) and > 30 years
(72%). Just over half identified as Hispanic/Latino (51%), had a college degree (54%), and an
annual income > $30,000 (56%). A higher proportion of Indiana and Minnesota participants spoke
English as a primary language, did not identify as White or Hispanic/Latinos were > 30 years, and
had incomes > $30,000, compared to New York participants.
Table 1
Parent/Family Demographics
Total
────────────
(n = 43)
%

Indiana
(n = 5)

Minnesota
(n = 17)

New York
(n = 21)

2
3

0
17

10
11

12
31

28
72

Parent gender
Female
Male

5
0

14
3

21
0

40
3

93
7

Race
Asian
Black/African American
White
Other
Prefer not to answer
Missing

0
0
5
0
0
0

1
0
14
0
1
1

0
2
3
12
2
2

1
2
22
12
3
3

2
5
51
28
7
7

Hispanic or Latino origin
Yes
No

1
4

2
15

19
2

22
21

51
49

Education
Less than college degree
College degree or higher

2
3

2
15

13
8

20
23

47
54

Annual household income
Below $30,000
Above $30,000
Prefer not to answer

1
4
0

0
17
0

9
5
7

12
24
7

28
56
16

Main language spoken at home
English
Spanish

4
1

15
2

8
13

27
16

63
37

Participant demographics
Parent age
< 30 years
>30 years
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Parent Beliefs (4 items)
As shown in Table 2, nearly all parents (93%) affirmed that parents should start reading with
children during infancy (birth-12 months). Debriefing data found that many parents reported
reading with their 9- to 18-month-old children a few times per week or “everyday” and that
reading was “a standard part of [their] bedtime routine.” Several affirmed the value of reading
age-appropriate books with children of this age. One stated that Baby’s Busy Day was “at the
same level of stories I usually read with [my child]” and another responded that the book was “a
good gift for a 1st birthday.”
Table 2
Parents’ Beliefs About Reading with Children 9-18 Months

Survey items
At what age should parents start reading to
their children?
Infancy (birth-12 months)
Younger toddler (12-24 months)
Older toddler (24-36 months)
Preschooler or older (3 years or older)

Total
────────────
n
%

Indiana

Minnesota

New York

5
0
0
0

17
0
0
0

18
3
0
0

40
3
0
0

93
7
0
0

Some parents think reading to children at
this age helps them learn how to read when
they are older. Do you agree?
Agree
Neither agree nor disagree
Disagree

5
0
0

15
2
0

17
1
1

37
3
1

90
7
2

How necessary is it to read books with a
child at this age (about 9-18 months)?
Very
Somewhat
Not very

5
0
0

14
3
0

18
2
0

37
5
0

88
12
0

Do you have time to read to your child as
much as you would like to?
Yes
Sometimes
No

4
1
0

8
6
3

8
12
0

20
19

48
45

Similarly, 90% of parents believed that shared reading with children of this age helps them
learn to read when they are older. Qualitative comments reflect parents’ awareness of the value
of pre-literacy skills. Parents stated that reading Baby’s Busy Day with their children was useful
for “promot[ing] language,” “help[ing] my baby’s development,” and “help[ing] my child speak.”
Parents described the book’s size and materials as encouraging their child’s involvement in
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reading: (a) “[I] like that it’s a board book and that it’s a size that a child can hold on to. He was
more interested in picking up the book and playing with pages;” and (b) “They like books where
they can touch things…textures, noises, things that can interact with.” Parents appreciated the
“Parent Tips”—brief suggestions to involve children during reading in order to promote
development, provided in each page spread. One parent said “...when you have a baby, they
don’t give you a manual…and when you’re reading books they don’t say ‘point to something so
baby understands’…so I thought it was pretty awesome that it has those points [Parent Tips].”
Nealy all (90%) parents affirmed the necessity of shared reading with 9- to 18-month-old
children. Parents noted that they had “books like this [Baby’s Busy Day]” or the “same level of
stories” (Spanish) at home. Varied reasons were offered to support their stance (e.g., reading
teaches children different skills and promotes quality time between parent and child). Several
parents referred to Baby’s Busy Day as a “tool for child development” because by mimicking
characters in the story, children could learn skills like “recogniz[ing] body parts” and “get[ting]
herself dressed.” Additionally, one parent commented, "My favorite was page 7 where the baby
hugged the sister…. I would like to see my two daughters hug like that." Two parents emphasized
reading together was a way for parent and child to bond. They enjoyed that Baby’s Busy Day
encouraged children “to participate with me” and “made reading time more interesting for us to
spend quality time together.” Just under half (48%) of parents reported having enough time to
read their children.
Factors That Might Influence Beliefs (2 items)
When asked about reading practices of their friends and family, 62% responded that
reading with 9- to 18-month-old children was very common and approximately 36% of
participants responded somewhat common (Table 3). Over 90% of parents reported that they
personally enjoy reading.
Table 3
Factors that Influence Parent’s Beliefs with Children 9-18 Months

Survey items
How common is it for your friends and
family to read books with a child at this age
(about 9-18 months)?
Very
Somewhat
Not very
Do you enjoy reading (e.g., magazines,
books, online articles)?
Yes
Sometimes
No

Total
────────────
n
%

Indiana

Minnesota

New York

3
2
0

12
5
0

11
8
1

26
15
1

62
36
2

5
0
0

17
0
0

17
3
0

39
3
0

93
7
0
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Discussion
Shared reading from infancy promotes emergent literacy skills. Yet less than half of 0- to
5-year-old children are read to daily (Data Resource Center for Child and Adolescent Health, U.S.
2018). even fewer from low-income families (National Center for Education Statistics, n.d.)–
falling short of the Healthy People 2020 target (Office of Disease Prevention and Health
Promotion, 2020). Thus, we conducted a study of literacy beliefs among parents of young children
in three states from diverse backgrounds. Nearly all parents endorsed reading to a child before
their first birthday, and that reading to children aged 9-18 months helped them learn to read.
Yet, just under half of parents feel like they have enough time to read.
Overall, respondents’ beliefs align with the emergent literacy paradigm, which values
reading aloud to children starting from birth. Our study did not ask about reading behaviors, but
we note that parents who supported this paradigm were more likely to practice behaviors
consistent with it (e.g., providing reading materials and demonstrating reading and writing;
Bingham, 2007; Lynch et al., 2006). Given that experiences and environment influence their
literacy beliefs and behaviors, it is notable that nearly all respondents affirmed the value of
reading with very young children. Finally, nearly all respondents enjoyed reading. Parental
enjoyment of reading and their self-efficacy as a teacher was related to their literacy beliefs and
their child’s motivation to read (Baker & Scher, 2002; Bingham, 2007). Therefore, respondents’
enjoyment of reading may be associated with their beliefs about early onset of parent-child
reading and the importance of reading with infants to their emergent literacy skills.
The study has strengths and limitations. A key strength is exploration of this topic in an
under-studied population (i.e., parents of very young children). Additional strengths include a
sample that was drawn from three states and that was racially, ethnically, and socioeconomically
diverse—including 51% Hispanic/Latino. Further, the qualitative data provides useful context for
the survey responses. Key limitations include a small, nonrepresentative convenience sample. In
addition, embedding our PBER study within the larger CDC project limited the ability to obtain
more detailed and nuanced data. For example, survey items focused on shared book reading,
rather than other literacy-promoting activities, given the CDC project focus on developing Baby’s
Busy Day. Additionally, as the CDC project sought feedback on a book about developmental
milestones, this may have influenced respondents’ perceptions of shared reading and
development.
Nevertheless, our findings serve as an important starting point for more research on
literacy beliefs of parents of infants and from diverse backgrounds and geographic locations.
Parental literacy beliefs are a critical component of the HLE and can mediate the effects of parent
characteristics such as education on literacy outcomes (Cottone, 2012; DeBaryshe, 1995).
Therefore, future research should focus on how parental beliefs about reading with young
children influence parental literacy behaviors and children’s literacy outcomes.
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