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Children’s early learning experiences in the home have a significant impact on their
readiness for school and future academic success. However, children in poverty often
lack a high-quality home learning environment, and consequently, are more likely than
their economically advantaged peers to be at risk for failure in school. In this study, data
were analyzed from the Head Start Family and Child Experiences Survey of 1997
(FACES), a national longitudinal study of children and families participating in the
federal Head Start program. A latent growth model estimated children’s growth
trajectories in vocabulary, numeracy, and writing skills from Head Start through first
grade, and the influence of engagement in home learning activities on children’s skills.
On average, children demonstrated skills that scored significantly below national norms.

By first grade, children caught up on basic numeracy skills; however, they persisted to



demonstrate significantly weaker vocabulary skills and slightly weaker writing skills.
Risk factors, such as low income-to-needs, low parent education, a non-English home
language, and multiple children age five and under in the home, were associated with
weaker skills. Children who entered Head Start with the weakest skills grew at a faster
rate than children with stronger skills, thus demonstrating the greatest gains over time.
Moreover, families engaged in various home learning activities with their children during
Head Start. A factor analysis produced three activity factors: Academic Stimulation,
Community Enrichment, and Family Entertainment. Academic Stimulation was
associated with stronger vocabulary, numeracy, and writing skills, while Community
Enrichment was not associated with child outcomes, and Family Entertainment was
negatively associated with numeracy and writing skills. Engagement in activities varied
by child and family characteristics. Families with low income-to-needs engaged in
significantly fewer activities across all three factors. This study advances our knowledge
of the significant influence of family income-to-needs on children’s early learning
experiences and their development of fundamental cognitive readiness skills. The results
further substantiate the need for family intervention programs designed to improve the
quality of low-income children’s home learning environments. Additionally, the findings
illustrate the utility of latent growth modeling in estimating children’s school readiness

trajectories.
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“If the children and youth of a nation are afforded the opportunity to develop their
capacities to the fullest, if they are given the knowledge to understand the world and the
wisdom to change it, then the prospects for the future are bright. In contrast, a society
which neglects its children, however well it may function in other respects, risks eventual

disorganization and demise.”

—Urie Bronfenbrenner
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to face. May this work shed light on their experiences and inspire others to improve the

home environments in which these children live.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

Young children’s readiness for school has emerged as a critical factor for early
academic achievement as well as long-term educational success. Over the past few
decades, researchers have found that children’s early learning experiences have a
significant impact on their transition to kindergarten and their overall school performance
(Duncan, Dowsett, Claessens, Magnuson, Huston, Klebanov et al., 2007). Understanding
the variables that contribute to optimal contexts for supporting school readiness has been
a central focus of research in early childhood education and development; however,
researchers have primarily focused on the activities within preschool classrooms, even
though a great deal of early learning occurs outside of preschool and in the home with
families. Therefore, examining the home learning environment, or the educational quality
of the setting parents establish for their children, is essential to promoting overall school
readiness. This is particularly significant for low-income children who are more likely to
have poor quality home learning environments (Bradley, Corwyn, McAdoo, & Garcia
Coll, 2001), and consequently, poor school readiness skills (Duncan, Brooks-Gunn, &
Klebanov, 1994).

Goal of Study within Current Educational Context

The goal of my dissertation research is to better understand the protective
influence of early engagement in home learning activities on Head Start children’s
development of cognitive school readiness skills. Promoting school readiness among
low-income children has long been a topic of national interest, highlighted by the
establishment of Head Start in 1965 under President Johnson’s War on Poverty

initiatives. Head Start has since become the longest running school readiness program in



the United States. A major strength of Head Start, and what made it unique from other
early childhood intervention programs of its time, was its two-generational structure and
emphasis on parent involvement as key to children’s and families’ successful
development (Castro, Bryant, Peizner-Feinberg, & Skinner, 2004). In alignment with
Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1986), Head Start
recognizes the significant influence of families on child development and the necessity to
include families in children’s learning, so that there may exist shared goals and efforts
across all contexts children experience.

In 1990, the National Education Goals Panel emphasized the importance of school
readiness in their first goal: “By the year 2000, all children in America will start school
ready to learn” (1996, p. xiv). One of the objectives under this goal has a focus on
parents: “Every parent in the United States will be a child's first teacher and devote time
each day to helping such parents’ preschool child learn, and parents will have access to
the training and support parents need.” Unfortunately, in spite of this goal and the
attention on school readiness that it created, a significant number of children are starting
kindergarten with delayed skills, which put them at risk of falling behind in school.
Additionally, at a policy level, there is little emphasis on initiatives that support parents in
improving the quality of young children’s home learning environments as a mechanism
for achieving school readiness. This is a significant area of concern that deserves
increased political attention.

Even with early intervention programs like Head Start, and more recent federal
initiatives, such as Early Reading First—a grant-based literacy program that supports the

development of early childhood learning centers (U.S. Department of Education, 2002)—



a marked disparity still exists between low-income and middle- and high-income
students’ school readiness skills (Booth & Crouter, 2008). In response to low-income
students’ poor school readiness skills, over the last decade, multiple states across the
country have implemented state-funded preschool programs to meet the educational
needs of young children (Kirp, 2007). While these programs offer increased opportunities
for learning that low-income children may not otherwise have, few preschool programs
consistently address their experiences in the home and the quality of home learning
environments. Some early childhood programs, such as Head Start, emphasize parent
involvement as a means to improve child outcomes (Schumacher, 2003); however, in
many cases, particularly with the families most in need, home-school collaboration is still
limited.

Both Head Start center-based and home-based programs provide support for
parents, but home-based services provide regular home visits from trained family
specialists who work more intensively with parents to improve their parenting skills and
the quality of the home environment. In some areas, parents do not have an option of the
type of services they receive. There may be a wait-list for one program but not the other,
or there may not be a home-based program in their neighborhood, as is often the case
with Head Start programs housed within local public schools. Typically, when given the
choice, Head Start parents choose center-based services for their preschoolers over home-
based services, which are more common for infants and toddlers in Early Head Start
(U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Administration for Children and
Families [HHS], 2008). Families receiving only center-based child care who lack the time

to participate in center-based involvement activities may not receive the necessary



training to learn ways to engage their preschoolers in home learning activities.
Specifically, families living in severe poverty, who not only lack the financial resources
to provide educational materials and enrichment activities for their children, but who lack
the skills and knowledge to use these materials effectively, may fail to support their
children’s learning and development in the home. Even though the basic educational,
social, and physical needs of many at-risk children are met through state preschool
programs or Head Start, their learning must also be reinforced and enhanced in the home
through positive family involvement and engagement in learning activities in order to
achieve optimal school readiness.

Research on the effects of parent involvement in Head Start indicates that the
movement of low-income parents into the workforce under welfare reform conflicts with
the federal mandate for parent involvement in Head Start (Parker, Piotrkowski, Baker,
Kessler-Sklar, Clark, & Peay, 2001). Under The Personal Responsibility and Work
Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996 (Public Law 104-193, 110 Stat. 2105), recipients
of federal financial assistance (Temporary Assistance for Needy Families, or TANF) are
mandated by law to begin working after two years of receiving benefits and have a
lifetime limit of five years of federal assistance. As a result of this law, many parents in
Head Start have been required to seek employment and, consequently, have had less time
to participate in the program. Castro and colleagues (2004) found that parent employment
was the strongest negative predictor of parent involvement in Head Start, above and
beyond other parental characteristics, such as maternal education, childrearing behaviors,
and beliefs about the Head Start program. Parents who worked full-time participated in

significantly fewer volunteer activities than parents who worked part-time or were



unemployed. Recognizing the barriers to parent involvement, particularly scheduling
conflicts due to work and school, some Head Start programs have created opportunities
for parent involvement that meet the needs of working parents, including providing more
ways for parents to participate from home and including activities performed from home
as part of their mandated volunteer time (Castro et al., 2004). Educational researchers are
also advocating for a revision of models of parent involvement to include both school-
based and home-based involvement (Epstein, 1996; Fantuzzo, McWayne, Perry, &
Childs, 2004).

It would be necessary to assume a broader definition of parent involvement to

include not only parents’ activities to support the program, but also activities

parents conduct at home to support their children’s development and education.

Expanding parents’ participation from home may include providing parents with

ideas and resources for a variety of activities they can do with their children at

home, in connection with the school and the community. This would have
implications for developing effective communication strategies with parents

(Castro et al., 2004, p. 427).

Given the importance of early learning and school readiness for children’s later
learning and academic achievement, as well as the national focus on developing early
education programs for children at risk with a focus on parent involvement, research on
the influence of home learning activities on children’s readiness for school is well
warranted. Applying an ecological systems framework, in the present study, I examined a
nationally representative sample of children enrolled in Head Start with the goal of

demonstrating how the school readiness skills of low-income children can be further



enhanced when children are engaged in home learning activities with their families, in
addition to receiving early education services.
Overview of Literature

A key component of the home learning environment is engagement in family
learning activities in both the home and community (Foster, Lambert, Abbott-Shim,
McCarty, & Franze, 2005). These early learning experiences have a significant impact on
children’s readiness for school and future academic success (Brooks-Gunn & Duncan,
1997; Duncan, Brooks-Gunn, & Klebanov, 1994). Positive interactions with parents offer
children opportunities to learn about their world, build general knowledge, and develop
important language, numeracy, and emergent literacy skills. The skills children learn
from parents during the first five years of life help to prepare them for the academic and
social demands of formal schooling. Without enriching experiences early in life that
support children’s learning of necessary skills, children may be at risk for developmental
delays and failure in school (Brooks-Gunn, Duncan, & Maritato, 1997). Moreover,
children with early academic and social problems are more likely to exhibit problems
throughout their schooling (Belsky & MacKinnon, 1994).

The quantity and quality of early experiences in the home generally vary

depending on children’s socioeconomic status (SES)." Families with unstable

"In the reviewed studies, SES is defined by various criteria. Most commonly, researchers use a composite
variable consisting of a combination of total household income, parent education level, and occupation
status. Frequently, income is replaced by poverty status (i.e., living above or below the national poverty
threshold), a poverty percentage (e.g., living at 200% of the federal poverty threshold), or an income-to-
needs ratio, which reflects the number of residents in the household who are dependent on the household
income. Education level is often represented by the total number of years of schooling or by a collapsed
categorical variable (e.g., less than high school diploma, high school diploma, some college, four-year
degree or more). Occupation status is sometimes replaced by employment status (e.g., working full-time,
working part-time, not working, unemployed and looking for work) or is represented by a scale score on an
occupational status scale (e.g., Hollingshead’s Occupational Status Scale, 1975). In the present study, I use
an income-to-needs ratio and the number of years of schooling of the respondent to the parent interview.



employment and low household incomes often lack the financial support, time, and
ability to provide educational materials and enrichment activities for their children
(Mayer, 1997). Moreover, parents who are poorly educated often do not have the skills
and knowledge to engage their young children in learning. Consequently, low-income
children tend to have poor quality home learning environments and few opportunities for
active learning in the home (Bradley, Corwyn, McAdoo, & Garcia Coll, 2001).

Lack of stimulation in the home learning environment is one explanation for the
poor school readiness skills of low-income children (Brooks-Gunn & Duncan, 1997).
Even though some children attend child care or a preschool program where they are
exposed to educational experiences, these skills are often not reinforced in the home.
Additionally, many children do not begin preschool until they are four years old. Since
approximately 80% of brain growth occurs before age three (National Research Council
and Institute of Medicine, 2000; Zero to Three, n.d.), with the peak of synaptogenesis (or
the formation of neuronal synapses) occurring between ages two and three (Webb, Monk,
& Nelson, 2001), children’s earliest experiences in the home are vital to their cognitive
development. Low-income preschoolers’ cognitive and language skills are frequently
delayed (Noble, Norman, & Farah, 2005), and thus, they spend much time catching up
rather than enhancing their skills. This is particularly evident for children in persistent,
severe poverty (Smith, Brooks-Gunn, & Klebanov, 1997) and children who speak a non-
English home language whose first experience with the English language and literature is
in preschool or even kindergarten (Garcia & Beltran, 2003).

However, recent research on early childhood interventions indicates that

engagement in home learning activities may serve as a protective factor against low



family income and other risk factors associated with poverty, such as poor parent
education and limited English proficiency (Parker, Boak, Griffin, Ripple, & Peay, 1999).
Children in Head Start who are engaged in home learning activities with their families
have better school readiness skills than their at-risk peers who are not engaged in such
activities (D’Elio, O’Brien, & Vaden-Kiernan, 2003). Given this evidence, a next
possible direction for research is to examine the influence of home learning activities on
the development of low-income children’s school readiness skills over time.
Study Rationale and Overview

Although extant literature reports that home learning activities experienced in
early childhood may serve as a protective factor against socioeconomic risks such as low
family income, few researchers have examined the effects of engagement in home
learning activities in preschool on the growth of school readiness skills over time. In my
study, I addressed this gap in the literature by using a latent growth model to estimate the
contribution of early engagement in home learning activities to Head Start children’s
school readiness trajectories in the areas of vocabulary, numeracy, and writing skills. In
addition, I examine the moderating effect of early engagement on the negative influences
of low family income on children’s skills, as measured by family income-to-needs (see
Figure 1).

I analyzed data from the Family and Child Experiences Survey of 1997 (FACES),
a national study of children participating in the federal Head Start program. The sample
consisted of low-income children with various risk factors and diverse family histories.
Approximately 71% of families were living below the federal poverty level at the

beginning of the study and the remainder within a low-income range above poverty.
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Figure 1. Conceptual model indicating associations between child and family

characteristics, family income-to-needs, early engagement in home learning activities,

and the development of cognitive school readiness skills from Head Start through 1%

grade.



The following research questions and corresponding hypotheses were addressed:
Research Question 1: How do Head Start children’s vocabulary, numeracy, and writing
skills develop from Head Start through first grade? What are the average growth rates and
variances in growth rates?

Hypothesis: Head Start children will score significantly below national norms on

standardized measures of vocabulary, numeracy, and writing skills; however, there

will be significant variances in the skills that they possess during Head Start and the
rates at which their skills develop from Head Start through first grade.
Research Question 2: How does family income influence the growth of children’s
vocabulary, numeracy, and writing skills from Head Start through first grade?
Hypothesis: Children with lower family income-to-needs will demonstrate
significantly weaker vocabulary, numeracy, and writing skills during Head Start
and significantly smaller growth rates in these skills from Head Start through first
grade than will children who have higher family income-to-needs.
Research Question 3: How do child and family characteristics, specifically child gender,
race and ethnicity, home language, disabilities and special needs, number of years in Head
Start, and number of hours in Head Start per week; parent age and level of education; and
number of children age five and under in the household, influence the growth of children’s
vocabulary, numeracy, and writing skills from Head Start through first grade?
Hypothesis: Child and family demographic characteristics will have significant
associations with children’s average vocabulary, numeracy, and writing skills
during Head Start and the growth in those skills through first grade. Being male and

a racial/ethnic minority, and having a non-English home language, a disability or

10



special need, one year of Head Start, few hours in Head Start per week, young
parents, parents with fewer years of education, and multiple children age five or
younger in the household will each be associated with weaker skills in Head Start
and smaller growth rates in skills through first grade. Conversely, being female and
White, and having English as a primary home language, no disabilities or special
needs, two years of Head Start, a greater number of hours in Head Start per week,
older parents, parents with more years of education, and fewer children age five or
younger in the household will each be associated with greater skills during Head

Start and larger growth rates in these skills through first grade.

Research Question 4: How does engagement in home learning activities vary across child

and family characteristics, specifically child gender, age at baseline, race and ethnicity,

home language, and disabilities and special needs; parent age and level of education;

number of children age five and under in the household; and family income-to-needs?

Hypothesis: Child and family demographic characteristics will have significant
associations with engagement in home learning activities. Being male, older, and a
racial or ethnic minority, and having a non-English home language, a disability or
special need, young parents, parents with fewer years of education, multiple
children age five and younger in the household, and lower income-to-needs will be
associated with lower engagement in home learning activities. Conversely, being
female, younger, and White, and having English as a primary home language, no
disabilities or special needs, older parents, parents with more years of education,
fewer children age five and younger in the household, and higher income-to-needs

will be associated with higher engagement in home learning activities.

11



Research Question 5: How does engagement in home learning activities during Head Start
influence the growth of children’s vocabulary, numeracy, and writing skills from Head
Start through first grade?
Hypothesis: Children who have higher engagement in home learning activities will
have significantly greater vocabulary, numeracy, and writing skills during Head
Start and significantly larger growth rates in these skills through first grade than
will children who have lower engagement in home learning activities.
Research Question 6. Does engagement in home learning activities during Head Start
moderate the influence of family income-to-needs on children’s vocabulary, numeracy, and
writing skills?
Hypothesis: Children with low family income-to-needs who have high engagement
in home learning activities will have significantly greater vocabulary, writing, and
numeracy skills and significantly larger growth rates in these skills than their peers
with low family income-to-needs who have low engagement in home learning
activities.
Definitions of Main Constructs
The home learning environment describes the educational quality of the setting
parents establish for their children, including access to learning materials (e.g., books and
toys), engagement in learning activities in the home and community (e.g., shared reading;
trips to a museum or zoo), and modeling of positive learning behaviors (e.g., parent
reading in front of child). For the purposes of this study, I focused on one main
component of the home learning environment: engagement in home learning activities.

This construct was defined as children’s participation in specific learning activities with a
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family member in the home and in the community. Some activities were more
instructional in nature, such as teaching letters and numbers, while other activities were
more constructive, such as playing games or helping with chores. However, all activities
were considered to foster communication and contribute to children’s learning.

School readiness was defined as the skills and abilities that children should
possess for a successful transition to and performance in kindergarten. While various
domains of development are crucial for school readiness, including social, emotional, and
physical, for the purposes of this study, I focused on children’s cognitive, or “academic,”
readiness skills, specifically, vocabulary (i.e., receptive language), numeracy (i.e.,
numerical literacy, or ability to reason with numbers and other mathematical concepts),
and writing skills. This decision was made in light of research that indicates that living in
an impoverished environment affects young children’s early cognitive development,
including language, more so than any other domain of development (Duncan, Yeung,
Brooks-Gunn, & Smith, 1998). Additionally, the same assessment instrument must be
used at each wave of data collection in order to measure development over time. Given
the lack of standardized social-emotional assessments that are appropriate for ages 3
through 7, many longitudinal studies (including FACES) use different social-emotional
assessments depending on the age of the child. My interest in the relationship between
family income and children’s cognitive skills, combined with the availability of
longitudinal data for vocabulary, numeracy, and writing skills, led to my decision to
focus specifically on the cognitive domain of school readiness.

Family income was defi