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Context

It has been well documented in the literature
that the home language and literacy
environment play an important role in
children’s oral language development and
emerging reading skills (Tabors et al., 2001;
Sénéchal, 2006). Children who are exposed
to rich linguistic interactions and book
reading experiences are better prepared to
learn to read and write when they enter
school (Crosby et al., 2014; Saracho, 2017).
Among others, early language and literacy
exposure at home facilitates the acquisition
of alphabet knowledge and narrative skills,
both of which are strongly related to
beginning reading outcomes and
comprehension in the upper elementary
grades.
However, there are large differences in the
extent to which children from more and less
vulnerable contexts are exposed to
language-enhanced home language and
literacy experiences (Niklas & Schneider,
2013), and these differences negatively
affect the literacy outcomes of less
privileged children (Fikrat-Wevers et al.,
2021). To reduce the impact of lack of early
language and literacy interactions, several
family literacy programs that promote
shared reading have been developed and
evaluated around the world, with mixed
evidence supporting their implementation.

The study

In this study we assess the impact of an
evidence-based shared reading family
literacy intervention among 121 dyads of
children and their parents/caregivers in
highly vulnerable contexts in Chile. These
dyads were compared to a control group
with similar sociodemographic
characteristics. We assessed children’s
alphabet knowledge and narrative skills
before and after the intervention and
collected data about home language and
literacy environment via a survey that
parents/caregivers responded before and
after the intervention.
Parents and caregivers from the treatment
group attended 12 workshops on a biweekly
basis. During the workshops, they
observed, practiced, and received feedback
about how to do a shared reading activity
with their children. Trained educators
modeled shared reading to ensure parents
could read the picture books with their
children with adequate fluency, prosody, and
could make open-ended questions that
enhanced dialogue. Parents took the book
and some language games home to use
with their children for 2 weeks. This
sequence was repeated for each workshop.
Parents and caregivers reported the
frequency with which they did shared
reading with their children.
Results showed that, although both groups
of children improved their alphabet



knowledge and narrative skills, children
whose parents/caregivers attended the
workshops had significantly higher scores
than their peers in the control group.
Similarly, the home language and literacy
environment scores were significantly
higher for those participating in the shared
reading program after the intervention.

Policy implications

The results from this study show that
evidence-based family literacy programs
can positively impact low SES children’s
early literacy skills. Previous studies had
looked into activities that parents did with
their children (Sénéchal, 2006), the home
setting (Harris & Goodall, 2007), and the
relation between language and literacy
environment and maternal education
(Melhuish et al., 2008) in other countries.
Our study shows that, for Chilean
preschoolers of highly vulnerable contexts
can benefit from the interactions that a
low-cost activity such as shared reading can
provide. Among the key components of a
high-quality shared reading program are
careful selection of picture books, thorough
modeling of the steps and features of
shared reading, and fidelity of
implementation. At the state level, low-cost
interventions such as shared reading can
help reduce the literacy gap that prevails
among school children from the beginning
of their formal education and well into their
adult lives.
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