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A B S T R A C T

Parental writing support was examined over time and in relation to children’s 
language and literacy skills. Seventy-seven parents and their preschoolers 
were videotaped writing an invitation together twice during one year. Parental 
writing support was coded at the level of the letter to document parents’ 
graphophonemic support (letter–sound correspondence), print support (letter 
formation), and demand for precision (expectation for correcting writing errors). 
Parents primarily relied on only a couple print (i.e., parent writing the letter 
alone) and graphophonemic (i.e., saying the word as a whole, dictating letters 
as children write) strategies. Graphophonemic and print support in  preschool 
 predicted children’s decoding skills, and graphophonemic support also predict-
ed children’s future phonological awareness. Neither type of support predicted 
children’s vocabulary scores. Demand for precision occurred infrequently and 
was unrelated to children’s outcomes. Findings demonstrate the importance of 
parental writing support for augmenting children’s literacy skills.

Preschool is a critical time for the development of foundational 
language and literacy skills, including oral language and vocabu-
lary, phonological awareness, alphabet knowledge, and conven-

tions of print (Bowman, Donovan, & Burns, 2000; Teale & Sulzby, 1986; 
Welsch, Sullivan, & Justice, 2003). Writing activities are uniquely valu-
able for promoting young children’s competence in these fundamental 
areas because they allow children to practice and integrate many skills 
simultaneously. Composing a message requires the child to consider 
the individual sounds within a word and then choose and form letters 
that represent the sounds, all while considering the meaning associated 
with the writing (Diamond, Gerde, & Powell, 2008; Neumann & 
Neumann, 2010; Ouellette & Sénéchal, 2008; Puranik & Lonigan, 2011). 
Accordingly, a host of studies over the past two decades has demon-
strated the predictive import of writing skills for children’s later reading 
ability (e.g., Bond & Dykstra, 1997; Ehri, 1998; Lonigan, Burgess, & 
Anthony, 2000; Shatil, Share, & Levin, 2000; Stuart 1995), and writing 
skills are now the focus of many curricula and intervention programs 
(Delano, 2007; Lienemann & Reid, 2008; Martins & Silva, 2006; Mayer, 
2007; Rieben, Ntamakiliro, Gonthier, & Fayol, 2005).

Theoretical Framework
The current work utilizes an emergent literacy perspective, which states 
that children accumulate foundational literacy skills throughout early 
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childhood, well before they receive any formal instruction 
(Teale & Sulzby, 1986; Whitehurst & Lonigan, 1998). With 
regard to writing, children gather key principles about 
its  function and production thro ugh their interactions 
with  environmental print and more skilled  caregivers 
(Ferreiro & Teberosky, 1982; Tolchinsky, 2003, 2006). Yet, 
the field has remarkably little information regarding 
what caregivers can do to promote writing development 
among young children.

Sociocultural theory asserts that children build com-
plex competencies such as writing by interacting with 
more skilled adults and peers, mainly through scaffold-
ing, which refers to remarks and actions by the expert 
that helps the child accomplish a task that he or she could 
not undertake independently (Vygotsky, 1978; Wood, 
Bruner, & Ross, 1976). By working with an expert on 
activities that fall into the child’s zone of proximal devel-
opment, the area of increased competence in which the 
child can perform only with support, the child begins to 
internalize these scaffolds and can do more indepen-
dently. This perspective would suggest that parents 
should provide higher levels of writing support as chil-
dren become more able to write independently.

Parental Support in Early Writing
There is empirical evidence to support Vygotsky’s idea. 
For example, parents’ explicit teaching about writing 
may foster children’s knowledge of letters, sounds, and 
sound–symbol correspondence (Sénéchal, LeFevre, 
Thomas, & Daley, 1998). Yet, despite the importance of 
writing instruction (Ferreiro & Teberosky, 1982; 
Tolchinsky, 2003, 2006), relatively little is known about 
precisely how parents support children’s writing skill 
development, including what particular techniques par-
ents use and how often they use them. One case study 
suggests that mothers can utilize many writing strategies 
when working with their children, including providing 
writing materials, enunciating the sounds in words, and 
providing directions about how to form specific letters 
(Neumann, Hood, & Neumann, 2009). Parents also have 
been observed dictating letters to children as they write a 
letter or writing children’s ideas down for them (Burns & 
Casbergue, 1992). Other parents have encouraged chil-
dren to copy letters or words from their environment 
(Neumann, Hood, & Ford, 2012). In general, the existing 
evidence suggests that similar to other types of literacy 
activities (Reese & Cox, 1999; Skibbe, Justice, & Bowles, 
2011), parents differ in the types, amount, and quality of 
writing assistance they provide.

The current study investigates three types of writ-
ing supports. First, graphophonemic support helps the 
child break a word into its segments and connect each 
segment (sound) with its corresponding letter. A parent 

providing high levels of graphophonemic support high-
lights the individual sounds in words and the corre-
sponding symbols; alternatively, a parent supplying low 
levels of support does not elucidate this process, 
 presenting no guidance or giving the child the answer 
(e.g., letter names) without explaining why that answer 
is correct. Higher support likely provides more of the 
explicit tuition that children need to develop phonolog-
ical awareness and letter knowledge, malleable skills 
that underlie later reading success (Al Otaiba, Puranik, 
Ziolkowski, & Montgomery, 2009; Aram & Levin, 2004, 
2011; Ehri, 2004; Ehri et  al., 2001; National Early 
Literacy Panel, 2009).

Print support helps the child physically write 
individual letters, a skill closely associated with hand-
writing, as well as spell words (Aram & Levin, 2001, 
2004; Neumann et  al., 2012). A parent offering high 
levels of print support may provide guidance on mak-
ing appropriate marks on paper (e.g., “You draw a line 
and then a circle next to it.”); conversely, a parent pro-
viding low levels of support might offer no input or 
produce the letter for the child. Higher levels of print 
support are associated with children’s concurrent lit-
eracy skills in preschool (Bindman, Skibbe, Hindman, 
Aram, & Morrison, 2013) and kindergarten (e.g., 
Aram, 2007) and could support learning thereafter. 
Higher levels of print support likely foster literacy 
competence in part through fine motor skills, which 
play an important role in writing during preschool 
(Gerde, Skibbe, Bowles, & Martoccio, 2012) and 
beyond (Berninger, Cartwright, Yates, Swanson, & 
Abbott, 1994). Indeed, for older preschoolers, writing 
letters by hand (as opposed to typing them) is benefi-
cial for letter knowledge (Longcamp, Zerbato-Poudou, 
& Velay, 2005). Similarly, encouraging kindergarten 
children to copy letters is more beneficial for their let-
ter knowledge than tracing them on a page (Askov & 
Greff, 1975; Hirsch & Niedermeyer, 1973).

Finally, we examined parents’ demand for precision, 
or the degree to which parents point out unconventional 
aspects of children’s writing and request that the child 
make corrections (Aram, 2007). This third type of sup-
port complements the other two by capturing how par-
ents react to their children’s mistakes in producing 
letters on paper. Young children’s writing is often uncon-
ventional with respect to the shapes of the letters, the 
spacing between the letters, their horizontal and vertical 
alignment, and their size (Burns & Casbergue, 1992; 
Puranik & Lonigan, 2011). Parents who provide low 
demand for precision accept children’s unconventional 
writing products without pointing out inaccuracies; 
parents using higher levels of demand for precision point 
out errors and/or require children to correct them.

Although demand for precision has never been 
examined among English-speaking families, findings 
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from previous work in Hebrew suggest that it is related 
to young children’s early literacy skills, including word 
writing, letter knowledge, and phonemic awareness 
(Aram, 2007, 2010). It is unclear whether these findings 
will extend to the sample of English-speaking families 
included in the current study. For example, there is 
some evidence that in comparison with other ethnic 
groups, European-American families are less likely to 
require their children to use correct form when writing 
(Huntsinger, Jose, Larson, Krieg, & Shaligram, 2000) 
and may in general use a less directive parenting style 
(Chaudhuri, Easterbrooks, & Davis, 2009).

The current study targets several unanswered 
questions in the field. First, research has not explored 
the predictive value of parents’ support for writing 
during the preschool years on children’s language and 
literacy gains. However, results from other grades are 
encouraging; for example, in kindergarten, Sénéchal 
and colleagues (1998) found that many parents report-
ed teaching children to read and write in English and 
that more frequent efforts predicted stronger literacy 
skills in first grade, although these efforts did not 
extend to growth in children’s vocabularies. Israeli 
children whose mothers provided higher levels of 
graphophonemic and print support during a joint 
writing activity when the children were 5 or 6 years 
old had stronger literacy skills in second grade (Aram 
& Levin, 2004).

Similarly, Lin and colleagues (2009) studied the 
ways that parents in Hong Kong support their children’s 
writing in kindergarten and first grade and found that 
mothers’ support for writing Chinese characters pre-
dicted a significant amount of variance in children’s 
later word reading ability. This suggests that across 
multiple languages and orthographies, children whose 
parents support them in learning about writing are at 
an advantage when learning to read in later grades. The 
current study investigates whether parental support 
during a shared writing activity in preschool predicts 
children’s literacy skills approximately one year later.

Second, although children’s writing has been 
measured in a number of ways, such as writing words 
(see Lin et al., 2009) and writing a guest list (see Aram 
& Levin, 2002), much of the research on emergent 
writing focuses on children’s name-writing skills 
(Diamond et al., 2008; Levin & Ehri, 2009; Tolchinsky, 
2006). Such inquiries are useful because children’s 
own names are personally meaningful (Bloodgood, 
1999) and may elicit special attention from caregivers 
(Bindman et al., 2013).

The current study adds to the extant literature in 
the field by examining children’s emergent writing on 
two occasions using a semistructured invitation to a 
birthday party. Using this type of meaningful context 
may help promote children’s vocabulary development 

in addition to other literacy skills (Wasik, 2010). In sum, 
the current methodology allows us to capture children’s 
efforts (and parents’ support of these efforts) to write a 
broader selection of words than typically observed, but 
that still have an important communicative function.

Finally, it is unclear whether and how parents adjust 
their support for children’s writing over time, working 
within children’s zone of proximal development. In 
general, it appears that many parents of preschoolers 
increase the quality of the home learning environment 
that they provide as children grow older (Son & 
Morrison, 2010). With regard to writing support, 
research shows that the level of graphophonemic and 
print support provided by mothers depends on moth-
ers’ perceptions of their child’s literacy skills as well as 
children’s actual performance during a task (Aram, 
2007; Aram, Most, & Simon, 2008). This suggests that 
mothers adjust their level of support to coincide with 
children’s development, a finding consistent with other 
research indicating that parents provide varying levels 
of assistance to children based on the children’s reading 
level (Evans, Moretti, Shaw, & Fox, 2003; Mansell, 
Evans, & Hamilton-Hulak, 2005). However, changes in 
the nature of specific instructional supports that par-
ents provide during shared writing activities in pre-
school have yet to be examined over time. The current 
longitudinal study examines parents’ writing support 
over two points in time to investigate whether parents 
provide a higher level of writing support as children 
grow older.

Research Aims
Given the burgeoning evidence of the import of early 
writing and the relative paucity of data describing 
how English-speaking parents support this skill in 
preschoolers, the current study explored two specific 
research aims:

1.  To investigate changes in the nature and amount 
of writing support parents provide to their chil-
dren by examining parental support at two points 
in time over the period of one year. It is hypothe-
sized that parents will provide a higher level 
of  graphophonemic and print support for their 
children as they mature. Demand for precision 
will be explored for its use in English-speaking 
families.

2.  To examine whether the support that parents pro-
vide during the first time point studied predicts 
children’s literacy skills during that (preschool) 
year as well as one year later. We predict that 
results from the current study will coincide with 
previous research with older children (e.g., Aram, 



390  |  Reading Research Quarterly, 48(4)

2007, 2010), which suggests that the quality of all 
three types of parents’ writing support will posi-
tively predict children’s literacy development, 
although it is unclear whether it will also support 
their language skills (see Sénéchal et al., 1998).

Method
Participants
The present study included 77 children (43 girls) and one 
parent each, recruited from a suburb of a major city in 
the Midwest. All children were attending preschool at 
one of six schools within the same district at the onset of 
this study. Data on children’s development were collected 
in the children’s schools as part of a larger study examin-
ing their academic and social growth within a school 
context. Understanding how parental involvement might 
contribute to children’s development was a secondary 
aim of the study and thus was collected separately for a 
subset of families. The current sample represents those 
families who expressed interest in this work.

Seventy-four mothers and three fathers participated 
in the study; data were collected at two points in time, 
spaced one year apart. At the beginning of the study, 
 children were 4.62 years old (SD =  0.56) on average 
(range = 3.61–5.81). Of the 71 families who chose to pro-
vide information about their children’s ethnicity, parents 
indicated that the majority of children were white (n = 58), 
with African American (n  =  3), Asian (n  =  4), Middle 
Eastern (n = 3) and biracial children (n = 3) also included. 
Parents had between 10 and 18 years of formal schooling, 
although the majority of mothers (81%) and fathers (73%) 
had an education equivalent to a bachelor’s degree or 
higher. Annual household income varied considerably 
between families (range = $16,000 to $400,000); however, 
the median annual income was high ($118,000).

During the spring preceding the home visits at each 
time point, data on children’s lowercase letter knowl-
edge was collected using 26 lowercase letter flashcards 
presented to children one at a time in random order. 
Children’s letter knowledge at time points 1 (M = 16.72, 
SD = 8.05) and 2 (M = 22.73, SD = 4.57) was quite high, 
indicating that most children had sufficient letter 
knowledge to be full participants in a writing activity. 
More specifically, at time point 1, fully 40% of children 
knew 20 or more letters, and at time point 2, more than 
80% of children knew 20 or more letters.

Materials and Design
Parents and their children were observed engaging in a 
semistructured writing activity within their homes 
during two consecutive summers. Dyads were provided 
with an invitation, which comprised five blank sections, 

termed segments: TO, FOR, DATE, TIME, and PLACE. 
Children’s language and literacy skills were also 
assessed at two time points: the spring before the first 
summer observation and the spring before the second 
summer observation. Parental writing supports (i.e., 
print support, graphophonemic support, demand for 
precision) were the independent variables in the study, 
and children’s literacy and language skills were the 
dependent variables, as operationalized by children’s 
performance on the Woodcock–Johnson III Tests of 
Achievement (Woodcock, McGrew, & Mather, 2001).

Procedure
At each testing point, parents and children were asked to 
fill in a blank invitation in preparation for a pretend 
birthday party. Parents were not provided with any spe-
cific instructions about how to fill out the invitation, 
and there was no time limit on the task. The interactions 
were videotaped, and the writing products obtained 
from the interaction were saved. With the writing prod-
ucts and coding systems in hand, research assistants 
later coded the parent–child interactions from the vid-
eos with specific directions to note the parental support 
provided for each letter as well as parents’ reaction to 
each error on the invitation. Videos were stopped and 
restarted as needed. Children’s literacy and language 
skills were assessed during a visit to children’s schools in 
the spring immediately prior to each home visit. In all 
cases, child outcome data were collected within three 
months of the data collected during the writing activity.

Parental Writing Support
Using a coding scheme adapted from work by Aram 
and Levin (2001, 2004), the present study observed the 
support that parents provided during the joint writing 
activity. Specifically, three codes were applied for each 
letter that the dyads wrote, representing three dimen-
sions of parental support: graphophonemic support, 
print support, and demand for precision.

Numbers, punctuation, and symbols were not coded 
because they were not the focus of the current study. No 
codes were assigned when children were able to write the 
correct letter without any type of parental support. The 
three types of support were coded by five trained research 
assistants, who were all trained by the same master coder. 
More than 20% of the sample was coded by at least two 
coders. Inter-rater agreement is subsequently provided for 
each scale separately.

Graphophonemic Support
The ways in which parents helped children understand 
links between letters and their corresponding sounds 
was captured by the graphophonemic support scale. 
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Scores on this scale ranged from 1 to 9, with 1 repre-
senting the lowest level of support (i.e., parents did not 
provide support that would help children learn to seg-
ment words into sounds) and 9 representing support 
that encourages children’s independent thinking about 
individual sounds and their corresponding letters 
(see Appendix A for the entire scale). In cases where the 
parent did not give graphophonemic support for each 
letter (i.e., the parent said the whole word without help-
ing the child segment it into sounds), the same score 
was assigned to each letter in that word.

Mean scores were computed by averaging scores 
across all letters for which parents provided support. 
The average inter-rater agreement for individual letters 
coded on this scale was 90.70%.

Print Support
The measure of print support represented the ways in 
which parents facilitated children’s independent writing 
of a particular letter form. Scores on this measure also 
ranged from 1 to 9, with 1 representing the lowest level 
of support (i.e., the parent wrote the letter for the child 
without discussion of the letter form) and 9 representing 
the highest level of support (i.e., the parent encouraged 
the child to use his or her own background knowledge to 
draw the letters independently). When the parent did 
not provide print support for individual letters in a word 
(i.e., the parent wrote the letters), the same score was 
assigned to every letter in the word (see Appendix B for 
information on the scale in its entirety).

Similar to graphophonemic support, scores for print 
support were computed by averaging scores across all 
letters for which parents provided support. The average 
inter-rater agreement for individual letters coded for 
print support was 97.15%.

Demand for Precision
Similar to previous work (Aram, 2010), this scale 
examined the ways in which parents dealt with errors 
that children made during the writing process. For 
each of the five segments in the invitation, up to three 
errors were coded, allowing for 15 errors per child to 
be coded. The intention of this constraint was to allow 
for comparisons across segments, although the num-
ber of errors across segments was prohibitively low for 
this aim. The number of errors coded at the first time 
point ranged from 1 to 12 (M = 3.69, SD = 2.43); at the 
second time point, they ranged from 1 to 10 (M = 3.63, 
SD = 2.09). Eligible errors included incorrect spacing 
and/or letter placement as well as mistakes in letter 
production (e.g., form, directionality). Any misspell-
ings within a given segment were counted as one error.

Scores on this scale were 1 (i.e., error was present, but 
the parent did not point out or correct it), 2 (i.e., the parent 

pointed out an error in the child’s writing but did not ask 
the child to correct it), and 3 (i.e., the parent pointed out 
an error and asked the child to correct it). Parents’ reac-
tions to children’s writing errors were averaged across 
segments to provide one score. The inter-rater agreement 
for demand for precision for each error coded was 89.33%.

Children’s Language 
and Literacy Development
The Woodcock–Johnson III was used to assess children’s 
decoding, phonological awareness, and vocabulary skills 
through administration of the following three subtests: 
letter–word identification, sound awareness, and picture 
vocabulary. Children’s performance on each measure is 
described using W scores, which have Rasch measure-
ment properties that afford examination of change over 
time. Initial (basal) testing items were determined based 
on children’s age, and testing was discontinued once chil-
dren reached a ceiling of six consecutive incorrect items, 
consistent with instructions within the testing manual 
(Mather & Woodcock, 2001).

Decoding
The letter–word identification measure assesses children’s 
letter knowledge and their early decoding skills. Initial 
items require children to identify letters, whereas later 
items require children to decode increasingly complex 
words. Reliability coefficients on this measure range from 
.98 to .99 for children ages 4–6.

Phonological Awareness
The sound awareness subtest uses four types of tasks 
to  assess children’s phonological awareness: rhyming 
awareness and production, phoneme deletion, substi-
tution, and reversal. For children 4–6 years of age, reli-
ability coefficients range from .71 to .93.

Vocabulary
The picture vocabulary subtest assesses children’s ex- 
p ressive language and word knowledge, requiring chil-
dren to name objects portrayed by a series of pictures. 
Reliability coefficients for children ages 4–6 are .70 to 
.81 for this measure.

Results
Preliminary Analyses: Changes 
in the Amount and Type
of Writing on the Invitation
During the first time point, parents and children wrote 
an average of 21.66 letters together during the invita-
tion  writing activity (SD =  8.04), which significantly 
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decreased to an average of 18.77 letters (SD = 7.47) dur-
ing the second time point: t(76) = 2.35, p = .02. Although 
there were fewer letters written overall during the sec-
ond time point, children independently wrote signifi-
cantly more correct letters without graphophonemic 
support at this time (M = 7.41, SD = 6.83) than during 
the first time point (M = 3.81, SD = 4.08): t(76) = 4.53, 
p  <  .001. Similarly, children wrote significantly more 
letters without print support during the second time 
point (M  =  12.70, SD =  8.39) than during the first 
(M = 8.29, SD = 8.25): t(76) = 3.95, p < .001. See Table 1 
for descriptive information on all of the variables of 
interest.

Aim 1: Maternal Writing 
Support Over Time
Graphophonemic Support
Of the total sample of children, two did not receive 
graphophonemic support at the first time point because 
they used conventional writing without adult guidance, 
and during the second time point, 12 other children 
received no scores for this reason; thus, the comparison 

sample size for this aspect of parental support was 63 
dyads.

For letters that children did not write independent-
ly, average levels of graphophonemic support were sig-
nificantly higher during the second time point 
(range = 1–7.50, M = 3.05, SD = 1.75) than during the 
first (range = 1–5.57, M = 2.34, SD = 1.40): t(62) = 4.36, 
p < .001). Across dyads, the distribution of graphopho-
nemic support was bimodal; at both time points, par-
ents were most likely to say the word as a whole (i.e., a 
score of 1), which is a low level of support, and to dictate 
letters separately as children wrote out the word (i.e., a 
score of 4), which is considered to be a moderate level of 
support. See Table 2 for the number and percentage of 
graphophonemic supports that parents provided to 
children at each time point.

Print Support
Fourteen children did not receive print support during the 
first time point because they formed letters without adult 
support; at the second time point, 40 children received no 
scores for this reason. The total comparison sample size 
for this aspect of parental support was 30 dyads.

TABLE 1
Descriptive Statistics

Variable n

Time point 1

n

Time point 2

Range M (SD) Range M (SD)

Letters written on the invitation 76 4–41 21.66 (8.04) 77 3–47 18.77 (7.47)

Letter knowledge 75 0–26 16.44 (8.04) 72 3–26 22.69 (4.58)

Graphophonemic support 75 1–5.57 2.34 (1.40) 65 1–7.50 3.05 (1.75)

Print support 63 1–8.33 2.68 (1.58) 37 2–8.33 2.68 (1.68)

Demand for precision 61 1–3 1.52 (0.60) 59 1–3 1.50 (0.62)

Decoding 75 264–438 354.80 (29.92) 72 331–501 389.58 (38.18)

Phonological awareness 75 420–494 451.04 (18.89) 72 420–515 477.46 (14.22)

Vocabulary 75 452–498 474.98 (9.93) 72 452–510 482.69 (10.04)

TABLE 2
The Total Number of Letters (and percentage) That Were Coded for Each Type of Graphophonemic Support for 
Each Time Point Studied

Graphophonemic support

Parental support code

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Time point 1 874 (64%) 30 (2%) 30 (2%) 389 (29%) 12 (1%) 6 (<1%) 2 (<1%) 13 (1%) 0 (<1%)

Time point 2 455 (52%) 0 (0%) 11 (1%) 349 (40%) 3 (<1%) 15 (2%) 21 (2%) 19 (2%) 5 (1%)

Total 1,329 (59%) 30 (1%) 41 (2%) 738 (33%) 15 (1%) 21 (1%) 23 (1%) 32 (1%) 5 (<1%)

Note. Children wrote 290 letters without graphophonemic support at time point 1 and 567 letters without graphophonemic support at time point 2.
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For letters that children did not write independent-
ly, parents provided statistically equivalent levels of 
print support during time points 1 (range  =  1–8.33, 
M = 2.68, SD = 1.58) and 2 (range = 2–8.33, M = 2.68, 
SD = 1.68): t(29) = −0.14, p = .89). At the letter level, sup-
port during both time points was relatively low overall 
because parents were most likely to write letters them-
selves and not provide instruction to the child (i.e., a 
score of 2). See Table 3 for the number and percentage of 
print supports that parents provided to children at each 
time point.

Demand for Precision
During the first time point, there were no errors on 16 
invitations, so demand for precision was not coded for 
them; 18 invitations had no errors on them during the 
second time point and thus were also not coded for 
demand for precision. The total comparison for this 
aspect of parental support was 48 dyads.

Parents’ average demand for precision was similar 
during time points 1 (range = 1–3, M = 1.52, SD = 0.60) 
and 2 (range = 1–3, M = 1.50, SD = 0.62): t(47) = 0.44, 
p  =  .66. Average scores indicated that when children 
made a writing error, parents only sometimes pointed it 
out to children and usually did not require them to cor-
rect it (i.e., a score of 1).

Data Reduction
Because variables capturing parents’ support for chil-
dren’s writing were not normally distributed, we creat-
ed categories to better reflect the nature of parents’ 
support and avoid violating foundational statistical 
assumptions for regression analyses.

Graphophonemic Support Categories
We created two categories of graphophonemic support: 
(1) The parent says the whole word or a sequence of 
sounds or letters (score of 1.00–3.99), neither of which is 
likely to support the child’s letter or sound knowledge; 
and (2) the parent says discrete letters or sounds (score 
of 4.00 and above), which is more likely to support the 

child’s skills. At time point 1, 69% of the sample said the 
whole word or multiple letters or sounds, whereas 31% 
mentioned discrete letters or sounds. At time point 2, 
51% of the sample mentioned the whole word or multi-
ple letters or sounds, whereas 49% mentioned discrete 
sounds.

Print Support Categories
We created two categories of print support: (1) The par-
ent allows the child to use invented spelling or writes 
the letter for the child (score of 1.00–2.99), neither of 
which is likely to support alphabet or sound awareness 
skills; and (2) the parent provides any support that 
allows the child to write the letter on his or her own 
(score of 3.00 and above), which is more likely to 
advance the child’s skills. At time point 1, 82% of par-
ents allowed children to use invented spelling or wrote 
the letter for them, whereas 18% of parents helped chil-
dren write on their own. At time point 2, 84% of parents 
allowed invented spelling or wrote the letter, whereas 
16% provided support for children’s own writing.

Demand for Precision Categories
We created two categories of demand for precision: (1) 
The parent does not point out the error (score of 1.00–
1.99), and (2) the parent points out the error and may 
demand correction (score of 2.00 and above). At both 
time points, 75% of parents did not point out the error, 
whereas 25% pointed out the error and may have 
requested its correction.

Aim 2: Relations Between Writing 
Support and Children’s Language 
and Literacy Skills
Analytic Strategy
The relations between the categories of support were 
conducted using chi-square analyses. Results showed 
that parents who used higher levels of graphophonemic 
support at time point 1 by mentioning individual 
 letters  or sounds used higher levels of print support, 

TABLE 3
The Total Number of Letters (and percentage) That Were Coded for Each Type of Print Support for Each Time 
Point Studied

Print support

Parental support code

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Time point 1 9 (1%) 952 (94%) 5 (<1%) 1 (<1%) 26 (2%) 7 (1%) 7 (1%) 7 (1%) 2 (<1%)

Time point 2 1 (<1%) 461 (97%) 2 (<1%) 0 (0%) 4 (1%) 3 (<1%) 2 (<1%) 3 (<1%) 1 (<1%)

Total 10 (1%) 1,413 (95%) 7 (<1%) 1 (<1%) 30 (2%) 10 (1%) 9 (1%) 10 (1%) 3 (<1%)

Note. Children wrote 630 without print support at time point 1 and 968 letters without print support at time point 2.
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 helping children write on their own: time point 1: 
c2(df  =  1)  =  44.63, p  <  .001; and time point 2: 
c2(df = 1) = 6.36, p = .012. Similarly, parents who used 
more graphophonemic support at time point 2 had 
higher print support at time points 1 (c2(df = 1) = 8.11, 
p = .004) and 2 (c2(df = 1) = 30.69, p < .001). Demand for 
precision was unrelated to either graphophonemic sup-
port or print support at both time points (p > .05 for all 
analyses).

To examine the relations between these aspects of 
parental writing support and child language and litera-
cy outcomes, we employed multivariate regression tech-
niques (Muthén & Muthén, 2009). Several covariates 
were included in initial models, including child gender, 
ethnicity (white vs. nonwhite), age at the first home 
 visit, and age at language/literacy evaluation for each 
year. Family covariates included parental schooling (in 
years). However, to reduce multicollinearity and pre-
serve sample size, covariates were trimmed from final 
models because they did not predict any of the child 
outcomes. Therefore, final models for each outcome 
(i.e., letter–word identification, sound awareness, or 
vocabulary skill at time point 2) included only parental 
writing support and the child’s score on that assessment 
at time point 1.

Because dyads in which children used conventional 
writing without support were excluded from analyses, 
different numbers of children had data for each type of 
support (i.e., graphophonemic support, print support, 
demand for precision). These three types of writing 

support could not be included in the same model 
because listwise deletion would lower the total number 
of subjects for all analyses, substantially limiting power. 
Thus, we created separate models to examine graphopho-
nemic support, print support, and demand for precision 
ind i vidually.

In addition, the smaller number of dyads with writ-
ing support data at the second time point likely com-
promised the representativeness of those data as 
compared with the first time point and limited power 
in models that included them. Thus, our models only 
examined relations between time point 1 writing sup-
port and child outcomes at time point 2, controlling for 
the covariates previously noted as well as child skills on 
the outcome in question at time point 1. In this way, we 
were able to examine the contributions of parents’ sup-
port for children’s writing in preschool and children’s 
literacy and language outcomes one year later, control-
ling for earlier skills (see Figure 1 for a conceptual mod-
el of the results).

Percentages of missing data were small to moderate 
(i.e., <20% for covariates; <7% for outcomes). Thus, data 
for these covariates were imputed using mean imputa-
tion and then included in models.

Graphophonemic Support
Complete results are presented in Table 4, and key find-
ings are summarized here. Accounting for time point 1 
skills, parents’ efforts to highlight individual letters or 

FIGURE 1
Conceptual Model for How Parental Support at Time Point 1 Relates to Children’s Language and Literacy 
Outcomes at Time Point 2

Writing support (time point 1)
• Graphophonemic 
• Print 
• Demand for precision 

Child skills (time point 1)
• Decoding 
• Vocabulary 
• Phonological awareness 

Age at evaluation (time point 1) Age at evaluation (time point 2)

Child skills (time point 2)
• Decoding 
• Vocabulary 
• Phonological awareness 
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sounds were predictive of decoding (b = .22, p = .004) 
and phonological awareness (b = .22, p = .023) at time 
point 2. This type of graphophonemic support was 
unrelated to vocabulary (b = .15, p = .092).

Print Support
Accounting for children’s skills in the prior year, par-
ents’ efforts to help children write independently were 
linked to decoding (b = .22, p = .027) at time point 2 but 
were unrelated to phonological awareness (b  =  .05, 
p = .624) and vocabulary (b = .17, p = .106).

Demand for Precision
No links emerged between parents’ mention of chil-
dren’s errors and children’s skills in decoding (b = −.03, 
p = .738), phonological awareness (b = .04, p = .378), or 
vocabulary (b = .11, p = .264) at time point 2.

Discussion
Early writing is an important but understudied skill 
set, and the current study investigated the specific 
mechanisms by which parents support children’s writ-
ing development. Parents’ graphophonemic and print 
support were significantly correlated with each other at 
both measurement occasions, indicating that there is 
consistency and stability in the degree to which parents 
encourage children to function independently when 
writing. Across both time points, parents were most 
likely to rely on only a couple of print (i.e., writing the 
letter himself or herself) and graphophonemic (i.e., 
saying the word as a whole, dictating letters as children 
write) strategies when supporting children’s writing.

Parents were also unlikely to point out or correct 
children’s writing errors. Parents provided significantly 

higher graphophonemic support at the second time 
point as compared with the first; however, print support 
and demand for precision were similar across both time 
points. Graphophonemic support predicted children’s 
decoding and phonological awareness skills but did not 
predict children’s vocabulary scores. Print support pre-
dicted children’s decoding skills but was unrelated to 
children’s phonological awareness and vocabulary. 
Demand for precision was not related to the other types 
of support and did not predict any language or literacy 
skills.

The findings associated with children’s writing 
products are consistent with a Vygotskian perspective, 
which suggests that parents will relinquish control of a 
task as children grow more independent. Although 
dyads wrote fewer letters on the invitation at the second 
testing point, children wrote more letters independent-
ly at this time. Previous work has indicated that written 
works produced jointly by parents and children tend to 
be longer than those children produce independently 
(DeBaryshe, Buell, & Binder, 1996). Our data suggest 
that parents were doing much of the writing themselves 
during the first time point and, as such, may not have 
felt compelled to tailor the number of words used to 
children’s own writing skills. This implies that parents 
are working within children’s zone of proximal devel-
opment (Vygotsky, 1978), similar to what they do dur-
ing book reading sessions (Evans et al., 2003; Mansell 
et al., 2005).

The fact that parents in the present study were likely 
to either say the whole word or dictate individual let ters 
when providing graphophonemic support deviates som e-
what from research with older children, which shows 
more variability in parental writing supports (e.g., 
Aram, 2007). This may be due not only to children’s age 
and skill levels but also to the orthographic features of 
English. When investigating dyadic writing supports 

TABLE 4
Effect of Parental Writing Support on Children’s Language and Literacy Outcomes

Parental writing support n

Letter–word identification Sound awareness Vocabulary

b p Total R2 b p Total R2 b p Total R2

Graphophonemic support 
(4 or higher) 
(0 = parent says the whole word 
or sequence of sounds or letters. 
1 = refers to each letter.)

68 .22 .004 .69 .22 .023 .46 .15 .092 .47

Print support (3 or higher)
(0 = parent provides no aid or writes 
for child. 1 = parent helps child write 
the letter.)

57 .22 .027 .50 .05 .624 .38 .17 .106 .44

Demand for precision (2 or higher) 
(0 = parent does not point out error. 
1 = parent points out error.)

56 −.03 .738 .67 .04 .378 .41 .11 .264 .46
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across orthographies, research has shown that parents 
provide a higher level of graphophonemic  support in 
Spanish, a more regular orthography, than in Hebrew, a 
less regular orthography (Levin, Aram, Tolchinsky, & 
McBride-Chang, in press). Perhaps  parents were some-
what reluctant to draw children’s attention to letter–
sound correspondence because rules  governing the 
spelling of English words are often complicated and 
inconsistent relative to other languages.

Alternatively, many parents may not have recog-
nized that providing support grounded in phonological 
awareness is an important means by which to promote 
children’s early literacy development. A large number of 
elementary school teachers, who have been formally 
trained to teach children to read, cannot articulate 
basic  concepts associated with phonological awareness 
(Cunningham, Perry, Stanovich, & Stanovich, 2004). 
Thus, it is unlikely that parents, who generally have 
not  been informed about how children learn to read, 
would have this knowledge without explicit tuition in 
this area.

Even though average levels of graphophonemic sup-
port were relatively low in both years, parents provided 
a higher level of graphophonemic support at the second 
time point. This finding is consistent with past work 
showing that mothers adjust their support to children’s 
levels of emergent literacy skills (Aram, 2007; Aram 
et  al., 2008). Consistent with a priori hypotheses and 
previous research (e.g., Aram & Levin, 2004), children 
whose parents provided higher levels of graphophone-
mic support had better decoding and phonological 
awareness skills one year later. In general, higher levels 
of support likely help children break down words into 
their respective sounds, targeting increasingly smaller 
units. These findings reinforce the importance of teach-
ing children to connect letters to their corresponding 
sounds (Byrne & Fielding-Barnsley, 1991) and suggest 
that parents should target these concepts more often 
than observed in the present study, as has been recom-
mended by others (Ehri et al., 2001).

Consistent with existing research (Sénéchal et  al., 
1998), graphophonemic support at time point 1 did not 
predict children’s later vocabulary skills. Although 
writers and nonwriters score differently on vocabulary 
tests even before kindergarten (Bourke & Adams, 2010), 
it is also true that for children in elementary school, the 
relation between vocabulary and writing is different 
depending on the grade during which it is studied 
(Coker, 2006). In addition, young children’s writing 
often focuses on words that are personally significant, 
such as their own name (e.g., Bloodgood, 1999). Thus, 
at this stage in children’s development, parents may 
focus on writing words already in children’s writing 
lexicons rather than using the task as a way to incorpo-
rate novel words into their writing instruction.

It is likely that, as with other studies (Burns & 
Casbergue, 1992; DeBaryshe et al., 1996), parents’ print 
support was shaped by their beliefs about supporting 
writing. Instead of directly supporting children as they 
worked to form letters on the page, most parents in the 
current study wrote the letters themselves. It is possible 
that some parents believed that the physical formation 
of letters on the invitation was less important than oth-
er aspects of the task, such as planning the actual birth-
day party. Regardless of the limited variability in print 
support, findings suggest that higher levels of print sup-
port were associated with greater decoding skills for 
children. Previous research demonstrates that children 
who write letters by hand learn more letters than those 
who are only encouraged to type them (Longcamp 
et al., 2005). This, coupled with the fact that motor skills 
are one of the strongest predictors of writing sophistica-
tion for children (Berninger et al., 1994; Gerde, Skibbe, 
et al., 2012), suggests that having at least some opportu-
nities to focus on the form of letters is helpful for pro-
moting some aspects of literacy development.

Focusing on the form of letters does not require 
children to link those forms to particular sounds, per-
haps explaining why support in this area did not relate 
to children’s phonological skills. Similarly, print sup-
port did not predict children’s growth in vocabulary. 
This finding may be explained by past research show-
ing that young children, who have not yet mastered 
printing and spelling, have few mental resources to 
devote to ideation and composition in the writing pro-
cess (Puranik & Lonigan, 2011). In addition, as children 
work to master the fine motor movements associated 
with printing letters, which is a large part of early writ-
ing (Gerde, Skibbe, et al., 2012), parents may encourage 
children to communicate using words that they already 
know, rather than trying to require them to learn too 
many new skills simultaneously.

In contrast to Aram’s (2007, 2010) previous work 
conducted in Hebrew with children who were 5–6 years 
of age, children’s literacy skills were not predicted by 
the degree to which parents pointed out or corrected 
children’s writing errors. This may reflect cultural dif-
ferences because European American parents, who rep-
resent the majority of the sample included in the present 
study, may pay less attention to whether writing is com-
pleted using correct form than parents representing 
other ethnic groups (e.g., Chinese American parents; 
see Huntsinger et al., 2000). Parents in the current work 
were less likely to correct unconventional writing than 
parents in Aram’s studies were, and the low incidence of 
corrections could have limited the usefulness of this 
type of support as a means for promoting children’s 
 literacy skills.

Conversely, although past research on invented 
spelling suggests that developmentally appropriate 
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feedback about children’s spelling is a uniquely benefi-
cial addition to invented spelling tasks, enforcing con-
ventional spelling during writing activities may not be 
necessary for those activities to be beneficial. In this 
way, our findings may support the idea that demand for 
precision, at least for spelling, is not crucial for chil-
dren’s emergent literacy development (Ouellette & 
Sénéchal, 2008).

Educational Implications
Results from the current study suggest that parental 
writing support can aid some aspects of children’s lit-
eracy development, even if the support that parents pro-
vide generally does not coincide with best practices in 
the field (i.e., helping children connect letters with their 
sounds). Professionals recommend that teachers in pre-
school classrooms include activities that make writing 
meaningful for children while also incorporating writ-
ing into various play activities and social routines, such 
as sign-in sheets and thank-you notes (Gerde, Bingham, 
& Wasik, 2012). It is likely that children would receive 
some benefit from having access to writing activities at 
home, even if parents do not couple access with high-
quality instruction.

Instruction targeting concepts associated with pho-
nological awareness can be successful across a wide 
range of settings as implemented by a diverse group of 
professionals (Al Otaiba et al., 2009; Ehri et al., 2001), 
yet we observed that parents did not naturally incorpo-
rate these concepts into their joint writing activities. 
This is not necessarily surprising, as preschool teachers 
often do not fully recognize the importance of phono-
logical awareness (Hindman & Wasik, 2008). Thus, 
parents may require training if they are to be a conduit 
for this information.

It is also important to consider that when parents 
participated in an intervention program that included 
phonological awareness prompts, parents were able to 
complete the activities assigned to them but rarely used 
these activities as a platform to extend children’s learn-
ing in this area (Skibbe et al., 2011). Our findings sug-
gest that with explicit guidance on how to incorporate 
graphophonemic concepts into writing activities, chil-
dren would likely benefit even more from this activity 
at home.

Limitations
Several limitations should be considered in the present 
study. The median income of the families who partici-
pated in the present work was high. It is well established 
that parents’ household income is related to the type of 
educational environment that they provide to children 
at home as well as to children’s developmental outcomes 
(e.g., Linver, Brooks-Gunn, & Kohen, 2002). Given the 

robust findings from Aram and Levin’s (2002, 2004) 
work with low–socioeconomic status (SES) Israeli fami-
lies, it can be hypothesized that graphophonemic and 
print support would also be a significant predictor of 
children’s literacy development in low-SES U.S. fami-
lies. However, in the United States, low-SES parents are 
more likely to endorse an authoritarian parenting style, 
which is often controlling in nature, than middle-SES 
parents are (e.g., Martini, Root, & Jenkins, 2004).

We hypothesize that parents living in poverty may 
thus demand more precision than those living in higher 
income neighborhoods do, and given the aforemen-
tioned differences in parenting, it is possible that chil-
dren living in lower SES homes may garner some 
benefits from this type of support. Future research 
should examine whether results from the current study 
would extend to preschool children living in different 
economic circumstances in the United States.

The semistructured nature of the writing task 
allowed for a broader representation of writing than 
seen in many other studies (e.g., Bloodgood, 1999; 
Diamond et al., 2008). However, it is unclear how our 
results relate to the type and frequency of writing activ-
ities commonly occurring within children’s homes, an 
understanding of which may be more readily captured 
using naturalistic observation (for a description and 
history of this technique, see Athens, 2010).

It is also true that within our task, parents might 
have provided different types of support for some types 
of letters than others (e.g., those in children’s names; see 
Bindman et al., 2013). Because no particular words or 
letters were required as part of the writing task, it is dif-
ficult to determine whether particular letters or con-
cepts elicited a certain type of support. The types of 
parental support identified relied heavily on skills asso-
ciated with spelling and handwriting rather than mean-
ing and composition. Thus, the current study likely did 
not capture all the ways in which parents can support 
children’s writing development. Note also that the 
nature of the task (i.e., invitation for a birthday party) 
may have supported more discussion and encouraged 
parents to assume a less didactic approach than other 
types of writing activities typically studied (e.g., dictat-
ed letters or words). Future studies should examine how 
parental support varies as a function of writing task.

Theoretically, changes in graphophonemic support 
reflect parents’ ability to be attuned to their children’s 
educational needs (Sameroff & MacKenzie, 2003; 
Vygotsky, 1978). However, when examined at a microlev-
el, parents do not always modify their speech in response 
to children’s communicative output (McGinty, Justice, 
Zucker, Gosse, & Skibbe, 2012). Although studying these 
bidirectional interactions at the microlevel is an impor-
tant area of inquiry, the current study was unable to 
 distinguish whether individual parents adjusted their 
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support in response to children’s output during the invita-
tion activity. Furthermore, the underlying reasons why 
some parents did not provide any print and/or graphopho-
nemic support to their children is unknown; specifically, 
a lack of support could be developmentally appropriate if 
a child is able to write independently, or a lack of support 
could represent a missed opportunity to teach the child 
more about writing. This is a matter for future inquiry.

Conclusion
In contrast to findings from past work with parents of 
older children, U.S. parents of preschool children pri-
marily used three strategies: The parents said the word 
as a whole, dictated each letter as children wrote, and/or 
wrote the letter. Thus, the most commonly used strate-
gies did not require children to work toward connecting 
letters with their sounds or physically forming letters 
on their own. However, even when taking children’s ini-
tial skills into account, those children whose parents 
provided higher levels of graphophonemic support had 
better decoding and phonological awareness skills one 
year later. Stronger print support was also linked to 
decoding. These findings demonstrate that writing 
activities in the home represent a valuable opportunity 
for children to develop foundational literacy skills, 
although support might be more beneficial if parents 
encouraged children to make letter–sound connections 
and practice writing letters themselves.

NOTES
This study was supported by a grant from the National Institute of 
Child Health and Human Development (R01 HD27176-08). We are 
very thankful to all the children and parents who participated in 
this work.
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APPENDIX A

Parental Graphophonemic Support Scale
Low 1 The parent does not break the word into sounds but rather says the word as a whole.

2 The parent refers to the word as a sequence of sounds or syllables (e.g., “Mmmonnnn-daaaay”).

3 The parent refers to the word as a sequence of letters (e.g., “Write R-A-C-H-E-L.”).

High 4 The parent dictates each letter separately as the child writes.

5 The parent emphasizes a consonant–vowel or vowel–consonant sound and connects it with a letter herself (e.g., 
“Rrrrraaaa-chel. The first letter is R.”).

6 The parent emphasizes a vowel or consonant sound and connects it to a letter herself (e.g., “SSSSSophie. Write 
S.”).

7 The parent emphasizes a consonant–vowel or vowel–consonant sound and asks the child to identify the correct 
letter (e.g., “Mmmmaaaa-dison. What letter do you think it starts with?”).

8 The parent emphasizes a single consonant or vowel sound and asks the child to connect it to a letter (e.g., 
“Rrrrrachel. What letter does Rrrrrachel start with?”)

9 The parent encourages the child to isolate a sound and connect it with a letter (e.g., “What letter do you think 
Brice’s name starts with?”).
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APPENDIX B

Parental Print Support Scale
Low 1 The parent provides no assistance, and the child writes invented spelling.

2 The parent writes the letter or changes the child’s writing.

High 3 The parent holds the child’s hand while writing the letter.

4 The parent marks dots for the child to connect.

5 The parent provides an example of the letter and asks the child to copy it.

6 The parent gives a visual clue (e.g., traces the letter with a finger in the air or on the table).

7 The parent gives a verbal hint (e.g., “A P is like a circle with a line next to it.”).

8 The parent gives a verbal hint using the child’s existing letter knowledge (e.g., “It’s S like the letter S in your 
name.”).

9 The parent encourages the child to think of clues (e.g., “Try to remember what an M looks like.”).


