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Introduction

Contemporary literacy research has established beyond any doubt that that the
cognitive, behavioural, and social foundations of literacy are faid in the early years, prior to
school entry (ALLC, 1995; Burns, Griffin & Snow, 1999 Cairney, 2000; Makin & Whitehead,
2003). To understand the process of early literacy learning and its relationship with language
development in early childhood, research approaches need to include recognition of the
crucial role of the family as a child’s first literacy educators, and to use investigative methods
that can reveal as much as possible of what is happening as the young child is acquiring the
concepts, dispositions, and behaviours that lead to successful literacy in school and other
contexts. Clearly, simple measures of literacy attainment or readiness are inadequate for the
purpose of understanding the underlying conceptual and social processes.

In comparison with the large body of research on early literacy learning in school
settings, there has been relatively littie research on children’s literacy prior to school, and
even less study of interventions for young children who may be at risk of difficulties in
learning to read once they enter school (NICHD, 2004). The projects discussed here focus
on gaining new knowledge about the foundations of literacy learning, and about how to .
promote chiidren’s literacy growth by supporting families in their role as children’s first
literacy educators. The gaps in knowledge and research on most aspects of what happens
as young children take the first steps toward successful literacy in home and community
contexts need to be addressed in studies that yield rich descriptions of their literacy learning,
and examine in detail how families and others contribute to young children’s journeys into
literacy.

This kind of research requires methods that are capable of gathering detailed and
adequately contextualised information about everyday literacy activities and learning by
individual chifdren, in their families and communities, and in early childhood services.. The
search for effective ways of collecting such research data has highlighted the value of
approaches that are diverse and sensitive enough to capture the necessary kinds of
information (Spedding et al., 2004). Recent research in Australia and other countries utilises
such methods (e.g. Abbott et al., 1999; Ho, 2002; Makin & Spedding, 2002; Whitehead,
1999). A multidisciplinary approach is essential to address the cognitive, linguistic, social
and educational dimensions of literacy learning. Further, it is crucial to incorporate
perspectives from all parties involved in literacy fearning, by accessing the voices of children,
families, educators and service providers. Collaborative, participatory and naturalistic
research methods are the optimal way of achieving this, and have the added benefit of being
able to generate understandings to inform the practice of professionals and of families as
literacy educators.

The research discussed here is based at the Children and Education Research
Centre (CERC) of The University of Newcastle, Australia. It is involved with two early
childhood initiatives: SHELLS (Support at Home for Early Language and LiteracieS), which
has operated in New South Wales since 1999, and Learning Together (LT), operating in
South Australia since 2003. The CERC researchers are an interdisciplinary team with a
strong commitment to research of high quality that is of benefit to all pariicipants. Both
SHELLS and LT are language and literacy support programs for families and young chiidren.



SHELLS is a three-year program for families with children from birth to age three, funded
from both government and private sources, that has involved over 300 families to date. LT is
a program for families with children from birth to school entry, initiated and funded by the
South Australian state Department of Education and Children’s Services (DECS), that
currently operates at five sites with nearly 200 families enrolled. Both programs have a
strong emphasis on participatory research that empowers families to support their children's
early learning. .

Principies and methods in collaborative research

In the process of identifying appropriate and effective research methods for
investigating literacy learning in these contexts, several key principles emerge. These
principles are briefly outlined here, as a prelude to the description of three different types of
research instruments currently in use in these projects.

Socio-contextual approach

In keeping with new understandings of the social foundations of early cognitive
development (Rogoff, 1990; Shore, 1997), literacies are seen as far more complex and
multifaceted than just cognitive skiils for decoding print (Cope & Kalantzis, 2000; Makin &
Jones Diaz, 2002; Street, 1995). Literacy is now understood as “a set of social practices
situated in sociocultural contexts defined by members of a group through their actions with,
through and about language” (Cairney, 2002a, p.158). Learning, including literacy learning,
is social, collaborative, and cultural; it is inextricably linked with language and the joint
construction of meaning (Geekie, Cambourne & Fitzsimmons, 1999 Rogoff et al., 1993).
Especially in the early years, the family in its sociocultural context is centrai to these
interactions (Auerbach, 1989; Sulzby, 1994; Taylor, 1997). Understanding early learning
thus requires research that traces the process in its full social and cultural context
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Bruner, 1990).

Research partnerships

Partnerships between researchers, practitioners and families are essential to accessing
the kinds of information required. Traditional research models have proved less than
adequate in accessing the knowledges and practices developed by young children in family
and community settings (Hill et al., 1998; Street, 1995), and in producing results that lead to
effective change (McNaught et al., 2000; Woods, 1994). Collaboration and participation by
all participants in literacy research gives a fuller picture of literacy learning, and better access
to research outcomes (Epstein, 1996: Makin & Spedding, 2003). Ethical concerns for
respect, equity and accountability also favour the collaborative involvement of all participants
in research (Aubrey et al., 2000). These issues of equity, access, and ecological validity in
research become even more urgent when dealing with those who may be at risk, as literacy
and life chances are closely linked (Freebody & Ludwig, 1997: Hanlen, 2002, Makin, 2003).

Multiple voices and perspectives

Inciuding the voices of all participants is a top priority, for both practical and ethical
reasons. The situated expertise of parents and other carers of young children has too often
been overlooked in research and in policy and practice, particularly in circumstances of
social disadvantage (McNaught et al., 2000). Identifying and valuing diverse families’ and
communities’ knowledge about their children’s learning is essential to building genuinely
strengths-based practice in education and family services (Munford & Sanders, 2003).
Service providers, policymakers, and families need input from research that represents the
voices and perspectives of ali those involved in children’s literacy learning, including the
children themselves (Bowes, 2000; Graue & Walsh, 1998; Saracho, 2000). Program
evaluations have also suffered from a limited range of perspectives and measures. High
quality evaluation research requires active input by stakeholders, along with multiple
methods and measures (Dymond, 2001; Karoly et al, 1998).



Research-based practice

Research that informs practice is a key principle for all partners in the projects
discussed here. The effectiveness of participatory action research is well recognised,
producing valid and credibie results that can be used to improve educational programs and
services (Atweh, Kemmis & Weeks, 1998; Patton, 2002). Research is integral to both
SHELLS and LT, providing input to continuous program evaluation and development, and
increasing knowledge about the earliest, foundational stages of fiteracy. A process of
externally validated self-evaluation enables practitioners, parents and families to reflect on
their practices as literacy educators, learning through participation in the research (Pascal &
Bertram, 1997), rather than waiting for results that may or may not eventuate in a form that
can readily lead to program improvement (Makin & Jones Diaz, 2002). While research of
this kind must necessarily be specifically tailored to the needs of each program and location,
it generates results that contribute to new knowledge and applications in other programs, in
policy development, and in the field of early language and literacy as a whole (Makin &
‘Spedding, 2002; Patton, 1997, Ramphele, 1990). Research collaboration is thus a multi-
channeled process in which all participants contribute to one another's knowtedge base, and
provide input and feedback to improve each other's practice.

The general principles sketched here form the basis for selecting research methods
and instruments suitable for use in SHELLS and LT research. Although SHELLS and LT
have some similarities, they are separate programs. The research methods and instruments
developed for SHELLS over the past several years were available for consideration by the
LT research partners, but differences in research approaches and requirements were
expected (Harkins et al., 2004).

The following sections present two types of research instruments that are used in both
programs, and one instrument that is specific to LT. The development and key features of
each instrument are described, aiong with how it is used. Each of these examples illustrates
the principles outlined above. This is followed by a discussion of insights gained and issues
arising from the use of these methods, and their implications for the continuing development
of the research model.

Accessing families’ literacy experiences and perceptions

For the purposes of this research; it is important to collect and analyse data about program
and site demographics, and information which identifies changes in the beliefs, attifudes,
practices, and circumstances of the families of participating children prior to and following
implementation of the programs. Two sets of measures which have been used over the past
several years in the SHELLS program to identify changes are the SHELLS Baseline and
Follow-up Interviews, and the Confidence Survey. The LT program has its own extensive
demographic database, which is supplemented by the more specifically literacy-focussed
elements of the SHELLS interviews.

‘Surveying families’ literacy experiences

The first means of tracking changes occurs through comparison of information gained
through initial (Baseline) and subsequent (Follow-up) interviews with families. The initial
interview, administered on entry to the program, is used to collect baseline information on
attitudes towards early literacy, provision of early language and literacy experiences, access
to and use of resources, and family demographics. Changes in these are identified at the
end of each year through a follow-up interview. The follow-up interview includes an
additional reflective section relating to program content and implementation, and perceived
impact of participation in the program. This information is utilised in ongoing program
planning and development, ensuring that the program continues to meet the specific needs
of participants in diverse sites.

The general approach of the interviews is consistent with current conceptions of early
literacy learning, including recognition that it is a "a multi-dimensionat and mutually engaging
process between adults and children” (Razfar & Gutierrez, 2003, p. 38). Specific items in the
interview address the linguistic and cultural practices of literacies in their sociocultural



contexts, and recognise the importance of children’'s agency, i.e. their choice and exercise of
personal power.

Some opportunities to engage in key early language and literacy experiences have been
identified in the research literature (e.g. Snow, Burns & Griffin, 1998); for a review of
emergent literacy knowledge and skills predictive of later literacy competence, see
Scarborough (1998 2001). The kinds of experiences included in the interviews are indicated
below.

Informal interactions

Frequent, informal and meaningful interactions with written and oral language, and with
literacy-related artefacts such as books and writing instruments, are strong mediators of early
literacy development (McCormick & Mason, 1986; Purcell-Gates, 1996). Such interactions
promote an awareness of print contextualised within the community or household
environment (see Neuman & Celano, 2001) and an understanding of the functions of literacy
in everyday life. The specific form of interactions and the relevance of different types of
artefacts will vary with the cultural practices of families (Cairney, 2002b}. These potentially
rich forms of language, literacy and textual traditions provide the foundations for literacy
learning.

Mediated interactions

Children engage with such artefacts under the guidance of more capable and knowledgeable
individuals such as parents, siblings, or grandparents (Justice & Ezell, 1999; Kaderavek &
Justice, 2002; Watkins & Bunce, 1996). Adult-child shared storybook reading, for example,
is considered to be a powerful means of promoting early literacy development (e.g. Bus, Van
lizendoorn & Pellegrini, 1985; Whitehurst et al., 1988; Whitehead, 2004)

Phonological awareness

Phonological awareness refers to sensitivity to the phonological structure underlying oral and
written language (e.g. Torgesen & Davis, 1996; Whitehurst & Lonigan, 1998; Wise, Ring &
Olson, 1898). Children develop phonological awareness through shared activities such as
singing, chanting and rhyming. A strong, reciprocal association has been demonstrated
between young children’s oral language pmfscxency and early literacy development (Lonigan,
Burgess & Anthony, 2000).

Multiple literacies

Opportunities to engage with the literacies of technology (such as computer, internet, fax),
popular culture (such as movies, theatre, art), functional literacy (such as road maps,
timetables), ecological literacy (especially for Indigenous groups) and literacies other than
English, are important if children are to participate effectively in a world of “multiliteracies”
(Cope & Kalantzis, 2000; Makin, Campbell & Jones Diaz 1995). A key factor for participation
Is access to multimedia resources, through availability in the home or borrowing from the
library, as well as opportunities to engage in associated productive activities.

Surveying confidence levels

The SHELLS Confidence Survey was designed fo determine adults’ pefceptlons of
confidence in their role as their children’s first language and literacy educators. The survey
is administered on entry to the program and at the end of each subsequent year. Items
included in the survey are designed to establish levels of confidence in undertaking activities
to promote language and literacy learning, such as selecting toys, books and games, using
television and computers, and using a shared metalanguage. Aduits (usually parents) rate
their level of confidence using a five point Likert scale, ranging from Not very confident
through to Very confident. Two final, open-ended questions provide an opportunity for
participants to identify any additional aspects of language or literacy they feel confident or not
confident about. This information is utilised to identify individual and site-specific needs,
allowing these to be addressed throughout the following year.



Comparison of data obtained on each occasion allows for changes in participants’
levels of confidence in relation to each of the items to be established, and for determination
of whether previously identified needs have been met. The LT Family Literacy Perceptions
Survey utilises the SHELLS Confidence Survey with minor adaptations. The main change
was to substitute the term ‘confident’ with ‘comfortable’. This change reflected a concern that
some families in LT sites might be reluctant to identify levels of confidence, particularly low
levels of confidence, since they might feel that this could be perceived to reflect negatively on
their parenting.

Accessing information about early literacy behaviours

Another instrument used in the SHELLS research that was adapted for use in LT was
what is called the Literacy Wall in SHELLS, and the Literacy Mosaic in LT. These
instruments are completed by family members on a regular basis, giving a visual form to
parent perceptions of their children’s literacy understandings. As the Wall or Mosaic is
completed several times when children are at different ages, it also offers evidence of
changes over time in literacy learning.

The Literacy Wall originated when SHELLS researchers were investigating ways of
gathering information about children’s early literacy understandings. The many general
scales available (e.g. Brigance, 1983: Linder, 1993) were used to measure skills across a
range of areas, but did not have a strong focus on the development of iiteracy
understandings. Other instruments suitable for older children focussed specifically on
literacy (e.g. Clay, 1985), but were not appropriate for use with infants and toddlers. The

search-was made more difficult by the fact that the researchers wished the instruments to be
" naturalistic and participatory, drawing on the situated expertise of parents,

The notion of situated expertise (Schén, 1983) is at the heart of both SHELLS and LT.
Both are partnerships between researchers, who know the research literature and what it
says about building strong literacy foundations; program leaders, who have a background in
early childhood education; and parents, who know their families and communities.
Recognising and validating the situated expertise of all stakeholders, including the children
themselves, supports children’s early literacy learning within a range of home and community
settings.

When it was decided to use a version of the Literacy Wall in the LT research, the
SHELLS items were reviewed. All but two were retained, and the design was changed to a
mosaic, to better reflect the open-ended nature of the instrument. The Literacy Wall or
Mosaic is presented to participants as an A4 shest of paper on which there are a number of
items. The majority of these identify Early Literacy Behaviours (ELBs) based on current
understandings of what might be expected in children from birth to four years (Burges,s
1897; Snow, Burns & Griffin, 1998: Sylva, 1999). Some of the ‘bricks'/'tiles’ are left blank for
parents to add additional early literacy behaviours that they observed. Thus, there are two
categories of observations: one in which ELBs are selected by the researchers, and one in
which parents select additional ELBs to record. The Literacy Wall/Mosaic is compieted at
regular intervals by participants. In the first instance, program personnel introduce the items
to all participants. It is then completed individually, with assistance always available.

The information that is collected reflects the aduit participants’ observations of their
children and their knowledge of their children’s everyday behaviours (Makin, 2004). Parents
can thus assist in building up a picture of very young chiidren’s early literacy behaviours, as
they have many opportunities to observe their children in everyday contexts.

in SHELLS, the Literacy Wall continues to evolve. This process reflects the complex
nature of literacy, and offers a way of incorporating participant input, through the information
recorded in the blank bricks on the Wall. These items are grouped and scrutinised.
Sometimes they are judged to be re-wordings of items already on the Wall. Sometimes they
are new and, where it seems an area that would be useful to follow through, the Wall is
adapted to include that item. It was through parent input that items relating to information
communication technology were added to the Wall, as parents reported that their children



attended differently to electronic media content and advertisements, and could select their
own CDs or DVDs, from a very early age.

As well as offering an appropriate way of collecting information about young children’'s
ELBs, the Literacy Wall/Mosaic serves other functions. It assists parents to develop their
observation and reflection skills, and provides them with a visual record of their children’s
literacy learning over time. Most parents appear to enjoy using the Literacy Wall. One
SHELLS group decided that they wanted a Literacy Wall for themselves so that they would
have a record of their own learning as they participated in SHELLS. The participants and the
SHELLS facilitator developed a draft Participant Literacy Wall for this purpose, which they
sent to the researchers for comment and then began to use.

Accessing children’s voices

Gathering data about children’s development and learning has long been the domain
of adults. It was important in designing the LT research project to embrace contemporary
reconstructions of childhoods, and to find a way for children’s voices to be heard. - Data about
children’s cultures garnered from parents and teachers are important, but insight from the
privileged position of the children themselves is indispensable. Instant Video Revisiting (IVR)
was chosen as a suitable tool for gathering information from chiidren, about children.

The process of IVR was conceived by Forman (1999) as a vaiuable means of
observing and documenting children’s work in early childhood settings. Evolving from the
practices of teachers in Reggio Emilia, Italy, documentation involves collaboration between
children and teachers in ‘revisiting” the children’s endeavours through discussion and
contemplation (Edwards, Gandini & Forman, 1993). This practice not only entails an artefact
that records leamning (e.g. a photograph, a written record or a work sample), but provides a
springboard for reflection and broadening thinking. Forman extended this process by
introducing to the playroom a small handheld videc camera with a foldout LCD screen, {o
record the children and serve as a means of revisiting.

Forman's (1999) procedure involves recording a child (or children) at play,-and shortly
(perhaps minutes) thereafter, playing back the video recording on the camera’s inbuilt screen
and discussing it with the child; the discussion taking place in the context of the learning
_ experience recorded on the tape. Previous studies (Forman, 1999; Hong & Broderick, 2003)
have shown that IVR can be an especially useful metacognitive tool because children are
able to move beyond a recount of their actions. The children's generally limited working
memory resources are thus freed to focus on the revisiting task, rather than on the effort of
recalling. This results in a deeper insight into the purpose and intent of their actions,
because the video recordings take care of the narrative recount of events. This is consistent
with Swelier's (1988; 1994) cognitive load theory; reducing the load on working memory
leads to positive outcomes in a range of teaching and learning endeavours. Being privy to
information about literacies from the children’'s perspectives provides more ecologically valid
data, which in turn, can be used to plan further learning experiences cooperatively with
children.

Shared book reading has been identified by researchers (e.g. Wells, 1985, Neuman,
1996) as one of the most important foundational literacy events in children’s early lives. It
can build positive dispositions towards engaging in literacy events, develop receptive and
productive vocabulary, and increase children’s knowledge about the world in which they live
and their empathy towards others, as well as helping children learn concepts and functions of
print. One way in which SHELLS collects information about children's experiences with
shared book reading is to video them with their parent/carer when they are within the age
windows of 8-12 months, 18-22 months, and 32-36 months. The videos give useful
information about adulis’ strategies and children’'s reactions, and offer insight into the
messages about literacy that young children are receiving as they engage in this experience.
Close observation of this kind, particularly for children in the first two age windows, is an
appropriate way to study young chiidren. However, it does not offer children the opportunity
to comment directly upon the experience. At the age of three years, such comment is
becoming possible.



For the LT project, it was decided to use the child-centred IVR instrument to gather
data about children’s literacy practices from their perspective. Other tools, such as verbal
protocol analysis, can be used to gather similar information, but were rejected because of
their researcher-centred focus. The IVR data are collected while children aged
approximately three years engage in book play with a close adult. The book play session is
recorded using a small handheld video camera and then, adhering to Forman's (1999)
protocol, the recording is shown teo the child during a semi-structured interview about what is
seen and heard on the videotape. It was at this point that the IVR procedure was extended
beyond the normal playroom process, as it is important for the researchers to have ongoing
access {0 these data. For this reason, the video revisiting is recorded with a second video
camera, and the ensuing discussion is transcribed verbatim for coding and analysis from a
phenomenological perspective using gsr NVivo software. Video footage of both book play
and the revisiting is available to be imported into the NVivo project as necessary, allowing
links to be made to apposite sections of the transcripts.

When investigating development and practices in early childhood language and
literacies, it is relatively easy to collect data as an adult outsider. Careful observation,
interviews with teachars, and the like, yield useful and interesting data. However, the best
sources of information from the children’s perspectives are the children themselves. IVR has
very constructive applications in early childhood teaching and learning environments.
Extending this participatory research tool beyond the immediate confines of the playroom
provides an ideal platform on which to situate children’s perspectives of their own
development and practices, ensuring opportunity for all participants’ voices to be heard.

Discussion

The research instruments described above range from fairly conventional survey and
interview techniques, through more open-ended and flexible data gathering methods, {0 a
highly innovative technology-based approach. Each method has been selected and
customised with a view to empowering parficipants and facilitating their input to the research
process. The focus of these three types of instruments is on accessing the voices of adults
about themseives and their families (in the interviews), the voices of adults about their
children (in the Literacy Wall and Mosaic), and the voices of children themselves (in the IVR
process).

It will also be observed that these diverse research instruments provide output in
different modes: the familiar facts and figures of survey and interview data, the visual mode
of the Literacy Wall and Mosaic, and multimedia data from book play and IVR. These
diverse types of data add depth to the picture gained, and render the research data far more
immediately accessibie, vivid, and useful for purposes of reflection and real-time learning.
However, these advantages are accompanied by gquestions and issues, ranging from
theoretical questions of reliability and validity, to practical issues of implementation.

With the advantages of accessing parents' and families’ perspectives via interviews
and the Literacy Wall or Mosaic, for example, comes the question whether adults who are
not trained observers can offer valid and useful information to researchers. The SHELLS
experience (Makin, 2004) suggests that the answer is yes. This is consistent with findings
from Dickinson and DeTemple (1998), whose hypothesis was that parents of young children
could predict their children’'s school literacy development. The researchers compared the
reports of low income parents, gathered when their children were three and four years old,
with teacher assessments of children's performance a couple of years later in kindergarien
and first grade. They found significant correlations between parental reports and teacher
reports and assessments.

The reliability of families' self-reporting has been gquestioned, in relation to literacy
practices, use of information technology, book reading, library usage, children’s literacy
behaviours, and the like. It is natural that families seek o present themselves and their
children in a positive light, to gain approval from program staff or to compare favourably with
other program participants. This factor highlights the importance of multiple methods and
measures, to allow triangulation of the research data. For example, parent observations may
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or may not be consistent with video data, or with practitioners' reflective journais, which
comprise another source of data for this research. It is important for families to experience
that their self-reports are treated with respect and confidentiality, and as an opportunity for
them to compare only with their own progress over time. For this reason, interviews and
observations are conducted individually, not in groups.

The customisation and evolutionary nature of these research processes enhances their
effectiveness. Modifying the terminology of the LT Family Literacy Perceptions Survey from
‘confident’ to ‘comfortable’ may encourage more accurate self-reporting. Interview questions
that are found to be unclear can be modified and improved with each edition of the sSurveys,
following review by the research partners. Respondents and participants are aware that their
input and views are taken seriously, when they see their nput incorporated into later versions
of the Literacy Wall, Mosaic or other research instruments.

In the initial months of the LT research, the majority of the research tools used were
adapted from those used in SHELLS research, although other instruments specific to the LT
research are also being used or developed. Research instruments that can be customised
for each program and context are essential to enable research to meet program-specific
needs for self-evaluation and informing practice. Customising the instruments ailows
maodification to suit the interests and focus areas of different groups, but raises questions of
cross-program validity and generalisability. It has been interesting, from this point of view, to
observe the relatively small amount of modification between SHELLS and LT research
instruments. The maintenance of many shared items offers opportunities for cross-program
joint research into the foundations of literacy. _

As participants experience the empowerment of engaging actively with the research
instruments, group dynamics become an important influence on the process. For example,
the group of parents who initiated their own, adult version of the Literacy Wall gained
considerable insight from the exercise, but their initiative was not continued by others after
the participants most interested in it left the program when their children turned three, and

the SHELLS facilitator changed.

' " Another important issue is when and how findings are reported to participants. One of
the findings from analysis of the SHELLS Literacy Wall is that there is a trend for gender
differences in reported ELBs to be evident by the age of three years. In a controlled
experiment, this information would not be shared with participants. However, the philosophy
underiying SHELLS, and its aim to contribute to ensuring that children establish strong
fiteracy foundations prior to school entry, means that this information needs to be shared with
participants, who may then choose to change their own interaction patterns with their
children.

Dealing with issues arising in colfaborative relationships can be time-consuming and
requires tact and forbearance on all sides. It is very difficult for busy practitioners and
parents to find time to make their contributions to the research process. Academic
researchers face the challenge of making clear to other research participants the
requirements of rigour and validity in data collection and analysis. Appropriateness of
research procedures and timelines must be continually reviewed and renegotiated in the light
of contextual realities in each research location. Many of these issues have been ironed out
over the several years of SHELLS research, and are currently being addressed in the newer
LT research collaboration, which faces the additional challenge of greater geographical
separation between research partners. What has become clear is that maintaining effective
coliaboration requires a strong commitment to the shared principles discussed here, along
with clear communication, frequent opportunities to reaffirm the joint focus and the benefits
experienced by all partners, and realistic approaches to institutional constraints. Internal and
external pressures in early childhood and academic work settings often present obstacles to
fully collaborative research, despite increasing calls for such research partnerships and for
research of the quality that they can deliver.
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Concluding remarks

Findings from the research thus far confirm the commencement of early literacy
behaviours at much younger ages than previously recognised by parents or by many early
childhood practitioners. They also confirm the value of the situated expertise of families,
their ability to observe and reflect on their role as literacy educators, and their ability to make
constructive changes based on increased awareness. There are sfrong indications that
these structured ways of accessing the voices of families and children are helpful to
practitioners, assisting them 1o refiect on their own practice and to better understand families’
and young children’s experiences with and perceptions of iiteracies.

This discussion has covered fewer than half of the research instruments used in the
two projects, Other instruments focus on different stakeholders and other types of data, and
all stakeholders are welcome io propose ways of expanding or improving the research
processes, wherever practicable. What has become clear is that this flexible and evolving
research model offers advantages that outweigh the problems and issues encountered thus
far. It appears to be a genuine step forward, particularly in the light of calls for
multidisciplinary, collaborative studies incorporating a range of methods sufficient to create a
body of knowledge on which to base high quality programs (NICHD, 2004).
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