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ABSTRACT 

 

Lor, P.  Home literacy experiences of two Hmong dual language learners.  ME in 

Professional Development, August 2012, 103pp. (J. Shanks) 

 

This thesis study examines the home literacy experiences of two Hmong children who are 

dual language learners.  The research consists of two case studies in which each case 

specifically focused on one child’s literacy-related activities at home.  At the time of data 

collection, both children were two years-old.  Data was collected through multiple home 

observations of the children as well as several interviews with the children’s mothers 

about their child’s home literacy experience.  Through the use of data triangulation and 

discourse analysis, results indicated that each child engaged in some literacy-related 

activities at home; however, their home environment is not fully conducive to early 

literacy development.  The study provides several suggestions for parents to help support 

their child with early literacy at home.  Additionally, the study strongly suggests that the 

participants’ community create a Hmong Family Literacy Program for Hmong families as 

an initiative to support children’s home literacy experience.          
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CHAPTER I 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 The present study involves examining home literacy practices of two year-old 

Hmong children using a qualitative ethnographic research method.  The Hmong is a 

minority group who fled their homeland in Laos and Thailand after the Vietnam War in 

1975.  Many resettled in the United States while others resettled in countries such as 

France, Canada, Australia, and Germany (Lee and Tapp, 2010).  Today, the Hmong form 

a diaspora, which refers to people living far away from their ancestral homeland 

(Baumann, 2000).  Like many diasporic groups, they rebuilt their lives in their new 

environment while also holding onto their traditional values and customs.    

 The researcher of the present study is a Hmong individual whose parents had to 

make the difficult adjustment of resettling in the United States.  The researcher grew up 

in the United States, graduated from American public schools, and understands how 

crucial reading and writing are for success in school.  Based on years of study in 

education, the researcher also understands that literacy skills begin at home even before 

children enter preschool.  As a result, the researcher is interested in how young Hmong 

children are experiencing literacy at home.  The purpose of this research is to provide a 

better understanding of young Hmong children's home literacy prior to formal schooling.   

This study poses the following question:  What literacy practices do Hmong children 

engage in at home prior entering formal school? 
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The Need for Research 

 

 Research has indicated that the emergent literacy skills and knowledge children 

bring with them to school are critical determinants of how well they will learn to read in 

elementary school, and how well children learn to read at the elementary level is a critical 

determinant of their lifelong career and economic prospects (Storch and Whitehurst, 

2001).  Although research has been conducted on Hmong parents' belief about education 

and Hmong students' academic achievement, hardly any research has been done on the 

topic of young Hmong children and their emergent literacy practices at home.   

According to Teale and Sulzby (1986), Marie Clay, an expert in the field of 

emergent literacy, asserts that the period between birth and six is a critical period for 

literacy development.  During this period, children learn to understand and use language 

to communicate.  They also see and interact with various types of print, including books 

and signs, and witness the adults engage in every-day literacy activities.  Through young 

children's own engagement with activities such as singing, scribbling, coloring, and 

pointing to logos they start to connect what they see, say, and hear with their knowledge 

about print (Roth and Paul, 2009).  Essentially, they learn about reading, writing, and 

print through active engagement in their environment (Teale and Sulzby, 1986; 

Whitehurst and Lonigan, 1998).  As a result, it is critical to investigate home literacy 

experiences young Hmong children have so that appropriate recommendations can be 

made for parents as well as the community to further support children’s early literacy 

development.   
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Significance of Study 

 The goal of qualitative research is to better understand human behavior and 

experience.  Researchers seek to grasp the processes by which people make meaning and 

to describe what those meanings are (Bogdan and Biklen, 1992).  This present qualitative 

ethnographic study adds to the body of research on emergent literacy.  More specifically, 

this study provides a glimpse of Hmong children's early home literacy experiences.  

Acquiring an understanding of Hmong children's home literacy practices will allow 

parents, schools, and the community to better meet the needs of these children.  This 

study is an important first step to helping Hmong parents and the communities in which 

they live take action to help create meaningful literacy experiences for young children.   

Limitation of Study 

 Several limitations of this study should be considered when reading and 

interpreting the results.  First of all, the nature of a case study is that the population 

examined is often small.  This case study was designed to examine only two Hmong 

children and their parents in order to closely examine their interaction with literacy and 

their parents' involvement in their literacy development.  This study does not examine 

parents’ socioeconomic levels; therefore, no direct correlation can be made about parents’ 

socioeconomic level and children’s home literacy experience.  Additionally, this study 

does not examine parents’ literacy levels, so no connection can be made between parents’ 

literacy levels and the affect it has on their children’s literacy experience at home.  

Another limitation of this study is that the findings are unique to the two participant 

families.  Though the results in this study may reveal some similarities among Hmong 

families, it by no means assumes that all young Hmong children experience the same 
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home literacy activities or that all Hmong parents provide literacy support in the same 

way.  An additional limitation is that the researcher is a relative of the two participant 

families, so the researcher's presence has the possibility of affecting the situation being 

observed in unknown ways.  To minimize the effect, the researcher tried to interact with 

participants in a natural, unobtrusive manner in which the researcher attempted to 

interfere as little as possible in the families' normal activities during the process of data 

collection. 

Definition of Terms 

Alphabetic principle:  concept that each sound (phoneme) of a language has its own 

graphic representation (letter) 

Emergent literacy:  young children's behaviors of imitating reading and writing activities 

with books and writing materials even though they cannot yet read or write (Teale and 

Sulzby, 1986) 

Emergent reading:  a process of development where children go from learning about 

basic book concepts to learning how to use a variety of strategies to make meaning from 

print 

Emergent writing:  a process of development where children go from making scribbles to 

using a variety of strategies to spell and write words 

Emergent:  development of something new emerging in the child that was not there 

previously (Teale and Sulzby, 1986) 

Hmong:  An ethnic minority group originating from the mountainous areas of southern 

China and later migrating to Laos and Thailand.  After the Vietnam War in 1975, many 
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Hmong families resettled around various countries throughout the world, including the 

United States.   

Literacy activities:  activities such as songs, games, books which promote the 

understanding of reading and writing  

Literacy:  interrelatedness of language:  speaking, listening, reading, writing, and viewing 

(Teale and Sulzby, 1986) 

Oral language skills:  the ability of a speaker/listener to grasp and use the grammar and 

phonological knowledge used in a language 

Phoneme:  smallest unit of sound in a language 

Phonological awareness:  degree of sensitivity to the sound structure of oral language 

(Anthony and Francis, 2005) 

Print awareness:  children’s knowledge about print and book reading conventions; such 

as in English reading is done from the top to bottom of a page and from the left to right 

(Justice and Ezell, 2001) 

Reading Readiness:  readiness of a person to benefit from beginning reading instruction 

Chapter Summary 

 Chapter I provides an introduction to the present study, explaining the purposes 

and questions guiding the present study and the need as well as the significance of this 

particular research.  This chapter also addressed limitations of the research.  Chapter II 

will provide a brief history of the Hmong people and will include a review of research on 

emergent literacy.   

    

 



 6 

 

 

 

CHAPTER II 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

 This chapter consists of a review of literature on important topics relating to the 

present research study.  The literature review is divided into three major parts.  The first 

part focuses specifically on the Hmong.  The Hmong are recent refugee arrivals in the 

United States, and it is important to acknowledge their history as well as their traditional 

ways of learning literacy.  This section begins with a discussion of the origins of Hmong 

people as well as a description of their history followed by a section on Hmong literacy.  

The second part focuses on emergent literacy.  This section starts with the emergent 

literacy theory and then discusses five components of emergent literacy.  The last part of 

the literature review focuses on home literacy experiences and concludes with various 

literacy activities for parents and children. 

Hmong Origin and History 

 The Hmong people have never documented their own history; therefore, they do 

not have written records of their own origin (Lee, 2007).  Their history can be pieced 

together through Hmong oral history or from what other people who have interacted with 

the Hmong have written down about them.  Scholars have tried to piece together clues to 

estimate the Hmong’s origin.  There are different theories about the origin of the Hmong.  

Oral history indicates that the Hmong came from a place where there was ice and snow 

and where days and nights lasted for as long as six months.  Given the Hmong’s 

consistent practice of shamanism, which initially began in Siberia, some anthropologists 
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believe the Hmong originated from that area (Quincy, 1995).  Other claims have been 

made that the Hmong left Mesopotamia and slowly migrated north through Russia, 

Siberia, and Mongolia before settling in southern China.  Another theory refuted these 

assertions arguing that the Hmong’s original homeland had always been southern China 

(Lee, 2007; Thao, 2006).  Although there is no official agreement among scholars about 

the origin of the Hmong, there is a consensus among contemporary historians of ancient 

China that the Hmong were recorded in Chinese history as early as 3000 B.C. and no 

later than 1200 B.C. (Quincy, 1995).         

 Regardless of the Hmong’s origin, they have a long history in China.  Early 

references in Chinese history around the time of Christ have mentioned a group of people 

Chinese referred to as the Miao.  Hmong ancestors are believed to be a part of the Miao.  

According to Lee and Trapp (2010), the Miao were defeated by the Han Chinese 

ancestors in the third millennium BC.  In the 16 Century, the Han Chinese population 

expanded greatly, and as they expanded into the southern parts of China resources 

became scarcer.  This led to fierce struggles and conflicts over which groups in southern 

China should control and have access to the scarce resources.  During this time, the 

Hmong were pushed up into the mountains.   

 The Hmong living in the United States today migrated from Laos.  Laos is a small 

country that shares its borders with five other countries, including Thailand, Vietnam, 

and Cambodia.  In the late 1800s Laos was under French rule.  Laos eventually earned its 

independence from France and become its own nation in 1953.  In 1954, the Geneva 

Peace Accords was signed stating that no foreign troops were allowed to be stationed in 

Laos to ensure its neutrality during the Cold War (Vang, 2008).  As a result, the United 
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States created a Program Evaluation Office in which retired military officers 

administered a military aid program.  Since no foreign troops were allowed in Laos, the 

United States military officers, wearing civilian clothes, began training men from the 

Royal Lao Army (RLA) because “Both the [United States] State Department and the 

Pentagon believed the best way to prevent the spread of Communism into Laos was to 

build up the RLA” (Chan, 1994, p. 24).   

In 1961, the United States became alarmed at the Communists’ military advances 

and, fearing that Laos would fall into communism, broke the Geneva Accord.  It was 

during this time that the United States established a direct relationship with the Hmong.  

In late 1961, United States CIA agents contacted and convinced the Hmong military 

leader Vang Pao of the Royal Lao Army to work for the Americans.  Under General 

Vang Pao’s command, the Hmong soldiers played a critical role in the war.  They rescued 

flyers gunned down by communist, watched the skies and monitored their radios for 

crippled aircrafts from mountaintops, and stood ready to rescue downed pilots or secure 

an area for a rescue chopper to pick up men (Hamilton-Merritt, 1993).  In exchange for 

their involvement with the Americans, the Hmong would be provided with necessities 

such as food, protection, medicine, and military training, and supplies (Chan, 1994; 

Vang, 2008).  

According to Vang (2008), between 1961 until 1973, the “United States provided 

military aid to the Royal Lao government disguised under the façade of economic 

expansion and under the auspices of the US Agency for International Development 

(USAID).  The Laos war was overseen by the US ambassador, run by the CIA, and 

supported by the US military—all without the consent and knowledge of Congress” (p. 



 9 

2).  During its peak in 1969, there were about 40,000 Hmong men in the secret army—

the army which held back the Pathet Lao and North Vietnamese in containing and 

advancing the spread of communism (Chan, 1994).  

 In late 1972, Henry Kissinger, President Nixon’s national security advisor, 

informed North Vietnamese of America’s intentions to withdraw all military support for 

the Royal Lao Army once a peace settlement was reached.  In January 1973, President 

Nixon and North Vietnamese negotiated to terminate the war in Vietnam.  A couple of 

days later, a formal cease-fire agreement was signed in Pairs (Chan, 1994; Quincy, 1995).  

The following month the peace treaty Agreement on the Restoration of Peace and 

Reconciliation in Laos was signed, which called for a cease-fire in Laos as well 

(Hamilton-Merritt, 1993).  By the end of 1974, all American military advisors in Laos 

left with only a small number of USAID men and one CIA agent remaining to help the 

Hmong.  The CIA agent remained in Laos to help the Hmong for as long as he could, but 

eventually he received orders to inform the Hmong that Americans could no longer help 

them (Chan, 1994).  After the United States stopped its support, the Hmong had to flee 

their beloved homeland for safety in the jungles and refugee camps in Thailand.  After 

spending time in Thai refugee camps, some families decided to leave the harsh conditions 

of the camps for an unknown world.  Hmong resettled in various countries, including the 

United States.  Today, California, Minnesota, the Carolinas and Wisconsin are home to a 

large number of Hmong. 

Hmong Literacy 

 People living in the United States today come from different cultures from all 

over the world.  Some people still have strong ties to their oral culture while others do 
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not.  The Hmong is one group of people who values its traditional oral culture.  

According to Thao (2006), “oral tradition values and unwritten constructive knowledge 

serve as everyday living and learning experiences . . . The (H)mong lives are embedded 

with oral information that infuses their customs and religion” (p. 52) and are transmitted 

orally from generation to generation.  In oral tradition, knowledge is transformed through 

memorization, repetition, and performance (Thao, 2006). 

 Through telling folktales, legends, myths, fables, and epic poems, Hmong elders 

educate children about history, heritage, life skills, and cultural and moral values (Lee 

and Tapp, 2010; Thao, 2006).  Traditionally, Hmong songs, known as kwv txhiaj, are also 

passed on from generation to generation.  Hmong use songs as a way to release personal 

hardship; express homesickness; describe orphanage; and communicate about war, 

separation, and loss.  Most Hmong songs though are about love and are used for 

courtship (Thao, 2006).  Other Hmong oral literature includes wedding and funeral chants 

as well as proverbs (Lee and Tapp, 2010).   

 Traditionally, many young Hmong children participated in listening to the oral 

stories elders told.  This was a means of early education for young Hmong children in 

Laos and Thailand. Though there were no reading or writing-related tasks with the oral 

stories, children still developed important skills necessary for later literacy development.  

The oral stories enriched children’s Hmong vocabulary and encouraged them to further 

develop their listening and language skills, as children would often listen to the story and 

ask questions or later try to retell the stories.  In addition to furthering the skills necessary 

for later literacy, oral stories provided children the opportunity to learn about their own 

culture at a young age, including the experiences of Hmong people as well as cultural and 
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moral values of their own culture.  Today, in the United States, fewer Hmong children are 

hearing the oral stories.  Instead, many Hmong children grow up in households where 

both Hmong and English are used in the home, many times interchangeably.  In some 

households, Hmong seems to become a second language as parents and children use more 

English to communicate.  As a result, some young Hmong children growing up in the 

United States get less exposure to the richness of the Hmong language and miss out some 

of the early learning opportunities that oral stories provide. 

 Though the oral tradition has long been a part of Hmong culture, written language 

is relatively new to the Hmong.  The Western missionaries William Smalley, G. Linwood 

Barney, and Fr. Yves Bertrais along with their Hmong assistants produced the 

Romanized Popular Alphabet (RPA) for the Hmong (Duffy, 2007).  With the RPA, the 

sounds of the Hmong language are represented by letters of the Romanized alphabet.  

The widely used Hmong written system consists of 16 vowel phonemes, 8 different tone 

markers, and 63 consonantal phonemes (19 single consonants, 24 double consonantal 

blends, 16 triple consonantal blends, and 4 quadruple consonantal blends) (Duffy, 2007; 

Thao, 1999).    

 Hmong individuals have utilized the Hmong RPA writing and published various 

literatures.  Nyia Pao Lee, for instance, published a series of four Hmong novels:  Vim 

Leej Twg (1985), Lub Neej Dai Taw (1986), Neej Kua Muag (1989), and Txoj Saw Hlub 

(1990).  In addition to Hmong literature, some Hmong writers also find their voice 

through writing in English.  Kao Kalia Yang, a freelance writer, published The Late 

Homecomers (2008), a book of family memoirs.  Another successful book written in 
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English is Dust of Life: A True Ban Vinai Love Story (2004) by Hmong anthropologist 

Gary Yia Lee.   

Emergent Literacy 

 In the 1920s, the concept of reading readiness began to emerge and educators 

began to recognize the early childhood years as a "period of preparation" for reading and 

writing.  With reading readiness, researchers were interested in indentifying the factor or 

factors that enabled children to be mentally ready for reading (Teale and Sulzby, 1986).  

Reading readiness focused on the questions of what skills children need to acquire before 

they can profit from formal reading instruction (Whitehurst and Lonigan, 1998).  

Ultimately, reading readiness gave rise to two different lines of research on preparing 

children for reading:  one group believed that reading readiness was a result of maturation 

(nature) while the other group believed that appropriate experiences could accelerate 

readiness (nurture) (Teale and Sulzby, 1986).   

 Reading readiness from the maturation or "neural ripeness" perspective was 

prominent from 1920s to 1950s.  From this perspective, development was controlled by 

maturation and the mental processes necessary for reading would develop automatically 

at a certain time.  As a result, parents and educators were advised to postpone beginning 

reading until their child was mentally ready at "six years and six months" old (Teale and 

Sulzby, 1986, p. x).   

 During the late 1950s and the 1960s, the dominant belief of reading readiness as 

maturation shifted toward readiness as the product of experience.  Advocates of this 

perspective argued that if children had the appropriate experiences, their readiness for 

reading could develop faster.  Teale and Sulzby (1986) attributed the shift of reading 
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readiness as a product of experience to several factors:  a growing reliance on reading 

readiness tests and workbooks; increased research on young children which demonstrated 

that preschoolers knew more than what had generally been believed; and supporters of 

social equality arguing that the reading readiness approach was condemning black 

children as well as children of minority backgrounds who come from culturally 

disadvantaged homes, educational failure.   

 Marie Clay first used the term emergent literacy to describe young children's 

behaviors of imitating reading and writing activities with books and writing materials 

even though they could not yet read or write.  The term emergent suggest that there is 

development taking place—that there is something new emerging in the child that was 

not there previously.  The term literacy refers to the interrelatedness of language:  

speaking, listening, reading, writing, and viewing (Teale and Sulzby, 1986).  In her book 

What Did I Write (1975) Clay emphasized the importance of the relationship between 

reading and writing in early literacy development.  Other researchers define emergent 

literacy as referring to the developmental precursors of formal reading that originate early 

in children’s life and includes learning about reading, writing, and print prior to actually 

attending school (Whitehurst and Lonigan, 1998; Whitehurst and Lonigan, 2001).   

 Advocates of emergent literacy advocate the idea that literacy development begins 

before children start formal school instruction and that children can reasonably use 

reading and writing behaviors in informal settings such as their home and community.  

Literacy development is viewed as a gradual process in which children are doing critical 

cognitive work in literacy development from birth to age six.  Children develop both the 

oral (listening and speaking) as well as the written (reading and writing) abilities 
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concurrently and these are interrelated instead of developing in a sequential as previously 

thought.  Emergent literacy proponents caution that even though children's knowledge of 

literacy can be described in terms of generalized stages, they can go through the 

developmental stages in various ways and at different ages (Teale and Sulzby, 1986).   

 Research over the last few years about literacy development in early childhood 

also concludes that children develop literacy in real-life settings for real-life activities and 

that children learn written language through active engagement with their world.  

Children learn about reading and writing through watching adults, particularly parents, 

engage in literacy activities; interacting socially with adults in literacy-related situations; 

and exploring print on their own.  Researchers believe that children acquire knowledge of 

vocabulary, syntax, language, letters, and narrative structure that directly relate to 

learning how to read and write at a very early age.  Additionally, proponents of the 

emergent literacy perspective believe that children learn the functions, uses, conventions, 

and significance of text through activities such as emergent reading, emergent writing, 

and reading environmental print prior to entering formal school (Teale and Sulzby, 1986; 

Whitehurst and Lonigan, 1998).   

 Roth and Paul (2009) put the emergent literacy theory into perspective.  They 

explain that children begin to learn language from birth, and as they grow they learn to 

understand and use language to communicate their ideas, thoughts, and feelings.  

Children also see and interact with print—such as books, grocery lists, signs—in 

everyday situations, including the home and community before entering school.  Through 

activities such as recognizing and reciting rhymes, scribbling with crayons, pointing out 

logos, and singing the alphabet, children start to appreciate and enjoy print.  Gradually, 
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they start to connect what they see and what they know about speaking and listening with 

what they know about print.  This sets the stage for becoming ready to learn to read and 

write.  

Components of Emergent Literacy 

 Emergent literacy behaviors provide children the foundation to become successful 

future readers and writers.  Print knowledge, phonological awareness, oral language 

skills, emergent reading, and emergent writing are important components of emergent 

literacy.  Below is a discussion of each element as well as some research evidence linking 

the element to later literacy achievement.   

Print Knowledge 

 Print awareness refers to children’s knowledge about print and book reading 

conventions (Justice and Ezell, 2001).  Within the context of home and community, 

young children learn about print through socially meaningful experiences with print.  By 

the age of about three, children can identify environmental print, such as sings, labels, 

and logos (Teale and Sulzby, 1989).  As children participate in interactive reading, they 

learn about books—that books have authors, illustrators, titles, and page numbers.  

Children also learn how to handle books, including turning the page and identifying a 

book’s front and back cover.  When they are regularly read to, play with letters, engage in 

word games, and, later, receive formal reading instruction, children begin to understand 

how print functions.  They start to learn in English that print is read from left to right and 

from top to bottom.  Children also become familiar with how print looks on a page and 

develop an awareness of print features such as capital letters, punctuation marks, and 

word lengths.  Additionally, through print interaction, children develop the concept of 
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words and start to learn that meaning is conveyed through words and that printed words 

are separated by spaces (Texas Education Agency, 2001).  

 According to Whitehurst and Lonigan (2001), knowledge of print and the 

alphabet at school entry is one of the predictors of later reading achievement because in 

alphabetic writing systems, decoding text involves translating units of print to units of 

sound and writing involves translating units of sound into units of print.  This process, at 

the most basic level, requires the ability to distinguish letters.  A beginning reader who 

cannot recognize and distinguish the individual letters of the alphabet will have difficulty 

learning the sounds those letters represent because children’s reading development 

depends on their understanding of the alphabetic principle—the idea that letters and letter 

patterns represent sounds of spoken language (Whitehurst and Lonigan, 2001).  

Understanding the relationship between sounds and letters allows children to better grasp 

familiar and unfamiliar words and to begin reading with fluency (Texas Education 

Agency, 2001). 

 Smith (1996), who has specifically examined the relationship between preschool 

children's emergent literacy knowledge and their subsequent reading performance five 

years later, concluded that young children’s connections with print lead to successful 

reading.  The study, based on 64 preschoolers, reveals that young children who enter 

preschool with more knowledge and experiences with print are likely to do better when 

learning to read.  In the study, Smith found that the highest scoring preschoolers show 

sophisticated knowledge of alphabetic letters.  For example, children who score high 

know most of the 26 alphabetic letters and are successful at identifying some letter 

sounds.  When they write their names and other dictated words, they demonstrate 
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advanced abilities.  On the other hand, lowest-performing preschoolers are not able to 

identify any letter names or sounds.  When write their names and other dictated words or 

short phrases, their productions reflect a lack of awareness about alphabetic letters and 

their writing samples are simple lines and scribbles.  Five years after preschool, the 

lowest-performing preschool children all are reading below grade level and are receiving 

additional reading services.  By third grade, all of the highest-scoring preschoolers have 

reached advanced reading levels (Smith, 1996).  

Phonological Awareness 

 Phonological awareness refers to a person's degree of sensitivity to the sound 

structure of oral language (Anthony and Francis, 2005).  It entails the ability to 

acknowledge, think about, and manipulate the individual sounds in words (Anthony and 

Francis, 2005; Zygouris-Coe, 2001).  Phonological awareness is important in emergent 

literacy because it helps children understand the alphabetic principle. Through the 

alphabetic principle, children begin to understand that letters represents individual 

phonemes in words and that those letter sounds can be analyzed and integrated 

(Zygouris-Coe, 2001).  Further, knowledge of letter-to-sound association allows children 

to decode printed words.  Children who have a difficult time identifying or manipulating 

sounds in words will struggle with learning to read (Anthony and Francis, 2005).    

 In phonology, spoken words can be subdivided into two levels of analysis: 

syllables and phonemes. At the syllable level, there is the onset and rime.  Onset is the 

consonant phoneme before the vowel and rime includes the vowel phoneme and any 

subsequent consonants. In regards to phonological development, children usually acquire 
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an awareness of large phonology units, such as words and syllables, before understanding 

small phonology units, such as morphemes and phonemes (Goswami, 2002).  

 According to Pullen and Justice (2003), phonological awareness can be 

represented by children’s abilities to sort words on the basis of beginning, middle, or 

ending sounds and to produce and comprehend rhymes (Pullen and Justice, 2003).  

Goswami (2002) has asserted that rhyme contributes to reading because English rhymes 

are often represented by consistent spelling sequences (e.g., light, fight, and night).  

Children’s knowledge of rhymes allows them to form categories of words that share 

onsets or rimes, and through associating the categories of words with strings of letters it 

could help children learn spelling sequences.  

 In a follow-up study by MacDonald and Cornwall (1995) on 24 teenagers, who 11 

years ago as kindergartners participated in a phonological ability, reading, and spelling 

capability survey, yielded similar consensus about phonological awareness and spelling.  

The researchers documented that phonological awareness ability assessed during 

kindergarten significantly predicts word identification and spelling skills 11 years later.  

As a result, the researchers warn that a lack of phonological awareness may hinder a 

child’s ability to acquire reading and spelling skills.   

Oral Language Skills 

 Oral language is another area associated with emergent literacy that helps develop 

literacy skills.  Oral language skills include semantics (word knowledge, expressive and 

receptive vocabulary), syntactic (knowledge of word order and grammatical rules), and 

narrative discourse (the ability to construct an original story and retell a recently heard 

story) (Storch and Whitehurst, 2002).  Oral language proficiency contributes to learning 
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code skills such as print principles, phonological awareness, and emergent writing.  Code 

skills in turn form the foundation for early reading success.  Once children master the 

coding skills, oral language plays a dual role by supporting decoding skills and helping 

children understand written text (Early Child Care Research Network, 2005).  

 Storch and Whitehurst (2002) studied the role that code-related and oral language 

skills have on the development of reading ability.  They mention that reading ability in 

early elementary school is directly related to children’s kindergarten code-related skills.  

Research found that 58% of the variance in first-grade reading ability is accounted for by 

kindergarten code-related ability.  In addition, first-grade reading and kindergarten code-

related skills also influence second-grade reading ability (Storch and Whitehurst, 2002).  

These findings reinforce the importance of code-related skills for reading achievement.  

  According to Pullen and Justice (2003), oral language is important because 

children’s vocabulary (semantic) and grammar (syntax) performance affects later 

elementary-grade reading and comprehension. In one particular study, Roth, Speece, and 

Cooper (2002) wanted to understand the predictive relationship between oral language 

abilities measured in kindergarten and reading performance in first and second grades.  

Their study found that semantic knowledge is most predictive of first and second-grade 

reading comprehension.  With those results, the authors identify two semantic skills 

important for developing reading comprehension: oral definition and word retrieval.  

According to the researchers, the ability to define a word is a decontextualized language 

skill since one must be able to reflect the lexicon and state explicitly what is known in an 

implicit way.  With word retrieval, Roth et al. (2002) express that successful access to 

words from one’s mental lexicon involves a phonological processing component because 
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word retrieval relies, in part, on the efficiency with which information is phonologically 

coded in memory. As a result, the influence of word retrieval on reading comprehension 

involves integration of semantic and phonological knowledge (Storch and Whitehurst, 

2002). 

 Research by Hemphill and Tivnan (2008) examined early language and 

vocabulary development and its contribution to later reading comprehension.  They found 

that children who begin school with larger vocabularies show greater sensitivity to sound 

patterns within words. As a result, those children have an advantage in learning early 

letter-sound correspondence. Children’s vocabulary development is important because as 

children move beyond the beginning stages of learning to read, breadth of vocabulary 

supports accurate decoding of less common words.  Also, vocabulary size is associated 

with other aspects of word knowledge, such as morphological awareness, which is 

important in skilled reading beyond third grade.  Furthermore, children’s vocabulary is 

important because it reflects their world knowledge and background understanding of 

experiences.  Such knowledge and understanding provides critical foundations for 

discourse comprehension (Hemphill and Tivnan, 2008).  

Emergent Reading  

 Lilly and Green (2004) write that in homes where books are available and reading 

is a typical routine, children usually learn about books and stories in sequential stages.  

Children who have had fewer literature experiences at home may go through similar 

sequential phases but at later ages. 

The developmental stages of emergent reading start with young children developing an 

understanding of what a book is by distinguishing between books and toys as well as 
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appreciating story time with adults between birth and age one.  Between ages one and 

three children enter the second stage where they learn how books work and how to 

respond to books.  During this stage, children learn to manipulate books, such as turning 

the page.  They also begin to label pictures and actions and respond by pointing, 

speaking, or moving their bodies.  After the second stage, children between the age of 

two and five enjoy listening to and participating in repetitive stories.  They begin to use 

dialogue and repeat playful language.  During the fourth stage, when children are 

between the ages of three and five, they start to “read” by inventing stories using 

illustrations.  When children reach stage five, typically between ages four and six, they 

use picture clues, story structure, and print to help retell stories.  Children then typically 

progress onto the next stage when they are between age five and seven in which they 

focus more on reading words using what they know based on their word recognition and 

phonics knowledge.  The last stage of emergent reading typically happens between ages 

five and eight where children begin to use a variety of reading strategies to develop 

meaning from print (Lilly and Green, 2004).  

Emergent Writing 

 Reading and writing develop at the same time in young children and are 

interrelated.  Writing is often easier for some children to begin with than reading.  

Children start developing their writing in the scribbling stage where they explore what 

happens when a crayon or writing utensil moves on a surface, such as a piece of paper.  

Whitehurst and Lonigan (1998) assert that through scribbling the child is indicating that 

he or she knows print has meaning without knowledge of how to write.  Before long, 

children notice that adult’s writing looks different than theirs, so they start scribbling 
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across the page in linear, semi-straight lines.  According to Fields (1989), this is a 

significant breakthrough for children because linear, repetitive markings suggest that the 

youngsters are trying to print like adults.   

 Children will then gradually start to move onto the letter-like stage in which the 

marks children make to represent writing will progressively begin to look like letters.  

Fields (1989) points out that young children will notice the general look of letters—that 

letters consist of lines and circles in various combinations—before understanding the 

specific letters; therefore, the marks children at this stage make will look like letters.  For 

example, children at this stage might write something that looks like a T but with some 

extra crosses, or make marks that look like a B but with three segments instead of two.  

At this phase, children may also reorder a few symbols to represent different things they 

wrote about and often the characteristic of the thing they wrote are encoded into the 

word.  For example, if a child is writing about a bear and a duck what the child uses to 

represent the bear will be bigger than what the child wrote to represent the duck because 

in reality the bear is bigger than the duck (Whitehurst and Lonigan, 1998).   

 Emergent writing also includes invented spelling in which children write using a 

phonological strategy.  According to Whitehurst and Lonigan (1998), invented spelling is 

a good way for children to support their phonological sensitivity and knowledge of 

grapheme-phoneme correspondence.  During this stage, children begin to write the first 

sounds of words, and then they will usually follow by adding the last sound of words.  

Later, children at the invented spelling stage will attempt to write the middle sounds of 

words.  As a result, children may use single letters to represent one word.  Also at this 

stage, children start noticing that words have more than one letter in them, so they use 
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random letters to fill in the amount of space they think is suitable for the word (Fields, 

1989).   

Home Literacy Activities 

 Homes have a great influence on children’s literacy development because families 

provide the interpersonal interaction (shared literacy experiences between parents and 

children), physical environment (literacy materials), and emotional and motivational 

climate (parents’ praises and attitudes toward literacy) needed to influence literacy 

development (Morrow, 1989).  According to Morrow (1989), various researchers have 

studied homes in which children read early without direct instruction and the results have 

consistently established that certain characteristics are common to these children in their 

homes.  Such characteristics include the following: 

 Parents often read materials such as magazines, books, and newspapers and often 

engaged in writing activities themselves  

 Have reading materials readily available throughout the home, including living 

rooms, bedrooms, kitchens, and bathrooms 

 Parents and children often visit libraries and bookstores 

 Have ample writing supplies that are readily available, including different sized 

papers, whiteboard and dry erase markers, pencils, colored pencils, crayons, and 

magnetic or wooden letters 

 Parents note the environmental print that are meaningful to children and 

encourage them to do the same, pointing out specific letters in the familiar words 

and even sounding out the letters 

 There are verbal interactions between adults and children during story reading 
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 Parents were usually receptive and responsive to children’s interest in literacy and 

provided praise for literacy activity (Morrow, 1989). 

 Research has suggested that literacy-related activities at home influence 

children’s literacy achievement as well.  Studies has found that children who were read to 

more and who participated in more book activities at home became better readers by 

second grade compared to children with less early literacy home experiences 

(Scarborough, Dobrich, and Hager, 1991).  In another report about storybook reading, 

Lynch, Anderson, Anderson, and Shapiro (2008) indicate that there is a relationship 

between parents’ and children’s interactions in storybook reading and children’s early 

literacy achievement.  The study of 35 parents and children revealed that clarification and 

elaboration statements made by parents during storybook reading time positively related 

to children’s overall literacy achievement.  According to Lynch et al. (2008), this may 

indicate the importance of explaining and extending the text for children rather than 

labeling or pointing to objects in the text.   

 Justice and Kaderavek (2002) add that storybook reading positively influences 

young children’s emergent literacy knowledge in areas such as alphabet knowledge and 

print awareness.  Additionally, storybook reading provides an interactive environment 

that can be both appealing and engaging for young children.  Furthermore, storybook 

reading provides a rich context in which children can learn about print and other literacy 

conventions.  

 Other studies have shown that literacy activities help to increase emergent literacy 

skills among young children.  Activities such as going to the library, reading signs, 

viewing educational television shows, including “Sesame Street,” and owning a library 
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membership are related to increased reading skills (Evans, Shaw and Bell, 2000).  

Similarly, the number of books in the home and parents’ own print exposure affected 

children’s vocabulary skills (Senechal, LeFevre, Hudson, and Lawson, 1996).  

Additionally, conversations between parents and their children during meals or other 

conversational interactions also contribute to children’s development of literacy skills 

(Dickinson and Tabors, 1991 as cited in Storch and Whitehurst, 2001).  Further, 

frequency of literacy activities positively affects literacy skills.  In Evans et al. (2000) 

research which examined 66 children and their literacy development, researchers found 

the frequency of home activities involving letters, such as learning letter names and 

sounds as well as writing letters, predicted knowledge of letter names, letter sounds, and 

phonological sensitivity.   

 Research has also shown that certain groups of children are at risk for attaining 

emergent literacy skills.  Justice and Kaderavek (2002) pointed out that emergent literacy 

delays are prevalent in children who show language impairment.  For this group of 

children, all key areas of emergent literacy including print awareness, phonological 

awareness, and alphabet knowledge are delayed.  

 Children who are also at risk for not adequately acquiring emergent literacy skills 

include those who have limited access to early literacy materials.  Research has indicated 

that access to literacy materials may be the result of socioeconomic inequality.  For 

example, a comparison of two low-income neighborhoods to two middle-income 

neighborhoods in Philadelphia indicated that access to print in less advantaged 

communities is limited, which in turn affects children’s opportunities to develop print 

awareness.  A survey of print resources reveals that no bookstores were present in the two 
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disadvantaged neighborhoods and only a total of eight places carried children’s print 

materials.  In the more advantaged communities, there were seven bookstores and 24 

places that carry children’s book selections (Neuman and Celano, 2001). 

 Research has also indicated that children from economically disadvantaged 

backgrounds are at risk for not adequately obtaining emergent literacy skills.  This is 

shown through past studies which have maintained that low-income children perform 

lower on certain tasks related to phonological awareness.  Lonigan, Burgess, Anthony, 

and Barker (1998) pointed out that economically disadvantaged children perform low on 

detecting rhyme oddity.  In their report, children are presented with three words with 

pictures where two of the three rhymed. Their job is to select the pictured word that does 

not rhyme. Overall, children from low-socioeconomic backgrounds did significantly 

worse than children from middle-socioeconomic families.  

 McIntosh, Crosbie, Holm, Dodd, and Thomas (2007) also found that low-

socioeconomic status children did not perform as well as their average socioeconomic 

peers on more complex language tasks such as describing pictures, understanding verbal 

questions, and using language to solve complex problems.  Additionally, low-income 

children’s rhyme awareness and phoneme isolation skills indicate that those from 

disadvantaged backgrounds perform well below the level expected for their age 

(McIntosh et al., 2007).  

Home Literacy Activities for Parents and Children 

 Emergent knowledge about literacy provides young children an important base for 

later literacy achievement.  Children with sufficient knowledge in the areas of print 

awareness, phonological awareness, and letter recognition generally develop into better 
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readers and writers than children whose knowledge is insufficient (Justice and 

Kadervaek, 2002).  As a result, adults need to support the development of emergent 

literacy during the early childhood years, particularly between birth and six years old.    

The following are examples of literacy activities that can be done at home to help 

children acquire emergent literacy skills (Thompkin, 2010; Roeber, 1995; Jay and Jay, 

1998; Tang and Gable, 2005).   

 Read a book, magazine, newspaper, or other reading materials aloud.  During 

reading spend time to discuss letters, words, and pictures together.  Included in 

the book selection should be fiction, nonfiction, mysteries, animal stories, fairy 

tales, tall tales, pattern books, comic books, and poems. 

 Listen to children read or pretend to read aloud. 

 Visit the library together. 

 Ask children to cook with them by reading a recipe together. 

 Do dramatic role-plays.  Role-plays allow children to engage in conversations and 

use both their listening and speaking skills.   

 Sing and recite the alphabet or other songs.  Songs such as “Old MacDonald Had 

a Farm” is great because verses are repeated as the song progresses and 

encourages your child to participate. 

 Play rhyming word games.  

 Pick a topic, such as food, weather, or clothes, and ask children to generate a list 

of words or phrases that start with each letter of the alphabet.   

 Play games such as “I Spy” and “Simon Says."   

 Play a game of naming all the sounds heard outside. 
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 Start a sentence or a story and let children finish it. 

 Engage children in scribbling, writing, drawing or painting activities.   

 Write stories children dictate and then share it with others. 

 Write out grocery shopping list.  Ask children two to three things he/she would 

like to get at the store and spell out the letters of each word as it is written down.  

At the store, have children cross off the things on the list as the items are added to 

the cart. 

 Create a restaurant with children.  Ask children a couple of things they would like 

to have on the menu and let them watch it get written down on paper.  Then have 

children take orders from family members and mark it on the menu or write it on 

an order slip. 

 Help children label important things around the house, such as furniture, sink, 

bathroom, and bed.  

 Play with magnetic letters or big letters cut out from magazines.  Show children 

how letters can be added or taken out to create words. 

Family Involvement in Literacy:  Family Literacy Programs 

 Family literacy programs developed with the understanding that parents are 

children's first teacher.  Family literacy is "an educational method based on a common 

belief that improvement in literacy skills and overall academic performance will result 

from continuing education of children and their parents through planned child-parent 

interactions" (Chance, 2010, p. 8).  Family literacy is federally defined as " 'services that 

are of sufficient intensity in terms of hours, and of sufficient duration, to make 

sustainable changes in a family and that integrates all of the following activities: 
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 Parent literacy training that leads to economic self-sufficiency, 

 Literacy activities that are age appropriate to prepare children for success in 

school and life experiences, 

 Interactive literacy activities between parents and their children, and 

 Training for parents regarding how to be the primary teacher for their children 

and full partners in the education of their children' " (Dyer, 2011, p. 7).   

 Family literacy programs integrate four components to help improve parents and 

children's literacy: 

1. Adult Literacy:  provide education and training that leads to personal growth 

and economic self-sufficiency, including GED preparation courses and 

instruction in basic reading, writing, math, and English language skills. 

2. Early Childhood Literacy:  provide early language development as well as 

preliteracy programming for infant and toddlers. 

3. Parenting Education:  provide coaching to help parents understand child 

development and the acquisition of early literacy skills.   

4. Interactive Literacy:  provide interactive activities designed to build healthy, 

literacy-focused relationships between parents and children. 

 Swick (2009) identifies several core values of effective early childhood family 

literacy programs.  First of all, successful early childhood family literacy programs focus 

on enhancing the entire family's literacy skills while also providing the necessary 

supports and resources, such as transportation, so that families can participate in the 

literacy program.  Second, effective programs are family-centered where parent inputs 

are valued, activities are provided for the entire family, and parents and children have 
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opportunities to interact with literacy activities.  In addition, early childhood family 

literacy program staffs are responsive to the cultural values of families and base their 

planning on family needs.  Further, high quality family literacy programs provide the 

intensity and duration of services need to help families become successful with reading 

readiness skills for school success.  Finally, a strong community partnership is needed for 

a successful family literacy program.  Having community support "can provide funding, 

resources, training, facilities, and other supports to enhance the family literacy effort" 

(Swick, 2009, p. 404). 

 Researchers have identified several benefits for having family literacy programs.  

According to Padak and Rasinski (2003), children's oral language development 

accelerates, and children are better prepared for school.  Children who participate in 

family literacy programs have larger vocabularies, increased comprehension skills, more 

social competence, and a higher intellectual capacity (Padak and Rasinski, 2003; Swick, 

2009).  Additionally, parents also benefit from participating in family literacy programs.  

Their attitudes about education improves, the value they perceive in education increases, 

their knowledge about parenting and child development increases, and parents enhance 

their employment status (Padak and Rasinski, 2003).  Further, society as a whole also 

benefits from investing in family literacy programs.  Families who take part in family 

literacy programs are more likely to attain a post-secondary education and employment, 

which helps to break the cycle of poverty in society (Padak and Rasinski, 2003; Swick, 

2009).   

 

 



 31 

Chapter Summary 

 A review of literature shows that the Hmong are recent refugee arrives in the 

United States as a result of the Vietnam War.  Though reading and writing both in the 

Hmong and English language are relatively new for the Hmong, many have worked their 

way into the publishing in both Hmong and English.   

 A review of literature also indicates that literacy development begins before 

children even enter formal instruction in preschool or kindergarten.  Research in 

emergent literacy indicates that children are already doing critical cognitive work in 

literacy development between birth and six years old, the period before entering the 

American schooling system.  Children learn literacy concepts such as print functions, 

uses, conventions, and significance of text at a very early age through real-life activities 

in real-life settings.  Elements such as print knowledge, phonological awareness, oral 

language skills, emergent reading, and emergent writing, all of which start developing in 

early childhood, set the stage for later literacy achievement and academic success.  As a 

result, home literacy experiences are both important and beneficial to young children. 

 The following chapter, Chapter III, will discuss the methodologies used to 

conduct the present research. 
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CHAPTER III 

 

METHODOLOGY 

 The purpose of this study is to examine what kind of literacy experiences young 

Hmong children have at home.  This chapter begins with a rationale for using qualitative 

research followed by an explanation of the data collection process, including participant 

selection and data collection methods.  Then, the chapter concludes with a discussion of 

the data analysis techniques used.      

Qualitative Research 

 This particular study uses a qualitative, ethnographic research method.  In 

ethnographic research, researchers enter and spend substantial time in places such as 

schools, homes, and neighborhoods to learn about people and how they live and work.  A 

qualitative approach was selected for this study because with this method data is gathered 

in naturalistic settings.  According to Bogdan and Biklen (1992), researchers can better 

understand things that happen when it is observed in the natural setting.  Additionally, a 

qualitative approach was selected because it is descriptive, where results of the study are 

written in a way that tries to describe things that happen in narrative form.  In qualitative 

research, researchers use quotations from their data in their narrative to exemplify and 

validate the presentation of their findings (Bogdan and Biklen, 1992).  As a result, this 

particular research method allowed the Hmong parent participants in the present study to 

have a voice and tell their stories so that readers can better understand the home literacy 
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experiences their young children have at home and how they are supporting their child’s 

literacy development.  

In order to fully understand what literacy activities young Hmong children do at home 

and how their parents support them in such experiences requires an in-depth investigation 

that involves observing Hmong children and interviewing their parents in their own 

home.  As a result, this study uses a qualitative case study approach.  A case study, as 

defined by Merriam (1988), is “an examination of a specific phenomenon such as a 

program, an event, a person, a process, an institution, or a social group” (p. 9).  Similarly, 

Yin (2009) describes a case study as an empirical inquiry that seeks to understand a 

contemporary phenomenon in depth within its real-life context.  The case study technique 

is suitable when researchers want to understand a real-life phenomenon in depth but such 

understanding encompasses important contextual conditions (Yin, 2009).  

Data Collection 

Participants 

 In selecting the participants, I considered several factors.  First, in the Hmong 

culture, parents usually do not enroll their children in childcare services when a parent or 

other relatives, such as grandparents, are available to care for their children during the 

daytime.  According to Xiong and Lee (2005) in their publication of Hmong Early 

Childhood Education Needs Assessment only 4.7% of Hmong parents who participated in 

their research put their child in a day care center whereas 50.2% of the Hmong parents 

indicated that one of the parents cared for their child while another 24.3% had 

grandparent care for their child during the day.  As a result, I wanted young Hmong 
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participants who did not attend day care centers but were in a parent or relative’s care 

while one or both parents tended to other responsibilities during the day.  

 Additionally, I wanted young Hmong participants who have not had any formal 

preschool education.  This was an important criterion because I wanted to see what 

literacy activities young Hmong children are exposed to and are engaging in at home 

prior to formal reading or writing instruction.  

 Finally, I wanted two young Hmong participants who were already acquainted 

with me.  This was one of my factors because it could be difficult to get children who are 

unfamiliar with me to trust me as a stranger in their home.  If I selected children who do 

not know me, I also risk the possibility that they will not be comfortable enough to do 

their normal activities at home when I am around collecting data.  As Bogdan and Bilken 

(1992) stated, a researcher’s goal is to increase the participants’ comfort level, which 

would encourage them to carry out their normal business.  Young participants who have 

seen me several times before in their home are already acquainted with me.  Therefore, 

they are more likely to go about their normal activities at home, which is crucial to this 

research since a major part of it seeks to understand what home literacy practices are for 

young children.  As Bogdan and Bilken (1992) acknowledge, having already established 

relationships with the participants can achieve fieldwork quality because it maximizes 

access, which can potentially lead to a better understanding of the context and the 

phenomenon being studied. 

 For this research, I selected two Hmong girls from different families and their 

parents, a total of six participants.  In the Hmong tradition, I am considered an aunt to 

both these families.  Though I am an aunt to both families, the two participant families 
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are not blood-related and have different last names.  However, through each family’s 

relationship and kinship ties with me, they are distantly related to each other.  In the 

Hmong tradition, two families with different last names may not be blood-related but 

may still claim relations to each other through another related person. 

 The girls, who are assigned the pseudo names Mai and Yer, are both two years 

old.  Mai is the older of two children in a family of four people while Yer is the only 

child in a family of three people.  Though both girls are still developing their language 

skills, they are dual language learners where they are learning to speak both Hmong and 

English simultaneously.  Both girls often use code-switching in which they interchange 

between the two languages when they speak.  Neither girl attended preschool or childcare 

services before nor during the time of data collection; therefore, no school or daycare 

teachers have formally exposed them to reading and writing instruction. 

 The girls’ parents’ age range from 22 to 31.  Both girls’ mothers are currently 

students attending a higher education institution. Both families rely on grandparents and 

family members for care of their child when they are attending work, school, or running 

errands during the daytime.  Though Mai’s mother worked for several years after high 

school, she recently stopped working to attend a technical college.  Mai’s father obtained 

a General Education Diploma (GED) and works in a factory position during second shift.  

Yer’s mother, on the other hand, enrolled in a university right out of high school and has 

been attending the same university for several years consecutively.  Yer’s father obtained 

a Bachelor’s Degree and currently works in a computer-related position during first shift.  

 

 



 36 

Data Collection Method:  Home Observations  

 The researcher assumed the role of a participant observer when in the home 

collecting data and attempted to interfere as little as possible in the family’s normal 

activities.  However, at the same time, the researcher was not completely passive and 

responded to conversations directed at her.  During every observation, the researcher 

brought a notebook and a pen to jot down quick notes or more detailed conversations 

between mom, girl, and dad when he is present.  

 Both family participants were observed in one-hour increments over a period of 

five weeks between June and July, 2011. Observations were conducted six times per 

family.  During the home observations, the researcher jotted down literacy-related 

resources present in the home, including the number of books and DVDs.  Also, the 

researcher observed and took notes on how the two young girls used and interacted with 

their literacy-related resources, including books, DVDs, television, writing utensils, and 

paper material.  Also noted was how long each literacy activity lasted and any words the 

girls said that the researcher could understand.  Additionally, the researcher paid special 

attention to what the Hmong parents were doing while their child engaged in literacy-

related activities.  During the times that either mom or dad interacted with their child, 

notes were taken on what was observed as well as the conversation that took place 

between them.   

 Home observations at Mai’s house typically started with a short greeting at the 

front door by either her mom or dad and then the researcher was told exactly where Mai 

was in the house.  The researcher then found a place in the home where she could best 

observe Mom, Mai, and Dad when he was around without interrupting their normal 
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activities.  If Mom and Dad were in different rooms in the house than Mai, the researcher 

typically stayed where she could observe Mai. 

 Home observations at Yer’s house usually began with the mom opening the front 

door and briefly greeting the researcher and then leading her upstairs to the living room.  

During observations, the researcher situated herself on a sofa in the living room to 

examine Mom, Yer, and Dad when he was home.  With this family, the researcher hardly 

had to get up from where she sat to observe them because they spent almost all their time 

in the upstairs portion of their home.  Because the upstairs layout of their home is open 

concept, where the researcher sat allowed her to observe and hear everything that 

occurred between the family members.  

Data Collection Method:  Interviews 

 A total of five informal interviews were conducted during home observations, 

three with the Mai’s mom and two with the Yer’s mom.  These interviews lasted 

anywhere between 6 to 40 minutes at a time.  During these interviews, the moms were 

either sitting down and watching their child or doing household work, such as laundry.  

On days where the researcher knew she was going to carry out my informal interviews, 

she informed the moms when at the beginning of the observations that the researcher 

would be asking them some questions on that day.  While conducting the interviews, the 

moms were given time to freely express their thoughts and made sure I gave them enough 

time and opportunities to say what was on their minds.  Interview questions asked of both 

mothers can be found in Appendix A. 

 

 



 38 

Data Analysis 

 After finishing each home observation, detailed field notes were typed up, and 

after each interview, the recordings were transcribed.  Once all observations and 

interviews were recorded using a word processor, data was triangulated and coded and 

then categories were established for the coded data to reveal recurring themes and 

patterns.  

Data triangulation was used to analyze data collected because it seemed most 

logical since there were two different families and both observations and interviews were 

conducted with the two families.  Data triangulation seeks to collect information from 

several sources aimed at upholding the same fact or phenomenon. When data has been 

triangulated, the facts of the case study has been maintained by more than one source of 

evidence; therefore, “the potential problems of construct validity also can be addressed 

because the multiple sources of evidence essentially provide multiple measures of the 

same phenomenon” (Yin, 2009, p. 116-117).  

In addition to triangulating data, the researcher also used discourse analysis to 

analyze the interview data.  According to Gee (1999), people make meaning through 

language and ways of acting and interacting with other people as well as with various 

symbols and technologies.  As a result, people “produce, reproduce, sustain, and 

transform a given ‘form of life’ or Discourse.  All life for all of us is just a patchwork of 

thoughts, words, objects, events, actions, and interactions in Discourse” (Gee, 1999, p. 7).  

Discourse analysis, then, is a tool of inquiry (or set of questions) with which to study 

discourse.  This particular method of analysis helps to “[illuminate] and gain evidence for 

“a theory that helps to explain how and why language works the way it does when it is 
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put into action; and [contribute], in terms of understanding and intervention, to important 

issues and problems in some ‘applied’ area” (p. 8).  

Gee’s discourse analysis methodology attempts to bring out what he calls the “six 

building tasks” of discourses, which are simultaneously constructed in language use in a 

specific time, place, situation, and purpose.  Gee’s “six building tasks” are (Gee, 1999, p. 

85-86):  

1. Semiotic building: what semiotic systems, systems of knowledge, and 

ways of knowing are here, relevant, and achieved? 

2. World building: What is here and now (taken as) “reality,” what is here 

and now (taken as) present and absent, concrete and abstract, “real” and 

“unreal,” probable, possible, and impossible? 

3. Activity building: What activity or activities are going on? 

4. Socioculturally-situated identity and relationship building: What identities 

and relationships are relevant to the interaction, with their concomitant 

attitudes, values, ways of feeling, ways of knowing and believing, as well 

as ways of acting and interacting? 

5. Political building: what is the nature and relevance of various “social 

goods,” such as status and power, and anything else taken as a “social 

good” here and now? 

6. Connection building: What assumptions about how the past and future of 

an interaction, verbally and nonverbally, are connected to the present 

moment and to each other?  
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Four inquiry tools of discourse analysis bring out Gee’s six building tasks: 

situated meaning, social languages, situated identities, and cultural models.  To do the 

analysis, the following process, as presented in Table 1, was utilized: 

Table 1.  Inquiry Tools and Guiding Questions as Procedures of Analysis 

 

 

Inquiry Tools Guiding questions as procedures of analysis 

Situated 

Meanings 

1. What specific words, phrases or sentences are used by the 

authors or speakers in this specific situation? 

2. How might that be interpreted differently by different 

individuals or group of individuals? 

3. How might they potentially attribute certain effects, values, 

or power relations? 

Social Languages 1. What social languages are involved and/or mixed? 

2. What sorts of linguistic patterns, styles of utterances or 

registers represent here? 

3. What do they achieve? 

Situated Identities 1. What socially situated identities and activities do the social 

languages enact? 

2. What are various parties or institutions involved? 

Cultural Models 1. What are the implicit assumptions, beliefs, ideologies, or 

sociocultural norms embedded and operated among 

different individuals involved? 

2. What kind of covert criteria are presented, valued, and 

considered “right” while others are absent, ignored, and 

regarded as “wrong”? 

3. How do different tacit values conflict with each other? 

 

 The following table, Table 2, is an example of how the inquiry tools in discourse 

analysis were used to analyze my interview data. 

Table 2.  Interview Data with Yer's Mother 

 

Interview Data with Yer's mother on June 20, 2011: 

Yes.  Oh, I should've showed you.  I had my note card and I had stuff written on it 

and then--you know it's the ones with lines--she scribbled across like this [mom 

moves her hand up in zig zag motion as if writing] in the line.  I was like WHAT?! 

I think I threw it away (personal communication, June 20, 2011, 333). 

Situated Meanings 1. The mom uses the following terms when talking about her 

daughter’s writing:  “my note card,” “she scribbled,” “WHAT?!,” 
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and “threw it away.” 

2. All these terms seem to suggest that the mom does not allow 

the girl to write on materials that do not belong to her. These 

terms could also suggest that the mom does not think her 

daughter’s writing was important because it was just a bunch of 

scribbles. 

3. Young children like to imitate what they see, and this particular 

girl saw that her mom had written something on the note card, 

which signaled to the girl that note cards are for writing on. 

Therefore, the girl decides to imitate what she saw her mom’s 

note card and scribble her own writing on the same note card. 

Seeing the note card with writing on there was a very important 

learning experience for her, but her mom seem to have failed to 

acknowledge and understand its importance. 

Social Languages 

Mom said "WHAT?!" This seems to denote a sense of surprise 

when she found out that her daughter had scribbled all over her 

note card.  Because she ended up throwing away the note card, it 

also seems as if she did not approve of her daughter’s writing, 

especially because the writing was on her note card.   

Situated Identities 
I am a mom, but I am also a student. My note cards that have been 

scribbled on are not helpful to me; therefore, I do not keep note 

cards that have scribbling.  

Cultural Models 

1. The mom’s assumptions about writing: 

a. When writing, one should write on a paper belonging to her.   

b. Writing on mom’s note cards is not acceptable and will be 

thrown away.  

 

Chapter Summary 

 According to emergent literacy research, literacy begins at home; therefore, in this 

present study, the researcher conducted case studies of two Hmong children who are two 

years old using two qualitative ethnographic research methods.  After careful selection of 

participants, the researcher collected data through conducting a total of twelve home 

observations and five informal interviews.  Using data triangulation and Discourse 

Analysis, the researcher analyzed the data to establish recurring themes and patterns.   
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 Information collected in this study through observations and informal interviews 

will be detailed in the next chapter, Chapter IV.  Results are discussed in Chapter IV in 

relation to the research questions that lead this study.   
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CHAPTER IV 

 

 DATA ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION 

 

 The present study seeks to examine home literacy practices of two young Hmong 

children and analyze the aspects of home literacy environments and practices that affect 

pre-school children’s emerging literacy and language skills. The study will also try to 

infer the parents’ beliefs about literacy education and their role in their children’s literacy 

and language abilities.  DeBaryshe, Binder, and  Buell (2000), Roberts, Jurgens, and 

Burchinal (2005), and  Weigel, Martin, and Bennett, (2006) suggest that joint book 

reading, parental value of literacy and the overall supportiveness of the home 

environment are strongly correlated with preschool children’s emergent literacy abilities 

and their motivations to read.  Informed by research about the significance of home 

literacy environment to young children’s early literacy and language skills (Gonzalez and 

Uhing, 2008; Landry and Smith, 2006; Payne, Whitehurst, and Angell, 1994; Roberts et 

al., 2005; Snow, Burns, and Griffin,1998; Wasik and Hendrickson, 2004; Weigel et al., 

2006) the following characteristics of families and home environment will serve as 

guidance during data analysis:  parent-child interactions; shared book reading; writing 

activities; literacy experiences that occur around games, nursery rhymes, songs, TV 

shows and conversations; trips to the public library; literacy resources and availability of 

resources that provide cognitive stimulation (e.g., board games, writing supplies, etc.); 

number of picture books at home; opportunities to independently explore literate 

behaviors; and parents’ own literacy experience and beliefs in education. 
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The following is a discussion of the major findings.  The discussion is divided into three 

parts.  Part One discusses Mai and Yer’s mothers’ perceptions about literacy.  Part Two 

focuses on describing and analyzing the home literacy experiences of the two Hmong 

children.  Part Two is further divided into Case One, which illustrates Mai’s home 

literacy experiences, and Case Two, which demonstrates Yer’s home literacy experience.  

Part Three discusses how the two case studies are similar in regards to home literacy 

activities.   

Part One:  Mai and Yer’s Mothers’ Perception about Literacy 

Mai’s Mother’s Perception 

 Mai’s mother says that literacy “begins at birth,” but she seems to suggest that 

school is an environment where her child can learn early literacy skills (Mai’s Mom, 

personal communication, June 21, 2011).  She specifically points to the federally funded 

Head Start program for economically disadvantaged preschool age children.  When asked 

how she thinks the program can help her child with literacy, she answers “Cause that’s all 

that they focus on” (Mai’s Mom, personal communication, June 21, 2011).  Her answer 

seems to suggest that she thinks school is the place where her child can further develop 

early literacy skills.   

For Mai’s mother, reading means knowing how to say the words in a story.  She 

implies this through her statement that when she reads she would point to the words in 

the story.  Additionally, she would repeatedly tell her child to focus on the words that she 

is pointing to instead of focusing so much on the illustrations.  Because she continuously 

points to the words in the book and wants her child to pay close attention to those words, 

it suggests that reading to her means being able to say the written words in the book.  
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Mai’s mother also suggests that identification of numbers, letters, and colors are 

important literacy-related skills to learn at home.  This is implied when Mai’s mom was 

asked what kinds of literacy activities Mai usually engages in, her mother responds by 

saying that she plays, colors, scribbles and sings her alphabet.  She also mentions that 

Mai can randomly count up to 10 and identify some letters of the alphabet.  Also, during 

a home observation Mai and her mother engaged in a letter identification activity in 

which, in one setting, her mom pointed to all the letters of the alphabet and Mai would 

have to guess the name of the letter.  Such an activity seems to suggest that she thinks 

correctly identifying letters of the alphabet is important to possess at a young age.   

Yer’s Mother’s Perception  

 Similar to Mai’s mother, Yer’s mother thinks that number, letter, and color 

identification are necessary early literacy skills.  Yer’s parents have helped her enough 

with those concepts that she is able to count, recognize letters, and name colors.  Yer’s 

mother indicated through interview that her child can count up to 12 in English and can 

usually correctly identify letters of the alphabet (Yer’s Mom, personal communication, 

June 20, 2011).  In addition, Yer knows her colors because her mom would point out and 

say the colors in her clothes almost every day.   

 Yer’s mother’s perception of knowing how to read seems to revolve around word 

identification, which is similar to Mai’s mother’s thoughts about reading.  In an 

interview, the researcher asked if Yer reads; Yer’s mother responds by saying, “She 

doesn’t read.  We read to her" (Yer’s Mom, personal communication, June 20, 2011).  

Yer’s mother thinks book reading begins when a person can start to correctly say the 

words presented in a story.  Her mother seems to think that because her child does not 
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know how to say each word in a story her child is not yet a reader; therefore, she and her 

husband would read to Yer.  When asked how often she reads to Yer, Yer’s mother states 

that she probably reads “once in a while” to her child (Yer’s Mom, personal 

communication, June 20, 2011).  In other words, reading aloud is not a daily activity in 

the home.   

 In addition, Yer’s mother seems to suggest that oral communication is a large part 

of learning literacy.  She expresses that her child is in a “learning mode” in which she 

develops much of her speaking and vocabulary through emulating other people.  Yer’s 

mom says, “…if we say something, she would definitely mock us.  I think that’s one 

form of learning” (Yer’s Mom, personal communication, June 20, 2011).   

 Finally, Yer’s mother seems to think that engaging in activities with her child, 

such as singing together, supports literacy learning at home.  During home observations, 

Yer’s mom would turn on Yer’s favorite television shows for Yer to watch.  Her mom 

would then do her own homework beside her.  Throughout the show Yer’s mom would 

set her homework aside and sing along with the show, which then encourages her child to 

do the same.  Also, she would ask Yer what is currently on the television screen or 

questions about what has happened in the show.  She states that Yer “likes to tell me what 

happens . . .  which is good for helping her with literacy I guess” (Yer’s Mom, personal 

communication, June 20, 2011).  

Part Two: Description and Analysis of Home Literacy Experiences 

 Part Two focuses on describing and analyzing the home literacy experiences of 

the two Hmong children.  Part Two is further divided into Case One, which illustrates 
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Mai’s home literacy experiences, and Case Two, which demonstrates Yer’s home literacy 

experience. 

Case One:  Mai’s Home Literacy Experiences 

[Literacy is important] because that's what's going to develop her vocabulary and her 

thinking and it basically keep her thinking and wanting to learn in the future. 

–Mai’s Mom (Mai’s Mom, personal communication, June 29, 2011) 

 

 Literacy, to Mai's mother, means reading, writing, and speaking.  An in-depth 

review of data shows that Mai engages in several literacy practices at home. The 

following is a discussion of the major ways in which Mai engages with literacy at home.   

 Literacy-related activities in Hmong.  Mai is a dual language learner in that she 

is learning Hmong, her native language, and English, her second language, 

simultaneously.  Research data reveal that Mai engages in minimal activities related to 

Hmong literacy.  One way she engages with Hmong literacy is through her use of the 

Hmong language.  At the age of two, she communicates with her parents using both 

languages.  At times she speaks full English sentences and at other times she speaks full 

Hmong sentences.  Often, she, like her parents, would code-switch between languages.  

For example, when Mai wanted to watch Dora the Explorer, she asked her dad, “Kuv 

saib something Dora?” which literally translate into “Can I watch something Dora?” 

(Mai’s Mom, personal communication, June 24, 2011).   

 Data also reveal that Mai and her mother both use Hmong during reading.  During 

one observation, Mai’s mother read the book Chika Chicka Boom Boom in English and 

then initiated short discussions of what is in the illustrations in Hmong.  The following is 

an example: 
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Mom:  Oh, puag yog [oh, right]?  Aib auntie los big hug aib baby puas yog [the 

auntie alphabet letter is giving the baby (lower case) letter a big hug, right]? 

 Mai:  Uh huh. 

Mom:  Nawv koj saib aib baby puag aib baby [look the baby (lower case) letter is 

holding another baby letter].  Aib mommy puag aib baby N [the mommy (upper 

case letter) N is holding the baby N].  Oh, aib daddy puag aib baby Z lawm puas 

yog [oh, the daddy (upper case letter) Z is holding the baby Z, right]? 

 Mai:  Um hum (home observation, June 7, 2011).    

 English Literacy through television.  Mai likes to play with her toys, run 

around, and watch her favorite shows, including Dora the Explorer.  Mai likes Dora and 

all Dora’s friends so much that she would watch an entire episode of Dora the Explorer 

sitting in one spot without leaving the room. In fact, watching television is one way Mai 

gets exposure to literacy at home.  The following is a description of what happened as the 

researcher arrived at Mai’s house for the first home observation: 

Sitting on a loveseat, she quietly watches Dora the Explorer.  When the 

current episode ended, another episode of Dora came on and Mai sings 

and imitates part of the Dora introduction song.  When the song ended, she 

quietly sits and watches again.  At one point during the show, Dora and 

her friends play some drums.  Mai gets up from where she sat, goes to 

grab a piece of Lego and a bracelet from the floor and then goes to kneel 

in front of the sofa footrest in the center of the room.  Facing the 

television, she pretends that the footrest is a drum and her Lego and 

bracelet pieces are her drumsticks.  She physically imitates what she sees 

on television by banging them against the sofa footrest and, all the while, 

singing along with the show:  “Boom, boom, sheka, sheka, boom, boom 

squish!”  At the end of the Dora show, Mai sings along with the Dora 

show shouting, “We did it!  We did it!” (home observation, June 14, 

2011). 

 

 Mai’s mother tells the researcher that Mai watches the Dora the Explorer show a 

lot because it has “a lot of numbers, counting, colors, and guessing games…they have a 

lot of educational stuff in Dora” (Mai’s Mom, personal communication, June 14, 2011). 
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Although mom acknowledges that she does not sit down and watch the show enough with 

her daughter, she says that her daughter likes to be interactive with the show: 

She likes to just sit there and watch and guess.  She’ll make guesses along 

with the movie…[when I do watch it with her], we’ll count together and 

I’ll ask her…or Dora’s backpack will ask “where is Dora’s present for 

Boots?” [and] she’ll point and say “here it is!” and then after a few 

seconds Dora will say “Here it is!” (Mai’s Mom, personal communication, 

June 14, 2011). 

  

 Besides watching Dora the Explorer, Mai also watches other shows.  According 

to mother, Mai enjoys watching Elmo’s World, Barney and Friends, and sometimes 

Spongebob.  When Mai is at grandma and grandpa's house, she likes to watch Public 

Broadcast Station shows (PBS).  Mai's mother notices that her daughter learns and picks 

up new ideas from watching those shows: 

[She] sings.  For example, the Barney song I Love You.  She knows how to 

sing that song and she basically learned it from Barney…she uses her 

imagination a lot and she got that from…one of the Dora the Explorer 

episodes [where] Dora used her imagination.  If she sees something…like 

a broom, she’ll use it as a horse and she’ll put things on and say she’s a 

princess…” (Mai’s Mom, personal communication, June 14, 2011). 

  

Research data reveals that television is a major part of Mai’s daily literacy activities.  

Mai’s mother seems to suggest that television is an important part of her literacy 

experience because it helps her child learn language by listening to repetitive songs.  

Additionally, Mai’s mother suggests that television supports literacy because it develops 

her child’s comprehension through guessing games and expands her thinking through 

imaginary play. Today, some of the children’s television shows do try to include literacy 

concepts.  For example, the Sesame Street show includes segments where the characters 

work with numbers and letters of the alphabet.  Another children’s show, Word World, 
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involves singing the alphabet, identifying letters, spelling simple words, and sounding out 

letters and words.  As a result, by allowing Mai television time and exposing her to 

educational shows, Mai gets the opportunity to build literacy. 

 English literacy through reading books.  Mai experiences reading through 

books.  On their half-full, three shelved family bookshelf in their living room, there are 

about 30 board books and children's picture books.  Home observations and interviews 

with Mai’s mother indicate that Mai engages in some independent reading time, although 

sometimes Mai’s mother has to hand her the books in order for her to read.  The 

following is one of the two instances where Mai's mother pushes her to go read by 

herself:  

Mom walked over from the kitchen and told Mai to go read some books.  

Mom handed Mai a children's book and a 6 page bike magazine.  Then, 

Mom left to go back into the kitchen.  Mai took both the reading materials 

from her Mom but then decided to put down the children's book and takes 

the magazine to read instead.  She took her magazine with her and went to 

her mini princess sofa sleeper to sit down.  She looked at the first two 

pages and then flipped the page.  On the next two pages, her eyes gazed 

from top to bottom, from left to right.  She spent about one minute on 

those two pages and then turned the page again.  She moved her head from 

top to bottom, from left to right again.  Then, this time something in the 

center of the right page captured her attention.  She stared at the center of 

the right page for about two minutes and then closed the magazine.  She 

stood up, set the magazine down on her princess sofa sleeper, and left to 

go play with a music mobile a couple inches from where she was sitting 

(home observation, June 29, 2011). 

 

Mai’s mother indicates that Mai is a child who loves reading and remembers what she 

hears: 

She'll pick up books and read by herself and point to pictures and try to 

read or tell stories if she wants to tell them...if it's a book that she knows 

like Brown Bear, Brown Bear [What Do You See], she'll keep reading it 

and repeating it over and over "Brown Bear, Brown Bear what do you 
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see?  Red bird, Red bird" things like that (Mai’s Mom, personal 

communication June 14, 2011). 

 

Research data indicates that Mai engages in some independent reading.  Mai’s 

mother explained that when Mai reads on her own she would pick up books and point to 

pictures to try to read.  Mai’s actions while she reads indicate that she searches for 

information in the story that makes sense to her.  Because she does not know how to read 

words yet, the words do not have much meaning to her.  Instead, she points to the 

pictures and uses the pictures to create her own story.  This seems to be what reading is to 

Mai.      

In all the six home observations conducted, there is one instance of read aloud.   

Mai's mother emphasizes that Mai's short attention span affects their read aloud time.  

Sometimes when Mai is unable to stay focused, mom says that she would tell a quick 

story about the book.  She says, 

I give her a brief story of what is going on and then next time when I read 

that book again, she remembers that...we talked about that so she tells me 

again that this is what's going on in this picture and tells the story (Mai’s 

Mom, personal communication, June 14, 2011). 

 

 When reading with mom, Mai tends to wonder all over the page instead of 

focusing on what her mom is reading.  Mai's mother indicates that she wants her child's 

full attention and wants Mai to follow what she is reading in the book, including looking 

at the words she is reading.   

...if I point to the words she'll be looking at the pictures and pointing at the 

words telling about the story and then I have [to] continuously remind her 

to focus and listen and look at the words that I'm pointing at. 

Researcher:  How do you react when she interrupts? 

Mom:  I just tell her "Mai, you need to focus now.  Look at this.  Let's read 

this." 
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Researcher:  So you really encourage her to look at the words? 

Mom:  Uh huh (Mai’s Mom, personal communication, June 14, 2011). 

 

 Mom's insistence on words was obvious during the observed read aloud 

experience between mom and Mai at their house as well.  Mom was reading the book 

Chicka Chicka Boom Boom to her daughter.  After reading the book, she flipped to the 

inside back cover of the book, which had all the upper and lower case alphabets.  Then, 

she starts to drill her daughter for letter identification: 

Mom:  Where’s A? Show mommy A. 

Mai points to O. 

Mom:  No, that’s O. A nyob nov [A is right here].  

Mom points to A.  Mom says and points to letters:  a, b 

Mai:  C 

Mom: E.  

 Where’s E? 

Mai points to C. 

Mom:  Ntawm ko yog C [that is C]. 

 E nyob nov [E is right here]. 

Mom points to E. 

Mom:  D.  

Mai points to C. 

Mom: That’s C. 

Mom points to D. 

Mom:  D.    

 Ces muab tes los wb taw tes wb hais abc [Give me your finger and 

 we'll point and say the abc]. 

 Hais nrog mommy, okay [Say it with mommy, okay]? 

Mom says first then Mai follows during the entire time (home 

observation, June 7, 2011). 

 

 Although there are times when Mai's mother wants her child to focus on words or 

letters, she did allow for interaction during the observed read aloud time.  While reading 

Chicka Chicka Boom Boom, mom involved Mai in discussing about what happened or 

what is happening in the story.  In addition, mom acknowledged and re-emphasized what 
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her daughter said as well.  The following is a short excerpt of Mai and her mom's 

conversation while reading Chicka Chicka Boom Boom: 

Mom:  Q, R, S, and T, U, V 

Mai:  Mommy, OH NO! Mai points to the page. 

Mom:  Uh oh, puas yog [right]?  Still more! W, X, Y, Z. 

Mai:  UH OH! 

Mom and Mai: OH, NO! 

Mom:  What happened? 

Mai:  Piam law mos [it's broken].  

Mom and Mai: CHICKA CHICKA BOOM BOOM! 

Mai:  UH OH! 

Mom:  What happened? 

Mai:  Poob lawm [fell]. 

Mom:  Lawv poob tag lawm es puas yog [they all fell, right]? 

 Uh, oh (home observation, June 7, 2011). 

 As the excerpt above shows, Mai’s mother takes time to read with Mai.  While 

reading together, talking about the story seems to be helpful for Mai’s comprehension of 

the text.  When Mai’s mother read Chicka Chicka Boom Boom to her, she took the time 

to pause from reading and ask her child questions about the story.  This allowed for Mai’s 

active participation in the story, which further facilitates her understanding of the story.  

Reading and exploring a text together is not only helpful for Mai’s comprehension, but it 

is also a way to encourage Mai to develop a reading habit at home.   

 When Mai and her mom engage in read aloud, Mai's short attention span tends to 

influence the way her mom reads; as a result, there are times when her mom only gives a 

quick overview of the story based on the pictures.  This suggests that Mai's mother knows 

how to appropriately modify reading to meet the needs of her child.  She does not read 

“word for word” all the time because she believes that this would not work for her child 

at this young age.  She believes that “telling” her child a story is a better way than 
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“reading” it to her.  She notices that her child can remember the story this way and can 

use pictures to support her memory and meaning-making of the book. 

 Although sometimes Mai’s mother only gives a quick overview of the story they 

are reading, research data also indicate that Mai’s mom also wants her to focus on the 

words in the book.  Mai’s mother indicates that she would often redirect her child’s 

attention to words she is pointing at in the text when she starts looking at the illustrations.  

Because mom seems to focus on reading the words instead of the meaning of the text, she 

seems to teach her child reading from the traditional skill driven method of teaching 

reading, where being able to read is being able to identify words.  As a result, she expects 

her daughter's full attention to the words when she points to them.  When her daughter 

becomes inattentive to the words, she seems to view it as a barrier to learning how to read 

since she would tell her child to refocus on the words that she is reading.   

 Mai’s mother’s own learning experience influence the way she works with her 

child at home with literacy.  Although born in Thailand, Mai's mom started her education 

in kindergarten in the United States and learned how to read by decoding words.  She 

explained that the way she remembers learning how to read is by looking at each letter in 

a word and sounding out the letters that make up the word.  This is similar to the way she 

conducts read aloud with her child.  While reading, she emphasizes the words in the story 

by telling her child to focus on the words she is pointing to.  Additionally, Mai’s mother 

drills her daughter on the letters in a book.  Her way of doing read aloud with her child 

shows that she thinks word and letter identification is an important part of early literacy.   

 However, it can be argued that word and letter identification tasks are not age-

appropriate tasks for a two-year old child and that such tasks should be reserved for older 
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preschool children.  Instead, adults helping a two year-old child with early literacy 

through reading aloud should focus on language development by allowing the child to 

take part in telling the story.  Additionally, the adult should become an active listener as 

the child becomes the storyteller, ask questions about the text while reading together, 

point to interesting aspects of the text, and engage in conversations about the story or 

illustrations in the text. 

 English literacy through writing.  In addition to reading books, Mai also 

engages in some writing.  During one of the interviews, the researcher and Mai's mother 

discuss Mai's writing habits at home.  Mom says that she "thinks" her daughter is 

interested in writing "but for right now it's just all scribbles" (Mai’s Mom, personal 

communication, June 14, 2011).  Mom estimated that her daughter engages in some sort 

of writing three to four times a week "depending on their schedule" (Mai’s Mom, 

personal communication, June 14, 2011).  

 During home observations, the researcher observed two instances where Mai 

actually engaged in some sort of writing.  The first instance is when she grabbed one of 

her MegaFun Activity books from a visiting aunt and then, using a pen, made three 

separate scribbles onto a page of the activity book before handing it back to her aunt.  

The other observed writing activity took place over a time span of approximately twenty 

minutes.  The following is a description of what the researcher observed: 

Mai comes up to me [the researcher] where I'm sitting and grabs my pen 

and starts to scribble on my paper.  I told her that I could give her paper if 

she wanted so that she does not scribble on my notes.  She took the papers 

I offered her and my pen and then she lay down on the floor right next to 

my feet.  Mai started scribbling all around the page.  Her scribbles 

consisted of both lines and circles.  The size of each line and scribble were 

all differed in size.  Most of the lines were very close together; in fact, she 
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tended to scribble on the same spot over and over, creating several 

darkened areas on the page.  After she felt satisfied with the first page, she 

turned the page over and scribbled some more...Mom walks over to look 

at Mai, and Mai tells her Mom, "Hi, Mom!  Mai ua homework na [Mai is 

doing homework]!"  Mom said "Okay!" and told her to write her name 

among other things.  Then Mom walks back into the kitchen...She 

continues to write without stopping making up and down marks and circle 

scribbles...[she gets distracted by another activity]... She begins to scribble 

on her paper again, using [a] book as the hard surface.  She scribbles up 

and down in short slow motions in the same spot...Mai switches pens with 

me and continues to write, overlapping the blue and black pens (home 

observation, June 29, 2011). 

 

This observation suggests that Mai starts to establish a sense of going to school and then 

coming home to finish homework.  This also indicates that Mai starts to develop an 

understanding of writing.  She appears to understand that people usually have a purpose 

when writing and that writing has some sort of meaning.  For Mai, this particular writing 

task is not just random scribbles.  Even though her writing is comprised of mostly 

scribbles, the writing has meaning to her.  In this particular writing task, the scribbles are 

her homework.  

Case Two:  Yer's Home Literacy Experiences 

I think [literacy] is important now because she’s in the learning mode…learning how to 

do things and how to speak. 

– Yer’s Mom (Yer’s Mom, personal communication, June 20, 2011) 

 To Yer’s mother, literacy means being able to read and write.  Data analysis 

shows that Yer engages in several literacy practices at home.  The following is a 

discussion of the major ways in which Yer engages with literacy at home. 

 Literacy-related activities in Hmong.  Yer, like Mai, is also a dual language 

learner who is growing up in a household in which both Hmong and English are used.  
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Research data reveal that hardly any activities related to Hmong literacy were present in 

Yer’s home besides the use of the Hmong language, though it was not used extensively 

either.  Only a few sporadic instances of the language were observed, which included 

when Yer’s mother asked her not to get the living room messy and when Yer’s mother 

asked if Yer would like rice with meat or a sandwich to eat.  In an interview, Yer’s 

mother expressed that Yer can count to 12 in English but “not so much in Hmong but I 

think she can get around to 10 too” (Yer’s Mom, personal communication, June 20, 

2011).  When asked which language Yer’s mom encourages Yer to use (Hmong or 

English), she responds, “I think a lot more English but I also do it in Hmong too because 

grandparents only speak Hmong anyway” (Yer’s Mom, personal communication, June 

20, 2011).    

 English literacy through television.  Yer is a curious two year-old who enjoys 

playing with her child-size wooden play kitchen set located in her family’s living room.  

When she is not playing with her kitchen, she is usually sitting across from the family’s 

42-inch high definition television on a long green sofa watching her favorite children’s 

shows—including Super Why.  Through television, Yer gets exposure to literacy at home.   

 According to Yer's mother, Yer spends a lot of time watching television, partially 

because the family subscribes to Netflix, which allows them to watch unlimited movies 

and cartoon shows.  Yer’s mother talks about why her daughter is exposed to so much 

television: 

She watched it this morning.  She's going to be watching it almost every 

morning because [her grandparents] are never up, so I usually let her 

watch when I drop her off at their house in the morning (Yer’s Mom, 

personal communication, June 20, 2011). 
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 Though Yer likes watching television, home observations reveal that Yer is not 

necessarily passively watching television.  In fact, Yer enjoys imitating songs and actions 

the cartoon characters do in the shows.  Additionally, Yer takes pleasure in answering 

questions the Super Why characters pose to viewers.  The following is one of the 

observed incidences of Yer interacting with the show: 

On the television screen, several letters were displayed. 

Super Why show:  Where’s letter S?   

Yer:  Right there! Points to a letter on the television from where she is 

sitting 

Super Why show:  Where’s letter P? 

Yer:  Right there! Points to a letter on the television from where she is 

sitting 

Super Why show:  Where’s letter I? 

Yer:  Right there! Points to a letter on the television from where she is 

sitting 

Super Why show:  Where’s letter N? 

Yer:  Right there! Points to a letter on the television from where she is 

sitting (home observation, June 21, 2011). 

 

During every home observation when Yer was watching television, her mom was 

sitting right next to her on the sofa doing homework.  Even though she is doing 

homework, she frequently takes short breaks to watch her daughter’s favorite television 

shows and interact with her daughter: 

Mom selects the Super Why show and puts it on for Yer to watch…After 

the characters are introduced all of them put one of their hands together to 

do a cheer.  While the characters are doing their cheer, mom extends one 

of her hands out and then Yer climbs off the sofa and sets one of her hands 

on top of her mom’s hand—just like what the characters in the show are 

doing.  Together mom and Yer say with the characters in the show:  

“Super Readers to the rescue!”…Girl puts one of her hands up in the air 

and says to her mom, “Give me five!” Her mom gives her a high-five and 

then Yer climbs back up to sit next to her mom again…Her mom goes 

back to doing her homework as Yer watches the show (home observation, 

June 21, 2011). 
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At another point in the show, the letters S, P, I, and N showed up on the television 

screen creating the word “SPIN.”  Yer’s mother said each letter followed by the sounds 

of each letter aloud and then she modeled how to blend the sounds together to create the 

word “SPIN” for Yer.  This seems to suggest that Yer’s mother has a procedure when 

teaching her child how to read a word.  First, she identifies each letter.  Then, she 

phonetically sounds out the letters.  After that she blends the sounds together and then she 

finally says the word.  By having and using such a word decoding process, it seems to 

suggest that Yer's mother wants her child to be able to identify letters and the sounds of 

each letter.  By sounding out each of the letters, the mother is introducing her daughter to 

the alphabetical principal, which is fundamental in emergent literacy.  

A review of research data reveals that television is a major part of Yer’s daily 

literacy experiences at home.  Although her mom acknowledges that her child watches 

television several times throughout the day, data show that Yer is actively engaged with 

the shows by constantly imitating the characters in the shows and singing along with the 

shows.  This suggests that television provides language exposure for Yer, which is a very 

important component of literacy.   

Additionally, research data shows that Yer can identify alphabet letters presented 

on the television screen.  This indicates that Yer’s mother sees television as a means for 

Yer to further develop early literacy skills because she selects parts of the television show 

to interact with her child.     

English literacy through reading books.  Home observations and interviews 

with Yer's mother suggest that Yer engages with books on limited occasions.  

Throughout all home observations, no independent reading or read aloud using a book 
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was observed, but there was one instance in which Yer watched and listened to books 

read to her on her mother’s IPod.  Yer’s mother does indicate through interview that 

whenever Yer sees a book, she would pick it up and start looking through the book.  

Additionally, mom says, “If she’s going to read, she does it all on her own” (Yer’s Mom, 

personal communication, June 20, 2011).  Yer’s independent reading takes place at least 

once a day, according to her mom, and when she reads independently what she does is: 

…open the book and pretend to read and she'll just read and read and read 

and then she'll flip the page and read some more. Even though she doesn't 

know what the heck's going on she'll speak it in her language she 

understands (Yer’s Mom, personal communication, June 20, 2011). 

 

Interview data reveals that Yer engages in some, though limited, read aloud.  The 

following is a conversation with Yer’s mother about reading at their house: 

Mom:  … we…read to her.  

Researcher:  How often?   

Mom:  …once in a while... I don't know.  

Researcher:  How many times in the past week?   

Mom:  Once.  

Researcher:  Does she enjoy those story times? 

Mom:  Yes…sort of—like she would lay there but then she’ll get up and 

move, and I’d be like “Okay, I’m going to stop reading now” and then 

she’ll be like “No! No! No! Read!”…then she’ll come back and lay down 

on the bed (Yer’s Mom, personal communication, June 20, 2011). 

 

Mom explains that the times when she does read to her child, sometimes it is hard 

for her child to stay focused because some of the books she reads are chapter books.  She 

does notice, however, that when she reads a children’s book, her child is more attentive 

“because picture books have something entertaining for her…[that] she can see…” (Yer’s 

Mom, personal communication, June 20, 2011). 
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Yer’s mother seems to understand that because her child is young she needs 

children’s books with illustrations to support her comprehension.  However, she still 

reads chapter books to her child. Her personal background may contribute to why she 

continues to read chapter books to her child even though she seems to understand that 

picture books would be more helpful to her child.  Yer’s mother grew up in a household 

where, like many other second-generation Hmong parents today, her parents knew very 

little English and were seldom able to help her with schoolwork or reading at home, 

including reading.  Perhaps because she grew up in such a household and is working 

toward obtaining a higher education degree, she understands how important and essential 

reading is.  As a result, she wants her child to become a successful learner and feels that 

she should read a high level book for her two-year old child.  This seems to imply that by 

reading a high level text to her child, she can get a "head start" with reading and become 

a better, fluent reader, which would help her be successful in school. 

English literacy through meaningful oral communication.  A review of data 

finds that Yer’s mother provides an interactive oral home environment in which Yer 

practices using language in meaningful contexts.  For example, during one home 

observation, Yer’s mom and dad were helping each other prepare dinner.  After playing 

with her wooden kitchen play set for a while, Yer saw that her mom pulled out something 

from the refrigerator.  Interested in what her mom pulled out, she left her play area and 

headed to the kitchen.  The following is an example of the oral interaction between Yer 

and her parents while they were preparing dinner: 

Yer climbed onto the closest chair and opened up the egg carton. 

Yer:  Egg! 
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Mom walked back to the dinner table corner where mom set down the 

eggs. Yer remained standing on the chair and looked as her mom and dad 

mixed the ingredients together in a large bowl.   

Mom:  Yer, what is this? Mom pointed to the eggs in the egg carton. 

Yer:  Egg! 

Mom:  What color is it? 

Yer:  White. 

Mom:  Yes!  (home observation, June 22, 2011). 

 Later, during the same home observation Yer brought two little Monopoly houses 

to show her dad, who was still helping mom prepare dinner.  Understanding that she was 

showing him what she found, her dad asked her, “You have two houses?  What colors are 

they?” (home observation, June 22, 2011). Yer’s parents’ way of questioning their child 

seems to suggest that they use language in a way that requires Yer to not only speak but 

also think.  Yer’s parents’ way of questioning her may be advantageous to her literacy 

development, specifically in the areas of listening and speaking.  It not only requires her 

to listen to what they say, but it also requires her to think about and comprehend their 

questions and then formulate a response in addition to actually verbalizing a reply.   

 It is important to note that in most traditional Hmong families, parents typically 

do not in interactive questioning approach when speaking with their child; rather, 

learning takes place through experience and practice.  From the researcher’s observation 

of and knowledge about the Hmong people, young children are usually left to play and 

explore their environment and learn from their exploration.  Yer’s parents, however, 

seem to include prompting their child with questions to teach her about simple preschool 

concepts in addition to letting her explore through play.  This suggests that Yer’s parents 

embrace and seriously take on their role as their child’s first teacher.   This also seems to 

indicate that her parents set high expectations for her as a learner because she is 
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introduced to many different concepts as a young two year-old child.  Such concepts 

include letter and sound identification as well as number and color recognition.   

Part Three:  A Discussion of Mai and Yer’s Home Literacy Activities 

 Part Three analyzes the similarities between Mai and Yer’s home literacy 

activities.  This part is further divided into two sections.  The first section examines the 

commonalities in home literacy practices found present in both Mai and Yer’s homes.  

The second section discusses the limited literacy activities for both Mai and Yer.    

Section One:  Commonalities in Mai and Yer’s Home Literacy Activities 

 First of all, both Mai and Yer’s literacy practice includes interacting with books, 

which is important because their experiences with books provide exposure to basic 

concepts about print.  These concepts include knowing how to hold a book the correct 

way, differentiating between print and pictures, turning pages from right to left, and being 

able to tell the front of the book from the back.  Since both Mai and Yer’s mothers 

communicated through interview that their child knows how to correctly hold a book and 

turn the pages, it implies that Mai and Yer have developed at least some basic 

understanding of print concepts.  Mai and Yer’s mother further indicated that their child 

would pick up a book, pretend to read a page, turn the page, and then pretend to read 

some more.  This shows that the Mai and Yer have developed the understanding that a 

book communicates a story and that each time a page is turned the story continues. 

 Secondly, research data demonstrates that through their experience with books 

both Mai and Yer receive exposure to illustrations.  Illustrations in texts are important in 

the early stages of literacy development because they provide Mai and Yer with the 

opportunity to point at and name objects in the picture and talk about what they see.  This 
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can help build comprehension, vocabulary, and language skills.  Additionally, pictures 

can help Mai and Yer create their own personal stories through associating what they see 

in the pictures to their own life and experiences.  The present research indicates that Mai 

is already making connections between her own life and what she sees in books.  For 

example, while reading Chicka Chicka Boom Boom with her mom, she made the 

connection that the uppercase letters were the mommies because they looked bigger and 

the lowercase letters were the children because they looked smaller.  In making this 

association of letters and people, she has developed her own story based on the pictures 

she saw because she commented to her mom at the end of the story that the babies fell off 

of the tree.   

 Finally, research shows that watching television is common between both Mai 

and Yer; in fact, television is a major part of their daily literacy activities.  The television 

shows they watch seem to provide exposure to important early literacy skill development 

for both Mai and Yer.  For example, Mai watches Dora The Explorer, an animated 

television show, in which she engages in sing-along songs as well as guessing games on 

the show.  The guessing games Mai plays requires skills such as listening comprehension 

because Mai has to hear and understand what Dora asks.  The games also help with oral 

language development because the show pauses to give Mai a chance to think and 

formulate an answer to Dora’s question.  

 Yer, on the other hand, enjoys watching Super Why, an animated television series 

that that focuses on reading skills.  Through the television show, Yer is encouraged to 

participate in activities that help build her phonemic and print awareness, letter and sound 

knowledge, and listening comprehension skills.  For example, during a home observation 
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Yer was seen identifying letters that appeared on the television screen.  She was also seen 

singing along to the alphabet song as each letter popped up on the television screen. 

Section Two:  Limited Literacy-Related Activities for Mai and Yer 

 There are two major findings in this area.  First of all, both Mai and Yer receive 

limited exposure to a variety of literacy-related experiences that promote early literacy.  

For example, both mothers point out during interview that they do not frequently visit the 

public library, which is a resource that offers a wide range of age-appropriate literacy 

enriching materials and activities, such as sing-along and dance sessions, for families.  In 

fact, Mai’s mother estimated that in a year the family would visit the public library 

maybe two times.  Yer’s mother, on the other hand, specifically states, “We don’t go to 

the library” when asked about visits to the public library (Yer’s Mom, personal 

communication, June 20, 2011).  

To further demonstrate that Mai and Yer get little exposure to a wide range of 

literacy-related experiences, neither Mai nor Yer were observed engaging in any sort of 

rhyming activity, including making rhymes, nursery rhymes, and rhymes with finger 

play.  Such age-appropriate literacy activities were absent in both children’s homes.  

Creating rhymes and finger play activities are important to Mai and Yer’s early literacy 

development because it provides them with further opportunity to listen and notice when 

sounds in language are similar and different.  Additionally, engaging in making rhymes 

can help Mai and Yer explore the concept that the change of one letter sound creates a 

new word with a new meaning.   

The second major finding is that age-appropriate writing, such as drawing, 

scribbling, or exploring with different writing tools, occurred on a limited basis in the 
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home.  In other words, writing-related experiences seemed to be less emphasized in the 

children’s homes.  A quick look around Mai's house for writing materials during the first 

home observation shows that there are few writing materials immediately available for 

Mai.  Although there was a mug filled with pens on a tall, small desk filled with mailings, 

it did not seem accessible to Mai because the pen mug was pushed up against the wall 

and out of the reach of Mai.  Additionally, the papers and letters from the mail on the 

desk did not seem as if they were for Mai's writing pleasure because they were stacked up 

into thin, neat piles.  The pieces of papers, too, were pushed against the wall and out of 

Mai's reach.  Besides the materials on the desk, there were some random pieces of paper 

on a glass table in a spare room in the house; however, Mai spent little time in the spare 

room.  When asked about whether Mai has some writing-related resources around the 

house, her mother answers, 

Mom:  She's got SOME pencils, crayons, markers, paint, [and] coloring 

books...I have [them] put away for now because we are cleaning but then 

most of the time they are put away.  I sometimes take it out for her or if 

she sees something else like another paper and pencil lying around 

somewhere she'll just do it herself.  If she wants [her materials] she'll ask 

for me to give it to her...like the other day she wanted to paint so she asked 

for painting stuff, and I gave it to her...sometimes, very few times, I ask 

her to do it (Mai’s Mom, personal communication, June 14, 2011). 

 

            The above excerpt indicates that the home environment is not exactly set up in a 

way that encourages writing experiences.  Although it is understandable that Mai’s 

mother wants to keep the home clean, writing-related materials need to be in a place that 

is visible and accessible to the child to encourage and support writing practices.  It is 

important to have writing tools and materials visible and accessible to Mai at home 

because it will encourage her to complete spontaneous writing tasks which may spark 
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other literacy-related activities, such as discussing her work with another adult in the 

home.  This may mean that Mai’s mother would have to place the writing tools in several 

places throughout the home where the child spends most of her time.  This could also 

mean that Mai’s mother would have to set the writing supplies within her child’s reach so 

that she can easily access the materials to use even when her mother is not around.  

Overall, home observation findings are consistent with Mai's mother's statement 

that her daughter has some writing resources and does engage in some writing, depending 

on their schedule.  During one home observation, Mai asked to paint and her mom 

brought out a small plastic storage container approximately fifteen inches long by six 

inches wide by four inches deep, which was about one fourth full of a pencils, pens, 

painting supply, stencils, and stamps as well as random crayons and markers.  Included in 

the plastic supply box were two MegaFun Activity books filled with coloring pages and a 

Dora coloring book.  Because Mai wanted to paint, her mother prepared her painting 

material and set it out on the glass table in the spare room for her to paint.  

At Yer’s house, writing-related activities were also limited.  Interview and home 

observation data reveal that the family has few literacy materials and resources.  Besides 

the television, Yer has a total of "maybe about a little more than 10" books at home 

(Yer’s Mom, personal communication, June 20, 2011).  However, not all of the books are 

children's picture books.  According to Yer's mom, half are children's book such as The 

Cat in the Hat and the other half are chapter books.  At the time of data collection, Yer's 

mom indicated that the books were all boxed away because the family was moving soon 

otherwise the books would usually be within Yer's reach.   
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            Home observations reveal that there was not a single time when Yer was seen 

holding a writing utensil, such as pencil, marker, or crayon.  When asked whether Yer 

had crayons and markers for her to use, Yer’s mom answered, 

Sort of...She just leaves them laying around and then I would put them in 

the bag and put it away and then she'll take it back out and they'd be laying 

everywhere and then I usually just throw them away.  But she has some 

(Yer’s Mom, personal communication, June 20, 2011). 

 

Then, when asked whether Yer does any writing at home, her mother and the researcher 

engage in the following conversation: 

R:  How about with writing.  Does she do any writing? 

M:  No. 

R:  How about scribbles?  Does she scribble? 

M:  Yes.   

R:  Scribbles? 

M:  Yes.  Oh, I should've showed you.  I had my note card and I had stuff 

written on it and then--you know it's the ones with lines--she scribbled 

across like this [moving hand up in zigzag as if writing] in the line.  I was 

like WHAT?! I think I threw it away (Yer’s Mom, personal 

communication, June 20, 2011). 

 

 The last two excerpts above indicate that Yer’s home environment, similar to 

Mai’s home, is not fully supportive of early literacy skills development, specifically in 

the area of writing.  In Yer’s case, this could be partially because her mother does not 

seem to recognize her child’s need to explore and “play” with writing tools, which is 

evident through her action of throwing away materials left around the home.  

Additionally, by throwing away the note card Yer had scribbled zigzags on, it 

demonstrates that Yer’s mother may not recognize that scribbles carry meaning for a 

child even though there is no written words or symbols of understanding to an adult.  For 

a two-year old child, scribbles are perfectly acceptable and appropriate for their age.  For 
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Yer, scribbling is a way of making meaning and demonstrating what she learned from 

watching her mother write on her note card.   

 Yer’s scribbling not only carries meaning to Yer, but it also expresses what she 

knows about writing.  For example, by scribbling on her mom’s note card, Yer is 

showing that she understands the purposes of a writing material (note card) and a writing 

tool (pen/pencil).  Further, her scribbling across the note card within the lines, as her 

mother indicated in the excerpt above, shows Yer’s understanding that writing is 

normally written between two lines in a linear motion.   

Summary of Results 

 The following table, Table 3, is a summary of the results presented in this chapter.  

Table 3.  Summary of Results 

 

Characteristics of 

families and home 

literacy environment 

Mai’s family Yer’s family 

1. Parent-child 

interaction 
 Communicates in both 

Hmong and English 

 Read aloud occasionally 

throughout the week 

 Discusses what happened 

in the story during reading 

 Some basic letter 

identification instruction 

 Communicates in mostly 

English 

 Child and parents take 

turn asking and 

answering questions 

 Talk about what is on TV 

while watching TV 

shows 

 Some instruction on how 

to blend words 

2. Shared book reading  Shared Chicka Chicka 

Boom Boom together 

 Acknowledged what child 

says during reading 

 Provides brief summary of 

books sometimes 

 Mai likes to look at 

pictures while mom 

emphasizes looking at 

 No shared reading 

observed 

 Mom indicates shared 

reading occurs about 

once a week 
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words 

 Mom encourages active 

participation by asking 

questions 

3. Writing activities   Occurs three to four times 

a week depending on 

family’s schedule  

 Two examples of the 

observed writing 

instances:  once in a 

MagaFun Activity book 

and once using pen to 

scribble for about 20 

minutes 

 No age-appropriate 

writing observed 

 Mom expresses one 

writing instance where 

she threw away the 

child’s work 

4. Literacy experience 

occurring around games, 

nursery rhymes, songs, 

TV shows, etc. 

 Sings along with songs on 

TV 

 Watches Dora the 

Explorer, Elmo’s World, 

Barney and Friends, and 

Spongebob 

 Letter identification with 

mom while reading 

 Sings along with songs 

on TV 

 Watches Super Why and 

movies on Netflix 

 Letter identification on 

TV 

 Listens to stories read 

aloud on IPod 

5. Trips to the public 

library 
 Not very often; about 

twice a year 

 Does not attend 

6. Literacy resources and 

availability of resources 

that provide cognitive 

stimulation 

 TV 

 Children’s picture books 

 Children’s DVDs 

 MegaFun Activity book 

 Some writing supplies 

(paper, pen, markers, 

crayons) painting supplies 

 TV is readily available 

 Picture books and DVD 

shelved in living room 

 Writing supplies stored 

away 

 TV 

 Children’s picture book 

and chapter books 

 TV is readily available 

 Books not readily 

available; mom stored 

away books 

7. Number of picture 

books at home 
 About 30  About 10 (some are 

chapter books) 

8. Opportunities to  Two observed instances of  None observed 
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Findings of the present research show that both Mai and Yer engage in some 

literacy-related practices at home.  These practices include watching television, writing, 

and reading books.  The present research also revealed that age-appropriate writing tasks 

occurred very minimally at home and that the children were exposed to a limited variety 

of literacy-related activities in the home.  

The following chapter, Chapter V, will discuss some recommendations based 

upon the research findings. 

 

 

  

independently explore 

literate behaviors 

independent reading using 

children’s book and 

magazine 

 Likes to pick up book and 

pretend to read according 

to mom 

 Likes to reread books 

child already knows 

 Likes to pick up book 

and pretend to read 

according to mom 

9. Parents’ literacy 

experience and beliefs in 

education 

 Educated in the US 

 Literacy begins at birth 

 Head Start is a positive 

environment for child to 

learn literacy 

 Reading means knowing 

how to say words in a 

story 

 Number, letter, and color 

identification is important 

 Educated in the US 

 Literacy begins early 

 Number, letter, and color 

identification important 

 Reading means word 

identification 

 Oral communication 

large part of literacy 

development  

 Interactions with child is 

a way to support literacy 

at home  
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CHAPTER V 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

 The researcher began this research project with the understanding that learning to 

read and write begins early in life for almost all children who live in a literate society, 

even before they attend any formal school (Teale and Sulzby, 1989).  Additionally, this 

research began with the researcher’s understanding that specific emergent literacy 

behaviors, such as print knowledge, phonological awareness, oral language skills, and 

early reading and writing skills, provide children the foundation to become successful 

future readers and writers (Fields, 1989; Hemphill and Tivnan, 2008; MacDonald and 

Cornwall, 1995; Morrow, 1989; Smith, 1996; Roth et al., 2002; Storich and Whitehurst, 

2002; Whitehurst and Lonigan, 2001).  With those understandings and the researcher’s 

connection with the Hmong community, the researcher set out to examine what literacy 

practices young Hmong children are engaging in at home prior to entering any formal 

school setting. 

 Using a qualitative ethnographic research method, the researcher selected Mai and 

Yer, both of whom are two-years old, as the participants along with their mothers.  

Through interviews and home observations, the researcher found that both children do 

engage in some literacy practices at home.  Additionally, the researcher concludes that 

the two children did not have well developed home literacy environments.  As Evans et 

al. (2000) states, parents and the literacy environments they create at home play an 

important role in developing children’s reading and writing abilities.  In the present 
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study, the Mai and Yer’s mothers seem to realize they play a part in helping their child 

build literacy at home, yet they did not seem to fully create a home environment 

conducive to early literacy skills.  For example, both Mai and Yer’s families have some 

writing supplies for them to use but those supplies are often kept stored away or, in Yer’s 

case, sometimes thrown away if her mom finds them around the house.   

 The researcher offers two possible explanations for why Mai and Yer’s parents do 

not successfully create a home environment that effectively supports early literacy.  First, 

the researcher suspects that because reading and writing is relatively new to the Hmong 

language some parents are still trying to figure out their role and how they can help their 

child.  The Hmong written system was created in the mid-1900s and the first Hmong 

families arrived in the United States shortly after the Vietnam War ended in 1970s 

(Duffy, 2007; Thao, 1999).  This means that reading and writing has only become a 

major part of Hmong individuals’ lives for a short period of time.  Prior to that time, 

cultural knowledge, stories, and personal experiences were orally transmitted from one 

generation to the next (Lee and Tapp, 2010; Thao, 2006).  As a result, it is not surprising 

to the researcher that Mai and Yer’s home literacy environment is not as effective as it 

could be and that limited literacy practices occur in Mai and Yer’s home.  Mai and Yer’s 

parents are the first generation in their families to attend and graduate from American 

schools; therefore, they know the importance of literacy, yet they may still be trying to 

figure out how to help their child with literacy at home.  

 The second possible explanation is there may be a cultural difference that 

prevents Mai and Yer’s families from further providing their child with a variety of 

literacy practices at home.  As an individual who grew up in the Hmong culture, the 



 74 

researcher understands that education in Laos and Thailand was expensive so many 

Hmong children usually did not attend formal schooling.  Instead, most children, if they 

were old enough, worked the rice and garden fields with their parents while young 

children were usually left to play as parents and older siblings tended the fields and other 

daily chores.  In Laos and Thailand, reading and writing skills were not prioritized 

because the oral nature of the Hmong culture as well as the need for many children to 

work.  As a result, children who grew up in Laos and Thailand were more immersed in 

oral literacy and less immersed in reading and writing activities.   

  In the United States, knowing how to read and write is foundational for academic 

learning.  Mai and Yer’s parents, as well as many other Hmong parents in the United 

States, understand the basics of why literacy is important; however, they do not have 

knowledge about how to make the transition to provide a literacy-rich home environment 

for their young children because they themselves did not grow up in such an environment 

with their parents.  

Limited Home Literacy Experience 

 The current research findings show that Mai’s parents provide some literacy 

experience for their child at home; therefore, Mai is getting some exposure to early 

literacy at home.  For example, the present research found that Mai’s parents supply 

about 30 children’s picture books in the home which Mai uses, at times, to read 

independently.  This research also found that Mai’s parents allowed Mai to view 

television shows that actively engaged Mai in literacy practices.  Additionally, Mai was 

also observed doing some independent scribbling, which helps to support her early 

literacy development.   
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 Yer’s parents also provided literacy experience for Yer at home.  For example, 

this research found that Yer’s parents provided Yer with about 10 books.  Yer’s mom 

explains that Yer would pretend to read independently over and over when they are in her 

possession.  Yer’s parents also supported Yer’s early literacy development through 

constantly asking her questions about the toys she is playing with or the television shows 

she is watching.  For instance, when Yer showed her father some toys she was holding in 

her hand, he asked her how many toys she held in her hand and what the colors of the 

toys were.  Additionally, the present research found that Yer’s parents allowed Yer to 

watch educational television shows frequently, which furthers her early literacy 

development.     

 Both Mai and Yer’s parents seem to provide some literacy experiences at home 

for their child but both of their home environment is not fully conducive to early literacy 

development.  For example, Mai engaged in few shared reading times with an adult while 

Yer experienced even less shared reading with an adult at her home.  Additionally, Mai 

was observed doing some scribbling at home, but Yer was not observed interacting with 

writing materials.  Research in early literacy show that home is a place that influences 

children’s literacy development.  Morrow (1989) states that the home environment should 

provide the necessary support a child needs for that child to flourish in early literacy 

because it should provide the interpersonal interaction between parents and children.  

Additionally, the home setting should provide an emotional and motivational atmosphere 

for the child where parents have the opportunity to praise their child’s attitude toward and 

interaction with literacy (Morrow, 1989).  As a result, the home is an important place 

where Mai and Yer’s literacy learning journey begins.   
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 Research has also found that providing a supportive home environment where 

there are ample opportunities to engage in literacy activities can help children better 

develop skills necessary for literacy (Lynch et al., 2008; Morrow, 1989; Scarborough et 

al., 1991).  Scarborough et al. (1991) found that children who were read to and engaged 

in more reading activities at home became better readers in elementary school as 

compared to children with less early literacy home experiences.  Research such as that by 

Scarborough et al. (1991) indicate a need for Mai and Yer’s parents to create a more 

supportive early literacy home environment in which more frequent literacy activities 

occur.  It is essential that Mai and Yer’s parents create a home atmosphere where there 

are many parent-child interactions with literacy as well as opportunities where the 

children can explore literacy independently as frequently or spontaneously as they wish.  

Conditions that Support Early Literacy Development:  Recommendations for 

Parents 

 Based on the findings of the current research as well as research by scholars in the 

field of early literacy, the following are some recommendations that parents can do to 

help their preschoolers at home:  1) create meaningful writing experience with children, 

2) read to children on a daily basis, 3) engage in rhythmic and playful oral language 

activities, and 4) use outdoor experiences as a springboard for literacy activities at home.  

The researcher also makes a recommendation for Mai and Yer’s community in order to 

further support Mai and Yer’s families as well as other Hmong families in early literacy 

practices by establishing a family literacy program for Hmong families.  All of the 

mentioned recommendations are discussed below. 
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Create Meaningful Writing Experiences for Children  

  According to researchers, writing is often easier for some children to begin with 

instead of reading (Fields, 1989; Whitehurst and Lonigan, 1998).  At a young age, many 

children start scribbling where they simply explore what happens when a writing tool 

moves on a surface, such as paper.  After scribbling, children will eventually begin to 

make letter-like marks and then start using invented spelling as they age.  The emergent 

writing stages of scribbling, letter-like marks, and invented spelling are especially 

important because they help children further develop their phonological sensitivity and 

reinforce their knowledge of grapheme-phoneme correspondence (Fields, 1989; 

Whitehurst and Lonigan, 1998).  Research has found that phonological sensitivity and the 

ability to correspond letters to its sounds can affect later reading and writing skills in 

children (Stortch and Whitehurst, 2002).  As a result, it is important for Mai and Yer’s 

parents to create comfortable, small writing centers in their homes to encourage an early 

development of emergent writing.   

 In the present study, Mai and Yer engaged in few age-appropriate writing 

activities.  Mai and Yer’s parents need to create several writing centers throughout their 

home in areas where the child spends the most time, such as the living area and play 

areas, to encourage age-appropriate writing.  Each writing center should have a place to 

sit as well as a height-appropriate surface to write.  At each writing spot around the home, 

parents should include writing materials such as coloring books, lined and unlined paper 

of varying sizes, construction paper of different sizes and colors, a small chalkboard, and 

a dry erase board.  Parents should also include a variety of writing tools at each center, 

such as crayons, pencils, colored pencils, colored chalk, dry erase markers of different 
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sizes and colors, and erasable markers of varying sizes and colors.  Other items to include 

in the writing centers are different genre of books, magazines, age-appropriate flash 

cards, simple alphabetic or numeric puzzles, and magnetic or wooden letters and 

numbers.  At each of the writing centers around their home, Mai and Yer’s parents should 

make sure that the writing materials and tools are visible and easily accessible to their 

child instead keeping them stored away because, according to Neuman and Celano 

(2001), those children who have limited access to early literacy materials are at risk for 

adequately acquiring emergent literacy skills. 

Read to Children on a Daily Basis 

 According to some researchers, the number of books in the home is an indicator 

of early literacy development.  Senechal et al. (1996) found the number of books in the 

home affect children's literacy because those who had more books tended to engage in 

more reading activities.  At home, children who were read to more and who participated 

in more book activities became better readers by second grade compared to children who 

did not receive as many home literacy experiences (Scarborough et al., 2008).  

Additionally, when parents and their children read together, it positively influenced 

children's early knowledge in areas such as print awareness (Justice and Kaderavek, 

2002).  While reading, the conversations parents have with their child also positively 

affect their early literacy achievement (Anderson et al., 2008).  As a result, the researcher 

strongly recommends having more children's books available at home and for Mai and 

Yer's parents to read together with their child daily.   

 In the present study, Mai and Yer had few children's books at home to enjoy and 

neither family visited the public library to borrow books. Mai and Yer's parents need to 
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provide them with access to more books at home.  Although Mai and Yer's parents can 

purchase new or used books, the families need to establish library cards with their public 

library and take advantage of borrowing books, which can be done at no cost.  Public 

libraries are an excellent resource for children's reading materials since they carry a 

variety of baby board books, picture books, children's magazines, and books on tape. 

 In addition to making more books available for Mai and Yer, their parents also 

need to make reading together a daily routine at home.  Mai and Yer's parents should 

review their daily schedule and choose a consistent time to read to their child every day.  

Some possible times to routinely read to Mai and Yer include right before bedtime, 

making reading a part of their bedtime routine, or right away in the morning when they 

wake up, making reading a part of their morning routine.  While reading together, it is 

important for Mai and Yer's parents to engage their child in conversations by extending 

the text and helping their child make connections.  For example, if they are reading a 

book about zoo animals, Mai and Yer's parents can ask their child to talk about their 

experience the last time they saw animals at the zoo. Such conversations encourage Mai 

and Yer to listen and use language, which are important components in early literacy 

development. 

Engage in Playful and Rhythmic Oral Language Activities 

 Oral language proficiency is important to learning skills such as print principles, 

phonological awareness, and emergent writing.  These skills are foundation for early 

reading success (Early Child Care Research Network, 2005).  Hemphill and Tivnan 

(2008) found that children who start school with larger vocabularies demonstrate greater 

sensitivity to sound patterns in words, giving those children an advantage in learning 
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early letter-sound correspondence.  Research by Storch and Whitehurst (2002), on the 

other hand, found that oral language skills affect reading ability in first and second grade.  

According to Hemphill and Tivnan (2008), children's vocabulary development is 

important because as they move beyond the beginning stages of learning to read, breadth 

of vocabulary supports accurate decoding of less common words.  As a result, the 

researcher advocates for Mai and Yer's parents to engage in more oral language activities 

at home with their child. 

 In the current study, few oral language activities were observed in both Mai and 

Yer's families.  Mai and Yer's parents need to incorporate more language activities to 

further support the children's oral language development.  Parents can recite simple 

nursery rhymes, such as "Humpty-Dumpty" and "Twinkle Twinkle Little Star," and 

encourage their child to join in the rhyme.  Also, parents can engage their child in finger 

play experiences, such as "This Little Piggy," "Five Little Freckled Frogs," and "Five 

Little Monkeys."  Mai and Yer's parents can also turn on music and sing songs, such as 

"Are You Sleeping" and "If You're Happy and You Know It."  Finally, parents should 

talk to their child as often as possible about things they are doing or thinking and 

encourage their child to ask a lot of questions to support language development.   

Use Outdoor Experiences as a Springboard for Literacy Activities at Home 

  Research over the last few years about literacy development in early childhood 

finds that children develop literacy in real-life settings with real-life activities 

(Whitehurst and Lonigan, 1998; Teale and Sulzby, 1986).  Morrow (1989) identified that 

one way parents help children build early literacy at home is by providing children with 

outdoor experiences, such as trips to the zoo or public library, and then extending those 
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experiences at home by encouraging children to engage in activities that build literacy, 

such as drawing or writing about their experience.  Morrow (1989) explains that 

providing children with outdoor, real-life experiences give parents the opportunity to 

discuss with their child what they see and experience, which helps young children build 

vocabulary and oral language skills.  Parents further influence their child's literacy 

development by encouraging their child to go home and express what they have 

experienced through drawing, age-appropriate writing, doing crafts, or engaging in 

dramatic play.   

  In the present study, Mai and Yer's literacy-related activities were rarely 

connected to the real-life experiences they have had.  Mai and Yer's parents need to use 

outdoor experiences, such as trips to the store or park, as a springboard for literacy 

activities at home.  For example, parents can take their child for a walk and discuss the 

environmental print they see or simply name the different things they see on their walk.  

Mai and Yer’s parents can also take their child to different places within the community 

that are free of charge, such as parks and public libraries.  While at these places, their 

parents should help their child make connections between what they see and what they 

already know.  After visiting those places, Mai and Yer's parents need to encourage their 

child to create a drawing, scribbling, or painting of what they saw or experienced.  Then, 

Mai and Yer's parents can ask them to tell about what they created and write down what 

their child expressed, which can help strengthen Mai and Yer's understanding of print 

concepts and print awareness.   
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Community Support:  The Hmong Family Literacy Program 

 Family literacy is an educational model that is designed to address the literacy and 

learning needs of an entire family.  Family literacy programs work to improve reading, 

math, writing, English language proficiency, and life skills of both parents and children 

(Chance, 2010; Dyer, 2011).  There are many benefits associated with establishing and 

maintaining a high-quality family literacy program.  Children, overall, are better prepared 

for school.  Parents, on the other hand, gain more knowledge about parenting and child 

development, which better helps them interact with their children.  The society also 

benefits from supporting family literacy programs because as parents become more 

knowledgeable about supporting their children academically at home, their children are 

more likely to succeed in school, which can lower the high-school drop-out rate and can 

break the cycle of poverty in society (Padak and Rasinski, 1997; Swick, 2009).   

 Currently, in Mai and Yer's community, there are no family literacy programs 

specifically targeted for the Hmong families. It is critical that Mai and Yer's community 

create and maintain a high-quality early childhood family literacy program for Hmong 

families.  As a result, the researcher proposes the development and preservation of a 

culturally responsive, high-quality early childhood family literacy program with the 

ultimate goal of addressing the literacy and learning needs of Hmong families.   

 The early childhood family literacy program needs to integrate the following five 

components, which researchers advocate for in family literacy programs (Chance, 2010; 

Swick, 2009):   

1. Early childhood education for children:  this component supports the growth 

and development of children from birth through eight years of age.  Early 
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childhood classes are to be divided into infant/toddlers, preschool, 

kindergarten-first grade, and second-third grade.  These classes should 

provide children with a language-rich environment as well as books and other 

print materials to help support early literacy.  Additionally, the classes should 

provide opportunities for child-initiated learning and will have a curriculum 

that supports local and state standards.  The classes should begin with a large 

group interaction or greeting activity.  Then, it should make time for large 

group read aloud, independent exploration of print materials, literacy-related 

games, and social activities such as choice time where children can explore 

different age-appropriate activities with classmates around the classroom.  The 

classes should also consist of a learning block where children can explore 

concepts appropriate for their age.  The content taught in this learning block 

should support local school and state standards to reinforce what children are 

learning in school.  For example, in the kindergarten through first grade 

classroom children can learn numbers and patterns.  For children in second 

through third grade, they can explore their community and learn more about 

Hmong history and culture.  They can also examine how the community 

affects their identity development as an individual. 

2. Adult education for parents:  the purpose of this component is to assist parents 

with increasing their literacy skills and gaining the knowledge and skills 

necessary for employment and self-sufficiency.  Depending on parents' needs, 

this component can assist parents in furthering their English language 

proficiency and assist them in completing their secondary or post-secondary 
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school education.  This component can also focus on the job application and 

interview process to help parents work toward economic self-sufficiency. 

3. Interactive literacy time between parent and child:  this component promotes 

parent-child interaction while also supporting the literacy development of 

children.  This component also emphasizes the role of parents in supporting 

their child's development and education.  It provides families the opportunity 

to share activities that are child-centered and developmentally appropriate.  

Families are encouraged to share stories, play together, and explore in the 

early childhood classroom environment.  

4. Parenting education:  this component is designed to 1) support parents in 

creating and maintaining a literacy-rich home environment and 2) help parents 

understand how they can build partnerships with their children’s school.  

Parents will receive information about why a literacy-rich home environment 

is essential to children’s early literacy development.  They will also learn how 

to create a literacy-rich home environment to encourage their children to 

explore literacy at a young age.  Additionally, they will become 

knowledgeable about how they can interact with their children at home in an 

age-appropriate manner to further their children’s literacy development, 

including becoming familiar with literacy-related games and activities that can 

be carried out at home with their children.  This parent education component 

of the Hmong Family Literacy Program also seeks to help parents understand 

how they can build partnerships between themselves and their children's 

school.  Additionally, professionals within the program and parents can 
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discuss questions about schooling, volunteering in school, and activities or 

events that occur at school.   

5. Home visitation:  this component is an extension of what parents learn in the 

classroom and seeks to help support families in transferring what they have 

learned in class to the home environment. Ideally, a trained individual in 

family literacy will go to families home to observe how parents and children 

interact with literacy at home.  This home visitation component will consist of 

two parts.  First, the trained individual will observed the family participants 

followed by a discussion between the trained individual and the parents.  

During the observation, the trained individual will watch to see how parents 

and children interact with literacy at home.  Then, during discussion time, the 

trained individual will be able to answer questions parents have about helping 

their children with literacy at home and will be able to give suggestions for 

parents on how to further their literacy interaction with their children.  

 The following, Figure 1, is a program layout for the proposed early childhood 

family literacy program: 
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Figure 1.  Early Childhood Family Literacy Program Layout 

Conclusion 

 The present qualitative ethnographic research focused on Mai and Yer, who are 

both two-years old at the time of data collection, and examined their home literacy 

activities.  Findings of the current research show that both children engaged in some 

literacy-related activities at home.  Based upon the results, Mai and Yer's parents need to 

1) create writing centers around their home for their child, 2) have more books available 

and make reading a daily routine, 3) engage in more oral language activities with their 
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child, and 4) use outdoor experiences as a springboard for literacy activities at home.  

Further, the based on the research findings, Mai and Yer's community needs to create a 

family literacy program for Hmong families to help Hmong parents better support their 

children with early literacy development at home. 

 This research sheds light on the scope of literacy activities in homes of families 

from diverse sociocultural backgrounds, specifically those of a Hmong background.  

Understanding the literacy experiences of young Hmong children can help the 

community and teachers be more responsive to those children’s specific needs.  For 

example, the community can help Hmong children develop early literacy skills by setting 

up a family literacy program that targets and supports developing literacy skills.  In 

addition, once preschool teachers understand the home literacy experiences of young 

Hmong children, they can appropriately meet the needs of their students or put parents in 

contact with literacy support groups if needed.  Ultimately, through having a clear 

understanding the home literacy experiences of young Hmong children, the parents, 

teachers, and community can collaborate to create optimal learning environments and 

experiences for these children and help set them on the right track to literacy success in 

school. 
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Interview Questions 

 

1. From your observations of your child, how interested do you think she is in reading and 

writing? 

a. Does she grab a book and flip through the pages to pretend to read? 

b. Does she refuse to pick up a book and pretend to read? 

2. From your observations of your child, how interested do you think she is in writing? 

a. Does she grab writing utensil and write, scribble, or draw? 

b. Does she refuse to pick up writing utensil and write, scribble, or draw? 

3. What literacy-related resources are available at home for your child? 

a. Does your child watch television at home? 

i. If so, which shows? 

ii. Does your child imitate any reading or writing-related activities or songs 

she sees on television?   

1. If so, what does your child do? 

b. About how many children’s book are available for your child at home? 

i. Of those, how many does your family own? 

c. What kinds of writing resources (pens, pencils, crayons, etc.) are available for 

your child? 

i. How does your child use these writing resources? 

4. Do you bring your child to the public library? 

a. If so, how often do you usually visit the library? 

5. What kinds of things/activities related to reading and writing does your usually child do? 

a. Does she read a book by herself? 

b. Does she find her own paper and write or draw on it? 

6. What kinds of things/activities related to reading and writing do you usually do with your 

child? 

a. Do you read with your child? 

i. If so, how often and usually for how long? 

b. Do you write with your child? 

i. If so, how often and usually for how long? 

7. What prevents you from being more involved with your child during reading and writing 

activities? 

8. What kinds of support or resources do you wish were available to your child? 

9. What kinds of support or resources do you wish were available to you, as the parent, to 

help you prepare your child for school? 

10. How do you foresee yourself helping your child with reading or writing when your child 

becomes older? 

  

  

 

 

 


