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Predictors of shared book reading at home with preschoolers: Are there differences 

between Roma and non-Roma low-income families?  

Abstract 

Previous research highlights several benefits of shared book reading (SBR) for child 

development, but less studies exist about its predictors (Yarosz & Barnett, 2001). Literature 

on home SBR in Portugal is scarce (Araújo & Costa, 2015; Peixoto et al., 2008), and studies 

on its predictors in families at socioeconomic risk or Roma families in this context are, 

respectively, reduced (Gamelas et al., 2003) or inexistent. This study aimed to investigate the 

predictors of the frequency of SBR in two ethnically diverse groups of families. Specifically, 

we studied the associations between child and family (mother) characteristics, parental 

aspirations, and parental involvement in preschool events and frequency of home SBR. Two 

hundred and six caregivers of Portuguese Roma (n = 101) and non-Roma (n = 105) low-

income preschoolers (109 boys; Mage = 5, SDage= 0.94) living in the Metropolitan areas of 

Lisbon and Oporto, Portugal, completed a survey, in face-to-face meetings. A multiple 

regression model, using AMOS (v. 25), showed that mothers’ educational level, educational 

aspirations for their child, and involvement in informal (but not formal) events in preschool 

were positively associated with frequency of SBR. Ethnicity did not moderate these 

associations. The overall similar pattern results for Roma and non-Roma low-income families 

is an important finding, suggesting that these families may experience similar challenges in 

engaging in SBR with their preschool children and, therefore, may benefit from interventions 

with similar features. 

 

Keywords: home shared book reading, Roma, low-income, educational aspirations, 

parental involvement, preschoolers 
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Predictors of shared book reading at home with preschoolers: Are there differences 

between Roma and non-Roma low-income families? 

1. Introduction 

The home literacy environment (HLE), and notably home adult-child literacy 

activities, are important predictors of children’s early literacy (e.g., Davidse et al., 2011; 

Inoue et al., 2018), reading and writing skills, and later academic achievement (e.g., Froiland 

et al., 2012; Shahaeian et al., 2018). One activity that has received special attention in the 

home literacy research is shared book reading (SBR). Considered in this study as a 

component of the HLE, SBR positively impacts children’s literacy and linguistic outcomes, 

according to previous meta-analyses (Bus et al., 1995; Scarborough & Dobrich, 1994; 

Trivette et al., 2010). It is also associated with the development of important cognitive (Evans 

& Shawn, 2008) and socioemotional (Baker, 2013) skills, while potentially enhancing the 

relationship between the adult and the child (Kassow, 2006; Neyer et al., 2018). 

Several studies on SBR have focused on families with lower socioeconomic status 

(SES) and from ethnic minorities (e.g., Barnes & Puccioni, 2017; Kuo et al., 2004; Yarosz & 

Barnett, 2001). Importantly, only a few studies have focused on literacy activities in Roma 

families (e.g., Lauritzen & Nodeland, 2018; Levinson, 2007; López-Escribano & Béltran, 

2009), who are amongst the most deprived and discriminated in Europe (European Union 

Agency for Fundamental Rights, 2016). Studies on Roma children’s education in European 

contexts increased in the last two decades, but most available literature, and particularly on 

literacy, comes from English-speaking countries, such as the United Kingdom (Lauritzen & 

Nodeland, 2018). In Portugal, Roma communities suffer from persistent educational 

inequalities and discrimination (Mendes, 2012; Mendes et al., 2020) despite national efforts 

to promote inclusive education (Mendes et al., 2014). Understanding the predictors of home 

literacy practices, namely SBR, in families at risk of educational inequalities is important to 
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inform policies and interventions. Thus, the purpose of this study was to examine the 

predictors of home SBR in families of preschoolers from Portuguese Roma and Portuguese 

non-Roma low-income communities.  

1.1. Home Literacy Environment and Shared Book Reading 

HLE is an aspect of the home learning environment (e.g., Melhuish et al., 2008) that 

comprises home resources and activities promoting child literacy (Kassow, 2006; Leseman & 

de Jong, 1998). Literacy activities can be more formal (i.e., training, code-focused activities, 

like teaching the alphabet and words) or informal (i.e., entertainment, meaning-focused 

activities, such as SBR), in terms of children’s interaction with the print material (see the 

Home Literacy Model, Sénéchal & LeFevre, 2002). SBR may be considered an informal 

(Sénéchal & LeFevre, 2002) and entertainment-focused (Pacheco & Mata, 2013) adult-child 

literacy practice that refers to the “exposure to children's books with a caretaker's direct 

involvement” (Celano et al., 1998, p. 172). SBR is one of the most studied activities in home 

literacy research, not only for how easily it can become a family routine (Neyer et al., 2018), 

but also for its associations with early cognition, including language acquisition (e.g., 

Resende & Figueiredo, 2018; Sénéchal & LeFevre, 2002, 2014), emergent literacy (e.g., 

Bracken & Fischel, 2008; Evans & Shawn, 2008; Inoue et al., 2018; Mata & Pacheco, 2009), 

and early reading achievement (e.g., Barnes & Puccioni, 2017; Gottfried et al.,2015; Salvador 

& Martins, 2017).  

The significant role of the frequency of SBR on child literacy is largely documented 

(e.g., Bus et al., 1995; Gottfried et al., 2015; Scarborough & Dobrich, 1994; Shahaeian et al., 

2018; Silinskas et al., 2012). For instance, Sonnenschein and Munsterman (2002) found that 

frequency of SBR was the only significant correlate of five-year-old’s early literacy skills. In 

addition, low SBR frequency in the preschool age is associated with poor vocabulary (Farrant 

& Zubrick, 2013). Reviews show that SBR, both at home and at preschool, positively predicts 
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young children’s vocabulary learning (Mol et al., 2009; Mol et al., 2008; Wasik et al., 2016). 

The positive effect of SBR extends to children’s socioemotional skills (Baker, 2013; Rose et 

al., 2018) and positive parent-child relationships (Fletcher & Reese, 2005; Neyer et al., 

2018). Children’s involvement in SBR at a young age may boost their further interest and 

motivation for reading (Baker et al., 1997; Bracken & Fischel, 2008; Sonnenschein & 

Munsterman, 2002), which, in turn, may be associated with children’s increased autonomous 

reading practice and later reading competence (Schiefele et al., 2012). Furthermore, 

longitudinal studies show persisting positive effects of children’s involvement in SBR at an 

early age on academic achievement, throughout childhood (Farrant & Zubrick, 2013; 

Sénéchal & LeFevre, 2014; Shahaeian et al., 2018) and up to adulthood (Gottfried et al., 

2015).  

Family literacy studies in Portuguese samples have also reported associations between 

SBR and increased literacy skills in preschoolers (Gamelas et al., 2003; Mata & Pacheco, 

2009) and reading achievement in elementary school students (Salvador & Martins, 2017). 

Portuguese parents seem to engage less often in literacy leisure-related (i.e., 

informal/entertainment) practices, such as SBR, than in literacy teaching-related activities 

(i.e., formal/training), with young children (Mata & Pacheco, 2009; Salvador & Martins, 

2017). In 2011, only 42.5% of Portuguese parents often read books with their preschool-aged 

children (Arqueiro et al., 2016). As Portugal witnessed a decline in young children’s average 

reading performance (at the national level) between 2011 and 2016 (Mullis et al., 2017), and 

considerable heterogeneity in Portuguese preschoolers’ literacy skills has been reported (Leal 

et al., 2006), a deep understanding of the factors that contribute to (the frequency of) positive 

family literacy practices may be key to promoting equality in educational achievement. 

In general, research on home SBR in Portugal has been scarce (e.g., Peixoto et al., 

2008), and focused on family literacy practices (Mata, 2006) and their impact on child 
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development (Mata & Pacheco, 2009; Salvador & Martins, 2017). Furthermore, most studies 

have focused on families of medium to high SES (e.g., Pacheco & Mata, 2013; Salvador & 

Martins, 2017) and less on families of lower SES (Mata & Pacheco, 2009; Gomes & Vale-

Dias, 2017). Most studies have found that Portuguese children are more exposed to literacy 

training (i.e., teaching-related) than entertainment (i.e., leisure-related) literacy practices, and 

that, within the latter, SBR seems to be the most common practice in Portuguese families 

(Mata, 2006; Gomes & Vale-Dias, 2017). Moreover, the available studies have focused 

mainly on the characteristics (i.e., the quality) of parent-child interactions during SBR and 

their effects on children’s literacy development (e.g., Peixoto et al., 2008, 2011), rather than 

SBR frequency and its predictors (Mata, 2006; Pacheco & Mata, 2013). To our knowledge, 

few empirical studies examined the predictors of SBR in Portuguese families at 

socioeconomic or sociocultural risk (e.g., Gamelas et al., 2003; Araújo & Costa, 2015), with 

none focusing on Roma families. Besides, most studies targeted the implementation and/or 

evaluation of specific family literacy programs and their effect on children’s literacy (e.g., 

Gamelas et al., 2003; Nabuco et al., 2014). 

1.1.1. Shared book reading in low-SES and Roma families 

Families’ sociocultural context matters for children’s educational opportunities 

(Leseman & de Jong, 1998). Multiple risk factors tend to accumulate in families living in 

socially disadvantaged areas (Garbarino & Sherman, 1980), and neighborhood 

socioeconomic status (SES) may hinder home literacy (Froiland et al., 2013). Importantly, 

children from families with higher income and/or higher educational levels are more likely to 

be frequently read to (Araújo & Costa, 2015; Bracken & Fischel, 2008; Hartas, 2011). 

Accordingly, children from lower-SES families may be at increased risk of early reading 

difficulties and reduced academic achievement (Hartas, 2011; Herbers et al., 2012). Aikens 

and Barbarin (2008) found pre-reading disparities by SES already at kindergarten age, which 
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were better explained by family factors such as frequency of SBR, number of books in the 

home, and parental involvement in preschool.  

Even though SBR frequency and duration, book ownership, and parental reading 

habits may vary across low-income families (Bracken & Fischel, 2008), previous studies 

found positive effects of SBR interventions in literacy among children from low-income 

areas (e.g., Lefebvre et al., 2011; Shahaeian et al., 2018). In Portugal, results from the 

Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) 2011 suggest a larger positive 

effect of frequent SBR on reading competence of preschool children from families with 

lower, but not higher, education (Araújo & Costa, 2015). This evidence supports the need to 

understand the predictors of SBR in low-SES Portuguese families. 

A few studies in Portugal have focused on the impact of cumulative family risk on 

children’s literacy development (e.g., Cadima et al., 2015). In this case, the exposure to 

cumulative family risk factors (such as low education, low income, and unemployment) 

strongly and negatively predicted children’s literacy skills (Cadima et al., 2010). However, no 

family literacy studies in Portugal have considered ethnic minority status as an additional risk 

factor. International literature suggests that in ethnic minority families, when compared to 

ethnic majority families, there is a tendency for less exposure of children to SBR (Barnes & 

Puccioni, 2017; Hayes et al., 2018; Raikes et al., 2006; Yarosz & Barnett, 2001). Importantly, 

most studies have considered ethnic minorities with an immigrant background, and their 

situation may not be comparable to that of the Portuguese Roma communities, which have 

been living in Portugal for more than 500 years.  

Although there is no official number for the Portuguese Roma population, as Portugal 

currently does not allow the identification of citizens based on ethnicity, approximately 0.4% 

of the Portuguese population is estimated to be Roma (Santos & Moreira, 2017), with several 

Portuguese Roma communities in the country, almost all sedentary (Mendes et al., 2014). 
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Many Portuguese Roma live in non-classic (32%) or social housing (48%) (Ferreira, 2014). 

Most families (74%) have a household income that hardly makes ends meet (European Union 

Agency for Fundamental Rights, 2016) and show predominantly lower educational levels, 

particularly in women (Mendes et al., 2014). Absenteeism and school failure of Roma 

children starts in elementary school, often leading to early school dropout (Magano & 

Mendes, 2016). However, intergenerational change seems to be emerging, with younger 

generations showing increased literacy skills and educational qualifications (Lopes & Costa, 

2016), more women attending adult education, and early education being highly valued 

(Mendes et al., 2014; Mendes et al., 2020). This could be related to the implementation of 

important social and educational public measures over the last decade. For instance, a 

National Strategy for the integration of Roma Communities, has been implemented since 

2013, with a focus on education, employment and training, to address the exclusion of these 

communities (Resolução do Conselho de Ministros n.º 25/2013). Also, under the Escolhas 

program (a national non-formal learning intersectoral program implementing local projects 

fostering social inclusion of children and youth living in socioeconomically vulnerable 

contexts), the Promotion of Education Operational Program, has provided university 

scholarships to Roma students. According to Mendes and Magano (2021), this program is 

associated with higher attendance and educational success of Roma youth in higher 

education, and higher educational aspirations among the youngest. Despite an increase in 

Roma studies in Europe over the last decades (Lauritzen & Nodeland, 2018), literature on the 

HLE of Roma communities is still scarce (e.g., Dolean et al., 2016; Kyuchukov, 2006). The 

few studies conducted in European countries have found Roma children’s (pre- or basic) 

literacy skills to be lower than those of non-Roma children (Baucal, 2006; López-Escribano 

& Beltrán, 2009). While some suggest that the underachievement of Roma children is rooted 

in families’ lower SES, by shortage of resources and lower-quality stimulation (Baucal, 2006; 
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Biro et al., 2009), others argue that sociocultural specificities may also explain it (Casa-Nova, 

2006; Dolean et al., 2016; Levinson, 2007), including children’s and families’ perceptions 

and attitudes towards learning and the school system (Clavell-Bate, 2012) and educational 

aspirations (Magano & Mendes, 2016; Rosário et al., 2014). The discrepancy between the 

(majority) school culture, valuing rules and adult authority, and the (minority) home culture, 

valuing children’s rhythm and autonomy, has been highlighted as a factor explaining Roma 

children’s educational trajectories (Casa-Nova, 2006; Lopes & Costa, 2016; Mendes & 

Magano, 2016). Portuguese Roma families and children seem to value basic literacy skills, as 

a reason for attending school (Casa-Nova, 2006), but also seem to believe that the acquisition 

of such skills can be enough for later daily life (e.g., getting a driving license; Nicolau, 2016), 

and for pursuing a Roma traditional lifestyle (Casa-Nova, 2006).  

Academic achievement and schooling of Roma children may be enhanced through 

engagement in early childhood education (Nicolau, 2016). Despite the increase in Roma 

parents’ awareness of the importance of preschool education, with more children attending 

preschool (Lopes & Costa, 2016), it is not yet a usual practice (Mendes, 2012). In Portugal, 

only about 42% of Roma children aged 4 to 6, more boys (51%) than girls (31%), attend 

preschool (European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights, 2016). Main barriers for the use 

of educational, and particularly early childhood education services, seem to be the fear of 

interpersonal conflicts and child abuse (Nicolau, 2016), and distrust in the system (Magano & 

Mendes, 2016; Mendes, 2012).  

With a few exceptions (e.g., Kyuchukov, 2006), most studies addressing Roma 

families’ involvement in children’s education and literacy activities have considered mostly 

school-based involvement (Dolean et al., 2016). Some interventions focusing on involvement 

in education at home, with Roma, Gypsy, and traveler families, attended to more formal (e.g., 

parental teaching; Clavell-Bate, 2012) than informal activities like parent-child SBR. Roma 
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literacy programs targeting children through parents’ literacy development exist in Europe 

(Roma Education Fund, 2019). However, we found no studies in Portugal about home 

literacy practices in families of preschool-aged Roma children. Interestingly, most available 

evidence focuses on SBR as means to achieve other outcomes, at the child, parent, or dyad 

levels, with few studies considering it as an outcome and focusing on its predictors (e.g., Kuo 

et al., 2004; Yarosz & Barnett, 2001). Taken together, this body of evidence highlights the 

need to further investigate the predictors of SBR (e.g., Gottfried et al., 2015; Liu et al., 2018) 

in Roma and non-Roma low-income families. 

1.2. Child, Family, and Contextual Predictors of SBR 

1.2.1. Family characteristics: Parental education  

 Parental education is the predictor of SBR most often referred to in the literature. 

Previous reviews and meta-analyses show consistent associations between parents’ 

educational level and SBR with children (Mol et al., 2008), as well as moderating effects of 

parents’ educational level on the association between parental involvement in literacy 

practices and children’s literacy development and academic skills (Boonk et al., 2018; Noble 

et al., 2019). Parents with higher educational levels tend to spend more time reading to their 

children than those with lower educational levels (e.g., Araújo & Costa, 2015; Gottfried et al., 

2015; Hartas, 2011; Kuo et al., 2004; Scarborough & Dobrich, 1994). It has also been 

suggested that, in low-SES and/or ethnic minority families, more than family income, 

parental educational attainment plays a primordial role in enriching children’s HLE (Froiland 

et al., 2013; Yarosz & Barnett, 2001), and in promoting literacy and academic achievement 

(Bracken & Fischel, 2008). In a study with preschool children considering different home 

learning activities, Hartas (2011) found parental education impacting exclusively frequency 

of parent-child reading, and thus affecting language/literacy and socioemotional 
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development. Also, a recent study suggests that Roma children’s pre-literacy skills are related 

to mother’s education (Dolean et al., 2016).  

1.2.2. Child characteristics: Age and sex   

 Previous findings suggest that the younger the child, the higher the frequency of 

parent-child SBR (Yarosz & Barnett, 2001) and the greater its impact on language or literacy 

development (McKean et al., 2015; Mol et al., 2008). Considering a mainly low-SES and 

ethnically diverse sample, Yarosz and Barnett (2001) found that adults read more to children 

from birth to age 3, with a much smaller increase from 3 to 5 years old. Sex differences in 

frequency of parent-child SBR have also been suggested. Particularly at a young age (up to 2 

years old), girls seem to be read to more often than boys (Raikes et al., 2006). Also, the 

frequency of SBR with boys may decline more rapidly from 2 to 6 years old compared to 

girls (Hayes et al., 2018). This aspect is particularly important in Roma children’s education. 

Traditionally, boys’ education is valued over girls’, with early school dropout more tolerated 

for the latter (Mendes et al., 2014). However, Nicolau (2016) and Casa-Nova (2006) also 

suggest a change in Portuguese Roma families’ mindset, with an increase in elementary 

school attendance regardless of children’s sex (Magano & Mendes, 2016). Besides, literacy 

of Roma women has increased, with more women becoming involved in adult education 

(Mendes & Magano, 2016; Mendes et al., 2014). Thus, although family support in home 

literacy practices may be generally higher towards Roma boys, a difference may not exist in 

the preschool period. 

1.2.3. Parental educational aspirations 

 Parental educational aspirations are the ambitions and goals parents hold for their 

children’s further educational attainment (Gutman & Akerman, 2008; Yamamoto & 

Holloway, 2010), which relate to children’s own aspirations and achievement over time 

(Boonk et al., 2018; Froiland et al., 2012). Parental educational aspirations are usually 
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assessed in terms of the level of formal education that the parent(s) would like, want, or 

prefer, that their child achieves (Dandy & Nettelbeck, 2002; Gutman & Akerman, 2008). 

Importantly, parental educational aspirations seem to be associated with parental involvement 

at home (Wang et al., 2016), namely in literacy practices (Martini & Sénéchal, 2012). A 

study with elementary school children from low-SES and ethnically diverse families found 

that parents’ educational expectations were positively associated with home reading and, 

indirectly, with children’s increased school achievement (Davis-Kean, 2005). Similarly, 

Froiland and colleagues (2012) showed that parents’ educational expectations in kindergarten 

were positively associated with home literacy support (including SBR), predicting children’s 

literacy, concurrently and in secondary school. Previous studies have also shown that low-

SES and Roma parents have lower academic aspirations for their children (e.g., Englund et 

al., 2004; Rosário et al., 2014), which may negatively impact their involvement in learning 

activities with them. Interestingly, in the Portuguese context, Roma families living in the 

metropolitan areas of Lisbon and Oporto show higher educational aspirations when compared 

to Roma families living in other regions of the country (Magano & Mendes, 2016). 

1.2.4. Parental involvement in preschool  

 In Portugal, preschool education serves children from 3 up to 6 years old (the age of 

entry in first grade, elementary school) and, since 2015, there is a mandate for universal 

access from the age of 4. While preschool is not mandatory, coverage rates are relatively 

high, with approximately 83%, 93%, and 94% of 3, 4 and 5-year-olds, respectively, attending 

preschool (school year 2017/2018; Direção-Geral de Estatísticas da Educação e Ciência, 

2019). Preschool is provided by public and private settings (including private for-profit and 

private non-profit settings) under the responsibility of the Ministry of Education. In 

2017/2018, 53.1% of preschool-aged children were enrolled in public settings, with 30.7% 

enrolled in private non-profit settings and 16.2% enrolled in private for-profit settings 
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(Direção-Geral de Estatísticas da Educação e Ciência, 2018). The main aims of preschool in 

Portugal are to promote children’s development, to foster their integration into diverse social 

groups, to enhance curiosity and critical thinking, to provide the conditions for children’s 

well-being and safety, and to identify children in need for additional support, while 

encouraging families to participate in the educational process (Doe, 2019; Law No. 4/97 of 

the Republic Assembly). 

According to Bronfenbrenner and Morris (2006), child development is influenced by 

each setting (microsystem) in which the child is included (e.g., home, preschool) but also by 

the interactions between settings, defined as mesosystems. Therefore, children’s literacy may 

develop from mesosystemic links between the home (family) and the preschool (educators). 

Parental preschool-based involvement includes participation in preschool activities for 

parents, namely parental attendance of formal events such as parent-teacher conferences and 

participation in informal school events (Pomerantz et al., 2007). It should be distinguished 

from parental engagement, which involves a commitment and the feeling of ownership of the 

action (Goodall & Montgomery, 2014). In Portugal, most preschools promote parents’ 

involvement through formal events, such as periodical meetings/conferences between 

teachers and parents (individually or in group) aimed to inform and/or discuss child’s 

development or behavior, training workshops on specific subjects (e.g., literacy), or open 

class days for parents (i.e., participation in a full or half day in the child’s classroom); as well 

as informal events, such as social events to families and local community, like a final school 

year (or semestral) event or smaller meetings in the classroom (Mata & Pedro, 2021).  

Preschool parental involvement is associated with children’s cognitive gains, namely 

in pre-literacy skills (Arnold et al., 2008; Galindo & Sheldon, 2012). As an example, a study 

with low-SES ethnically diverse families found family involvement in preschool, in both 

formal (e.g., attendance of parent-teacher conferences) and informal (e.g., preschool social 
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events) activities, throughout children’s schooling trajectory, to be related to enhanced 

literacy skills (Dearing et al., 2006). In addition, participation in preschool events for parents 

(namely literacy interventions; Pahl & Kelly, 2005), and contact with school staff (namely 

the teacher; Sawyer et al., 2018) are associated with parents’ home-based learning practices 

(Goodall & Montgomery, 2014). However, less is known about the relationship between 

parental involvement in preschool and parent-child SBR. 

1.3. The Current Study 

There is substantial evidence on the advantages of SBR for children. However, fewer 

studies have considered SBR as an outcome, aiming to investigate its predictors (e.g., Kuo et 

al., 2004; Yarosz & Barnett, 2001), which is important to inform and improve literacy 

interventions and policies. Existing studies have almost exclusively analyzed child or family 

sociodemographic predictors (e.g., Yarosz & Barnett, 2001) while parental educational 

aspirations and parental preschool involvement have been neglected (e.g., Froiland et al., 

2012). In addition, while several studies have investigated home SBR (or HLE in general) in 

low-SES and ethnically diverse families (e.g., Aikens & Barbarin, 2008; Hayes et al., 2018), 

a limited number of studies have focused on Roma families (Dolean et al., 2016), namely in 

southern European countries. 

In order to address these gaps in the literature, this study investigated the associations 

between mother and child characteristics, parental educational aspirations for the child, and 

parental involvement in preschool (formal and informal) events and the frequency of home 

SBR in Portuguese Roma and Portuguese non-Roma low-income families of preschoolers, 

while testing the moderating role of ethnicity. We hypothesized increased frequency of home 

SBR when the child is younger (H1), when the child is a girl (H2), and when the mother has 

more years of formal education (H3). We also expected higher parental educational 

aspirations for the child (H4) and parental involvement in children’s preschool events, both 
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formal and informal (H5) to be positively associated with frequency of home SBR. 

Furthermore, we expected a moderating effect of ethnicity (H6), with educational aspirations 

expected to be a stronger predictor in Roma families. 

2. Method 

2.1. Context and Participants 

This study was developed within the ISOTIS (Inclusive Education and Social Support 

to Tackle Inequalities in Society) project. It builds on data collected within Work Package 2 

(WP2) of ISOTIS, which aimed to understand cultural and linguistic resources, acculturation-

participation orientation and identity construction, experiences with (early) education 

provisions and other services, aspirations and expectations, and the wellbeing of families and 

children in disadvantage. To achieve these goals, the ISOTIS research team developed, 

piloted, and conducted structured interviews with mothers of children aged 3 to 6 or 9 to 12 

years-old, from three disadvantaged groups, across ten countries. Considering the number of 

sources of variance in this international study design, focusing on fathers as an independent 

group of interest was not prioritized, although fathers (and other main caregivers) were 

allowed to participate when the mother was not the main caregiver of the target child (for 

detailed information, see Broekhuizen et al., 2018). Moreover, high correlations between 

mother’s and father’s educational perspectives (e.g., aspirations) were found in previous 

studies, namely in Roma and non-Roma families (Dimitrova et al., 2018) may further justify 

the focus primarily on the perspectives of children’s main caregiver instead of both parents’ 

perspectives. 

In Portugal, interviews were conducted with Portuguese Roma and Portuguese non-

Roma low-income families. All participants lived in the Metropolitan Area of Lisbon (M. A. 

Lisbon) or in the Metropolitan Area of Oporto (M. A. Oporto). These sites were selected 

because they are the largest urban areas in Portugal, with a high number of Roma (Mendes et 
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al., 2014) and low-income residents (with 12.9 and 15.7% unemployed in 2011; 3 and 5% 

receiving social security benefits in 2016; and 40.2 and 23.3% of preschoolers receiving 

School Financial Assistance in 2015/2016, in the M. A. Lisbon and M. A. Oporto, 

respectively; Direção-Geral de Estatísticas da Educação e Ciência, 2017; Pordata, 2017a, 

2017b). 

This study included data from 238 Portuguese mothers (or other primary caregivers, 

3%) of preschool-aged children (i.e., aged 3 to 6 years-old), (Mage = 5, SDage = 1.00). The 

target child of 13% of these mothers did not attend preschool and, therefore, they were not 

included in this study. Children attending preschool were older (Mdn = 5.00) than those not 

attending preschool (Mdn = 4.00), U = 1419,500, z = -5.38, p < .001. Also, they were more 

frequently involved in book reading activities at home (Mdn = 3.67) than those not attending 

preschool (Mdn = 3.00), U = 2437,000, z = - 2.38, p = .017. Mann–Whitney non-parametric 

test results revealed no significant differences on preschool attendance as a function of 

mothers’ education and educational aspirations for their children. Also, Pearson chi-squared 

test results showed no significant difference in preschool attendance between Roma and non-

Roma, χ2 (1) = 2.01, p = .185, with 83.5% of Roma and 89.7% of non-Roma participants 

attending preschool. We also did not find differences as a function of site, χ2 (1) = 1.6, p = 

.255, with 89.5% of those residing in the M. A. Lisbon and 83.9% of those living in the M.A. 

Oporto, attending preschool. Therefore, the analytical sample consisted of 206 mothers (or 

other primary caregiver, n = 6) of children attending preschool, of which, 101 were Roma 

(Mage = 29.77, SD = 7.15) and 105 were non-Roma (Mage = 34.33, SD = 7.26). More 

information on study participants is shown in Table 1.  

[INSERT TABLE 1] 
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2.2. Procedure  

This study was approved by the ethics committee of ISCTE-IUL (Parecer 21/2017), 

as well as by the Portuguese Data Protection Authority (No. 10512/2017). During the 

2017/2018 school year, within both metropolitan areas, local public school clusters (M. A. 

Lisbon, n = 46; M. A. Oporto, n = 26), social organizations (e.g., charities, community 

centers, foundations; M. A. Lisbon, n = 31; M. A. Oporto, n = 45), and community/locally 

based governmentally funded projects (M. A. Lisbon, n = 9; M. A. Oporto, n = 16) were 

contacted to collaborate in the recruitment of participants. Mediators working with (or 

keypersons within) Portuguese Roma communities were also involved in recruitment (n = 5 

in each site) and compensated for each valid interview (namely, a 10-euro voucher per valid 

interview, to be used in any store of a company including well-known supermarkets, 

cafeteria, sport, health, and clothing stores). All collaborators were first informed about the 

study’s aims and procedures and, after agreeing to participate, they directly contacted 

potential participants on behalf of the researchers and/or helped organize meetings with the 

participants. Mothers’ selection criteria included (1) being a member of a Portuguese Roma 

community living in the target sites, or (2) being a native-born Portuguese residing in a 

deprived neighborhood within both sites (e.g., a neighborhood where over 50% of school 

children received school financial assistance); and (3) having a child between 3-6 or 9-12 

years old. Only mothers with children in the younger group were included in this study. 

After informed consent was obtained from all participants, in a face-to-face meeting, 

trained interviewers helped participants complete an online survey. For more detailed 

information on recruitment and interview procedures, monitoring and training of 

interviewers, see Broekhuizen and colleagues (2018). At the end of the meeting, participants 

received a children’s book and gift certificate. Data were collected between December 2017 

and July 2018. 
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2.3. Measures 

Participants filled out the following measures in an online survey, with the support of 

trained interviewers, in face-to-face individual meetings. 

2.3.1. Home shared book reading 

Frequency of adult-child home SBR was assessed with three items, regarding how 

often an adult in the home (1) read or narrated a picture book, (2) read a story book, and (3) 

read a book on a topic of interest (e.g., history, dinosaurs, space, etc.) to the target child, 

using a 6-point scale from 1 = (almost) never to 6 = every day. Participants were informed 

that picture books focused on illustrations or pictures and, therefore, had limited or no text; 

story books focused on text, with illustrations supporting the reader(s); and books on a topic 

of interest were mostly non-narrative, informational books. Items were designed for the 

ISOTIS project, as part of a larger scale assessing the home learning environment (see 

Broekhuizen et al., 2018). For this study, a composite score consisting of the mean of the 

three items was used (α = .80). Parental report of frequency of SBR is widely used in the 

literature (e.g., Barnes & Puccioni, 2017; Hayes et al., 2018). 

2.3.2. Mother’s educational level 

Participants’ education was measured as the number of completed years of formal 

education using one item (At which grade/year did you leave school?). In selected cases, for 

participants who later completed a higher level of education, the corresponding years of 

education were added.  

2.3.3. Parental educational aspirations for the child 

One item assessed mothers’ educational aspirations for their child (What level of 

qualification would you like [target child] to complete?), which was adapted from Buchmann 

and Dalton (2002). Answers were scored using a 5-point scale (1 = ISCED 1-2 (primary to 

lower-secondary education); 2 = ISCED 3 (upper secondary education); 3 = ISCED 4-5 
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(post-secondary non-tertiary education to short-cycle tertiary education); 4 = ISCED 6 

(Bachelor or equivalent); 5 = ISCED 7-8 (Master to PhD or equivalent)). 

2.3.4. Parental involvement in preschool  

The original scale included four questions about the frequency of parental 

involvement in preschool, in terms of volunteering and participating in preschool activities in 

the last six months (see Broekhuizen et al., 2018). A preliminary descriptive analysis showed 

that two of the items (Helping in my child’s classroom or preschool (e.g., cleaning toys, 

reading with children), and Helping in my child’s preschool events (e.g., school trips, sports 

tournaments, fundraising events, etc.)) had an absolute value of skewness higher than three - 

respectively, sk = 3.67, sk/SE = 21.75 and sk = 3.41, sk/SE = 20.20 - thus presenting a highly 

skewed distribution (Kline, 2011). Therefore, these items were excluded. More than 80% of 

the participants reported not being involved in such activities or that these were not available 

in their child’s preschool. Moreover, a composite score based on the remaining two items (by 

split-half reliability, Spearman-Brown coefficient), revealed unsatisfactory consistency, 

ρ=.38. Therefore, we used two single items: Parental involvement in preschool formal events, 

assessed with the item Taking part in meetings offered by the preschool to hear about what 

my child learns in preschool and how I can help my child’s learning at home; and Parental 

involvement in preschool informal events, assessed with the item Taking part in social events 

organized for parents and families at my child’s preschool. Items were scored using a 5-point 

scale (1 = Never, 2 = Once or Twice, 3 = Three or five times, 4 = Once per month, 5 = More 

than once per month). 

2.4. Data Analysis 

First, we conducted missing value analysis and computed descriptive statistics, 

bivariate correlations among variables, and mean differences as a function of participants’ 

group. Missing data within the model variables were analyzed, using IBM SPSS v25 (IBM 
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Corp., 2017). The amount of missing data was 0.0 for parental involvement in preschool 

(both formal and informal) events and (adult-child) home SBR, 0.5% for children’s age, 1.0% 

for mothers’ educational aspirations for their child, and 4.4% for mothers’ education, which 

is considered small (Widaman, 2006). Little’s (1988) Missing Completely at Random 

(MCAR) produced a non-significant chi-square (Little’s MCAR test:  χ2 = 18.19, df = 14, p = 

.198), thus leading to the conclusion that missing data were completely at random (Ullman, 

2001). Therefore, the expectation maximization algorithm was used to impute missing data 

using all information available from observations on the other model variables. 

Next, a multiple regression model was tested, using AMOS (v. 25) (Arbuckle, 2017a), 

to analyze the associations between children’s sex and age, mothers’ educational level, 

parental educational aspirations for the child, and parental involvement in preschool formal 

and informal events and frequency of adult-child home SBR, with all participating mothers. 

Parental involvement in preschool formal and informal events were allowed to correlate in 

the model. Then, to test the moderating role of ethnicity, a multiple group analysis with 

AMOS (v. 25) (Arbuckle, 2017a) was performed. An unconstrained multiple group model, 

with all paths allowed to be freely estimated across Roma and non-Roma low-income 

participants, was compared to a model where all paths were constrained to be equivalent 

across both groups. To evaluate model fit, the following fit indexes and criteria were used: 

Non-significant chi-square (p < .05), the relative χ2 index (χ2/df) values ≤ 2 (Arbuckle, 

2017b), the comparative fit index (CFI) and the goodness of fit index (GFI) approaching 1, 

the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) < .05, and the standardized root mean 

residual (SRMR) < .08 (Hu & Bentler, 1999; Schreiber et al., 2006), as indicative of a good 

fit. 

3. Results 
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3.1. Descriptive Statistics, Correlations, and Mean Differences Between Groups 

The means, standard deviations, minimum and maximum, and correlations among 

study variables are presented in Tables 2 and 3. In both groups, positive though modest zero-

order correlations were found between mothers’ educational aspirations for their child and 

home SBR (stronger for the Roma group), and between parental involvement in preschool 

formal and informal events. In the non-Roma group only, mothers’ education was negatively 

correlated with parental involvement in preschool formal events, and parental involvement in 

preschool informal events was positively correlated with the frequency of home SBR (see 

Table 3).  

Regarding frequency of home SBR, 6.8% of participants in this study (6% of Roma 

and 7.7% of non-Roma) reported reading to their preschool-aged children every day, with no 

statistically significant differences found between the two groups. An independent-samples t-

test revealed significant differences between the Roma and the non-Roma low-income groups 

regarding mothers’ educational level, t(195) = -9.40, p < .001, d = - 1.35, and parental 

involvement in informal preschool events, t(204) = -3.74, p < .001, d = - 0.53. Specifically, 

non-Roma mothers had more years of education and presented higher levels of parental 

involvement in preschool informal events than Roma mothers. For the remaining variables, 

no significant differences between groups were found (see Table 2).  

[INSERT TABLE 2] 

[INSERT TABLE 3] 

3.2. Predicting Frequency of Home SBR 

The model examining the associations between children’s age and sex, mothers’ 

educational level, parental educational aspirations for the child and involvement in preschool 

formal and informal events, and frequency of home SBR presented good fit statistics, χ2 (14) 

= 19.149, p = .159;  χ2/df = 1.368; CFI = .89; GFI = .97; RMSEA = .042; SRMR = .055. Model 
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results revealed that the frequency of home SBR was significantly predicted by mothers’ 

educational aspirations for their child, b = .27, p < .001, parental involvement in preschool 

informal events, b = .15, p = .011, and mothers’ educational level, b = .16, p = .017. That is, 

higher educational aspirations of the mother towards the child, higher levels of parental 

involvement in preschool informal events, and more years of formal education were 

associated with a higher frequency of home SBR activities (Figure 1)1.  

[INSERT FIGURE 1] 

3.2.1. The Moderating Role of Ethnic Group 

The multiple group model analyzing the moderating role of ethnic group showed a 

non-significant chi-square difference between the unconstrained and the constrained models: 

Δ χ2 (6) = 1.13, p = .980, indicating that the overall model does not vary significantly between 

the Roma and non-Roma low-income groups. 

4. Discussion 

As part of a broader research project addressing educational inequalities, in this study 

we analyzed the associations between mother and child characteristics, parental educational 

aspirations for the child and parental involvement in preschool events, and frequency of home 

SBR (a component of the HLE) in Portuguese Roma and non-Roma low-income families of 

preschoolers. To fully understand families’ HLE, a holistic and comprehensive approach is 

needed (Leseman & de Jong, 1998). This study expanded the literature on SBR, by going 

beyond child and family sociodemographic predictors and investigating the role of parental 

 
1 Given the cross-sectional nature of the data, we tested an alternative model specifying SBR as a predictor of 

mother’s educational aspirations for their child, while including the same covariates (children’s age, sex, 

mother’s educational level, and parental involvement in preschool formal and informal events). Based on model 

modification indices and existing empirical evidence, SBR and mother’s educational level were allowed to 

covary. Results from this model revealed that SBR does predict educational aspirations, b = .28, p < .001. 

However, the comparison of the fit indexes of both models showed that the hypothesized model fit the data 

better (χ2 = 19.15, df = 14, χ2
/df = 1.37, CFI= .89, GFI= .97, RMSEA= .04, SRMR= .06, AIC= 47.15, BIC= 

93.74) than this alternative model (χ2 = 24.38, df = 13, χ2
/df = 1.88, CFI= .75, GFI= .97, RMSEA= .07, SRMR= 

.07, AIC= 54.38, BIC= 104.30). 
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beliefs and mesosystemic links between the family and the preschool (Bronfenbrenner & 

Morris, 2006), as well as the role of ethnicity in a predominantly low-income sample.  

We found relatively low frequency of home SBR for both Roma and non-Roma low-

income mothers of preschoolers, compared to similar studies which have considered mainly 

low-income ethnically diverse families (Yarosz & Barnett, 2001). Although frequent SBR 

may improve reading skills of preschoolers in Portuguese families with lower (but not higher) 

educational level (Araújo & Costa, 2015), we found low frequency of SBR in low-income 

families, compared to previous findings in higher SES Portuguese families (Gomes & Vale-

Dias, 2017). Consistent with previous evidence (Hartas, 2011), our finding is likely to be 

associated with lower literacy skills linked to the low educational levels found, particularly 

among Roma mothers (Mendes & Magano, 2016). We note, however, that there is some 

evidence that other home literacy practices are used by these families (Mendes, 2012), such 

as storytelling and conversations with children. Also, it may be that in predominantly low-

income families, involvement in other literacy practices such as training (e.g., saying the 

letters’ name) is more usual than involvement in entertainment (e.g., SBR) or everyday (e.g., 

reading packaging text) practices, as seen in Portuguese families of higher SES (e.g., Gomes 

& Vale-Dias, 2017; Pacheco & Mata, 2013; Salvador & Martins, 2017). Future research may 

consider examining other literacy practices in mainly low-SES families. 

Contrary to our hypotheses (H1 and H2), and different from previous studies (Hayes 

et al., 2018; Yarosz & Barnett, 2001), we did not find associations between children’s age 

and sex and frequency of home SBR. Regarding age, as all mothers reported on children 

between 3 and 6 years old, it is likely that frequency of SBR is relatively stable during the 

preschool period. Regarding sex, we expected higher frequency of SBR for girls, which was 

not the case. Considering Roma families, this finding may suggest that educational goals for 

boys and girls in the preschool years are relatively similar, with traditional gender-related 
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differences in educational goals and practices (Mendes et al., 2014) becoming more 

pronounced later. It can also reflect current changes in the Portuguese Roma families’ 

mindset regarding the education of young girls (Magano & Mendes, 2016). 

Not surprisingly, mother’s educational level was positively associated with the 

frequency of home SBR, confirming H3. We found increased levels of maternal education 

related to more frequent parent-child home SBR. This finding adds to the vast literature 

supporting this effect (e.g., Araújo & Costa, 2015; Gottfried et al., 2015; Hartas, 2011; Kuo et 

al., 2004), particularly in low-SES families (Froiland et al., 2013; Yarosz & Barnett, 2001). 

Namely, it supports previous findings that in predominantly low-income families, mothers’ 

education is an important correlate of children’s exposure to SBR (Froiland et al., 2013; 

Raikes et al., 2006). Importantly, our findings expand existing evidence by showing that this 

effect is consistent across minority (Roma) and majority (non-Roma) low-income families.  

Moreover, as expected (H4), higher parental educational aspirations for the child were 

positively associated with frequency of home SBR, which is consistent with previous studies 

(Froiland et al., 2012), namely with ethnic minorities (Davis-Kean, 2005). This finding adds 

to existing literature on parental beliefs and home literacy, shedding light on the importance 

of considering more general beliefs regarding children’s future education, and not only 

specific beliefs on children’s abilities and/or parental roles in learning to read (Pacheco & 

Mata, 2013; Weigel et al., 2006). It is worth noting that Portuguese Roma families living in 

the Metropolitan Areas of Lisbon and Oporto seem to have higher educational aspirations for 

their children than families living in other areas of the country (Magano & Mendes, 2016; 

Mendes et al., 2014).  

Parental involvement in informal, but not formal, events at preschool was positively 

associated with the frequency of home SBR, partially confirming H5. Previous studies have 

highlighted the importance of the quality of home-preschool relationships in enhancing 
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children’s skills, namely in reading and literacy (Galindo & Sheldon, 2012). To some extent, 

our findings align well with Murray et al.’s (2015) report that parents’ involvement in home 

learning activities was associated with increased parental involvement in preschool, higher 

attendance of preschool events, and communication with other families, more than with 

contact and interaction with educators. Thus, family participation in preschool events 

involving informal contacts with the preschool community and other families, may contribute 

to increased involvement in learning activities with children at home, such as SBR, in Roma 

and non-Roma low-income families. Informal events at school are likely to strengthen 

positive relationships among families, fostering mutual support and providing opportunities 

for sharing information, thus shaping behavioral expectations regarding educational practices 

at home (Goodall & Montgomery, 2014). This finding may, therefore, reflect processes of 

positive social influence associated with perceived involvement of other parents from the 

community (i.e., neighbors or friends; Bracke & Corts, 2012). It is also possible, however, 

that preschools that promote more informal events for families are different from those that 

do not. Increased involvement in such events may, therefore, function as a proxy for 

increased levels of parental trust. Extant research has, indeed, established links between 

parental trust in teachers and parent educational involvement (Santiago et al., 2016). 

Importantly, we found a significant difference between Roma and non-Roma low-

income parents’ involvement in preschool informal events, with Roma parents participating 

significantly less than non-Roma. Consistent with previous evidence (Frew et al., 2012), this 

difference may reflect a mismatch between Roma and school cultures (Casa-Nova, 2006; 

Lopes & Costa, 2016) or decreased levels of trust in schools and school staff (Santiago et al., 

2016). Importantly, it shows that there is room to increase Roma families’ participation in 

such events and increase their potential benefits.  
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The non-significant effect of families’ involvement in formal preschool events on 

frequency of home SBR suggests the need for Portuguese preschools to rethink the main 

strategies currently used to promote parents’ involvement, especially if the goal is to foster 

parental involvement in learning activities at home (Galindo & Sheldon, 2012). More than 

parent-teacher conferences, social events for families which allow for more informal 

involvement of parents in convivial settings, with informal interactions with school staff and 

other families, might help increase home-based involvement and, more specifically, the 

frequency of SBR.  

Importantly, contrary to our hypothesis (H6), ethnicity did not moderate the 

associations between child and mother’s characteristics, parental educational aspirations and 

involvement in preschool, and the frequency of home SBR. While unexpected, this finding is 

in line with previous studies suggesting that families living in disadvantaged areas may be 

exposed to similar social and educational challenges and opportunities (Aikens & Barbarin, 

2008; Garbarino & Sherman, 1980). This may be driven by the fact that both Roma and non-

Roma participants in this study were from low-income families living in the same 

disadvantaged communities. It may be that, more than ethnicity, it was the families’ low SES 

that contributed to the low frequency of SBR found in this study. This would be in line with a 

previous study that found a positive association between families’ SES and frequency of SBR 

in an ethnically diverse sample (Barnes & Puccioni, 2017).  

4.1. Limitations and Strengths 

Although this study adds to family literacy research, particularly within the European 

context, it has some limitations that should be addressed. First, we focused on the two major 

metropolitan areas in Portugal, one in the south and one in the north of the country, but both 

coastal, and findings may not be generalized to rural areas and to the interior of the country. 

We know, for example, that educational aspirations of Roma families in these metropolitan 
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areas seem to be higher than in other regions of the country (Magano & Mendes, 2016; 

Mendes et al., 2014).  

Second, similar to previous studies on literacy practices in families of minority and 

majority groups (e.g., Baker, 2013), we assessed mainly mothers’ perspectives. Although this 

may be a limitation, findings from a previous study with Roma and non-Roma families 

suggest a high correlation between mother and father reports on educational aspirations for 

their children (Dimitrova et al., 2018).  

Third, the correlational and cross-sectional design of this study precludes causality 

claims. Thus, future studies should use longitudinal designs to effectively test the order of 

effects hypothesized in this study. Moreover, other variables not examined in this study, 

namely within the family microsystem (e.g., home environment aspects such as the number 

of books in the household) and in the exosystem (e.g., access and use of public libraries) may 

also contribute to home SBR.  

Fourth, we also did not examine specific parental attitudes or beliefs on the relevance 

of reading and other literacy practices for children, contrary to previous research (Evans et 

al., 2004; Resende & Figueiredo, 2018; Weigel et al., 2006). While this may be a limitation, 

our study adds to the literature by accounting for more general beliefs on children’s future 

attainment and showing that these are associated with frequency of SBR. 

Fifth, all variables, including frequency of home SBR, were measured through self-

report data, which may reflect social desirability and can be considered less reliable than 

home observations, for instance (Resende & Figueiredo, 2018). In this case, we used online 

self-reports, which are low cost, easy to use, and have advantages regarding data storage and 

control for missing data (Gosling et al., 2004; Lonsdale et al., 2006). Importantly, participants 

answered the self-report survey in face-to-face meetings, with the support of experienced 

researchers. In addition, most previous studies on the frequency of home SBR are also based 
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on self-report data (e.g., Celano et al., 1998; Kuo et al., 2004; Yarosz & Barnett, 2001) and 

there is evidence suggesting that self-report information may appropriately represent actual 

reading behaviors (Gilkerson et al., 2015). Nevertheless, future research on the frequency of 

home SBR in similar samples could consider the use of additional measures, such as young 

children’s reports (Evans & Hulak, 2020). Other measures, such as author recognition 

checklists (Davidse et al., 2011; Sénéchal & LeFevre, 2014) although useful complements to 

parental reports in analyzing SBR frequency, should be used with caution in similar samples, 

considering cultural sensitivity issues.  

Sixth, our design does not allow us to disentangle the effects of ethnicity and income 

or low SES. To clarify this, further studies should also consider comparing low and high-SES 

families. Notwithstanding, the fact that both groups in this study had low frequency of home 

SBR suggests the need for interventions to promote literacy skills and habits in these 

families.  

Seventh, the models tested in this study explained a limited amount of variance in 

frequency of SBR among Portuguese Roma (17%) and non-Roma (14%) low-income 

families (15% in the overall sample). This suggests the need to account for other factors, 

namely child (e.g., temperament, pre-literacy skills), mother (e.g., parental stress, self-

efficacy2), family (e.g., age of older child in household), and context-related (e.g., number of 

books in the household, access to libraries) characteristics in future analyses of the predictors 

of frequency of home SBR.  

Finally, this study addressed frequency but not quality of home SBR. Several family 

literacy studies, since the early 2000’s, have highlighted the effect of quality (i.e., nature and 

richness of dyadic interactions and their affective experience) over the effect of quantity (i.e., 

 
2 Self-efficacy data was collected in this study but not tested in the model due to unsatisfactory psychometric 

characteristics in our sample. 
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frequency) of adult-child SBR on children’s literacy development (Lefebvre et al., 2011; Mol 

et al., 2009). Some have also suggested that SBR frequency and quality may be intertwined 

and bidirectionally related (Bus et al., 1995; Fletcher & Reese, 2005). However, the strong 

effect of SBR frequency on child literacy is well documented (Shahaeian et al., 2018; 

Silinskas et al., 2012) and therefore home SBR frequency was considered in this study. 

Nonetheless, further studies might consider using combined measures of frequency and 

quality, for a richer approach, since a continuous and spiral effect is suggested, in that early 

involvement in SBR promotes language and literacy skills development, which increases 

quality of SBR that, in turn, induces frequent SBR, and so forth (Pomerantz et al., 2007; 

Raikes et al., 2006). 

Importantly, the main strength of this study is its valuable focus on the Roma, a rarely 

studied, deeply underrepresented ethnic minority group, while also doing so in a Southern 

European country. Thus, we focused on the frequency of home SBR as an important feature 

of the family context, while acknowledging the latter as a cultural microsystem (see Vélez-

Agosto et al., 2017). Another strength is the consideration of variables that go beyond child 

and family sociodemographic characteristics, including mesosystemic connections between 

home and preschool (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006), and parental educational aspirations 

for the child as predictors of frequency of SBR, thus adding to existing literature on family 

literacy (Froiland et al., 2013; Gamelas et al., 2003; Kuo et al., 2004; Yarosz & Barnett, 

2001). Further, this study adds to the relatively few international studies on family literacy 

practices, particularly frequency of SBR, as an outcome (Kuo et al., 2004; Yarosz & Barnett, 

2001), unlike most previous studies (e.g., Hayes et al., 2018; Silinskas et al., 2012). Another 

innovative aspect of this study was the analysis of the potential moderating role of ethnicity, 

considering two groups of disadvantaged families, namely Portuguese (minority) Roma and 
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(majority) non-Roma low-income. To the best of our knowledge, this is the first study 

examining these associations in Roma families, nationally and internationally. 

5. Conclusions 

The major finding of our study is the similar pattern of predictors of frequency SBR 

found in the Portuguese Roma and non-Roma samples, which may provide important insights 

for practice in this field. For example, Roma and non-Roma families living in the same (or 

comparable) deprived urban areas may experience similar challenges in mobilizing resources 

to engage in home literacy activities such as SBR with their preschool children. Therefore, 

even though tailored interventions for Roma families may be relevant, our findings suggest 

that both groups of families may benefit from similar interventions aiming to increase the 

frequency of home SBR. Findings further indicate that such interventions should consider the 

multiple levels of the context that help predict home SBR, including individual variables that 

are key in shaping children’s educational experiences in their microsystems (i.e., mothers’ 

education and academic aspirations for their children) and selected features of the 

mesosystem (i.e., parental involvement in informal preschool activities). Thus, possible 

interventions may include informal activities in preschool for families (e.g., storytelling 

coffee/tea meetings) or activities with examples of successful students from the local 

community or members of comparable vulnerable socioeconomic communities.  
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Table 1.  

Child and family characteristics (N = 206) 

 

 

Roma  

(low-income)  

(n = 101) 

 Non-Roma  

(low-income)  

(n = 105) 

% % 

Mother’s educational level 

       1-4th grade 

        > 4th grade 

 

62 

38 

  

11 

89 

Child’s age 

       3-4 years        

       5-6 years       

 

30 

70 

  

35.2 

64.8 

Child’s sex 

       Male  

       Female 

 

54.5 

45.5 

  

51.4 

48.6 

Household Income (Euro)  

       < 430 

       430 – 780 

       780 – 1170 

       1170 – 1400 / 3150 

       Unknown 

 

28 

54 

10 

1 

7 

  

28 

55 

14 

3 

- 

Site 

       Metropolitan Area of Lisbon  

       Metropolitan Area of Oporto 

 

56 

44 

  

43 

57 

Note. Participants were mothers (97%). Child’s father (n = 2) or a female main 

caregiver (e.g., grandmother; n = 4) participated when the mother was not the main 

caregiver or was not involved in the child’s life. 
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Table 2.  

Descriptive statistics of model variables for the Roma and non-Roma low-income groups 

 

 Roma (low-income) Non-Roma (low-income) 

 M SD Min Max M SD Min  Max 

1. Sex (child) 1.54 0.50 1 2 1.51 0.50 1 2 

2. Age (child) 5.00 0.90 3 6 4.92 0.99 3 6 

3. Mothers’ educational level 4.25 2.25 0 12 7.46 2.51 2 15 

4. Mothers’ educational aspirations for child 3.32 1.61 1 5 3.64 1.25 1 5 

5. Involvement (formal) in preschool events 2.12 0.80 1 5 2.20 0.80 1 5 

6. Involvement (informal) in preschool events 1.69 0.58 1 3 2.04 0.73 1 5 

7. Home shared book reading 3.22 1.45 1 6 3.59 1.36 1 6 

Note. Participants were mothers (97%). Child’s father (n = 2) or a female main caregiver (e.g., grandmother; n = 4) 

participated when the mother was not the main caregiver or was not involved in the child’s life. Values in bold highlight 

significant differences between Roma and non-Roma low-income groups (t-test analysis). The variable Sex (child) was 

coded as 1= Female and 2= Male. 
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Table 3.  

Bivariate correlations among model variables for the Roma and non-Roma low-income groups 

 

 1 2 3 4 5 6    7 

1. Sex (child) ----- .18 -.01 -.08 .12 -.13 -.16 

2. Age (child) .05 ----- .02 .19 .17 -.02 .12 

3. Mothers’ educational level .05 -.18 ----- .13 -.30** -.09 .18 

4. Mothers’ educational aspirations for child .17 .03 -.05 ----- .11 -.04 .22* 

5. Involvement (formal) in preschool events -.01 -.08 .02 .08 ----- .25* .08 

6. Involvement (informal) in preschool 

events 

-.00 .04 .01 -.03 .21* ----- .20* 

7. Home shared book reading -.05 .08 .12 .32** .12 .11 ----- 

Note. Values in the table refer to Pearson correlation coefficients. Coefficients above the diagonal refer to the 

non-Roma group and coefficients below the diagonal refer to the Roma group.  

*p < .05. **p < .01. 

 


