
these studies will be incorporated into a
book on families and employment family
across the life course to be published by
the Institute next year.

With most projects in the Institute’s 
current research program due to be com-
pleted by the middle of 1998 we are in the
process of identifying core issues for future
policy-related family research. In a new
and changing environment the Institute is
keen to look ahead to identify those issues
which will be important for the formulation
of family policy in the twenty-first century
and to which research can make a signif-
icant contribution. To this end we will
shortly be embarking on a series of con-
sultations with a range of stakeholders to
help us formulate short-term and medium-
term research priorities.

Enhancing Early Literacy

R eaders of Family Matters will have
been aware of the controversy

which surfaced in the media during
September 1997 concerning standards of
literacy among Australian Grade 3 and
Grade 5 school children. The contro-
versy followed the release by the then
Commonwealth Minister for Schools, Dr
David Kemp, of the results of a national
survey of the reading and writing in
Australian schools. Results from the sur-
vey were interpreted as suggesting that
about a third of Grade 3 and Grade 5
children cannot read or write to an ade-
quate standard.

The national literacy survey results
released by the Department of
Employment, Education, Training and
Youth Affairs were strongly disputed by

of parents in particular, in promoting the
development of child literacy.

The resounding, clear, unequivocal 
message from research from across the
world is of the profound significance of
highly specific aspects of the home 
environment in promoting emergent 
literacy. Accordingly, any campaign to
enhance early literacy in Australia would
do well to look to how parents can be
encouraged and supported in providing 
the kind of experiences that facilitate 
emergent literacy and create the foundation
on which teachers can build in the more
formal educational context of the primary
school.

It will not be sufficient, however, only
to make general exhortations to parents 
of young children to spend more time
enhancing their offsprings’ emergent 
literary skills. Many parents are highly
motivated to do all that they can to optimise
the development of their children. For
many families, however, the economic
necessity for a dual earner life style or the
demands of coping with sole parenthood,
eat into the time that parents might other-
wise willingly devote to the intellectual
stimulation of their children.

Moreover, in a policy environment where
governments are increasing demands for
families to be independent, self-sufficient
and self-provisioning, demands on parental
time and other resources are increasing
and the time for investment in children’s
development is having to compete with
these other demands. 

Accordingly, in addition to general
exhortations to parents, enhancing their
contribution to emergent literacy will
also require a policy response. In an ear-
lier issue of Family Matters (No.46,
Autumn 1997) I referred to early child-
hood services as the shared or distrib-
uted parenting of children between
parents and professionals and as a part-
nership with parents in the promotion 
of children’s optimal development.
Facilitating emergent literacy would be
an appropriate objective for such 
collaborative partnerships.

Early childhood care and education 
settings, in partnership with families, can
also play a significant role in affording
young children exposure to print-rich envi-
ronments and to the kinds of opportunities
for incidental learning about the symbolic
value of print that, as discussed above, are
known to be important in the development
of emergent literacy.

Is there a significant challenge here for
policy makers, providers and those con-
cerned with quality assurance in early
childhood services?

several State and Territory Education
Ministers who asserted that the
Department’s results contradicted those
yielded by the States’ and Territories’ own
research on literacy standards. Some
accused the Commonwealth Minister of
artificially inflating literacy failure by the
device of raising competence thresholds
to unrealistically high levels.

A t about the same time as this contro-
versy was surfacing in Australia, the

results of two entirely independent 
studies of what is becoming known as
‘emergent literacy’ were being presented
at an educational conference in Brunei. I
report them here because of their poten-
tial relevance to current concerns about 
literacy standards in Australia.

The term emergent literacy refers to the
awareness of the symbolic significance of
print and of written text which children
bring to the tasks of learning to read and to
write. 

One of the studies referred to was 
conducted in Manilla, capital of the 
Philippines, the other at Srinakharinwirot 
University in Bangkok, Thailand. Both
involved samples of preschool children
from a range of socio-economic back-
grounds who had had no prior exposure
to instruction in reading and writing.

Both studies comprised two sets of 
procedures. The first procedure involved
assessment of children’s understanding of
the nature of books and print. For exam-
ple: What are books for? Which part of
books (pictures or text) contains the story?
When engaged in reading, where does
the reader begin on the page and what is
the direction of movement along and
between lines of print?

It is important to note that none of 
the children in either study were able to
read at any level of functionality.
However, there was a wide range of indi-
vidual differences with respect to their
appreciation of the nature of the reading
process.

The second part of each study investi-
gated cognitive and socio-emotional qual-
ities of the children’s home environments
that might directly or indirectly influence
the emergence of literary-related skills
prior to any formal instruction in reading.
In both studies, parent–child story reading,
parental reading habits, the presence of
books and other reading materials in the
home, and interactions between parents
and children were identified as factors
that were positively correlated with chil-
dren’s emergent literacy skills.

In Thailand and the Philippines, chil-
dren’s acquisition of reading skill was 
positively influenced by the extent of their
pre-existing emergent literacy capacities.
Moreover, children in both countries

appeared to be learning to read with the
same facility and at about the same age,
despite the substantial differences that
exist between the print forms of the two
languages. For example, the Thai lan-
guage is printed in a cursive script in con-
tinuous, unbroken lines which proceed
from left to right with no spaces between
words; word segmentation is a skill which
the reader must acquire. On the other
hand, Filipino, the national language of
the Philippines, like English, is printed in
Latin script with spaces separating individ-
ual words from each other.

A separate study, also carried out in the
Philippines, has confirmed that home 
environment factors similar to those asso-
ciated with emerging literacy with respect
to reading were predictive of emergent 
literacy with respect to writing also.

Two important conclusions seem to
follow from these findings.

First, the emergent literacy skills which
children acquire prior to their exposure to
school-based instruction in reading and
writing have a significant impact upon
their success in learning to read and write.
It would seem important, therefore, for
children’s services professionals and pri-
mary teachers alike to design and maintain
the kinds of early childhood care and edu-
cation curricula and environments which
support the development of these emer-
gent literacy skills. It would seem important
also that screening for the prior existence
such skills should become an important
component of the reading curriculum so
that, where such skills are lacking, com-
pensatory processes can be set in train
before exposing children to didactic
instruction in reading and writing.

A second point to follow from both the
Thai and the Philippine study concerns the
significance of the home environment in
facilitating the development of the skills
that are the precursors of successfully
learning to read and write. 

In this respect the studies are reminis-
cent of the work carried out almost two
decades ago by the late Professor Jack
Tizard and his colleagues from the Institute
of Education at the University of London.
Tizard also testified to the significance of
a print-rich home environment and of par-
ent-to-child and child-to-parent reading
for children’s acquisition of reading skill.
In a large scale intervention study carried
out in the London Borough of Haringey,
Tizard demonstrated that significant gains
in literacy were achieved by children
whose parents read to them and regularly
listened to them reading.

R esults from three studies widely 
separated in space, time and culture

converge, therefore, to attest to the signif-
icant role of the home environment, and
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support across the generations, is yielding
results that attest to the importance of
families for the wellbeing of individuals
throughout the lifespan, and to the essen-
tial strength of families. 

Our research on families who have
experienced divorce is providing new
information about parenting after divorce.
In addition, it will provide valuable data to
help assess some of the impact of the Child
Support Scheme as well as being informa-
tive about the likely effects of the recently
proposed changes to the Scheme on resi-
dent parents and their dependent children.
New work on older people and divorce, on
the views of children in divorcing families
and on the role and management of vio-
lence in divorcing families promises to add
to our knowledge of ways in which fami-
lies experiencing divorce can be more
effectively supported.

Recently we released a Family Briefing
Paper, reprinted in this issue of Family 
Matters, drawing on initial results from
studies of the work preferences of Aus-
tralian women. The major findings from

A t the time of going to press with
this issue of Family Matters,
changes were announced by the

Prime Minister concerning the composition
of the Cabinet and the Ministry.

The Honourable Warwick Smith, pre-
viously Commonwealth Minister for Sport,
Territories and Local Government, was
announced as the new Minister for Family
Services. The Institute congratulates the
Minister on his appointment; we look 
forward to working with him in his new
portfolio.

The previous Minister for Family Ser-
vices, the Honourable Mrs Judi Moylan, has
been appointed as Minister Assisting the
Prime Minister for the Status of Women. I
would like to thank Mrs Moylan, in her 
former role, for her support of the Institute;
we look forward to working with her in her
new portfolio also.

T he process of analysing data collected
from a range of studies from the

Institute’s current research program contin-
ues. The next few months promises to be
a time when a considerable amount of
new information about families flowing
from the program will become publicly
available. 

As well as yielding contemporary infor-
mation about changing family formation
patterns, the Institute’s Australian Families
Across the Life Course Study will provide
information about relationships across the
life course, how parents are managing their
responsibilities for their children, how fami-
lies with special needs children are coping,
as well as about the principal pressures that
parents in today’s families are facing.

Institute work on families in later life, on
retirement and on patterns of family 
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D I R E C T O R ’ S  R E P O R T

HARRY McGURK

The 6th Australian Family Research Conference, 

hosted by the Australian Institute of Family Studies, 

will be held in Melbourne from 25–27 November 1998.

As in past years, the 1998
Australian Family Research
Conference will provide a valuable
forum for those interested or
involved in family research and
policy to learn of recent research
and developments in family 
studies.

The conference will be of direct
relevance to those from a wide
range of disciplines including

sociology, psychology, family
law, public policy, social work,
economics, child care, the
health professions, service
providers, and all levels of 
government.

The conference will consist of
research papers, symposia,
keynote addresses, posters,
workshops and panel 
discussions.

Papers on any aspect of family
research – including family
trends, family life and relation-
ships, children and parenting,
family policies, living standards,
support programs and family
law – will be considered for
inclusion in the conference 
program.

If you would like be a presenter
at the conference, please forward

a 250-word abstract of your
paper, along with professional
details, to the Research Manger
of the Australian Institute of
Family Studies.

Full details of the conference
and an official Call for Papers
will be published in the next
(Autumn 1998) edition of
Family Matters.

Australian Family Research Conference
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