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Abstract  Our chapter focuses on the language and literacy development of Israeli 
Arabic-speaking kindergarten children within the context of their family. We 
researched two different literacy activities: storybook reading and joint word writ-
ing. The chapter presents results of the contribution of these activities, as well as 
socio-economic status (hereafter, SES) and home literacy environment (hereafter, 
HLE), to children’s literacy level in kindergarten among Israeli Arabic-speaking 
families. A total of 109 kindergarten children and their mothers participated in the 
study. Children’s literacy level was assessed in kindergarten.

Mothers and children were videotaped at home during a book reading activity 
and in a word writing activity, and demographic and HLE data were gathered from 
the mothers. Mothers showed low to medium levels of mediation in the bookreading 
activity by focusing mainly on paraphrasing, and in the writing activity by mainly 
naming the letters and providing a model for copying. However, while the results 
from the writing activity followed Bronfenbrenner’s three-layered ecological model 
(SES, HLE and parental mediation) as expected, reading showed a contribution 
only from the two first layers, SES and HLE.

We conclude that the linguistic gap between the spoken and the language of lit-
eracy, Standard Arabic (or Literary Arabic) poses difficulties and may be confusing 
for the mothers in mediating the written language across literacy activities, reading 
and writing. Our study points to the importance of the family’s HLE and SES for 
children’s early literacy. Future studies should emphasize how to best design fam-
ily intervention programs so as to maximize children’s literacy growth within the 
Arabic-speaking family.
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15.1 � Introduction

This chapter focuses on the family literacy context in which Israeli Arab kindergar-
ten children live, and its relation to their literacy skills. Literacy acquisition seems 
to be a singular and interesting process for young Arabic-speaking children, due to 
the distinctiveness and complexity of this language (Holes 1995). This assumption 
is grounded in the socio-linguistic phenomenon of diglossia, and the subsequent 
linguistic distance that exists between the spoken and the standard written language 
variety. (For more on diglossia see, in this collection, Khamis-Dakwar & Mak-
houl, for assessment; Myhill, for a cross-linguistic perspective; Saiegh-Haddad & 
Spolsky, for ideologies and implications for language instruction; Rosenhouse, for 
manifestations in textbooks).

Written texts in all languages differ to some extent from the everyday spoken lan-
guage. However, Arabic diglossia manifests itself in great differences between the 
standard language (called “Fusħa” ‘eloquent language’) and the spoken language 
(called “ʕa:mmiyya” ‘colloquial language’) (Ferguson 1971 [1962]). (For a discus-
sion of some of the linguistic differences, see in this collection, Laks & Berman and 
Saiegh-Haddad & Henkin-Roitfarb). Unlike Spoken Arabic (hereafter, SpA) which 
is used for daily communication, Standard Arabic (hereafter, StA) is reserved for 
formal communication and is studied mainly in school (Meesls 1979; Somah 1980). 
While parents in various cultures and languages are reported to serve as facilitators 
in bridging the orality-literacy gapfor their children, Arab Israeli parents have been 
reported as seldom exposing their young children to StA (Feitelson et  al. 1993). 
This may be due to the structural complexity of StA and subsequently parental 
belief that early exposure to literary Arabic could be a burden for young children 
(Abu-Rabia 2004). The reported limited exposure to StA texts might be responsible 
for the difficulties of Arabic-speaking children in listening comprehension (Feit-
elson et al. 1993; Ministry of Education 2001), acquisition of basic reading skills 
(Eviater and Ibrahim, Chap. 4; Saiegh-Haddad 2003, 2004; Saiegh-Haddad et al. 
2011) and later on in reading comprehension (Abu-Rabia 2000).

Besides the linguistic distance between the spoken and the written varieties of 
Arabic, the Arabic orthography itself is also complex (Ibrahim et  al. 2002) and 
consists of a dual system of letters and diacritics. Further, Arabic script is cursive 
with 22 of the 28 letters having four different shapes depending on their position 
within the word and on the nature of the preceding letter. Further, many letters 
share one identical basic shape and are distinguished only by the number and loca-
tion of dots. This latter characteristic reflects the historical evolution of the Arabic 
orthographic system. (For a detailed description of Arabic language and orthogra-
phy, see Saiegh-Haddad & Henkin-Roitfarb, Chap. 1). These orthographic features 
have been argued to make orthographic processing in Arabic difficult. (For more on 
the impact of Arabic orthography on letter processing and reading, see Eviatar & 
Ibrahim, Chap. 4).

The theoretical framework of the research presented in this chapter is socio-
cultural and is based on the premise that culture shapes the mind (Rogoff 1990; 
Vygotsky 1978; Wertsch 1985). In other words, the individual’s mental activity is 
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external and social, and is internalized by the individual in the course of joint ac-
tivity with more experienced others. More specifically, the study is grounded in 
Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) model, according to which various layers of context affect 
the individual’s development. In his model, Bronfenbrenner refers to macrosystems 
such as cultural, social, or ethnic groups; mesosystems including close groups such 
as family or peers; and microsystems, or proximal processes—the actual interac-
tions between children and significant others. In this study, we examined a model 
of three contextual layers reflecting the three depicted above and their relationship 
to Arabic-speaking kindergartners’ early literacy: SES, children’s literacy environ-
ment at home, and the nature of maternal literacy mediation: storybook reading and 
joint writing. (For more on environmental factors and literacy development, see 
Farran, Bingham, & Matthews and Tibi & McLeod, in this collection).

Reading and writing are essential tools in modern cultures, and success in these areas 
is central to academic achievement and beyond (Cunningham and Stanovich 1998). 
The literacy code is a creation of culture and society and is passed from generation 
to generation (Olson 1984) and parents usually play an important role in this pro-
cess. Parental mediation, through which children are introduced to this code in their 
environment, constitutes a central factor in literacy development (Korat 2011; Aram 
and Levin 2011; McBride-Chang et al. 2010; van Kleeck and Stahl 2003).

Researchers have reported differences in the quality of maternal mediation in 
literacy events such as bookreading (Korat et al. 2007; Baker et al. 2001; Heath 
1983; Leseman and de Jong 1998; Ninio 1980) and mutual writing (Korat and Levin 
2002; Aram and Levin 2011) between families oflow and middle socio-economic 
statuses (hereafter, SES), favoring the latter. In the bookreading activity, mothers 
from low SES (hereafter, LSES) were reported to ask fewer questions and to rarely 
encourage their children to participate in the event (Ninio 1980). Moreover, mothers 
from LSES tend to relate more to illustrations in the book than to language and to 
paraphrase the text to their children (considered a low level of cognitive mediation), 
whereas mothers from middle SES (hereafter, MSES) are reported to discuss the 
story content with their children, to use rich vocabulary and complex language and 
to relate to the properties of the written text (reflecting a high level of cognitive me-
diation) (Korat et al. 2007). In writing, Hebrew-speaking mothers from MSES were 
found to communicate the steps in the encoding process to their children and to 
encourage them to carry out those steps during parent-child writing activities. They 
were also found to give their children more autonomy than mothers from LSES in 
printing the letters and to refer to the Hebrew orthography more often during joint 
writing (Aram and Levin 2001).

Children’s literacy development is not related to parental mediation only but 
also to more general factors, such as family SES and the home literacy environment 
(hereafter, HLE). The relation between SES level and children’s achievements in oral 
language and literacy skills is well documented (Aram and Levin 2001; Korat et al. 
2007; Korat and Levin 2002; Walker et al. 1994). Children from MSES present better 
language and early literacy skills than children from LSES (Bowey 1995; Lonigan 
and Whitehurst 1998; Ninio 1980; Raz and Bryant 1990).There are also reports on 
the connection between HLE measured by the amount of literary artifacts (books, 
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journals for adults and children, writing materials, etc.) and by the frequency of lit-
eracy activities at home (prevalence of reading books to children, visits to the library, 
etc.) (Heath 1983; Wells 1985)and children’s language and literacy achievements 
(Evans et al. 2000; Hecht et al. 2000). A literacy environment that includes many arti-
facts predicts children’s early literacy in kindergarten (reading, writing, phonological 
and orthographic awareness) (Aram and Levin 2001; Purcell-Gates 1996; Stuart et al. 
1998). Other studies report that a literacy environment rich in artifacts (e.g., paper, 
pens, books, newspapers, and computers) contributes to later achievement in read-
ing comprehension (Caretti et al. 2009; Catts 2009; Cunningam 2010; Hirsch 2003).

It is important to note that a search in the published literature on the relationship 
between SES, HLE and children’s early literacy did not reveal any such research 
among Arabic-speaking families. We did not find any published research that docu-
ments the nature of parental storybook reading or writing interactions with young 
Arabic-speaking children. In the present chapter we present a pioneering study ad-
dressing variables and the relationships among them. We aimed to learn how family 
SES, HLE and maternal mediation in a bookreading event and in a collaborative 
writing activity contribute to Arabic-speaking kindergartners’ language and early 
literacy. This investigation is highly warranted, given the diglossic context of Ara-
bic on the one hand, and the low literacy achievements of Arabic-speaking children 
in Israel, on the other (Zuzovsky 2011).

It should be noted that our research project focused on a large number of families 
and incorporated two projects aiming at two different activities—book reading and 
word writing. Data analysis was insured by the specific aims of each project.

15.1.1 � Method

�Participants

One hundred and nine 5 to 6-year old children and their mothers took part in this 
study. The families were from four communities located in the center or north of 
Israel and represent different types of settlements in which Arabs currently live in 
Israel: (a) Muslim Arab village in the north, (b) Mixed Christian and Muslim Arab 
city in the north, (c) Muslim Arab neighborhood in a mixed Jewish and Arab city 
in the center of Israel and (d) Muslim city in the center of Israel. All children came 
from homes in which Arabic was the principal language. In the kindergarten, book 
reading took place once a week, letters were presented on the walls, and the teachers 
used work sheets for teaching letters once a week. The children at kindergarten were 
exposed to television programs broadcast in StA, without the teachers’ guidance, 2 
to 3 times a week.

O. Korat et al.
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Procedure

Data were collected in four sessions. In the first session, the children’s early literacy 
(hereafter, EL) was assessed individually within their kindergarten setting towards 
the end of the school year, from May to June. Two individual meetings (between 
20–30 min each) were held with each child participating in the study. In the second 
session, mother-child dyads participated in a joint story bookreading activity in their 
homes. The mothers were given an unfamiliar storybook and were asked to read it to 
their children as they deemed fit. This activity was videotaped and later analyzed. In 
the third session, 3 to 4 days after the bookreading activity, we asked the mothers to 
help their children write six words. This activity was also videotaped and analyzed. 
The mothers and their children received six cards, each of which displayed a draw-
ing of an object. The mothers were asked to help their children write the words to the 
best of their ability, without any further directions. Demographic and HLE informa-
tion was gathered at home in the fourth session, two to three days later.

Research Instruments

Maternal Mediation in Bookreading

We used the children’s book Arrogant Little Rabbit by Abdo Muhammad (no year 
of publication is provided) in the mother-child bookreading activity. The book was 
not familiar to the parents or the teachers in the Arabic-speaking communities that 
participated in our study. The book contains 10 pages, each of which includes 1–2 
lines and a matching colorful line drawing of the scene. The narrative includes ele-
ments of exposition, problem and solution and tells about an arrogant little rabbit 
that refuses to play with a turtle, a lamb and another rabbit. One day a fox comes to 
attack the rabbit and eat it. All the animals that the rabbit refused to play with hurry 
to help it. The rabbit apologizes to all the animals, thanks them for their kindness 
and offers to become friends with them.

The mother-child interaction was segmented into verbal units. A verbal unit con-
stitutes the smallest unit. A few verbal units (3 to 5) usually constitute a topic unit. A 
topic unit was coded only when a new content was added to the previous discourse. 
Each topic unit was coded into only one of five categories. In the few cases in which 
a topic unit referred to more than one category, a discussion and decision was made 
by the two raters as to the category to which it seemed to fit better. This coding 
system was based on work carried out by Bus et al. (2000) and was modified for the 
purposes of the current study. Inter-judge reliabilities for segmenting the interaction 
into content units were computed based on a random selection of 10 % of the dyads. 
Reliability measured by Cohen’s Kappa was 0.80, p < 0.001.

The topic units were classified into five levels, from low (1) to high (5), as fol-
lows: (1) relating to illustrations in the book (e.g., naming characters and objects in 
the illustrations, referring to the relationship between the text and the illustrations, or 
naming details in the illustrations that were not mentioned in the story); (2) narrating 
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the story in spoken Arabic (the mother reads the story silently, then tells the story 
in spoken Arabic); (3) reading and paraphrasing (the mother reads the story aloud, 
then paraphrases the text—this includes word explanations and sentence comple-
tion); (4) promoting text comprehension via “distancing” (e.g., relating to the child’s 
own relevant experiences to further text comprehension or making connections be-
yond the text, including instructions, recollection and reconstruction); (5) relating to 
the written text—the orthography and the decoding/reading process. The hierarchy 
of the levels was determined by “moving from concrete immediately available in-
formation” (De Temple and Snow 1996, p. 54) to higher cognitive or abstraction 
processes, termed by Sigel (1982) as “distancing”. Each content unit that could be 
classified into the five categories was given a score ranging from 1 = low (naming of 
characters and objects) to 5 = high (relating to the orthographic system that appears 
in the book). Inter-judge reliabilities for sorting content units were computed based 
on a random selection of 10 % of the dyads. The reliability for maternal mediation 
levels was K = 0.79.

Maternal Mediation in Joint Writing

The mothers helped their children write six mundane words that are part of chil-
dren’s spoken vocabulary. The mothers and children received six cards, each of 
which displayed a drawing of an object that is referred to using a different word 
in SpA and StA. The objects were: glass (StA kaʔs— , SpAkubba:y—  /; bed 
(StA sari:r– , SpA taxit— ); telephone (StA ha:tif— , SpA talifo:n—

; shoe (StA ħiða:Ɂ— , SpA kundara— ; bag (StA ħaqi:ba— , SpA 
shanta— ); and cat (StA qiṭṭa— , SpA bissi— ). The mothers were asked 
to help their children write the words as best as they could, without any further in-
struction. Videotapes of the dyadic interactions were transcribed verbatim and the 
transcripts were used to code the interactions. Two measures were coded: grapho-
phonemic mapping and printing mediation.

Grapho-phonemic mediation is the degree to which the mother guides her child 
through the process of segmenting each word into its sounds and retrieving the 
required letter for each sound when attempting to represent a word in writing. The 
encoding of each letter was assessed on a 7-point scale. We demonstrate the scale’s 
range for the word ‘bed’StA sarir - : (1) The mother refers to the word as a 
whole: “Write sarir”. (2) The mother utters the sequence of sounds that create the 
word, for example: “Write sa—ri- r”. (3) The mother refers to each letter sepa-
rately—dictates a letter name, for example: “Write Sin” [the letter name for S]. (4) 
The mother retrieves the target phoneme or CV phonological unit and immediately 
dictates the required letter name, for example: “sa—Sin” [the sound sa and the let-
ter Sin]. (5) The mother retrieves the phonological unit and encourages the child to 
link it with a letter name, for example: “It starts with sa so which letter is it?” (6) 
The mother encourages the child to retrieve the phonological unit and link it with a 
letter name (either Spoken or Standard), for example: “sa-ri-r so what do you hear 
at the beginning, which letter is it?”; and (7) the mother encourages the child to 
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go through the whole process independently while supporting the child along the 
way when help is needed. The average scores across the letters yielded the grapho-
phonemic mediation score (Cronbach’s alpha reliability coefficient across the let-
ters was α = 0.96).

Printing mediation captures the autonomy allowed or encouraged by the parent 
in printing each letter. The printing of each letter was assessed on an 8-point scale: 
(1) the mother writes the letter; (2) the mother writes the letter holding the child’s 
hand; (3) the mother writes the letter as a sequence of dots for the child to follow; 
(4) the mother writes the letter for the child to copy; (5) the mother virtually dem-
onstrates the letter’s shape in the air or on the table; (6) the mother describes the 
letter’s shape (e.g., “it’s like a square with two dots”); (7) the mother scaffolds the 
child by using the child’s previous knowledge, for example tells the child in which 
familiar word the letter appears; and (8) the child writes the letter independently, 
encouraged and monitored by the mother. The mean score across the letters yielded 
the printing mediation score (Cronbach’s alpha reliability coefficient across letters 
was α = 0.97).

Demographic Information

The mothers were asked for demographic information including data about the 
present SES of the family. The children’s age (in months) was M = 68.74, SD = 4.99, 
their mothers’ mean age (years) was M = 30.80, SD = 3.54, and their fathers’ mean 
age was M = 32.30, SD = 4.24. The families have M = 3.6, SD = 1.47 children, with 
M = 5.65, SD = 1.46 people living in M = 4.03, SD = 1.18 rooms.

A seven-factor index was used to calculate the families’ SES levels and took the 
educational and occupational levels of the fathers and mothers, including the fam-
ily income level into account. The mean of the SES variable was 2.80 ( SD = 1.17) 
(range 1–5; α = .92). The data showed that the mothers’ educational level is higher 
than that of the fathers ( t (108) = 2.17, p < .05), whereas the fathers’ occupational 
level is higher than that of the mothers ( t (108) = 5.08, p < .001). The mean income 
level of the families ( M = 2.58, SD = 1.27) was found to be below the reported av-
erage of the Israeli Jewish population ( M = 3.19, SD = .90, see Gallili 2006) and is 
similar to that of the Jewishlow SES population ( M = 2.76, SD = .92).

Home Literacy Environment 

The mothers were asked to give information about the Home Literacy 
Environment(HLE) of their families. The questionnaire included aspects such as 
the number of adult and children’s books in the home, frequency of parental read-
ing of books to the child, newspaper subscription (children and adults), number of 
videos and DVDs, mother’s reading pleasure, and the number of children’s educa-
tional games in the home (α = 0.76). According our findings, Arab families’ homes 
in our sample had on average one computer, very few educational games for reading 
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( M = 6.09, SD = 5.46) and arithmetic ( M = 3.56, SD = 4.04), some computer games 
( M = 6. 90, SD = 0.63), and video cassettes and DVDs ( M = 14.11, SD = 12.95). We 
counted (on average) only 30 children’s books and 29 adult books in these homes. 
About one third of the families reported that they had a subscription to an adult 
newspaper. The mothers reported reading to their children on average every three 
days (about 11 days a month), while fathers’ reading to their children was reportedly 
only once a month. The average age of beginning reading to children was reported 
as one year and 6 months. Most variables, including the existence of literacy tools: 
computers ( r = 0.34, p < 0.001), computer games ( r = 0.28, p < 0.001), videos, DVDs 
( r = 0.58, p < 0.001), educational games in arithmetic ( r = .44, p < 0.001)and reading 
( r = 0.30, p < 0.001)were correlated positively and significantly with the families’ 
SES. Reading frequency to the child as reported by the mother was not found to 
correlate with the family’s SES.

Children’s Emergent Literacy Level

The children’s emergent literacy (EL) level was assessed using two categories: 
written language and spoken language skills. Written language included nine pa-
rameters: letter knowledge (letter names, letter-sound knowledge and letter writing 
ability), concept of print, phonological awareness, orthographic awareness, liter-
ary word writing and word recognition. Spoken language ability included six pa-
rameters: expressive vocabulary knowledge of onsite words (Spoken and Standard 
Arabic), receptive knowledge, and listening comprehension of written sentences 
and a story.

Written Language Tasks

Letter naming  The children were presented with 29 letters (including final non-
connected letter shapes) of the Arabic script. Each letter was written on a card. With 
the card facing down, the child was asked to randomly pick a letter and say its name. 
This was repeated 14 times, such that 14 letters were picked. The scale was: 0 = 
incorrect, 1 = using the letter name used in SpA ( ), 2 = correct, StA letter name 
( ). The reliability coefficient of this tool was α = 0.90.

Letter sound knowledge  The cards used for letter names were given to the children 
following the same procedure, except that this time they were asked to say the letter 
sound. The scale range for this task was: 0 = incorrect, 1 = the child said the letter 
sound embedded within a CV phonological unit (e.g., for the letter N ( ) the child 
said na), 2 = correct, providing only the phoneme that the letter represents; α = .93.

Letter writing  The researcher randomly chose 14 letters. She named each letter 
and asked the child to write it on a card. The researcher used the first letter from 
the child children were presented s name for an example with feedback. The chil-
dren’s responses were scored on a 3-point scale: (0) wrong—no answer or wrong 
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answer; (1) partial answer—writing a letter that is similar in shape (e.g., for the 
letter ‘‘ب’’ (B) writing ث ,ن ,ت) (see, Abu-Rabia and Taha 2006); (2) correct answer. 
Cronbach’s alpha reliability coefficient across the letters was α = 0.90.

Print concepts  An adaptation of Shatil’s Hebrew Concept Abut Print (CAP) test 
(2001), following Clay (1979, 1989), was developed and used for Arabic. The chil-
dren were presented with the book A Surprise for Yara and were asked to answer 
16 questions about it. The questions were about concepts such as page, lines, print, 
drawing including text handling (e.g., where one begins and ends reading a book) 
and directionality (in Arabic from right to left). Answers were scored as incorrect(or 
“I don’t know”) (= 0) or correct (= 1) and the range of scores was from 0 to 16, 
α = 0.84.In all the research tests, “I don’t know” answers were followed by the 
researcher’s encouragements to the child to make an effort and give an answer.

Phonological awareness  Two phonological awareness tests were developed for the 
study and administered on two separate days: initial and final phoneme isolation. 
Each task included 17 one syllable words, all of which were nouns familiar to chil-
dren. The researcher said each word out loud, and then asked the child to say the 
initial or final phoneme in each word. The scale range for phonological awareness 
was: 0 = incorrect; 1 = partially correct—the child said the initial/final phoneme 
within a CV unit (for rationale and evidential basis, see Saiegh-Haddad 2007); 
2 = correct phoneme. The alpha reliability coefficient was.96 for the initial phoneme 
and.97 for the final phoneme isolation task. The mean score across the two tasks 
served as the phonological awareness score ( α = 0.84).

Orthographic Awareness  The Arabic script contains 28 letters, with, as mentioned 
before, 3–4 different forms each: beginning of the word connected to the left only; 
beginning of the word (  -b), connected to the left and to the right; middle of the 
word (  -b), connected to the right only ( - b); and not connected (  -b). The 
children were presented with 16 pairs of StA word stimuli. Each pair consisted of 
a StA word on one card and a string of signs that do not represent the StA script on 
another card. The signs comprised letters and numerals in Arabic, Hebrew and Eng-
lish, signs repeated several times resulting in excessively long strings, or wrongly 
connected words. The researcher presented the two cards to the child and asked 
her or him to choose the card that represents an Arabic word. Incorrect or “I don’t 
know” answers were scored = 0 and correct answers were scored = 1. Cronbach’s 
alpha reliability coefficient for this test was 0.82.

Word recognition  This test aimed to examine the children’s ability to recognize StA 
words. We used three pairs of words, which were familiar to the children: elephant-
turtle ( fi:l – sulħafa:h; FYL-SLĦFAḦ); bear-butterfly (  - dub- 
fara:Šah, DB- FRAŠḦ); giraffe-ox (  - zara:fah-θawr, ZRAFḦ-θWR). 
These words were chosen because they represented about half of the Arabic let-
ters and include long vowels, represented in Arabic orthography through compul-
sory letters, and short vowels, represented through a system of optional diacritics. 
(For more on the structure of Arabic orthography, see Saiegh-Haddad & Henkin-
Roitfarb, Chap. 1). Furthermore, two cards presented a pair of words where the 
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longer sounding word denoted a smaller referent (e.g., elephant-turtle (   
fi:l – sulħafa:h; FYL-SLĦFAḦ) and one pair presented a pair of words where the 
two referents were similar in their size but one word was longer phonologically and 
orthographically than the other (giraffe- ox ( zara:fah-θawr, ZRAFḦ- 
θWR). The rationale for including this contrast is found in the literature indicating 
that before they become aware of the alphabetic principle, young children tend to 
use a referential strategy where more letters are used for bigger referents (Levin and 
Korat 1993). Each word was written on a separate card and its matching drawing 
appeared on another card. The researcher put the two cards with the two words and 
the two cards with the matching drawings in front of the child and said, for example: 
“Here are two pictures for a butterfly and a bear, and also two cards for the two 
words ‘butterfly’ and ‘bear’. Please put the word ‘butterfly’ under the picture of 
the butterfly and the word ‘bear’ under the picture of the bear.” The scale for this 
task was: incorrect or “I don’t know” = 0 or correct = 1, α = 0.62. After giving their 
answer, the children were asked to explain their judgments. The children’s reason-
ing was classified into five levels, from low (1) to high (5) (Levin and Korat 1993), 
as follows: 1 = egocentric argument, 2 = semantic argument, 3 = phonological argu-
ment, 4 = argument based on letters, 5 = argument based on reading (the child read 
the word). Cronbach’s alpha reliability coefficient for this test was α = 0.91.

Word writing  The children were asked to write the same words used in the word 
recognition task (described above). The words were different from the words the 
children had been asked to write at home with the help of their mothers. Three cards 
displaying drawings of two nouns were presented randomly, with a blank card for 
writing each pair’s names. The oral instructions for each card were, for example: 
“Write the word ‘turtle’ and then the word ‘elephant’”. Each word was scored on a 
10-point scale adapted from Levin, Share, and Shatil (1996), ranging from pseudo 
letters through random letters, basic consonantal spellings, partial consonantal 
spellings, to formal writing. Higher scores indicated a higher, more formal level of 
writing. The mean score across the eight words served as the word writing score. 
Cronbach’s reliability coefficient across words was α = 0.97.

Spoken Language Tasks

Expressive Vocabulary  We used the antonyms sub-test from Kaufman’s Battery for 
Children (K-ABC) (1983) test in order to assess the children’s vocabulary in SpA 
and StA. This test assesses the children’s productive vocabulary by asking them to 
provide the opposite word to the word presented to them. Eighteen words from the 
K-ABC were translated into Arabic to test productive vocabulary (antonyms) for 
each test (a) in SpA and (b) in StA. The test was administered on two days. On the 
first day the researcher said the word in SpA and asked the child to give the opposite 
of this word. On the second day, the experimenter said the word in StA and asked the 
child to say the opposite of this word. The scale range was 0 = incorrect, 1 = correct. 

O. Korat et al.



333

Cronbach’s reliability coefficient across words was ( α = 0.85) for literary Arabic 
words and ( α = 0.89) for spoken Arabic words.

Receptive vocabulary (an adapted translation of PPVT—Peabody Picture Vocabu-
lary Test)  The children’s vocabulary was evaluated using an adapted translation 
of the PPVT test (Dunn and Dunn 1981). This test measures receptive vocabulary 
knowledge of children aged 2 to adulthood. Adaptation to Arabic following the 
Hebrew version (Nevo and Oren 1979) was performed by a group of Arab research-
ers, educators, and linguists and used both SpA and StA words. Based on a prelimi-
nary pilot, we used the first 40 items. In each item the child was shown 4 pictures 
and was asked to indicate the drawing that matched the word said by the researcher. 
The scale range was 0 = incorrect, 1 = correct. Cronbach’s alpha reliability coeffi-
cient for this test was α = 0.85.

Story comprehension  A translation of the story Kamil and Lassie Dog (Shatil 2001) 
from Hebrew into Arabic was used for this test. After the researcher read the story 
twice to the children, she presented them with 12 true/false questions about the 
story. The scale range was 0 = correct, 1 = incorrect. Cronbach’s alpha reliability 
coefficient for this test was α = 0.65.

Sentence comprehension  Shatil and Nevos’ sentence comprehension test (2007) 
was translated from Hebrew into Arabic in order to evaluate the children’s sentence 
comprehension. The children were asked to indicate which of the drawings best 
matched the sentence read to them by the researcher (e.g., the researcher said: “My 
mother said: take the book and bring it to the library”. Which of the pictures that 
you see here (out of four) represents this sentence?).The distractors were syntactic 
manipulations of the target sentence. The scale was incorrect (or “I don’t know”) 
= 0, correct = 1. Cronbach’s alpha reliability coefficient for this test was α = 0.70.

15.1.2 � Results

�Children’s Emergent Literacy

The mean and SD of the children’s literacy level in kindergarten in Spoken and 
Standard Arabic and correlations with SES and HLE are presented in Table 15.1. 
Children’s scores are presented as percentage.

According to Table 15.1, Arabic-speaking kindergarten children present a low 
level of literacy skills across most variables and large standard deviations that 
demonstrate great diversity among them. The children’s knowledge of the con-
cept about print ( M = 68.63, SD = 23.78) was the highest among the written skills 
tested, whereas letter-sound knowledge ( M = 33.20, SD = 33.00) was the lowest. 
This in part reflects the children’s frequent use of the spoken letter names rather 
than the Standard Arabic letter names, and also difficulties in retrieving the letter 
sound, especially in the case of some letters such as those representing stop pho-
nemes (plosives) or diglossic phonemes which do not exist in the children’s spoken 

15  Mother-Child Literacy Activities and Early Literacy in the Israeli Arab Family



334

vernacular (Saiegh-Haddad 2003, 2007). When they succeeded in this task, they 
usually retrieved a syllable/sub-syllabic unit (CV) and not a phoneme. We are aware 
that, in some cases, as in the case of stops, it is impossible to retrieve the sound 
without a following vowel, a CV, while in other cases, as in the case of fricatives, 
this is possible. This distinction is recommended in future research in order to elu-
cidate this process. In addition, using the spoken names of letters might sometimes 
imply knowledge of the sound; children might resort to SpA names because they 
cannot articulate the individual sound. With reference to letter writing, the children 
seemed to be familiar with the general appearance of most of the letters. The mean 
score on word writing( M = 37.60, SD = 23.74) appears to be quite low and reflects 
the children’s frequent use of random letters and basic consonantal representations 
(using one correct letter from the word accompanied by random letters) when trying 
to write a word.

The mean score in word recognition( M = 44.72, SD = 32.49) was somewhat 
higher than letter writing, but was nonetheless low, and showed that when trying 
to explain their recognition of words, the children tended to use semantic explana-
tions which referred to the object’s features (e.g., “because the turtle is small”), or 
phonological arguments which referred to the phonological length of words (e.g., 
“because ox is a short word”).

The children in our sample exhibited some knowledge about print and on 
average correctly answered 2/3 of the 16 questions that were asked in the CAP 
test. In phonological awareness, the children succeeded significantly better in re-
trieving the first phoneme of the word ( M = 52.63, SD = 32.06) than the last one 
( M = 41.28, SD = 39.50) ( t = 14.77, p = .000). While this contradicts earlier findings 
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Table 15.1   Mean in percentage and (SD) of children’s EL in kindergarten and correlations with 
SES, HLM and maternal mediation level
Variable M % SD SES HLE
Written language
Letter names 40.00 28.80 0.33*** 0.39***
Letter sounds 33.20 33.00 0.30*** 0.44***
Letter writing 54.61 32.04 0.38*** 0.31**
Orthographic awareness 66.10 24.55 0.37*** 0.38***
Concepts about print 68.63 23.78 0.41*** 0.48***
Phonological awareness (initial phoneme) 52.63 32.06 0.31** 0.39***
Phonological awareness (final phoneme) 41.28 39.50 0.37*** 0.35***
Word recognition (judgment) 66.06 35.42 0.20* 0.24*
Word recognition (reasoning) 44.72 32.49 0.41*** 0.41***
Word writing 37.60 23.74 0.31** 0.28**
Spoken language
Expressive vocabulary (spoken) 24.70 23.03 0.26** 0.38***
Expressive vocabulary (literary) 10.87 16.01 0.37*** 0.46***
Receptive vocabulary (PPVT) 61.76 17.01 0.19* 0.18
Listening comprehension (sentences) 66.33 23.36 0.06 0.06
Listening comprehension (story) 65.36 23.73 − 0.02 0.27**
*p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001
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(Saiegh-Haddad 2003, 2004, 2007), such contradiction may be attributed to the fact 
that the current scoring rubric gave credit to CV responses.

As to their spoken language, the children scored very low on the expressive 
vocabulary test in both its SpA and StA versions. On average, they correctly drew 
the opposites of only 10 % and 23 % of the 18 words in StA and SpA, respectively. 
In contradistinction, low SES Hebrew-speaking children showed a success rate of 
M = 47 % in this task (Levin and Aram 2012). However, the variance on these mea-
sures was large. Some children did not know even one word while others correctly 
wrote 80–90 % of the words. The children performed better on the receptive vocabu-
lary ( M = 61.76 %) than on the expressive SpA vocabulary (M = 24.70 %) ( t = 21.30; 
p < 0.001) and expressive StA vocabulary ( M = 10.87) ( t = 30.13; p < 0.001). Chil-
dren’s expressive SpA vocabulary was significantly higher than their expressive 
StA vocabulary ( t = 7.88; p < 0.001). Most measures of children’s literacy were 
positively and significantly correlated with SES (except listening comprehension—
sentences and story) and HLE (except PPVT and listening comprehension of sen-
tences).

�Maternal Mediation in Bookreading

An analysis of maternal mediation in the bookreading activity showed that the most 
prevailing maternal mediation behavior was reading the written text from the book 
and afterwards paraphrasing it in the spoken language ( M = 65.75 %, SD = 22.30). 
This behavior was followed by story discussion which was remarkably less frequent 
( M = 22.37 %, SD = 14.90). All other mediation behaviors related to reference to the 
illustrations ( M = 8.11 %, SD = 12.10), or narrating the story in spoken language—
without any oral reading of the story in StA ( M = 3.06 %, SD = 12.10), as well as 
relating to the orthographic representation of words ( M = 0.70 %, SD = 2.47) which 
appeared to a much lesser extent.

SES, HLE and Bookreading Mediation as Predicting Children’s literacy

We created one score for all SpA language measures (Cronbach’s alpha reliability 
coefficient for this test was α = 0.89) and one score for all StA language measures 
(Cronbach’s alpha reliability coefficient for this test was α = 0.72). The general mean 
score of literacy level (spoken and written language) was M = 51, SD = 17.00 (Cron-
bach’s alpha reliability coefficient for this test was α = 0.87). The results showed that 
SES was positively and significantly correlated with HLE ( r = 0.60, p < 0.001) and 
with the children’s general literacy level ( r = 0.48. p < 0.001). Furthermore, HLE 
was correlated with the children’s general literacy level ( r = 0.54. p < 0.001). No 
significant correlations were found between any of the variables tested and maternal 
bookreading mediation behavior except one. Interestingly, the maternal behavior of 
relating to the orthographic representation of words was the only one that correlated 
significantly with SES ( r = 0.26, p < 0.1). Higher SES mothers tended to relate to the 
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orthographic representation of words in the book while reading to the child and also 
had children with higher literacy skills.

Given the overall moderately high correlation between SES and HLE levels, 
which might indicate a multi-colinearity effect of these two variables, we executed 
a step-wise regression analysis entering SES as the first predictor, HLE as the sec-
ond, and maternal mediation as the third, in order to test their possible contribution 
to the variance in the children’s general literacy score as well as in the written Ara-
bic score and the spoken language score. Regarding the general score, the data show 
that SES entered in the first step accounted for 19 % of the variance, while HLE 
entered in the second step accounted for 39 % of the variance, adding 20 % unique 
variance above SES. Regarding the written language skills, SES contributed 27 % to 
this score and HLE contributed another unique 8 %. Regarding the spoken language 
skills, SES contributed 5 % in the first step, and HLE contributed an additional 6 %. 
Maternal mediation level made no significant contribution to any of the dependent 
scores tested beyond SES and HLE.

�Maternal Mediation in Joint Writing

First we checked what linguistic version of the word (the spoken or the Standard) 
the mothers chose to use when they mediated word writing to their children. We 
found that when engaged in the task of word writing, the mothers opted more for 
the StA form of the word than for the SpA form. About 70 % of the written outcomes 
were in StA. However, surprisingly, and despite the fact that Spoken Arabic is used 
only for oral conversation and not for writing in Arabic, 30 % of the writing that 
mothers asked their children to attempt was in Spoken Arabic. For example, 19 % of 
the mothers helped their children write the SpA form of the word word  instead 
of the StA word  when shown a picture of a ‘cat’, 33 % chose the SpA word 

 for ‘bed’ instead of the StA word  and 31 % wrote down the SpA word 
 for ‘bag’ instead of the conventional StA word . This might reflect lack 

of knowledge about the word’s linguistic affiliation, or an attempt on the part of the 
mother to make the writing activity more meaningful to the child by using the ver-
sion of the word that the child is familiar with.

Next, in order to study the mothers’ general Arabic-writing mediation strategies, 
we analyzed the frequency of maternal use of each writing mediation category. 
The words that the mothers were asked to write with their children included in all 
a maximum of 26 letters (in StA or SpA). We scored the mediation of each letter 
separately, since mothers sometimes used different strategies for different letters 
in mediating one word. In general, the mothers were found to refer to words as 
wholes (21 %) or as sequences of sounds (26 %). The most frequent strategy used 
by mothers was dictation of letters (33 %). The mothers seldom connected between 
sounds and letters (5 %), isolated a sound and encouraged their children to connect 
it to a letter (5 %), encouraged their children to isolate a sound and connect it to a 
letter (6 %) or monitored their children during the grapho-phonemic process (5 %). 
With reference to the level of autonomy that the mothers allowed their children in 
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the print mediation of the letters, we found that they frequently wrote the letters for 
their children and asked them to just copy (56 %). It is noteworthy that the large 
standard deviations across all measures reveal the diversity among the mothers and 
their attitudes toward a joint writing activity with their children.

SES, HLE and joint writing mediation as predicting children’s written language
There is evidence that writing mediation is related to children’s written language 

skills but not to their general language ability or listening comprehension (e.g., 
Aram and Levin 2002; Aram et al. 2006). In the present chapter we focused on the 
relations between mothers’ writing mediation and a variety of early written skills 
that we targeted: letter knowledge (letter naming, letter sound knowledge and letter 
writing), word writing, word recognition, phonological awareness (initial and fi-
nal phoneme isolation), concept about print and orthographic awareness. The mean 
score of initial and final phoneme isolation tasks served as the phonological aware-
ness score (α = 0.97) and the mean score across the three letter measures served as 
the letter knowledge score (α = 0.85).

Hierarchical regression analyses were conducted in order to examine the unique 
link between each of the socio-cultural layers targeted (SES and HLE) to the chil-
dren’s literacy skills, and assess the contribution of maternal writing mediation 
(grapho-phonemic mediation and printing mediation) to children’s early literacy 
beyond the effects of SES and HLE. The mean score between maternal grapho-
phonemic and printing mediation served as the writing mediation score ( α = 0.95). 
Six separate 3-step fixed-order hierarchical regressions were conducted with SES 
in the first step, HLE in the second and maternal writing mediation measure entered 
in the third step (see Table 15.2). The criterion variables were each of the six early 
literacy measures.

SES (step 1) contributed significant amounts of variance to all early literacy 
measures: letter knowledge (15 %), word writing (10 %), word recognition (25 %), 
concept about print (CAP) (20 %), phonological awareness (21 %) and orthograph-
ic awareness (21 %). After partialling out SES, the availability of literacy artifacts 
at home (HLE) (step 2) added significant amounts of variance to word recogni-
tion (4 %), concept about print (4 %), and phonological awareness (4 %). After par-
tialling out SES and HLE, maternal writing mediation (step 3) added significant 
amounts of variance to letter knowledge (29 %), word writing (18 %), word recogni-
tion (11 %), concept about print (15 %) and phonological awareness (11 %).

At the third step, maternal writing mediation made a significant contribution 
to all early literacy measures (except orthographic awareness). Together, the three 
socio-cultural layers that were assessed in the present study explain a considerable 
amount of the variance. SES, HLE and maternal writing mediation explained 46 % 
of the variance in letter knowledge skills, 29 % in word writing, 39 % in word rec-
ognition,40 % in concept about print, 37 % in phonological awareness and 23 % of 
the variance in orthographic awareness. Overall, SES, HLE and maternal writing 
mediation explained between 23 % and 46 % of the differences in the children’s 
early literacy.

15  Mother-Child Literacy Activities and Early Literacy in the Israeli Arab Family



338

Ta
bl

e 
15

.2
  S

um
m

ar
y 

of
 h

ie
ra

rc
hi

ca
l r

eg
re

ss
io

n 
an

al
ys

is
 fo

r s
oc

io
-c

ul
tu

ra
l m

ea
su

re
s (

SE
S,

 H
om

e 
Li

te
ra

cy
 E

nv
iro

nm
en

t a
nd

 W
rit

in
g 

M
ed

ia
tio

n)
 P

re
di

ct
in

g 
th

e 
w

rit
te

n 
lit

er
ac

y 
m

ea
su

re
s (

 N
 =

 89
)

Le
tte

r k
no

w
le

dg
e

W
or

d 
w

rit
in

g
W

or
d 

re
co

gn
iti

on
C

on
ce

pt
 a

bo
ut

 p
rin

t
Ph

on
ol

og
ic

al
 

aw
ar

en
es

s
O

rth
og

ra
ph

ic
 

aw
ar

en
es

s
B

SE
 B

β
B

SE
 B

β
B

SE
 B

β
B

SE
 B

β
B

SE
 B

β
B

SE
 B

β
St

ep
 1

SE
S

0.
13

0.
03

0.
39

**
*

0.
84

0.
27

0.
31

**
0.

79
0.

15
0.

50
**

*
13

.3
0

2.
81

0.
45

**
*

0.
19

0.
04

0.
46

**
*

13
.4

7
2.

84
0.

45
**

*
St

ep
 2

SE
S

0.
08

0.
04

0.
24

0.
60

0.
38

0.
22

0.
51

0.
20

0.
33

*
 7

.4
5

3.
79

0.
25

*
0.

11
0.

05
0.

27
*

11
.7

0
3.

93
0.

39
**

H
LE

0.
08

0.
05

0.
22

0.
41

0.
43

0.
13

0.
47

0.
23

0.
26

*
 9

.8
1

4.
36

0.
29

*
0.

13
0.

06
0.

28
*

 2
.9

8
4.

52
0.

09
St

ep
 3

SE
S

0.
07

0.
04

0.
22

*
0.

57
0.

34
0.

21
0.

50
0.

18
0.

32
**

 7
.1

7
3.

40
0.

24
*

0.
11

0.
05

0.
26

*
11

.5
9

3.
89

0.
39

**
H

LE
0.

08
0.

04
0.

20
0.

37
0.

39
0.

12
0.

45
0.

21
0.

25
*

 9
.4

3
3.

92
0.

28
*

0.
13

0.
06

0.
27

*
 2

.8
2

4.
48

0.
08

W
rit

in
g 

m
ed

ia
tio

n
0.

13
0.

02
0.

54
**

*
0.

86
0.

19
0.

42
**

*
0.

39
0.

10
0.

33
**

 8
.7

3
1.

88
0.

39
**

0.
11

0.
03

0.
34

**
*

 3
.4

5
2.

15
0.

15

*p
 <

 0.
05

; *
*p

 <
 0.

01
; *

**
p <

 0.
00

1
It 

sh
ou

ld
 b

e 
no

te
d 

th
at

 o
nl

y 
89

 m
ot

he
rs

 o
f t

he
 la

rg
er

 sa
m

pl
e 

(d
es

cr
ib

ed
 a

bo
ve

) p
ar

tic
ip

at
ed

 in
 th

is
 p

ar
t o

f t
he

 st
ud

y

O. Korat et al.



339

�Discussion

This pioneering study on the literacy context and mediation in the Arabic-speak-
ing family presents important results on the literacy environment in which Israe-
li Arabic-speaking children grow up and its relation to children’s early literacy 
development. It is clear that although our sample included different families liv-
ing in different areas and a variety of geographical and cultural settings, they all 
turned out to be low-income families and their SES profile was similar to that of 
low SES families in the Israeli Jewish Hebrew-speaking population. We found that 
the Arabic-speaking children in these communities live in an environment that is 
impoverished in literacy artifacts and activities. Their homes have on average one 
computer, very few educational games for reading and arithmetic, some computer 
games, video cassettes and DVDs. We counted an average of 30 children’s books 
and 29 adult books in these homes.

As reported in previous studies which focused on Hebrew-speaking children 
(Korat et al. 2007), the availability of literacy artifacts and the age of starting to read 
to the child is correlated positively and significantly with the SES of the families. 
However, in this study, no correlation was found between the reported frequency 
of book reading to the children and SES. Mothers reported reading to their children 
on average every three days and reported on fathers’ reading to the children once 
a month. A possible explanation for this lack of correlation with SES could be an 
increasing awareness on the part of parents of the importance of the bookreading ac-
tivity to young children’s literacy development following promotion of this topic by 
the education system and the media (Bus et al. 1995; Badsh-Landow 2006). An al-
ternative explanation is social desirability regarding parental report on the frequen-
cy of reading across all social groups. An indirect measure for parental bookreading 
to their children, such as the “Title Recognition Test” (TRT) (Stanovich and West 
1989; see also Sénéchal et al. 1998( may have been a more valid and reliable mea-
sure of book reading. It is also possible that Arabic-speaking parents read relatively 
less frequently to their children, regardless of SES (compared to Israeli Hebrew-
speaking parents who report reading to their children 2–3 times a week, see Korat 
et al. 2007) because of the diglossic context. It is recommended to test this assump-
tion in future research.

The study also revealed low (out of the maximum grade for each measure) and 
highly varied knowledge of both the spoken and the written language skills among 
children. The general low SES level of the participants and the correlations with 
HLE and with the children’s literacy appear to go hand in hand (Korat et al. 2003).

Bookreading Activity

Three important findings are related to the bookreading activity. First, mothers 
mainly used the behavior of reading the text aloud to the child and then paraphras-
ing it to him or her. Second, the only behavior that correlated significantly with SES 
was discussing the writing orthography in the book. Third, the best contributor to 
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children’s literacy level was HLE, followed by SES. One might ask why Arabic-
speaking mothers tend to read the text to the children and then paraphrase it to them 
during most of the reading event (65 % of their behavior) and why they discuss the 
story (which involves higher cognitive processing) to a much lesser extent (22 %). 
Israeli Jewish low SES Hebrew-speaking mothers (Korat et al. 2007) exhibit para-
phrasing in only 32 % of their behavior, and in the middle SES this happens in only 
22 % of the cases. Discussion beyond the text appeared in 41 % of the behavior of 
Israeli Jewish low SES Hebrew-speaking mothers and in 50 % of the middle SES. 
The behavior of the Arabic-speaking mothers may be related to the diglossic nature 
of the Arabic language. Since their children are not familiar with the written lan-
guage, StA (as this language is not acquired naturally but is rather limited to literacy 
related activities and to some TV programs and religious sermons), mothers medi-
ate the written text to their children by telling the story in SpA, the everyday famil-
iar language. They might feel that in this manner they are bypassing the language’s 
obstacles to story comprehension: unknown words (lexicon), different morphology 
and syntax. Arabic-speaking mothers work mainly on the linguistic "translation" of 
the book to their young children and leave much less time for higher cognitive and 
abstract discussion of content that goes beyond the text (22 %).

In line with Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model, we view development as em-
bedded in the socio-cultural context. When studying the impact of reading media-
tion, we elaborated a model of three contextual layers related to kindergartners’ 
early literacy: SES, HLE, and the quality of maternal mediation. According to this 
model, our findings show that the contribution of HLE to children’s literacy level 
is more significant than SES and goes beyond the family’s SES. Such a relation-
ship between HLE and children’s EL levels converges with previous findings from 
other languages: Hebrew (Korat et  al. 2007) and English (Burgess et  al. 2002; 
Sonnenschien and Munsterman 2002). Our study expands on the existing database 
by showing that the same relations exist within the Israeli Arabic-speaking family. 
The findings may have a positive implication, since although most Arabic-speaking 
families have a low SES level, HLE and the availability of literacy artifacts and 
activities within this generally poor society makes a more significant contribution 
to the children’s literacy level than parental education, profession or income. Thus, 
literacy material and activities with young children in the Arabic-speaking society 
in Israel impacts the children’s Spoken and Standard language knowledge before 
formal learning to read and write at school begins.

However, our findings did not show a significant contribution of maternal me-
diation in bookreading to the child’s literacy level, as expected by Bronfenbrenner’s 
ecological model. Mothers’ mdiation mostly took the form of paraphrasing, making 
no contribution to the children’s language and literacy knowledge in kindergarten. 
We assume that a greater contribution to the children’s literacy level might have 
been found had mothers used more discussion beyond the text, expanding story 
comprehension by focusing on integration of different parts of the text and relating 
the story meaning to the children’s life, including print-related and written language 
orthographic discussions.
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Joint Writing Interaction

All children in our study failed to spell all of the dictated words autonomously. As in 
the case of studies in Hebrew (Aram and Levin 2001) and English (DeBaryshe et al. 
1996), all the mothers in our study helped their children produce readable spellings. 
Interestingly, in spite of the fact that there is no conventional way of representing 
Spoken Arabic in writing, and even though this variety is used for oral speech only, 
about 31 % of the mothers chose to help their children write the words in Spoken 
Arabic. There is informal evidence from observations in kindergartens and homes 
of young children that teachers and parents expose children to the standard and spo-
ken forms of the letter names (Levin et al. 2008). Moreover, our conversations with 
teachers and parents reveal that they are not sure whether they should write with 
their young children in Standard Arabic or whether it is better to use the words that 
the children use in everyday life and write the phonological form of the words as 
they sound in Spoken Arabic. Some of them told us in private talks that when they 
write with the children it may be better to focus on the grapho-phonemic process 
and the printing of the letters and skip the differences between the Spoken and the 
Standard Arabic vocabulary.

Writing involves several steps: segmentation of the word into phonological 
units, retrieval of the required letter names and sounds, recruiting the letter shapes, 
and printing the letters (Treiman 1993). Mothers must become aware of these steps 
in order to scaffold writing. Many mothers in our sample did not know how to help 
their children segment the word into its sounds and treated the word as a whole or 
as a sequence of sounds (levels 1 and 2 in the grapho-phonemic mediation scale). 
When it came to printing the words, they felt more competent. However, they did 
not ask their children to write. Neither did they write for them. They gave the chil-
dren a model to copy.

Low level mediation, such as merely providing a model for copying a word, may 
stem from limited awareness and knowledge of the encoding process. Alternatively, 
mothers may be unaware of their children’s writing level and therefore underesti-
mate their children’s actual level of development. Children’s writing level varied, 
yet mothers in our study tended to scaffold on a low level. In line with Vygotsky’s 
(1978) development model, adults should scaffold their children within their Zone 
of Proximal Development, beyond their actual level, pulling them toward their po-
tential development level in order to support the children’s development. We con-
ceive mother-child interactions as a two-way street where both parties shape the 
interaction mutually and interactively. However, the mother, as the expert, has the 
leading role (Vygotsky 1978). Her interaction style is molded by her previous expe-
riences with her children, but just as much by cultural beliefs and norms of behavior 
related to parenting (Lightfoot and Valsiner 1992).

We claim that a significant maternal role comprises an ongoing phenomenon af-
fecting the trajectory of child literacy development. Mothers who mediate literacy 
at a higher level, from the child’s early age onward, learn about the child’s compe-
tencies and use this knowledge to shape their future interactions. Consistently high 
quality mediation is likely to promote children’s literacy. This may be a central 
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explanation for the substantial contribution of mediation quality to the prediction of 
children’s literacy levels (e.g., Aram and Levin 2004).

In line with Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model, we expected that all the lay-
ers in the children’s environment would contribute to their literacy development 
(see Farran, Bingham, and Matthews, Chap. 16). Nevertheless, we expected that 
the layer closest to the child (maternal writing mediation) would contribute to the 
child’s early literacy beyond the contribution of HLE and SES, an expectation that 
was largely supported. SES, the furthest layer, is related to the child’s general life 
context. It contributed in the first step of the regression to all of the early literacy 
measures. The home literacy environment represents a layer closer to the child. 
It reflects the materials that are present in the child’s environment, the tools with 
which the child can play and learn literacy. HLE added a significant amount of vari-
ance to word recognition, concept about print and phonological awareness beyond 
the contribution of SES. Maternal writing mediation, the layer closest to the child, 
that represents the nature of the actual writing interactions between the mother and 
the child predicted the child’s early literacy beyond SES and HLE.

There is a body of research that connects parent-child literacy interactions to 
early literacy and acknowledges the importance of these experiences to children’s 
literacy development (e.g., Wasik and Herrmann 2004). The results of the pres-
ent study show that writing interactions comprise contexts where parents can teach 
their children about the Arabic written system. It seems that Arabic-speaking moth-
ers of young children are frequently confused and ambivalent about the way to 
mediate writing. We inspire educators of young Arabic-speaking children to encour-
age parents to write with their children and help the parents learn appropriate ways 
to mediate writing according their children’s ability and understanding. Mothers 
can learn to mediate writing on a higher level. Levin and Aram (2011) showed, in 
an intervention study, that mothers’ writing mediation can be enhanced via direct 
coaching and that promoting mothers’ writing mediation increased their children’s 
early literacy.

The results of the present study are consistent with previous studies among chil-
dren from different countries, in showing a significant relationship between mater-
nal mediation and children’s literacy skills (e.g., Aram 2007; Worzalla et al. 2009). 
At the same time, the study reveals some unique aspects of the socio-cultural con-
text in which Arabic literacy development is embedded and the effect of that on 
mothers’ behavior and their children’s development.

15.2 � Conclusion

In the present study, the mothers showed medium to low levels of mediation by 
focusing mainly on paraphrasing in the bookreading activity, and by mainly nam-
ing the letters and providing a model for copying in the writing activity. However, 
while the writing activity followed Bronfenbrenner’s three-layered ecological mod-
el (SES, HLE and parental mediation) as expected, the reading activity showed a 
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contribution only of the two first layers, SES and HLE. This might be explained by 
the more direct relationship between the writing activity and the children’s literacy 
measures than between bookreading activity and literacy development. The nature 
of the mother-child word writing activity was directly related to the alphabetic tasks 
given to the children in their individual test. To mediate word writing the mother 
helped her child in phonological awareness, letter naming and letter-sound connec-
tion, and indeed these alphabetic skills are highly related to word writing mediation. 
In the story-reading activity, which is more complex, we did not assess the chil-
dren’s vocabulary from the story that their mothers read/narrated to them or their 
comprehension of the story. If the vocabulary of the book that the mothers read to 
their children had been used to assess vocabulary knowledge, we might have found 
that story bookreading makes a significant contribution to children’s vocabulary 
beyond SES and HLE.

In general, it seems that diglossia, and specifically the linguistic gap between 
the spoken and the literary language poses difficulties and may be confusing for 
the mothers in mediating the written language across literacy activities, reading 
and writing. We view this research as a first step in learning how this context in the 
Arabic-speaking family is related to children’s literacy development. In order to 
learn more about parental behavior, a study of Arabic-speaking parents’ beliefs and 
attitudes regarding diglossia is warranted. Research is also needed into the effect of 
such beliefs and attitudes on language practice in the Arabic-speaking home and on 
the literacy exposure, training, and mediation.

It should be noted that the design of this study precludes inferences about cau-
sality regarding the relationships between the variables in question. That said, in-
tervention studies are needed in order to learn more about these relationships. For 
example, Levin and Aram (2011) showed that enhancing maternal writing media-
tion (in Hebrew) promotes a wide variety of children’s alphabetic skills. To the 
best of our knowledge, such an intervention program has not yet been conducted 
in Arabic. Second, including maternal reports on the extent to which they engage 
their children in print activities, such as teaching their children to print letters or 
words, could afford greater insight into the home literacy activities and might better 
explain children’s measured literacy levels (Sénéchal et al. 1998). Third, the mater-
nal mediation levels which emerged in the current research were based on a single 
observation of mothers reading a storybook to their children or writing with them. 
Data based on multiple observations could provide stronger evidence of typical 
parental mediation levels.

Our pedagogical implications point to the importance of the family’s HLE and 
SES for the children’s EL level. (For more on environmental factors and literacy 
development, see Farran, Bingham, & Matthews and Tibi & McLeod, in this col-
lection). Future studies should emphasize how to best design family intervention 
programs so as to maximize children’s literacy growth. Considering the lack of 
contribution of maternal mediation in bookreading to children’s EL in the Arabic-
speaking community, and the clear contribution of it to the writing activity, we 
suggest that future intervention efforts incorporate different parental meditational 
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supports in different literacy activities. This might include discussion beyond the 
text, integrating different parts of the text to elaborate story compression as well as 
using alphabetic and rhyming intervention programs to encourage discussion of the 
orthography and aspects of the written register.
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