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Abstract
Because students’ reading development is a subject to many influences, home-based factors
constitute important components in this process. Parents socio-economic status (parents’
occupation and educational level) as well as early literacy experience before school are
strongly linked to students’ reading comprehension achievement. However, less is known
about home-based effects on Moroccan students’ reading comprehension development. This
research is concerned with investigating the relations between early literacy experience
before school, parents’ occupation and educational level and reading comprehension
development. This study is framed within developmental systems framework. This
perspective states that influences on reading achievement do not exist in isolation and that
we must direct attention towards examining the interactions between the different layers of
the systems (psychological and contextual factors) and the learners’ developmental
outcomes (reading comprehension achievement). The reading comprehension is measured
based on two reading purposes; a) reading for literary experience, b) reading to acquire and
use information. Data of 7805 grade 4 students participating in PIRLS 2016 (Progress in
International Reading Literacy Study) is investigated. A multilevel linear regression analysis
is used to model the relationship between parents’ SES, early literacy experience and
reading comprehension achievement. These home-based factors explain 15% of variance in
reading achievement. Early literacy activities before school and parents’ educational level,
particularly fathers’ education have a substantial impact on reading comprehension
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achievement. These findings have important practical implications for encouraging early
literacy experience before school and enhancing parents’ educational involvement.
Keywords: early literacy activity, PIRLS 2016, reading comprehension development, SES,
systems theory

1. INTRODUCTION

Reading comprehension is one of the most important skills that connect to individual’s
development and personal growth. Besides, reading comprehension is a complex process
involving the interactions of various cognitive and non-cognitive influences. The most often
quoted studies have demonstrated that socioeconomic status (SES, henceforth) is a strong
contributor to children’s early reading development (Bradley & Corwyn, 2002; Gottfried et
al., 2015; and Kieffer, 2010). In particular, parents’ educational level has been documented
to be associated with enhanced reading skills and reading habits (Geske & Ozola, 2008).
Additionally, further studies emphasized the potential of family income in equipping young
learners with necessary educational resources such books and other study supports necessary
for early reading development. On this basis, Bourdieu (1973) theory of cultural capital
ascertains that students’ outcomes go beyond demonstrated capabilities to lay emphasis on
students’ ownership of high levels of cultural competences. Bourdieu’s cultural capital
incorporates home educational (e.g., reading materials, learning facilities) and cultural (e.g.,
literature and art work) resources that allow students from affluent families to learn the
dispositions, values, perceptions, knowledge, and skills necessary to achieve better gains.
Once those competences are transmitted, the learner is therefore supplied with the
prerequisite tools and strategies to grow as a proficient reader.

Understanding the significance of learners’ SES to subsequent reading comprehension
is of paramount importance because students from low-SES backgrounds may be put at
increased risk of reading failure (Kieffer & Lesaux, 2012). These reading difficulties are
likely to pursue then throughout their academic course (Stanovich, 1986). Moreover, most
studies investigating the relation between early reading activities and reading comprehension
development have revealed that early reading experiences positively influence the
development of reading abilities (Cunningham & Stanovich, 1997; Mol & Bus, 2011;
Bergen et al., 2017).

2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Several theorists have investigated skill development in an attempt to explain and
understand how it is created and enhanced. The current study is situated within systems
theory which places an emphasis on the interaction between individual and contextual
factors contributing to reading development and knowledge construction. Systems theory
researchers have considered skill development as processes evolving through time that is
inextricably embedded in manifold interconnected contextual patterns (Bronfenbrenner,
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1986; Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Gottlieb, 1991; Lerner & Overton, 2008; Scarr & Eisenberg,
1993).

Consistent with the purpose of the present study, we have adopted Bronfenbrenner
Bioecological system model derived from systems view of human development to
investigate how various individual and contextual factors are associated with variation in
students’ reading comprehension development (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2007).
Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological system model therefore provides a good framework fit with
a view of reading achievement as holistic and developmental in nature. With this regard, this
frame views educational outcomes (reading comprehension achievement) as dynamic
processes evolving over time and associated with previous experiences as well as predicting
future ones (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2007). Another core principle of this approach holds
upon the assumption that multivariate contextual environments in which the students are
embedded enhance or thwart reading comprehension achievement. For this purpose,
Bronfenbrenner differentiated “constructive” from “destructive” environments in terms of
their developmental significance (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Constructive environment
involves learners being embedded in the system and events that promote a sense of safety,
contribute to skill development and enhancement of achievement. Destructive environment,
conversely, compromises safety, engagement, and positive performance.

Under this framework, development occurs within multiple, distinct levels of
organization, interacting reciprocally with each other and involves both continuity and
change (Bronfenbrenner, 1986 and Lerner & Overton, 2008). On this basis, parents’ SES and
their interaction with their children are regarded as proximal influences of students’ reading
comprehension development.

3. LITERATURE REVIEW
3.1 SES of parents and reading comprehension development

Socioeconomic status of parents (SES) is probably one of the most influential
contextual variables in education research (Sirin, 2005). It encompasses aspects of the
individual’s, family, or household’s relative position in the social hierarchy and is directly
concerned with the resources in the home (Hattie, 2009 and Sirin, 2005). Such resources
refer to parental income, parental education, and parental occupation as three major
indicators of SES (Bradley & Corwyn, 2002). There is an increasing body of research
examining the associations of SES with reading ability (Bergen et al.,, 2017 and Liu,
Georgiou, & Manolitsis, 2018). Parents from high SES levels have good education and
occupation and are therefore better equipped to provide appropriate guidance and financial
support to their children’s education. They make sure that their children are acquainted with
necessary reading-related experiences and engage them in joint reading activities. Parents
from low socioeconomic status lack such support, thus children from poor homes are less
likely to have support from their parents (Yelkpieri, 2015). In the same vein, Geske & Ozola
(2008) examined the major factors accountable for the low level of students reading among
Latvia 4™ grade. A group of 3019 pupils used for PIRLS 2001 was subject of investigation.
Results revealed that parents’ education, which was measured by the number of books at
home, was strongly correlated with achievement in reading. Students with higher educated
parents were better equipped to use many study aids to assist them in reading.
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The same view was held by Welsh et al. (2010) on a study conducted on parents with
higher academic background demonstrated that intellectually stimulating parents were more
proactive and involved in their children’s academic related activities. Such parents
participated in various schooling activities mainly, attendance to parents and teachers’
meetings and volunteering in school related activities. Through their involvement, parents
conveyed the message that school was important and provided their children with positive
emotional experiences in relation to school (Engin-Demir, 2009 and Williams & Rask,
2003).

In addition, Hafiane et al. (2015) carried out a multilevel study in Fez-boulmane region
in Morocco on a larger sample of 431 students randomly selected from 9 urban public junior
high schools. Hafiane et al. (2015) used Bronfenbrenner Ecological model to examine the
relation between individual, home, and school factors and students at risk of failure. They
reported that some family related aspect mainly, parents’ educational level as well as the
students’ views about relationships with parents and learning environments at home was
predictive of school failure. Findings also revealed that school factors had no effect on the
rate of school failure.

However, Johnson (2000) was not in line with previously held assumptions. He
claimed that parents’ education did not predict achievement in reading comprehension. He
found no effect of parental education on the National Assessment of Educational Progress
(NAEP) tests. Rather findings revealed that teachers’ qualities were better predictors of
reading achievement. More than that, Kirsch et al. (2002) ascertained that parents’
engagement level in reading activities with their children had more powerful influence on
their children reading achievement regardless their educational or occupational level.

3.2 Early literacy activity and reading comprehension development

There is a broadly held assumption that early reading experiences before school
enhance later reading comprehension gains (Mol & Bus, 2011 and Hart & Risley, 2003).
Longitudinal research conducted by Hart & Risley (2003) suggested that differences in
vocabulary acquisition appeared at an early age and were predictive of later reading
comprehension development. Therefore, early reading experiences could have implications
for reading development throughout one’s lifespan (Allington, 2001). If these skills are not
learned at an early stage, they are unlikely to be learned at all. This phenomenon has been
referred to as the ‘Matthew Effect’, and is first applied to reading development by
(Stanovich, 1986). Stanovich (1986) summarized existing research and found that children
who had been exposed to print materials at an early age tended to have larger vocabulary
repertoire, displayed more motivation to approach a reading activity and were therefore more
likely to achieve better reading comprehension gains. So, students’ pre-reading activities
affected their pre-reading competences and future reading development (Myrberg & Rosén,
2009). Similarly, Lau, Li, & Rao (2011) surveyed parents’ perceptions of their involvement
at home and at school. They analyzed parental engagement at home and at school effects on
reading achievement at kindergarten and entering primary school level. Results revealed that
language and cognitive home-related experiences were positively associated to reading
development.
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Pursuing the same line of research, Mol & Bus (2011) carried out a meta-analysis to
explore the degree of correlation between early print exposure and the development of
reading component across time. The scholars synthesized 99 studies (N= 7,669) that
examined leisure time reading at different periods of students’ academic trajectories: a)
preschoolers and kindergarten, b) children attending grades 1 — 12, and c) college and
university students. Strong associations were found for all measures of reading
comprehension and technical reading and spelling. The more exposure to print materials
students demonstrated the more proficient in comprehension and technical reading and
spelling they became and vice versa. Through their development, students improved their
reading comprehension and technical reading and spelling more with each year of education.
In other words, the research synthesis reported that early exposure to print accounted for 12
% of the variance in oral language skill, in primary school 13%, in middle school 19 %, in
high school 30 %, and in college and university 34 %. Overall, print exposure did not only
impact reading comprehension development, it was associated with general achievement as
well.

Similarly, Jeong (2012) analyzed data of early Child longitudinal Study to examine the
longitudinal impact pre-school literacy- based activities at home on children’s reading scores
from kindergarten to grade 5. He found that parental engagement and reading activity at
home were linked to children reading achievement test scores at kindergarten, along with
changes in scores between each time point. Students’ independent reading appeared to be
significantly associated with reading development. Hence, both parental involvement and
independent reading turned out to benefit students’ self-regulatory strategies, interpersonal
skills, and reading comprehension growth.

To the best of our knowledge, studies investigating the effects of non-
cognitive/contextual influences on students’ reading comprehension outcomes in the
Moroccan context are scare, particularly studies using large scale data. Based on this
reasoning, the purpose of the current study is to investigate the extent to which parents’
socioeconomic status (parents’ educational and occupational level) and early literacy
activities before school predict reading comprehension development of Moroccan fourth
graders and endeavors to answer three main research questions:

1- To what extent does parents’ SES predict reading comprehension development of
Moroccan students in grade four?

2- To what extent do early literacy activities predict reading comprehension
development of Moroccan students in grade four?

3- How much variance is explained by the combined effects of parents’ SES and
early literacy activities?

4. RESEARCH METHODS

In support of the power of the direct effect that parents’ SES and students’ preschool
literacy experiences has on later reading comprehension development, this investigation
seeks to probe the predictive effect of parents’ SES and early reading activities on Moroccan
fourth graders’ reading comprehension achievement. SES dimensions are built upon parents’
education and occupation (fathers, mothers or caregivers). The early literacy activities are
addressed through the frequency of students’ exposure to reading materials and activities
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outside school. To this end, the study followed an exploratory research design using context
questionnaire and reading comprehension achievement test as data collection instruments.
The core principal behind this focus is the assumption that the selected variables might
explain to a great extent variation in reading comprehension achievement and that they are
malleable and amenable to policy interventions.

4.1 Sample

The sample was derived from PIRLS 2016 Morocco study in grade four. It utilized a
two-stage stratified random sample design, with a sample of schools drawn as a first stage
and intact classes of students selected from each of the sampled schools as a second stage.
The use of probability sampling is warranted by the strengths it offers. It allows for both
comparability and generalizability from the sample to the target population (martin, Mullis
& Hooper, 2017). PIRLS included three level stratified sampling: students’ level, home level
and school level. The current study analyses factors at the home level. Over a population of
602,798 students and their parents or guardians, PIRLS conducted a learning to read survey.
It has also selected a number of 17,390 schools, 284 public and private schools and 7,805
students based on several coverage and exclusion criteria. The school level exclusion criteria
selected are as follow: 1- schools which are inaccessible due to their geographically remote
location, 2- schools that are very small in size and include fewer students in the target grade,
and 3- schools providing a grade arrangement or curriculum not covered by mainstream
educational system. At the student- level exclusion, students with functional or intellectual
disabilities as well as students who are unwilling to read or speak the language of the test
weren’t involved in the study.

4.2 Measures
4.2.1 Reading comprehension test

The IEA’s PIRLS 2016 reading comprehension test was constructed to assess the 4t
graders reading comprehension. The test combined 10 passages and questions including a
large variety of text types on classroom experiences. Purposes for reading and processes of
comprehension constituted the basics framework for the PIRLS written assessment of
reading comprehension. The PIRLS assessment covered two inclusive purposes for reading
that related to reading experiences inside and outside the classroom: 1- reading for literary
experience, 2- reading to acquire and use information. Four types of comprehension
processes were dealt with in PIRLS: 1- focus on and retrieve explicitly stated information, 2-
make straightforward inferences, 3- interpret and integrate ideas and information, and 4-
examine and evaluate content, language, and textual elements. The four processes were
assessed within each purpose of reading. This analysis incorporates the two purposes of
reading comprehension. To decrease the effect of fatigue caused by the completion of long
tests, PIRLS had resort to a Balanced Incomplete Block (BIB) design (Mullis, Kennedy,
Martin, & Sainsbury, 2007). A multiple imputation technique was utilized to come up with
five sets of plausible values of reading scores for the whole sample. To increase the
reliability of the test, an Item Response Theory (IRT) was applied to combine the scale of
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students’ responses in the test. Additionally, reading achievement scores were IRT scale
scores with an international mean of 500 and a standard deviation of 100.

4.2.2 Questionnaire

A context questionnaire was completed by students’ parents or guardians. The
questionnaire incorporated series of items about preparations for primary schooling, reading-
based activities in the home prior to school entrance, such as reading books and singing
songs. Parents also provided information concerning their educational and occupational
levels. Early parental literacy involvement was captured by parents’ involvement in literacy
activities with children before primary grades. It examined the degree to which a parent or a
caregiver shared various reading activities with his/her child. Respondents were asked the
following questions in the parent/primary caregiver questionnaire: “Before your child began
the first grade, how often did you or someone else in your family do the following activities
with him or her?”” Seven of the following activities dealt with language and literacy activities
at home: “read books, tell stories, sing songs, play with alphabet toys (for example, blocks
with letters of the alphabet), play word games, write letters or words and read aloud signs
and labels”. Answer categories are often, sometimes and never or almost never.

SES measures classified the educational and occupational level of the father (or
stepfather/male guardian) and mother (stepmother/female guardian). Both questions were
asked in the home questionnaire. For the educational level, parents were asked to identify,
from a number of options, their level of education. The question on occupation was dealt
with by asking parents to identify, from a set of options, the type of work that constituted
their main occupation. Both parents’ education and occupation have been analyzed as
continuous variables.

4.3 Analysis

The present analysis made use of the IDB analyzer to extract and analyze the data. A
multiple linear regression coefficient analysis was adopted to conduct the following analysis.
To resolve the problem of missing values that is frequent in large scale studies such PIRLS,
a mean substitution mode is utilized. The mean substitution technique allows for the use of
cases measuring only continuous variables. It is also noteworthy that the dependent variable
(reading comprehension achievement) is used as a plausible value variable.

5. FINDINGS

This study was undertaken to gain a better understanding whether and on which
dimensions of SES are more effective in enhancing students’ reading comprehension
achievement. Besides, this study tested the extent to which early literacy activities before
school predict/explain the development of reading comprehension achievement. To meet this
purpose, a linear regression coefficient was conducted and measured the predictive effects of
all the variables in one statistical model. Results are displayed in the following table.
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Table 1: Regression coefficient of parents’ SES and early literacy activities

Regression Regression Stndrdzd. Stndrdzd.
Regression Coefficient Coefficient Stndrdzd. Coefficient Coefficien
t
IDCNTRY Variable Coefficient (s.e.) (t-value) Coefficient (s.e.) (t-value)
Morocco (CONSTANT) 268, 34 15,21 17, 64 . . .
ASBH18A 7,86 2,18 3, 61 15 ,04 3,63
ASBH18B 6,15 2,48 2,48 12 ,05 2,53
ASBH20A 3,27 1,17 2,80 ,10 ,04 2,19
ASBH20B -1,27 .84 -1,52 - 05 ,03 -1,53
ASBHELA 6,71 1,85 3,62 7 , 05 3,50
Table Average (CONSTANT) 268, 34 15, 21 17, 64 .
ASBH18A 7,86 2,18 3, 61 15 ,04 3,63
ASBH18B 6,15 2,48 2,48 12 ,05 2,53
ASBH20A 3,27 1,17 2,80 ,10 ,04 2,19
ASBH20B -1,27 , 84 -1, 52 -, 05 ,03 -1,53
ASBHELA 6, 71 1,85 3,62 17 ,05 3,50

5.1 Research question 1: The effects of parents’ SES on reading comprehension
development

No statistically significant linear dependence of the mean of mother’s occupation on
reading comprehension achievement was detected. The T-value of mother’s occupation is
1.27 which is smaller than the t-value 1.96 (using a standard normal distribution to determine
the critical value for the t-statistics), suggesting no statistically significant relation between
the two variables. Parents’ educational level (father and mother) as well as father’s
occupation are statistically significant and positive predictors of reading comprehension
achievement. Among all the SES components, the father’s educational level has the greatest
positive effect on students’ reading comprehension achievement with a regression coefficient
of 7.86 and a t-value of 3.61 (which is bigger than 1.96) followed by mother’s educational
status (6.15) and fathers’ occupation (2.48).

5.2 Research question 2: The effects of early literacy activities on reading
comprehension development
The regression coefficient of early literacy activities before elementary school is
positive and linearly correlated with reading comprehension achievement with a coefficient
of 8.71 and T value of 3.62. It is important to mention that this variable predicted the
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development of reading comprehension achievement more than parents’ occupation. This
result suggested that the more parents are involved in early literacy activities the more the
reading comprehension achievement of their children improves regardless of their
occupation level. Using more technical terms, with every one unit increase in early literacy
activities variable, the reading comprehension scores will tend to increase by 8.71 points
after controlling for the other variables. The same principle is applicable to the remaining
SES constructs.

To summarize the results from this regression model, it was found that SES
components (except for mother’s occupation variable) were statistically significant and
positive predictors of reading comprehension achievement. More precisely, early literacy
activities followed by the fathers’ educational level were most likely to promote Moroccan
fourth graders reading comprehension achievement.

5.3 The degree of variance explained by the combined effects of SES of parents and
early literacy activities

Adjusted
R-Square Adjusted R-Square
IDCNTRY R-Square (s.e.) R-Square (s.e.)

Morocco ,15 ,03 ,15 ,03
Table Average ,15 ,03 ,15 ,03

This figure examines the combined effects of early reading activities and SES of parents.
The results of the R-Square model revealed that these contextual influences explained 15%
of variance in the reading comprehension scores.

6. DISCUSSION

The present study examined whether and which dimensions of SES are related to
reading comprehension development and the extent to which parents’ involvement in early
literacy activities affects reading comprehension gains. Interpretation of key results is
provided followed by a discussion of implications for practice stemming from these results.

Overall, this study revealed that Parents’ socioeconomic status, except for the mother’s
occupation was found to have a positive and significant effect on reading comprehension
achievement. Parents’ involvement in early literacy activities before school and father’s
educational level contributed to a great extent to the development of reading comprehension
achievement. The connections between family background and reading achievement are well
understood. In general, more highly educated parents may decide to invest more of their time
and energy into educating their children or they may choose to guide their daily interactions
with their children in ways that help them succeed at school. Besides, literate parents
generally hold positive attitudes towards reading, spend more time reading, and may possess
a large variety of books and other educational resources at home. In doing so, parents can
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transmit their positive attitudes and their cultural capital to their children which in turn may
be conductive to better reading gains (Bourdieu, 1973). Another possible explanation derives
from the fact that children who have rich early literacy experiences tend to enroll school with
a large vocabulary repertoire and basic reading-related strategies compared to their peers
who are not exposed to such activities.

In agreement with the findings of the current analysis, a growing body of literature has
established the link between students’ SES and early literacy activities and increased reading
achievement (Geske & Ozola, 2008). The researchers investigated the correlation between
parents’ educational level and students’ reading comprehension achievement. They
elucidated that parents’ education was strongly related to achievement in reading
comprehension. Children with higher educated parents were better equipped to make use of
various study aids to assist them in reading and to create a congenial atmosphere at home
that promoted their learning (Yelkpieri, 2015).

Similarly, Lau et al. (2011) revealed that language and cognitive home-based activities
were positively related to reading comprehension development. In fact, intellectually
stimulating parents are generally more proactive and more involved in their children reading
activities. Through their involvement they not only transfer their positive attitudes towards
reading, they convey the message that reading is fundamental for future academic and career
success as well.

Following the same line of research, Mol & Bus (2011) examined the degree of
correlation between early print exposure and the development of reading comprehension
components across time. They found significant relations between all measures of reading
comprehension and technical reading and spelling. Additionally, they postulated that
preschool and kindergarten print exposure explained 12% of variance in later reading
comprehension achievement. Bergen et al. (2017) findings were also aligned with the
findings of the present analysis. In effect, the authors examined the associations between
home literacy environment and children’s reading ability and assumed that home literacy
reading activities correlated significantly with children’s reading ability development. Based
on this reasoning, we can assume that the educational opportunities available at home have a
substantial influence in explaining disparities in terms of reading among students coming
from affluent and less advantaged families.

System theory is another source of support for the findings of the present analysis. Of
particular interest in this respect is Bronfenbrenner & Morris (2007) bioecological model.
According to this framework, the microsystem in which the individual develops along with
the processes in which he/she engages can be determinant in shaping learners’ reading
trajectories. The microsystem involves interactions between the learners and their parents.
Those interactions are influenced by parents’ social and economical characteristics, values,
and beliefs. The environments where the learners spend a considerable amount of time can
be either constructive or destructive and therefore result to differing reading behaviors and
attainments. Overall, findings of our study coupled with empirical studies confirm the
assumption that reading development do not occur in isolation, but rather within multiple
nested contexts and though dynamic interactions involving various players.
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5. CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS

This study aims at assessing the extent to which SES of parents as well as early
reading literacy activities influence students’ reading comprehension development.
Specifically, the study focused on how parents’ education and occupation predict/explain
reading comprehension scores and the extent to which early reading activities determine
students’ later reading comprehension development. The theoretical and conceptual
framework emphasized the strong and straightforward relationships existing between the
students and their contextual environment in explaining variation in reading comprehension
gains. Results of our analysis provide a strong support to the association between early
reading literacy activities, SES of parents (parents’ educational level and occupation) and
reading comprehension achievement of Moroccan fourth graders. Early reading literacy
activities were found to be highly associated with reading comprehension achievement
followed by fathers’ and mothers’ educational level.

Based on the findings and conclusions drawn from the study, a set of recommendations
are made. The findings would encourage more parental involvement especially at early
stages of their children schooling. Parents greatly contribute to their children reading skill
enhancement through helping them prepare for the demands of formal schooling and
learning to read. Accordingly, the home-related environments are crucial settings for the
acquisition of early literacy experiences such as engaging in joint literacy activities with
family members, being initiated to basic reading skills, and benefiting from teaching
strategies that family members use when engaging in literacy activities.

Similarly, teachers should not presume that all students enroll school with similar
levels of reading related abilities and behaviors. Lack of basic reading skills among students
coming from disadvantaged families is ubiquitous as they may have insufficient books or
joint literacy experiences as their counterparts. Students from low socioeconomic families
and whose both parents are illiterate should be identified by school. The school can
eventually provide remedial programs to enable those children overcome reading —related
difficulties that are likely to follow them throughout their school years (Cunningham &
Stanovich, 1997; Mol & Bus, 2011; Stanovich, 1986).

This study has also practical important implications for policy interventions. Policy
makers should intensify non-formal education which aims at providing adults with literacy
and numeracy knowledge. This will help parents become more engaged in their children
early literacy experiences. The government should also expand and make preschool
programs free to cover all categories of children.
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