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A literacy-related activity that occurs in children’s homes—talk about letters in everyday conversations—was
examined using data from 50 children who were visited every 4 months between 14 and 50 months. Parents
talked about some letters, including those that are common in English words and the first letter of their chil-
dren’s names, especially often. Parents’ focus on the child’s initial was especially strong in families of higher
socioeconomic status, and the extent to which parents talked about the child’s initial during the later
sessions of the study was related to the children’s kindergarten reading skill. Conversations that included
the child’s initial were longer than those that did not, and parents presented a variety of information about
this letter.

Learning to read is crucial for success in school and
life. Consequently, researchers, educators, and pol-
icy makers are interested in finding out why some
children learn to read more easily than others. Part
of the answer may lie in the literacy-related activi-
ties that children participate in at home, before for-
mal reading instruction begins. These activities may
include being read to by their parents, learning to
spell their names, and playing with magnets in the
shapes of letters. Children who are reported by
their parents to engage in such activities infre-
quently are on average less successful in learning to
read than children who are reported to engage in
them often (e.g., Burgess, Hecht, & Lonigan, 2002;
Christian, Morrison, & Bryant, 1998). Shared book
reading is the most studied aspect of the home liter-
acy environment, but researchers have suggested
that the construct of home literacy be expanded to
include other activities (e.g., Phillips & Lonigan,
2009). Here, we focus on one potentially important
but understudied activity—parents’ talk about let-
ters of the alphabet with their young children—and
how this varies across families and relates to chil-
dren’s later reading performance.

When considering how children’s early experi-
ences at home set the stage for reading, it is impor-
tant to ask what young readers need to learn. One
important skill that must be mastered during the
first few years of formal schooling is the ability to
sound out individual words from text, that is, to
decode. Decoding, in turn, rests on letter knowl-
edge and phonological skills (Lonigan, Burgess, &
Anthony, 2000). Among the many activities that are
included in questionnaire studies of literacy-related
activities in homes, those that seem to be most
closely related to children’s later decoding skill
include parents’ engagement with children in activi-
ties involving letters of the alphabet and reading
and writing words (Evans, Shaw, & Bell, 2000;
Hood, Conlon, & Andrews, 2008; S�en�echal &
Lefevre, 2002; Skibbe, Bindman, Hindman, Aram, &
Morrison, 2013; Sylva et al., 2011). The frequency of
shared book reading appears to be more closely
linked to vocabulary and listening comprehension
than to decoding (S�en�echal & Lefevre, 2002). Thus,
when looking at how experiences at home set the
stage for early reading and decoding, parent talk
about letters is a critical aspect to examine.

Although the studies just cited suggest that par-
ents’ talk and teaching about letters is related to
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children’s decoding skills, these studies have some
limitations. Many studies have asked parents
whether and how often they engage in various
activities. However, parents may inflate their
reports of how often they perform socially valued
activities to present themselves as good parents. In
addition, the detail of the data that can be elicited
through questionnaires is limited. Another concern
is that most studies have examined the later pre-
school years, when children are around 4 and
5 years old. Earlier parental input may be impor-
tant too, but only a few studies have examined lit-
eracy-related activities in the homes of toddlers
(e.g., Burgess et al., 2002; Neumann, Hood, & Neu-
mann, 2009).

In an attempt to overcome these limitations, one
line of research (Robins, Ghosh, Rosales, & Trei-
man, 2014; Robins & Treiman, 2009; Robins, Trei-
man, & Rosales, 2014; Robins, Treiman, Rosales, &
Otake, 2012) has examined how U.S. parents talk
with their children about literacy-related matters by
using data from the Child Language Data Exchange
System (CHILDES), a computerized repository con-
taining transcripts of communication in spoken lan-
guage (MacWhinney, 2000). Robins and colleagues
found that such talk occurs with children as young
as 1–2 years of age. For example, a parent might
mention the letters on the license plate of a toy car
while playing with the child. The researchers found
that parents emphasized some letters of the alpha-
bet over others by using some letter names more
frequently (Robins, Treiman, et al., 2014). Moreover,
certain aspects of parents’ letter talk changed across
the toddler and preschool years. For example, the
frequency with which parents talked about specific
letters appeared to be more closely tied to the fre-
quency of those letters in English words when chil-
dren were 4 or 5 years old than when they were 1
or 2 years old (Robins, Treiman, et al., 2014). This
change may reflect a greater emphasis on spelling
words and associating letters with words as chil-
dren get older. Other aspects of parent letter talk
did not appear to change across the preschool and
toddler years. Throughout this period, for example,
parents often talked about A, B, and C—the first
three letters of the sequence and the ones that are
often used as a label for the alphabet (Robins, Trei-
man, et al., 2014). Although these studies provide
useful information about a potentially important
but understudied literacy-related activity that
occurs in homes, use of data from CHILDES has its
own limitations. The data collection procedures dif-
fered across the studies in CHILDES; for example,
an experimenter supplied toys or books in some

studies but not others. Some children were studied
longitudinally and others were not, information
about the literacy outcomes of the children is not
available, and information about the family’s socio-
economic status (SES) is available only for some
families.

In the present study, we analyzed parents’ talk
about letters using data from a longitudinal study
that collected extensive information about children
and families. The families in this study, the Chicago
Language Development Project, were chosen to be
representative of the greater Chicago area in ethnic-
ity and income. The families were visited in their
homes approximately every 4 months starting from
when the target child was 14 months old. At each
visit, the caregiver was videotaped interacting with
the child. We examined the amount of letter talk
that parents engaged in with their children from
the 14-month through the 50-month home visits
and the nature of that talk, such as which letters
parents most often talked about. Moreover, we
asked whether the amount and nature of parent let-
ter talk before children enter kindergarten related
to the children’s decoding skills at the end of kin-
dergarten. To help determine whether any relations
were specific to decoding, we also examined chil-
dren’s kindergarten performance on a standardized
test of receptive vocabulary.

A particular focus of the present study was on
parents’ talk about the first letters of their children’s
names. Children’s names, especially the first letters
of the names, play an important role in early liter-
acy development (e.g., Both-de Vries & Bus, 2008,
2010; Levin & Aram, 2005; Levin, Both-de Vries,
Aram, & Bus, 2005). When asked to identify visu-
ally presented letters, for example, 4- to 6-year-olds
tend to perform well on the first letter of their
given name (e.g., Treiman & Broderick, 1998; Trei-
man, Kessler, & Pollo, 2006). Children’s good per-
formance on the first letter of their name might
reflect, in part, greater exposure to this letter. How-
ever, previous studies have not provided the data
needed to test this idea. For example, Robins and
colleagues (Robins, Ghosh, et al., 2014; Robins, Trei-
man, et al., 2014) did not include the status of a let-
ter in the child’s name in their statistical models of
parent letter use because the names of a number of
the children in CHILDES are not available. More-
over, even though some early childhood educators
have suggested that name-focused activities play an
important function in teaching children about let-
ters, reading, and writing (e.g., Kirk & Clark, 2005),
no quantitative studies have examined whether
parental talk about the letters in their children’s
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names during the preschool years is related to the
children’s later decoding skills. We addressed these
questions in Study 1, which examined parents’ let-
ter use during the 10 home visits, and Study 2,
which looked in depth at letter-related conversa-
tions.

Study 1

Method

Participants

We used data from 50 children and their parents.
They were drawn from a sample of families in the
Chicago, Illinois area who were participating in a
longitudinal study of children’s language develop-
ment. Families were recruited via direct mailings to
approximately 5,000 families living in targeted zip
codes and an advertisement in a free monthly mag-
azine for parents. Interested parents were inter-
viewed about their background characteristics, and
64 families who were representative of the greater
Chicago area in ethnicity and income were selected.
In all of the families, parents spoke English at home
as the primary language. For the present study, we
used data from families that remained in the study
at the end of the child’s kindergarten year and
where data were available on a reading measure
that was administered to the child at this time. Data
from 4 of the 54 families that fit this description
were not included because both parents shared the
primary caregiving role. The language input to the
child was in some sessions divided between the
two parents and so was not comparable in some
ways to the input from a single parent. In the 50
families that formed the final sample, the primary
caregiver was the mother in 49 and the father in 1.
The children included 27 boys and 23 girls, 37 of
whom were reported to be White, 9 African Ameri-
can, and 4 of two or more races. Five of the chil-
dren were reported to be Hispanic.

Information about the education level of the pri-
mary caregiver and the family’s income was col-
lected categorically in a questionnaire that was
given at or before the first home visit. Each cate-
gory for education was assigned a value equivalent
to years of education. For example, completion of
high school received a value of 12 and completion
of an undergraduate degree received a value of 16.
The categories for family income, which ranged
from less than $15,000 to over $100,000 per year,
were transformed into a scale by using the mid-
points of the incomes in each category except the

highest, which was coded as $100,000. Table 1
shows the mean values on these scales for the fami-
lies in the study. Education and income were posi-
tively correlated (r = .40, p = .004). As in several
previous studies using data from the Chicago Lan-
guage Development Project (Gunderson & Levine,
2011; Levine, Suriyakham, Rowe, Huttenlocher, &
Gunderson, 2010; Rowe, Raudenbush, & Goldin-
Meadow, 2012), we used principal components
analysis to combine education and income into a
composite measure of SES with a mean of 0 and a
standard deviation of 1.0. Families with higher
scores on this composite measure had higher
incomes and primary caregivers with higher levels
of education.

Procedure

Home visits. We analyzed data from home visits
that took place when each child was approximately
14, 18, 22, 26, 30, 34, 38, 42, 46, and 50 months of
age. The visits, which began in 2002, were con-
ducted by research assistants, each of whom contin-
ued with a family over a series of visits. At each
visit, the research assistant videotaped the parent–
child dyad for a target length of 90 min. Not all
sessions exactly met this target due to variation in
parents’ schedules or experimenter error, but 92%
of the visits were within 4 min of it and the mean
length was 88.5 min. The goal was to obtain a pic-
ture of typical parent–child interactions, and so the
research assistant did not bring toys but instead
asked parents to interact with their child as they
normally would. The activities in which parents
and children engaged varied, but typical sessions
included activities such as playing with toys and
eating. All caregiver speech to the child and all
child speech in the videotaped sessions were tran-
scribed; singing was not transcribed. The unit of
transcription was the utterance, which was defined
as a sequence of words that was preceded and fol-
lowed by a pause, a change in a conversational
turn, or a change in intonation pattern. Transcrip-

Table 1
Information About Families in Study 1

Variable Mean SD Range

Family income $60,300 $31,023 Less than $15,000–over
$100,000

Years of
education
of primary
caregiver

15.7 2.1 Did not complete high
school–completed
advanced degree
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tion reliability was established by having a second
individual transcribe 20% of each transcriber’s vid-
eotapes. Reliability was assessed at the utterance
level and was achieved when coders agreed on 95%
of transcription decisions.

We counted the number of uses of each letter in
each session by each parent, whether the letter form
was being pointed out visually (e.g., “All them Gs”
when referring to images of the letter G in a televi-
sion program), discussed as part of a spelling (e.g.,
“It begins with a P” in a discussion of the word
plank), or mentioned for its sound (e.g., “/wə/,/wə/,
W’s for Wendy”) or in some other manner. For A
and I, we counted uses that were letter names and
excluded those that were the article or the pronoun.
Cases in which a letter name was part of a word,
such as TV and ABC soup, were also excluded. For
sessions that were not exactly 90 min, we adjusted
the number of uses of each letter so that it reflected
what it would have been had the session been
90 min, assuming a linear relation between session
length and letter talk. We also tabulated the total
number of word tokens that parents used in each
session, adjusting it in a similar manner. Data on
parent talk were not available from 7 of the potential
500 home visits for this study because the visit could
not be scheduled in a timely manner or because the
parent was not at home during the visit. Five fami-
lies had one missing visit and one family had two.
We describe how missing data were treated when
presenting the individual analyses.

Kindergarten tests. During the spring of the chil-
dren’s kindergarten year, when the children were
on average 75 months of age (SD = 5.3), they were
given the Woodcock–Johnson Letter-Word Identifi-
cation subtest, which requires them to name letters
and read words aloud, and the Word Attack sub-
test, which requires them to pronounce nonsense
words (Woodcock, McGrew, & Mather, 2001). We
calculated the child’s standardized score on the
basic reading cluster, which is based on the scores
for both the Letter-Word Identification and Word
Attack subtests. The Peabody Picture Vocabulary
Test (PPVT–III; Dunn & Dunn, 1997) was also given
in kindergarten to all but one of the children. This
task requires children to point to one of four pic-
tures that corresponds to an orally presented word.

Results

Total Amount of Letter Talk

In our first set of analyses, we examined the
amount of letter talk produced by parents, asking

whether the total amount of letter talk across the 10
sessions was related to children’s kindergarten
reading performance. The average number of letter
tokens per parent per 90-min session was 8.3
(SD = 9.5). Parents varied substantially in their let-
ter use. For example, two parents produced no let-
ter names in any session and one parent averaged
49.3 letters per session. Because parent letter use
was positively skewed, subsequent analyses were
performed on log transformed data (natural log of
number of letter uses + 1).

To determine whether the amount of parent let-
ter talk changed as children grew older, we carried
out a repeated measures analysis of variance (ANO-
VA) using data from the 44 families that had data
from all 10 sessions. We found a significant effect
of session, F(6.2, 265.2) = 2.47, p = .023; the Green-
house–Geisser correction was used because of a
lack of sphericity. This effect occurred because par-
ents were increasingly likely to talk about letters as
children grew older. This was true even though,
according to another ANOVA, the number of
words that a parent spoke that were not letter
names did not vary as a function of session
(p = .75). The percentage of all parent word tokens
that were letter names was 0.18 during Sessions 1–
5, increasing to 0.26 during Sessions 6–10.

A regression analysis on the data from these
same 44 families showed that the composite mea-
sure of SES that was described earlier contributed
significantly to the prediction of children’s kinder-
garten reading scores (b = .30, p = .045). When
the total amount of parent letter use across the 10
sessions was added in a second step, this variable
did not make a significant additional contribution.

Nature of Letter Talk

Although the results so far show that the amount
of parental letter talk increased across the toddler
and preschool years, they do not show whether the
letters that parents talked about changed. The
analyses reported in this section were designed to
determine whether talk about letters with certain
characteristics became increasingly common as chil-
dren get older. We also asked whether parental talk
about letters with certain characteristics was related
to the family’s SES and the child’s kindergarten
reading and vocabulary.

We used mixed model analyses to examine the
characteristics of letters and children that were asso-
ciated with letter use because such analyses are well
suited to examining both types of characteristics
simultaneously. For example, one letter-related
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factor is the frequency of the letter in English words
and one child-related factor is the child’s age at the
home visit. Another factor of interest is a joint func-
tion of the letter and the child: whether the letter is
the first letter of the child’s given name. By includ-
ing all factors in the same analysis, we can deter-
mine whether each factor was associated with
parent letter use after the influences of other factors
were statistically controlled. For example, use of the
first letter of the child’s name would be expected to
occur at high rates in the parents of Ann and
Arthur, whose names begin with a letter that is
common in English words, and at low rates in the
parents of Quinn and Zoe, whose names begin with
uncommon letters. Using mixed model analyses,
we can control for such differences. A further
advantage of this statistical approach is that we use
the child’s actual age at each home visit rather than
the target age, accounting for the fact that home
visits did not always occur on the exact day that a
child reached the target age. Also, rather than omit-
ting data from the 12% of families who missed one
or two sessions, as in the analyses of the amount of
letter talk reported above, or rather than imputing
data, we omitted from the mixed model analyses
just data from sessions that were missed by a par-
ticular family (1.4% of all sessions). The analyses
were conducted using R version 3.0.2 (R Core
Team, 2013), using the package lme4 (Bates, Maech-
ler, Bolker, & Walker, 2013) to perform the mixed
model analyses and the package lmerTest (Kuznets-
ova, Brockhoff, & Christensen, 2014) to calculate p
values based on Satterthwate’s approximation. We
centered continuous dependent variables prior to
analysis, and the models included by-participant
random intercepts.

Table 2 shows the mean and standard deviation
of each fixed factor in our mixed model analyses.
One factor was whether the letter was A, B, or C:
three letters that parents tend to use often accord-
ing to earlier research (Robins, Ghosh, et al., 2014;
Robins, Treiman, et al., 2014). We also included the
frequency of the letter in written materials that are
designed for young children, specifically, the num-
ber of occurrences of the letter across the 6,231
words that appear in a survey of written materials
in English for kindergarten and first-grade children
(Zeno, Ivens, Millard, & Duvvuri, 1995). Because
letter frequency as calculated in this manner was
moderately skewed, we used a square root transfor-
mation in all analyses. We coded a letter as the
child’s initial if it was the first letter of the name
that the parent most often called the child, either
the full name or a nickname. We did not code

letters for their occurrence later in children’s first
names or their last names because studies of chil-
dren’s ability to identify visually presented letters
show small or no effects of the child’s name in
these cases (Treiman & Broderick, 1998). Also, some
of the children in the study were called by several
versions of a name, such as Jay and Jason; the ver-
sions typically differed in some of the later letters
but not the first one. Other factors were the child’s
age at the time of a home visit and the child’s kin-
dergarten reading score. Inclusion of this latter fac-
tor, which was treated as a continuous variable,
allowed us to ask whether parent talk about letters
during the toddler and preschool years differed for
children who became better and poorer readers in
kindergarten. This analytic strategy is similar to
that used in other studies aiming to identify early
predictors of later life outcomes, such as studies
asking whether social behavior differs in infants
who are later diagnosed as autistic and those who
are not (Werner, Dawson, Osterling, & Dinno,
2000). A final factor was the composite measure of
family SES.

We used a step-up strategy for model building
(see West, Welch, & Galecki, 2007). We first built a
model that included the first three variables shown
in Table 2, which are characteristics of the letter
that was uttered (log-likelihood = �5,971.0, df = 6).
In a second model, we added child age and its
interaction with each letter-related variable (log-
likelihood = �5,936.3, df = 10). This second model
accounted for significantly more variance than the
first model by a likelihood ratio test, v2(4) = 69.33,
p < .001. In a third step, we added SES and its

Table 2
Variables Included in Mixed-Model Analyses of Parent Letter Use in
Study 1

Variable M SD Range

ABC (whether
letter is A, B, or C)

0.12 0.32 0, 1

Letter frequency in
children’s book corpus
(square root transformed)

295.12 153.26 28.16 to 591.58

Initial (whether letter is first
letter of child’s given name)

0.14 0.19 0, 1

Age (years) 2.68 0.96 1.13 to 4.37
Kindergarten reading
(standard score)

114.90 17.06 77 to 160

SES 0.00 1.00 �2.64 to 1.41

Note. SES refers to composite score on measure of socioeconomic
status.
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interactions with each term in the second model
(log-likelihood = �5,907.7, df = 18). The amount of
variance accounted for by the model again
increased significantly, v2(8) = 57.17, p < .001. A
fourth model added the child’s kindergarten read-
ing score and its interactions with each term in the
third model (log-likelihood = �5,878.9, df = 34).
Again, there was a significant increase in the
amount of variance that was explained,
v2(16) = 57.72, p < .001. We simplified this fourth
model by excluding the interactions of ABC that
involved age, kindergarten reading, and SES and
the interactions of letter frequency that involved
kindergarten reading and SES. These interactions
were not significant, and removing them did not
significantly weaken the model, v2(15) = 16.72,
p = .34. The results of the fixed effects are inter-
preted according to this more parsimonious fifth
model (log-likelihood = �5,887.2, df = 19). Table 3
provides information about the fixed effects in this
final model.

The main effect of ABC in the final model shows
that parents were more likely to say A, B, and C
than expected on the basis of other factors. Of the
letter names that parents produced, 17% were
either A, B, or C. The ABC variable did not interact
significantly with any other variables in the model.
That is, the priority for A, B, and C remained
constant over the 14- to 50-month period, and it
did not vary with the future reading ability of the
child.

The final model in Table 3 also shows a main
effect of letter frequency. Controlling for other fac-
tors, parents were more likely to talk about letters
that are frequent in printed materials for children
than about letters that are less common. The inter-
action between letter frequency and age was statis-
tically significant, with the effect of letter frequency
increasing as children got older. When we analyzed
the results for individual sessions, using a version
of the final model that omitted the effects involving
child age, we found that Session 4 (26 months) was
the first to show a statistically significant effect of
letter frequency. The effect was consistently signifi-
cant starting at Session 7 (38 months).

The final model showed a significant main effect
of child’s initial, such that parents were more likely
to say the first letter of the child’s name than
expected on the basis of other factors. Of the letter
names said by parents, 9% were the first letter of
the child’s name. The significant interaction of
child’s initial and age reflects the fact that during
the age range covered by our study, parents were
increasingly likely to say the child’s initial as

compared to other letters as children got older. The
focus on the child’s initial was particularly strong
in parents of children who went on to become good
readers, as shown by the significant three-way
interaction involving child’s initial, age, and kinder-
garten reading.

We carried out several follow-up analyses to
help understand the important three-way interac-
tion involving child’s initial, age, and kindergarten
reading. Analyzing the results for individual ses-
sions, we found that Session 6 (34 months) was the
first to show a significant interaction between
child’s initial and kindergarten reading that
reflected more use of the child’s initial in parents of
children who went on to become good readers than
in children who went on to become less good
readers. When we examined the pooled data from
before this point, namely, from Sessions 1 to 5
(14–30 months), using a model that omitted the

Table 3
Predictors in Final Mixed-Model Analysis of Parent Letter Use in
Study 1

Effect Coefficient SE p

ABC 5.86 9 10�2 1.05 9 10�2 < .001
Letter frequency 1.32 9 10�4 2.20 9 10�5 < .001
Child’s initial 1.24 9 10�1 1.81 9 10�2 < .001
Age 1.89 9 10�2 3.68 9 10�3 < .001
Kindergarten reading �5.87 9 10�6 1.18 9 10�3 .996
SES 2.36 9 10�2 2.08 9 10�2 .263
Letter
Frequency 9 Age

6.51 9 10�5 2.28 9 10�5 .004

Child’s
Initial 9 Age

4.55 9 10�2 1.82 9 10�2 .012

Child’s
Initial 9 Kindergarten
Reading

1.53 9 10�3 1.09 9 10�3 .158

Child’s Initial 9 SES 7.31 9 10�2 1.92 9 10�2 < .001
Age 9 Kindergarten
Reading

5.89 9 10�4 2.21 9 10�4 .008

Age 9 SES 2.25 9 10�2 3.84 9 10�3 < .001
Kindergarten
Reading 9 SES

�3.77 9 10�4 1.02 9 10�3 .713

Child’s
Initial 9 Age 9

Kindergarten
Reading

2.72 9 10�3 1.08 9 10�3 .012

Child’s
Initial 9 Kindergarten
Reading 9 SES

1.99 9 10�3 9.34 9 10�4 .033

Age 9 Kindergarten
Reading 9 SES

1.02 9 10�3 1.88 9 10�4 < .001

Note. SES refers to composite score on measure of socioeconomic
status.
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variable of child age, we found a significant effect
of child’s initial such that parents used this letter
more often than expected on the basis of other fac-
tors. However, child’s initial did not interact with
kindergarten reading score. Of the letter names that
parents used during the first five sessions, 5% were
the child’s initial among parents of children who
went on to score above the median on the kinder-
garten reading test and 8% were the child’s initial
among parents of children who went on to score
below the median. That is, parents of children who
became good readers in kindergarten did not show
a stronger focus on the child’s initial during Ses-
sions 1–5 than parents of children who became
poorer readers in kindergarten. In the pooled data
from Sessions 6–10 (34–50 months), there was a sig-
nificant interaction between child’s initial and kin-
dergarten reading such that whether a letter was
the first letter of the child’s name was more
strongly associated with parental letter use for par-
ents of children who scored above the median on
the kindergarten reading test than parents of chil-
dren who scored below the median. During this
period, 13% of the letter names produced by par-
ents of children who became good readers were the
child’s initial, as compared to 7% of the letter
names produced by parents of children who
became less good readers.

Another follow-up analysis was conducted to
determine whether parental focus on the child’s ini-
tial was related to kindergarten vocabulary perfor-
mance as measured by the PPVT. When we
replaced the kindergarten decoding variable with
the standard score on the PPVT, the interaction
between child’s initial, age, and vocabulary was not
significant (p = .44). Thus, although a parent’s ten-
dency to talk more about their child’s initial than
anticipated on the basis of other variables when the
child was around 3 and 4 years old was related to
the child’s decoding skills in kindergarten, even
after controlling for other factors, it did not appear
to be related to the children’s vocabulary in kinder-
garten.

Returning to the results reported in Table 3,
there was no significant effect of SES. Over the
entire 14- to 50-month period, lower SES parents
were no less likely to talk about letters than higher
SES parents. However, there was a significant two-
way interaction between child’s initial and SES.
This interaction reflects the fact that, of the letters
produced by parents, the proportion that were the
first letter of the child’s name was larger in parents
who were above the median in SES, 10%, than in
parents who were below the median in SES, 6%.

The focus on the child’s initial was especially strong
in higher SES parents whose children became good
readers, as shown by the three-way interaction
involving child’s initial, kindergarten reading, and
SES.

The results in Table 3 reveal a significant main
effect of age. As also shown by the ANOVAs
reported in the section on the amount of parent letter
talk, parents were increasingly likely to talk about
letters as their children got older. The significant
two-way interaction between age and kindergarten
reading arose because the increase in letter talk with
age was greater in parents of children who became
good readers than in parents of children who became
poor readers. Moreover, as shown by the two-way
interaction between age and SES, the increase in let-
ter talk as children got older was greater in higher
SES parents than lower SES parents. When we exam-
ined letter talk in parents of children who were
above and below the median in kindergarten reading
skill and above and below the median in SES, the
only group for which there was no increase in parent
letter talk from the first five sessions to the last five
sessions was the group of parents of children who
were low in both kindergarten reading and SES. This
led to a significant three-way interaction involving
age, kindergarten reading, and SES.

Higher SES parents tended to talk more than
lower SES parents overall, with a correlation of .48
between word tokens in a session and the compos-
ite measure of SES. However, the interaction
involving age and SES and the interaction involving
age, SES, and kindergarten reading appear to reflect
more than just differences in amount of talk, for
these interactions remained significant when we
added to the final model the number of parent
word tokens in the session (square root transformed
in order to make its distribution more normal).

Discussion

The results of Study 1 shed light on an important
but little studied literacy-related activity that occurs
in homes—parent talk about letters of the alphabet—
in a representative sample of U.S. children. We
found, in line with previous studies (Robins et al.,
2012; Robins, Treiman, et al., 2014), that U.S. par-
ents sometimes talk with their children about letters
even when their children are quite young. This con-
versational topic became more common over the
age range that we studied, 14–50 months.

Our results further show that parents talk about
some letters of the alphabet more often than others.
This means that children have more opportunities
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to learn about some letters than others. Parents
mentioned A, B, and C more often than expected
on the basis of other factors, probably because these
letters are at the beginning of the alphabet and
because they are often used as a label for it. The
emphasis on A, B, and C did not change signifi-
cantly across the 14- to 50-month period. Parents
also talked more with their children about letters
that are common in English words than about those
that are less common. This effect became stronger
as children got older. This change may occur as
parents increasingly associate letters with words
and spell words aloud. Our findings pertaining to
A, B, and C and to letter frequency agree with
those obtained by Robins, Treiman, et al. (2014)
using the CHILDES database. We also found that
parents’ emphasis on A, B, and C and on letters
that are frequent in the language did not differ sig-
nificantly as a function of SES. This result confirms
the findings that Robins, Ghosh, et al. (2014)
obtained in a comparison of higher and lower SES
families from CHILDES and extends them to a
broader age range.

A new finding was that parents were more likely
to talk about the first letter of their child’s name
than expected on the basis of other factors. More-
over, within the age range that we studied, the
focus on the child’s initial became stronger as chil-
dren grew older. Previous findings suggest that the
child’s first name plays a special role in children’s
literacy development (Both-de Vries & Bus, 2008,
2010; Levin & Aram, 2005; Levin et al., 2005). The
present study is the first to show a special role for
the first letter of children’s names in parents’ speech
to young children.

Another new finding is that parental focus on
the first letter of the child’s name was stronger in
higher SES families than in lower SES families. One
potential explanation for this finding is that higher
SES parents are more concerned with teaching their
children to write their names than are lower SES
parents. However, some studies suggest that it is
lower SES parents who are more likely to endorse
didactic, performance-oriented instruction of spe-
cific literacy skills with young children (Lynch,
Anderson, Anderson, & Shapiro, 2006; Stipek, Mil-
burn, Clements, & Daniels, 1992). Another possible
explanation for the SES difference that we observed
in parents’ use of the first letter of the child’s name
stems from results suggesting that, compared to
lower SES parents, higher SES parents more often
use speech to elicit conversation with their children
and less often use speech to direct their children’s
behavior (Hoff, Laursen, & Tardif, 2002). According

to this interpretation, higher SES parents may bring
up the first letter of the child’s name because this
letter is of special interest to the child and therefore
likely to spur conversation.

Differences in the amount of input that children
receive about different letters may help to explain
why children perform better on some letters than
on others when asked to name visually presented
letters, write letters to dictation, and perform simi-
lar tasks. For example, the fact that children per-
form better on these tasks with the first letter of
their name than with other letters (e.g., Treiman &
Broderick, 1998; Treiman et al., 2006) may reflect, in
part, children’s greater exposure to this letter at
home. Amount of exposure to a word is an impor-
tant determinant of vocabulary learning in general
(Schwartz & Terrell, 1983), and it is likely to be an
important determinant of letter name learning as
well.

The results of Study 1 shed light not only on
parental letter talk and how it changes across the
toddler and preschool years but also on whether
the amount and nature of such talk is related to
children’s beginning reading performance. The total
amount of parent letter talk pooled across the 10
sessions of our study did not show a significant
relation to kindergarten decoding performance.
However, we found several indications that one
particular aspect of parent letter talk—a tendency
to talk more about the first letter of the child’s
name than about other letters—was associated with
better reading outcomes even after other factors
were controlled. Most notably, children whose par-
ents talked disproportionately about the first letter
of their child’s name during Sessions 6 through 10,
when children were between 34 and 50 months old,
tended to be better decoders as 6-year-olds than
other children. This effect was specific to decoding;
these children did not have significantly larger
receptive vocabularies. Parental emphasis on the
first letter of the child’s name was especially strong
in children who were good readers as 6-year-olds
and who also came from higher SES families.

The results involving parents’ letter talk may be
compared with previously published results involv-
ing parents’ number talk from the Chicago Lan-
guage Development Project. Levine et al. (2010)
reported a significant relation between the total
amount of parent number talk between 14 and
30 months and children’s number knowledge at
46 months. In the present study, the relation
between total amount of parent letter talk between
14 and 50 months and children’s decoding skill in
kindergarten was not significant. However, some
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types of parent letter talk at some ages were associ-
ated with kindergarten decoding performance. Like-
wise, Gunderson and Levine (2011) found that
some types of parent talk about numbers showed a
stronger relation to children’s later number knowl-
edge than did others.

Given the relation between parents’ talk about
the first letter of the child’s name during the later
sessions of the study and kindergarten reading per-
formance, it is important to learn more about what
parents are doing when they talk about the first let-
ter of the child’s name. In Study 2, therefore, we
looked in detail at how and when parents talked
about the first letter of their child’s name. We
examined the contexts in which conversations
involving the child’s initial occurred, and we also
examined whether the conversations were initiated
by parents or by children. If conversations involv-
ing the first letter of the child’s name serve a teach-
ing function, as we hypothesized, they might be
especially likely to be initiated by parents. We
expected that children might find such conversa-
tions particularly engaging, given how important
their own names are to them. Thus, we hypothe-
sized that conversations in which parents men-
tioned the child’s initial would last longer than
conversations in which parents mentioned only
other letters. Study 2 also examined the information
that parents conveyed when they used the first let-
ter of the child’s name. Did these utterances indi-
cate that the letter in question was in the child’s
name (e.g., “Your name starts with J”), what we
call simple name matching? Or did the utterances
convey additional information about the letter (e.g.,
“Jar and John both start with J”), what we call com-
plex letter activity? We hypothesized that complex
letter activity would be common with older pre-
schoolers. Because of the detailed coding that was
required for Study 2, it was limited to the 30-, 42-,
and 50-month visits.

Study 2

Method

Participants

The analyses of letter-related conversations
involved 49 of the 50 parent–child dyads included
in Study 1; 1 dyad had no letter-related conversa-
tions during the visits that were selected for inclu-
sion in Study 2. The analyses of the nature of
parents’ utterances that involved the first letter of
the child’s name were based on the results of those

28 parents who produced such utterances during
the selected visits.

Procedure

We examined all conversations in which letters
were mentioned during the 30-, 42-, and 50-month
sessions. We determined from the video and audio
records whether each conversation occurred while
the parent and child were looking at or reading a
book or other written material, looking at or play-
ing with toys, producing a written or drawn prod-
uct (on paper or in some other manner), or
engaging in some other activity, such as eating din-
ner. We refer to these conversational contexts as
text, toy play, production, and other, respectively.
We did not separate production into writing and
drawing because the two activities were sometimes
intermixed. We considered that a new conversation
began when the context changed, as when a parent
and child transitioned from reading a book to eat-
ing dinner, or when the focus of the conversation
changed from, for example, playing with a toy to
discussing a program that was being shown on
television. We divided the conversations in which
the parent mentioned a letter into those in which
the parent said the first letter of the child’s name at
least once, either directly (e.g., “J is for John”) or
indirectly (e.g., “That’s the letter that your name
starts with”), and those in which the parent did not
say the first letter of the child’s name. We measured
the duration of each letter-related conversation in
number of conversational turns, that is, the number
of times that the speaker changed; number of utter-
ances by parents and children combined; and
length in minutes. For each conversation, we also
coded whether it was initiated by the parent or the
child. The few cases in which both began speaking
simultaneously were excluded from the analyses
involving initiation. Reliability of the coding was
assessed by having a second individual code the
data from three children at each age level. The cod-
ers agreed 96% of the time on the coding of
whether an utterance involved talk about letters,
86% of the time on the coding of the utterance con-
text, and 96% of the time on the coding of conver-
sation start and stop points.

We divided the utterances in which parents used
the first letter of the child’s name into three catego-
ries according to the information that parents con-
veyed about the letter. Simple name matching
utterances were those such as “J is for John” or “J
is the first letter of your name” that conveyed only
that the letter in question was the first letter of the
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child’s name and that did not provide other infor-
mation about the letter or the name. Complex letter
activity utterances were those in which the parent
spelled the child’s name or another word (e.g.,
“That’s J O H N”; “J A R”), matched the letter to a
word other than or in addition to the child’s name
(“J is for jar”), or discussed the sound of a letter
(“It says ‘juh’”). A third category consisted of all
other utterances, such as “Where’s the J?” or “J.”

Results

The majority of letter-related conversations in
which the parent mentioned the child’s initial, 81%,
were initiated by the parent. The percentage of let-
ter-related conversations that were initiated by the
parent for conversations in which the parent did
not mention the child’s initial was lower, 66%. A
mixed model analysis of parent initiation that
included the variables of child’s initial use (parent
used child’s initial in the conversation vs. parent
did not use child’s initial), child age, and SES found
a significant effect of child’s initial use (p = .008)
and no other significant effects.

Table 4 provides information about the contexts
of conversations in which parents directly or indi-
rectly mentioned the child’s initial and the contexts
of conversations where letters were mentioned, but
not the child’s initial. The interaction between con-
versational context and whether the letter was the
child’s initial was significant by a chi-square test,
v2(3) = 53.34, p < .001. As the results in Table 4
show, conversations in which a parent uttered the
child’s initial were more likely to occur in produc-
tion contexts (46%) than conversations in which a
parent uttered other letters (26%). A little less than
half of the utterances with the child’s initial in pro-
duction contexts (43%, or 20% of all initial utter-
ances) involved the parent encouraging the child to
write the child’s first name. The other utterances of
the child’s initial in production context involved

other activities, such as the production of individual
letters or other words. In the 42-month session, for
example, one parent asked a child to write several
letters. One of the requested letters was the child’s
initial—”Go make your best M to show Erica”—
perhaps because the parent thought that the child
had a good chance of success with this letter.

Table 5 provides information about the duration
of conversations in which parents mentioned the
child’s initial and conversations in which parents
mentioned only other letters. The results suggest
that the conversations in which parents mentioned
the child’s initial were longer than those in which
they did not. This impression was confirmed by
mixed model analyses that included the fixed fac-
tors of child’s initial use, child age, SES, and con-
versational context. The duration measures were
log transformed to make the distributions more
normal. For all three measures of conversation
length, we found a significant effect of child’s ini-
tial use after controlling for the other factors
(p < .001).

Table 6 shows, for each session, the number of
parent utterances that directly or indirectly used the
first letter of the child’s name that fell into the sim-
ple name matching, complex letter activity, and
other categories. The association between category
and age group was statistically significant,
v2(4) = 19.27, p < .001. The proportion of parent
utterances that included the child’s initial that fell
into the simple name matching category was larger
at 30 months than at 42 and 50 months. In contrast,
the proportion of utterances in the complex letter
activity category was larger for older children than
for younger ones.

Discussion

The results of Study 1 suggest that parents’ focus
on the first letter of a child’s name when the child
is around 3 and 4 years of age is positively related

Table 4
Number of Parent Utterances Including Direct or Indirect Use of
Child’s Initial and Other Letters as a Function of Conversational
Context, Pooling Across 30-, 42-, and 50-Month Sessions

Conversational context
Child’s
initial

Other
letter

Text 30 549
Toy play 100 988
Production 118 566
Other 9 99

Table 5
Mean (and standard deviation) Across Participants for Various Measures
of Duration for Conversations in Which Parent Explicitly or Implicitly
Mentioned Child’s Initial and Conversations in Which Parent Did Not
Mention Child’s Initial, Pooling Across 30-, 42-, and 50-Month Sessions

Measure
Child’s initial

included
Child’s initial
not included

Number of turns 18.25 (42.19) 5.40 (5.16)
Number of utterances 34.49 (64.86) 11.56 (9.30)
Length in minutes 1.11 (2.03) 0.42 (0.42)
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to the child’s reading skills at the end of kindergar-
ten, even after controlling for other factors. In Study
2, we looked in depth at parent talk about the first
letter of the child’s name, asking whether such talk
has special properties that may make it particularly
fruitful for literacy learning.

We found that conversations in which parents
talked about the first letter of the child’s name
were typically initiated by parents rather than chil-
dren. Almost half of these conversations occurred
when parents and children were engaged in the
production of writing: either the production of the
name itself or the production of individual letters
or other words. Conversations in which parents
touched on the first letter of the child’s name on
average lasted longer than those in which parents
talked only about other letters, with more participa-
tion on the part of the child. These differences may
reflect children’s motivation to talk about the first
letter of their name, a word that is important and
interesting to them (Nuttin, 1985). When parents
used the first letter of the child’s name, they pro-
vided information not only that this letter was at
the beginning of the child’s name but also, particu-
larly with children of 42 and 50 months, informa-
tion about other matters. These included letters in
the child’s name beyond the first letter, the sound
of the first letter of the name, and other words that
contained this letter. Simple name matching was
less common with older children than with youn-
ger ones, as Robins, Treiman, et al. (2014) also
observed.

Overall, the results of Study 2 suggest that par-
ents who often talked about the first letter of the
child’s name presented a range of information
about letters and words in a way that was particu-
larly engaging for the child. The present study is
correlational and descriptive rather than experimen-
tal, and we cannot draw conclusions about causa-
tion. However, it is possible that the special
characteristics of parent talk about the first letter of
the child’s name may help to explain the associa-
tion that we found in Study 1 between such talk
and literacy outcomes.

General Discussion

Long before children are formally taught to read
and write, their parents sometimes talk with them
about letters of the alphabet while engaging in
everyday activities. The results of previous studies
suggest that parents’ engagement with their chil-
dren in activities involving letters of the alphabet
and in reading and writing words correlates with
children’s later reading skills. With a few excep-
tions, however (Robins, Ghosh, et al., 2014; Robins
& Treiman, 2009; Robins, Treiman, et al., 2014), pre-
vious studies relied on questionnaires and focused
on older preschoolers. Here we directly observed
and coded parental speech using data from a recent
longitudinal study of a representative sample of
children in the Chicago area. We examined the
amount and nature of parents’ talk about letters,
asking how it changes across the toddler and pre-
school years, how it relates to family SES, and how
it relates to children’s later decoding skills.

Our results show that parents sometimes men-
tion letters in conversations with their children even
before the children are 2 years old. This aspect of
the home literacy environment can be missed in
questionnaires that focus on explicit teaching. For
example, a mother might consider that she is play-
ing with her child rather than teaching him when
she tickles her child while using her finger to form
letters on the child’s back. She might therefore
respond, as a number of adults do, that teaching
about letters does not occur with children of this
age (Burgess, 2006).

Our results show that the amount of letter talk
that parents engage in with their children increases
across the toddler and preschool years and that talk
about certain kinds of letters changes at different
rates than others. Talk about letters that are com-
mon in English words showed a substantial
increase as children grow older, as also reported by
Robins, Treiman, et al. (2014). A new finding was
that parents were increasingly likely to talk about
the first letter of the child’s name over the 14- to
50-month period.

We observed differences in parent letter talk not
only as a function of child age but also as a func-
tion of family SES. Notably, higher SES parents
were more likely than lower SES parents to focus
their letter talk on the first letter of the child’s
name. At first glance, this finding appears to dis-
agree with the report of Robins, Ghosh, et al. (2014)
that lower SES parents are more likely than higher
SES parents to associate letters with children’s
names, as in “J is for Jason.” However, we found in

Table 6
Number of Parent Utterances That Included Direct or Indirect Use of
Child’s Initial in Various Categories

Category 30 months 42 months 50 months

Simple name matching 11 4 9
Complex letter activity 12 36 54
Other 37 48 46
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Study 2 that parents’ talk about the first letter of
the child’s name was by no means limited to simple
name matching of this sort. This was especially true
for parents of older children and for higher SES
parents.

The total amount of parent letter talk over the
14- to 50-month period did not bear a statistically
significant relation to children’s kindergarten read-
ing performance. However, a focus on the first let-
ter of the child’s name during the latter part of this
period did. Specifically, children of parents who
talked more about the first letter of the child’s name
when children were around 3 and 4 years of age
(Sessions 5–10 of the study) tended to be better
readers at the end of kindergarten than other chil-
dren. This result was found after controlling for dif-
ferences in the amount of talk about the first letter
of the first name that would be expected on the
basis of other characteristics of the letter, such as its
frequency in English words.

Why did parents’ talk about the first letter of
their children’s names when children were 3 and
4 years of age relate to the children’s decoding per-
formance in kindergarten? The results of Study 2
show that only about 20% of the utterances of the
first letter of the child’s first names occurred when
parents were encouraging children to write their
names. Thus, it does not appear to be just the act of
learning to write the name that accounts for the
link with later literacy development. One contribu-
tor may be young children’s interest in talking
about and learning about the first letter of their
own names. The results of Study 2 suggest that
when parents initiate conversations that touch on
the first letter of their children’s names, the children
are particularly motivated to continue the conversa-
tions. Such conversations last longer than other let-
ter-related conversations, extending children’s
opportunities to learn. Also, parents who talk about
the first letter of the child’s name provide informa-
tion not only that this letter is at the beginning of
the name but also—especially with 3- and 4-year-
olds—other information about the letter, the child’s
name, and words other than the name. Thus, the
conversations give children a variety of learning
opportunities.

Our results show the value of going beyond
questionnaire data in studying the early home envi-
ronment and how it sets the stage for later aca-
demic performance. Naturalistic studies of parents
and their interactions with their young children that
include detailed coding and longitudinal follow-up
measures can provide rich and valuable informa-
tion about what parents of successful learners do.

The results of such studies can suggest avenues for
intervention that might boost the learning of all
children.
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