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We observed the nature of parents’ writing support and studied their reports
about their parenting practices. Participants were 130 middle socioeconomic
status parent-preschooler dyads in the United States and Israel (69 American).
Parents were videotaped while helping their children write an invitation to a
birthday party in English in the United States and in Hebrew in Israel. We
analyzed the degree to which parents helped children segment words into their
respective sounds (graphophonemic support) and print letters independently
(printing support). Parents also filled out a parenting-practices questionnaire
about their home learning environment (HLE); warmth, autonomy support, and
expectations (WSE), and management/discipline (MD). Across cultures, parents
valued WSE the most, followed by MD and HLE. In both cultures, parents priori-
tized WSE most, followed by MD and HLE. Across cultures, higher MD related
to higher writing (graphophonemic and printing) support. Our findings stress the
importance of cross-cultural studies when investigating how parents guide and
support young children’s early literacy development.

Dorit Aram, School of Education; Lori Skibbe, Human Development and Family Studies;
Annemarie Hindman, College of Education; Samantha Bindman, Department of Psychology; Yael
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A grapheme can be a letter or multiple letters that represent a phoneme. When referring to
how parents break down the sounds of words and connect them to graphemes (i.e., graphopho-
nemic support), we use the term grapheme, whereas, when referring to how parents help their
children produce the writing product (printing support), we use letters.
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Parenting Practices and Parents’ Writing Support 393

Preschoolers are interested in the written system and, in Western cultures,
they learn about it through informal literacy interactions with their parents
(e.g., writing names; Neumann & Neumann, 2010; Wasik & Herrmann,
2004). According to the ecological theory, the home represents the con-
textual layer closest to the child; hence, parenting practices at home are
of great significance to the child’s development (Bronfenbrenner, 1986).
Parents support their children when their children perform challenging
tasks, helping them gain a higher level of understanding (Vygotsky, 1978).
Writing is a challenging activity; hence, it gives parents an opportunity to
support their young children’s interest in the written language and teach
them its conventions within everyday activities (Aram & Levin, 2011).
Thus, parent—child writing interactions offer a productive context for
observing how parents support the development of this critical skill. In our
study, we explored the ways in which parents help their children under-
stand the written system.

Clarifying the relations between observed parenting writing support
and reported parenting practices at home may widen the understanding
of how children develop early literacy skills within the family context.
However, some types of parenting practices are culturally dependent
(Bornstein et al., 1998; Harkness & Super, 2002). Here, we conducted a
cross-cultural study to investigate the nature of parental support during a
parent—child writing activity and the reported general parenting practices
within families from the United States and Israel. In both countries, all
families who participated in the present work reported that their income
represented middle socioeconomic status; although this choice affects
our ability to generalize findings to families living in different economic
circumstances, it does serve to address some of the variability in parenting
that can be attributed primarily to differences in socioeconomic status
(Hill & Craft, 2003). We compared the nature of parental writing support
in two writing systems (Semitic abjad [Hebrew] and alphabetic [English]),
both with deep orthographies (i.e., irregularity in the mapping of phono-
logical units onto graphemes), and studied the relations between observed
writing support and the reported parenting practices within the United
States and Israel.

Farents’ Writing Support and Early Literacy

Young children attempt to write before they understand that letters represent
sounds (e.g., Neumann, Hood, & Neumann, 2009). A meta-analysis of 299
articles assessing the predictive relations between early literacy compo-
nents and children’s literacy achievements in first or second grade showed
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that early writing is one of the strongest predictors of children’s reading
success (National Early Literacy Panel, 2008). Although young children
enjoy engaging in writing activities, writing is a mentally demanding task
(Bingham, Quinn, & Gerde, 2017; Graham & Harris, 2000). Writing in
alphabetic orthographies requires an understanding of how letters map onto
their respective sounds (Tolchinsky, 2003). As such, children often need
parental guidance to be successful during the writing process (Aram &
Levin, 2011). Indeed, parents can effectively support their children and
participate with them in writing activities such as writing names, notes, or
birthday cards (e.g., Puranik & AlOtaiba, 2012; Puranik & Lonigan, 2011).

In the present study, we focused on two ways in which parents help
their children navigate a writing task: graphophonemic and print support.
Graphophonemic support focuses on the degree to which the parent guides
the child through the process of segmenting each word into its sounds and
retrieving the required grapheme for each sound. Printing support captures
the production process—the degree to which the parent assists the child to
print each letter on the page independently. These writing-support measures
have been linked with children’s early literacy skills across varied orthog-
raphies (e.g., Levin & Aram, 2013, in Hebrew; Aram, Korat, et al., 2013, in
Arabic; Bindman, Skibbe, Hindman, Aram, & Morrison, 2014, in English;
Kalindi, McBride, & Dan, 2018, in Bemba; Levin, Aram, Tolchinsky, &
McBride, 2013, in Spanish). Furthermore, parents’ writing-support scores
on these scales for their preschool-aged children predicted children’s early
literacy skills 1 year later (Skibbe, Bindman, Hindman, Aram, & Morrison,
2013, in English), as well as children’s reading and writing in first and
second grades (Aram & Levin, 2004, in Hebrew; Aram, Korat, & Hassunha-
Arafat, 2013, in Arabic). The parent—child dyads in our study differed with
regard to the language and writing system that they used.

Orthography

The present study investigated the similarities and differences in the nature
of parents’ writing support in two orthographies. We compared English
and Hebrew.

Hebrew is a consonantal Semitic writing system known as abjad
(Tadmor-Troynsky & Share, 2017). In consonantal languages, all the
consonants, but only some of the vowels, are represented by letters
(Bar-On & Ravid, 2011). For example, the word “book” (sefer) is represented
only with consonants SFR (qa0). The letter S represents the subsyllable se,
the letter F represents the subsyllable fe, and the letter R represents the
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Parenting Practices and Parents’ Writing Support 395

phoneme r, whereas the word for “a writer” (sofer) has one vowel letter and
is written with the letter SOFR (amo). The letter S represents the phoneme
s, the letter O represents the vowel o, the letter F represents the subsyllable
fe, and the letter R represents the phoneme r. Because each letter usually
represents a subsyllable, Hebrew words are relatively short. A child learn-
ing to write in Hebrew will first spell primarily consonants and only later
add vowels (Levin, Shatil-Carmon, & Asif-Rave, 2006).

English is an alphabetic writing system. All sounds, including vowels,
are represented by letters and are included as part of the writing process.
English is considered to be a deep and opaque orthography, where both
consonants (e.g., cat and kitchen) and vowels (e.g., apple and ape) can
represent multiple sounds, making it a challenging orthography for
many children to learn (e.g., Ericson & Juliebo, 1998). Nevertheless, the
morphology associated with English is less complex than a number of other
languages (Borleffs, Maassen, Lyytinen, & Zwarts, 2017), and many vowel—
consonant patterns are fairly regular, which can aid the reading and writing
process (Treiman, Mullennix, Bijeljac-Babic, & Richmond-Welty, 1995).

Despite these differences, both the alphabetic writing system and the
Semitic abjad are graphophonemic, as they are composed of letters (graph-
emes) that stand for sounds (phonemes). The major difference between
these systems lies in the marking of vowel sounds. In the alphabetic system,
all consonantal and vowel sounds are marked by letters; in the abjad system,
all consonantal sounds, but none or only a few vowels, are marked by letters.

Both English and unpointed Hebrew (the way that people write in
everyday life) have deep orthographies. The concept of orthographic
depth refers to the regularity and consistency between the mapping of
phonological units onto graphemes in the process of reading, and the
mapping of graphemes onto phonological units in spelling. An orthog-
raphy that represents its phonology according to simple grapheme—
sound rules is conceived as shallow, whereas an orthography with less
consistent or regular relations to phonology is considered deep (Frost,
2005). Orthographic depth affects the pace of reading acquisition, whereas
shallow orthographies are acquired more quickly than their deeper coun-
terparts (Seymour, Aro, & Erskine, 2003).

Orthography is often associated with the nature of parental writing
support. Levin et al. (2013) compared maternal writing support in Hebrew
(deep orthography) to Spanish (shallow orthography). The Spanish writing
system, contrary to Hebrew, is considered a good example of a shallow
alphabetic orthography (Seymour et al., 2003). The pronunciation of the
majority of graphemes (letters and digraphs) is consistent across words,
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and vowels have stable representations, irrespective of their position in
the word (Cuetos & Suarez-Coalla, 2009). In line with the unstable nature
of vowels in Hebrew, Levin and colleagues (2013) found that Israeli
mothers used significantly lower levels of writing support for vowels when
compared to the Spanish mothers, yet they did not differ in their support
for consonants. We aimed to understand the nature of parental support
better by comparing parents’ writing support in two writing systems, both
with deep orthographies. We also recognize that writing support is only
one aspect of parenting, so we also investigated parent’s reports of their
practices in both cultures.

Parenting Practices

Parenting is one of the most complex tasks of adulthood (Bornstein,
Putnick, & Suwalsky, 2018). Parents are recognized as their children’s
first teachers, providing cognitive and affective input that helps children’s
development (e.g., Carlo, Mestre, Samper, Tur, & Armenta, 2011; Sénéchal &
LeFevre, 2002). One of the most common approaches to conceptualizing
parenting is that of parenting style (Baumrind, 1978). Parents who have an
authoritative parenting style are warm and encouraging to their children, yet
still maintain high expectations for them, which is an approach that benefits
children’s development (e.g., Pinquart, 2016; Schofield, Conger, & Neppl,
2014). With regard to literacy specifically, Hindman and Morrison (2012)
presented a model of three distinct aspects of parenting that reflect both the
cognitive and the affective aspects of parenting, including the following: (a)
home learning environment; (b) warmth, autonomy support, and expecta-
tions; and (c) management and discipline.

Home learning environment (HLE) is a cognitive aspect of parent-
ing that refers to the academically oriented materials and activities that
parents provide to their young children. It includes reading and writing
with children, both of which are ways to facilitate children’s learning of
core literacy skills (Evans & Shaw, 2008). A robust HLE invites children
to explore the world. Parents of preschoolers who report providing a richer
learning environment within their homes have children with better early
decoding and letter knowledge (e.g., Foster, Froyen, Skibbe, Bowles, &
Decker, 2016).

Warmth, autonomy support, and expectations (WSE) is an affective
aspect of parenting that represents the ways that parents help their children
learn to make decisions for themselves while also supporting children’s
emotional needs. A warm and sensitive emotional climate includes
affection and reinforcement, which are related to better language and early
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literacy skills for young children (e.g., Baker & Iruka, 2013; Hirsh-Pasek &
Burchinal, 2006). Note that individual autonomy should be granted within
acceptable boundaries, which is why overall expectations for behavior are
part of the WSE (Boyer, 2009).

Management and discipline (MD) is also an affective aspect of parent-
ing that embodies the ways in which parents use reasoning to discipline
their children and mold their behavior. It refers to efforts used by parents to
socialize their children, such as rules, standards, and limits within the home.
Setting and maintaining rules establishes parental authority and structures a
context for children’s development (Morrison & Cooney, 2002). However,
the reasoning behind limits and rules, as well as the degree to which parents
accept children’s input into the limits they set, are also important aspects
of effective parenting (Baumrind, 2013). Parents who use these respon-
sive types of discipline have children with higher language comprehension
and decoding skills at the beginning of kindergarten (e.g., Gest, Freeman,
Domitrovich, & Welsh, 2004).

Parents’ reports of their parenting practices are related to children’s
early literacy skills (e.g., Hindman & Morrison, 2012). However, prior
work was conducted primarily in North America, and it is unclear whether
these findings would generalize to other cultures. In the present study, we
embraced a cross-cultural perspective by studying parenting practices in
both the United States and Israel.

Parenting and Culture

Parents’ general attitudes and behaviors towards affection, care, comfort,
support, and nurturance are positively related to children’s well-being
across cultures (Khaleque & Rohner, 2002). Nevertheless, parents in differ-
ent cultures receive varied messages regarding child rearing (DeLoache &
Gottlieb, 2000). Our study explores parenting within a cultural context,
relying on a model proposed by Harkness and Super (2002) that emphasizes
that parenting is constructed from parents’ cultural experiences. We focus
on parents representing middle socioeconomic status in the United States
and in Israel. We chose to study these two cultures because they are both
Western, democratic, individualistic societies that share child-centered par-
enting attitudes (e.g., in Israel, Scharf, 2014; in the United States, Warner,
2006). The families recruited in the United States and Israel have socioeco-
nomic similarities, allowing us to focus on cultural differences in parenting
(e.g., Lobel, Gruber, Govrin, & Mashraki-Pedhatzur, 2001). Our study is
the first to compare parenting in these two cultures in the context of early
literacy development.
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Parents in the United States support individualistic values. They
value their children’s independence and self-expression by encouraging
their children to pursue personal goals and interests (Mayseless & Scharf,
2003; Supple, Ghazarian, Peterson, & Bush, 2009). They are likely to
adopt an intensive parenting approach by investing a lot of energy and
money when raising their young children. Parents in the United States
believe that educating their children is their job and not merely the respon-
sibility of the education system (Rodriguez & Olswang, 2003). They have
high expectations for their children and encourage them to engage in
many structured activities (e.g., swim lessons and dance lessons) from an
early age (e.g., Faircloth, 2014; Kalil, Ziol-Guest, Ryan, & Markowitz,
2016; Kawash, 2011). American parents are also protective and strive to
safeguard their children from potential dangers or harm (Nelson, 2010).
Within the family, parents often set boundaries for their children and
establish consequences to maintain family order (Oryan, 2014).

Parents from middle socioeconomic status in Israel also emphasize
individualistic values (Cohen, 2007; Ram, 1999) but are more cooperative
and collectivistic than parents in the United States (Mayseless & Scharf,
2003). Collectivistic cultures emphasize interdependence among indi-
viduals, as well as the importance of adhering to social roles (Lobel et
al., 2001). Parents encourage their children to negotiate with them and
express their opinions, which may hamper parents’ abilities to set rules
within their household (Feldman, Masalha, & Derdikman-Eiron, 2010).
In addition, although Israeli parents set expectations for their children’s
behavior, they typically do not demand much from them, especially
when they are in preschool (Lavee & Katz, 2003). Parents perceive early
childhood as a period that has to be mainly dedicated to play, with a lesser
focus on academics. They are very protective of their children, who they
see as potentially vulnerable due to the current political climate, and fre-
quently find it hard to grant their children independence (Oryan, 2014;
Sagi, 2018).

It is unclear how parental practices relate to the nature of parents’
literacy support. Parent—child writing activities are both fun and demand-
ing. They call parents’ attention to the nature of the writing system. Parents
have to be sensitive to their children but also encourage them to follow the
cognitive steps needed to produce a written product as independently as
possible. We examined the connections between these reported parenting
practices and observed writing supports in a cross-cultural study within the
United States (English) and Israel (Hebrew).
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Research Questions and Hypotheses

The current study was guided by three research questions: (a) What are
the similarities and differences in the nature of writing support that parents
provide to their children in Hebrew and in English across consonants and
vowels? In accordance with the nature of English (representing consonants
and vowels) and Hebrew (representing mostly consonants), we hypoth-
esized that parents in the United States would help their children write
more letters, particularly vowels, compared to parents in Israel. Given that
both of the orthographies studied are deep, we hypothesized that parents’
graphophonemic support would be higher for consonants relative to vowels
in both English and Hebrew. Because of the depth of the two orthogra-
phies, we expected that parents would provide graphophonemic and print
support to their children in similar ways in both cultures. (b) What are the
similarities and differences in the parenting practices (home learning envi-
ronment; warmth, autonomy support, and expectations; and management
and discipline) reported in the United States and Israel? We hypothesized
that parents in the United States would report providing more opportunities
to engage in activities related to the home learning environment, as well
as more frequent management and discipline practices, when compared
to parents in Israel. We did not expect differences in WSE across the two
cultures. (c) How are reported parenting practices associated with parents’
observed writing support within and across cultures? This last question was
exploratory and thus not associated with specific hypotheses.

Method
Farticipants

Participants were 130 parent—child dyads (69 American dyads and 61 Israeli
dyads) who reported having a middle socioeconomic status. The American
sample included 69 preschoolers (39 girls and 30 boys), ages 43—68 months
(M =55.25, SD = 5.88), and one of their parents (six fathers). These chil-
dren participated in a larger study of children’s academic and social devel-
opment and lived in a suburban area close to a major city in the Midwest;
all students attended schools within one school district. English was the
primary language spoken in most homes (n = 56). The majority of children
whose parents responded to our questions about ethnicity (n = 57) were
White (n = 43), but African American (n = 1), Hispanic (n = 3), and Asian
American (n = 3) children were also included, as were children of Middle
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Eastern descent (n = 3) and multiracial children (n = 4). On average,
mothers were 35.84 years old (SD = 4.74), and their education ranged
from less than a college degree (22.70%, n = 15) through a bachelor’s
degree (36.40%, n = 24) to a master’s degree and above (40.90%, n = 27).
Fathers’ mean age was 38.03 years (SD = 4.97), and their education ranged
from less than a college degree (28.1%, n = 16) through a bachelor’s degree
(40.40%, n = 23) to a master’s degree and above (31.60%, n = 18). We do
not have the education level of three mothers and 12 fathers. In the United
States, children’s formal reading instruction usually begins in kindergarten.

The Israeli sample included 61 preschoolers (34 girls and 27 boys),
aged 47-75 months (M = 60.62, SD = 8.24), and one of their parents (four
fathers). They were recruited through personal acquaintance by using a
snowball method by MA students in education and lived in a suburban area
located close to a major city in the center of Israel. All the children were
White, and the spoken language at home was Hebrew. On average, mothers
were 35.00 years old (SD = 4.19), and their education ranged from less than
a college degree (36.70%, n = 22) through a bachelor’s degree (33.30%,
n = 20) to a master’s degree and above (30.00%, n = 18). As to the fathers,
their mean age was 37.19 years (SD = 4.48), and their education ranged
from less than a college degree (40.70%, n = 23) through a bachelor’s
degree (30.50%, n = 18) to a master’s degree and above (28.80%, n = 17).
‘We do not have the education level of one mother and two fathers. In Israel,
formal instruction in reading and writing begins upon entry to first grade at
6 or 7 years of age (Share & Levin, 1999).

Mothers’, #(128) = —-1.02, p > .05, and fathers’, #(128) = -0.97,
p > .05, ages in the two samples were similar, as were their education
levels, #(128) = 0.97 and #(128) = 0.09, p > .05, for mothers and fathers,
respectively. Children in the two samples did not differ in terms of the
gender distribution, x*(1) = 0.94, p > .05, but the Israeli sample was some-
what older, #(128) = 4.36, p < .01. Therefore, in our analyses, we con-
trolled for children’s age.

Procedure

The study received the approval of Tel Aviv University and the University
of Michigan’s ethics committees. Parents in both countries signed consent
forms prior to beginning the study. Parental support for children’s writing
in both the United States and Israel was observed (videotaped) during a
joint writing activity at the family’s home during a 1-hr home visit between
May and July (in the United States) and between March and May (in
Israel). At the beginning of the writing task, the parent—child dyad was
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asked to complete an invitation that could be used to invite someone of
their choosing to a pretend birthday party. After this interaction, the parents
completed the demographic and parenting questionnaire. At the end of the
session, the researcher thanked the family and left.

Measures

Writing support. The invitation writing task represents a home writing
activity that relates to the child’s life in both cultures (e.g., Neumann,
Hood, & Ford, 2012). Parents helped their children write the details of the
invitation (e.g., they discussed who to invite and where to hold the party).
The invitation included five open-ended sections, each with a blank space
on which to write details of the invitation: (1) To (i.e., name of invitee), (2)
For (i.e., name of birthday child), (3) Date (i.e., for date of party), (4) Time
(i.e., time of party), and (5) Place (i.e., location of party). Only the 7o and
the Place sections were analyzed as part of the present work. The section
For almost always included the child’s own name, which is usually easier
for children to write than other segments (Levin, Both-de Vries, Aram, &
Bus, 2005) and thus may not require assistance from parents. Further, Date
and Time included numbers, and the intent of the current work was to focus
on the letters and words that children wrote.

We analyzed the content of the addressee (To) and the address (Place)
sections qualitatively. We coded what parents and children chose to write
in each section. For example, we noted if the children invited a specific
child, a family member, or a group of children. We also recorded whether
they invited the child to a birthday party at their home, in the park, or at
another location.

We summed the (a) number of consonants and (b) the number of vow-
els that were written in the 7o and Place sections for each child. Each
written letter was coded for two writing-support aspects: graphophonemic
support and printing support. This coding system was found to be valid
in Hebrew (e.g., Aram & Levin, 2001; Levin et al., 2013) and in English
(Skibbe et al., 2013).

Graphophonemic support reflected how the parent guided the child to
segment a word into its respective sounds and orally retrieve the required
grapheme for each sound when attempting to represent that word in writ-
ing. Scores on this scale are based on the assumption that guiding a child
through the entire process from word segmentation to grapheme retrieval
is the optimal scaffolding in terms of enhancing the child’s understanding
of the written code. If a child does not succeed in following the parent’s
guidance, the parent may provide more direct help by dictating the letter.
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In such a case, the graphophonemic support score credited to that parent
reflects the initial support step taken. Each grapheme was scored on a scale
where the parent does one of the following: (1) says the word as a whole
(e.g., “sister”), (2) refers to the word as a sequence of sounds (e.g., “/s/ /i/
/s! It/ lel It/”), (3) refers to the word as a sequence of graphemes (e.g., “S-I-
S-T-E-R”), (4) dictates a grapheme (e.g., “now write s”), (5) emphasizes
a subsyllable and tells the child the corresponding grapheme/s (e.g., ““/si/
starts with S”), (6) emphasizes a phoneme and tells the child the corre-
sponding grapheme (e.g., “/s/ is S”), (7) provides a subsyllable and encour-
ages the child to match it with its corresponding grapheme (e.g., “What
letter should we use to start ‘/si/’?”), (8) provides a phoneme and encour-
ages the child to match it with its corresponding grapheme (e.g., “Which
letter do we write for ‘/s/’?”), and (9) encourages the child to isolate a
sound himself or herself and connect it with its corresponding grapheme
(e.g., “What do we hear at the beginning of ‘sister’? Which letter is it?”).
A score of 10 is provided when the child says the grapheme to be written
independently. Graphemes that were scored 10 were not included in the
analyses because the child completed that part of the task without parental
support. The average score across graphemes on this ordinal scale served
as the graphophonemic support score. Separate scores were compiled for
consonants and for vowels. Interrater reliability was assessed by double
coding 15% of the sample, which yielded 90.10% agreement in Israel and
90.70% in the United States.

Printing support reflected how the parent encouraged the child to pro-
duce the written letter independently. The score is based on the assumption
that helping children to print the required letter by merely giving a cue
that reminds them of that letter is the optimal support in terms of enhanc-
ing children’s mastery of letter knowledge. Each letter was scored on an
ordinal scale that included the following codes: (1) the parent does not
provide assistance and the child writes an unconventional letter (e.g., the
letter A instead of the letter S), (2) the parent writes the letter him/herself,
(3) the parent writes the letter using hand-over-hand support, (4) the parent
marks dots for the child to connect, (5) the parent writes the letter for the
child to copy, (6) the parent gives a visual clue (e.g., traces the letter with a
finger in the air or on a table), (7) the parent provides verbal clues regard-
ing the shape of the letters (e.g., ““S looks like a snake”), (8) the parent uses
the child’s existing knowledge to help him/her produce a letter (e.g., it is
like the first letter in your name), (9) the parent encourages the child to
think of a clue to retrieve the letter (e.g., Hat also starts with the /h/ sound.
What letter should we write for home?), and (10) the child writes the letter
independently without any parental support. Letters with scores of 1 or 10
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were not included in the analyses because those scores indicate that parents
did not provide support for that piece of the writing process. Parents’ first
support for each letter was scored, and the average across all the letters
served as the printing-support score. Separate printing-support scores were
calculated for consonants and vowels. Interrater reliability was assessed by
double coding 15% of the sample. This yielded 91.20% agreement in Israel
and 97.15% agreement in the United States.

Parenting practices. We assessed parenting practices via a parenting
questionnaire (Hindman & Morrison, 2012). This questionnaire was used
in previous studies to assess parenting in the Unites States (with Mexican
American families, Diaz & McClelland, 2017; and with Midwestern
mothers from middle-income backgrounds, Froyen, Skibbe, Bowles,
Blow, & Gerde, 2013; Gerde, Skibbe, Bowles, & Martoccio, 2012).

To translate the questionnaire, an English/Hebrew-speaking Israeli
graduate student translated the questionnaire from English to Hebrew, and
then a second English/Hebrew-speaking Israeli graduate student translated
it back to English. The translated version was examined by collabora-
tors in the United States to affirm that the meaning of all items remained
similar to the original version. To verify that the Hebrew version was clear
and reflected Israeli culture, we administered the questionnaire to a group
of 15 mothers with preschool-aged children from middle-income back-
grounds; mothers confirmed that all statements were clear, relevant to their
lives, and reflected aspects of parenting that they felt comfortable reporting.

Parents in the United States and in Israel reported on each of 17 state-
ments by using a 5-point scale ranging from “not at all like me/never” to
“very much like me/almost daily.” Similar to Hindman and Morrison’s
(2012) analysis, a confirmatory factor analysis revealed three parenting
dimensions, representing each of the three types of parenting practices;
factor loadings for each item ranged from .31 to .87.

The home learning environment (HLE) reflects seven statements
designed to capture the home learning environment. Four statements focused
on early literacy (e.g., “I encourage my child to write” and “I teach my child
letter sounds™) and three related to math (e.g., “I play number games with
my child” and “I provide my child with math workbooks”). Cronbach’s
alpha for HLE is o = .88 in the United States and o = .90 in Israel.

Warmth, autonomy support, and expectations (WSE) includes six state-
ments that relate to the degree that parents are responsive to their children
while also expecting appropriate behaviors from them (e.g., “I encourage
my child to explore and to question things” and “I find it important for my
child to be considerate of others”). Cronbach’s alpha for WSE is a = .79 in
the United States and o = .72 in Israel.

This content downloaded from
131.156.224.55 on Wed, 25 Jun 2025 15:50:13 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



404 Merrill-Palmer Quarterly

Management and discipline (MD) incorporates four statements that
focus on parents’ management of children’s behavior (e.g., “Once I decide
how to deal with misbehavior, I follow through” and “When a lot of time
passes after my child misbehaves, I just let it go”). Cronbach’s alpha for
MD is o = .83 in the United States and o = .64 in Israel.

Results
Aim 1: Describe and Compare Parents’ Writing Support

Invitation content analysis by country. The addressees were sorted
into name (e.g., “Jonathan”), family member (e.g., “grandmother”), and
group (e.g., “the Cherry Preschool”). Most children in both countries
wrote a name (79% and 81% for the Israelis and the Americans, respec-
tively). Nevertheless, chi square analysis revealed significant differences
in the person/people children to invite, x*(3) = 9.54, p < 0.05. About
15% of the Israeli children invited a group, whereas all of the American
children invited individuals only. Addresses associated with the location
of the birthday party were sorted into the following categories: home,
street name/city, a place (e.g., McDonald’s), and “other.” Chi square
analysis revealed significant differences between children living in the two
countries, X%(4) = 68.30, p < .001. About 20% of the Israelis and 27% of
the Americans wrote the name of a place (e.g., park). Most American chil-
dren (55%), but none of the Israelis, wrote “home” or “my home.” About
83% of the Israelis and 13% of the Americans wrote an address including
a street name and/or city.

Number of letters. All invitations were written in English in the
United States and in Hebrew in Israel. We summed the number of letters
that were written in the 7o and Place sections in each country and com-
pared them using UNIANOVAs where we controlled for children’s age.
Children in Israel wrote significantly more letters (M = 15.10, SD = 5.92)
than did children in the United States (M = 11.22, SD = 4.55), F = 12.59,
p < .001, partial n? = 0.09. Acknowledging the characteristics of English
and Hebrew, we compared the number of consonants and vowels written in
each language, controlling for children’s age. Children in Israel wrote more
consonants (M = 12.13, SD = 4.52) than did children in the United States
(M =6.87,SD = 2.88), F = 41.58, p < .001, partial n* = 0.27. However,
children in the United States wrote more vowels (M = 4.95, SD = 1.88)
than did children in Israel (M = 3.98, SD = 2.00), F = 4.19, p < .05, partial
n?* = 0.04.

Graphophonemic and printing support. Table 1 presents parents’
mean graphophonemic and printing-support scores for consonants and
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Table 1. ANOVAs comparing parents” writing supports between the two countries
while controlling for children’s age and number of letters written on the invitation

(N=1279)
M (SD)
Israel United States F Partial 1?2

Graphophonemic support

Consonants 3.99 (3.02) 3.76 (2.90) 0.34 .000

Vowels 3.76 (3.11) 3.22 (2.4¢) 0.06 .000
Printing support

Consonants 6.06 (3.43) 5.72 (3.52) 0.56 .001

Vowels 6.00 (3.5¢) 5.51(3.52) 0.28 .002

Note. ANOVAs = analyses of variance.

* One American child and two Israeli children did not use the 7o and the Place sections on
the invitation.

vowels in the United States and in Israel. For graphophonemic support,
36.2% of American and 29.5% of the Israeli parents did not help their chil-
dren through the process of word segmentation to grapheme retrieval. They
said the word as a complete unit and did not break it into its individual
parts (score 1 for all the letters). Beyond this, parents’ mean scores show
that, in both countries, parents tended to dictate the letters or emphasize a
subsyllable and immediately connect it with the corresponding grapheme.

As to printing support, 36.2% of American and 26.2% of the Israeli
parents printed all the letters themselves (score 2 for all the letters). Beyond
this, parents’ mean scores show that parents in both countries tended to
give their children a model to copy or tried to help the child write the letter
by using some hints.

We analyzed differences in parents’ graphophonemic and printing sup-
port for consonants and vowels in the two orthographies while control-
ling for children’s age and number of letters, by using repeated-measures
analyses of variance (ANOVAs). For graphophonemic support, we found
a significant effect of letter type (F = 4.48, p = .03, partial 1?2 = 0.04),
but the effect of orthography was not significant (F = 0.30, p = .60, par-
tial n? = 0.002). Parents in both orthographies supported consonants on a
higher level than vowels. For printing support, we did not find a significant
effect of letter type (F = 2.33, p = .13, partial > = 0.02) or orthography
(F = 0.55, p = .46, partial > = 0.004).

We compared parents’ graphophonemic and printing support across
the two orthographies via ANOVAs controlling for the children’s age and
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number of written letters in the invitation (see Table 1). Controlling for
these variables, there were no significant differences between the two
groups in parents’ graphophonemic and printing support of consonants
and vowels. As a result, subsequent analyses combined scores for vowels
and consonants. Graphophonemic support and print supports were highly
correlated within the United States (r = .82-.93, p < .001) and Israel
(r = .74-.86, p < .001). Although graphophonemic support and print
support are strongly correlated, we included them as distinct measures
because they focus on different aspects of the writing process as explained
in the Method section. Further, previous studies showed that, although
these supports are correlated, they are associated with different aspects of
children’s early literacy (e.g., Bindman et al., 2014).

Aim 2: Describe and Compare Parenting Practices

Table 2 presents the mean scores of the three parenting practices: HLE,
WSE, and MD. Using ANOVAs, the three parenting practices were
compared in each country. In both countries, differences between the
practices were significant (F' = 10.52, p = .002, and F = 22.17, p < .001,
for the United States and Israel, respectively). Pairwise comparisons
were significant and showed that parents in both countries valued
WSE the most, followed by MD and HLE. Comparisons between the
countries demonstrated that, controlling for children’s age, American
parents reported higher HLE, WSE, and MD than did the Israeli parents.
Correlations among the practices showed that, in the Unites States, WSE
correlated significantly with both HLE and MD. In Israel, WSE correlated
only with MD (see Table 3).

Table 2. ANOVAs comparing parenting dimensions in the United States and
Israel while controlling for children’s age (N = 130)

M (SD)
Israel United States F Partial o2
Home learning environment 2.96 (0.88) 3.65(0.79)  34.60™" .20

Warmth, autonomy support, 4.41 (0.40) 4.64(0.39) 9.85™ .07
and expectations

Management and discipline 3.63 (0.69) 4.01 (0.70) 8.03" .06
Note. ANOVAs = analyses of variance.

" p<.0l
" p <.001.
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Table 3. Correlations among the parenting dimensions in the United States
(above the diagonal) and Israel (below the diagonal) while controlling for children’s

age (N=130)
HLE WSE MD
Home learning environment - .58 12
Warmth, autonomy support, expectations 15 — 27"
Management and discipline .06 .38 -

Note. Home learning environment (HLE); warmth, autonomy support, and expectations
(WSE); and management and discipline (MD).

“p <.05.
" p<.0l
* p < 001

Aim 3: Predicting Parental Writing Support

In order to study how general parenting practices predict parents’ writing-
support measures, we conducted a series of six regression analyses. We
examined how country of origin (United States/Israel), child’s age, number
of letters on the invitations, and each parenting practice (HLE/WSE/MD)
predicted graphophonemic and printing supports. For each regression, we
checked whether the interaction between the specific parenting dimension
and country of origin was significant and, if it was, we reported on it (see
Table 4).

Home learning environment (HLE). The variables explained 27%
of the variance in parents’ graphophonemic support. Parents of older
children and parents who reported engaging in more learning activities at
home displayed higher graphophonemic support. The interaction between
country of origin and HLE was not significant. In addition, the variables
explained 32% of the variance in parents’ print support. Parents of older
children displayed higher printing support. The interaction between country
of origin and HLE was significant. To assess the source of the interaction,
we studied the effect size of HLE on parents’ printing support according
to country of origin by using the Matrix procedure (Andrew F. Hayes,
www.athayes.com). In Israel, the effect was small and nonsignificant
(effect = .30, SE = .45, p = .50), but, in the United States, it was much
larger and significant (effect = 1.99, SE = .47, p = .000). American parents
who reported higher HLE also allowed their children more autonomy when
producing the written letters on the paper.

Warmth, autonomy support, and expectations. The variables signifi-
cantly explained 21% of the variance in parents’ graphophonemic support.
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Table 4. Regression analyses predicting parents’ writing supports from country of
origin, child’s age, number of letters, and parenting dimensions (N = 127)

Graphophonemic support Printing support
R? B (SE) €] AR? B (SE) €]
Home learning environment (HLE)
o7 3pe
Country of -0.88(1.88) -.16 -6.25(2.32) -.01"
origin
Child's age 0.12(0.03) .03 0.20 (0.04) 45
Number of -0.06 (0.04) .04 -0.07 (0.05) -.12
letters
HLE 0.99 (0.387) .28 0.30 (0.44) .08
Origin x HLE 1.69 (0.64)" .96
Warmth, autonomy support, and expectations (WSE)
P e
Country of ~12.05 (5.40) -2.16' ~13.17 (6.45) -.01"
origin
Child’s age 0.16 (0.03) A4 0.23 (0.04) .50
Number of -0.07 (0.04) -.16 -0.09 (0.05) -.14
letters
WSE -1.53(0.83) -.23 -1.72(0.99) -.21
Origin x WSE 2.67 (1.18)  2.2¢6 3.00(1.42) 2.05
Management and discipline (MD)
21 26"
Country of -0.21 (0.53) -.04 0.01 (0.63) .00
origin
Child’s age 0.16 (0.03) 43 0.22 (0.04) .50
Number of _0.08 (0.04) -.16 ~0.08 (0.05) -.14
letters
MD 0.72 (0.33) 19" 1.05(0.39) 22"
“p <.05.
" p<.0l
*“ p < .001.
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Again, the child’s age predicted parents’ graphophonemic support. We
found a significant interaction between country of origin and parents’
WSE, but the Matrix procedure did not find significant differences in
the effects between Israel (effect = —1.53, SE = .82, p = .06) and the
United States (effect = 1.14, SE = .84, p = .17). In addition, the variables
explained 25% of the variance in parents’ printing support. The child’s
age was a significant predictor. Again, the interaction between country of
origin and parents’” WSE was significant, but the Matrix procedure did not
uncover significant differences in the effects by country. The effect in Israel
was negative, but small, so it did not reach significance (effect = —1.72,
SE = .99, p = .08). The effect in the United States was small and positive
(effect = 1.27, SE = 1.01, p = .21). Together, these effects resulted in a
significant interaction.

Management and discipline. The variables explained 21% of the
variance in parents’ graphophonemic support. In both countries, parents of
older children and parents who supported and practiced more MD displayed
significantly higher graphophonemic support. Also, the variables explained
26% of the variance in parents’ printing support. In both countries, parents
of older children and parents who supported and practiced more MD dis-
played significantly higher printing support.

Discussion

In our study, we explored relations in the United States and Israel between
the observed parental support during a parent—child writing activity and
reported general parenting practices in families from a midrange socioeco-
nomic background. The observations of the writing interactions showed
some differences between the United States and Israel in the content of
the birthday invitation, but no differences in the nature of parental writing
support provided to children (i.e., graphophonemic and printing support).
Across orthographies, parents’ graphophonemic support was higher for
consonants compared to vowels. For the general parenting practices, par-
ents in both countries reported that they valued WSE the most, followed by
MD and HLE. Yet, American parents consistently reported more frequent
practices overall. In both countries, parents’ reported that HLE was associ-
ated with their observed graphophonemic support. In the United States, it
was also related to parents’ printing support. In both countries, parents who
reported more practices related to MD also provided higher writing support
(i.e., graphophonemic and printing support). The findings underscore the
importance of conducting cross-cultural studies and considering the role of
parenting practices and support for children’s early literacy development.
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Parents’ Writing Support in the United States (English) and Israel
(Hebrew)

Most children in both Israel and the United States chose to write names
for the recipient of the invitation (i.e., addressee). However, in Israel,
parents tended to direct their children to write out an address when discuss-
ing where a party should be held, whereas, in the United States, children
were likely to write that a party will occur at “home.” Israeli children were
somewhat older than the Americans, and their parents may have expected
them to know their address and know that an invitation has to include an
address. Moreover, learning one’s address is part of the curriculum in Israeli
preschools. This may also help to explain why, contrary to our hypothesis,
Israeli children wrote more letters in their invitation overall. In line with
our expectations, American children wrote more vowels when compared to
the Israelis. In English, all consonants and vowels are marked by letters,
whereas, in Hebrew, all consonants, but only a few vowels, are marked by
letters (Ravid, 2012).

When inspecting the nature of parents’ writing support, parents’
graphophonemic support ranged widely in both countries. Some par-
ents encouraged their children to go through a complete process of word
segmentation in order to retrieve a letter name/s (grapheme). However,
about one third of the parents in both countries did not help their children
go through a segmentation process. Instead, they said words in their
entirety (e.g., “Here write ‘home’” or “Now I am writing ‘home’”). As
for printing support, some parents allowed their children autonomy when
printing the letters on the page, whereas others (36% of American and 26%
of the Israeli parents) wrote the letters themselves. The nature of the writing
task, which included writing an invitation to a birthday party, might have
encouraged parents to focus less on the writing process (phoneme to graph-
eme exchange and the printing of the letters) and more on the content of the
invitation and its meaning (e.g., Who do you want to invite? Where do you
want to hold it?). Some families did use the situation to reminisce and dis-
cuss prior birthday parties. When comparing support across different writ-
ing tasks (words versus invitation), Aram and Besser-Biron (2017) found
that, when writing prescribed words with their children, mothers focused
more on segmenting the word and letter formation. However, when they
helped children to write an invitation, as in the present study, they focused
more on the meaning embedded within the invitation (e.g., they discussed
experiences at prior birthday parties).

In line with our expectations, parents’ graphophonemic support was
higher for consonants when compared to vowels in both English and
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Hebrew, possibly because they are both deep orthographies. When writing
consonants, parents tended to encourage their child to derive that letter
name from its sound because of the clear connection between the sound
(e.g. s) and the letter (S). But, when writing vowels, parents were less
likely to encourage their child to derive that letter from its sound, probably
because of the opaque correspondence in both orthographies. In Spanish
(a shallow orthography), Levin et al. (2013) did not find differences in
parents’ graphophonemic support between consonants and vowels.

Even though English and Hebrew are two different writing systems
(alphabetic writing system and the Semitic abjad), they share an important
aspect—they both have deep orthographies. Thus, unlike the differences
reported by Levin et al. (2013), the nature of parents’ writing support in
English and in Hebrew was fairly similar. Our results highlight the impor-
tance of orthographic depth (i.e., shallow versus deep) when considering
parents’ methods of teaching it. Beyond cultures and languages, parents’
writing support related to the orthography’s depth.

Parenting Practices in the United States and in Israel

In both cultures, parents prioritized WSE most, followed by MD and the
HLE. These results align with prior work which showed that positive affect
and warmth are important to mothers across 26 cultural groups when
considering the ideal mother (Mesman et al., 2016). Families in our study
(American and Israeli) had relatively high socioeconomic status, where
warmth and responsivity are seen as important priorities in parenting (Hill,
2001; Hindman & Morrison, 2012).

Despite these similarities, American parents reported providing richer
learning environments, engaging in more learning activities at home,
and employing more practices related to management and discipline. We
did not anticipate differences between the two cultures on warmth, yet
American parents also reported more warmth and higher expectations for
their children when compared to Israeli parents. These results are in line
with the high value of autonomy and independence that many middle-class
American parents endorse for their children (e.g., Supple et al., 2009),
as well as parents’ high regard for children’s academic achievements
(Kalil et al., 2016) and their feelings of responsibility for their children’s
education (Rodriguez & Olswang, 2003). Parents in Israel are somewhat
ambivalent regarding the direct teaching of literacy skills and math before
school (Aram, Cohen Meidan, & Deitcher, 2016), and they are somewhat
reluctant to expect much academically, especially when their children are
young (Sagi, 2018).
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American parents support high levels of discipline (Tudge et al.,
1999) so that their children will be honest and hardworking adults (Pew
Research Center, 2015). Israeli parents often report “being friends” with
their children. They find it difficult to be assertive when talking to their
children and do not always demand proper behavior (Rolider, 2011).
Moreover, Israeli parents and children are also affected by high levels
of geopolitical stress and may be less demanding as a result (Kidron &
Landreth, 2010).

Interestingly, WSE relates to the HLE among American parents and
with MD among Israeli parents. American and Israeli parents perceive
WSE a bit differently. American parents believe that WSE is related to their
responsibility and activities with children (Pew Research Center, 2015).
Israeli parents in general cherish warmth, but may not support individual
autonomy to the same degree (Ben-Israel, 2003). Maybe this is why they
see authoritative parenting as related to MD more than promoting indepen-
dence among children.

Predicting Parents’ Writing Support

Parents” reported HLE and MD, but not WSE, predicted parents’
writing-support scores beyond country, children’s age, and number of
letters written. In both countries, parents who encouraged more learning
activities at home displayed higher writing support (i.e., graphophonemic
support) by teaching their children about the meaning of writing—that is,
representing a spoken word by graphemes. Our study supports previous
research showing that parents’ ideas regarding the learning environment of
their children is related to the literacy activities they engage in with their
children (e.g., in Israel, Korat & Levin, 2001; and, in the United States,
Barnyak, 2011; Weigel, Martin, & Bennett, 2006). Interestingly, we found
an interaction between HLE and country in predicting the level of auton-
omy that parents gave their children when printing letters (i.e., printing
support). Only American parents who supported more learning activities
at home gave their children more autonomy when printing letters. It seems
that these parents believe that printing letters is part of the literacy activities
expected from children at home (Haney & Hill, 2004).

In both countries, parents who reported more MD showed higher
graphophonemic and printing writing support. MD incorporates positive
behavioral management techniques, such as using reasoning and sticking
to family rules. This kind of parental behavior was shown to be related to
parents’ tendency to provide more contingent support during a problem-
solving task with children who are 4-5 years of age (Carr & Pike, 2012).
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Limitations

Some limitations should be considered for future research on parental
writing supports across cultures and orthographies. Our sample size was
modest, with groups matched solely based on parents’ age and education.
Families predominantly reflected a middle socioeconomic status. Given
relations between income and parenting practices (Hill, 2001), specifically
including writing (Aram & Levin, 2001), future studies should include
more representative samples within each country to bolster the generaliz-
ability of results. Further, some limitations associated are with the ways in
which we studied parenting. When observing parents’ writing support, we
focused on writing an invitation that has specific features; it is unknown
how findings will generalize to other writing tasks. Finally, we did not
measure children’s literacy skills directly. Such measures could prove
informative about whether parents adjust their writing support to children’s
skills across cultures.

Conclusion

Efforts to further understand the nature of parent—child early literacy
interactions are enhanced by understanding cross-cultural and cross-
orthography similarities and differences. Parental practices appear to be
rooted within parents’ cultural value systems. Yet, across the two cultures,
parents who reported more practices associated with the home learning
environment were observed helping their children link speech segments to
graphemes by using higher levels of support. In addition, in both cultures,
parents who reported higher management and discipline at home provided
more optimal writing supports, which helped children to link letters with
their respective sounds and encouraged them to print the letters indepen-
dently. Our study widens the lens of research regarding the importance of
the home in supporting children’s early literacy skill development. When
studying early literacy development, particularly with regard to planning
and conducting early home literacy interventions, researchers, policy mak-
ers and practitioners should consider the characteristics of the orthography
that is being taught and the cultural aspects of parenting.
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