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ñDaddy is happy because he is going to read me a book.ò (Dennis, age 4)

 

INTRODUCTION 

 
The majority of studies of parental involvement in childrenôs academic learning have focused on 

mothersô involvement, particularly with young children (Fan & Chen, 2001). Thus far, and 

although limited in scope, research on involvement, education and support programs for fathers, 

has shown that children do better academically when fathers are involved in literacy-related 

activities. However, fathersô perceptions of their role and responsibility in children's literacy 

development, particularly in early childhood, impact on the extent to which fathers take up that 

role (Lynch, 2002; Levine, Murphy & Wilson, 1993).  

 

The aim of the Picture It, Dads! (PID) formative research project was to involve fathers and 

father figures, from one rural Nova Scotia community, in a series of literacy workshops designed 

using a community of practice framework (Lave & Wenger, 1991). They were provided with 

literacy materials and guided practice, along with a cohort of support. PID created a learning 

community in which fathers and father figures, along with local facilitators, collaboratively 

expanded their knowledge of the importance of their involvement in childrenôs literacy learning, 

created a repertoire of father-friendly strategies, and raised participantsô confidence in their 

ability to engage in such activities and provide support for others.  
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Research Objectives 

 

The objectives of this research were to: 

¶ examine the impact of the application of a ñcommunities of practiceò (Wenger, 1998) 

workshop delivery model on participantsô confidence, knowledge sharing, and 

knowledge transfer to other home-school literacy activities  

¶ identify implications for the future design and implementation of family literacy 

programs in rural areas, particularly those that want to attract male participation.  

 

It is hoped that this research will assist those who plan and develop programs and activities for 

fathers and father figures (N.B. Due to a desire to be inclusive and to expand the definition of 

ñfatherò beyond that which refers to biological status, the word ñfatherò will be used in this 

section to refer to both fathers and father figures.) and will open up a space within and among 

these groups in which to consider how a community of practice (CoP) framework can provide 

supports, remove barriers and positively impact fathersô perceptions of their involvement in 

childrenôs literacy development. 

Research Design 

 

Caspe, (2003) identifies several guiding principles to keep in mind when developing and 

implementing family literacy programs, among them:  

¶ trying to understand parentsô literacy strengths and reinforcing their knowledge and 

skills; 

¶ engaging participants in opportunities to actively contribute to their own learning;  

¶ asking parents and children to reflect on their every day literacy practices;  

¶ recognizing that all parents have some literacy memories to bring to the table;  

¶ considering the needs of participants and responding to their interests;  

¶ documenting their experiences and learning from them.  

Caspe also argues that more research is needed to determine the programmatic factors that have a 

positive impact on changes in family literacy practices. The present research draws from Caspeôs 

guiding principles, along with the literature on communities of practice, in its program design. It 
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is important in that it contributes to knowledge in the field about how a communities of practice 

model can positively impact on fathersô involvement in childrenôs early literacy development. 

 

The design of this study incorporated ethnographic design elements, along with formative action 

research (Newman, 1999) in order to build in naturalistic opportunities that allowed context and 

setting to be used in the search for a deep understanding of those informing the research (Patton, 

2002). Multiple qualitative data collection methods (survey, interview, artefact analysis, 

participant observation) were used to determine what worked, why it worked, and what 

underlying principles might guide an intervention, or others like it, in the future and, recorded in 

detail, the various nuances of the intervention.  

 

This emergent design flexibility acknowledges that the research is a work in progress and that 

openness to adapting the inquiry, as understandings deepen or situations change, is an important 

design feature. The researcher was thus able to build into the present research design an active 

collaboration, as well as an on-going evaluation, with the fathers through the creation of a 

community of practice workshop setting and the use of the PID Workshop Feedback Interview 

and with key community-based stakeholders (e.g. Picture It Dads Advisory Committee) and to 

respond to their suggestions, needs, interests and understandings to more effectively reach the 

established program goals. 

Participants 

 

Participants were fathers and father figures (i.e. stepfathers, grandfathers, uncles, and male 

partners) and their pre-school children (3-5years old) from the rural geographic area that makes 

up the Lawrencetown Consolidated School District of Annapolis County, Nova Scotia (see p.16).  

Posters inviting fathers and father figures to attend an information session were distributed 

through family resource centers, libraries, daycares, pre-schools, church groups and public 

schools, along with advertisements in the local newspaper. At the session, a more detailed 

explanation of the research and what participation would entail was provided. The information 

letter and consent forms (see Appendix E) was explained, the workshop structure described, as 

well as the questionnaires for fathers and their children and the thirty minute feedback interviews 

to be conducted by the researcher or assistant. Questions were answered. Contact information 
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was also provided in the event there were additional questions. A signed consent form was 

obtained from the fathers for their participation and their childôs. The option of signing and 

handing in the forms at the information session was given or they could be sent in a self-

addressed stamped envelope that was provided.  The procedure researchers would use to 

maintain confidentiality was also explained.  

 

Fathers were assured that neither theirs nor their childôs participation would impact negatively on 

either. The nature of the project did not allow for complete anonymity, as the research involved 

fathers and their children from a small community. However, the focus of the research was on 

the effectiveness of the PID project and therefore the focus would be on that aspect when 

discussing the results. A pseudonym was used for each participant (fathers and children) 

throughout the project. If direct quotations were to be used in any reports or publications, care 

would be taken that there were no identifying characteristics. Findings were shared throughout 

with participants and an opportunity given for feedback.  Permission was also sought to 

photograph and video-record the sessions.  

 

Following the information session, the research team (the researcher and research assistant) 

contacted potential participants by phone or in person (depending on fathersô preference), and 

reiterated the explanation of the research and what was expected of their participation. Two 

cohorts were recruited with a maximum of 15 parent-child participants in each cohort, Fall, 2007 

and Winter, 2008. The scope of this study did not allow for more participants. This provided the 

researcher with a sampling of convenience. 

 

Convenience sampling is a non-probability type of sampling in which subjects are selected from 

populations or regions that are the easiest for the researcher to access (Best & Kahn, 2006).  By 

using this type of sampling, it is possible, and even probable, that not all individuals from the 

original target population are represented.  However, in situations where it is not possible to 

access the complete target population (as is needed for simple random sampling), this is a 

common form of sampling to use.  Caution was used when extrapolating the findings of this 

study to the broader population.  In addition, demographic information has been provided in 

order to help develop an understanding of the population under study. 
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Data Collection 

 

A variety of qualitative research methods were used to collect data from and with participants:  

1. Interview Fathers and father figures: Interviews were held with the thirty fathers 

and father figures who lived in the target area and who volunteered to be 

participants in the study. Part I of the interview engaged fathers in a discussion of 

their own childhood literacy memories. Each participant was invited to bring any 

artefacts that might help them represent or describe their literacy memories (photos, 

picture books, letters, childrenôs toys, etc.). The questions served as ñgrand tourò 

questions (Spradley, 1979) that asked participants to generalize their experiences 

and talk about patterns of events, in this case, their childhood literacy experiences. 

The research team interviewed participants in Part I of the interview using a semi-

structured format in order to allow the research team to explore responses in greater 

detail. 

  

Surveys were administered in Part II of the interviews. The instrument used was the 

Survey of Father Literacy Role Perceptions (SFLRP)
i
.  In Part A of the survey (see 

Appendix A), fathers were asked to respond to statements about aspects of early 

literacy learning and their own knowledge and skills about these aspects. Part A 

used a Likert scale ranging from 1-5, strongly agree to strongly disagree.  Part B of 

the survey asked fathers to identify, from a pre-determined list, the printed 

materials present in their home, the writing activities in which their child engaged, 

the reading behaviours they observed in their child, along with the reading 

behaviours they observed when they read to their child. There were no fathers who 

said they did not read with their child. 

 

The SFLRP was selected because of its applicability to both fathers and father 

figures. It was also administered in order to gather information about the 

perceptions of fathers about their capability and role in young childrenôs literacy 

development and to identify the ways in which they may already be engaged in 

literacy activities with their children. A member of the research team read the 
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survey orally and recorded responses for each participant. This was done in order to 

accommodate the potential range of reading and writing abilities among participants 

and to allow the researcher to ask for clarification or further information when 

responses warranted. 

   

A one hour follow-up interview was held in November of the year following the 

fathersô four month involvement in a cohort to document new and continuing 

literacy activities at home, as well as to document the type and amount of father 

involvement at pre-school and school, and their continuing involvement with cohort 

members and activities following PID participation.  

 

Children: The children were between the ages of 3 and 6 and had not yet been 

enrolled in school. All of the children attended organized programs for pre-school 

age children held at nursery schools, day cares, or family resource centres. The 

instrument that was used was adapted from Nutbrown and Hannonôs (2003) Survey 

of Pre-School Childrenôs Perspectives On Family Literacy (SPCPFL) to include a 

drawing component. Each child was engaged in a one-to-one conversation in 

response to eight questions (see Appendix C). Children were also invited to draw 

what the literacy event identified in the questions looked like. This provided the 

researcher with another view of each childôs perceptions of their fathersô 

involvement in literacy activities. The survey was re-administered at the end of the 

childrenôs involvement in the Fall or Winter cohort to see if there were any changes 

in responses.  

 

2. Fieldnotes Fieldnotes of workshop observations, conversations and parent-child 

interactions during the workshop sessions were kept by the research team. In 

addition, workshops were video-recorded. 

 

3. Fathers as Ethnographers: Borrowing on a technique developed by Taylor and 

Dorsey-Gaines (1988), the fathers were asked to contribute to the data through the 
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use of digital photography and journaling. Technological assistance was provided 

by local volunteers for those who needed support.  

 

4. Artefacts: Fathers were asked to collect artefacts that were examples of literacy 

practices they engaged in with their children in their homes or in the community. 

The artefacts were used to talk about literacy practices in greater detail during 

follow-up interviews. In addition, artefacts were collected by the research team and 

consisted of items such as games, books, recipes, etc. produced for the project by 

the fathers and children during the workshops and at-home. Accompanying the 

items were the research teamôs notes following informal discussions with 

participants during the workshop sessions about the items and the teamôs responses 

to the items, along with their reflections on the process.  

 

Data Analysis 

 

Data analysis began on the first day and continued throughout as the research team sought 

recurring themes that could be explored in greater depth and could help inform changes to 

practices and content during workshops. Fieldnotes were transcribed, along with survey data and 

the video recordings of the workshops and audio recordings of the interviews, and analyzed for 

common themes which were then cross-referenced. Thematic analysis focused on identifiable 

themes and patterns of experiences and/or behaviours. Patterns were also listed from direct 

quotes and by paraphrasing common ideas. Next all data that related to the already classified 

patterns were identified and placed with the corresponding pattern. Then related classifications 

were combined and catalogued into sub-themes to form a comprehensive picture of participantsô 

collective experiences. Direct quotations from interviews and fieldnotes were also used to 

illustrate theoretical connections to the data and provide a rich description of participantsô 

experiences. 

 

In addition, throughout the research process, participants were asked to give feedback which was 

then incorporated in the themed content analysis. Exit interviews were also conducted with each 

participant within a month following their completion of the last workshop.  
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The use of a variety of methods, more than one researcher/analyst, along with respondent 

validation allowed the researcher to check the trustworthiness (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) of the 

findings.  

 

WHY STUDY FATHERS? WHAT THE RESEARCH HAS TO SAY 
 

Although it is possible to piece together an initial portrait of fatherhood in Canada from national 

surveys (see: Vanier Institute, Profiles of Families II), these often do not take into account the 

diversity that the term now encompasses and often do not take into account absent fathers, single 

fathers or father figures. 

 

Being a father in todayôs Canadian society is a social construct, rather than solely a biological 

one (Dubeau, 2002). As such, its definition has changed over time in response to social and 

cultural factors, along with the roles fathers and father figures are expected to take up. Although 

research shows more involvement on the part of fathers and father figures in raising children 

(Pleck, 1997; Snary, 1997), their involvement in childrenôs early literacy development, along 

with their involvement in school-related literacy activities, is relatively unexplored (Gadsden, 

2003).  

 

Involvement of Fathers 

 

While the majority of studies of parent involvement in childrenôs literacy learning have focused 

on mothersô involvement, particularly with young children (Fan & Chen, 2001; Nichols, 1994), 

research thus far, although limited in scope, on the quality, impact, and type of literacy 

involvement of fathers and father figures in their childrenôs learning, is gaining increased 

attention. This may be due to a growing body of international evidence that suggests gender is a 

significant factor in literacy achievement (Gambell & Hunter, 2000; Katz & Sokal, 2003). 

Concern is being raised by educators and school policy makers in Canada and worldwide with 

regard to boysô disengagement with literacy learning and resulting in boysô underachievement 

and lower test scores as compared to girls (Marks, 2008). This concern has prompted countries 

such as the UK and Australia to initiate a concerted effort country-wide to address the issue 
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(Marks, 2008; Richmond & Miles, 2004). It has also been suggested that the lack of male role-

models in literacy activities, during early childhood, contributes to the decline of boysô school 

achievement in language arts (Millard, 1997).  

 

A review of the few studies that have focused on father involvement in childrenôs literacy 

development supports the idea that fathers are an important, yet relatively, untapped family 

literacy resource (Debeau, 2002; Gadsden, 2003). Research on the impact of involving fathers, 

on childrenôs learning outcomes, has shown that children do better academically when fathers are 

involved in literacy-related activities (Flourri & Buchanan, 2004). Researchers have also found 

that involving fathers early with their childôs learning results in benefits to children in other 

areas: increased cognitive abilities, higher self-esteem, greater social competence (Gadsden & 

Ray, 2002; Ortiz, 2000).  

 

It has also been found that fathersô reading habits influence childrenôs reading habits, choices 

and interest, and shared literacy activities strengthen the father-child bond (Gadsden, 1998; Stile 

& Ortiz, 1999).  

 

Ortiz (2000), in a study of Mexican American fathers, found that although the fathers in his study 

participated in literacy activities with their young children, participation varied according to 

individual interests, needs, and their perceived marital role. In other words, when fathers shared 

child-rearing practices with their spouse, literacy activities were more likely to become part of 

their regular routine.  

 

Stile & Ortiz (1999) strongly suggest that carefully designed programs that involve fathers can 

significantly impact on childrenôs literacy learning, father-child bonding, and enhance fathersô 

self-esteem. Gadsden (2003) argues the importance of deepening the understanding of father 

involvement in family literacy and calls on researchers to consider how family literacy programs 

can respond to the diverse needs of fathers. 

 

Studies also showed there were differences between mothersô and fathersô literacy involvement 

(e.g. Hiebert & Adams, 1987; Ortiz, Style & Brown, 1999). Bus et al (1997) found that fathers 
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were less certain than mothers about expected reading behaviours, had less experience reading to 

children, and were less inclined to participate in conventional print-related activities.  

 

Nichols (2000) reported fathers less likely to recognize the importance of early exposure to 

books, more likely to read at bedtime rather than throughout the day, and reading by fathers was 

often delegated and supervised by mothers. Nichols also found fathers were more likely to report 

a history of school literacy failure, a dislike of reading aloud, and more likely to use strategies to 

shorten time spent reading.  

 

Fathersô Perceptions 

 

Levine, Murphy & Wilson (1993) suggest that how men view their role with respect to child-

rearing influences father-child relationships. Therefore, it may be the case that fathers, who 

perceive their role through a more traditional lens, may see early literacy activities (i.e. 

storybook reading and early writing) as the role of the mother or female caregiver. Stile and 

Ortiz (1999) found that, even fathers involved in literacy activities, report being uncertain about 

how and where to begin. 

 

Gee ( 2001) argues that literacy reflects a larger set of socially constructed norms, attitudes and 

behaviors. This means that literacy learning is both situated in a variety of social contexts and 

embodied in/through individual experiences. Therefore, fathersô perceptions of their role and 

their ability to carry out that role with respect to initiating, supporting and sustaining young 

childrenôs engagement with literacy related tasks, is dependent on the cultural models they hold 

about what reading is, what óbeing a readerô looks like (Gee, 2001), and, likewise, what their 

participation in early literacy development ought to look like. It is, therefore, important to 

determine what those perceptions might be and to study them in various contexts (i.e. urban, 

rural). 

 

Gee (2001) says that cultural models shape reality, limit perceptions and form ñômaster mythsô in 

which the society encapsulates its favoured wisdomò (p.91). Hence, it is in homes, communities, 

and classrooms that these master myths are played out through language, routines, and social 
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interaction. These sites become communities of practice (Wenger, 1998) and come to bear on the 

ways in which parents construct their identities as parents and how they see their role in 

childrenôs literacy learning. In order to effect change with respect to the involvement of rural 

Nova Scotia fathers and father figures in childrenôs literacy learning, and to enhance their 

comfort level when engaging in literacy related child-rearing tasks, it is necessary to re-construct 

and re-vision these communities of practice.  

 

Communities of Practice  

 

Communities of practice, as a model for professional development, have been well documented 

in the education literature (ibid. Buysse et al, 2001), but are not evident in the literature on family 

literacy. Nevertheless, a lot has been written about communities of practice as a theoretical frame 

for learning communities in business, education, health and development. 

 

Wenger  identifies three characteristics he considers crucial to a community of practice:  

¶ the domain: a shared interest, commitment, and expertise that is recognizable within the 

group,  

¶ the community: in which learning occurs through sustained activity among group 

members over time, 

¶ the practice: a ñshared repertoireéof experiences, stories, tools, ways of addressing 

recurring problems, and sustained interactionò (2005, para. 2). 

 

Geeôs (2001) notion of Discourse as ñidentity kitò, that is, a ña tool kit full of specific devices 

(i.e., ways with words, deeds, thoughts, actions, interactions, objects, tools and technologies) in 

terms of which you can enact a specific identity and engage in specific activities associated with 

that identity (p. 719)ò is important to the discussion here as it demonstrates the powerful 

potential of such communities, particularly the classroom or workshop setting, to reinforce and 

replicate dominant cultural beliefs and practices or to reconstruct and revise them.  
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Wenger (1998) argues that communities of practice can promote learning and that the learning is 

a reciprocal process between the group and its individual members, thus enabling the formation 

of new identities. 

 

The design of workshops based on the work of Lavre and Wenger (1991) features learning 

opportunities within a social environment and sees these as highly generative, also providing the 

supports community members need. Within this framework, learning is sustained through active 

participation and dialogue in a social setting, not simply through observation. Lavre and Wenger 

also suggest that learners enter a community of practice from the periphery and gradually move 

closer to full participation, over time, as they gain knowledge and develop a working 

understanding of the communityôs beliefs and practices. This eventually results in participants 

seeing themselves as a member of the community. According to Lavre and Wenger, the 

benchmark for evaluating the effectiveness of a community of practice approach is the 

application of new knowledge by its members. 

 

 

 

Fathers help each other during Book-Making 

 

THE RESEARCH CONTEXT 
 

Participants in this research were volunteers from the rural geographic area that makes up the 

Lawrencetown Consolidated School District of Annapolis County, Nova Scotia.  
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Lawrencetown & District
ii
 is a rural community with a population of approximately 1875 

(Community Counts, 2006) and extends over a geographical area of more than 156 km
2 

with an 

estimated population density of 11.5/km
2
.  In comparison, Nova Scotia has a population of 

913,465 which is 0.5% higher than in 1996. This rate of growth is much lower than the overall 

growth rate for Canada of 9.6%.  

 

The population is relatively stable with 70% having not moved from their current reporting 

district and 77% of Lawrencetown's population having been born in Nova Scotia. Between 2001 

and 2006, 29.1% of Lawrencetown's residents moved. Nova Scotia has 76.8% of its population 

born within Nova Scotia, as compared to 67.0% of all Canadians born in the province in which 

they were enumerated. 

Age 

 

In 2006, 22.1% of the population of Lawrencetown was under the age of 20 and 17.5% was 65 

years or older. In Nova Scotia, 22.8% of the population was under the age of 20 and 15.1% was 

65 years or older. In Canada, 24.4% of the population was under the age of 20 and 13.7% was 65 

years or older.  

 

Family Structure 

 

There are approximately 39.6% of individuals in Lawrencetown who are married with children 

and an additional 15% who are single parent families. In 2006, for Lawrencetown, total census 

families decreased by 0.5% to 555. Married families declined by 7.1% while common law 

families increased by 63.8% and single parent families decreased by 1.7%. Single female parent 

families were 7.7% of all families while single male parents were 1.1% of all families. In Nova 

Scotia, the total number of census families increased 5.3% to 267,415. Married families declined 

by 1.4%, while common law families increased 43.2% and single parent families increased by 

14.1%. Single female parent families in Nova Scotia were 13.9% of all families, while single 

male parents were 3.0% of all families.  

 



 

Picture It, Dads! 

 

18 

 

Immigration 

 

There were 104 immigrants in Lawrencetown (5.8% of the population), with 98.9% of people in 

Lawrencetown being Canadian citizens. Compared to the rest of Canada, Nova Scotia has a 

relatively low immigrant population. In 2006, there were 45,190 immigrants, (5.0% of the 

population), compared to 19.8% immigrants for Canada. In Nova Scotia, 98.3% of people were 

Canadian citizens compared to 94.4% for Canada.  

 

Employment 

 

The number of 15 to 24 year olds in Lawrencetown that are not in the labour force is 38.5%, with 

10.4% being unemployed.  Those 25 and over, who are not in the work force, make up 44.6%, of 

the population, with those who are unemployed making up 4.0%.  In Nova Scotia, 42% were not 

employed. 

 

Income 

 

In 2006, the median income for individuals in Lawrencetown was $19,397 a year, compared with 

the provincial median of $24,030, and the Canadian median of $26,917. Families in 

Lawrencetown had a median income of $45,504, compared with the provincial median of 

$55,412 and the Canadian median of $63,866.  

 

Education 

 

According to the Community Counts database, in 2006, 35.6% of those 20 and over residing in 

the community have less than a high school certificate. This is greater than the Nova Scotia 

average of 31.7% and much greater than the Canadian average of 27.9%. However, 19.7% of 

those 20 and over have only a high school certificate in comparison to 47.6% in Canada.  

 

Although the literacy needs in the community are high, the strengths lie in having a relatively 

stable population with strong community ties across several generations. On the other hand, this 

can also mean entrenched values and belief systems.  
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Gender Role Perceptions 

 

Researchers have written about the gender binary that exists in Nova Scotia (Baskwill, 2003; 

Sherman, 2000). The social construction of gender as ówomenôs waysô and ómenôs waysô is 

embedded in local cultures and structures and contributes to societyôs ócommon senseô notions of 

how gender effects the performance of various roles, from educational administration to child-

rearing and, therefore, who should perform them.  

 

Community Survey of Father Literacy Role Perceptions 

 

With this research in mind, along with anecdotal evidence from conversations with child care 

staffs in rural areas in Nova Scotia, prior to beginning the research with fathers and father 

figures, a telephone survey using the Community Survey of Father Literacy Role Perceptions 

(CSFLRP)
iii

 was administered, by the researcher and two graduate research assistants from 

Mount Saint Vincent University, to households within the Lawrencetown school catchment area. 

Though the focus of the research was on fathers and father figures and their participation in the 

PID workshops, the results of the survey were intended to add to the picture of the research 

context and the community in which the fathers in this study reside. The researcher wanted to get 

a sense of the climate and culture in this particular rural area with respect to how the 

involvement of fathers and father figures in childrenôs literacy learning was viewed by 

individuals in households in the geographic area.  

 

A quota sampling system was used which set the number of respondents at 250. Households 

were selected using the Aliant Telephone Directory, Annapolis Valley West edition, 2007-08. 

The phone book was randomly opened to a page under the community heading and every 

seventh household was telephoned until the number set was reached. Upon an initial explaination 

of the survey contents and purposes, potential respondents were asked to participate. 

Respondentsô names and addresses were neither asked nor recorded, and individual responses 

remain confidential.  
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Respondentsô ages ranged from 23-83 with 193 of the 250 respondents being female. Calls were 

made between 6:00 and 8:00 in the evening. The CSFLRP is a sixteen item survey (see 

Appendix B) that uses a Likert scale ranging from 1-5, strongly agree to strongly disagree.  

 

Questions were identified according to four key elements and a scoring protocol was used to 

determine the percentage of response for each key element: 

 

Key Element Questions 

Literacy is the job of the mother 2, 7, 9, 12 

Dads are not interested 6, 10, 4, 16 

Dads do not have knowledge/skills 3, 14, 5, 11 

Dads need to be more involved 1, 8, 13, 15 

 

Results from the CSFLRP indicated the following perceptions of fathersô involvement in 

childrenôs literacy development held by respondents within the target area:  

¶ Literacy development in young children is the role of the mother or female care-giver 

(92%) 

¶ Fathers are not interested in being more involved in childrenôs literacy learning (65%) 

¶ Fathers do not have the skills or knowledge to be involved (89%) 

¶ Fathers need to be more involved with childrenôs literacy learning (96%) 

 

Although a high number of respondents felt fathers needed to be more involved with childrenôs 

literacy learning, the strong belief that fathers do not have the knowledge or skills may have 

contributed to the strong belief that literacy development is the role of the mother or female care-

giver. 
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Fathers and children during Read Together Time 

 

 

PICTURE IT, DADS! 

PID Fathersô Perceptions 

 

In combination, analysis of the interviews, including the survey data from the Survey of Father 

Literacy Role Perceptions (SFLRP)
iv
, revealed three overall themes regarding the fathersô 

perceptions about their role in childrenôs early literacy development: personal knowledge and 

skills, expert knowledge and skills, and observational knowledge and skills.  

 

Personal knowledge and skills refers to fathersô awareness of their own childhood literacy 

experiences, along with reading and writing experiences with their children at home. This 

category includes how literacy was valued by the participants.  

 

Observational knowledge and skills refers to fathersô awareness of the literacy activities and 

materials present in their home. This category includes words, phrases and examples from the 

interviews that referred to or described the use of these materials by the child or another member 

of the family. This category also includes references to reading and writing activities in other 

locations (i.e. neighbourôs homes, school, church, etc.).  

 



 

Picture It, Dads! 

 

22 

 

Expert knowledge and skills refers to more formal knowledge, that which might be gained from 

books, or workshops or lectures by authorities in the field, presentations for parents at local 

schools by family literacy staff. This category also includes information obtained from TV talk 

shows, radio broadcasts, internet sites, newspaper articles and locally obtained pamphlets and 

flyers (i.e. from doctorôs offices, churches, etc.). 

 

Personal Knowledge and Skills 

The fathers in this study were very aware of their own literacy abilities. During Part A of the 

interview, when asked to recall childhood literacy memories, they talked about their own school 

experiences. For most, these were in the same community in which they now lived. Both positive 

and negative experiences were shared. Of those that did not enjoy school, specific examples were 

recalled of situations where they had been made to feel their reading or writing was poor or 

inadequate, in particular, when asked to read aloud, to perform during spelling contests, or to 

display their work. They saw literacy in school as a competitive enterprise where their ability and 

performance was measured against that of others. 

 

Childhood literacy memories also included examples of home literacy memories: examples of 

books read, someone who read to them (usually a mother or grandmother), and a few fathers 

brought homemade artefacts such as Motherôs Day cards they had made when they were young.  

In all, few artefacts were brought. This may have been due to participantsô being unsure of what 

to bring or the lack of availability of the artefact (i.e. a favourite childrenôs book was no longer in 

the participantôs possession). Nevertheless, the fathers talked about their memories even though 

they may not have had an artefact to show. One father said he was unable to recall any childhood 

literacy memories, but when prompted by categories such as childrenôs books, someone who 

read to him, or what kinds of print materials he had at home growing up, he was able to respond.  

 

In addition, Part B survey results (see chart below) showed that the fathers felt confident they 

knew how to support childrenôs reading and writing development. They were confident their 

children would be successful learning to read and write and all valued the development of these 

skills. They also saw literacy learning as a skill to be fostered in child care settings outside the 

home. Whether through learning games, discussing stories, engaging children in retelling or 
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through the use of questioning techniques, or writing/drawing activities, the fathers and father 

figures indicated they knew how to help their children with reading and writing activities. 

However, fathersô responses also revealed weak participation in activities such as daily reading, 

singing songs and reciting nursery rhymes.  

 

 

Survey of Father Literacy Role Perceptions  

(Note: In the chart above, the numbers 1-16 refer to the questions in Part A of the SFLRP.) 

 

Responses to Part B of the survey indicated the fathers were aware and able to identify their own 

repertoire of reading behaviours during story time.  
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Fathersô Behaviours during Reading 

 

Other behaviours reported included creating bedtime stories from past events, sounding out 

words, changing words in the story, the use of praise, allowing the child to choose the story, and 

repeating key parts or information to be sure the child understood. Story time was reported as 

being highly interactive, even though it was not a daily occurrence. 

 

Observational Knowledge and Skills 

 

In their homes, the fathers and father figures in this study were knowledgeable observers of the 

reading and writing activities in which their children engaged. They recognized the variety of 

childrenôs writing and reading activities that occurred and felt their children were active 

participants in these. The fathers identified a selection of print materials and writing/drawing 

materials available in their homes for their childrenôs use from the list provided.  
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Printed Materials 

 

Taken together, childrenôs books, picture books and novels were the most common form of 

printed material indicated. Other materials included activity books, order forms, puzzles, games, 

labels on groceries (i.e. cereal boxes), flash cards and the bible. 

 

The fathers also identified the variety of writing/drawing activities that occurred within the home 

from the list provided. 

 

 

Home Writing/Drawing Activities 
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Although some activities were more prevalent than others, all fathers reported some 

writing/drawing activity in their homes. Responses in the ñOtherò category included crafts, 

tattoos, drawing pictures for games, making floor plans, designing posters, and writing reports. 

 

The fathers also indicated their awareness of the writing/drawing materials available in their 

homes. It was interesting to note fathersô agreement that the computer was a writing/drawing 

tool, as the research team had anticipated it would be considered as entertainment.  

 

 

Home Writing/Drawing Materials 

 

From the survey data it is not possible to determine the level of involvement of the respondents 

in obtaining/purchasing these materials. 

 

The fathers and father figures in this study also reported on their childrenôs behaviours during 

father-child reading times. 
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Childrenôs Behaviours during Reading 

 

A range of behaviours were identified from the list provided, from more obvious forms such as 

listening and looking, to less obvious, such as commenting and asking questions. Other 

behaviours included demands by the child (i.e read faster, wanting an answer to a question rather 

than wait to see).  

 

Fathers also reported developmental anomalies they observed, particularly if they had more than 

one child in the family. They also compared their childôs reading and writing preferences with 

their own. 

 

Expert Knowledge and Skills 

 

Of the fathers and father figured surveyed, 50% disagreed or strongly disagreed that they knew 

what the literature had to say about their role or about what to have in their home to support their 

childrenôs literacy learning. Of the thirty respondents, 39% were not confident with their 

knowledge about what had been written about either of these topics. Part I of the interview 

confirmed that the fathers and father figures in this study did not rely on print information about 

childrenôs literacy development to inform their literacy engagement with their children. They 

also did not rely on other media for information. All dads reported listening to information 

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%



 

Picture It, Dads! 

 

28 

 

reported by their spouse or partner that came from a print or media source. All also reported a 

desire to prepare their child for school. One father reported using story time to have his child 

practice sitting still and being quiet, skills he felt the school wanted his child to have upon entry. 

This father was unable to identify how he came to think this. 

 

In contrast to the role perceptions as indicated in the community surveys that did not recognize 

fathers as having the necessary knowledge, skill, and desire to become involved in young 

childrenôs literacy learning (see pp. 13-14), the fathers in this study perceived themselves as 

having the knowledge and skills necessary to support their childrenôs literacy learning. They 

valued literacy learning and were able to identify the tasks usually associated with that learning 

in the home. Although interactive behaviours were reported by the fathers when reading with/to 

their children, their knowledge of the importance of such tasks or their ability to undertake them 

was not attributed to obtaining information through print or media. Their partner/wife was named 

as a source of family literacy information. Fathers did not report other fathers as a source of 

information. 

 

The fathers expressed a desire to be involved with their young childrenôs literacy development, 

but were less confident singing and reciting rhymes, traditional activities associated with early 

childhood parenting practices. These activities were seen by the fathers as something their 

wives/partners did better. 

 

Daily reading to their children was reported by 44%. This low percentage was likely due to 

employment factors that took fathers out of the home during optimal times for reading to 

children (i.e. bedtime, after school, evenings). Information concerning employment was 

collected during the interviews, however, in the interest of protecting participantsô privacy, it can 

be shared only in limited ways (see p. 34).  

 

Despite demonstrating a high level of confidence and knowledge with respect to their childrenôs 

literacy, the fathers were not confident demonstrating that knowledge with family and friends. A 

disconnect was revealed by the participants between their perceptions of their role in their 
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childrenôs literacy learning as reported on the survey portion of the interviews, and their 

enactment of that role as reported during the interviews prior to the workshops.  

 

PID Workshops 

 

The interview and survey results informed the initial content of the PID workshops. Six 

workshops were developed. The six workshops focused on expanding the repertoire of literacy 

practices fathers had by building on what fathers already knew.  

 

Each workshop provided fathers with ideas and activities for supporting early literacy 

development, a support network of other fathers, and offered guided practice with their children. 

In addition, take-home bags were given to the participants at each workshop. The bags 

contained:  

¶ the picture book that provided a touchstone for each workshop theme 

¶ a blank book for recording home literacy stories and developments that the 

participants would share with the group 

¶ a booklet of activities that grew out of the touchstone book and a bibliography of 

related books available at the local public library 

¶ the book participants wrote with their children 

¶ a package of materials to use at home 

 

Workshops ran for two hours each.  They took place on Saturday mornings in a local elementary 

school approximately twice a month from September to December (Fall cohort) and January ï 

April (Winter cohort) and were facilitated by three teams. Each team had two males and one 

female on the team. The primary facilitator for each team was a male elementary teacher. 

Recommendations of male teachers who were considered to be knowledgeable about childrenôs 

literature and young childrenôs literacy development were sought from local schools, family 

resource centres and regional librarians. Teacher facilitators were selected from the list 

generated.  

 










































































