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Summary
When U.S. children enter school, their reading skills vary widely by their socioeconomic status, 
race and ethnicity, and immigrant status. Because these literacy gaps exist before children enter 
school, observes Jane Waldfogel, the disparities must arise from conditions outside of schools—
from the children’s families and communities. And the same out-of-school factors may continue 
to influence reading skills as children progress through school. 

Waldfogel examines how specific out-of-school factors may contribute to literacy gaps at school 
entry and to the widening of the gaps for some groups thereafter. Some factors are important 
across groups. For instance, differences in parenting help explain black-white literacy gaps as 
well as gaps associated with socioeconomic status. Other factors differ by group. For instance, 
key influences on early literacy for immigrant children are the language spoken at home, paren-
tal proficiency in English, and whether a child participates in preschool. 

What happens to early gaps in literacy during the school years also varies by group. Reading 
gaps for Hispanic children tend to close or stabilize after a few years, perhaps because of such 
out-of-school factors as strong families, less crime, or better peer group attitudes in Hispanic 
communities. But black-white gaps and gaps between children from socioeconomically disad-
vantaged and more advantaged families tend to widen during the school years. An important 
challenge for future research is to understand why that is the case.

Waldfogel concludes that addressing early literacy gaps, and later gaps, requires tailoring policy 
responses depending on which group is being targeted. But across all groups, one important 
conclusion holds. Although out-of-school factors contribute—sometimes in major ways—to 
literacy disparities, says Waldfogel, schools have a responsibility to try to close such gaps. 
Research on the out-of-school sources of literacy problems can support schools in this effort 
by helping practitioners and policy makers better understand which children are likely to 
encounter problems in literacy and why, as well as what schools and others can do to address 
those problems.
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Jane Waldfogel is the Compton Foundation Centennial Professor for the Prevention of Children and Youth Problems at Columbia 
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American children enter school 
with substantial disparities in 
literacy skills, and for some 
groups of children the dispari-
ties widen as they progress in 

school. Particularly notable at school entry 
are gaps by socioeconomic status, race and 
ethnicity, and immigrant status. Because 
these gaps exist before school entry, the 
explanation for them must rest with condi-
tions outside of schools—conditions, that is, 
in the children’s families and communities. 
As children move through school, such out-
of-school factors may continue to influence 
their progress in literacy, by affecting both 
learning gains during the school year and 
learning gains or losses during the summer, 
when they are not in school. 

In this article, I consider the out-of-school 
factors that influence disparities in literacy 
at school entry and examine how those and 
other out-of-school factors may contribute to 
the widening of these gaps for some groups 
thereafter. Because the explanations for early 
gaps in literacy and for their subsequent 
evolution may vary depending on the particu-
lar group considered, I discuss specific at-risk 
groups separately.

What Is the Problem?
The literacy problem in the United States 
is not new. For decades researchers have 
documented gaps in literacy or literacy-
related skills that appear even before 
children begin school and that in many 
instances widen thereafter.1 In 1998 a 
committee convened by the National 
Academy of Sciences produced a landmark 
volume on Preventing Reading Difficulties 
in Young Children.2 In that study, committee 
chair Catherine Snow and co-editors 
Susan Burns and Peg Griffin described the 
demographics of reading difficulties, noting 

that children from poor families, black and 
Hispanic children, and children attending 
urban schools were all at elevated risk of poor 
reading outcomes. 

In their article in this issue Sean Reardon, 
Rachel Valentino, and Kenneth Shores take 
a look at disparities in literacy today and pro-
vide ample evidence that literacy gaps remain 
a problem in the United States. Consistent 
with earlier research, they document sizable 
gaps between students of high and low socio-
economic status; between black, Hispanic, 
and white students; and between children 
of immigrants and children of native-born 
parents.3 The gaps are present at school entry 
and tend to widen during the school years for 
some groups (children of low socioeconomic 
status and black children) but not for others 
(Hispanic children). 

Explaining Literacy Skill Gaps at 
School Entry and Their Evolution 
Thereafter
Early child development, including growth 
in early literacy, occurs in the context of 
tremendous developmental opportunities 
and risks. Over the past few decades, find-
ings from neuroscience have illuminated the 
important role of early experiences and gene-
environment interactions in shaping cogni-
tive, social, and emotional development, and 
have pointed to the potentially toxic effects 
on development of early adverse experiences 
and stress.4 The quality and nature of experi-
ences in early childhood lay the groundwork 
for early literacy development and may also 
set the stage for potential problems. To the 
extent that some groups of children are more 
likely than their peers to experience challeng-
ing early environments and less-than-optimal 
early parenting, they are at risk for problems 
in literacy as well as in other domains.
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To identify specific factors that are associated 
with problems in early literacy, it is impor-
tant to understand the process of literacy 
development. The article in this issue by Nell 
Duke and Meghan Block provides insights 
into this process, as does the already noted 
1998 National Academy of Sciences volume, 
Preventing Reading Difficulties in Young 
Children, which emphasizes how early in 
childhood the foundation for literacy is laid 
and stresses parents’ role in promoting  
early literacy.5

Indeed, a key factor in early literacy is the 
role of parents. Parents create a home 
environment that may provide more or less 
support for early literacy, through the value 
they place on literacy and through their 
provision of books and other reading materi-
als.6 Parents’ reading with their children—
including “dialogic reading,” in which parents 
engage children in talking about the books 
being read to them—is particularly impor-
tant.7 Other parent-child verbal interactions 
also make major contributions to vocabulary 
development, which is in turn associated 
with children’s early literacy.8 Children whose 
parents do not offer a home environment 
conducive to literacy development, do not 
read frequently with them, or have limited 
verbal interactions with them are at elevated 

risk of reading problems. Two other key fac-
tors in early literacy are the language spoken 
in a child’s home and parental proficiency in 
English. When parents primarily speak a lan-
guage other than English at home or are not 
proficient in English themselves, their chil-
dren tend to have less exposure to English 
(unless they receive support for English 
outside the home or are enrolled in good 
bilingual education programs) and thus tend 
to be at higher risk of scoring poorly in early 
literacy, particularly if assessed in English. 

Parents, and other out-of-school factors, 
affect literacy skills not only before children 
begin school but also afterward. During the 
school year, parents can support their chil-
dren’s learning by monitoring and helping 
with schoolwork and by being involved at 
school, as well as by enrolling their children 
in tutoring and enriching extracurricular 
activities. During the summer, parents can 
expose children to reading materials and 
other learning-related activities. Parents 
of low socioeconomic status are less likely 
to engage in such activities than are more-
advantaged parents, and their children are 
less likely to have access to learning-related 
resources, in part because disadvantaged par-
ents may place less value on such resources 
but also because they have less time and 
money to invest in them.9 Such out-of-school 
factors differ not only by socioeconomic 
status but also by race and ethnicity and by 
immigrant status.10 The links between the 
lower school achievement of many at-risk 
groups of children and these out-of-school 
factors imply that their poorer skills are not 
due entirely to differences in school quality 
or other in-school factors.11 

How important are these factors in explaining 
early literacy gaps and the progression of 
later literacy gaps experienced by children of 

The quality and nature of 
experiences in early childhood 
lay the groundwork for early 
literacy development and may 
also set the stage for potential 
problems.
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low socioeconomic status, black and Hispanic 
children, and children of immigrants? In the 
sections that follow, I review research 
findings on both types of gaps for each of 
these groups. Where available, I draw in 
particular on studies that attempt to explain 
gaps by identifying what portion of the gap is 
accounted for by a particular set of factors. 
These studies use a decomposition method-
ology that breaks down the total gap into the 
portion associated with differences in specific 
explanatory factors. For a factor to matter in 
such a decomposition, the two groups for 
whom the gap is being analyzed must differ 
on that factor and the factor must have an 
effect on the outcome in question; if so, that 
factor contributes to the gap, and the impor-
tance of its contribution to the total gap can 
be calculated. Although such estimates 
cannot show that a particular factor has a 
causal influence on the gap, they can provide 
descriptive evidence as to how much of the 
gap might be explained by that factor. 

Gaps Associated with  
Socioeconomic Status
Family socioeconomic status is strongly 
correlated both with early literacy (and 
other academic outcomes) and literacy later 
in the school years.12 Socioeconomic status 
comprises several elements, such as family 
income, parents’ educational attainment, 
and parents’ occupation. Some studies use 
a composite measure reflecting several of 
these elements, while others focus on one 
element (often, family income) as an index of 
socioeconomic status.

Studies focusing on socioeconomic status-
related gaps in literacy have identified several 
explanations for the poorer early literacy of 
disadvantaged children. Recent studies single 
out parenting as the most important explana-
tion. Valerie Lee and David Burkam analyzed 

differences in early reading and other school 
outcomes associated with a composite 
measure of socioeconomic status, using data 
from the initial wave of the Early Childhood 
Longitudinal Study, Kindergarten Cohort 
(ECLS-K), which assessed children who 
started kindergarten in the fall of 1998.13 Lee 
and Burkam documented large socioeco-
nomic status-related gaps in early literacy 
(and other outcomes) and then tried to 
explain the gaps using the decomposition 
approach described above. They found that 
several factors related to low socioeconomic 
status (differences related to race and ethnic-
ity, families’ educational expectations, use of 
child care, and reading, computer use, and 
television use in the home) helped explain 
some but not all of the links between low 
socioeconomic status and early literacy gaps. 

In a later analysis, using data on four-year-
olds from the Early Childhood Longitudinal 
Study, Birth Cohort, a large, nationally 
representative study that followed children 
born in 2001 to school entry, Elizabeth 
Washbrook and I compared the early literacy 
(and other outcomes) of children from 
families in the bottom fifth of the family 
income distribution with those of children 
from families in the middle fifth.14 In this 
cohort, low-income children scored at the 
34th percentile in early literacy, while 
middle-income children scored at the 
47th percentile, a 13-point gap. Examining a 
wide range of explanations for the gap in our 
decomposition analysis, we found that the 
single most important explanation for the 
poorer literacy scores of the low-income 
children was parenting. We considered two 
distinct parenting constructs. The first, 
parenting style, included measures of mater-
nal sensitivity and responsiveness, knowledge 
of infant development, spanking, and rules. 
The second parenting construct, home 
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learning environment, included cognitively 
stimulating activities and items in the home, 
participation in classes and library visits, and 
use of computer and television in the home. 
Differences between low- and middle-
income families on these parenting con-
structs accounted for 42 percent of the 
literacy gap between low-income and middle-
income children (with each of the two 
constructs contributing about half that 
amount). Next in importance were family 
demographics and parental education, which 
together accounted for 33 percent of the gap. 
Differences in child care, maternal health 
and health-related behaviors, and child 
health together accounted for a further 
5 percent, leaving about 20 percent of the 
total gap unexplained.15 

Studies have also examined the evolution of 
socioeconomic gaps in literacy as children 
move through school.16 In a recent study, 
Katherine Magnuson, Elizabeth Washbrook, 
and I examined the trajectory of such gaps in 
reading (and math) scores from kindergarten 
to eighth grade, using data from the ECLS-K 
for children who were in kindergarten in 
1998.17 The gaps between children with 
parents with low, medium, and high levels of 
education held relatively constant between 
fall and spring of kindergarten but widened 
thereafter. In particular, children with highly 
educated parents pulled away from the 
others over time, while children with the 
least educated parents lost ground. Detailed 
regression results indicated that children of 
the highly educated parents scored 10 points 
higher on reading than children of the least 
educated parents at age five, with this gap 
increasing significantly to 37 points by age 
fourteen. By age fourteen, in fact, children 
with the least educated parents had mean 
reading scores that were about the same 
as the scores of nine-year-olds with highly 

educated parents. Results for socioeconomic 
status defined by family income, rather than 
by parental education, were similar.18 

That gaps in reading remain steady or even 
narrow a bit in the first year or two of school 
but then widen thereafter has implications 
for identifying out-of-school explanations for 
the gap after school entry. Any such explana-
tions would have to involve factors that are 
not influential during the first few years of 
school but become important thereafter. 
Examples might include more complex learn-
ing items or activities, such as a computer in 
the home, or perhaps peer and community 
influences that would be expected to increase 
in importance as children age. 

The widening socioeconomic status gaps in 
literacy may also result at least in part from 
differences in learning during the summer 
months, when children typically are not 
enrolled in school. The U.S. education 
system is distinctive in its long summer 
vacations, during which children from 
families of higher socioeconomic status are 
more likely than their less advantaged peers 
to attend summer camps, participate in 
family travel, or benefit from other learning 
and enrichment activities. Researchers have 
thus hypothesized that children from disad-
vantaged families will experience a relative 
“summer learning loss,” and empirical studies 
have generally tended to support this hypoth-
esis.19 A 1996 meta-analysis of thirteen 
studies found that low-income students in 
elementary and middle school lost ground in 
reading over the summer months both in 
absolute terms and relative to their higher-
income peers (who actually improved their 
word recognition skills over the summer).20 
More recent studies, using data from the 
ECLS-K, provide new evidence on summer 
learning loss between kindergarten and first 
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grade.21 As noted, socioeconomic status-
related gaps in reading tend to narrow 
between kindergarten and first grade, 
suggesting that early school experiences are 
equalizing, but analyses focused on the 
summer between the spring of kindergarten 
and fall of first grade find that they widen. 
This research thus confirms the important 
role of summer learning loss in contributing 
to socioeconomic status-related gaps in 
literacy. 

Racial and Ethnic Gaps
Gaps in early literacy (and other academic 
outcomes) between black and white children 
have been widely documented and studied. 
Black-white gaps in literacy are already large 
at school entry, and the gaps roughly double 
over the school years, although estimates 
vary depending on the specific data set and 
measures used.22 Explanations for these gaps, 
and for their evolution during the school 
years, are less clear. Particularly difficult is 
disentangling the relative role of differences 
in socioeconomic status and other factors 
associated with race and ethnicity.

A recent issue of the Future of Children 
on “School Readiness: Closing Racial and 
Ethnic Gaps,” edited by Cecilia Rouse, 
Jeanne Brooks-Gunn, and Sara McLanahan, 
analyzed a variety of possible explanations 
for these disparities and concluded that as 
much as half of the black-white gap in school 
readiness in literacy (and other academic 
outcomes) could be explained by differences 
in parenting.23 In their article in that issue, 
Jeanne Brooks-Gunn and Lisa Markman 
documented striking racial differences in 
parenting: in particular, on average, black 
parents talked less to their children, were less 
likely to read to them daily, and had fewer 
reading materials in their homes, all of which 
would be expected to result in poorer literacy 

among the children.24 Another important 
explanation, which Janet Currie estimated 
might account for up to one-quarter of the 
black-white gap in early school readiness, 
involved racial differences in maternal and 
child health and health-related behaviors 
(including maternal depression and breast 
feeding).25 Katherine Magnuson and I, 
reviewing differentials in the quality and type 
of early childhood education and care that 
black and white children receive, estimated 
that improving the quality of Head Start, the 
federal early childhood education program 
for low-income children that enrolls many 
black children, could close up to 10 percent 
of black-white gaps in school readiness.26 

As noted, a challenge in explaining black-
white gaps in literacy is sorting out the role 
played by differences in socioeconomic 
status. Black children are much more likely 
than white children to grow up in poverty, 
with single parents, and with parents who are 
poorly educated. In their article in the Future 
of Children issue on school readiness, Greg 
Duncan and Katherine Magnuson estimated 
that such circumstances might account for 
as much as half of the early black-white test 
score gaps, in line with earlier estimates by 
Valerie Lee and David Burkam, but they cau-
tioned that their estimate was likely to be too 

Particularly difficult is 
disentangling the relative 
role of differences in 
socioeconomic status and 
other factors associated with 
race and ethnicity.
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high to the extent that socioeconomic status is 
correlated with other important factors, such 
as parenting, health, and child care.27 Rouse, 
Brooks-Gunn, and McLanahan concluded 
that although the varying estimates offered 
by contributors to the volume cannot simply 
be added up because the factors involved are 
likely to overlap and interact, nevertheless 
most of the black-white gap in early literacy 
can be accounted for by differences in par-
enting, health and health-related behaviors, 
early childhood education, and socioeco-
nomic status, consistent with recent estimates 
by Roland Fryer and Steve Levitt of gaps in 
reading (and math) in the ECLS-K.28

Although more work remains to be done 
in understanding the reasons for the black-
white gap in early literacy, the evidence sug-
gests that parenting is very important—just as 
it is in explaining socioeconomic literacy gaps. 
Health and health-related behaviors and early 
childhood education also likely play a role. As 
noted, separating the contributions of socio-
economic status from those of other factors 
remains challenging, because socioeconomic 
status and race are correlated. 

As with socioeconomic literacy gaps, the 
black-white gaps in early literacy tend to 
widen during the school years, so that black 
children lag even further behind their white 
peers as they move through school. Because 
other articles in this issue consider the role 
of schools themselves in widening or narrow-
ing gaps in later literacy, I review only the 
research findings regarding the role of out-of-
school factors. 

Potentially consequential out-of-school expla-
nations for later black-white literacy gaps 
include differences in parent characteristics 
and home environments, youth behavior and 
attitudes, and community attributes such as 

crime. Hypothesizing that changes over time 
may help shed light on how best to explain 
the gaps, several analysts have evaluated the 
competing explanations by comparing trend 
data from periods when black-white gaps for 
school-age children and youth were narrow-
ing to data from periods when gaps were 
stagnant or widening.29 Meredith Phillips, 
analyzing an extensive set of youth behaviors, 
such as reading for pleasure, doing home-
work, and watching television, and parent 
behaviors, such as limiting television use, 
found no strong correlation between dif-
ferential trends in these behaviors for black 
and white youth and trends in black-white 
test score gaps.30 Research by Ron Ferguson, 
however, suggests that differences in youth 
culture may help explain not only some of the 
differential trends in black-white test scores 
over time but also test score differences at 
a specific time.31 In particular, Ferguson 
has argued that the rise of hip-hop culture 
and rap music coincided with, and may help 
explain, a relative decline in black youth 
reading scores.32 

As noted, research shows that differential 
summer learning loss helps to account for 
some of the lower reading achievement 
of children of low socioeconomic status. 
Evidence on summer learning loss and 
black-white reading disparities has been 
less clear. Studies using the ECLS-K data 
between kindergarten and first grade have 
tended to find that reading gaps between 
black and white children—unlike gaps by 
socioeconomic status—do not widen during 
that summer.33 

Fewer studies have examined gaps in early 
literacy for Hispanic children, although 
research in this area is growing rapidly. 
Because substantial portions of Hispanic 
children are immigrants or children of 
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immigrants, I review research on Hispanic 
children in general as well as studies focused 
specifically on nonimmigrant Hispanic 
children in this section. I discuss research on 
immigrant children and children of immi-
grants in a separate section below. 

The Future of Children issue on racial and 
ethnic gaps in school readiness considered 
Hispanic-white gaps as well as black-white 
gaps and found different explanations for 
them. Although parenting and socioeconomic 
status were important in explaining both, 
other contributing factors differed. In par-
ticular, Katherine Magnuson and I estimated 
that equalizing access to center-based pre-
school, in which Hispanic children are signifi-
cantly underenrolled, could close as much as 
26 percent of the Hispanic-white gaps, with 
improvements in Head Start closing another 
4–8 percent. The role of early childhood 
education and care, we concluded, was much 
more important in explaining Hispanic-white 
gaps in school readiness than in explaining 
black-white gaps. 

Another important difference between 
black-white gaps and Hispanic-white gaps 
in literacy (and other academic outcomes) is 
their trajectory after school entry. Although 
black-white gaps widen after school entry, 
Hispanic-white gaps tend either to narrow 
or to hold stable during the school years.34 
As Sean Reardon and Claudia Galindo have 
pointed out, that discrepancy suggests that 
the sources of the gaps during the school 
years must be different for the two groups.35 
One possibility, they say, is that black youth, 
but not Hispanic youth, go on to attend 
poorer-quality schools, an experience that 
widens the gap. A second possibility is that 
conditions associated with black youths’ 
parents and their home environments lower 
both school readiness and subsequent 

achievement, while Hispanic youths’ initially 
poor school readiness may have more to do 
with issues involving language, which are 
remedied in their first few years of school (as 
discussed further below). 

Gaps for Children of Immigrants
The literacy skills of children of immigrants 
vary widely at school entry, with some groups 
(for example, children of Asian parents) 
tending to perform significantly better than 
children of native-born parents while oth-
ers (for example, children of Latin American 
parents) tend to perform significantly worse.36 
Differences in socioeconomic resources 
between immigrant families and native-born 
families explain a portion, but not all, of these 
early advantages or disadvantages.37 More 
important explanations are the language 
spoken in the home and parental English lan-
guage proficiency, which account for a large 
portion of the differences in early literacy, 
particularly when (as is most commonly the 
case) children are assessed in English only. 

In a recent study of children entering kin-
dergarten, Wen-Jui Han, RaeHyuck Lee, 
and I used data from the Early Childhood 
Longitudinal Study, Birth Cohort, to explore 
the relative importance of family resources, 
such as parental income and education 
as well as language, and aspects of family 
process, such as parenting as well as parental 
employment and child care usage, in explain-
ing differences in early reading (and other 
dimensions of school readiness) between 
children of immigrants and children of 
native-born parents.38 Focusing on children 
of Mexican immigrants, who tend to have 
below-average early reading scores, and 
children of Chinese immigrants, who tend to 
have above-average scores, the study found 
that having fewer socioeconomic resources 
explained some but not all of the lower scores 
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of children of Mexican immigrants. More 
important was the lack of English proficiency 
among parents and their tendency to speak 
Spanish at home. For children of Chinese 
immigrants, having greater socioeconomic 
resources was one factor in their higher early 
reading scores, while using Chinese at home 
was a factor in their lower scores, but even 
after controlling for both, children of Chinese 
immigrants still had higher scores, suggest-
ing that some other factors were at work. The 
study also found notable differences in family 
process between children of immigrants and 
children of native-born parents. For example, 
consistent with earlier research, Han, Lee, 
and I found that children of Mexican parents 
were much less likely than other children to 
be enrolled in school- or center-based child 
care.39 The lower likelihood of children of 
Mexican parents being enrolled in child care, 
however, played only a small role in explain-
ing their lower early reading scores. Robert 
Crosnoe reached a similar conclusion in his 
analysis of early math scores using data from 
the ECLS-K.40 Findings from studies like 
these suggest that although enrolling children 
of immigrants in school- or center-based 
child care preschool programs would improve 
their early reading, it probably would not 
close the gaps between them and the chil-
dren of native-born parents.41 

That a lack of exposure to the English 
language is so important in explaining the 
poorer early literacy skills among children of 
immigrants raises the possibility that their 
initial deficits in literacy might be relatively 
short-lived and might diminish over time as 
they learn English in school. In fact, a fair 
amount of evidence suggests that this is the 
case. Analyses of the academic trajectories of 
children of immigrants find that, to a large 
extent, initial gaps at school entry begin to 
close as the children move through school, 

although these patterns vary by immigrant 
group.42 A study by Wen-Jui Han that fol-
lowed children in the ECLS-K from kinder-
garten to third grade found that children of 
Latin American parents made more rapid 
gains in reading (and math) than other 
groups, thus narrowing the gaps in test scores 
between them and other groups over time.43 
Sean Reardon and Claudia Galindo, also 
using ECLS-K, found that gaps in reading 
between children of Latin American parents 
and other groups narrowed rapidly in kinder-
garten and first grade but were then stable 
to fifth grade.44 Both these studies suggest 
that in-school factors, in particular language 
instruction, are effective at narrowing literacy 
gaps for children of immigrants who start 
school with below-average literacy skills and 
that out-of-school factors (such as low levels 
of socioeconomic resources) do not seem to 
play a major role in hindering the academic 
progress of children of immigrants once they 
are in school.

Discussion and Policy Implications
As Reardon, Valentino, and Shores make 
clear in their article in this issue, the United 
States does not have one literacy problem 
but rather several different problems. Gaps 
in early literacy, for example, vary depend-
ing on the group considered. Similarly, the 
factors underlying those early gaps vary, as 
do the ways those gaps evolve as children 
move through school. Solutions to literacy 
problems, therefore, will need to be tailored 
depending on which group is being targeted. 

For children from socioeconomically disad-
vantaged homes, the evidence is quite strong 
that differences in parenting are important 
in explaining early literacy problems, and 
thus that parenting programs that promote 
reading and other literacy-related activities 
in the home in early childhood may help 



48    THE FUTURE OF CHILDREN   

Jane Waldfogel

boost literacy. The same seems true for black 
and Hispanic children, for whom evidence 
likewise strongly suggests that parenting dif-
ferences are consequential for early child-
hood literacy. Although the evidence on the 
effectiveness of parenting interventions has 
been mixed, several recent experimental 
evaluations have shown that interventions can 
increase the time parents spend reading to 
their children and improve other aspects of 
parenting, leading to better child outcomes, 
including literacy skills.45 Differences in 
parental education also play a role, suggesting 
that public investments in education would 
pay off not just in the labor market but also 
in improved home environments and school 
achievement for children. 

For children of immigrants, language seems 
to be the dominant influence in early literacy 
problems. Encouragingly, many of these chil-
dren, even if lagging initially in literacy, seem 
to catch up quite quickly once they start 
school.46 So the policy solutions here may 
have more to do with ensuring both that such 
children receive high-quality language and 
literacy instruction when they start school 
and that they are not penalized for any early 
problems in literacy. In addition, Hispanic 
children and children of immigrants could 
particularly benefit from expanded access to 
quality preschool programs (such as universal 
prekindergarten), which have been shown to 
improve school achievement, with particu-
larly large benefits for at-risk groups.47 

Analysts have made less progress in under-
standing out-of-school factors in later literacy. 
What the research to date suggests, however, 
is that whatever role such factors play is 
neither simple nor constant across groups. 
Early literacy problems for some groups 
(such as black youth) worsen over time, while 
for other groups (such as Hispanic youth) 

literacy gaps narrow during the school years, 
and for yet others (such as disadvantaged 
children) the evolution of the gaps displays 
both some convergence and widening. To 
the extent that initial literacy problems and 
their sources differ, it is perhaps not surpris-
ing that their subsequent evolution varies as 
well. A major task for future research will be 
to pin down the out-of-school factors associ-
ated with later literacy problems for specific 
groups and to identify appropriate solutions.

Despite these myriad variations, it is still 
possible to draw some general conclusions 
about policies to address widening gaps in 
later literacy. For instance, a growing body of 
evidence suggests that interventions to 
address summer learning loss can help keep 
disadvantaged students from losing ground, 
or even help them make gains, in literacy 
during the summer months. A 2000 meta-
analysis of thirteen studies and a 2011 review 
of thirteen later studies found that summer 
programs can raise student achievement.48 
Many school districts have made learning 
gains through summer school programs 
(whether mandatory or voluntary).49 And 
several recent experimental studies have 
found that home-based summer programs 
that provide books to children have led to 
reading gains for certain at-risk groups, such 
as low-income children or black children, 
although not for English Language 
Learners.50 

It is important to stress that the negative 
influence of out-of-school factors on literacy 
progress during the school years need not be 
addressed solely, or even primarily, through 
out-of-school programs. As ample evidence 
shows, many disadvantaged children attend 
schools whose literacy-related resources and 
experiences are so poor as to amplify the neg-
ative influence of out-of-school disadvantages 
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that at-risk children face.51 Teachers can and 
should work to provide the experiences and 
skills that socioeconomically disadvantaged 
and other at-risk children are not receiving at 
home. Recent studies provide some evidence 
about the types of practices that make teach-
ers more effective in helping disadvantaged 
children keep up with their better-off peers 
in reading.52 

That out-of-school factors contribute— 
sometimes in major ways—to literacy gaps, 
does not relieve schools of the responsibility 
to try to close such gaps. Rather, research on 
the out-of-school sources of literacy problems 
can help practitioners and policy makers 
better understand which children are likely 
to encounter problems in literacy and why, as 
well as what schools and others can do to 
address those problems so that all children in 
this country attain the literacy skills they will 
need to succeed in today’s economy and 
society. 
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