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Introduction
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Parental Involvement in 
Early Science
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• Early science experiences can provide a foundation for 
a variety of skills

• Parents can play an important role in improving their 
children’s literacy and math learning 

• Similarly parent involvement could be vital in improving 
children’s science learning—especially given  many 
early education programs do not address science

• Parental involvement may be particularly important for 
first-generation children, who are more likely to be in 
parental care and less likely to be in center-based care.
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This Study
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• Purpose: Explore how parents and caregivers 
view their role in supporting their three- to six-
year-old children’s learning, particularly 
science.

• This presentation also examines whether 
Latino parents’ experiences differ from other 
parents in the study. 
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Research Question
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How do parents and caregivers help their young 
children learn in general and learn science 
in particular? 

• What are parents’ attitudes and beliefs 
about children’s early learning?

• How do parents support their children’s 
early learning? 
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Methods
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National Survey

Ready To Learn Research Update

• National telephone survey of 1,442 parents with at 
least one 3-6-year-old child living at home

• 909 families (63%) had an annual household income 
of $50,000 or less

• 289 parents of Hispanic or Latino origin



Ready To Learn Research Update

• Eight focus groups with a total of 65 families in three locations

• Two home visits with 10 families
(selected from focus group 
participants to ensure variety of 
comfort with science and use of 
digital media)

• Science journal between home visits

Qualitative Study



Results
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Responsibility for Learning

of parents
Report that they want to be involved in their 
children’s education
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Responsibility for Learning

of Latino parents
Report that their child will not learn everything 
they need to know in school.
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74%
85% of all parents



Parent perceptions of the 
importance of science
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Parents Say
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I think high school is a good time for them 
to learn science. I think it's overrated, 
seriously, because my daughter, she's in 
first grade, and they're teaching her 
science, and she looks at me like, "What 
the heck am I supposed to learn with this?" 
…I think they should focus on other things 
more important than science. I know it's 
going to be more important at one point 
because it has to do with math and 
everything, but right now I don't feel that it's 
necessary in the first grade. 



Parents Say
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It's important for education. It's 
important for the kids to know, like you 
says, where's the food come from? It's 
important to know how is the water we 
drink so clean if we know it comes from 
a reservoir that's full of yucky stuff. It's 
very important to educate them. 



Confidence
Percentage of Parents Who Feel “Very Confident” in their Ability 
to Help Their Children Learn Age-Appropriate Skills



Confidence

61%

49%

61%

36%

71%

55%
66%

33%

83% 81% 79%

50%

90% 91%

67% 65%

Reading and writing Mathematics Social and behavioral
skills

Science

Less than high school High school grad Some college College grad+

Percentage of Latino Parents Who Feel “Very Confident” in their Ability 
to Help Their Children Learn Age-Appropriate Skills, by Parent 
Education



Parents described their confidence about science 
in terms of their ability to…
• answer spontaneous questions, and
• communicate information appropriately.
Some Latino parents also talked about 
challenges related to language in particular.

What Parents Talk About When They Talk About Learning: A National Survey

Confidence



Learning Activities
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Percentage of Parents Who Report Engaging in Learning 
Activities With Their Child Daily
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Science Activities
Percentage of Parents Who Report Engaging in Science-Related 
Learning Activities With Their Child Daily



95%

61%

94%

62%

94%

62%

92%

59%

94%

48%

Engaged in one or more general
learning activity

Engaged in one or more science
learning activity

Less than $25,000 $25,000-$50,000 $50,000-$75,000 $75,000-$100,000 $100,000 or higher
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Science Activities
Low-income parents reported engaging in science-related 
activities more frequently than higher-income parents
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Science Activities
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Parents Say
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I don't know if it counts, but when I go to 

the market, my kids help me to pick the 

fruits and vegetables.



Parents Say
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In our community, we're doing a farm, so 

right now we're planting, and we're learning 

about how the plants survive, how many 

times they should be watered a day, 

especially in the sun, what kind of food it's 

going to give us and what we can create 

out of that food.



Supports
Percentage of Parents Who Reported That a Given Support Would 
Help “a Lot” in Doing More Science at Home 



Supports
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Percentage of Parents Who Reported That a Given Support Would Help 
“a Lot” in Doing More Science at Home, by Family Income

77% 76% 74%
79%

68%
63%67% 63%

57%
51%

39%
31%
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Supports
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Percentage of Latino Parents Who Reported That a Given Support 
Would Help “a Lot” in Doing More Science at Home, by Ethnicity

34%
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Parents Say

I think identifying ideas that ... I can do without it 

being, you know—I don’t know if this is going to 

sound bad—but, like, a really huge thing. Because 

we’re super stressed for time, too. So, I can’t go and 

make her something that’s going to take, you know, 

20 minutes to set up and 30 minutes to do, and then 

an hour to clean it off everything…
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Parents Say
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Whatever I can really scrounge up. If she 

wants to learn something about animals, or 

basic animals like hamsters or turtles or 

fishes, I go to Petco, because I need to get 

food for the dogs, and she loves looking at 

animals, fishes, especially we pass by 

Walmart or anywhere, she'll ask me 

questions now and then. "Oh, look, a little 

crab," and I'm like, "Sorry, it's fake." 



Discussion
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Supporting Parents

• All parents are interested and invested in 
their children’s education.

• Many may not recognize the role they 
play in science exploration.

• Inspiration, encouragement, ideas and 
accessible resources may help. 
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Thank You
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Report available at

http://www.edc.org/what-parents-talk-about



References

33

Berkowitz, T., Schaeffer, M. W., Maloney, E. A., Peterson, L., Gregor, C., Levine, S. C., & 
Beilock, S. L. (2015). Math at home adds up to achievement in school. Science, 350(6257), 
196-198.

Blank, R. K. (2013). Science instructional time is declining in elementary schools: What are 
the implications for student achievement and closing the gap? Science Education, 97(6), 
830–847. 

Burgess, S. R., Hecht, S. A., & Lonigan, C. J. (2002). Relations of the home literacy 
environment (HLE) to the development of reading-related abilities: A one-year longitudinal 
study. Reading Research Quarterly, 37(4), 408–426.

Bustamante, A. S., White, L. J., & Greenfield, D. B. (2017). Approaches to learning and 
school readiness in Head Start: Applications to preschool science. Learning and Individual 
Differences, 56, 112–118.

DeBaryshe, B. D., & Binder, J. C. (1994). Development of an instrument for measuring 
parental beliefs about reading aloud to young children. Perceptual and Motor 
Skills, 78(3_suppl), 1303–1311.

What Parents Talk About When They Talk About Learning: A National Survey



What Parents Talk About When They Talk About Learning: A National Survey 34

Kuhn, D. (2011). What is scientific thinking and how does it develop? In U. Goswami (Ed.), 
Wiley-Blackwood handbook of childhood cognitive development (2nd ed., pp. 497–523). 
Oxford, UK: Blackwell Publishing Ltd.

Morgan, P. L., Farkas, G., Hillemeier, M. M., & Maczuga, S. (2016). Science achievement gaps 
begin very early, persist, and are largely explained by modifiable factors. Educational 
Researcher, 45(1), 
18–35.

National Center for Education Statistics (2011). Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, 
Kindergarten Class of 
2010–11. Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Education Institute of Education Sciences.

National Center for Education Statistics (2012). National Household Education Survey.
Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Education Institute of Education Sciences.

Nayfeld, I., Fuccillo, J., & Greenfield, D. B. (2013). Executive functions in early learning: 
Extending the relationship between executive functions and school readiness to 
science. Learning and Individual Differences, 26, 81–88.

Niklas, F., Nguyen, C., Cloney, D. S., Tayler, C., & Adams, R. (2016). Self-report measures of 
the home learning environment in large scale research: Measurement properties and 
associations with key developmental outcomes. Learning Environments Research, 19(2), 
181–202.



What Parents Talk About When They Talk About Learning: A National Survey 35

Peterson, S. M., & French, L. (2008). Supporting young children’s explanations through 
inquiry science in preschool. Early Childhood Research Quarterly, 23(3), 395–408.

Rideout, V. (2014). Learning at home: Families’ educational media use in America. New 
York, NY: The Joan Ganz Cooney Center at Sesame Workshop

Sénéchal, M., & LeFevre, J. A. (2002). Parental involvement in the development of 
children’s reading skill: A five-year longitudinal study. Child Development, 73(2), 445–
460.

Skwarchuk, S. L., Sowinski, C., & LeFevre, J. A. (2014). Formal and informal home learning 
activities in relation to children’s early numeracy and literacy skills: The development of 
a home numeracy model. Journal of Experimental Child Psychology, 121, 63–84.

Wright, T. S., & Neuman, S. B. (2014). Paucity and disparity in kindergarten oral vocabulary 
instruction. Journal of Literacy Research, 46(3), 330–357.



Parent support for 
child’s learning at the 

home:
Parent behaviors and 

engagement with child 
at home

Provision of materials 
and resources

Parent motivation

Self-efficacy

Beliefs about parent 
role in child’s education

Beliefs about important 
early learning content 

and skills

Parent perceptions of 
invitations for 
involvement

Child  needs, interests, 
requests, age

School/teacher 
requests

Parent perceptions of 
context

Time and energy

Skills and knowledge

Access to materials and 
resources

Adapted from Walker, Wilkins, Dallaire, Sandler & Hoover-
Dempsey 2005



Parents Say
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Parent 1: Yes, because if they ask 
you something [about science] that 
we still don't know... We have to be 
prepared, we have to know the 
answer to each question that our 
children ask us.

Parent 2: And if you don't know the 
answer it's difficult to talk to them and 
elaborate in their language...



Media Resources

• Young children use educational media & 
science-related media regularly. 

• Additional resources for everyday science 
have potential to help parents and 
children. 
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• 94% of parents reported that their child 
watched educational TV shows or videos in the 
past month.

• 84% of parents reported that their child had 
played a digital game or app in the past month.

Digital Media Supports
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Digital Media Supports

Types of Science Media Children Use, by Frequency of Use
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Many children use science media weekly or more



Digital Media Supports
Parents’ report of supports they provide while using science media, among 
parents who used science media in the last month 



• Parents most frequently use science media to 
search for answers to specific questions

• View science media as entertainment rather 
than educational

• Lack of explicit goals for children’s use of 
science media
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Digital Media Supports


