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Abstract 

In this chapter, we consider the role of the home literacy environment (HLE) in the development 

of children at elevated risk of reading difficulties through a familial history of dyslexia. 

Characterized by difficulties in word-level literacy and underpinned by differences in 

phonological processing, dyslexia is both highly heritable and aetiologically complex. We first 

consider patterns of gene-environment interplay in reading development within a ‘multiple 

deficit’ framework. We review findings from prospective, longitudinal studies of dyslexia from 

various countries in relation to the HLE, before outlining findings from two studies in detail: The 

Wellcome Language and Reading Project in the UK, and the On Track study in Norway. There is 

growing evidence that a rich HLE can be protective in the reading trajectories of children at 

familial risk of dyslexia; and conversely, impoverished early literacy experiences combine with 

other risk factors to inhibit literacy trajectories. We consider the implications of this research 

base for the conceptualization of HLE and intervention design. 
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The nature and aetiology of reading difficulties  

Reading difficulties run in families: the likelihood of a child developing dyslexia is up to 

four times greater if they have a parent or a sibling with reading difficulties, than if they do not 

(Snowling & Melby-Lervag, 2016). Twin studies have established that the familial nature of 

dyslexia is in large part due to genetically inherited traits: individual differences in literacy skills 

are strongly influenced by genetic factors, with heritability estimates of approximately 70%. 

These estimates are similar across the whole range of ability, and across cultures, languages, and 

education systems (Andreola et al., 2021; Olson et al., 2014). This apparently straightforward 

finding opens up a set of interesting and much more nuanced questions: How are literacy skills 

transmitted across generations – or put another way, what are the underlying building blocks of 

literacy that are inherited? Since reading is not 100% heritable, what are the specific 

environmental factors contributing to the non-genetic variance? And perhaps most importantly, 

how do the genetic factors that influence reading interact with the environment of a developing 

reader? 

Reading is a complex skill that draws on multiple underlying cognitive processes, as well 

as explicit teaching and experience. It requires the young reader to ‘crack the code’ of the visual 

writing system, and map this onto existing linguistic knowledge and comprehension. The 

distinction between the code-based aspects of reading and the oral language substrate has been 

formalized in the Simple View of Reading framework, which attributes individual differences in 

reading comprehension to variability in those two broad domains (Hoover & Gough, 1990). This 

structure is also reflected in the underlying aetiology: decoding skills in particular seem to be 

largely driven by inherited genetic factors, while broader oral language skills and reading 

comprehension – while also heritable – appear to also be more influenced by environmental 
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factors (Tosto et al., 2017). This is important to bear in mind when considering how these 

aspects of language and literacy skills are transmitted through the family, and how environmental 

factors – such as the HLE – may interact with a child’s intrinsic strengths and weaknesses. 

The hallmark of dyslexia is difficulty in word-level literacy skills, and in particular 

decoding and reading fluency (Carroll et al., in press). In turn, decoding builds on core pre-

literacy skills including phonological awareness, rapid retrieval of visual-phonological mappings 

(usually indexed by Rapid Automatized Naming tasks), and knowledge of letter sounds. A large 

and well-established body of literature has demonstrated that these predictors of decoding are 

also excellent markers of dyslexia: children with early weaknesses in these foundational skills 

are highly likely to go on to meet criteria for dyslexia (Catts et al., 2001; Hulme & Snowling, 

2014; Puolakanaho et al., 2007). Further, beyond confirming a reliable association, there is 

strong evidence that phonological deficits are a key causal factor in reading difficulties, and that 

this phonological deficit is part of what is transmitted across generations in families with 

dyslexia. Not only do parents and children with dyslexia have weaker phonological skills, but so 

do siblings whose reading skills fall within the normal range, and who appear to be ‘unaffected’ 

by dyslexia (Snowling et al., 2003). Phonological skills, like reading itself, have also been shown 

to be heritable in twin studies, and the genetic influences on phonology in pre-readers continue to 

be important for reading once formal instruction begins (Byrne et al., 2009). 

However, phonological skills on their own cannot account for the variability seen within 

dyslexia: not all children with dyslexia have a phonological deficit (Carroll et al., 2016). Nor can 

they account for the frequent overlap with difficulties in other domains, such as language, 

mathematics, or attention (Moll, 2022). These findings have led to the development of a 

‘multiple deficit’ model, which proposes that instead of a single core cognitive deficit that can 
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account for a condition like dyslexia, constellations of risk and protective factors combine to 

shape literacy – and related – outcomes (Catts et al., 2024; Pennington, 2006). A corollary of this 

proposal is that risks may accumulate to increase the likelihood of a poor literacy outcome 

(Hayiou-Thomas et al., 2017, 2020).  For instance, children who enter school with weaknesses in 

broad oral language skills such as vocabulary and grammar, are more likely to struggle with 

reading than children with isolated phonological deficits (Bishop & Adams, 1990; Adlof & 

Hogan, 2018; Peterson, Pennington, Shriberg & Boada, 2009; Hayiou-Thomas et al., 2017). 

Similarly, children whose ‘pre-literacy’ skills are weak alongside weak executive function – 

which serves to regulate many aspects of behaviour and cognition – are more likely to meet 

criteria for dyslexia later in childhood. Conversely, children whose pre-literacy skills are just as 

weak, but have strengths in executive function or oral language skills, appear to be less at risk of 

severe literacy difficulties (Thompson et al., 2015). 

Although much work is still needed to map out how particular combinations of risk and 

protective factors might shape outcomes, the ‘multiple deficit’ framework is consistent with our 

current understanding of genetic risk for neurodevelopmental conditions, and their transmission 

within families. Genes do not code for reading per se, but rather for the neurocognitive ‘building 

blocks’ of reading, and genetic factors for dyslexia overlap with those for ADHD (van Bergen et 

al., 2023; Wilcutt et al., 2007), and mathematics and language difficulties (Hayiou-Thomas et al., 

2010; Kovas et al., 2007). Adding to the complexity of this picture is the fundamental concept of 

gene-environment interplay: whatever intrinsic predispositions, strengths or weaknesses a child 

brings to the task of reading, will also be influenced by the literacy – and broader – environment 

the child experiences. Similarly, the environment will itself be shaped at least in part by the 

(genetically influenced) interests and skills the child brings to the reading situation, a process 
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known as gene-environment correlation. A child born into a family with a history of dyslexia, 

who finds the task of learning to read difficult, may be less likely to read spontaneously for 

pleasure, thus reducing critical opportunities for practice. On the other hand, optimizing the 

literacy environment – whether by providing explicit literacy intervention, or engaging in 

rewarding shared storybook reading with younger children – can help to mitigate inherited 

literacy weaknesses, and shape a more positive trajectory for a young reader.  

Home literacy environment: Definitions and measurement 

The conceptualization of the HLE has evolved over the years, moving from a primary 

focus on shared book-reading to a broader understanding that encompasses a range of literacy-

related activities and attitudes within the family setting. These include both formal HLE, or 

direct instruction in print-related skills, and informal HLE activities, such as shared storybook 

reading, which are often characterized by their spontaneous and interactive nature (Ch X, 

Sénéchal this volume). A further important distinction to consider is that between active and 

passive HLE (Burgess et al., 2002): in the case of active HLE, parents directly interact with their 

child in literacy-related activities, while in passive HLE, parents act as reading models (e.g., by 

reading for pleasure themselves) or provide resources for children’s independent reading (e.g., 

books in the home, trips to the library). Integrating across the formal/informal and active/passive 

dimensions, Esmaeeli (2023) argues for a fine-grained, multifactorial model of the informal HLE 

that encompasses three distinct but interrelated factors: shared book reading (active), access to 

print (passive) and parents’ reading interests and habits (passive). Beyond describing the nature 

of the HLE, these models make important predictions about the impact of different aspects of 

HLE on children’s literacy development: while formal HLE has been shown to be consistently 

predictive of code-based skills (Justice & Ezell, 2000; Sénéchal & LeFevre, 2002), informal 
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HLE – with its emphasis on rich contextualized language experiences – is critical for developing 

narrative understanding (Levy et al., 2006; Niklas & Schneider, 2013). Moreover, while in 

general active HLE appears to be more influential than passive HLE, “access to print” is 

considered to be crucial for promoting early literacy skills.  

  

Early findings on HLE and reading difficulties 

Prospective longitudinal studies allow the identification of early predictors of reading 

difficulties. According to the logic of this study design, children are recruited before they start to 

learn to read formally, i.e., from birth or preschool age, and those who are more likely to go on to 

have reading difficulties are purposely over-represented. Given that dyslexia is highly heritable, 

this typically means recruiting children with dyslexic first-degree relatives. Predictor variables 

may be at the child level (e.g., early language and cognitive skills), parent level (e.g., parental 

reading skills) and/or contextual level (e.g., home literacy practices, family socioeconomic 

status).  

The first prospective studies of dyslexia were mainly concerned with identifying child-

level cognitive predictors (e.g., Pennington & LeFly, 2001; Scarborough, 1990). However, 

studies that included measures of parental reading skills, habits and/or home literacy practices 

reported subtle patterns of difference between children who later went on to be identified as 

dyslexic in comparison to those who did not. Scarborough et al. (1991) reported that children 

who were identified as poor readers in Grade 2 had experienced less shared reading in the home 

and showed less intrinsic interest in print during the preschool years than their peers with 

expected level reading skills, both with and without a family history of reading difficulties. By 

contrast, in a Danish sample, Elbrø et al. (1998) reported no differences in preschool experiences 
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of shared reading between children who went on to be identified as dyslexic compared with 

those who did not. Moreover, dyslexic parents read with their children as much as non-dyslexic 

parents, regardless of their child’s later reading status. There were, however, small differences in 

parents’ own reading habits, such that mothers of children who went on to be identified as 

dyslexic reported less work-related reading compared with those whose children were identified 

as typical readers. Contrastingly, Snowling and colleagues’ first prospective study in the UK 

reported no association between parental reading habits and child literacy outcomes in families 

with a history of dyslexia (Snowling et al., 2007). Although literacy experiences in the early 

years were not measured in this study, by 12 to 13 years, dyslexic children had less print 

exposure and read for pleasure less often than their non-dyslexic peers. This pattern of findings is 

consistent with the idea of active gene-environment correlation, such that children with reading 

difficulties are less likely to seek out experiences with print (Harlaar et al., 2007; van Bergen et 

al., 2018). Overall, the results of early prospective studies of dyslexia are suggestive of subtle 

differences in home literacy experiences for dyslexic children in comparison to non-dyslexic 

peers; however, small sample sizes and differences in measurement between studies limit 

interpretation of these findings. 

The Dutch Dyslexia Programme combined a prospective longitudinal study with genetic 

analysis and intervention programmes (van der Leij et al., 2013). Single questionnaire items 

tapping parent-child shared reading, library membership and the number of books in the home 

(i.e., informal HLE) did not distinguish between those children with a familial history of dyslexia 

who went on to develop dyslexia themselves from those whose reading skills developed typically 

(van Bergen et al., 2011). In an analysis using a larger sample from the programme, HLE 

measures similarly did not distinguish between reading groups, whereas parental reading skills 
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were related to children’s reading status at age 9 (van Bergen et al., 2014). Findings from this 

study confirm that the HLE is very unlikely to have a simple causal relation with reading 

difficulties, but do not allow examination of the circumstances in which home literacy 

experiences may be protective in the development of children with a familial history of dyslexia. 

The Jyvåskylå Longitudinal Study of Dyslexia is perhaps the longest-running prospective 

study of this kind. In 1993, a birth cohort of 200 Finnish children, half with a familial history of 

dyslexia, was recruited to the study. Children were followed longitudinally from birth, allowing 

insight into early neurobiological, cognitive and contextual predictors of dyslexia, as well as 

analysis of developmental trajectories into adulthood (Lyytinen et al., 2015). In line with the 

Home Literacy Model (Sénéchal & LeFevre, 2002), parent-report measures were used to 

differentiate shared reading activities and direct parental teaching of literacy skills. These 

measures of ‘active’ HLE were supplemented by indices of children’s interest in reading, 

parental reading habits, and availability of books in the home. In this sample, where groups were 

matched for socioeconomic status, shared reading activity and children’s interest in books did 

not differ according to family history of dyslexia (Torppa, Poikkeus et al., 2007). However, 

children identified as poor readers by age 7 had experienced less shared reading before school 

age than good readers (Torppa, Tolvanen et al., 2007). In a longitudinal analysis from 2 to 15 

years, shared reading predicted children’s vocabulary and reading motivation, while direct 

parental teaching predicted emergent literacy skills. Both pathways contributed to reading 

comprehension at age 15, in line with the predictions of the Home Literacy Model (Torppa et al., 

2022). Importantly, family history of dyslexia was a significant moderator of several pathways 

within the model: shared reading in childhood, vocabulary and reading fluency were stronger 

predictors of adolescent reading comprehension in the familial risk group, while motivation was 



 8 

a more important predictor for adolescents without familial risk. These long-term effects of HLE 

point to a protective role of early shared reading with children with a familial history of dyslexia, 

via positive impact on the oral language foundations of reading comprehension. 

The Wellcome Language and Reading Project  

The Wellcome Language and Reading Project (WLRP) is a longitudinal study of language and 

literacy development based in York, UK, which followed children at family risk of dyslexia and 

children with preschool language difficulties including developmental language disorder (DLD), 

as well as a group of low-risk controls, from the ages of 3½ to 9 years (Snowling et al., 2015; 

2019). All children were assessed annually on an extensive battery of language and literacy 

skills, as well as on measures of broader cognition, attention and motor skills. The overall aims 

of the study were to characterize the developmental trajectories of children at high risk of 

dyslexia, to identify early precursors, and to examine the relationship between difficulties in 

literacy vs. broader oral language.  

In line with other family risk samples, we found that young children with a dyslexic 

parent or sibling were themselves more likely to meet criteria for dyslexia than the control group. 

The likelihood of dyslexia increased further if children were identified as having early language 

impairment, and particularly if those language difficulties persisted to the age of school entry. 

The core pre-literacy foundations of reading – phonological awareness, Rapid Automatized 

Naming, and letter sound knowledge – were strong early predictors of literacy outcomes and 

differentiated the dyslexic and developmental language disorder groups in the school years. Over 

and above these core predictors, weak executive function added to the risk, while strong 

executive function appeared to be protective, particularly at the age of school-entry (Snowling et 

al., 2019; Thompson et al., 2015). Taken together, these findings cohere with the existing 
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literature in showing that the family risk of dyslexia is transmitted in large part through the 

building blocks of word-level literacy skills, and that its effects are modulated by the broader 

language and executive function skills that a child brings to the task of learning to read when 

they begin school.  

Preschool HLE was measured at the second data collection point of the WLRP, when 

children were 4 years old. A structured family interview was conducted in person with each 

child’s primary caregiver, which included questions relating to home literacy practices, parental 

attitudes to reading, children’s interest in books, and socio-demographic correlates such as 

parental education level and occupational status (Hamilton, 2013). The HLE questions focused 

primarily on parent-child interactions (i.e., an ‘active’ conceptualization) and were designed to 

align with Sénéchal and LeFevre’s (2002) Home Literacy Model. Questions tapping the 

‘informal’ HLE related to the frequency of shared storybook reading in the home, the age of 

onset of shared reading and the frequency of library visits. The number of books in the home was 

included as an indirect indicator of storybook exposure in this study, rather than as a separate 

construct relating to resources in the home. Questions relating to the ‘formal’ HLE asked parents 

to estimate how often they helped their child to identify letters, to read words, and to write letters 

and words. Other items asked about children’s interest in reading, parents’ enjoyment of reading 

and parents’ views about the importance of reading with their preschool children. 

In addition to the interview, parents completed three checklist measures, in which they 

indicated which titles and authors of children’s books, and authors of adult fiction, they 

recognized from lists made up of target items and foils. The logic of title/author checklists is that 

parents who engage in more reading with their children are likely to be more familiar with the 

titles and authors of popular children’s books; likewise, parents who read for pleasure themselves 
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are likely to recognize more authors of adult fiction (Stanovich & West, 1989). Checklist 

measures thus serve as a proxy for reading behaviours, and unlike parent-report questions are not 

subject to social desirability bias. A limitation is that they rely on verbal memory, which may 

unduly penalize dyslexic respondents. Nonetheless, the checklist measures were found to have 

good reliability and validity in the WLRP sample (Hamilton, 2014).  

The HLE variables measured when children were 4 years were considered as predictors 

of foundational literacy skills one year later, and reading outcomes at age 6, in a longitudinal 

path model (Hamilton et al., 2016). In this analysis, the checklist measures alone were used as 

indicators of children’s exposure to storybooks, due to weak factor loadings of the parent-report 

questions. Results broadly supported the Home Literacy Model, since storybook exposure 

predicted children’s oral language skills at age 5, which in turn predicted reading comprehension 

a year later. Conversely, parents’ direct teaching of literacy skills predicted emergent literacy 

skills at age 5, which in turn predicted word-level literacy at age 6. The effect of family 

socioeconomic status on reading outcomes was partially mediated by the HLE. An unexpected 

finding was that storybook exposure also directly predicted emergent decoding (letter knowledge 

and early word reading) in both groups, and phonological awareness only for children with a 

familial history of dyslexia. It is possible, then, that storybook reading with young children with 

a familial history of dyslexia supports emergent literacy skills. An alternative explanation, 

however, is that the checklist measures used in this study are more influenced by parental 

literacy-related skills than self-report measures of shared storybook reading, which may act as a 

confound. 

The impact of a wider range of contextual variables on children’s development in the 

WLRP was considered by Dilnot et al. (2017). In this study, a ‘cumulative risk index’ was 
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calculated for each child, i.e., variables measuring HLE, socioeconomic status, family stresses 

and child health were dichotomized (risk/no risk) and summed to indicate the extent of children’s 

contextual and health vulnerabilities. Children with a familial history of dyslexia experienced 

more of these risks in the early years than their peers. Indices of HLE and child health predicted 

children’s foundational literacy skills, while HLE and family stresses predicted attention and 

behaviour at school entry. Importantly, familial risk of dyslexia was no longer a significant 

predictor of these school readiness skills when the environmental and health risks were 

controlled. These findings underscore the likelihood that one of the strongest unique indicators of 

whether a child will be identified with developmental dyslexia – i.e., their familial history of 

dyslexia – represents patterns of gene-environment interplay. 

Research relating early HLE to children’s later literacy skills has been critiqued for 

failing to control for parental skills, which raises the likelihood of false inferences about the 

causal role of environmental factors in children’s development (Hart et al., 2021). Information on 

parents’ language and literacy skills was gathered at the start of the WLRP. Thus, Puglisi et al. 

(2017) examined the predictive value of HLE on children’s foundational skills for reading, when 

controlling for mothers’ literacy-related skills. Note that paternal genetic confounds could not be 

controlled in this study, since data were only available for a small subset of fathers. 

Unsurprisingly, maternal oral language and phonological skills directly predicted their 5-year-old 

children’s oral language and emergent literacy skills, respectively. Latent variables representing 

informal and formal preschool HLE activities also predicted children’s skills; however, when 

maternal language was added to the model, informal HLE (here encompassing both active and 

passive components) no longer explained unique variance in children’s oral language skills a 

year later. On the other hand, formal HLE (direct instruction) continued to predict a small 
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amount of variance in children’s emergent literacy. Relatedly, in a small subsample from the 

WLRP, the linguistic and affective quality of shared storybook interactions between mothers and 

their four-year-old children was positively related to objectively measured maternal oral 

language skills (Hamilton et al., 2022). Taken together, these studies signal the importance of 

parental language skills in shaping the HLE, reinforcing the idea that HLE variables are best 

conceptualized as reflecting gene-environment correlations. 

In summary, the WRLP has contributed a number of insights into the role of the HLE in 

the development of children at elevated risk of reading difficulties through a familial history of 

dyslexia. However, several unanswered questions remain. First, predictive relations between 

preschool HLE and children’s developing language and literacy skills appear to operate in a 

similar way for children with and without a familial history of dyslexia, such that informal HLE 

interactions support oral language while formal HLE at preschool age predicts emergent literacy 

skills at school entry. Both pathways explain individual differences in children’s later reading 

comprehension. The possibility that shared storybook reading plays an additional role in 

supporting phonological skills in children at familial risk is raised by the findings of Hamilton et 

al. (2016) as well as other studies of HLE in at-risk samples (Torppa, Poikkeus et al., 2007). 

However, shared storybook reading is interactionally complex, and these study designs cannot 

isolate the mechanisms through which phonological awareness may be boosted in this context. In 

order to demonstrate a causal role of shared storybook reading in the phonological development 

of at-risk children, tightly controlled intervention studies are needed. Second, children with a 

familial history of dyslexia experience more contextual and health vulnerabilities that are likely 

to impact academic progress. Dyslexia is aetiologically complex and very commonly co-occurs 

with other neurodevelopmental and health conditions (Moll, 2022). Further, parents’ reading 
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difficulties may impact family socioeconomic status by constraining educational and 

employment outcomes, and thus earning potential. Group-level differences in HLE between 

children with and without a familial history of dyslexia have not been consistently demonstrated. 

However, taking an individual risk approach, Dilnot et al. (2017) showed that differences in HLE 

may be one among a constellation of contextual factors that contribute to the development of 

children at elevated risk of reading difficulties, through gene-environment interplay. Finally, 

HLE is closely related to parental skills; in particular, the importance of maternal oral language 

is highlighted in the WLRP. Indirect measures of storybook exposure commonly used in HLE 

research, including title/author checklists, may rely disproportionately on respondents’ verbal 

abilities, limiting their validity as a pure measure of ‘environment’. One plausible mechanism by 

which parental language skills operate on children’s developing literacy is the quality of verbal 

interactions in the home during the preschool years. Shared storybook reading provides a 

particularly rich context for language learning, and extra-textual talk during early shared reading 

interactions has been shown to uniquely predict children’s later literacy-related skills (Demir-

Lira et al., 2019). However, larger-scale studies examining the quality of HLE interactions and 

objectively measured language and literacy skills of both mothers and fathers of children at 

elevated risk of reading difficulties would be needed to understand the interplay of genetic and 

environmental influences more fully. 

The On Track Study 

The On Track study is a randomized controlled trial aimed at reducing reading difficulties 

among Norwegian students. The trial involves 1200 Norwegian 6-year-olds, focusing on the 

lowest-achieving 20% identified through early screening processes at the start of Grade 1 

(Lundetræ et al., 2017). In addition to identifying reading difficulties, detailed parental 



 14 

questionnaires covering demographics, HLE, and family history of reading difficulties were also 

collected during this phase. Children were individually tested on a range of skills including 

short-term memory, Rapid Automatized Naming, letter knowledge, phonemic awareness, word 

reading, spelling, and vocabulary. 

A series of studies using data from On Track has extended the multiple deficit model 

(Pennington, 2006) by incorporating a multifactorial model of the HLE (Esmaeeli, 2023; 

Esmaeeli et al., 2018, 2019). These studies focus on the interplay between family risk of reading 

difficulties, HLE and children’s emergent literacy, language, and later literacy skills. An initial 

study (Esmaeeli et al., 2018) established a foundational framework by examining the predictive 

power of parents' self-reported reading difficulties on their children's emergent literacy skills in a 

large sample, in line with previous research (see Snowling & Melby-Lervåg, 2016). The findings 

highlighted how parents’ own literacy challenges, and their attitudes towards prints and literacy 

practices, may be reflected in their children’s language and literacy outcomes. Specifically, if 

parents have experienced reading difficulties themselves, their children are more likely to 

encounter challenges in developing emergent literacy skills. Moreover, the risk of reading 

difficulties in children increases significantly if both parents have experienced reading 

difficulties, in line with a cumulative risk model.  

Building on these findings, a second study examined the longitudinal impact of HLE 

factors and family risk of reading difficulties on children’s emergent literacy skills and their 

literacy outcomes two years later (Esmaeeli et al., 2019). In line with other research (e.g., Dilnot 

et al., 2017; Hamilton et al., 2016), indices of family socioeconomic status (here parental 

education level) were lower in children at family risk of reading difficulties than their peers with 

no familial risk, and family socioeconomic status was predictive of HLE. Longitudinal findings 
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indicated that preschool emergent literacy skills, fostered within a rich HLE, play a mediating 

role in reducing the likelihood of reading difficulties by Grade 2. The HLE may therefore act as a 

protective factor in the literacy development of children at familial risk of dyslexia, via its impact 

on foundational skills before children start to learn to read formally at school. 

Finally, Esmaeeli (2023) tested a multifactorial model of HLE in an extended multiple 

deficit model of reading difficulties. In a sample of 794 children from the On Track study, three 

components of informal HLE (reading-related activities; access to print; parents’ reading 

interests and habits) independently predicted variance in children’s emergent literacy skills. 

Importantly, this association between HLE and emergent literacy persisted after controlling 

parents’ self-reported reading difficulties, again indicating a protective function for HLE. This 

nuanced perspective recognizes that HLE components are not uniform: rather, they interact with 

each other and moderate the likelihood of family-risk factors impacting children’s emergent 

literacy.  

These studies have advanced the conceptualization of the HLE, within a multifactorial 

framework. First, parents’ own reading habits and attitudes play a crucial role: the frequency and 

diversity of parents’ reading activities for their own enjoyment influence their children’s interest 

and attitudes towards reading. This passive aspect of the HLE sets a foundational template for 

literacy within the family. Second, literacy-related activities between parents and children, such 

as shared book reading, storytelling, and content-based discussions, directly contribute to 

children’s language and reading comprehension development. Finally, the accessibility of print 

materials in the home, including books, magazines, newspapers and digital resources, creates a 

literacy-rich environment that nurtures a child’s reading interest and facilitates independent 

engagement with print. The way these materials are organized and displayed at home also plays a 
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role in enhancing engagement, with a diverse and age-appropriate selection helping to shape the 

frequency of reading and the development of reading preferences. Collectively, these 

components of the informal HLE are instrumental in fostering a supportive and enriching literacy 

environment for children. 

In summary, findings from the On Track study converge with other prospective 

longitudinal studies of dyslexia to suggest that the HLE predicts foundational literacy skills and 

later literacy outcomes in a similar manner for children with a familial risk of dyslexia as for 

their peers with no family risk. This has been demonstrated in a larger sample of children than in 

previous studies. A key contribution of this work is the multi-factorial conceptualization of HLE 

within a ‘multiple deficit’ framework of dyslexia, in which parental reading difficulties interact 

with the home environments that they provide for their children to shape the trajectory of literacy 

development. 

Summary and Conclusions 

Several longitudinal studies, including the WLRP and On Track, have advanced our 

understanding of the role of HLE in the literacy development of children with family risk of 

dyslexia over recent years. Some convergent findings are summarized here, with consideration of 

implications for intervention. 

There is no evidence that the HLE plays a simple causal role in developmental dyslexia. 

Like many neurodevelopmental conditions, dyslexia is aetiologically complex, and is best 

conceptualized within a ‘multiple deficit’ framework, in which many risk and protective factors 

interact to shape children’s literacy outcomes. There is little evidence for systematic differences 

in HLE between families with and without a familial history of dyslexia. Where differences have 

been reported at the group level, they tend to (a) relate to parental reading habits (passive HLE) 
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and/or (b) be explained by socioeconomic differences between the groups. There is, instead, 

substantial within-group variation in home literacy practices. 

Several studies have now confirmed the predictions of Sénéchal and LeFevre’s (2002) 

Home Literacy Model regarding distinct pathways from informal and formal HLE practices to 

later reading skills in samples of children with a family history of dyslexia (see also Chapters X, 

X, in this book). This suggests that direct literacy instruction in the home can positively impact 

preliteracy skills at school entry for these children, as for children with no known risk of reading 

difficulties (e.g., Puglisi et al., 2017). Further, enriching ‘informal’ activities such as shared 

storybook reading can boost the broader oral language skills that support later reading 

comprehension, which may help to compensate weaker phonological skills. In combination, 

these findings indicate that a rich home literacy environment promotes the literacy development 

of all children. 

Moreover, there is some evidence that the informal HLE may sometimes have a wider-

ranging effect in supporting foundational skills for literacy, including phonological awareness 

and emergent decoding, in children with a familial history of dyslexia than in their peers (e.g., 

Esmaeeli, 2023; Hamilton et al., 2016; Torppa, Poikkeus et al., 2007). Further, in an extended 

longitudinal analysis, Torppa et al. (2022) showed that continued shared reading in the home 

beyond the early years supported reading comprehension into adolescence for children with a 

familial history of dyslexia only, which suggests that informal HLE can be protective in the 

literacy development of these children. Conversely, taking an individual ‘cumulative risk’ 

approach, Dilnot et al. (2017) showed that an impoverished HLE may interact with other 

contextual and child-level risks to inhibit foundational skills for literacy. Since children who go 

on to be identified as dyslexic typically show weak emergent literacy skills at school entry, 
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promoting home literacy activities that can support emergent literacy is a potential target for 

intervention where children are known to have a familial history of dyslexia. Such activities 

cannot prevent a child from being dyslexic, but they may be protective in boosting oral language, 

phonological and emergent decoding skills in readiness for learning to read at school.  

A multifactorial model of HLE emphasizes the necessity of a broad yet targeted approach 

when designing home-based interventions aimed at enhancing children’s language and literacy 

development (Esmaeeli, 2023). Parental reading habits, literacy-related activities between 

parents and children, and the accessibility of print materials in the home not only have 

independent effects on children’s emergent literacy, but also interact with each other, enhancing 

their collective impact. Further research is needed in order to develop comprehensive, culturally 

aware home literacy interventions, and to evaluate their efficacy in promoting equitable literacy 

outcomes across different societal contexts. 

Finally, it is clear that the HLE is shaped by parents’ own genetically influenced 

language and literacy skills and so should not be conceptualized as a purely ‘environmental’ 

construct. For example, findings from the WLRP have emphasized the role of maternal language 

skills in shaping literacy-related interactions in the home (see also Zhang et al., 2023, for 

comparable findings in a Chinese sample). Dyslexic parents may be particularly motivated to 

support their children’s early literacy development, but unsure how best to do this (Wilmot et al., 

2022). The development of resources that support dyslexic adults to facilitate mutually 

rewarding interactions with their children around books in the home, drawing on individual 

interests and strengths, is a potentially important focus for early intervention. 
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