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Abstract: A key issue in children literacy is the amount of parental or adult support given to 

them prior to school. This becomes more challenging when parents are functionally illiterate, 

struggle to read to their children, and come from disadvantaged communities who don’t have 

the resources to provide early home learning environment for their children. This paper 

discusses a study that investigated how digital media can be used to further support these 

parents in improving the pre-literacy skills of their children before they start school. User 

experience research was conducted using a focus group interview. Data derived from the 

interview were analyzed thematically. Findings suggest that a mobile application is the most 

suitable form of digital media to supplement other forms of support provided to these parents.  

The primary reason for this preference is their access to mobile phones and low cost in using 

data.   

 

 

Introduction 
 

The importance of children’s literacy has been recognized for many years, given that children with low 

literacy are less likely to complete school and are more likely to fall into poverty later in life. While a range of programs 

do exist to help improve literacy, many fail to address the core issues.  Research shows that children with low levels 

of literacy prior to school have difficulty catching up without extensive parental or adult support (Hertzman, 2000), 

and 88% of children who are poor readers in year 1 remain poor readers in year 4 (Juel, 1988). In these cases, home 

literacy environment plays a very important role in children’s literacy. Several researches have documented the effects 

of the home literacy environment on children’s early literacy skills (Christian, Morrison, and Bryant, 1998; Firtjers, 

Barron and Brunello, 2000; Steensel, 2006). Parental literacy beliefs (Weigel, Martin & Bennett, 2006) and parents’ 

own literacy habits (Sonnenschein, Brody & Munsterman, 1996) have been linked to literacy outcomes. A study by 

Farver, Xu, Eppe, and Lonigan (2006) demonstrated parents’ direct involvement in and encouragement of literacy–

related activities in the home was related to their pre-school children’s oral language ability. 

Poverty and parents’ educational level seems to have a direct relationship with the child’s literacy 

experiences. Some parents with poor literacy skills found it difficult to assist their children how to read. However, 

several studies have shown that irrespective of socio-economic status and educational achievement, parents have a 

positive attitude and support towards their children’s literacy (Christian et al, 1998; Farver et al., 2006; Storch and 

Whitehurst, 2002).  

There are several activities that a parent can do to support their children’s pre-school literacy: going to 

libraries, reading to child, rhyming games, and reading letters. Some of these activities can be done using existing 

digital technologies.   A research conducted by Pasnik and Llorente (2015) shows parents from low-socio economic 

status associate technology with potential for learning and they believe that technology plays an important part in their 

children’s education. 

 

Children and Parent Literacy in Disadvantaged Communities in South Australia 

 

The Longitudinal Study of Australian Children study found that families in low socio-economic positon 

households, living in disadvantaged communities, or with mothers speaking a language other than English at home, 

provided fewer learning experiences. This may be due in part to the “challenges living in socially and economically 

disadvantaged and circumstances faced in accessing the financial and social resources needed to provide a rich early 

home learning environment for children” (LSAC Discussion Paper No. 1: Introducing the Longitudinal Study of 

Australian Children, n.d.). 



Australian Bureau of Statistics census statistics show that families that are disadvantaged financially and 

socially have lower average education attainments than the national average (Perspectives on Education and Training: 

Social Inclusion, 2011). Without early intervention programs, this cycle of disadvantage can be difficult to break. 

In South Australia, several government initiatives such as “The Little Big Book Club” (The Little Big Book 

Club, 2007) and United We Read (“United We Read”, n.d., para 16) have sought improvements in literacy skills of 

pre-school children by empowering parents or carers as their child’s first educator to better prepare children for school. 

United We Read – South Australia, an initiative of a non-profit organization called United Way, has been 

supporting families by lending books to homes each month and by supporting parents by providing information on 

how to read with their children.  It has identified that majority of their parent members have literacy difficulties and 

struggle to help their children learn to read. There are several websites that provide information to parents on how to 

help their children learn to read, such as Reading Rockets (Reading Rockets, n.d.) and The Little Big Book Club (Read 

to Me, n.d.).  However, a major limitation of these websites is that they assume that the parents have good literacy 

skills.  

The aim of this paper is to present the methodology and results of conducting a user experience research on 

how pre-school parents from disadvantaged communities, particularly those with poor literacy skills, can be supported 

using digital media to assist their children in learning how to read.  The research reports on the preferred form of 

digital media based on users’ experiences and how this medium can be incorporated to provide a more complete user 

experience in delivering support to parents. 

 

 

Research Methodology 
 

The study conducted a UX research using qualitative approaches and thematic analysis.  Data were gathered 

primarily through a focus groups, lasting approximately 120 minutes, to discover the following: 

• Their use of technology and digital media (specifically website and applications) 

• Issues they have in supporting their pre-school children learn how to read 

• How they can be supported in helping their pre-school children learn how to read 

Parents who participated in the focus group were also given a survey to identify their qualifications, age, language 

used at home, employment, income, and devices that they have and use at home. 
 

Participants 

 
The study employed people who are representative of the target audience as participants. It involved self-

selected 14 participants who are members of United We Read. These are parents of pre-school children from Playford 

and Salisbury communities in South Australia. The demographics of the participants, shown in Figure 1, represent 

majority of the parents in the Salisbury and Playford communities. These local governments were identified by 

Australian Early Development Census (AEDC) as having 16 out of 32 metropolitan suburbs in South Australia where 

the average number of children starting school without appropriate literacy or communication skills (AEDC 2012 

Summary Report, 2013). These are also areas where an average of 56% of parents have no qualifications. (City of 

Salisbury, 2016; City of Playford, 2016.) 

 
 



 
 
Data Analysis 

 
The audio recording derived from the focus group interview has been transcribed verbatim. Open coding 

(Burnard, Gill, Steward, Treasure and Chadwick, 2008) was used to take note of margin of words, theories or short 

phrases to sum up what is being said in the text. Table 1 shows an example of the initial coding framework, exploring 

the participant’s use of digital media. 
 

Interview Transcript 

Initial 

Coding 

Framework 

Interviewer: Can you tell me about the websites you visit and why you visit them? 

Participant: “ I use it to check doctor’s diagnose website but they’re terrible. I use the one where I can take 

a picture of what it is and they tell you. I don’t like doctor’s diagnose websites with lots of 

words. Hard to understand….That’s the only type of websites I visit. Like what I said I just use 

it mostly for Facebook and e-mails and I use the app”. 

Use of 

websites 

Interviewer: Aside from social networking and e-mails, what other apps do you have in your mobile phone 

and what do you use it for? 

Participant: We mostly have educational and games apps for the kids to use. In some ways, this helps them 

learn to use the technology (iPad) and also they learn from it while playing. 

Use of apps 

Table 1. Example of initial coding framework 

 
In the second stage, all words and phrases from the participants’ responses were collected. Duplications were 

removed to eliminate redundancies or overlapping categories as shown in Table 2.  
 

Final Coding Framework Initial Coding Framework 

Access and Use of Digital Media and Devices Technology owned, Technology often used, Reasons for using 

mobile phones, Websites and Apps preferences 

Use of digital media to support parents Mobile apps preferences, use of website, use of apps 

Table 2.  Example of reduced list of categories 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Demographics of the participants. 



 

Findings 

 
Parents who have participated in our focus group overwhelmingly believed that using digital media, 

particularly mobile applications, are important to support them in helping their children learn how to read.  They raised 

the issue of their inability to explain the meaning of some words in the books. Although they can read the words, they 

also struggle to give examples on how to use those words.  

The participants have access to a wide variety of devices, but they mostly use the television and mobile 

phones.  They rarely use websites for educational experience but download educational game apps for their children. 

Additionally, they are widely concern about their children spending too much time with technology and prefers their 

children reading books and limit the use of technology to support their learning.  It is also noticeable during the 

interview that participants have poor grammatical skills and use incorrect words to mean something else (e.g., 

recognization to mean recognize; or go to mean say). 

In this section, these findings and the participants’ views on the use of digital media in supporting them in 

helping their children learn to read are presented. The findings are divided by (1) access and use of digital media and 

devices (2) issues in supporting their children to learn how to read (3) use of digital media to support parents and (4) 

context for parents’ preference of using apps.  

 

Access and Use of Digital Media and Devices 

 

Overwhelmingly, parents endorsed the use of mobile phones and applications to assist them in helping their 

children learn. All the participants have mobile phones, 43% said that they have access to tablets and 36% have laptops 

or computers at home. Parents with laptops or 

computers at home do not use it for their pre-school 

children’s learning. Participants also indicated that 
they prefer educational apps over accessing 

responsive websites. Most of the apps they have on 

their phone are educational games for their children.  

The increasing use of mobile phones with low-

income families is consistent with the findings 

conducted by WestEd’s Research Center’s Mobile 

Devices and Mobile Applications in Pre-K to Grade 

3 Families (McCarthy et al, 2012).  Figure 2 shows 

the digital devices that the participants own. 

Participants mostly access internet through 

their mobile devices. The participants use websites 

for finding directions, checking medical websites and 

none of them use if for educational learning for their 

children. Even for online shopping, majority of the 

participants don’t use the websites. They use the gumtree or eBay apps.  Other non-educational applications they have 

in their mobile phones are Facebook, e-mails and WhatsApp.  These are some of the remarks of the participants: 

 

“I check my mobile phone when I wake up to check if I have e-mails or messages from Facebook. I do it before my 

schedule becomes busy with preparing breakfast and bringing kids to school” 

 “I never use websites for online shopping. I use it to check maps…I use gumtree app whenever I want to buy 

something”   

Issues in Supporting Their Children in Learning How to Read  

 

Parents in the focus group lack confidence in helping their pre-school children learn. One participant stated 

said that “I don’t know anything” while another participant felt that what she is teaching is wrong.  Another parent 

said that “You feel like kind of neglecting them saying I don’t know”. 

There is also the issue of encouraging them to do activities to recognise letters or words. Using the mobile 

phone or tablet seems to encourage the children to look at the words. An example parent comment: 

Figure 2. Survey results showing digital devices owned by 

parents. 



“Problem is recognisation [recognition]. I would encourage him to recognise a title, word or letter and he would say 

“no”, but then when I show him a picture and it is in my mobile phone, for example a dog with the word dog,  he 

would read it.. “ 

A common problem the parents encounter is their inability to explain to their child what the word means. These 

are some of the ways parents react when faced with this situation: 

• Google the meaning (but sometimes it is still hard to understand so they need google for examples they can 

understand) 

• Ask the child to ask another parent (or grandparent) because they don’t know what it means and how to explain 

it to the child. 

 

Use of Digital Media to Support Parents   

 

Participants in the focus group unanimously agreed that using technology to support their children how to 

learn is crucial but also important to limit their child’s use of technology.  They expressed positive attitudes towards 

the use of interactive media to support learning but communicated their concern on having online books replace a 

book. Parents noted that the parent-child “connection” happens when they sit down and read a book with their child 

and that collaborative learning do not seem to occur when using digital devices. Parents engagement with children’s 

use of digital devices include helping load apps, switching to new apps, or helping the child determine what he or she 

wanted to do.  Here are some of the comments: 

 

“ When you are reading a book with them, you’re pointing at the word and then you’re like looking at the pictures 

but if they’re on the tablet, personally myself, I kinda go and do my own thing while she’s on it, I don’t sit there and 

watch her”. 

“What worries me is that when you’re not sitting down with them and read it, instead they got the tablet, you just 

ended up sitting there and watching them…Bonding happens when you are directly involve with what they are reading 

and I feel like the tablet does not let me do that”. 

Overwhelmingly, every participant prefers using mobile applications (apps) to supplement the book they are 

reading to their children.  They want interactive activities for their children to learn more about the word they are 

reading in the story but more importantly, they want a list of sight words in the book that provide meanings, examples 

of how the word is used in a sentence.  Another feature that they want to see is that the app can scan the photo in the 

book and they can play with the picture or have more information about the picture from the book.  Having the book 

and the app, the parent feel that they can learn with their child. One parent made this comment when they are asked 

about the books being given by United We Read: 

“The book comes in the mail.  As soon as they arrive, we all go to the letterbox and the kids get excited. Then we all 

read together. I don’t think we will have that experience if it is online book but I would like to have activities in an 

app that is related to the book so that I can help my child to learn more about the words in the book.”. 

Contexts for Parents’ Preference in Using Apps as Supplement for the Books 

 

There were different contexts for parents’ preference in using the apps to support learning how to read the 

books.  They believe that they will be missing on the parent-child “connection” when books are replaced by online 

books due to children’s tendency to use apps independently.  They also don’t want their children spending too much 

time using digital devices. Their most compelling reasons for preference in using apps are convenience and cost. 

Participants specifically mentioned the following reasons: 

• Low data usage therefore lower cost (does not have to be connected to the internet all the time). 

• Can be used anywhere 

• If they need internet access, they can go to the community library who provides free Wi-Fi, download the app, 

and go home to use it. 

• Another parent summed up the sentiment of many with the comment: 



 “I prefer using apps because they are handy. I only download mostly free apps and educational games that my child 

can play.   I don’t want to pay for too much data.  I download the apps for my daughter, I make sure I turn off data 

[mobile data]. It also helps make sure she does not go online”. 

A pattern that came up from the analysis of the interview is that parents want to learn too. In the focus interview, 

parents kept on emphasizing that having the app will help their children learn but as they discuss further, the phrase 

such as “will help me understand” or “will help me know the meaning” shows their desire to learn too. Here are some 

example comments: 

“There are times my four-year-old, who asks a question and I go [say], that is good on you actually, but I do not know 

the answer. So I would google it and find out because I want to know too” 

“I can’t read with her now because she know [knows] if I am not reading or explaining the word correctly. She know 

[knows] that I am just making a go and she will have a laughing fit. It would be nice to have an app that will help me 

know the meaning with examples so that I will understand it better” 

“Oh like an interactive activity? So you can play and read? I would like that it will help my daughter and I that will 

help me understand the story too.” 

 

User Experience Strategy 
 

UX strategy is the initial process before designing and developing a digital product (Allen & Chudley, 2012). 

It’s the vision of a proposed solution that needs to be validated with real potential customers to prove that it’s what 

they desire (Levy, 2015). This section presents the summary of the current UX, proposed UX strategy based on the 

findings of this research, and the new UX based on the proposed strategy. 

 

Current Strategy 

 

 Figure 3 summarizes the current UX provided by United We Read. Parents initially register their pre-school 

child in community centers. A letter is sent 

to inform parents when the books are 

arriving but sometimes it arrives after the 

book has been delivered. Every month, an 

age appropriate book is sent to the children.  

They also send information on how parents 

can make most out of reading the book. 

United We Read organizes community 

events and activities that promotes reading, 

weekly preschooler book clubs and weekly 

Radio Storytime (not provided regularly as 

planned).  Event information is posted in the 

website but volunteers of United We Read 

call all members to inform them of the event. 

United We Read is considering to replace 

sending physical books to online books. 

 

Proposed User Experience Strategy 

 

The challenge for United We Read is creating differentiated value for existing members through a new UX 

by integrating the use of technology based on the UX research conducted. The current strategy needs to be changed 

to meet the needs of their members. To deliver a better UX and to integrate services in a way that drives member 

engagement, it is proposed that a program of incremental improvements to the services provided by United We Read 

be implemented.  

 
 
 
 

Figure 3 Summary of Current User Experience of United We Read 

Members 



User Experience Initiative Framing  

 

To make the UX strategy achievable, common or related issues and opportunities were grouped together and 

transformed into discrete initiatives.  Each initiative represented distinct projects that when implemented, would 

enable one or more of the strategy requirements defined in the UX strategy. The result was three distinct initiatives 

that could be implemented to realise the strategy. Initiatives addressed member parent engagement, support for parents 

in teaching their children to read, increase communication with stakeholders. The UX Strategy Canvas summarises 

the strategy as shown in Figure 4. User testing is recommended to done once the app and book activities have been 

designed (Herzum, 2016; Genov, Keavney, & Zazelenchuk, 2009).  The canvas also shows the list of measurements 

to determine the success of the strategy (Userfocus, 2016).  

 
Challenges 

• Parents are not equipped to assist their pre-school children learn how 

to read. 

• United We Read wants to find the most financial viable alternative to 

promote reading to their members without sacrificing member 

engagement. 

 

Goals 

• Leverage 

technology 

to enhance 

parent 

engagement 

in helping 

pre-literacy 

skills of 

children 0 to 

5 years old. 

• Facilitating 

more 

meaningful 

interactions 

with its 

members. 

 

Desired UX 

• User focus 

services.  

• Leverage the 

user’s need 

context. 1 

• Access 

wherever 

users are. 

• Collaborative 

learning.2 

Focus Areas 

• Integration of 

mobile 

application.   

Approach 

• Integrate the 

use of mobile 

app for 

registration, 

member 

updates and 

communication.  

• Integrate book-

related 

activities using 

the mobile app. 

• Re-design 

website to 

supplement the 

mobile app and 

meet the needs 

of all 

stakeholders. 

Activities 

• Determine roles, responsibilities, 

organisation’s competencies and 

milestones. 

• Develop benefits realisation. 

• User survey (app functionalities). 

• Design activities for one book. 

• Design mobile app prototype.  

• User feedback.  

• Revise design of activities and mobile app. 

• Design activities for a book in each 

category. 

• Implement and test mobile app.  

• Launch campaign introducing the mobile 

app. 

• Measure app usage. 

• Conduct UX research for other 

stakeholders of the website (staff, 

volunteer, sponsors). 

• Re-design and implement website. 

• User feedback. 

• Launch campaign introducing the new 

website. 

• Identify website traffic using analytics. 

  Measurements 

• Number of member who downloaded the app. 

• Number of members who checks updates and register on events using the app. 

• Number of members who use the app to supplement book reading. 

• Member satisfaction survey. 

Figure 4 UX Strategy Canvas for United We Read  

 
 

                                                           
1 User’s need context was derived from the UX research. Preference is the use of mobile application to support them in assisting their children 

learn how to read due to ease of access and cost of using the services. 
2 Collaborative learning refers to the parent’s ability to collaboratively learn with their children about the stories and words in the book. 



 
 
New User Experience 

 

The summary of the new UX for the members is shown in Figure 5. In the new UX, the parents have an 

option either to register the child by going to the center or by using the app. United We Read still sends the books to 

its members but the members can monitor when the new book is arriving via the app. 

Once the book is received, members will have access to the book-related activities in the app. Instead of 

listening to the radio and waiting for story time reading, podcasts can be added so that parents and children can read 

along. The app can also be used to view the schedule and location of United We Read’s community organized events 

and activities.  

United We Read is currently considering developing a prototype website where members can view details of 

the events, read the book online or do some book related activities. The findings of this research shows that none of 

the participants (which is a representative of their members) have checked United We Read’s website and none of 

them have interest in doing so in the future. The United We Read Website should be re-designed to focus on providing 

information to other major stakeholders of the organization, such sponsors, volunteers and staff while the app’s focus 

is for the use of its members. User experience research before the website is re-designed should be conducted (Bannon 

and Ehn, 2012).  
 

 
Figure 5 New user experience after implementation of proposed UX Strategy 

 

Conclusion 
 

Parental involvement in a child’s pre-literacy development is crucial to a child success in later learning. The 

literature review of researches on the importance of early literacy and parent support for children were undertaken to 

inform this research. Programs exist to support parents in helping their children learn how to read but these programs 

are not designed for parents with literacy difficulties. This study conducted a UX research to identify how digital 

media can be used to support parents from disadvantaged communities, particularly those with poor literacy skills. 

Results show that parents use TV and smart phones as devices to support their children’s learning. None of the parents 

interviewed access websites for educational purposes. Educational games and apps were downloaded and used by the 

children. The main reason for this preference is the ease of use and low cost of using apps. Parents acknowledge that 

they do not always have the knowledge or skills to answer their children’s questions. Using an app as a supplement 

for the books will have a significant impact both in the parents and children’s’ learning. A list of app features was 

recommended so that both the parent and child will learn more about the story and words from the books. However, 

all parents rejected the idea of replacing the book with an online book. The belief is that a parent-child “connection” 



and collaborative learning occurs better when they read a book together and using digital devices would not facilitate 

this.  

 

Findings from the user research was used to develop the initial user experience strategy that will guide how 

the integration of an app will enhance the parents’ and children’s experience. The results of this research have guided 

the formulation of recommendations regarding the use of technologies in education that can be used to support parents 

with poor literacy skills.  It is envisioned that the results  will lead to theoretical and applied research on the use of 

online and mobile devices to develop innovative ways of teaching and learning; adaptive content that supports tailoring 

according to context incorporating inclusive design supporting usability and accessibility; responsive design in digital 

learning;  using existing educational tools and techniques beyond their original design; and combining technologies 

in new ways to create unique solutions to educational issues. 
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