
Reading and Writing
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11145-026-10836-y

Extended author information available on the last page of the article

Received: 12 September 2025 / Accepted: 3 May 2026
© The Author(s) 2026

Home factors for critical reading skills among parents of 
fourth, sixth, and eighth graders

Jenni Ruotsalainen1 · Laura Kanniainen2 · Carita Kiili2 · Minna Torppa1 · 
Leena Paakkari1

Abstract
Given the current flux of information of varying quality and trustworthiness, critical 
reading skills (e.g., evaluating, comparing, and integrating information and related 
sources) are needed from an early age. While there is evidence that many parents 
support their children’s basic reading skills by teaching decoding or by reading 
books with their children, it is less clear how critical reading skills are supported 
at home during later school years. To address this gap, this study examined the 
prevalence, variability, and factor structure of a parental questionnaire on the home 
factors for critical reading using data from Finland. In addition, we investigated the 
roles of the child’s and parent’s genders, parents’ education levels, and the amount 
of reading materials at home in explaining the home factors for critical reading. 
To this end, parents of fourth graders (nG4 = 149), sixth graders (nG6 = 213), and 
eighth graders (nG8 = 226) responded to a questionnaire. The results suggested that, 
although on average, parents provided support for their children’s critical reading 
at each grade level, there was also variability across families. Differences between 
samples were limited to items related to media use; however, the factor structures 
differed across samples. The amount of reading materials at home was positively 
associated with the home factors for critical reading at each grade level. Together, 
these results indicate that the home factors for critical reading are present in Grades 
4–8 but shifts structurally with age; moreover, access to print consistently relates 
to supportive practices.
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Introduction

Children’s and adolescents’ reading development is shaped not only by schools but 
also by the home environment, which contributes through shared predispositions for 
reading, access to resources, and parent–child interactions (e.g., Mol & Bus, 2011; 
Sénéchal & LeFevre, 2002; Snowling & Melby-Lervåg, 2016; Torppa et al., 2025). 
However, while there is an abundance of research evidence on the associations 
between the home environment and reading skills during childhood (Chen et al., 
2022; Manolitsis et al., 2011; Sénéchal & LeFevre, 2002), less is known about such 
associations in adolescence (however, see, e.g., Artelt et al., 2001; Pfost & Heyne, 
2023; Torppa et al., 2022). Furthermore, research has largely focused on how basic 
reading skills, such as reading accuracy, fluency, and comprehension are supported 
at homes, while relatively little is known about how and to what extent family fac-
tors that support children’s and adolescents’ critical reading skills are manifested in 
everyday home environments (for a review, see Psyridou et al., 2024).

Critical reading skills are important in increasingly digitalized knowledge societ-
ies, where individuals must navigate vast amounts of information of varying quality, 
making it essential to recognize what can be trusted. While the need for critical read-
ing skills is not limited to digital texts, the rapid spread of mis- and disinformation 
on the internet underlines their importance in online contexts (Kendeou & Johnson, 
2024; Vosoughi et al., 2018). The need for these skills emerges early, as children 
and adolescents spend increasing amounts of time online and are thus at high risk 
of encountering mis- and disinformation on an everyday basis (Lahti et al., 2024; 
Livingstone et al., 2017). Despite this necessity, adolescents’ critical reading skills 
have been documented to be insufficient, based on both skill evaluations (Breakstone 
et al., 2021; Kiili et al., 2018) and self-evaluations (Smahel et al., 2020). Further-
more, although primary and secondary school students differ developmentally, prior 
research suggests that actual differences in skills such as critical online evaluation 
are smaller than would be expected based solely on age or schooling (Kanniainen 
et al., 2025). Notably, studies conducted at both the primary (e.g., Kiili et al., 2018) 
and secondary (e.g., Macedo-Rouet et al., 2020) school levels have found substantial 
individual differences within grade levels in students’ ability to critically evaluate 
online information. Together, these findings suggest that factors beyond age may 
play a significant role in students’ critical reading skills. These could include homes, 
as they can provide prolonged, child-centered support. However, examinations of the 
associations between the home factors and children’s and adolescents’ reading skills 
during school years are mainly limited to studies of parental involvement in home-
work (e.g., Chen et al., 2022; Taylor et al., 2017). Furthermore, little is known about 
the extent to which parents support their children’s critical reading in different ways 
and how these practices may differ between childhood and adolescence.

Thus, although the home environment has been widely studied, the specific home 
factors that support children’s and adolescents’ critical reading remain under-theo-
rized and under-measured. In particular, no validated parental questionnaire currently 
exists to capture these factors. As in any new research area, the work must begin by 
defining and identifying the potential features of the key concepts—in this case, the 
home factors for critical reading. The present study aims to fill this conceptual gap by 
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exploring a parental questionnaire developed based on expert views and literature in 
the fields of home literacy environment (HLE) and digital parenting.

In developing this questionnaire, we relied especially on the expert views that 
were gathered via a Delphi process (Paakkari et al., 2024), where several home fac-
tors that could support the development of children’s and adolescents’ critical reading 
skills were identified. In this study, the home factors for critical reading questionnaire 
was filled in by parents of fourth, sixth, and eighth graders, allowing us to examine 
the ways in which parents support their children’s critical reading across these three 
samples. We focused on the prevalence and variability of different home characteris-
tics and examined the factor structure of the questionnaire within each grade-sample. 
Finally, we examined whether the child’s or responding parent’s gender, parental 
education, or amount of reading materials at home is associated with variability in 
home factors for critical reading.

Critical reading

Critical reading skills refer to higher-order reading skills that involve not only 
comprehension of written text but also the ability to analyze and evaluate the 
quality of information and its sources, including recognizing how different texts 
can be used to persuade or mislead (Cervetti et al., 2001; Hämäläinen, 2023). 
Thus, they include various epistemic practices, such as evaluating the validity 
of information and the trustworthiness of sources (Stadtler & Bromme, 2014), 
engaging in argumentative reasoning (Iordanou et al., 2016), and comprehending 
and comparing multiple perspectives to understand the diversity and complexity 
of knowledge (Barzilai & Weinstock, 2020).

Our view of critical reading is grounded in research on reading comprehension 
of single and multiple offline and online texts (Kintsch, 1998; Leu et al., 2019; 
Perfetti et al., 1999). Conceptualizations of multiple-text comprehension empha-
size the importance of attending to and evaluating sources of information (i.e., 
sourcing) in building a coherent representation across texts (Perfetti et al., 1999). 
Such sourcing practices may occur during different phases of online reading, 
including searching for, evaluating, and synthesizing online information (Kiili et 
al., 2021). This grounding positions critical reading as a reading-centered con-
struct that emphasizes critical engagement in meaning-making across various 
texts.

Critical reading is an overlapping construct with information literacy and media 
literacy. Information literacy typically refers to the ability to search for, retrieve, 
evaluate, and use information effectively to solve information problems (Kuhlthau, 
1991). Media literacy, in turn, emphasizes the ability to access, analyze, evaluate, 
and create media messages, including an understanding of how such messages are 
constructed (Hobbs & Moore, 2013). What is common across all three constructs 
is the requirement for critical engagement with information. However, their disci-
plinary roots differ. Critical reading is grounded in reading comprehension research, 
focusing on how readers evaluate, interpret and integrate information across various 
forms of offline and online texts and reading contexts. Information literacy originates 
from information science and library studies, with an emphasis on information search 
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and use. Media literacy stems from media and communication studies and focuses 
on understanding, interpreting, and producing media messages. As critical reading 
is not tied to any specific context or medium, it is best suited for capturing the wide 
spectrum of reading practices that occur in homes.

Our view of critical reading is also informed by Alexander’s (2005) develop-
mental model of reading, which conceptualizes reading development as a progres-
sion from acclimation to proficiency. Across developmental stages, processing 
shifts from surface-level strategies to deeper-level strategies. These deeper-level 
strategies, such as interpretation, integration, and evaluation, are central to criti-
cal reading.

According to Alexander, reading development is supported by the increases in 
topic and domain knowledge and readers’ personal interest in reading. Along with 
technological development and changes in the internet environment, forms of 
prior knowledge beyond topic and domain knowledge can support readers’ criti-
cal engagement with online information. Knowledge of algorithmic bias (Allen 
et al., 2025) and typical tactics used in misleading (Ecker et al., 2022) are two 
examples of pertinent prior knowledge. Along with schooling, the home envi-
ronment plays an essential role in children’s and adolescents’ accumulation of 
diverse forms of relevant knowledge through exposure to various types of texts, 
discussions on a wide range of topics, including the characteristics of online 
information, as well as in nurturing reading engagement.

Home factors and critical reading

The bulk of research regarding the ways of supporting critical reading—as well as 
media literacy as a related field—has focused on school context (see e.g., Hämäläinen, 
2023), whereas little attention has been given to the role of families (Haywood & 
Sembiante, 2023). This omission seems particularly problematic in the contexts of 
digital environments, as children and adolescents have reported turning more often 
to their parents than teachers when encountering disturbing online content (Smahel 
et al., 2020), for example, and parents are widely regarded as responsible for guiding 
their children’s online engagement (Milford, 2026). Consequently, there are no clear 
research-based guidelines for parents on how to support their child’s critical reading 
across school years.

The most commonly used concept in literature for examining the role of the 
home in supporting literacy-related skills, including critical reading, is the home 
literacy environment (HLE). HLE encompasses different factors of the home 
environment that support children’s and adolescents’ language and literacy 
development. These include, for example, parent–child interactions with print 
(e.g., Home Literacy Model by Sénéchal & LeFevre, 2002) and access to reading 
materials (Mol & Bus, 2011). Most studies on HLE have focused on preschool 
children although the key elements of HLE, the meaning-related activities (e.g., 
shared book reading) and the code-related activities (e.g., teaching reading at 
home) have been shown to be significant predictors also at school age, even for 
PISA reading at age 15 (Torppa et al., 2022).



1 3

Home factors for critical reading skills among parents of fourth, sixth,…

The home–critical reading skills association seems not to be limited to par-
ent–child interactions at home, however. A recent review (Psyridou et al., 2024) 
identified 40 studies that investigated associations between family factors and the 
critical reading skills of children and adolescents. In the included studies, critical 
reading assessments involved tasks requiring the capacity to integrate, interpret, 
understand, evaluate, or reflect on ideas presented in a single text or across multi-
ple texts. Such assessments were used, for example, in studies based on the Prog-
ress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS; Mullis & Martin, 2019) or 
the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA; OECD, 2023) data 
and instruments. Of the family factors, Psyridou et al., 2024) considered any 
family-related variable, not only measures of the HLE. They subsequently cat-
egorized these factors into 10 groups, ranging from more distal influences (e.g., 
socioeconomic status [SES]) to more proximal practices of parent–child interac-
tions (e.g., shared book reading).

The results of the review revealed a fragmented research area with a scarcity of 
replications. Most studies used different tools for assessing both critical reading 
and family factors, which complicates comparisons and suggests a need for more 
systematic research. However, at a general level, Psyridou et al., 2024) showed 
that availability and access to resources (e.g., the number of books at home) and 
parent–child reading practices were systematically and positively associated with 
critical reading skills concurrently and in later years—although examinations of 
parental practices beyond Grade 3 were nearly nonexistent, even when critical 
reading was assessed in adolescence. In addition, higher SES was often found to 
predict stronger critical reading skills.

The review also showed that, with respect to critical reading, most studies 
relied on measures limited to nondigital environments. This may be because, 
similar to HLE research in general, studies of digital HLE have mostly focused 
on early childhood and the early school years (e.g., Krousorati et al., 2022; Lehrl 
et al., 2021) and, thus, on associations between digital HLE and emerging reading 
skills (Segers & Kleemans, 2020; Turco et al., 2023). The few existing studies 
among older children or adolescents suggest that certain home factors, such as 
SES (Breakstone et al., 2021; Chen et al., 2022; see, however, e.g., Macedo-
Rouet et al., 2020) and the number of books at home (Chen et al., 2022), are cor-
related with critical reading skills in digital or online contexts. However, studies 
on more proximal factors are also needed, since the challenge for parents in the 
digital era is not only to provide resources but also to support their child’s ability 
to analyze and evaluate texts they encounter online as early as possible. Identi-
fying features of interactions and activities at home, including those related to 
digital content, would allow for more practical recommendations for intervention 
research and, ultimately, for families.

Research on digital parenting offers insights into how parents may support chil-
dren’s and adolescents’ critical reading skills in digital contexts (for a review of the 
measures, see Modecki et al., 2022). Digital parenting questionnaires include, on 
the one hand, items on teaching specific skills, such as how to find information or 
how to use the internet safely, and, on the other hand, items on parent–child shared 
experiences with digital texts (Livingstone et al., 2017; Modecki et al., 2022; Valcke 
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et al., 2010), which can be seen as important for critical reading. However, many of 
the items in digital parenting scales emphasize monitoring and using digital tools or 
services while offering limited coverage of critical reading (e.g., finding information 
vs. evaluating and interpreting that information). Furthermore, to our knowledge, 
these scales have not been used to examine variability in children’s and adolescents’ 
critical reading, but much of the discussions and guidelines for parents—and the 
outcomes to be studied—have focused on health-based questions (Haywood & Sem-
biante, 2023; Milford, 2026).

To form an understanding of what are the home-related factors that could sup-
port critical reading development, we conducted a Delphi Study (Paakkari et al., 
2024), in which experts were asked to identify, assess, and rank factors they con-
sidered as important in supporting or hindering critical reading development. The 
experts represented several disciplines (e.g., pedagogy, media education, media 
literacy, special education, childhood and family studies) and professional fields 
(e.g., education, higher education, social and health services), and they generated 
a wide range of potential home-related factors for further examinations. Across 
the highest-ranked factors, a consistent emphasis emerged on a dialogical family 
climate in which children are listened to and actively involved in discussions, 
multiple viewpoints and critical thinking are encouraged, and parents possess 
both the competence and positive attitudes needed to support critical reading and 
learning. Support for critical reading across both printed and online texts was 
most often described as being embedded in everyday parent–child discussions 
(cf., Alexander, 2005).

Variability in home factors

As families can play an important role in children’s and adolescents’ critical reading 
development, it is essential to understand not only how but also why parental support 
varies. This is a complex question involving a wide range of potential explanatory 
variables and their interactions across multiple levels (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 
2006)—from proximal processes (e.g., parent–child interaction) to more distal influ-
ences (e.g., cultural context) that shape those processes. Additionally, the effect of 
time must be considered, including the frequency of experiences, their impact across 
the lifespan, and their significance during specific historical periods.

Because our understanding of how the home factors support critical reading 
is limited, we do not yet know which factors influence it. However, based on 
research on HLE and digital parenting as well as the experts’ views, there are fac-
tors that might also be associated with home factors for critical reading either by 
enabling or evoking it. These include 1) the child’s age, 2) parental education, 3) 
availability of reading materials, and 4) gender of both the parent and the child.

Studies on HLE and digital parenting have shown that parents tend to be 
more engaged in various parent–child activities (e.g., teaching reading, reading 
together, discussing online content, monitoring the child’s online activities) with 
younger children than with older ones (Livingstone et al., 2017; Manolitsis et al., 
2011; Özgür, 2016; Sénéchal & LeFevre, 2002; Torppa et al., 2022). It is possible 
that there are similar decreases in the prevalence of practices related to home 
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factors for critical reading emerge when moving from childhood to adolescence, 
but it may also be that increased exposure to different texts online, too, prompts 
parents to support their child’s critical reading also in adolescence.

In addition to the child’s age, differences in how families support critical read-
ing skills may relate to parental characteristics, such as education level or SES. 
More highly educated parents and those who value learning are more likely to 
provide a supportive learning environment (Puglisi et al., 2017; Šimunović et 
al., 2018; Tan et al., 2019). These factors have been shown to be associated with 
greater access to resources (e.g., reading materials), more positive values for 
learning, or a more active interactional culture in the family (Šimunović et al., 
2018), which can, in turn, foster discussions about academic matters and support 
children’s and adolescents’ learning outcomes (Tamis-LeMonda et al., 2019; Tan 
et al., 2019). Furthermore, though both SES and availability of reading materials 
can also be seen as part of the home factors for critical reading—and prior studies 
have shown the associations between them and critical reading (Psyridou et al., 
2024)—we know less of the mechanisms that translate them into actions, and, 
consequently, skills.

Finally, the gender of the responding parent or child may affect the home fac-
tors for critical reading. For example, in Finland, females generally demonstrate 
stronger reading skills (e.g., Manu et al., 2023) and value reading more than 
males (e.g., Torppa et al., 2018; Ulvinen et al., 2024), making it possible that 
gender is reflected in the home factors for critical reading.

Finnish context

Finland provides a relevant context for examining home factors related to criti-
cal reading due to its strong education system and high overall literacy levels both 
among adolescents and adults (OECD, 2019, 2023, 2024). Compulsory education 
(ages 6–18) is based on a comprehensive school model with shared national curri-
cula, and most students attend local public schools. Differences in students’ learning 
outcomes tend to occur more within than between schools. Learning also continues 
after compulsory education, and Finnish adults’ participation rate in adult learning is 
high when compared internationally (OECD, 2025).

At the same time, declining trends in reading skills and leisure reading (OECD, 
2019, 2023), alongside increasing digitalisation, have raised concerns about how 
to support critical engagement with information. Access to reading materials is 
widely supported through free public libraries, and parents receive guidance on 
reading and media use from early childhood onwards. However, this support has 
traditionally focused more on early literacy and safe media use than on critical 
reading.

Despite strong structural support, variation in home environments remains. 
Thus, Finland offers an informative context for examining how home factors 
relate to critical reading. The findings may be particularly relevant to countries 
with similar educational systems and levels of access to literacy-related resources, 
although caution is needed when generalising in different contexts.
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Aim of the study

As measures assessing home factors for critical reading are lacking, so are studies 
examining how these home factors are linked to the age of the child, and which 
factors explain variability in home factors for critical reading. To address this gap, 
we developed a parental questionnaire assessing different characteristics of home 
factors for critical reading based on expert views (Paakkari et al., 2024). The aim 
of this study is to explore the prevalence and variability of home factors for critical 
reading characteristics and the factor structure of the questionnaire across parents of 
fourth, sixth, and eighth graders, as well as to investigate which factors explain the 
variability in home factors for critical reading. The corresponding research questions 
are as follows:

1)	 How prevalent are different home factors that support critical reading? Are there 
differences between samples?

2)	 What are the factor structures for home factors for critical reading in the samples? 
Are there differences across samples?

3)	 Are the child’s gender, the responding parent’s gender, parental education, and the 
amount of reading materials associated with the variability in the home factors for 
critical reading factors?

Methods

Participants

The participants were 569 parents (433 mothers, 136 fathers) who responded to a 
questionnaire concerning their child’s home factors for critical reading. The data are 
part of a large-scale classroom data collection conducted in the [CRITICAL] project 
(No. 358250) during the 2021–2022 school year. The parental questionnaire was col-
lected from parents of fourth, sixth, and eighth graders. The parents were recruited 
through participating students from seven comprehensive schools in the urban and 
suburban areas of a large city in western Finland. The sample was relatively homoge-
neous: 98% of the respondent parents had at least a general/vocational upper second-
ary education, 97% of participating families spoke Finnish at home, and 99% of them 
had internet access at home.

A positive statement from the Academic Ethics Committee of the Tampere 
Region was received. All school classes, students, and their parents voluntarily 
participated in the project, and both students and parents provided written con-
sent for participation in the study.
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Measures

Home factors for critical reading

The home factors for critical reading were assessed using a parental question-
naire with 24 statements (Table 2). The statements were developed based on the 
findings of a Delphi study (Paakkari et al., 2024) in which, across three rounds, 
experts (N = 32; for information on experts’ areas of expertise, see page 9) were 
asked to 1) list, 2) assess, and 3) rank family factors that could either support 
or hinder children’s critical reading skill development. In the instructions for 
experts, critical reading skills were shortly defined as follows: “By critical read-
ing skills, we mean the ability to analyze, interpret, and evaluate what is read or 
seen in different formats and environments, including the Internet.” The Delphi 
process yielded a set of the most important factors. In forming the statements for 
the questionnaire, emphasis was given on these most important factors (n = 22) 
that were identified based on how high the experts ranked different factors. In 
addition, items from the second round (n = 49) were examined so that any key area 
would not be omitted. That is, while the emphasis in developing this new ques-
tionnaire was on the factors identified by the experts, in item selection, we also 
relied on our understanding of HLE, digital parenting, and developmental model 
of reading presented in the introduction. The statements were formulated using a 
consistent response scale while keeping them as close as possible to the factors 
identified in the Delphi study. They addressed, for example, parent–child interac-
tions, literacy and media practices, and parental values. Since parental practices 
may differ between siblings because of their different needs and interests, parents 
were asked to consider the child participating in the classroom assessments in 
the project and to evaluate how well the statements described their family when 
responding to the questionnaire. The answers were given on a four-point Likert 
scale (0 = not at all; 1 = to some extent; 2 = quite well; 3 = very well).

Parental education

The parents reported both their own and the child’s other guardian’s education 
level as 1 = basic education, 2 = secondary education, 3 = bachelor’s level education, 
4 = master’s level education, or 5 = researcher education (licentiate or doctorate). The 
respondents were all the child’s parents. The “other guardian” referred to either the 
child’s other biological parent or another guardian related to the child’s life (e.g., 
stepmother or stepfather).

Reading materials at home

Printed and digital reading materials (e.g., books, newspapers, comics, e-/audiobook 
services) at home were assessed using six statements (e.g., “In our family, we have 
books.”). The parents rated on a four-point Likert scale (0 = not at all to 3 = very well) 
how well the statements described their family. A mean composite score of the read-
ing materials was used in the analyses. Cronbach’s alpha for the composite was 0.65.
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Statistical analyses

To examine the prevalence of different characteristics of the home factors for criti-
cal reading and whether differences existed across samples, we conducted analyses 
of variance using SPSS 28. Post hoc tests were run with the Bonferroni correction, 
except when Levene’s test of equality of variances showed that the assumption of 
homogeneity of variances was violated (item 12). In this case, the post hoc test was 
run using Dunnett’s T3. To avoid Type I error in interpretations, the results were also 
checked against an adjusted p-value of p < .002 that is p < .05 divided by the number 
of items (n = 24).

Since the questionnaire was based on empirical findings of the factors the experts 
identified (Paakkari et al., 2024), as a preliminary step to explore the structure of 
the home factors for critical reading questionnaire, an exploratory factor analysis 
(EFA) was conducted separately for each grade level using SPSS 28. The applica-
bility of the EFA was confirmed based on eigenvalues > 1 (Kaiser, 1960), the Kai-
ser–Meyer–Olkin (KMO) measure of sampling adequacy, and Bartlett’s test of 
sphericity (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007–2019). The EFA produced meaningful factors 
(see Tables 4, 5, 6 in the Supplementary Information for rotated factor loadings). 
Though there were some cross-loadings between different items in the samples, the 
initial solutions of the rotated factor loadings were taken as a basis for further inspec-
tion with confirmatory factor analysis (CFA). The CFAs were conducted using the 
maximum likelihood with robust standard errors (MLR) estimator in Mplus 8. An 
MLR estimation provides standard errors and a χ2-test statistic that are robust to 
non-normality (Muthén & Muthén, 1998–2017). The MLR estimator is also recom-
mended for ordinal data in small samples (N < 200; Li, 2016). The following cutoff 
criteria were applied for good model fit: a χ2-test (p > .05), a root mean square error 
of approximation (RMSEA) < 0.06, a comparative fit index (CFI) and Tucker–Lewis 
index (TLI) ≥ 0.95, and a standardized root mean squared residual (SRMR) < 0.08 
(Hu & Bentler, 1999). The suggestions of model fit indices in Mplus were consid-
ered, if the model fit was not acceptable: Items were omitted, if they cross-loaded on 
multiple factors and, based on qualitative evaluation, were formed so that they did 
not clearly depict any single factor but had elements of both. Residual covariances 
were added between error terms in models for Grade 6 and Grade 8, when these were 
justifiable based on the overall interpretation of the factors as well as in relation to the 
factor structure in the Grade 4 model.

The final step was structural equation modeling (SEM) using Mplus. In this 
step, the grade-level CFAs of the home factor items formed the measurement 
models, which were explained by the following predictor variables: the child’s 
gender, responding parent’s gender, responding parent’s education level, other 
guardian’s education level, and mean score of the reading materials at home. 
The measurement models in the SEMs were identical to the grade-level CFAs. 
For clarity, however, the covariances between the latent home factors for critical 
reading are not shown in Figs. 4, 5 and 6.
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Results

Descriptive statistics and grade-level comparisons

The data comprised three samples based on the grade of the participant’s child 
at the time of data collection. Of the participants’ children, 144 were in Grade 
4 (Mage = 10.52, SDage = 0.32; 74 girls), 206 were in Grade 6 (Mage = 12.56, 
SDage = 0.36; 104 girls), and 224 were in Grade 8 (Mage = 14.64, SDage = 0.34; 
115 girls). While children’s gender distribution was fairly even, more mothers 
than fathers responded to the questionnaire (G4: 100 [69.44%] mothers; G6: 158 
[76.70%] mothers; G8: 175 [78.13%] mothers).

The education levels of the responding parent and the other guardian are pre-
sented in Table 1. There were no differences in education levels across samples 
for Grades 4, 6, and 8, either between responding parents (χ2[8, n = 596] = 4.46, 
p = .814) or other guardians (χ2[8, n = 571] = 6.12, p = .634). For the analyses, the 
two lowest and two highest education levels were combined so that the categories 
were: (1) upper secondary level or lower, (2) bachelor’s level, and (3) master’s 
level or higher. Based on the parent’s reports of the amount of reading materials 
at home, there were no differences across samples (G4: M = 1.85, SD = 0.66; G6: 
M = 1.82, SD = 0.64; G8: M = 1.81, SD = 0.65; F[598,2] = 0.28, p = .756 η2 = 0.001).

Descriptive statistics for the home factors for critical reading items, as well as 
comparisons between the samples, are presented in Table 2. The correlations between 

Grade 4 Grade 6 Grade 
8

N (%) N (%) N (%) N (%)
Parent responding the questionnaire
Basic education 14 (2.3) 4 (2.6) 4 (1.8) 6 (2.6)
Secondary education 196 

(32.5)
46 (29.7) 79 

(36.4)
71 
(30.6)

Bachelor education 160 
(26.5)

47 (30.3) 53 
(24.4)

60 
(25.9)

Master education 201 
(33.3)

49 (31.6) 69 
(31.8)

83 
(35.8)

Researcher educa-
tion (licentiate or 
doctorate)

25 (4.1) 8 (5.2) 8 (3.7) 9 (3.9)

Other guardian
Basic education 26 (4.3) 6 (3.9) 10 (4.6) 10 (4.3)
Secondary education 227 

(37.6)
56 (36.1) 79 

(36.4)
92 
(39.7)

Bachelor education 130 
(21.5)

37 (23.9) 44 
(20.3)

49 
(21.1)

Master education 162 
(26.8)

46 (29.7) 59 
(27.2)

57 
(24.6)

Researcher educa-
tion (licentiate or 
doctorate)

26 (4.3) 6 (3.9) 5 (2.3) 15 (6.5)

Table 1  Parental education 
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Item M 
(SD)

Grade 
4 (1)

Grade 
6 (2)

Grade 
8 (3)

F df ŋ2 Pairwise 
comparisonsa/b

M 
(SD)

M 
(SD)

M 
(SD)

1 In our family, we 
search together for 
information on things 
the child is interested 
in

1.99 
(0.76)

2.11 
(0.71)

1.98 
(0.74)

1.92 
(0.80)

2.83 2, 
597

0.01

2 …we discuss, to-
gether with the child, 
about what kinds of 
information sources 
can be trusted

1.91 
(0.79)

1.84 
(0.78)

1.95 
(0.78)

1.91 
(0.81)

0.95 2, 
596

0.00

3 …we discuss cause-
and-effect relation-
ships together with 
the child

2.31 
(0.75)

2.30 
(0.73)

2.37 
(0.71)

2.26 
(0.78)

1.22 2, 
596

0.00

4 …we consider, to-
gether with the child, 
how editing pictures 
and videos can be 
used to mislead and 
what it attempts to 
accomplish

1.76 
(0.87)

1.67 
(0.87)

1.87 
(0.85)

1.70 
(0.88)

3.09* 2, 
597

0.01 2 > 1†a

5 …different perspec-
tives are taken into 
account in discussions

2.20 
(0.72)

2.13 
(0.74)

2.17 
(0.72)

2.27 
(0.71)

1.96 2, 
596

0.01

6 …the child is encour-
aged to say if they 
have seen or read 
something confus-
ing online or in other 
media

2.33 
(0.76)

2.38 
(0.72)

2.44 
(0.70)

2.18 
(0.81)

7.16*** 2, 
596

0.02 1 > 3a

7 …we discuss, to-
gether with the child, 
what they have seen, 
done or read online or 
in other media

2.05 
(0.78)

2.15 
(0.75)

2.11 
(0.73)

1.91 
(0.82)

5.70** 2, 
597

0.02 1 > 3a

8 …the child’s use of 
media is actively 
monitored

1.81 
(0.86)

2.19 
(0.75)

1.89 
(0.84)

1.49 
(0.82)

35.88*** 2, 
596

0.11 1 > 2, 3;
2 > 3a

9 …the child is taught 
to use the internet and 
other media safely 
and responsibly

2.15 
(0.76)

2.15 
(0.76)

2.14 
(0.74)

2.16 
(0.78)

0.02 2, 
597

0.00

10 …every family mem-
ber has an opportunity 
to participate in the 
family’s discussions

2.80 
(0.47)

2.84 
(0.42)

2.74 
(0.55)

2.83 
(0.40)

11 …we show interest in 
the child’s thoughts 
and questions

2.83 
(0.40)

2.83 
(0.39)

2.83 
(0.40)

2.82 
(0.40)

Table 2  Descriptive statistics of the questionnaire items and reading materials at home and differences 
between groups
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Item M 
(SD)

Grade 
4 (1)

Grade 
6 (2)

Grade 
8 (3)

F df ŋ2 Pairwise 
comparisonsa/b

M 
(SD)

M 
(SD)

M 
(SD)

12 …the child brings up 
things on which we 
discuss together

2.41 
(0.69)

2.54 
(0.61)

2.39 
(0.69)

2.33 
(0.74)

4.32* 2, 
596

0.01 1 > 3b

13 …the child is encour-
aged to form their 
own opinions on 
things

2.56 
(0.62)

2.54 
(0.61)

2.58 
(0.59)

2.56 
(0.66)

0.23 2, 
597

0.00

14 …the child is asked to 
give reasons for their 
opinions

2.31 
(0.72)

2.26 
(0.65)

2.33 
(0.71)

2.33 
(0.76)

0.54 2, 
597

0.00

15 …we discuss, togeth-
er with the child, what 
has been read (such 
as books, magazines, 
online texts)

1.86 
(0.80)

1.92 
(0.76)

1.87 
(0.78)

1.81 
(0.86)

0.94 2, 
597

0.00

16 …we discuss the 
latest issues together 
with the child

2.30 
(0.69)

2.23 
(0.68)

2.24 
(0.74)

2.40 
(0.63)

3.86* 2, 
596

0.01 1 < 3 †a

17 …at least one adult 
has readiness (knowl-
edge and skills) to 
support the child’s 
critical reading skills 
development

2.60 
(0.63)

2.66 
(0.60)

2.58 
(0.66)

2.57 
(0.63)

18 …we consider it 
important to support 
the child’s critical 
reading skills

2.58 
(0.61)

2.60 
(0.61)

2.57 
(0.61)

2.59 
(0.63)

.11 2, 
596

0.00

19 …we consider it 
important that family 
members can disagree

2.61 
(0.58)

2.52 
(0.64)

2.60 
(0.59)

2.68 
(0.54)

3.63* 2, 
596

0.01 1 < 3a

20 …the knowledge of 
experts is considered 
trustworthy

2.38 
(0.66)

2.39 
(0.67)

2.35 
(0.66)

2.39 
(0.67)

0.25 2, 
594

0.00

21 …there are views 
which may hinder a 
diverse examination 
of issues

0.75 
(0.90)

0.70 
(0.92)

0.68 
(83)

0.84 
(0.95)

22 …media literacy is 
considered important

2.53 
(0.64)

2.46 
(0.67)

2.52 
066)

2.60 
(0.59)

2.31 2, 
596

0.01

23 …scientific knowl-
edge is considered 
interesting

2.50 
(0.67)

2.53 
(0.65)

2.45 
(0.68)

2.52 
(0.67)

0.99 2, 
595

0.00

24 …education and 
attending school are 
considered important

2.92 
(0.29)

2.92 
(0.31)

2.91 
(0.24)

2.91 
(0.31)

† < 0.10, *p < .05, **p < .01, *** p < .001; aBonferroni correction/ bDunnett’s T3 differences between 
groups when p < .05

Table 2  (continued) 



1 3

J. Ruotsalainen et al.

study items in each sample are presented in Tables 1, 2, 3 in the Supplementary 
Information.

In general, parents viewed most of the statements as describing their family quite 
well. The average response for most items was around 2, suggesting that children’s 
and adolescents’ critical reading skills were supported in families in many ways. 
Only one item (Item 21:”In our family, there are views which may hinder a diverse 
examination of issues”) had an average value below 1; however, because this item 
was reverse-coded, it also suggests a supportive home environment. The averages of 
four items (10, 11, 17, and 24) were very close to the maximum value, indicating that 
some practices and values were common. In addition, families reported having the 
required skills and knowledge to support their children’s critical reading skills. Due 
to skewness (< −2), items 10, 11, and 24 were omitted from further analyses. In addi-
tion, items 17 (“In our family, at least one adult has readiness (knowledge and skills) 
to support the child’s critical reading skills.”) and 21 were omitted, since these were 
singular items on their phenomena.

Although the averages suggest that, overall, parents supported their children’s 
critical reading skills, there was also considerable variability in the responses. Statis-
tically significant differences between the samples were found for five items: Com-
pared to parents in the Grade 8 sample, the parents in the Grade 4 sample reported 
engaging more often in discussions of online content (Items 6 and 7) and topics 
brought up by the child (Item 12). In addition, monitoring the child’s media use (Item 
8) was more common in Grades 4 and 6 than in Grade 8. Finally, seeing value in the 
possibility of disagreeing within the family (Item 19) was more common in the Grade 
8 sample than in Grade 4. However, the effect of grade level on items was small or 
negligible, apart from monitoring the child’s media use, for which grade level had a 
medium effect. Furthermore, the threshold for p-value (p < .002) was met only with 
items 6 and 8 when taking into account the number of examined items.

Factor structure of the home factors for critical reading in the homes of fourth, 
sixth and eighth graders

To explore how various home factors characteristics were represented among 
parents of children at different grade levels, we ran an EFA and a CFA. An EFA 
with 19 items (skewed items omitted) and promax rotation was run using SPSS 
28 separately for each sample. The results suggested that the factor structure was 
not similar across grades (see Tables 4, 5, 6 in the Supplementary Information). 
In the Grade 4 sample, a five-factor solution was extracted (48.81% of the total 
variance explained; KMO = 0.85; Bartlett’s test of sphericity [171] = 1035.51, 
p < .001). One item (Item 19) had a very low loading (< 0.30) on all factors and 
was therefore omitted from further analysis. In the Grade 6 sample, a four-factor 
solution was extracted (48.79% of the total variance; KMO = 0.90; Bartlett’s test 
of sphericity [171] = 1624.59, p < .001), and in the Grade 8 sample, a three-factor 
solution was extracted (46.78% of the total variance; KMO = 0.91; Bartlett’s test 
of sphericity [171] = 1822.81, p < .001).

Next, we ran a CFA based on the EFA results.For Grade 4, the fit indices did not 
indicate an acceptable model fit for the initial solution (χ2[125] = 212.66, p = .000, 
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RMSEA = 0.07, CFI = 0.90, TLI = 0.87, SRMR = 0.07).The modification indices 
showed that Items 6 and 18 cross-loaded on two factors and were therefore removed. 
Thereafter, the model fit improved, and the modification indices did not sug-
gest any statistically or theoretically reasonable improvements. Thus, we accepted 
this final model (χ2[94] = 116.88, p = .055, RMSEA = 0.04, CFI = 0.96, TLI = 0.95, 
SRMR = 0.06).

The final five-factor CFA model for Grade 4 included the following factors (Fig. 1; 
see Table 7 in the Supplementary Information for descriptive information on the item 
mean composites for each sample): (1) engagement in epistemic practices (ω = 0.79), 
(2) guidance in media use (ω = 0.79), (3) engagement in productive argumentative 
practices (ω = 0.66), (4) discussions on readings and current issues (α = 0.68), and (5) 
valuing reliable epistemic practices (ω = 0.72).

For the Grade 6 sample, the CFA model with 19 items was constructed based on 
the four-factor model extracted using the EFA. In the first CFA model, most of the 
fit indices indicated an unacceptable fit (χ2[146] = 281.52, p = .000, RMSEA = 0.07, 
CFI = 0.90, TLI = 0.89, SRMR = 0.07). Based on the modification indices, Item 9 
cross-loaded on two factors and was therefore removed. Thereafter, the model fit 
improved but was still unacceptable (χ2[129] = 211.39, p = .000, RMSEA = 0.06, 
CFI = 0.93, TLI = 0.92, SRMR = 0.05). Next, the modification indices showed that, 
in line with the Grade 4 model, Item 18 cross-loaded on multiple factors and was 
consequently also removed [χ2[113] = 159.96, p = .002, RMSEA = 0.04, CFI = 0.96, 
TLI = 0.95, SRMR = 0.05).

Based on the modification indices, we continued to improve the model fit by add-
ing the residual covariance between Items 15 and 16. This was the largest residual 

Fig. 1  Factor structure of the home factors for critical reading in the Grade 4 sample including stan-
dardized parameter estimates. Note: ** p < .01, ***p < .001
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covariance and was both statistically significant and theoretically reasonable, as 
these items formed a separate factor in the Grade 4 model. The fit indices indicated 
a good model fit: χ2(112) = 143.97, p = .023, RMSEA = 0.04, CFI = 0.97, TLI = 0.96, 
SRMR = 0.05. The final four-factor CFA model for Grade 6 included (1) engagement 
in epistemic practices (ω = 0.85), (2) guidance in media use (ω = 0.83), (3) engage-
ment in productive argumentative practices (ω = 0.71), and (4) valuing reliable 
epistemic practices (ω = 0.70). The final model, with detailed information on factor 
loadings and residual covariances, is presented in Fig. 2.

For the Grade 8 sample, the CFA model with 19 items was constructed based on the 
three-factor model extracted using the EFA. The goodness-of-fit indices for the initial 
model did not indicate an acceptable fit (χ2[149] = 290.63, p = .000, RMSEA = 0.06, 
CFI = 0.90, TLI = 0.89, SRMR = 0.06). In line with the Grade 4 and Grade 6 mod-
els, Item 18 cross-loaded on multiple factors. Additionally, in line with the Grade 4 
model, Items 6 and 19 were excluded based on cross-loadings. As a result, the model 
fit statistics were: χ2(101) = 163.94, p = .000, RMSEA = 0.05, CFI = 0.95, TLI = 0.94, 
SRMR = 0.05.

Next, we added residual covariances. The highest residual covariance was again 
between Items 15 and 16 within the same factor. We also added the residual covariance 
between Items 2 and 3. Although these items were under different factors in the Grade 
8 CFA model, they belonged to the same factor in the Grade 4 and Grade 6 models. 
This final CFA model had an excellent fit: χ2(99) = 133.19, p = .013, RMSEA = 0.04, 
CFI = 0.97, TLI = 0.96, SRMR = 0.05. The final three-factor CFA model for Grade 8 
included (1) engagement in epistemic practices (ω = 0.86), (2) guidance in media use 

Fig. 2  Factor structure of home factors for critical reading in the Grade 6 sample including standard-
ized parameter estimates. Note: ***p < .001
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(ω = 0.81), and (3) valuing reliable epistemic practices (ω = 0.70). The final model is 
presented in Fig. 3.

Compared to the Grade 4 model, the factor discussions on readings and current 
issues (Items 15 and 16) and one item from engagement in productive argumentative 
practices (Item 12) were merged into engagement in epistemic practices in the Grade 
6 model. In the Grade 8 model, engagement in epistemic practices and engagement 
in productive argumentative practices were merged into one factor, although Items 2 
and 4 from engagement in epistemic practices, which related more closely to online 
reading, were now included in guidance in media use. Only the factor valuing reli-
able epistemic practices remained consistent across the three samples.

Factors explaining differences in the home factors for critical reading

To understand how the child’s gender, the responding parent’s gender, the responding 
parent’s education level, the other guardian’s education level, and the reading materi-
als at home were associated with the factors, we ran grade-level SEM (Figs. 4, 5, 6; 
see Tables 8, 9, 10 in the Supplementary Information for all standardized estimates 
and standard errors). All the fit indices of the SEM indicated a good model fit across 
grade levels.

The SEM showed that neither the child’s gender nor the responding parent’s gen-
der significantly explained the variance in any of the factors at any grade level. The 
responding parents’ education level was negatively associated with the guidance in 
media use factor in the Grade 4 and Grade 8 models. In Grade 6, this negative asso-
ciation with guidance in media use was found for the other guardian’s education 
level. In Grade 4, the respondent’s education level was also negatively associated 

Fig. 3  Factor structure of home factors for critical reading in the Grade 8 sample including standard-
ized parameter estimates. Note: ** p < .01, ***p < .001
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with engagement in productive argumentative practices. These findings suggest that 
the higher the parent’s education level, the less they reported guiding their child’s 
media use in any of the grades or engaging in productive argumentative practices in 
Grade 4.

The reading materials at home were positively associated with all home factors 
for critical reading factors at all grade levels. That is, the more parents reported hav-
ing reading materials at home, the more they engaged their child in practices that 
supported critical reading and the more they valued reliable epistemic practices. The 
only exception was the nonsignificant relation between reading materials at home 
and the guidance in media use factor in the Grade 8 model.

Discussion

The present study focused on the ways in which parents support their children’s 
critical reading skills at home. Given the limited exploration of parental support 
in critical reading—an essential skill in increasingly digitalized societies—this 
study offers several contributions. First, we developed a questionnaire addressing 
the home factors for critical reading, covering parent–child interactions, literacy 
and media practices, and parental values, and we examined the prevalence and 
variability of these characteristics across families with fourth, sixth, or eighth 

Fig. 4  Structural equation model of factors (child’s gender, respondent’s gender, respondent’s educa-
tion level, other guardian’s education level, and reading materials at home) in relation to the home 
factors for critical reading for the Grade 4 sample, including standardized parameter estimates and 
fit indices. Note: RMSEA = root mean square error of approximation; CFI = comparative fit index; 
TLI = Tucker–Lewis index; *p < .05,** p < .01, ***p < .001. Covariances between latent home factors 
for critical reading were freely estimated but are omitted for clarity
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graders. By including adolescent samples, this study goes beyond examining the 
HLE of children, which has been the focus of most previous research. Second, 
our approach provides unique insights into patterns among different practices by 
investigating the structure of the questionnaire within the three samples. Separate 
analyses were conducted, as it was expected that at this age (ca. 10–14 years), 
there can be rapid changes in how children engage with parents and media and 
how independent they are. Finally, this study also sheds light on the role of cer-
tain factors (e.g., parents’ education level and the presence of reading materials 
at home) in the home factors for critical reading.

The results showed that, on average, parents were active in supporting their 
children’s critical reading, although there was also variability among families. 
Differences across samples were found only in some internet-related items. Inter-
estingly, we identified a five-factor model in the Grade 4 sample, a four-factor 
model in the Grade 6 sample, and a three-factor model in the Grade 8 sample. The 
differences in factor structure were mostly driven by items that loaded on three 
separate factors in the Grade 4 sample but were merged in the upper grades. The 
amount of reading materials at home explained the variance in the home factors 
for critical reading factors, except for one factor in Grade 8. Parental educa-
tion, however, negatively explained variance in the Guidance in media use fac-
tor across all grades, meaning that parents with lower education levels reported 
providing more guidance in media use.

Fig. 5  Structural equation model of factors (child’s gender, respondent’s gender, respondent’s educa-
tion level, other guardian’s education level, and reading materials at home) in relation to the home 
factors for critical reading for the Grade 6 sample, including standardized parameter estimates and 
fit indices. Note: RMSEA = root mean square error of approximation; CFI = comparative fit index; 
TLI = Tucker–Lewis index; *p < .05, ***p < .001. Covariances between latent home factors for critical 
reading were freely estimated but are omitted for clarity
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Prevalence and variability in the home factors for critical reading

The results indicated that, on average, parents in Finland are generally active 
in supporting their children’s reading skills after school entry, although again 
with variability among families. Previous research has shown that once children 
enter school, the more traditionally assessed HLE practices—such as shared book 
reading (e.g., Manolitsis et al., 2011; Torppa et al., 2022)—and digital parenting 
practices—such as discussing online content (Livingstone et al., 2017)—tend to 
decrease. The findings of the present study suggest, however, that other types 
of activities emerge, and that across Grades 4–8 (10–14 years old), changes in 
these activities may be minimal. The prevalence of most characteristics, such as 
searching for information on topics that interested the child, considering which 
information sources could be trusted, and discussing readings or current issues or 
news, was similar across the samples. As mentioned above, the only clear differ-
ences between grade levels emerged for some internet-related items. In line with 
previous research (e.g., Livingstone et al., 2017), parents reported discussing 
online content more in the youngest sample (Grade 4) than in the oldest sam-
ple (Grade 8). However, we did not find differences between groups in teaching 
responsible and safe use of the internet and other media, for example. Since ado-
lescents are likely to encounter more risks online than younger children (Lahti et 
al., 2024), it is a reassuring finding that parents continue to support their children 
in their internet use.

Fig. 6  Structural equation model of factors (child’s gender, respondent’s gender, respondent’s educa-
tion level, other guardian’s education level, and reading materials at home) in relation to the home 
factors for critical reading for the Grade 8 sample, including standardized parameter estimates and 
fit indices. Note: RMSEA = root mean square error of approximation; CFI = comparative fit index; 
TLI = Tucker–Lewis index; ** p < .01, ***p < .001. Covariances between latent home factors for criti-
cal reading were freely estimated but are omitted for clarity
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Factor structure of the home factors for critical reading

While the examination of the prevalence and variability of individual character-
istics presented a similar picture of the home factors for critical reading across 
the samples, the factor structures differed. More specifically, a five-factor model 
(engagement in epistemic practices, guidance in media use, engagement in pro-
ductive argumentative practices, discussions on readings and current issues, 
and valuing reliable epistemic practices) was found in the Grade 4 sample; a 
four-factor model (engagement in epistemic practices, guidance in media use, 
engagement in productive argumentative practices, and valuing reliable epis-
temic practices) was identified in the Grade 6 sample; and a three-factor model 
(engagement in epistemic practices, guidance in media use, and valuing reliable 
epistemic practices) was found in the Grade 8 sample.

One factor was the same in each grade: valuing reliable epistemic practices. 
This is reasonable, as the corresponding items reflected the responding parent’s 
own values rather than the parent–child interactions. However, other factors 
became increasingly intertwined when moving from the Grade 4 sample to the 
Grade 6 and Grade 8 samples. This was especially the case for engagement in 
epistemic practices: in Grade 4, there were three separate factors—engagement 
in epistemic practices, discussions on readings and current issues, and engage-
ment in productive argumentative practices—while in Grade 8, there was only 
one combined factor.

Factor structure reflects the correlation patterns between items. Thus, this find-
ing suggests that practices related to epistemic engagement, argumentation, and 
discussions became more closely connected in the upper-grade samples. This 
may be due to several developmental changes that occur as children grow and 
enter adolescence. One potential reason for the differences in factor structure is 
the development of epistemic cognition, which concerns, for example, argumen-
tation (Iordanou et al., 2016) and reasoning about knowledge claims and sources 
(Barzilai & Zohar, 2016). Argumentation skills, for instance, develop gradually 
through discussions with others (Iordanou et al., 2016; Ryu & Sandoval, 2012). 
As adolescents and their reading skills develop, they can engage in more sophis-
ticated interactions (Alexander, 2005), and different epistemic practices become 
increasingly intertwined, which is then reflected in the factor structure.

Another reason may be the increasing independence and identity formation 
that occur during development. Adolescents are also expected to make informed 
choices and justify them in school, in everyday interactions with parents and 
peers, and on social media. Consequently, engagement in epistemic interactions 
may be influenced not only by parental decisions but also increasingly by the 
choices made by adolescents themselves. The strengthened correlations among 
items suggest that, while some adolescents engage in the epistemic interactions 
at home included in our questionnaire, others do so less.

Yet another noteworthy finding in the factor structure was the difference in the 
guidance in media use factor. While in Grades 4 and 6, evaluation of sources and 
discussion of how editing can be used to mislead were part of the engagement 
in epistemic practices factor, in Grade 8, these items were included in the guid-
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ance in media use factor. This finding may relate to adolescents’ active use of the 
internet and their encounters with misinformation and disinformation, in addition 
to other risks online (Lahti et al., 2024). Online content may also fuel discussions 
between adolescents and their parents (Coyne et al., 2014).

Reading materials and parental education in explaining variability in the home 
factors for critical reading

Analyses of the variability in parents’ responses within each sample revealed the 
strongest association with the amount of reading materials at home. This variable 
is a commonly used indicator of resources or access to print used also in previous 
studies on the associations between family factors and critical reading (Psyridou et 
al., 2024). It was positively associated with all factors at each age level, except for 
the guidance in media use factor in the Grade 8 model. This finding points to one 
possible mechanism through which access to print predicts reading skills in samples 
ranging from early childhood to adulthood (Mol & Bus, 2011): Having reading mate-
rials at home is likely to reflect the values and beliefs parents hold about reading and 
knowledge, which—together with access to print—is manifested in the practices they 
engage in with their children.

In contrast, negative associations were found between parents’ education level 
and guidance in media use in all samples and between the respondent’s educa-
tion level and engagement in productive argumentative practices in the Grade 
4 sample. These findings were surprising and contradictory to some previous 
studies. Our items for guidance in media use resemble items that have previously 
been described as “constructive mediation” or “active mediation” within digital 
parenting research, which have typically been found more often among parents 
with higher rather than lower education levels, whereas lower education has usu-
ally been associated with restrictive practices (Livingstone et al., 2017; Valcke, 
2010). One possible explanation for the negative associations between parental 
education and guidance in media use may relate to parents’ and children’s skills 
(Livingstone et al., 2017; Pons-Salvador et al., 2022; Rodríguez-de-Dios et al., 
2018). For example, Pons-Salvador et al. (2022) found that parents with higher 
digital competence were more likely to report that their 6- to 9-year-old children 
used the internet compared to less competent parents. More educated parents may 
have also adopted a more positive disposition toward digitality than less educated 
parents (Livingstone & Blum-Ross, 2020) and, consequently, may allow their 
children greater independence online.

Limitations and future directions

The present study has provided new insights into what the home factors for crit-
ical reading could include for children and adolescents across Grades 4 to 8. 
However, it has some limitations that should be considered. First, this study was 
cross-sectional and was conducted in only one region of Finland. Future studies 
should employ longitudinal designs with more representative samples to verify 
whether the developmental changes in the home factors for critical reading and 
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the factors associated with them are replicable when examined longitudinally as 
well as in other contexts. It may be assumed that similar findings to this study 
are more likely to be found in other countries where parents are better equipped 
in education and have adequate resources than in contexts where parents' capa-
bilities are hampered due to lower education and income levels (e.g., Bora et al., 
2026; Modecki et al., 2022; Nag et al., 2019).

Second, because this was the first attempt to explore the home factors for critical 
reading, the questionnaire also had certain limitations. Namely, there was a ceiling 
effect in some overly generic items (items 10 “In our family, every family member 
has an opportunity to participate in the family’s discussions”, 11 “In our family, we 
show interest in child’s thoughts and questions”, and 24 “In our family, education 
and attending school are considered important”). These items may have prompted 
socially desirable responses. Furthermore, the questionnaire did not include items 
clearly formulated as hindering factors, such as views that restrict a diverse examina-
tion of issues. These types of items would be important to include in future exami-
nations to achieve a more profound understanding of the home factors for critical 
reading. All the items should also be checked for cultural validity: The items were 
developed with attention to cultural validity in Finland, where media literacy and 
critical evaluation of information are well-established concepts in education and 
public discourse (Ministry of Education and Culture, 2019), which supports the rel-
evance of the items in this context.

Third, given the exploratory nature of the home factors for critical reading 
questionnaire, factor analyses were conducted separately for each grade level 
using the same data for EFA and CFA. Subsequently, CFAs were estimated for 
each grade level based on the grade-specific exploratory structure as an initial 
model, with the aim of further developing the measure and deciding on item 
inclusion/exclusion. Future validation of the instrument will require independent 
samples to test the stability of the factor structure.

Fourth, the experts highlighted the importance of parents’ own skills (Paakkari 
et al., 2024). In the future, it would also be important to include parental skills, 
such as their own critical reading abilities, to test whether parents’ actual skill 
levels (rather than their education levels) are associated with the home factors for 
critical reading. Also, the number and age range of children in the family may 
have an effect on how prepared the parents are in providing support for each child 
or how much time they have for it.

Finally, while the present study revealed noteworthy findings regarding the 
dynamic associations between different home factor items that deserve more thor-
ough examination, there is also a need to develop a more age-robust measure of the 
home factors for critical reading. This approach would allow for more precise analy-
sis of the relationship between home factors for critical reading factors and children’s 
critical reading outcomes.

Practical implications

This study has practical implications for educators, stakeholders working with fami-
lies, and parents. The findings highlight that support for critical reading begins early 
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and evolves as children grow and engage with increasingly diverse information 
sources, underscoring the importance of age-appropriate support across home and 
educational contexts.

The results suggest that everyday interactions, such as discussions about informa-
tion encountered in daily life, may provide opportunities to support the development 
of critical reading. Engaging with questions related to the credibility, purpose, and 
interpretation of information may help foster these skills over time. The findings also 
indicate that home factors supporting critical reading may become more integrated as 
children grow older. This suggests that developmental differences should be consid-
ered, as the ways in which discussion, argumentation, and epistemic engagement are 
connected may vary across age groups.

For educators and other stakeholders, the results highlight the importance of rec-
ognising variation in home environments and available resources. Providing access 
to reading materials and supporting opportunities for dialogue may help address 
these differences. Strengthening collaboration between schools and families may fur-
ther support shared understandings of critical reading and promote more equitable 
opportunities for skill development.

Conclusion

This study provides novel insights into the home factors for critical reading. We 
found that parents continue to support their children’s critical reading skills in ado-
lescence, although the manifestations of support may change as the child grows. The 
results also show the importance of reading materials in today’s increasingly digi-
talized society. Reading materials were consistently associated not only with parental 
values but also with the activities and practices supporting critical reading skills par-
ents engaged in with their children.
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