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Abstract

We investigated the nature of mother-child collaborative text writing, maternal pedagogical beliefs, and children's independent text writing in two SES groups.  Collaborative writing among 40 mothers and their second-grade children, equally divided between low (LSES) and high (HSES) SES, was observed at home. Maternal beliefs were extracted from open interviews following the collaboration.  Children's independent text writing was assessed prior to the interaction.  LSES children were less autonomous in the writing interaction and discussed spelling more frequently than genre elements, than HSES children. No difference was found between LSES and HSES maternal pedagogical beliefs, but LSES mothers expressed more negative beliefs about their children as learners. Results showed  moderately high correlations between type of collaborative writing, maternal beliefs, and children's independent writing level, especially among the LSES group. Implications for children's development from a socio-cultural perspective are discussed.

       Over the last two decades, there has been an increasing interest in the relationship between the socio-cultural context of families and children's development (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Kagitcibasi, 1996). Researchers using this ecological framework view child's cognitive development as embedded in the child's cultural and social life, where parental beliefs and parent-child joint activities play an essential role  (Goodnow & Collins, 1990; Miller, 1988; Sigel, McGillicuddy –DeLisi & Goodnow, 1992; Tudge, Putnam & Valsiner, 1996).


       In this study, we focus on text writing–a central cognitive activity and cultural tool with which children are deeply involved, and which is vital for adjustment in literate societies. Our goals were, first, to analyze the nature of the dyadic interactions in the child-parent joint activity of composing and writing a text; second, to examine maternal pedagogical beliefs about development, learning, and instruction, as well as beliefs about their own children as learners; third, to compare the dyadic interactions and maternal beliefs of two socio-economic strata—LSES (low SES) vs. HSES (high SES); and fourth, to examine the inter-relationship between the nature of the dyadic interaction, maternal belief systems, and the child's own level of text writing across and within SES groups.  

Theoretical Perspectives

       There is a rich body of literature on parent-child interaction and the child's literacy development in which the focus is on joint book reading in early childhood (Bus, van Ijzendoorn, & Pelegrini, 1995; Scarborough & Dobrich, 1994; Snow & Ninio, 1986, Teale & Sulzby, 1987). Several researches have found that LSES parents, in contrast to HSES parents, not only read less frequently to their children, but also initiate fewer questions to them, encourage them less to take an active part in this activity (Ninio, 1980), and motivate them less to be interested in the print of the book (McCormick & Mason, 1986).  

        However, more recently, some researchers have reported that LSES mothers do interact with their children in reading expository familiar texts (e.g., advertisements from local newspapers) (Pellegrini, Perlmutter, Galda, & Brody, 1991) or in book reading (Secules & Nisser 1993; DeBaryshe, 1995) in the same manner as do HSES mothers. They read the material to the children and conduct dialogues with them. These new findings might be related to the recent broader parental awareness, across different SES, as to the importance of the quality of the shared reading activity. Therefore, we were motivated to examine further if there is any difference in joint parent-child literacy activity between the two social groups, and if so, what the nature of these differences might be.

       In contrast with the extensive research on parent-child shared reading, the nature of parent-child interaction in writing activities has largely been ignored. Writing activities, like writing letters and holiday cards to maintain social relationships, have been observed in natural home settings in middle-high SES (Bissex, 1980; Clay, 1975) as well as in LSES (Taylor & Dorsey-Gaines, 1988). The dearth of research in this area is unfortunate not only because writing is a core element in literacy development that affects success in school and later in literate society, but also because these events can deepen our understanding of the nature of parent-child interaction while performing cognitive tasks as a pathway for learning and socialization  (DeBaryshe, Buell & Binder, 1996). 

       In two pioneering studies, the researchers have focused on parent-child writing activity, looking at 4- to 6-year-old children and their mothers as they write a letter to a relative or a friend (Burns & Casbergue, 1992; DeBaryshe et al., 1996). By taking a developmental perspective, the children were examined through their emergent writing level. Emergent writing levels might be, for example, scribbles, pseudo letters, random letters, or invented spelling (see e.g., Ferreiro & Teberosky, 1982; Levin & Korat, 1993; Levin, Korat & Amsterdamer, 1996; Levin, Share & Shatil, 1996). Burns and Casbergue (1992) reported that 4-year-old children showed more involvement in joint writing activity with their parents, in terms of initiative and verbal input, when parents demonstrated a low level of control during the joint activity, with the result that the consequent texts were written less conventionally. These findings imply that parent-child writing activity might potentially present parents with a dilemma with respect to what the focus of the activity should be: the child's learning processes or the conventional cultural product.  DeBaryshe et al. (1996), who examined 5- to  6-year-old children's independent text, mother-child's mutual text, and the process of the mother-child interaction, revealed a maternal fine-tuning of "scaffolding behaviors" (Wood, 1980) in response to the child's independent level. 

       We examined not only the joint child-mother writing interaction and the mutual text, but also the child's independent text, primarily because the child's activity in the interaction with the mother might not depend only on the dyadic nature of the mother-child collaboration but also on the child's independent writing ability. We focused on the socio-economic and cultural environment of the families we studied by comparing two SES groups: their settings, their interactions, their beliefs, and the relationships among these factors. This broader ecological perspective, it was hoped, would enhance our understanding as to the origins of differences in parent-child joint activities and the children's outcomes. 

       Our point of departure is that the interface between individuals and their socio-cultural niche is to be found in everyday activities (Bronfenbrenner, 1988; Vygotsky, 1978, 1987; Tudge et al., 1996). Our aim was to understand the ways in which children become competent literate members in society, and this, we believe, is a the result of ongoing interactions in every day life with social partners. Thus, the second graders in our study were asked to write an invitation to a birthday party and a party shopping list, texts that are a part of families' and children' daily life. Initially, the children were asked to write these texts independently; later, they did so with their mothers. In our experience, young children from different social settings are frequently exposed to these texts, and are aware of their functional role. The two texts are functionally related but differ in their structure and their cognitive demands; an invitation is a more conventional text, which includes several defined components (addressee, place, time, name of sender, etc.) while a list is less conventional. A list is also usually written by individuals to themselves as a mnemonic device, while an invitation is written to another person; thus, it demands that the writer take into consideration the potential reader in the process of writing. During the joint activity, the mother was asked to assist her child in the writing of these texts, as she deemed fit. The joint mother-child writing was examined from a social and a cognitive perspective. The social aspect was addressed by analyzing the child's autonomy in the process of writing and the cognitive aspect by analyzing the content of the discourse while writing the text.

       The child's level of autonomy within a dyadic interaction during problem solving tasks has been found to be related to the child's level of cognitive development and school achievement. Children of authoritative parents, who are not encouraged to be autonomous, are less involved in the learning processes, exhibit less success in mastering new tasks, and show lower levels of academic achievement (Lambore, Steinberg, Mounts, & Dorbusch, 1991; Steinberg, Elman, & Mount, 1989). Parent's authoritarian relationships with their children in a cognitive activity was explained by Pratt, Kerig, and Cowan (1988) as a lack of sensitivity to the child's "zone of proximal development" (Vygotsky, 1987). 

       The relationship between socio-cultural background and the child's autonomy was investigated in a study of dinner table conversations of Israeli families (Haviv & Blum-Kulka, 1996). Children in highly-educated families  were more active speakers in terms of the frequency with which they asked questions and the support they gave in fostering issues raised by other parties in the conversation than were children in the less-educated families. 

       Since children in literate societies first learn the informal spoken language, to write properly they have not only to realize linguistic units on paper, but also to understand and use the structure and the register of written language, which include higher formality and complexity (Miller, 1993).  Following a pilot study, we expected that the discourse during the interaction would include the following topics: (a) genre elements (e.g., in the birthday invitations: name of sender, addressee, date; in the shopping list: names of products and their amount or size), (b) spelling, (c) register (written vs. oral language), and (d) monitoring texts (reading the written text aloud).

       Parental beliefs about how children develop and learn and about children's rearing and instruction may be related to parental collaboration with their child. These beliefs, labeled in the literature as parental "ideas," "schemes," or  "cognitions" (Miller, 1988), and lately as "folk pedagogy" (Olson & Bruner, 1996), are presumed to formulate the "intuitive parenting program" (Keller, Scolmerich, & Eibl-Eibesfeldt, 1988). 

       Two major types of parental beliefs were addressed in this research: (1) pedagogical beliefs about development, learning, and the teaching of children, (2) parental beliefs about their own child as learner.  Parental pedagogical beliefs about children development were categorized in the literature into three schemes: maturational explanations  (e.g., "children learn things when they are mature enough for it"), teaching-learning explanations (e.g., "children get their knowledge through direct planned instruction"), constructivist and social developmental explanations, labeled here as "developmental beliefs"  (e.g., children learn through self- discovery and daily experiences with others) (Miller , 1988). 

       LSES parents have been found to be less likely to express developmental beliefs regarding their children's cognitive development, and less likely to expect their children to find their own solutions through problem-solving strategies than HSES parents (Laosa & Sigel, 1982; Sigel, 1985; Sigel, et al. 1992). HSES parents have been found to be more likely to espouse concepts of the child as an "active processor"- where the child grows in stages and develops by exploration, while de-emphasizing direct instruction (McGillicuddy-DeLisi (1982). HSES parents also tend to perceive child development in terms of cognitive development, while LSES parents explain it in terms of a maturational process (Johnson & Martin, 1983). Parental beliefs about the importance of a child's personal autonomy--taking initiative, thinking about problems independently, were found to be valued more by middle-class than by working class parents who valued obedience and conformity in children (Kohn, 1995; Kohn & Slomczynski, 1990). As for parental beliefs about their own child's ability, parents generally exhibit moderate accuracy about their children's cognitive performance on Piagetian tasks (Miller, 1986), memory (Bird & Berman, 1985), and IQ (Hunt & Paraskevopoulos, 1980). The dominant error of parents is an overestimation of their child's ability. 

       The model that parental beliefs have an impact on parents' collaboration with their own offspring, and that this subsequently influences the child's development, has been examined by several researchers (e.g., Goodnow, 1988; Miller, 1988; Sigel, et al. ,1992). The evidence linking parental beliefs about children's development and learning and how they behave towards them is positive but weak (McGillicuddy-De Lisi, 1982; Sigel, et al. 1992).  A moderate (r = .36) beliefs-behavior correlation was found in Stevens's (1984) research using both the "High Scope Scale"  for assessing beliefs about infant development and the "HOME" observations-- measuring the quality of early environment, including maternal behavior (Caldwell & Bradley, 1979).  A moderate beliefs-behavior correlation was reported in Sigel's (1982) study, in which two measures of teaching in parent-child interactions were used: teaching the child to make a boat or an airplane by folding paper and telling a story. It was found that more adaptive child-rearing behavior, using distancing strategies for promoting representational thinking, had a low-moderate (r = .25) correlation with belief systems about children's development. 

       There is greater support for the relationship between parental beliefs and their children's developmental outcomes. Parental beliefs about their children's development based on socio-cognitive and developmental ideas were positively correlated with the child's academic knowledge (r = .41), whereas maturational beliefs were negatively correlated with it (r = - .46) (Johnson  & Martin, 1983). Modest correlations (r = .24) between parental constructivist  beliefs and children's overall cognitive levels (e.g., imagery, conservation, categorization, interpersonal problem-solving) have also been reported (McGillicuddy-DeLisi, 1982). 

       It is important to note that research on the links between the triad of parental beliefs, parent-child interactions, and child's outcomes is limited. Most of the previous studies have included verbal parental reports about their behavior rather than observational measures. No researcher to date has focused specifically on the relationship between parental beliefs about their own offspring and direct observations of their interaction with their child. 

       One of the challenging questions is why are the reported correlations between these aspects usually so modest? We assume that the answer might be a methodological one: using parent's reports about their own behavior rather than using observations of parents, and employing questionnaires or vignettes to elicit parental beliefs rather than more "authentic" measures.  These approaches may obscure the expected links. As a result, parents' ideas about child development may possibly be formulated in terms of a response to the particular questions asked rather than in the parent's own terms. Few researches have used an interview rather than a questionnaire to gather this type of data –a method that constitutes a more flexible measurement, although producing less standardized responses (Sigel, 1986). In order to measure parental beliefs we applied the stimulated recall interview, a procedure used mainly to assess teachers’ ideas on their own teaching behavior (Roth, 1997; Tan, 1997) and children’s reflections on their own learning process (Smagorinsky & Coppock, 1995; Cameron & Moshenko, 1996).
       While observing videotape of their interaction with their own child, the mothers explained their own behavior and, thus, expressed their parental beliefs. It was expected that using this approach would allow mothers' natural and preexisting beliefs to be revealed. We consequently expected to uncover more starkly the presumed relationship between beliefs and behavior.
       In summary, in this study we analyzed the relationship of parental beliefs, parent-child interaction, and the child's development in the domain of writing. The mother-child collaborative writing was examined by focusing on the child's autonomy and the content of discourse during the interaction. Parental pedagogic beliefs and parental beliefs about their own child as a learner were assessed by open-ended interviews following the interaction. In addition, the child's independent level of writing was measured prior to the mother-child interaction, thus allowing us to evaluate the contribution of the child's independent writing level.  All these aspects were compared between two different social groupings–HSES and LSES. We anticipated that, in comparison with HSES children, LSES children would be less autonomous in writing during the interaction with their mothers. We had no specific expectations concerning the type of discourse that would be revealed during the writing interaction in the two groups. We expected that, in comparison with HSES parents, LSES parents would express fewer developmental beliefs and that this would be paralleled by more negative beliefs about their child as a learner. This is in line with past reports that parents' judgments of their own children's learning abilities are moderately accurate and in line with the poorer performance of LSES children. Although moderate correlations between all these factors were reported in the extant literature, due to our new methodology, we anticipated that pedagogical beliefs and mothers' beliefs about their own children as learners would be correlated with the nature of the dyadic interactions between mothers and children. Finally, we predicted that maternal beliefs and interactions with their children would be related to the child's literacy level. 

Method

Participants
       A total of 40 second graders (20 girls and 20 boys) and their mothers took part in this study. They were recruited from four classes located in two urban neighborhoods (2 classes from each neighborhood) in the greater area of Tel-Aviv, Israel, one with a low SES (LSES) and the other with a middle-high SES (HSES) population. Participants were solicited by letters sent to parents through the school system. From the 75% of the parents who returned permission forms, 20 children and their mothers from each SES were randomly chosen and invited to participate. No compensation was offered to the families.

       Most LSES mothers were Israeli born with Asian or North African origins. Most HSES mothers were Israeli born with European origins. Hebrew was the spoken and written language in all homes and schools. All mothers, except one in the LSES, were literate. In two LSES families, Russian was the second spoken language at home.

        The mothers and fathers in the two SES groups differed significantly in the number of school years (mothers: LSES M = 11.4 vs. HSES M = 16.7, t [38] = 5.63, p < .001; fathers: LSES M = 10.6 vs. HSES M = 16.7, t [38] = 6.46, p < .001). The LSES and HSES parental occupational levels, measured on a 4-point scale (Roe, 1956) adapted to the Israeli population  (Meir, 1978) differed significantly (fathers: LSES M = 2.1 vs. HSES M = 3.4,  t[38] = 5.83, p < .001; mothers: LSES M =  2.3 vs.  HSES M = 3.7, t [38] = 7.37, p < .001).  A significant difference between the two SES groups was also found in the number of rooms per apartment (LSES M = 3.1 vs. HSES M = 4.5,  t[38] = 7.15, p < .001), but not in the number of children per family (LSES M = 2.6 vs. HSES M = 2.7) t[38] = .31, n.s.).

Procedure

       Data were collected in four sessions. In the first session the child produced independent writing; in the second, mother-child dyads were involved in joint writing; in the third, data pertaining to maternal beliefs were collected through interviewing mothers; and in the fourth, demographic and family literacy information was gathered. 

In the first session, the child was invited to a quiet room in the school, given two blank sheets of paper, a pencil, and a set of thin markers, and asked to write an invitation to a birthday party and a shopping list for the party. The interviewer read out the following instructions: "Imagine that in a week's time you are going to have a birthday party. Please write an invitation and a shopping list for this party." The written instructions were left on the table in front of the child. No help was provided. 

       Three to four days later, the interviewer visited the child's home. She gave the child the same writing materials and written instructions. The mother was asked to sit next to the child and to provide help as she deemed fit. A VHS camcorder on a tripod, placed at the far end of the room, videotaped the session. The researcher left the room while the mother and the child completed the task. 

       Two to three days later, the interviewer again visited the child's home and, together with the mother, watched the videotape of the mother-child interaction twice. The first time the mother watched it without being given any prior instructions so as to allow her to express her general feelings about what she saw and to become familiar with what had been taped. The second time, she was asked to stop the video whenever she wished to explain why she had acted as she did, or why she had refrained from acting in a certain way. The mother decided on what comments to make and when. The session was audio taped. 

       Two to four days later, a home visit took place during which self-report questionnaires, regarding demographic and family literacy data were administered to the mother in a personal interview format.

Results

       Data regarding the literacy environment of the families from the two SES groups will be presented first. This will be followed by results about the mother-child interactions, maternal beliefs, and child's level of independent text. Finally, correlations among the various factors will be presented.

Literacy Environment by SES Group
       Interviews with the mothers were used to assess home environment with respect to literacy. Comparisons between the two SES groups regarding literacy-related tools in the home are presented in Table 1.

Insert Table 1 about here

       The data show that although the extent of ownership of adult and child literacy devices among the two groups such as tape recorders, video tapes, and literacy games was similar, they did differ with respect to other literacy resources. Fewer families from the LSES group owned computers and bought newspapers and magazines on a regular basis. Comparisons between the two SES groups with regard to number of books present at home and library usage are seen in Table 2.

Insert Table 2 about here

       The LSES group owned significantly fewer adult and children books than the HSES group. However, the two groups owned many books. Furthermore, both groups resembled one another in the number of years they had utilized library services for their children. Our findings indicate (not in the Table) that mothers from the two SES groups reported storybook reading to their second grade children with similar frequency. The frequency reported by LSES and HSES, respectively, were: 20% and 30% reading every day;  45% and 20% twice a week; 20% and 20% once a week; 0% and 10% once in two weeks; 0% and 5% once a month and 15% and 15% not reading to the child at all. No significant difference was found between the groups in reading frequency when employing the Mann-Whiteny U-Wilcoxon Test (Z = -.27, p < .78). 

Mother-Child Interaction
       The mother-child collaborative writing occurred in the participants' chosen place at home (in the living room, in the child's room, or in the kitchen) and lasted, on average, for about 25 minutes (M = 25 minutes; range: 15-40 minutes). Videotapes of the dyadic interactions were transcribed verbatim and transcripts, videotapes, and the written texts were all examined together to code the interactions. The interaction was segmented into topic-units, that is, the idea or the theme of the discourse (Diamond, 1996; Schiffrin, 1987). Whenever a new topic was raised, it was defined as the beginning of a new unit.

Topic units were classified into five content issues: genre element, spelling, written register, monitoring text, and ‘other issues’. Descriptions and examples of topics discussed in the interaction are presented in Table 3.

 Insert Table 3 about here

       Inter-rater reliabilities estimates for all measures were obtained by using two independent raters. Reliabilities for sorting content units were computed based on a random selection of 10% of the dyads.  Reliabilities measured by Cohen's  Kappa, were K = .88 for the invitation and K = .69 for the shopping list.

Each mother-child writing interaction unit was rated on the following: topic initiator and topic leader. Topic initiator was defined as the person who started a new subject not discussed in the last unit. A topic leader was defined as the person that developed and promoted the topic discussed. Both measures were targeted to capture the level of the child's autonomy in the interaction. It is important to note that the initiator of a unit does not have to be the leader of that unit and vice versa. For example, an interaction in writing the shopping list went as follows: 

M: What else shall we buy? 

C: I don't know….a…one minute….something  to drink, we need something to            drink  too…so ..Coca-Cola.

M: Good, Coca-Cola.

       The topic of this unit is genre element, in the shopping list. The initiator was the mother, and the leader of the unit was the child. An example from a mother-child interaction in writing the invitation follows:


C: (writes, stops and looks at the mother) A…a ..we need to write the date.


M: On which date would you like to have your party? 

C: A..a..


M: We can do it on the 22nd of March. This is your birthday.


C: OK.

       The topic of this unit is "date," which is a genre element in the invitation text. The initiator of the unit was the child, and the leader was the mother.  Inter-rater agreement for unit initiator, using Cohen's Kappa, was K = .89 for invitation , K = .78 for shopping list, for unit leader, K = .88 for invitation and K = .74 for shopping list. We anticipated that LSES children would be less autonomous in the interaction with their mothers. Percentage unit of occurrences where the child played the role of initiator and leader is presented in Figure 1.

Insert Figure 1 about here

       As expected, LSES children were less autonomous than HSES children. A 2-Way ANOVA (2 SES x 2 genre: invitation and shopping list) was performed on initiation  and on leadership, separately. The analysis of initiations indicated that LSES children were initiators significantly less often than HSES children (F (1,38) = 12.41, p < .001). There was no significant difference in initiation scores between the two genres, and no significant interaction between SES and genre. Similarly, LSES children were leaders significantly less often than HSES children (F(1,38) = 13.93, p < .001). Children across both SES groups were leaders significantly more often in writing the invitation than in writing the shopping list (F(1,38) = 8.56, p < .006). No significant interaction emerged between SES and genre. 

       One more indicator of the child's autonomy was initiating the ending of the task. The amount of time devoted to writing was unlimited. Thus, it was the participants' decision when to stop. Among the LSES participants, children initiated the ending as infrequently as 15% of the time; in the HSES group, the pattern was reversed, with children initiating the ending as often as 60% of the time. A chi-square test determined that these differences were significant ( (1 )=  8.64 p < .003). 

Topics Discussed in the Interaction

       The frequency with which the five categories of topics were discussed in the interaction: genre element, spelling, written register, monitoring text, and ‘other issues,’ are presented in Figure 2, as percentages.

Insert Figure 2 about here

       A 2-way ANOVA (2 SES  by 2 Genre: invitation and shopping list)  was carried out for each topic. Genre elements were discussed in the LSES significantly less often than in the HSES (F(1,38) = 13.95, p <.001), and significantly more often in writing the shopping list the than in writing the invitation  (F(1,38) = 9.54, p < .004).  Spelling was discussed significantly more often in the LSES than in the HSES group (F(1,38) = 11.08, p < .002).  Across both SES groups, both written register and "other issues" were discussed significantly more often in writing the invitation than in writing the shopping list (written register: F(1,38) = 20.16, p < .001; "other issue": F(1,38) = 6.59, p < .01).  No other effects were significant (p = .05). These data reveal two interesting results: in their mutual writing, LSES mothers and children discussed fewer genre elements and more spelling issues compared to their HSES counterparts.

Maternal Beliefs

       Interviews with mothers while watching the videotapes of their interaction with their children lasted about an hour, on average (M = 50 minutes; range: 35-80 minutes). At the end of the interview, two questions were asked if the mother had not raised them herself: (1) What kind of help do you think a parent should give to a child in writing a text? and (2) How would you describe your child as a learner? A total of 20% of the LSES mothers and 15% of the HSES mothers were asked these questions.

        Audio-tapes of the interviews with the mothers, while they were watching the taped interactions they had with their children, were transcribed. Two types of beliefs were extracted: (a) pedagogical beliefs about development, learning, and instruction and (b) beliefs about the child as a learner. These beliefs were conceived a-posteriori, after listening to the audio-tapes time and again. The audio-taped interviews were then segmented into topic-units, and each unit was scored according to whether it contained a reference to each of the two types of beliefs. Three pedagogical beliefs emerged: (1) child's ownership, (2) child's active thinking, and (3) child's developmental constraints. Mothers' beliefs about the child as a learner were constructed from positive and negative comments concerning her expectations or evaluations of her child as a learner. Sometimes, these comments were made in comparison to classmates or to siblings. Examples of maternal beliefs from the low and high SES groups are presented in Table 4. 

Insert Table 4 about here

      To check the reliability of the sorting of beliefs into categories, 10% of the interviews were coded by two independent coders.  Inter-rater reliabilities, using Cohen's Kappa, were as follows: "child’s ownership" (K = .71), "child's active thinking" (K = .72),  "Child's developmental constraints" (K = .92), positive evaluations (K = .78), and negative evaluations (K = .88). We expected that, in comparison with HSES mothers, LSES mothers would express fewer developmental ideas and that this would be paralleled by more negative evaluations about their children as learners. The frequencies of maternal pedagogical beliefs and evaluations of mothers of their children as learners, as expressed in the interview, are presented in Table 5. 

Insert Table 5 about here

       In contrast with our expectations, no significant differences were found between mothers in the two SES groups concerning their pedagogical beliefs. However, in keeping with our expectations, LSES mothers expressed significantly more negative comments about their child as a learner than did HSES mothers, though no difference was found with respect to positive comments.

Child's Independent Text Level 

       The child's independent texts in the two genres, written in school during the first session, were scored on four aspects: (1) number of print signs (e.g., letters, numbers, punctuation marks);  (2) percentage of spelling errors (calculated as number of spelling errors out of number of letters written in the text);  (3) number of genre elements (for invitation: title, main message ["I invite you to my birthday party"] sender, addressee, place of party, date, party's program, final greeting words ["I'll be happy to see you"] and signature; for the shopping list numbers of products in the list; and (4) number of linguistic elements of the written register (for invitation, e.g., possessive suffixes, prepositions, subordinate clauses, and for the shopping list, number of adjectives describing the products). These data are presented in Table 6.

Insert Table 6 about here

       A 2-way ANOVA (2 SES vs. 2 Genre) was carried out for each of the four aspects.  LSES children wrote significantly fewer print signs (F(1,38) = 11.87, p < .001) and fewer genre elements (F(1,38) = 20.98, p < .001) than the HSES children. Overall, across both SES groups, there were significantly fewer genre elements in the shopping list than in the invitation (F(1,38) = 21.53, p < .001).  A significant interaction was found for SES and Genre for number of genre elements   (F(1,38) = 10.98, p < .002). A post-hoc analysis, using the Bonferoni test, showed a significant difference, only for the invitation text, in the number of genre elements among the children in the two SES groups (LSES M = 2.10 vs. HSES M = 5.10; t (39) = 8.75, p < .05). The percentage of spelling errors was significantly higher in the LSES than in the HSES  (F(1,37) = 14.72, p < .001) and, across both SES groups, significantly lower in the invitation text than in the shopping list (F(1,38) = 4.96, p < .03).  There was a significant interaction between SES and Genre (F(1,38) = 16.47, p < .001).  A post-hoc Bonferoni test showed that the source of this interaction lies in the significant difference in percentage of spelling errors in the invitation (M = 9.93) versus the shopping list (M = 17.10) (t (19) = 4.38, p < .05) among the LSES children, indicating that LSES children made more spelling errors in their texts, especially in the shopping list, than their HSES peers. The number of written register elements was significantly lower in the LSES group (F(1,37) = 11.93, p < .001) and significantly lower in the invitation than in the shopping list text (F (1,37) = 16.78, p < .001). All other effects were insignificant (p = .05). To summarize, the texts produced by LSES children were less advanced in all aspects than the texts of HSES children.

Correlations: Mother-child Interaction, Maternal Beliefs and Child's Development

       Correlations were computed between the child's independent text level and the child's level of autonomy in the mother-child interaction for both texts together and for each text separately across and within SES groups. To simplify correlations between child's autonomy in the interaction with other variables, we created one score for the child's autonomy level instead of having separate scores for the child as initiator and for child as leader. We used a 5-point scale, as follows: 5 = the child produced the text unit autonomously; 4 = the child produced the text unit autonomously with some help from the mother; 3 = both parties played an equal part in the text unit production; 2 = the mother produced the text unit with some help from the child; 1 = the mother produced the text unit autonomously. Inter rater reliabilities measured by Cohen's  Kappa, were K = .89 for the invitation and K = .85 for the shopping list.  Child's general level of autonomy in both genres combined was highly correlated with the child's level of initiations during the mother-child interaction (r = .93, p < .001) and with child's level of leading (r = .96, p < .001). A 2-Way ANOVA (2 SES x 2 Genre: invitation and shopping list) was performed on child's autonomy level. LSES children were significantly less autonomous (M = 2.87) than HSES children (M = 4.2) (F(1,38) = 25.58, p < .001). There was no significant difference between genres (F(1,38) = 0.5, p < .69), and no significant interaction (F(1,38) = 30.39, p < .07). 

       We anticipated a positive correlation between the child's independent text level and level of autonomy in the interaction with the mother. Because each aspect in text level had a different scale, Z scores were calculated to make the measures uniform. For each text aspect, the highest marks were used, except for "percentage of spelling errors," which were transformed into 100% minus the calculated percentage. The correlation data are presented in Table 7. 

Insert Table 7 about here

        As expected, across both SES groups, significant, positive and moderate-high correlations emerged between the child's independent text level and the child's autonomy in the mother-child interaction for both genres combined and for each genre separately.  When the scores of each SES group were considered separately, similar significant correlations among the variables emerged only for the LSES group in the invitation alone and in both texts combined. In the HSES group, the same trend was evident, but it did not reach significance. These findings suggest that the higher the independent text level of the child, the higher the child's autonomy in the mother-child writing interaction, especially in the writing of the invitation in the LSES group. Since our measure of autonomy is a dyadic factor, the reverse could equally be the case: the higher the child's independent text level, the more the mother enabled the child to act autonomously in the interaction. 

        We also anticipated that maternal pedagogical beliefs would be related to the dyadic interactions between mothers and children, and that these beliefs and the mother-child interactions would be related to the children's independent writing level. These correlations are presented in Table 8.

Insert Table 8 about here

       With regard to the relationship between mother's pedagogical beliefs and child's autonomy in the interaction, results show that maternal beliefs about "child ownership" were positively and modestly correlated to child autonomy in both SES groups combined as well as in the HSES group. There was a high-moderate correlationship between the mother's pedagogical belief, an appreciation of  "child's active thinking," and the child's autonomy in writing the invitation list in the LSES group (r = .54, p < .05), indicating that LSES mothers, who expressed their beliefs about the importance of the child's independent thinking in solving problems, tended to have children with higher levels of independently written invitation text. Appreciating child's "developmental constraints" (not in the table) were not correlated to child's autonomy. No correlations were found between maternal pedagogical beliefs and child's text level (not presented in the table). 

        We also anticipated that maternal beliefs about their own children as learners would be related to the dyadic interactions between mothers and children, and that maternal beliefs and interactions with their children would be related to their children's independent writing level. These correlations are presented in Tables 9. 

Insert Table 9 about here

       As for maternal beliefs about their children as learners, results show a negative and high-moderate correlation between mothers' negative evaluations of the child as a learner and child's autonomy in the interaction in both genres in the two SES groups combined and in the LSES group. Positive beliefs were moderately correlated with child autonomy in writing the invitation across SES groups and in the HSES group.  The data also show a high-moderate negative correlation between maternal negative beliefs about their children as learners and the children's text level across SES and moderate correlations in the HSES group. This indicates that HSES mothers who expressed negative beliefs about their children as learners tended to have children with lower levels of independent text writing. 

Discussion

       In this study, we investigated maternal beliefs, mother-child collaborative writing and children's developmental level in text writing in two social groups–LSES and HSES. The two key findings of this research are the differences between the LSES and HSES groups both with regard to the child's level of autonomy and the type of discourse that took place during the collaborative writing task. 

       Our results provide clear evidence for a relationship between socio-cultural background and the child's autonomous behavior in the writing task. The LSES children were significantly less autonomous in their writing activity when their mothers were present; they initiated fewer new topics, led a discussion about the topics less frequently, and initiated ending of the task less often.  This behavioral pattern was obtained even though the writing task in the interaction session was addressed to the child, and the mother was asked only to give her assistance. This pattern was marked in both genres: writing the birthday party invitation and writing the shopping list, although they pose different levels of cognitive demands. 

        Similar findings have been reported about mother-child interactions in other literate activities, like book reading (Ninio, 1980; Valdez-Menchaca, 1990) and in dinner table conversations (Haviv & Blum-Kulka, 1996). Our results extend these findings to include another important aspect of parent-child literate activity–that of text writing. However, some researchers have found no difference between SES groups, reporting that LSES mothers interacted with their children in literate activity in reading expository familiar texts–advertisements from local newspapers (Pellegrini et al., 1991) and in reading a book (DeBaryshe, 1995; Secules & Nisser, 1993) in the same manner as HSES mothers do. These inconsistent trends might be explained by the different factors analyzed in the discussed studies and the different methodologies used.  We focused on child autonomy as the main aspect of the mother-child interaction, whereas in the two of studies mentioned above, the researchers focused on maternal strategies–mainly asking tutorial questions (Secules & Neisser, 1993). Although Pellegrini et al. (1991) also analyzed the child's initiations, extracting them from the child's actions separately, in our study, child autonomy was extracted from the dyadic units of the mutual mother-child interactions. Another important issue is that whereas the above-mentioned researchers reported that LSES mothers use teaching strategies similar to those previously reported to have been used by HSES mothers, in our study we studied both LSES and HSES mothers and children, thus enabling us to present comparative data on the two SES groups.
 Children of authoritative parents who are not encouraged to be initiators are less involved in learning processes and show lower levels of academic achievement (Lambore et al., 1991). This might imply that authoritative parents do not base their interactions with their children on the child's level of understanding, and could be interpreted as a lack of parental sensitivity to the child's "zone of proximal development" (Pratt et al., 1988; Vygotsky, 1987). 

       An analysis of the discourse that took place in the mother-child interactions during the writing task showed that in the LSES group, spelling was a more frequent topic of discussion than it was in the HSES group. Concomitantly, genre issues were discussed more frequently in the HSES group than in the LSES group. These unique findings, not previously reported  in the extant literature, might be related to the fact that LSES children had more spelling errors. They provide support for the notion that whereas LSES parents use skill orientation in literacy events with their children, HSES parents try to foster literacy acquisition through meaning and understanding (Heath, 1983). However, these findings may also support the notion that HSES parents have a more developmental approach when working with their children–emphasizing the importance of text content, such as genre elements, while viewing spelling in the early years as a matter of child invention and exploration and part of a long process of mastering literacy (Dauite, Campbell, Griffin, Reddy, & Tivan, 1993; Kress, 2000). 

       According to our findings children from HSES compared to those from LSES exhibited more knowledge about the genre elements of the invitation in their independent writing. This was not the case for the shopping list. This finding requires explanation, because invitations, and particularly to birthday parties, are part of everyday experience of Israeli children in homes and in schools across SES.  The lower ability of the low SES children might result from the more complicated structure and the higher cognitive demands of this genre. This complexity is due not only to the multiple aspects that the writer has to take into account (like addressee, time, location, sender) and integrate them in a written text, but also because the writer has to take into consideration the readers’ points of view. For instance, an invitation cannot include a sentence like “come to my home”, which is appropriate in an oral invitation, but instead it should state the exact address, for the unknowing reader. 

       One of the leading assumptions underlying this research was that parents from the two SES groups have different pedagogical beliefs (Laosa & Sigel, 1982; McGillicuddy-DeLisi, 1982; Sigel, 1985; Sigel, et al. 1992). Our data do not support this assumption. Based on the data from the unstructured interviews that we conducted with the mothers on their activity with the children, we learned that parental concern about child's ownership, child's independent thinking, and child's developmental constraints were not valued more by the HSES mothers than by the LSES mothers. These findings contradict previous conclusions (Kohn, 1995; Kohn & Slomczynski, 1990; Tudge et al., 1996). 

       An important and puzzling question posed by these findings is how it is that the mothers in the two SES groups differed in the types of interactions they had with their children during the writing task, but did not differ in their pedagogical beliefs? After all, parents who value children's ownership over the task and their independent thinking are expected to give them more opportunities for autonomy.  A possible explanation for these phenomena is that the LSES mothers are a group in transition. Although most of their parents had emigrated from Asian and North African countries, they themselves are Israeli-born, and almost all of them have completed high school (M = 11.4 years in school). Thus, they have probably appropriated the norms and values of the central educational system and, even more significantly, of the public discourse in Israel in which the developmental approach to child rearing is discussed intensively. Our examination of the literate environment of these families revealed that the LSES group are quite literate: they own educational games, have many books for adults (M = 124 ) and for children (M = 51), used library services for children and read books to them. Our results certainly contradict those of Feitelson and Goldstein (1986), who collected similar data in two similar cultural groups almost 20 years ago and reported an average of only 4 books in LSES homes, compared to an average of 54  books in HSES homes. However, despite the higher level of exposure to print in our sample, and despite their expression of mainstream beliefs about learning, teaching, and development, the LSES mothers were unable to translate these notions into practice and make them a part of their interaction pattern with their children. According to this interpretation the same system belief lead to different behavior. The above explanation refers specifically to the LSES group as a population in transition. 

        The above explanation refers specifically to the LSES group as a population in transition. However, it may be that pedagogical beliefs and beliefs of teaching, the latter exhibited in actual interaction, are derived from different belief systems. This may explain why maternal pedagogical belief respecting the child’s ownership, and the level of child’s autonomy in the interaction were not correlated among the LSES group, and only moderately correlated among the HSES group (See Table 8).

        This leads us to a discussion of the relationship between beliefs and culture, especially in a culture in transition (Lightfoot & Valsiner, 1992). The pedagogical beliefs that parents expressed "about" learning and instruction were constructed within the present culture, but their beliefs expressed "in" their actual behavior possibly reflected their personal past and their experiences as children with the generations before them. This explanation is based on an ecological framework, as articulated by McGillicuddy De-Lisi and Sabramanian (1996): "The individual and the society can only be understood through consideration of both the culture that was the basis of the knowledge and the culture that is the current knowledge" (p. 149). 

       Our research also revealed that LSES mothers, when describing their children as learners, used more negative evaluations than HSES mothers did. Since the actual text levels of the LSES children were, in fact, significantly lower than those of the HSES children, we can assume that these mothers were aware of their children's relative deficiency. This assumption is supported by the results of previous researchers that parental beliefs about their own offspring's cognitive ability generally exhibit moderate accuracy, especially when the children are high or low achievers (Heriot & Schmickel, 1967). Thus, our findings about writing tasks add to and parallel those of previous researcher of general cognitive abilities, like Piagetian tasks (Miller, 1986), children's memory (Bird & Berman, 1985), and children's IQ performances (Hunt & Paraskevopoulos, 1980).

        Yet, another possible explanation for the LSES maternal negative evaluations of their children as learners might be due to their stress and frustration for her inability to help their children in the learning process. This frustration might be stronger in our case in light of the developmental pedagogical ideas they have expressed. It is interesting to note that Marcus and Corsini (1978) reported that LSES parents expressed lower expectations for their children’s success in cognitive tasks compare to the HSES parents, even when the children from both groups did not differ in their actual cognitive performance. The difference in parental expectation was explained by income differences, which affect the socio-cultural and psychological environment of the family. One might ask if in our study maternal negative evaluation of the child stemmed from “realistic” assessment of his/her achievements or from a general frustrated atmosphere.

        The model we have suggested for the relationship of all the factors examined in this research was partly confirmed. Whereas several positive correlations were found in the LSES group data, only few were found for the HSES group. In the HSES group, maternal evaluations of the child as a learner were not correlated with child's autonomy in the interaction, but did correlate with the child's independent text level.  The children of mothers who expressed negative evaluations about their children were actually found to have a low text writing abilities. The general pedagogical beliefs of HSES mothers about the importance of children's autonomy, children's active thinking, and children's developmental constraints were not correlated to children's actual autonomy in the interaction. Furthermore, the child's level of autonomy was also not correlated with child's level of independent  writing.
       In the LSES group a different picture emerged.  The level of children's independent text writing was related to children's level of autonomy in the interaction, and the two types of maternal beliefs showed a moderately high correlation with children's level of autonomy and a moderate correlation with children's independent text level. Thus, in the LSES group, quite possibly the higher the child's independent text writing, the more the child led the writing task during the mother-child interaction; conversely, the higher the child's independent text writing, the more the mother enabled the child to act autonomously in the interaction.  Our first interpretation of this data suggests that LSES mothers are sensitive to their children's writing level and give them the opportunity to lead the interaction when they feel that the children are capable of doing so and/or capable children feel confident enough to lead during the interaction.  A second interpretation is that mothers who encourage their children to act autonomously or children who are autonomous are more effective learners and grow to become more literate.  These interpretations are supported inconsistently by our data and they are more systematically found to hold true in the LSES than in the HSES group.  A more detailed examination of the reasons behind these SES differences is beyond the scope of the present study, and a more thorough investigation is obviously needed.

       We suggest three specific directions for future research. The first is a methodological concern: future researchers should continue to explore parental beliefs using interviews.  Face-to-face, in-depth interviews, like the one used in our research, enable a deeper understanding of "authentic" parental belief systems than do questionnaires. Second, we need research that could untangle the question of why LSES mothers do not encourage as much child autonomy in their interactions with their children as do HSES mothers, despite similar belief systems.  Is this an authoritarian pattern, generalized over type and level of task, or is it a function of the child's age and developmental level, the child's level of functioning, or parental experience?  Third, we need to include fathers in future studies of this type.  The stated goal of understanding more fully the role of parents' ideas and behaviors in their children's development within the family context cannot be fully grasped without including fathers as partners.
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Table 1

The number of families owning literacy related tools by SES
	
	
	
	

	
	SES
	
	

	
	Low
	High
	
	

	
	n
	n
	
	P<

	

	Technology

	Tape-recorder
	20
	19
	1.02
	ns

	Video-tape
	15
	16
	14
	ns

	Computer
	12
	19
	7.02
	.01

	

	Games

	Arithmetics
	19
	20
	1.02
	ns

	Reading
	17
	20
	3.24
	ns

	
	
	
	
	

	Printed Material

	Newspapers
	12
	19
	7.02
	.01

	Adult's Magazines
	4
	16
	14.40
	.001

	Children's Magazines
	6
	14
	6.40
	.01


Table 2

Number of adult's and children's books at home and number of years library used for children by SES: Means and (standard deviations)
	
	SES
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	Low
	High
	
	

	
	M
	M
	t
	P<

	
	

	No. of books
	

	
	

	Adults's
	124
	309
	3.52
	.001

	
	(128)
	(196)
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	Children's
	51
	86
	2.23
	.03

	
	(51)
	(50)
	
	

	No. of years library used for children
	
	
	
	

	
	1.0
	1.9
	1.78
	ns

	
	(1.3)
	(1.7)
	
	

	
	
	
	
	


Table 3

Descriptions and examples of topics discussed in the interaction 

	Topics/Genre
	
	

	
	Description
	Examples

	Genre elements
	
	

	 Invitation
	Sender’s name, address, etc. 
	M: Should we write your name first?

	          List
	Products’ names and description
	C: Now, I will write ‘two Coca Cola bottles’.

	Spelling
	
	

	 Invitation
	Spelling  Issues


	C: How do we write 'houladeti?' (my birthday) 

	          List
	
	M: 'Sukariot' (candies) you should write with kaf, not with kuf.

	Register
	
	

	 Invitation
	Comparison between Oral and written language
	M: It's better to write: 'you are invited' than 'I invite you'.

	          List
	
	M: You don't write in the list 'to drink', you should write - 'drinks'

	Monitoring
	
	

	 Invitation


	Discussing, rereading and/or rewriting the text
	C: (Reading ) ‘My party will be in one week’ .I want to erase it.

	List
	
	M: Let’s see, what did we miss (she starts reading the list.)

	Other
	
	

	 Invitation
	 All others issues
	M: What did you study at Bible lesson today?

	        List
	
	C: Where is she? (Talking about the experimenter)


Note. M= mother, C= child; Kaf and kuf are homophonic Hebrew letters representing /k/.

Table 4

 Examples of maternal beliefs from low and high SES

	Types of beliefs
	
	Examples

	Pedagogical
	
	

	
	Child's  ownership
	LSES: It was his own choice. I generally respect his choices. This time it just happened that I expressed my own views. But in general, I do not interfere with his choices.

HSES: I felt that I have to be a kind of a passive participant...like just to be on his side.



	
	Child's active thinking
	LSES: It is better that she will find her own mistakes by herself. In this way she is thinking 

HSES: Instead of giving him direct answers, I always try to make him think.

	
	Developmental Constraints
	LSES: (Commenting on her child's writing which was not in line, said) He is only in second grade. He doesn't have to know how to write in lines without a lined paper

HSES: (Commenting on her child's misspelling) It is natural to have spelling errors at his age.



	Child as a learner
	
	

	
	Positive
	LSES: For instance, his brother wants to finish his homework as quickly as possible. But he (target child) tries to do his homework as required and more than that .

HSES: He wrote such a detailed invitation...where is the party? On the yard, behind the house, near the big tree. Which means you can't miss the place (laughing) ...he really pays attention to all details.

	
	Negative
	LSES: He still does not read so well. It takes me a long time sitting with him for his homework. He still does not read so well.

HSES: For him the main thing is to finish his job as quickly as possible. Even a question that the teacher asks in homework...an answer for a question  might be for him even just 'yes' or 'no'.

	
	
	


Table 5

Means and (Standard Deviations) of  maternal pedagogical beliefs and maternal beliefs on her child as a learner by SES 

	
	SES
	

	
	
	

	
	Low
	High
	

	
	M
	M
	df
	P<

	

	
	Pedagogical beliefs
	

	

	

	Child Ownership
	3.78
	4.45
	.-66
	ns

	
	(2.76)
	(3.39)
	
	

	

	Child’s Thinking
	5.00
	5.15
	.-11
	ns

	
	(4.45)
	(4.25)
	
	

	

	Developmental Constraints
	1.26
	1.05
	.42
	ns

	
	(1.91)
	(1.23)
	
	


	
	Maternal beliefs of her child as a learner
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	 Positive Comments
	1.00
	1.80
	-1.05
	ns

	
	(1.49)
	(3.05)
	
	

	

	 Negative Comments
	1.78
	.50
	2.11
	.04

	
	(2.27)
	(1.43)
	
	

	
	
	
	
	


Table 6

Means and (Standard Deviations) of Child's Independent Level of Text by Genre and SES 

	

	 
	Invitation


	
	Shopping list

	
	Low SES
	High SES
	
	Low SES
	High SES

	
	M
	M
	
	M
	M

	

	Written signs
	40.73
	72.40
	
	38.00
	90.45

	
	(24.89)
	(35.12)
	
	(21.12)
	(71.68)

	

	Genre elements
	2.10
	5.10
	
	1.65
	2.4

	
	(2.05)
	(2.51)
	
	(0.59)
	(0.58)

	

	Spelling errors
	9.92
	4.55
	
	17.90
	2.46

	
	(11.73)
	(5.10)
	
	(12.51)
	(2.69)

	

	Written register
	2.84
	5.45
	
	4.47
	9.15

	
	(2.71)
	(3.70)
	
	(3.45)
	(5.12)

	


Note:  Spelling errors presented in mean percentages.

Table 7

Correlations between Child's Independent Text Level and Child's Autonomy in the Writing Interaction  by Genre and SES
	Child's Autonomy

	
	
	Across SES (n=40)
	
	
	Low SES (n=20)
	
	
	High SES (n=20)
	

	

	Child's Independent Text Level
	Both Genres Combined
	Invitation
	Shopping  List
	Both  Genres Combined
	Invitation
	Shopping List
	Both Genres Combined
	Invitation
	Shopping List

	Both Texts Combined
	.60***
	.56***
	.59***
	.42*
	.39*
	.44*
	.32
	.35
	.24

	Invitation
	.63***
	.58***
	.63***
	.50*
	.48*
	.45*
	.34
	.31
	.31

	Shopping List
	.45***
	.44***
	.44***
	.28
	.22
	.35
	.23
	.30
	.13


Note: **p < .01 ,  ***p < .001

Table 8

Correlations Between Maternal Pedagogical Beliefs and  Child's Autonomy by Genre and SES 
	Maternal Pedagogical Beliefs

	
	Across SES (n=40)
	Low SES (n=20)
	High SES (n=20)

	
	Child's Ownership
	Child's Thinking
	Child's Ownership
	Child's Thinking
	Child's Ownership
	Child's Thinking

	Child's Autonomy 



	Both texts
	.30*
	.13
	.16
	.52*
	.40
	-.13

	Invitation
	.21
	.22
	.18
	.54*
	.20
	.08

	Shopping list 
	.35*
	.22
	.11
	.41
	.46*
	-.27

	


Note: p < .05.

Table 9

Correlations Between Maternal Beliefs on the Child as a Learner and both the Child's

Autonomy and the Child's Text Level by Genre and SES
	 
	 Across SES 

(n=40)
	
	Low SES (n=20)
	
	
	High SES (n=20)
	

	
	Beliefs
	Beliefs
	Beliefs

	
	Positive
	Negative
	Positive
	Negative
	Positive
	Negative



	
	
	
	Child's Autonomy
	
	

	Both Texts
	.21
	-.56***
	.17
	-.63***
	.14
	-.37

	Invitation
	.36*
	-.52***
	.16
	-.56* 
	.42
	-.31

	Shopping List
	.03
	-.52***
	.15
	-.58***
	.12
	-.33

	
	
	
	Child's Text Level
	
	

	Both texts
	.02
	-.41**
	-.02
	-.27
	-.10
	-.38*

	Invitation
	.00
	-.44**
	.00
	-.30
	-.14
	-.45*

	Shopping List
	.07
	-.38*
	.02
	-.22
	-.04
	-.26

	


Note: *p < .05,  **p < .01, ***p < .001.

