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“Come back home early and read 
for us!” Enabling father-child 
shared reading in policy and 
practice
Kay Gallagher *, Anna Marie Dillon , Sumaya Saqr , 
Claudine Habak  and Yahia Alramamneh 

Emirates College for Advanced Education, Abu Dhabi, United Arab Emirates

This project sought to increase fathers’ involvement in their children’s literacy 
development through interactive shared reading at home. Parent–child home 
reading is not a traditional practice in the UAE, and reading attainment is below 
international standards for children attending state schools. During workshops 
in Kindergarten schools, simple techniques were shared with fathers for reading 
picture books in Arabic and English with their bilingual children. Fathers were 
provided with books to take home to read for pleasure and for information 
with their children. Recommendations arising include providing guidance on 
the selection and provision of diverse, contemporary, culturally relevant picture 
books; holding nationwide reading workshops for both mothers and fathers; 
and increasing school-home liaison to encompass parents within the literacy 
development ecosystem in the UAE.
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Introduction

This policy brief offers actionable recommendations for policymakers based on the 
findings from a research and development project which had two broad aims: firstly, to foster 
language and literacy development through father-child interactive shared reading at home, 
and secondly, to increase fathers’ involvement in their young children’s development, while 
building their sense of competence, confidence, and wellbeing. The study took place in Abu 
Dhabi in the United Arab Emirates where there is growing interest and research in early 
childhood education and developing the literacy ecosystem. With the approval of the school 
authorities, eight public school kindergarten principals in both urban and suburban settings 
were approached for their support. All agreed to participate in the project by providing school 
facilities for the research team to conduct the workshops and by inviting all fathers of four- and 
five-year old children in their schools to participate in the project. While school attendance at 
that age is not mandatory, there is high attendance among the national population in public 
school kindergartens. Public schools are attended by 36% of the overall population of Abu 
Dhabi (SCAD, 2018; Gallagher, 2019). Eighty fathers of children aged 4–6 years participated 
and were given children’s books to take home to read with their children. Data were gathered 
during and after the workshops, and a wide survey of fathers’ engagement and wellbeing was 
also conducted which received 161 responses. The present paper focuses on linking actionable 
policy recommendations arising from the project with governmental vision and initiatives to 
develop literacy in the UAE. It is anticipated that these recommendations will have a positive 
impact on the experiences of parents, particularly fathers, in sharing reading with their 
young children.
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There are two main components to the actionable 
recommendations. These encompass strategies for supporting paternal 
engagement in shared reading at home, and guidance on the selection 
and provision of culturally relevant picture books to share with young 
Emirati children and their parents. To ground these recommendations, 
a short review of home language and literacy practices among UAE 
nationals as well as literature pertaining to enhancing literacy through 
shared reading will be  presented, followed by curated pertinent 
findings from the study.

Fathers, language, and literacy in the UAE

For many Emirati families, home reading is not a traditional 
practice (Barza and von Suchodoletz, 2016; Gregory et al., 2021), and 
a strong traditional oral culture remains a feature of contemporary 
Emirati society (Baker, 2018). The Emirati population speak a dialect 
of Gulf Arabic (known as “Khaleeji,” the variety of Arabic spoken 
across the Gulf states). Children learn Modern Standard Arabic for 
literacy and other formal purposes at school, and also learn English at 
school where it is both a subject and the language of teaching for some 
subjects (Gallagher and Dillon, 2023). A wide range of other languages 
are often heard at home, including the home languages of domestic 
helpers and spouses from overseas, both prevalent in Emirati 
households. Nevertheless, family language policy revolves around 
fostering children’s Arabic and developing Arabic-English bilingualism 
(Zhang et  al., 2024). The national population, although 
socioeconomically the dominant class in the UAE, comprises only 
13% of the overall resident population of the UAE (GLMM, 2024). For 
Emirati fathers in a society traditionally considered patriarchal, their 
family role has not traditionally encompassed direct involvement in 
their children’s educational development (Ridge et al., 2017). However, 
as the UAE continues on its rapid economic and social development 
trajectory, the role of fathers is evolving (Alteneiji, 2023), as evidenced 
for example by the introduction of paternity leave in 2020 (MOHRE, 
n.d.). This project responded to a call in 2022 by the Abu Dhabi Early 
Childhood Authority (ECA), indicative of a new interest in the role of 
fathers in the region, for proposals to investigate fathers’ involvement 
in their children’s lives in Abu Dhabi. In addition, ECA initiated a 
‘Parent Friendly Workplace’1 award for workplaces that exceed local 
or global policies around parent-friendly practices, and which includes 
an emphasis on fathers’ involvement (Dickson et al., 2024), not just to 
improve children’s quality of life but also to enhance parental 
emotional, psychosocial, and physical well-being. Such initiatives are 
expected to contribute towards greater involvement of fathers 
going forward.

Enhancing literacy through shared reading

Given the scope and ambition of the UAE’s national development 
plans, as set out in the Abu Dhabi Economic Vision 2030 (Government 
of Abu Dhabi, 2007), education has assumed increased importance in 
the national agenda as the country embarks on the transition from a 

1 https://eca.gov.ae/parent-friendly-cycle-3/

fossil fuel-based economy to a knowledge economy (Gallagher and 
Jones, 2023) and as it continues its aspirations to be a global player 
(Miller, 2016). High standards of reading comprehension are an 
essential component of the capacity-building required for such a 
transformation. Research internationally and in the region has 
connected higher levels of parental engagement with home reading 
with higher literacy levels (Al Ramamneh et al., 2023), emphasizing 
the importance of home reading practices for overall academic 
development. However, reading attainment in the UAE, according to 
the results of standardized international tests, is well below 
international norms for children attending state schools (Taha-
Thomure, 2019).

Interactive shared reading, also referred to in the literature as 
dialogic reading (Dowdall et al., 2020), which involves the caregiver 
actively engaging the child in conversation about the story (Xu and 
Gao, 2021), draws upon Vygotskian theory which posits that child 
development occurs best through interaction with caregivers who 
pitch the interaction at a level that is appropriate for the child. In this 
project, parent–child home reading is construed as synonymous with 
interactive or dialogic shared reading wherein the adult and child 
engage together in reading as a meaning-making activity (Šilinskas 
et al., 2020). This typically involves recasts, expansions, and open-
ended questions (Noble et  al., 2020). Multiple benefits, including 
indirect benefits (McNally et al., 2023), are experienced by children 
from early home reading, including oral language development (Wang 
et  al., 2023), conceptual development (Raban, 2022), vocabulary 
development (Shahbari-Kassem et al., 2024), comprehension skills 
(Al-Janaideh et  al., 2022), positive dispositions towards reading 
(Zhang et al., 2024), and socioemotional development (Sun et al., 
2023). For young children, picture story books provide the 
springboard for dialogue and for the development of familiarity with 
books in a pleasurable, informative way that can also promote parental 
wellbeing (Canfield et al., 2020).

Findings and discussion

Enjoyment of reading

After participating in the workshops, fathers were provided with 
a selection of books to take home with them and were invited to 
provide feedback after reading them with their children by sending a 
voice note to the project phone on their experience. They were asked 
to mention aspects such as the books they read, the time and place of 
reading, and their own as well as their children’s reaction to the book, 
and feelings about the reading session. Fathers reported great 
enjoyment from reading with their children (Dillon et al., 2024) in 
their voice messages, even though interactive parent–child shared 
reading for pleasure was an experience that was new for most of 
them. Representative comments include “I enjoyed the book, and my 
son did too. It felt good to read with him,” and “It felt comfortable. 
I felt a connection with my child,” thereby highlighting a feeling of 
wellbeing. Indeed, the title of this paper, which includes the 
exclamation “Come home early and read with us!,” is a direct 
quotation from one of the participants as he  relayed his child’s 
reaction to the novelty of reading with his father and illustrates how 
much the experience was enjoyed and looked forward to. The sense 
of enjoyment and closeness resulting from engaging in shared reading 
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conveyed by fathers was confirmed by results from the survey, as seen 
in Figure 1 below, with most fathers (75.5%) agreeing that shared 
reading builds a closer relationship with their child. Results from the 
survey also show paternal recognition that parent–child reading 
contributes to children’s enjoyment of reading (68.9%), and that 
reading supports their children’s socio-emotional development 
(69.5%).

Preference for lingua-culturally relevant 
books and ways of reading

Workshop participants indicated that they preferred books which 
were culturally relevant to the UAE national culture and books which 
focused on the flora and fauna of the country’s natural desert 
environment. Regarding language use, as the UAE promotes 
bilingualism in Arabic and English, books were provided in these two 
languages. Fathers reported that they mostly read in Arabic, but some 
read in English, while others alternated between Arabic and English. 
A few fathers commented that they translated the book from standard 
Arabic into Emirati Arabic as they read to facilitate their child’s 
comprehension of the literary form. A small number of fathers noted 
that their children did not speak much Arabic due to having a foreign-
born mother and were glad of the opportunity to develop their child’s 
Arabic. Some fathers mentioned that they preferred to discuss the 
books, rather than read them, perhaps due to limited confidence in 
their own reading skills. In contrast, others mentioned that they 
provided information or discussed ideas that were prompted by the 
books. In this traditionally oral culture, when fathers were asked in the 
project survey about the literacy activities they like to do with their 
children, the strongest association was found between fathers telling 
stories out loud and children asking to be  read to (r(130) = 0.59, 
p < 0.001), indicating that the oral storytelling culture is easily 
connected to reading, and affirming that reading aloud with children 
need not be portrayed as an entirely new practice, but rather seen as 
an extension of oral storytelling. Survey participants also confirmed 

some education-related benefits, as seen in Figure 1 above, including 
that reading together is a way for their children to learn new 
information (74.5%), helps their child to learn to read (66.2%) and 
imparts morals or life lessons (63.6%).

Barriers to father-child shared reading

In terms of barriers to father-child reading, however, many fathers 
(54%) reported via the survey that a busy work schedule prevents 
them from having time to read, while one third of fathers mentioned 
that they do not see their child often enough to read with them. This 
was corroborated by field notes from workshops which reported some 
school principals’ observations that many fathers were often not 
involved in their children’s day-to-day lives due to divorce, which they 
said is increasingly prevalent. Challenges with finding appropriate 
spaces to read with their children were also frequently reported by the 
fathers who participated in the workshops. Some fathers also said they 
were unsure of what kind of books to read and when and where to 
read with their children at home, and others reported that there were 
not enough suitable books at home.

School-home partnerships for shared 
reading

School principals were critical to the success of the workshop element 
of the project, as they invited fathers on the research team’s behalf and 
provided facilities for the workshops. Field notes observed that principals 
were cognizant of the importance of early reading in both Arabic and 
English and expressed a wish to have more books available in their school 
libraries for families. A member of staff in one school, however, noted that 
her young child who attends a private school brings home books to read 
for pleasure with her parents every week, and remarked that this is not a 
common practice in public school kindergartens where there are few 
books in school libraries. And, although some principals mentioned the 

FIGURE 1

Sample of survey responses from fathers.
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need for more direct engagement by fathers in their children’s education, 
other members of school staff indicated that they would have preferred to 
have only mothers attend the reading workshops, perhaps suggesting that 
fathers may not necessarily be  fully welcome in some early years 
school settings.

Policy implications

To meet national aspirations for a successful transition from an oil 
economy to a knowledge economy, reading standards must improve, and 
this requires multiple efforts on multiple fronts, not just at school but 
across the educational ecosystem. A national literacy strategy, launched 
in 2015, aspires for half of Emirati parents to undertake to read to their 
children (UAE Government, n.d.). To realize this strategy in a context 
where home reading is not yet common, parents need support and 
guidance on why, how, and what to read with their children. Although 
there are multiple recent top-down, school-based initiatives to promote 
child reading in the UAE (for an overview, see Taha-Thomure, 2019), 
initiatives to promote parent–child reading at home are few so far, and 
are needed.

In line with recent research on parental engagement in the UAE 
which also emphasizes the importance of early home reading for future 
literacy and academic achievement (Hefnawi and Jeynes, 2022), one of 
the key findings of the present study is that modern Emirati fathers 
within a traditionally oral cultural setting are ready and willing to 
engage in shared reading at home. Not only are Emirati fathers ready 
and willing to read picture books with their children, but they also find 
it enjoyable and fulfilling. However, traditional gender roles may hinder 
sustained involvement, highlighting the need for policies like awareness 
campaigns and workshops to address these barriers. Most of the 
research on parent–child home reading is from more western societies, 
and this study strongly advocates for parent–child reading in this 
Middle Eastern context, thereby supporting other recent initiatives in 
similar contexts, such as the ‘Iqrali’/Read to me project in Jordan which 
aim to increase parental engagement in early literacy activities.

Secondly, to promote parental engagement with early literacy in this 
context, families need to be made aware of the diversity and quality of 
contemporary children’s literature in general, and in Arabic in particular, 
as the fathers who participated in this study were often not aware of the 
attractiveness, quality, and diversity of children’s books available 
nowadays. There has been huge growth across the Middle East in the 
publication of books in Arabic for young children (Taha-Thomure et al., 
2020), and the quality of the 10 books that each father received certainly 
contributed in no small measure to the success of this project. Thus, 
guidance for families on the selection and provision of diverse, 
contemporary, culturally relevant picture books in both languages is 
also recommended as an educational policy. Guidance alone is not 
sufficient, however, and such books must be put directly into the hands 
of families and children through school and community libraries. 
Nationwide workshops should train educators, librarians, and 
community leaders on book selection and distribution, tailored to local 
contexts. Partnerships with publishers, authors, and digital platforms 
can ensure a steady supply of culturally relevant books. Effective 
distribution through community libraries, schools, and digital platforms 
is essential while monitoring through surveys will help assess the impact.

Moreover, while this study focused on fathers’ engagement in 
shared reading, workshops on shared reading should be provided for 

both fathers and mothers. Kindergartens and schools are appropriate 
settings for this, as an accessible and familiar setting for parents. To 
signal to fathers that they play an important role in their children’s 
educational development, one policy implication is to make fathers 
more overtly welcome in Kindergarten schools, to underline their 
important role in their children’s development. In addition, such 
workshops should emphasize to parents that literacy occurs along a 
continuum, and rather than being a new practice, and should portray 
interactive shared reading as occurring naturally within the context of 
oral storytelling and multilingualism.

Interestingly, and building upon a previous study which found that 
Emirati parents saw moral development and knowledge building as 
among the most important purposes for reading (Barza and von 
Suchodoletz, 2016), enjoyment of books, building a close relationship, 
and fostering socio-emotional development were found in this study to 
be valued also. The adoption of these recommendations has the potential 
to improve children’s literacy and academic outcomes over time. By 
increasing father involvement in home reading and strengthening 
school-home partnerships, establishing a culture that values early 
literacy will benefit educational outcomes for future generations.

Actionable recommendations

While this project involved fathers in the UAE, we believe that our 
findings and recommendations may be generalizable to other diverse 
contexts where home reading is not a common practice and where 
efforts are needed to expand the literacy ecosystem to include fathers. 
Actionable recommendations arising from the project to inform 
regional literacy programs and to bridge the gap between policy and 
practice are outlined in bullet format below.

 • Take measures to increase fathers’ awareness of their importance 
in their young children’s literacy development, and of the mutual 
enjoyment and wellbeing engendered through engaging in 
interactive shared reading at home.

 • Make fathers more openly welcome in preschools and 
Kindergartens, to signal that paternal engagement is both 
welcome and highly beneficial for their children’s 
educational development.

 • Provide advice on time management and on allocating space for 
engaging in parent–child interactive shared reading at home

 • Strive to engage with fathers as well as mothers through parental 
engagement programs.

 • Build fathers’ and mothers’ familiarity and comfort with engaging 
in shared reading at home, through nationwide workshops on the 
why, what, and how of shared reading.

 • Provide guidance on high-quality, culturally appropriate, 
contemporary children’s books in Arabic and English for families 
and schools.

 • Provide access to such books for all families in the community 
through expanded school or community-based libraries.

Conclusion

The goal of this project was to encompass fathers within the 
emergent literacy development ecosystem in the UAE where early 
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childhood education is in its infancy (Gallagher, 2020) and where 
recognition of the importance of early childhood is relatively recent 
(Dillon, 2019). Fathers who participated in this study enjoyed the 
experience and are willing to embrace a role in family literacy 
development by connecting with their children’s development through 
the enjoyment of sharing reading. This initiative aligns with the 
country’s National Literacy Strategy (UAE Government, n.d.) and the 
updated UAE Vision 2031 (UAE Government, 2023), which 
emphasize the development of a knowledge-based society and aim to 
improve literacy rates in line with international standards. In light of 
this, we recommend nationwide workshops on interactive parent–
child shared reading for both mothers and fathers of young children, 
using the existing school network to host the workshops. Thus, 
guidance for families on the selection and provision of diverse, 
contemporary, culturally relevant picture books in both languages is 
recommended as an educational policy to support bilingualism and 
cultural identity. For this, we recommend making fathers more openly 
welcome in Kindergarten schools to emphasize their importance in 
their children’s development; providing guidance on culturally 
relevant, diverse books in both Arabic and English; and putting these 
books into the hands of families and children through school and 
community libraries.
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