
Good practice ‘Taal voor Thuis’  (language for home) 
 
 
Introduction 
Taal voor Thuis (‘Language for home’) is a family literacy initiative currently 
taking place across The Netherlands. The programme is aimed at parents/ 
carers with children aged 2 to 12 years old. Unique to this programme in The 
Netherlands is the combination of training parents in home learning strategies 
for language and literacy development, alongside developing their own Dutch 
literacies1 and self-sufficiency. All these three aspects are given equal 
importance in the programme. Language for Home is funded by the Dutch 
government’s Ministry of Education, Culture and Science. The programme is 
part of the national pilot ‘Taal voor het Leven’ (‘Language for Life’), a four-year 
programme, due to continue until 2016. Language for Home started in 
September 2013, targeting at least 900 parents in 60 (pre)schools in 11 Dutch 
cities by the end of June 2014. The programme team expect that at least 
3000 Dutch parents/ carers will join‘ Language for Home’ in the coming two-
three years. 
 
Home learning environment 
A key outcome of the work of Language for Home is to support parents/ 
carers, especially mothers, to become more confident to support their 
children’s language and literacy development. In addition, the programme 
aims to have an impact on children’s ‘Home Learning Environments’, which 
can be understood as “active parenting strategies (that) help to promote 
young children’s cognitive development and educational achievement”i 
(Melhuish, 2010, p.3), also known as “language stimulation strategies”. For 
example, the amount and way that parents talk to babies and young children 
have been shown to have a direct positive impact on children's linguistic 
abilities at ages 3 and 10 (Hart and Risley, 1995). According to Hart and 
Risley’s influential study, parents/ carers can provide the building blocks for 
literacy and cognitive development by:  

- chatting as much as possible during normal daily life, using a wide of 
vocabulary 

- praising rather than criticising 
- talking to children about things, using language with a high information 

content 
- giving children choices rather than simply directing them 
- listening and responding to what children say 

 
A critique of the methodology used in the Hart and Risley by Paul Nation2 
challenges the conclusion that children from ‘lower’ socio-economic 
backgrounds have less of a vocabulary size than those from ‘higher’ socio 
economic backgrounds. However, many early years and family literacy 
specialists concur that the home learning environment is a useful framework 

1 Literacies include language practices, reading, numeracy and digital practices. For an example and full 
explanation of this term see http://newlearningonline.com/literacies/.   
2 The School of Linguistics and Applied Language Studies, Victoria University of Wellington, New Zealand, see 
http://www.victoria.ac.nz/lals/about/staff/publications/paul-nation/Hart_and_Risley_critique.pdf 
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through which to view the development of children’s literacy and language 
practices. 
 
The 2009 European report; “Family literacy in Europe: using parental support 
initiatives to enhance early literacy development”ii found that “family literacy 
interventions emphasising both child literacy and parenting skills are the most 
likely to produce long-term gains in child literacy and related areas.” (JD 
Carpentieri et al, 2011, p.229).  
 
 
Dutch language skills and self-reliance 
Another key outcome of the work of Language for Home is to support parents 
/carers (predominantly mothers) with their own Dutch language and literacy 
development as part of the parenting skills programme. Worldwide, two-thirds 
of the almost one billion people with very low literacy abilities are women (SIL 
International, 2013). This can be seen in The Netherlands, where more 
women than men struggle with literacy practices (57% and 43% 
respectively).The largest group of women in the Netherlands with low literacy 
abilities are financially dependent on their partners. Most of them do not work 
and, therefore, don’t join language programmes at work (Fouarge et al, 2011, 
p. 23).  
Therefore, in addition to language and literacy development, the programme 
aims to help parents, especially mothers, to become more self-reliant and 
self-sufficient. Being more self-sufficient/ empowered is recognised as a 
measure of a social programme’s ‘success’ in The Netherlands. This is 
framed in a model known as the ‘participation ladder’; whereby increases in 
employment and reductions in welfare claims sit alongside other individual 
and social measures of someone’s well being. 
 
Empowerment (for women as well as other groups of people) is a natural 
result of literacy education (see Miller and King, eds, 2009, for an overview), 
but during the Language for Home programme, also special exercises are 
undertaken around empowerment topics. The programme focusses on the 
school environment, in order to stimulate parent/ carer involvement in their 
children’s education, as a form of self-sufficient behaviour. Examples of self-
sufficiency exercises that are performed in the pre-school context are talking 
at school with the teacher, going to a parent information meeting at school 
and reading school newsletters. The programme rests on parents/ carers 
being motivated to join to support their children’s language and literacy 
acquisition. However by developing their own Dutch language, literacy and 
self-sufficiency skills at the same time, a better modelling situation is created 
for their children, necessary to break through the cycle of intergenerational 
barriers to literacy practices. 
  

http://bookshop.europa.eu/en/family-literacy-in-europe-pbNC0213091/
http://bookshop.europa.eu/en/family-literacy-in-europe-pbNC0213091/
http://www-01.sil.org/literacy/wom_lit.htm
http://www-01.sil.org/literacy/wom_lit.htm
http://www.participatieladder.nl/
http://www.infoagepub.com/products/empowering-women-through-literacy


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig.1. Model of Language for home 
 
 
The programme 
In light of the evidence to show the positive impact of family literacy 
interventions, Language for Home aims to help 
parents and carers promote their children’s 
language development and, at the same time, 
improve their own (Dutch) literacy/ language abilities 
and their self-sufficiency. The programme can be 
followed in small groups, a maximum of eight 
parents/ carers, at the (pre) school or individually at 
home. Participating parents/ carers have access to 
a free course for six months and the programme 
provides them with free materials in themes 
connected to children’s early years development 
between 2 and 6 years old and between 6 and 12 
years old. Examples of themes for parents of the 
pre-school children are food, traffic, celebrations and weather. Examples of 
themes for parents of the school children are homework, how to set 
boundaries, food and sports, future dreams, how to help at school and the 
school library.  
 
During the course, parents / carers learn how to work with the materials and 
to do the exercises at home and at their children’s (pre)school. This work is 
closely related to work taking place in schools and pre-schools for these 
children’s age bands and the (pre) schools are closely involved in recruiting 
parents/ carers for the programme. 
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Volunteers 
 
Training  
Specially trained volunteers provide small groups and one-to-one support for 
parents/ carers on the Language for Home programme at the schools and 
pre-schools their children attend. The language volunteers attend four 
sessions of basic training in language/ literacy coaching, followed by two 
sessions, specifically focussing on the Home Learning Environment. During 
their training, volunteers learn how adults with low literacy abilities develop 
their reading and writing confidence and how to work with small groups. They 
also learn about children’s language/ literacy development, along with 
language stimulation strategies and how to work with the training and 
parenting materials. In some cities, like Amsterdam, professional teachers will 
be working together with the volunteers. In these cases, the volunteers only 
take part in the two specialised sessions. 
 
Materials for volunteers 
The volunteers work with their own materials that provide details suggestions 
for a 20-session course for parents of pre-school and school children. The 20 
sessions become more complex every week, based on an anticipated 
increase in parents’/ carers’ abilities and confidence as the programme 
progresses. At the same time, the home learning themes for materials can be 
chosen according to the themes their children are working on at school. The 
aim of this flexible method, instead of a fixed program, is that children and 
parents work on the same theme at the same time, in order to stimulate 
talking about the theme at home and the connections with school as much as 
possible. During their training, volunteers learn how to adjust the themes to 
the meet their parents’ individual strengths and learning needs. 
 
Voluntary supervision 
Programme volunteers are recruited in several ways including via 
advertisements in local newspapers, information cards, posters and local 
information meetings. After their training, the volunteers are supervised by 
networks of local voluntary organisations that are cooperating in the 
Language for the Home project. Both local voluntary organisations and 
(pre)schools are supervised by the local Taal voor het Leven teams. 
 
Assessments, effect and evaluation study 
Parents’/ carers’ language and literacy abilities are assessed with an existing 
Dutch tool in the form of a questionnaire (De Greef, 20103). Parents’ language 
stimulation skills are assessed with a questionnaire with 10 questions, which 
are about reading aloud, chatting, playing, responding to their children, etc. 
The parents fill in both questionnaires at the start and at the end of the 
course, so an increase in abilities, due to the programme, can be measured. 
In order to determine medium-term impacts, six months after the end of the 

3 De Greef, M., Segers, M. & Verté, D. (2010). Development of the SIT, an instrument to evaluate the 

transfer effects of adult education programs for social inclusion, Studies in Educational Evaluation (36), 
p. 42 - 61. 

 

                                            



programme, parents/ carers will be contacted again and asked to complete 
the same questionnaire. 
 
The assessments provide data for the effect study and the first results will be 
reported at the end of 2014. The parenting materials and course and the 
materials and training for the volunteers will be evaluated around July 2014, 
and the evaluation results will be reported at the end of 2014. The large 
number of (pre-) schools and cities that have chosen to join the programme 
gives an indication of the need for this programme in The Netherlands. One of 
the school teachers who will be taking part expressed it in the following way; 
“Language for Home’ will help parents with their own Dutch, but it also helps 
them with bringing up their children. This will help me a lot in my own work! 
When can we start?”. Programme leaders hope that such enthusiasm for the 
programme will lead to a positive working model for adult’s and children’s 
language and literacy development, as well as empowerment (self-sufficiency) 
for those who take part. 
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Christine Clement is a Programme Leader for the pilot Taal voor het Leven 
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