

  education-14-00453




education-14-00453







Educ. Sci. 2024, 14(5), 453; doi:10.3390/educsci14050453




Article



Exploring the Effects of Teachers’ Practices in the Early Childhood Literacy Classroom Environment on Children’s Acquisition of Literacy Skills



Merfat Ayesh Alsubaie





Department of Curriculum and Instruction, King Faisal University, Al-Hasa 31982, Saudi Arabia







Citation: Alsubaie, M.A. Exploring the Effects of Teachers’ Practices in the Early Childhood Literacy Classroom Environment on Children’s Acquisition of Literacy Skills. Educ. Sci. 2024, 14, 453. https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci14050453



Academic Editors: Beryl Exley, Alfredo Bautista, Shahid Karim and Xuanyi Eliza Wu



Received: 4 January 2024 / Revised: 16 April 2024 / Accepted: 17 April 2024 / Published: 25 April 2024



Abstract

:

The primary focus of this study is to explore the relationship between the early childhood literacy classroom environment and teachers’ practices to promote an understanding of their influence on Arabic-speaking children’s acquisition of literacy skills. This study utilizes a quantitative methodological approach, whereby null and alternative hypotheses were formulated to examine the association between Arabic-speaking children’s acquisition of literacy skills and the early childhood literacy classroom environment. Data analysis was conducted using a statistical technique known as structural equation modeling. The results of this study indicate that the literacy classroom environment, teachers’ practices, and Arabic-speaking children’s acquisition of literacy skills affect each other and have an evidence-based interrelationship. Based on this relationship, the results and recommendations of this study may be considered inspirational ideas for teachers, researchers, and decision-makers working in early childhood who seek to make positive educational changes in this field.
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1. Introduction


Physical environment is a critical determinant in young children’s ability to acquire literacy skills. Ardoin and Bowers [1] advocated for adjusting pedagogical practices to provide a positive and conducive environment for learning success. In particular, schools should invest in designing physical spaces for lower-grade learners to optimize learning outcomes [2]. The classroom design and arrangement create an environment that either supports or distracts learners.



Learning materials and classroom design are the primary determinants of a supportive teaching environment. The physical space assists learners in developing literacy skills by enabling children to accumulate experiences. For instance, an effective classroom environment supports varied teaching strategies and interactions with materials such as textbooks, crayons and pencils, papers, and other learning aids. The space improves learning by expanding learners’ development and exploration [3,4]. Enhanced classroom interaction with educational materials raises children’s curiosity, prompting them to ask additional questions that advance their knowledge and skills. Besides the physical features, the classroom environment depends on teaching practices and social bonds—learners form connections with their peers and instructors [3,4]. Hence, when teachers have good relationships with their students in a classroom environment that has an adequate physical environment and is rich in educational materials, it will help the children gain literacy skills via effective teaching practices.



The issues of how children acquire literacy skills, the importance of the literacy classroom environment, and teachers’ practices are already topics covered in a large body of literature [3,5,6,7,8]. A study by Hofslundsengen et al. [9] noted that the physical environment of literacy classrooms and its components in Scandinavia can affect children’s acquisition of literacy skills. For example, the reading and writing skills of children in Finland are higher than in other Scandinavian countries, and this may be due to the availability of books in the physical environment of early childhood classrooms, which has a positive impact on the acquisition and development of these skills in children. In addition, the study of Kılınçcı and Bayraktar [6] stressed the necessity of providing a book center in all early childhood classrooms in Turkey because of its positive role in children’s knowledge of the letters of the alphabet and acquiring the skill of writing names. However, in the context of Saudi Arabia, early childhood education is still evolving in several aspects, such as curricula, programs, teacher preparation, literacy classroom environments, learning materials, and teaching practices [10,11]. To the best of our knowledge, the current literature indicates a lack of Arabic studies focusing on the educational environment of the Arabic language and related aspects in early childhood, such as the relationship between the literacy classroom environment, teachers’ practices, and Arabic-speaking children’s acquisition of literacy skills in early childhood grades [10,11,12]. We consider the present study significant as it focuses on three crucial elements in early childhood education (learning environments, teachers’ practices, and children) and examines the impact of each on the others in a comprehensive manner. Therefore, the purpose of this study is to explore the association between the early childhood literacy classroom environment and teachers’ practices to promote an understanding of their influence on the acquisition of literacy skills in Arabic-speaking children. Hence, this study aims to bridge this gap and contribute to the existing literature on this subject by addressing the following three questions:




	
What is the relationship between the literacy classroom environment and Arabic-speaking children’s acquisition of literacy skills in early childhood grades?



	
What is the relationship between the literacy classroom environment and teachers’ practices in the literacy classroom environment in early childhood grades?



	
What is the relationship between teachers’ practices in the literacy classroom environment and Arabic-speaking children’s acquisition of literacy skills in early childhood grades?








In summary, the findings of this study can provide valuable insights into the significance of preparing the classroom environment with learning materials, particularly in the context of Saudi Arabia. This preparation aims to reinforce and assist early childhood learners in acquiring literacy skills. Simultaneously, the results and recommendations of this study may serve as inspiring ideas for teachers, researchers, and decision-makers involved in early childhood education. These insights align with the developmental priorities of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, which places emphasis on advancing education in the early childhood sector.



1.1. The Early Childhood Literacy Classroom Environment


The definition of the classroom environment often comes from teachers and educationists and tends to ignore the perspective of children. However, Chaparro-Moreno et al. [13] described it by capturing children’s first-hand experiences and interactions with teachers and peers in the classroom environment. The literacy classroom environment proves effective when children interact with teachers and their peers in an early childhood classroom environment. In such settings, teachers in the classroom provide more child-directed speech to children after their parents, who are their first language teachers, in order to help them gain and learn literacy skills via various teaching practices. Therefore, as asserted by [14,15,16], children’s literacy environment is influenced by the quality of the physical environment and the interplay among the children, the teachers, the classroom, and the learning materials in a positive learning environment during early childhood. For instance, children tend to exhibit better learning outcomes if they learn in a classroom where the physical environment is conducive to learning and engaging educational materials are present. Hence, teachers who aim to enhance their teaching practices in their classroom environments will work to develop their children’s learning and acquisition of literacy skills.



In addition, in this study, the physical environment refers to space is an influencing element of a learning environment, especially in the early childhood classroom, which has a crucial role in children’s development of literacy skills. In addition, the physical features of the classroom include its size, as well as learning resources, toys, and furniture [17]. For example, the arrangement of classroom furniture, availability of educational materials, good lighting, and appropriate colors significantly influence discipline, learning, and the acquisition of literacy skills in the classroom. Therefore, classroom designers and teachers could use space to create a stimulating learning environment [18,19]. According to the studies of [8,20,21,22,23], teachers should make use of the physical classroom space and effectively employ educational materials in their teaching practice, thereby helping children in early childhood to learn and acquire literacy skills in deliberate ways.




1.2. Children’s Acquisition of Literacy Skills


Acquisition of literacy skills in early childhood may differ among children due to varying abilities and the physical environment. For example, children’s inherent aptitude plays a significant role in the pace at which they develop literacy skills. Consequently, some children may quickly grasp the alphabet and excel in reading and writing due to their high aptitude for such skills. However, the process is not solely dependent on innate abilities; a rich environment, adequate materials, and varied teaching practices also influence phonetic skills acquisition [3,6,24,25]. Teachers contribute to fostering literacy by exposing children to alphabetic coding and helping them identify phonic patterns in words [26]. Additionally, emphasizing orthographic consistency, which involves developing a systematic approach to language writing, further supports reading mastery [27]. These teaching practices collectively contribute to creating a supportive classroom environment that enhances literacy skills for children.



Children’s abilities may also determine their speed in learning literacy skills. For instance, evidence has shown that children with poor phonological skills may develop language impairments, affecting the acquisition of literacy skills [28,29,30,31]. Furthermore, children who face phonological challenges due to their bilingual status at home often have poor speaking skills in a literacy classroom environment since they come from home environments that have conversational challenges [32,33,34,35]. Teachers should adjust the learning environment to help children learn and acquire literacy skills via interactions with teachers, peers, and educational materials in the literacy classroom environment. This can be achieved by engaging them in one-to-one activities, using resource material that focuses on phonetics, and incorporating music and singing to reinforce phonetic sounds—all engaging activities that teachers can involve the children in. Such an approach significantly improves children’s acquisition of literacy skills. This challenge is particularly pronounced during the coronavirus pandemic, which has reduced students’ interaction time with peers and teachers, diminishing children’s cognitive abilities to learn both written and spoken skills in an active learning environment [36,37]. Consequently, according to the authors of [38,39,40], observing and assessing children’s learning levels may assist in designing better literacy environment classrooms. This involves physical manipulation and teacher practices, providing suitable educational materials and games, and improving teaching practices, such as the use of play in building literacy skills—all of which contribute to helping children acquire literacy skills effectively.




1.3. Teachers’ Practices in the Early Childhood Literacy Classroom Environment


Early childhood teachers employ diverse teaching practices and strategies to promote children’s acquisition of literacy skills. For instance, teachers utilize experiences related to literacy skills as part of their teaching practices in the classroom environment, including activities such as early writing and book reading, which can aid young children in gaining and developing literacy skills [41]. However, it is worth noting that this method may be less effective for children from impoverished home literacy environments [42,43].



Additionally, teachers can diversify their teaching practices and use several methods to design appropriate learning environments that facilitate effective literacy instruction in early childhood. These methods include interactive and stimulating reading, as well as the use of picture books, which are effective teaching practices that positively influence children’s oral, narrative, and vocabulary skills. The inclusion of physical elements in the environment that capture the child’s attention can encourage them to engage with the content [7,44]. A more practical application of interactive readings can be observed in the utilization of reflexive dialogue, where the goal in early childhood is to enhance self-expression rather than solely achieve language mastery [45,46]. Therefore, teachers can support children’s acquisition of literacy skills via the implementation of efficient teaching practices.



Therefore, the review of the previous literature indicates that there is a relationship between the quality of the environment and the improvement of literacy acquisition. Various studies discussed the learning materials of literacy and the development of children’s literacy skills via interaction with these. For example, Altun and others [42] in their study indicated that the availability of print-related resources and books as literacy learning materials with appropriate and engaging features, including pictures, increases children’s engagement with the materials in the early childhood classroom environment. This, in turn, promotes the utilization of these materials and contributes to the development of their literacy skills. In addition, the utilization of literacy learning materials by children in early childhood classrooms significantly influences the development of their literacy skills. Young children’s exploration of available literacy materials in early childhood environments impacts their enjoyment of literacy and the frequency of their engagement, resulting in the enhancement of early literacy skills [13,21]. Thus, children’s use of print learning materials for literacy increases their interest in engaging with these materials, leading to improvements in literacy skills.



The structure of this paper is as follows: Section 2 presents the theoretical framework and development of hypotheses, Section 3 presents the methodology and data, Section 4 presents the findings, Section 5 presents a discussion and implications, and Section 6 presents the conclusions, limitations, and future research.





2. Theoretical Framework and Development of Hypotheses


The theory of instructional design explains the causal relationship between the design of the learning environment and learning outcomes [47,48]. The teaching practices examined in this study encompassed various activities, such as reading exercises, informative conversations, parent participation in children’s homework, encouraging children to talk about their experiences, the use of nursery rhymes, the use of picture books, and encouraging children to express themselves in complete sentences. Additionally, the theory of materialism [49] also operationalizes the construct of the physical environment in a way that would include the material classroom space and the curricular materials. Thus, this study hypothesizes that when teaching practices are included in the learning process in an adequate physical environment, this, in turn, may produce better learning outcomes.



The theory of instructional design provides explicit guidance on how methods of instruction can be tailored to facilitate effective learning. This study proposes that a literacy classroom environment should include various designs that positively influence children’s acquisition of literacy skills. Thus, the first hypothesis is proposed:



H1: 

The early childhood literacy classroom environment is positively associated with Arabic-speaking children’s acquisition of literacy skills in early childhood grades.





This hypothesis is supported by the results of the studies of [10,11,25], which indicate that a rich classroom environment should have adequate materials and adult teacher participation. However, Di Pietro et al. [37] added that the organization of learning environments may negatively affect teaching practices. Therefore, we set the following second hypothesis:



H2: 

The early childhood literacy classroom environment is negatively associated with the teaching practices of teachers in the literacy classroom in early childhood grades.





Despite the challenges that may arise due to classroom environment design, Hendi and Asmawi [50] found that diversity in teaching practices and the use of several strategies are effective in achieving various learning objectives in early childhood. Thus, we introduce a third hypothesis indicating how teacher practices could augment the physical learning environment and Arabic-speaking children’s acquisition of literacy skills.



H3: 

Teachers’ practices in the literacy classroom environment positively influence Arabic-speaking children’s acquisition of literacy skills in early childhood grades.





A conceptual model of this study is shown in Figure 1, featuring five variables: literacy classroom environment (LEC), children’s acquisition of literacy skills 1 (CALS1), children’s acquisition of literacy skills 2 (CALS2), teacher’s practice 1 (TP1), and teacher’s practice 2 (TP2). The literacy classroom environment was determined as the independent variable, children’s acquisition of literacy skills was the dependent variable, and teachers’ practices were designated as the mediator variable.




3. Methodology


3.1. Participants’ Characteristics


This study employed a quantitative research design, emphasizing objective measurements via statistical and mathematical tools. This approach is suitable due to its ability to reach a larger sample size and produce more generalizable results than would be achievable using a quantitative approach [51]. The sampling for this study consisted of early childhood teachers. The survey received 344 responses from the sampled respondents. The vast majority (77%) had a bachelor’s degree, while fewer than one in five (17%) had postgraduate qualifications. More than half (51%) of the respondents majored in kindergarten-related studies, while 26% majored in the Arabic language. Only 18% of these respondents had less than five years of work experience in the education sector. Additionally, these teachers could assess their children’s acquisition of literacy skills by observing them during a variety of teaching activities and educational tasks.




3.2. Data Collection and Measurement


The data were gathered during the first semester of the 2022 academic year in Saudi Arabia after ethical approval was gained from the Research Ethics Committee (REC) at King Faisal University (Reference Number: KFU-REC-2022-JAN-ETHICS377). The data were collected via questionnaires containing 36 items, all of which were measured on a five-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = undecided, 4 = agree, and 5 = strongly agree). The survey comprised two sections, the first of which was designed to collect the demographic information of the study respondents. The second consisted of questions aimed at gathering data on classroom literacy. Seven items were used to collect information about the literacy classroom environment. Seven more items collected information about children’s acquisition of literacy skills: children’s use of learning materials (CALS1). Four items focused on children’s acquisition of literacy skills: about the classroom and school (CALS2). Fourteen items collected information on teachers’ practices in early childhood classrooms: what the teachers do in the literacy classroom environment (TP1). Four items focused on teachers’ practices in early childhood classrooms: the teachers’ demographic backgrounds (TP2). All these constructs of the questionnaire were adapted from the work of the website Get Ready to Read: Classroom literacy environment. To ensure that the content and elements of the questionnaire were related to the objectives of the study, this questionnaire was submitted to a number of experts, and they indicated that the questionnaire was proportionate and relevant to the purpose of the study.



Structural equation modeling (SEM) was used as the statistical technique for data analysis by means of confirmatory factor analysis [52]. This measurement method is effective for studying developmental changes in literacy and language. SEM was utilized to assess the directions and strengths of the associations between the study variables, as highlighted in the conceptual framework (Figure 1). The Analysis of Moment of Structures (AMOS) program was used to analyze the data of this study [53].




3.3. Reliability and Validity of the Instrument


3.3.1. Reliability


A reliability analysis was conducted to determine the accuracy, precision, and internal consistency of the questionnaire. A Cronbach alpha test was performed for the various constructs in the questionnaire. Table 1 shows the results of these tests.



The threshold Cronbach alpha value was taken as 0.7. Therefore, the children’s acquisition of literacy skills: about the classroom and school (CALS2) and teachers’ practices in early-childhood classrooms: the teachers’ demographic backgrounds (TP2) variables lacked the necessary internal consistency needed for analysis. Consequently, these constructs were combined to enhance their internal consistency.




3.3.2. Correlation Analysis


A correlation analysis was conducted to determine the relationship between the scores in the dataset. Table 2 shows the correlation matrix for the average of each construct. All the variables had a significant correlation with each other. Therefore, the instrument had the necessary validity for further statistical tests.




3.3.3. Goodness of Fit


A goodness-of-fit test was conducted to determine how well the responses fit the expected distribution of a population with normally distributed parameters. The null hypothesis and alternative hypothesis for this test were as follows:



Null Hypothesis H0:

There is no relationship between the distribution of sample observation and the population dataset.





Alternative Hypothesis H1:

There is a significant relationship between the distribution of sample observation and the population dataset.





Table 3 shows the goodness-of-fit test for the variables. A chi-squared test for the three variables had a p value of less than 0.05.



Since p < 0.05, there is sufficient evidence to reject the null hypothesis. There is a significant relationship between the distribution of sample observation and the population dataset. Consequently, the sample dataset could be used to represent the population.






4. Findings


4.1. Structural Equation Modeling


A structural equation model was developed to explain the causal relationship between literacy classroom environment (LEC), children’s acquisition of literacy skills (CALS), and teachers’ practices (TP) in terms of influencing children’s performance. This relationship was inferred from the conceptual model, which determined that literacy classroom environment (LEC) is the independent variable, while children’s acquisition of literacy skills (CALS) is the dependent variable. Teachers’ practices (TP) are the mediator variable. However, the close relationship between these variables means that each of these variables has a mediating influence on the other Civelek [54]; Whittaker and Schumacker [55]. For instance, literacy classroom environment (LCE) had a significant connection or impact on teachers’ practices (TP) and children’s acquisition of literacy skills (CALS). Therefore, the conceptual model was adapted to represent the dual influences between the variables.



Each of the three constructs had several items. The literacy classroom environment (LEC) variable had 7, children’s acquisition of literacy skills (CALS) had 11, and teachers’ practices (TP) had 18 items. An SEM derived from each of these items could not be determined as the correlation matrix was not positively definite [53]. As a result, five new variables were calculated by averaging the items in each construct. The new variables were LEC_AVG, TP1_AVG, TP2_AVG, CALS1_AVG, and CALS2_AVG. These computed variables were used to determine the relationship between the three constructs. Figure 2 shows the resulting structural model for the dataset.



The chi-squared value for the default model was significant at a 5% level, as indicated in Table 4 below.



Since p < 0.05, the model is not significant. In addition, the ratio of chi-squared to degrees of freedom exceeds 30.49. Since this ratio exceeds the acceptable threshold of 5.0, the model is not satisfactory [56]. Therefore, the causal relationship inferred in the conceptual model is unreliable.



The results of AMOS output show that the children’s acquisition of literacy skills: using learning materials (CALS1) variable had the strongest direct effect on literacy classroom environment (LEC). Table 5 below shows the direct, indirect, and total effects of the default model.



Based on Table 5, the literacy classroom environment (LEC) had the strongest influence on children’s acquisition of literacy skills (CALS). The variable teacher’ practices: what the teachers do at the literacy environment (TP1) had the second-highest influence, while teachers’ practices: the teachers’ demographic backgrounds (TP2) had the least impact.



An alternative model was developed using the average for the three main constructs: literacy classroom environment (LEC), teachers’ practices (TP), and children’s acquisition of literacy skills (CALS). Figure 3 shows the implied causal relationships for the dataset.



The ratio of chi-squared to degrees of freedom (CMIN-Df) was 0.00. Table 6 shows the summary statistics for the model.



The fact that the ratio of the chi-squared value to degrees of freedom is less than 3.0 indicates a perfect fit. In addition, the baseline comparison shows a comparative fit index (CFI) of 1.0. This CFI value confirms a perfect fit in the dataset [57,58,59,60]. Therefore, this model is a perfect representation of the relationship between literacy classroom environment (LEC) and children’s acquisition of literacy skills (CALS). The model demonstrates that literacy classroom environment (LEC) has the strongest impact on children’s acquisition of literacy skills (CALS). Table 7 shows the direct, indirect, and total effects of the model.



Despite the perceived importance of teachers’ practices (TP) on children’s education, the variable showed only a minimal impact. However, both teachers’ practices (TP) and literacy classroom environment (LEC) had a significant impact on children’s acquisition of literacy skills (CALS).




4.2. Hypotheses Tests


The second model was used to test the three hypotheses developed in the study. Based on Figure 2, the coefficient for literacy classroom environment (LEC) is 0.20, and this value is significant at a 5% level. Therefore, we reject the null hypothesis as literacy classroom environment (LEC) has a positive effect on children’s acquisition of literacy skills (CALS). Similarly, the second hypothesis was that literacy classroom environment (LEC) has a negative effect on teachers’ practices (TP). However, the coefficient for this relationship was positive and significant at a 5% level. Therefore, we reject the null hypothesis, as there is a positive relationship between literacy classroom environment (LEC) and teachers’ practices (TP). Lastly, we hypothesized that teachers’ practices (TP) have a positive effect on children’s acquisition of literacy skills (CALS). Figure 2 confirms that teachers’ practices (TP) have a positive effect on children’s acquisition of literacy skills (CALS), and this effect is significant at a 5% level. Consequently, we reject the null hypothesis, as teachers’ practices (TP) have a positive effect on children’s acquisition of literacy skills (CALS).



In summary, this analysis shows that literacy classroom environment (LEC) has a positive effect on children’s acquisition of literacy skills (CALS). In addition, it shows that literacy classroom environment (LEC) has a positive effect on teachers’ practices (TP). Lastly, it proves that teachers’ practices (TP) in the early-childhood literacy classroom have a positive effect on children’s acquisition of literacy skills (CALS).





5. Discussion and Implications


We considered that a test of the interrelationship between the literacy classroom environment in early childhood, children’s acquisition of literacy skills, and teaching practices would be important for promoting an understanding of their influence on the learning process. The idea of a dual conceptual model was used to validate that the three variables had a mediating effect on each other [54,55]. Consequently, the chi-squared value resulting from the new averaged variables (LEC_AVG, TP1_AVG, TP2_AVG, CALS1_AVG, and CALS2_AVG) indicates a 5% significance level. According to Collier [56], the ratio of chi-square to degree of freedom, which exceeds 30.49, is above the minimum threshold of 5.0. Thus, the relationship results are unreliable. A more detailed model was applied to confirm the validity of the first attempt’s outcomes using the analysis of an AMOS table. The typical approach is linked to a positive result that indicates a reliable baseline comparison of 1.0 CFI (comparative fit index) [57,58,59,60]. Consequently, it is evident that the literacy classroom environment includes the available study materials, teachers, and peers who assist the children in achieving their best grades via practices such as developing a system of language writing and alphabetic coding [15,27]. The statistical outcome shows that the learning classroom environment significantly influences acquired literacy skills. Therefore, teachers must assess if their literacy classroom environment is qualified and equipped with educational materials that help and facilitate the children’s acquisition of literacy skills. For example, teachers should check if their classroom environments contain several books for daily activities, whiteboards, crayons, papers, printed words and pictures, picture books, and listening and reading centers among their tools [61]. At the same time, the leaders or principals of early childhood schools should ensure that teachers use, benefit from, and exploit the educational materials available in the classroom environment. Unfortunately, some teachers do not use the available educational materials effectively to help children acquire literacy skills, despite the presence of financial support from the Ministry of Education and encouragement or training support from the school principal or supervisor [51,62].



The use of appropriate and various educational materials in the literacy classroom environment, as well as teachers’ practices and collaboration with children’s parents in the learning process, will encourage and improve children’s acquisition of literacy skills in early childhood grades. This result is consistent with prior studies on the effective literacy learning of young children [61,62,63,64]. As indicated by [3,15,65,66], the availability of educational material and the number of students in the literacy classroom environment, in addition to the good use of classroom furniture and literacy learning materials, help strengthen social relationships among students and teachers. These bonds are crucial for young children’s acquisition of literacy skills, as well as their social literacy skills and confidence. Furthermore, maintaining appropriate class sizes facilitates teachers and assistant teachers in focusing on individual students or groups, implementing a variety of instructional strategies to facilitate students’ acquisition of literacy skills in a setting conducive to holistic development. Despite this, many literacy classrooms only allocate space for the primary teacher, overlooking the importance of having an assistant teacher. This oversight may adversely affect teaching practices, especially when there are numerous students for a single teacher to attend to. For instance, if one teacher is responsible for a large number of children, they may find it challenging to provide the necessary attention to each student. Therefore, the Ministry of Education should recognize the significance of having an assistant teacher in early childhood classrooms.



A hypothetical methodology was employed to confirm the validity of the interrelationship between the three variables. The assessment of the impact of a literacy classroom environment on children’s acquired literacy skills resulted in a 5% significance level and a 0.20 coefficient. The null hypothesis was rejected because the literacy classroom environment has teachers who create supportive learning environments via their teaching practices, such as encouraging alphabetic coding and orthographic consistency [26,27]. The literacy classroom environment also improves children’s knowledge of writing and oral skills. In addition, the alternative hypothesis validates that teachers’ practices have positive effects on children’s acquired literacy skills. Via their teaching practices, teachers are responsible for overcoming children’s conversational challenges by analyzing their entry behavior and working to build and develop literacy skills [38,39,40]. Teachers should involve children in frequent pronunciation activities to construct oral skills. In essence, an association exists between the literacy classroom environment, children’s acquisition of literacy skills, and teaching practices in learning institutions that perform at a high level. This finding aligns with a study by Hanadi et al. [10], who recommended that teachers should work to change and develop their teaching practices and benefit from the support they receive under the direction of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, which has given priority to the development of education in the field of early childhood. In addition, the early childhood literacy classroom environment positively impacts teaching practices in the early childhood literacy classroom. For instance, a library stocked with picture books and educational stories supports teaching practices, fostering literacy skills and enhancing listening and speaking abilities as children gather around the teacher to discuss stories. However, it is important to note that some early childhood literacy classroom environments may lack essential resources such as furniture, libraries, and educational materials such as picture books and stories. This deficiency may drive teachers to develop innovative educational practices and create materials that facilitate children’s acquisition of reading and writing skills in the classroom. Thus, the early childhood literacy classroom environment is positively associated with teaching practices.



This study seeks to shed light on the interplay between various aspects of the educational process, specifically focusing on early childhood grades, including the classroom environment and teachers’ practices. The goal is to underscore key elements that can enhance children’s acquisition of literacy skills. The findings of this study have several significant implications for educational institutions, school leadership, teachers, and educational policymakers in Saudi Arabia. Regarding educational institutions, it is crucial to highlight the importance of learning materials for teaching Arabic literacy. While high-quality learning materials are available, there is a relative scarcity compared to resources for teaching and acquiring literacy skills in other languages, such as English and Chinese. Consequently, educational institutions responsible for teaching children in early childhood grades need to communicate with international or professional companies or factories to produce educational materials in the Arabic language, particularly those pertaining to early childhood literacy skills.



This study is relevant to school leaders who provide beneficial knowledge acquired from restructuring classroom features to support children and teachers in reaching their potential. Thus, it is possible to estimate expected performances due to the relationship between teaching practices and the literacy classroom environment. Francis and Barnett [64] postulated that teachers should be able to create an interactive environment to facilitate one-on-one or group cooperation with children. Such interactions during the acquisition of skills, such as phonology, puzzle solving, and oral language skills, can result in significant advancements. Moreover, it is crucial that teachers give children plentiful opportunities to interact and deal with educational materials, both individually and cooperatively, which helps them acquire literacy skills in a more effective and enjoyable way.



At the same time, it is crucial for teachers to maintain ongoing communication with the parents of their students, updating them on their children’s progress in literacy skills. For example, they can encourage children’s parents to cooperate with them to help their children learn to write letters. In addition, recognizing that some parents are eager to work with the school and teachers but may not know how to contribute effectively, it becomes imperative for the school administration and teachers to take the lead in initiating communication with parents. Providing educational materials and clear instructions equips parents to actively participate and contribute to elevating their children’s literacy skills [35,65,66]. Moreover, the administration of early childhood schools should prioritize periodic examinations of children’s vision, hearing, and speech throughout the school year. This proactive approach helps identify potential causes of delayed speech and language learning difficulties. Addressing these issues promptly is essential. While some kindergartens and schools may rely on the initial examination conducted during the child’s enrollment in early childhood school, it is crucial for ongoing assessments to ensure comprehensive support for the child’s development.



The characteristics of participants in this study have highlighted a notable observation that some early childhood teachers possess scientific backgrounds outside the realm of early childhood education, potentially influencing their teaching practices and interactions with children. Given this revelation, it is imperative for the Ministry of Education to prioritize the recruitment of teachers specifically trained in early childhood education to instruct children in these crucial developmental stages. In addition, according to Al-Abdullatif and Alsubaie [51], training and professional development are necessary for all teachers, particularly those lacking specialization in kindergarten or early childhood education.




6. Conclusions, Limitations, and Future Research


This study emphasized the correlation between the literacy classroom environment in early childhood and the practices employed by teachers, as well as the subsequent impact on children’s acquisition of literacy skills. Structural equation modeling was used for the data analysis of the study. The findings revealed a mutual influence among these variables, establishing an evidence-based interrelationship.



This study has some limitations that may limit the optimal expectations for its research outcomes. Notably, the evaluation of teaching practices did not encompass the use of digital and educational technologies. Hence, future research should explore how digital technology, including tools such as infographics, digital storytelling, comics, or games, can be effectively incorporated into teaching literacy skills to young children in early childhood. These technologies play a crucial role in facilitating knowledge transition, particularly in light of the challenges posed by the COVID-19 pandemic. In addition, future studies should investigate how new environments affect learners, particularly children, and compare them with other educational environments in the world. In terms of methodology, this research relied on quantitative methods, so this study may not have provided in-depth information about these three variables and their relationships. Therefore, future studies could benefit from employing qualitative or mixed methods, incorporating instruments such as teacher interviews or observations of the literacy classroom environment and teaching practices. This approach would yield richer information. In addition, it is worth noting that the participants of this study were from the Eastern Province in Saudi Arabia, so it may be difficult to generalize the results to all literacy classroom environments in Saudi Arabia. To enhance the external validity of future studies, it is recommended to include participants from various teaching experiences and practices. This would contribute to a more comprehensive understanding of the relationships under investigation.
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Figure 1. Conceptual framework. 






Figure 1. Conceptual framework.
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Figure 2. Structural equation model derived using the average for the sub-constructs. 
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Figure 3. Structural equation model derived using the average for the main constructs. 
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Table 1. Reliability analysis.






Table 1. Reliability analysis.





	Construct
	Cronbach Alpha
	No. of Items





	Literacy environment (classroom; LEC)
	0.81
	7



	Children’s acquisition of literacy skills: using learning materials (CALS1)
	0.81
	7



	Children’s acquisition of literacy skills: about the classroom and school (CALS2)
	0.46
	4



	Combined CALS1 and CALS2
	0.76
	11



	Teachers’ practices: what the teachers do at the literacy environment (TP1)
	0.77
	14



	Teachers’ practices: the teachers’ literacy demographic backgrounds (TP2)
	0.61
	4



	Combined TP1 and TP2
	0.77
	18



	All variables
	0.89
	36










 





Table 2. Correlation matrix.






Table 2. Correlation matrix.





	
Correlations






	

	
LEC_AVG

	
CALS_AVG

	
TP_AVG




	
LEC_AVG

	
Pearson correlation

	
1

	
0.636 **

	
0.511 **




	
Sig. (2-tailed)

	

	
<0.001

	
<0.001




	
N

	
344

	
344

	
343




	
CALS_AVG

	
Pearson correlation

	
0.636 **

	
1

	
0.541 **




	
Sig. (2-tailed)

	
<0.001

	

	
<0.001




	
N

	
344

	
344

	
343




	
TP_AVG

	
Pearson correlation

	
0.511 **

	
0.541 **

	
1




	
Sig. (2-tailed)

	
<0.001

	
<0.001

	




	
N

	
343

	
343

	
343








**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).













 





Table 3. Goodness-of-fit test for the average scores of each construct.
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Test Statistics






	

	
LEC_AVG

	
TP_AVG

	
CALS_AVG




	
Chi-squared

	
210.791 a

	
247.714 b

	
218.605 a




	
Df

	
20

	
34

	
20




	
Asymp. Sig.

	
<0.001

	
<0.001

	
<0.001








a. 0 cells (0.0%) have expected frequencies that are less than 5. The minimum expected cell frequency is 16.4. b. 0 cells (0.0%) have expected frequencies that are less than 5. The minimum expected cell frequency is 9.8.













 





Table 4. Chi-squared value.






Table 4. Chi-squared value.













	Model: CMIN
	NPAR
	CMIN
	DF
	p
	CMIN/DF



	Default model
	18
	60.958
	2
	0.000
	30.479



	Saturated model
	20
	0.000
	0
	
	



	Independence model
	5
	425.132
	15
	0.000
	28.342



	Model: Baseline Comparison
	NFI

Delta1
	RFI

rho1
	IFI

Delta2
	TLI

rho2
	CFI



	Default model
	0.857
	−0.075
	0.861
	−0.078
	0.856



	Saturated model
	1.000
	
	1.000
	
	1.000



	Independence model
	0.000
	0.000
	0.000
	0.000
	0.000










 





Table 5. Direct, indirect, and total effects.
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Direct Effects (Group Number 1-Default Model)

	




	

	
LEC_AVG

	
TP1_AVG

	
TP2_AVG

	
CALS1_AVG

	
CALS2_AVG




	
LEC_AVG

	
0.00

	
0.11

	
0.02

	
0.19

	
0.02




	
TP1_AVG

	
0.11

	
0.00

	
0.00

	
0.11

	
0.00




	
TP2_AVG

	
0.02

	
0.00

	
0.00

	
0.00

	
0.00




	
CALS1_AVG

	
0.00

	
0.11

	
0.00

	
0.00

	
0.02




	
CALS2_AVG

	
0.02

	
0.11

	
0.04

	
0.02

	
0.00




	
Indirect Effects (Group Number 1-Default Model)

	




	

	
LEC_AVG

	
TP1_AVG

	
TP2_AVG

	
CALS1_AVG

	
CALS2_AVG




	
LEC_AVG

	
0.00

	
0.00

	
0.00

	
0.00

	
0.00




	
TP1_AVG

	
0.00

	
0.00

	
0.00

	
0.00

	
0.00




	
TP2_AVG

	
0.00

	
0.00

	
0.00

	
0.00

	
0.00




	
CALS1_AVG

	
0.01

	
0.00

	
0.00

	
0.00

	
0.00




	
CALS2_AVG

	
0.00

	
0.00

	
0.00

	
0.00

	
0.00




	
Total Effects (Group Number 1-Default Model)

	




	

	
LEC_AVG

	
TP1_AVG

	
TP2_AVG

	
CALS1_AVG

	
CALS2_AVG




	
LEC_AVG

	
0.00

	
0.11

	
0.02

	
0.19

	
0.0