Shared storybook reading

Contributions to pre-school learning of children neither have to be formal activities nor undertaken by qualified practitioners. Research has highlighted the educational value of informal activities between parents and children that commonly take place in the home.  One such activity, shared storybook reading, has been consistently identified as having a positive effect on the acquisition of literacy skills. By actively encouraging this type of activity the Bookstart programme aims to inform parents of the benefits of storybook reading and supply them with the materials to make it a part of their regular routine.

the benefits of learning in the home

Research has consistently demonstrated the benefits of parents and their children reading together at home. The home is a safe and trusted place in which children are naturally eager to participate in activities with their parents. Children are also particularly responsive to encouragement made by their parents. Furthermore, the emotional closeness that arises as books are enjoyed together, adds an additional quality to the learning experience. A child’s imagination is unleashed as a parent conveys the excitement and magic of an unfolding story.
Shared storybook reading between parent and child therefore often makes for a natural and productive learning experience. A home environment in which parents actively introduce their children to books has been shown to nurture the type of literacy skills and understanding that leads to the later acquisition of literacy. Children become familiar with the page-structure of books, learn how to identify print and orient themselves to story structures (Baker, Frenandez Fein, Scher & Williams, 1998, Sénéchal & LeFevre, 2002, Snow & Ninio, 1986). This kind of shared experience with a trusted parent is believed to further support the acquisition of literacy by encouraging interest and motivation towards books and reading. Studies demonstrate that children who are read to from a very young age tend to display greater interest in reading when they are older. By promoting book sharing in the home Bookstart seeks to empower parents to take advantage of this unique opportunity to nurture their children’s development.   

shared reading and engagement of the child
Studies suggest that it is the quality of the shared reading experience that determines its effectiveness in nurturing literacy skills. More crucial than whether the parents read to the child every day or less often, is the extent of the child’s active participation in these situations (Crain-Threson & Dale, 1992). According to Whitehurst and his colleagues (Whitehurst, Falco, Lonigan et al., 1988) active engagement of the child predicted his or her later language and literacy skills more strongly than did any of the parental variables related to book reading. This research highlights the importance of parents actively engaging their child in the reading process. This occurs when a parent ensures that the child actually participates in the unfolding story. A parent can ask questions to focus their children’s attention, to check comprehension, and to elicit labels for objects and descriptive attributes, such as colour, size and number. Children can also be asked for explanations of behaviour, predictions, and connections between events or objects in the story and those in the child’s own life. For example, a parent can ask their child to draw inferences about characters and situations in a story; “How would you feel if mummy left at you at a birthday party like Alfie’s mummy is doing with Alfie?” or “Why does Billy have a strange feeling in his tummy thinking about going to his new school?” followed by, “Do you think you will feel the same when you go to your new school?” The value of this type of cognitively challenging talk is that it takes children away from the here and now and helps them to use language to reflect upon themselves.
Of course such structured conversation is a routine feature of shared reading for many parents. The key point is not that this type of practice is necessarily unusual but that parents should be given an endorsement of their good practice where it already exists and given encouragement to adopt it where it is more infrequent or absent. Bookstart performs precisely this role by making the value and fun of shared book reading accessible and appealing to all. Moreover, each of the packs provides information to encourage parents to use the books provided in a way that actively engages their child. The guidance booklet for parents that is included in each of the three packs underlines the importance of the shared reading experience and encourages parents to actively inspire the imagination of their children through the practice of storytelling. Evaluation of the programme suggests that many parents understand the importance of the quality of the reading experience and act upon it in their own use of the Bookstart materials. 
the importance of active engagement
The full value of reading with young children is most effectively realised when the child and adult engage in conversations that support interpreting and constructing meaning. The oral language abilities developed through this type of explanatory talk is crucial to literacy development. From a very young age children learn to use sounds and words for an ever-increasing number of purposes. In addition to discovering the power of language to make requests and demands in more subtle and powerful ways, children also begin telling stories about personal experiences and communicating information and ideas.  The link between language skills and reading lies in the way children comprehend words by the individual sounds that constitute them. This developing phonemic awareness allows children to expand their language capabilities and therefore assume greater control over their environment. 
Because oral language acts as a precursor to literacy, we can see why book reading is of such value. With books children encounter a broader range of words then they do in typical conversations. Also, they can construct imaginary worlds using the text and pictures as a springboard, and when discussing books they get a chance to reflect on language and to develop skills interpreting and constructing extended discourse. Shared book reading is beneficial, then, because it involves the child in conversations that interpret and construct meaning.  
evidence and outcomes
Among the many sources of compelling evidence of the benefits of shared reading is Beals, De Temple and Dickinson’s recent study of the outcomes of different learning environments (Beals, De Temple, & Dickinson, 1994). Beals et al undertook a longitudinal study of children who, during their toddler years, had been exposed to shared reading in the home against a control group who had not. At the age of five, the children underwent a series of tests to measure their language and literacy skills. The tests included a narrative production task in which the child is asked to tell a story about a group of bears shown in three photographic slides that the evaluator cannot see. The purpose of the task is to evaluate the child’s ability to produce a narrative for someone who does not share the same visual field. In addition, the study used a Comprehensive Assessment Programme (CAP) which assesses a child’s print skills, such as recognition of print words, identification of alphabet letters, the comprehension of story and print concepts, as well as phonemic awareness and writing skills.

The study found that incidence of structured conversation in shared reading was correlated with the child’s performance on the CAP, the test of early print skills. In other words, the parent who makes book reading a rich and cognitively challenging event is also helping his or her child to develop a familiarity with how books work and what you need to do to read one. Engaged shared reading was also show to support the more sophisticated skills of story comprehension and story production. This relationship was evidenced by children’s improved performance on telling the bear story and better story comprehension.  
Overall, recent research provides powerful evidence to suggest that the language interactions of young children with adults are important determinants of their literacy development. Because literacy development is closely related to the development of language skills, challenging verbal interaction with adults can be a powerful promoter of early literacy for young children. The shared reading experience advocated by Bookstart speaks to precisely this kind of practice. It is hoped that through the book packs Bookstart can make a significant contribution to establishing book sharing as a routine feature of family life across the country.  
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