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Abstract
In this paper we hypothesize that early knowledge
about written language is stimulated through storybook
reading at home. Furthermore, we suggest that
attachment security is related to the frequency and
quality of storybook reading, and to children’s
emergent literacy skills. In the first study, we
compared 18 three-year oid children who were daily
read to, with a matched group of 18 children who were
read to once a week or less. In the second study, the
frequency of storybook reading was experimentally
increased in half of the children who were read to
once a week or less. All mother-child dyads were from
Tow socio-economic status families. Results show that
children with few storybook reading experiences fall
behind in emergent literacy skills; their interactions
with their mother during storybook reading shows that
they are less involved and have to be supported more
intensively by their mothers. They also are more
anxiously attached to their mothers. The
experimental study showed that the quality of
starybook reading can be changed effectively through a
short-term, extensive parent intervention program

sti3ulating the mothers to read more frequently to
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their toddlers.

Due to the emphasis on phonics, research into early
reading development has mainly been focussed on
prereading‘skills such as naming letters and blending
phonen;s. \Singe these skills were generally thought
to be acquired as part of school learning, researchers
rarely considered children's knowledge prior to school
entry. As researchers began to view reading within
the larger context of cognitive and linguistic
development, they began to pay more attention to
reading development prior to formal instruction
(Ferreiro & Teberosky, 1982; Sulzby, 1985; Teale &
Sulzby, 1986). In this research, an interactive model
of reading is preferred to a skill-oriented model
focussing on relatively independent components such as
phoneme blending and letter knowledge (Hiebert, 1988).
The idea is that knowledge about function (why and how
people use written language), conventions (starting at
the top of a page, reading from left to right,
etcetera), and schemes (how written language differs
from oral language) is just as important as knowledge
of letter-sound relations (Lomax & McGee, 1986;
Taylor, 1986). Therefore, children’s attempts to make

meaning of written messages, and to produce their own
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meaning through writing became a topic of research
From this research 1t appeared that young children
know more about written language than was expected
However, there are considerable 1ndividual
differences between children (Bus, 1986). The purpose
of the present studies 1nto emergent literacy shills
1s to explore which experiences influence early
reading development, and how differences 1n emergent
TiteraXcy skills at the start of formal reading
instruction can be explained.
r- nter 10n uran k. r An

Our first hypothesis 1s that knowledge about
written language 1s stimulated through activities such
as storybook reading at home. This hypothesis 1s
derived from studies into so-called early readers
(Durkin, 1966}, from longrtudinal studies into the
predictive value of storybook reading experiences
during the preschool period (Watsen & Shapiro, 1688,
Wells, 1985), and from some experimental studies into
the influence of storybook reading at school (Cohen,
1968; Feitelson, Kita, & Goldstein, 1986). Parents’
behaviors during storybocok reading may 1nfluence the
instructiyonal rules of the activity. Characteristics

of effective parent-child reading include asking

[
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questions during reading, encodreging chrldren te ask
questions, and responding to the children’s questions
(Flood, 1977, Shanahan & Hogan, 1983) Emergent
Titeracy may be stimulated by children’s attempts to
imitate therr pinents' behavior. Through imitation
they ac&u1re new behavior which 1ni1ti1ally they were
only able to show with the parents’® help (Teale,
1982). Ffor example, mothers turn their children’s
attention to “their own letter® (the first letter of
their name). Accordingly children develop more
interest in this aspect, and start calling attention
to thear letter spontaneously. The communication on
thys topic stops when this aspect of wratten language
has become self-evident. Therefore, reading 1s first
practiced on an interpersonal level, and afterwards
intrapersonally integrated (Pellegrini, Brody, &
Sigel, 1985). As children’s knowledge about written
language 1ncreases, i1nstruction on a rudimentary level
decreases, for example explanations of the storybook
1llustrations, and more attentiyon 1s paid to
complicated aspects such as the story meaning (Bus &
Van IJzendoorn, 1988b). It depends on the children’s
competence how much guidance and support 1s needed.

With more competent children less adult direction 15
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needed to sustain involvement (Pellegrim
McGillicuddy-Delisi, Brody, & Sigel, 1686). Adults
adapt their behavior intuitively to what Vygotsky
called "the zone of proximal developrent”™ (Vygotsky,
1978).

Because of its correlational character, research
into parent-child interactions during storybook
reading has not made clear which factors trigger
emergent literacy. Do children stimulate their
mothers to give reading instruction because of the
children’s spontaneous curiosity, or does emergent
literacy originate during this kind of instructfon? In
an experimental study with preschoolers with fittle
reading experiences, Morrow (1988) found that repe;ted
readings did increase the number and complexity of
questions and comments made by children. Repeated
readings were found to result in more interpretative
responses and more responses focussing on print and
story structure, and were more effective with children
of low ability. It remains unclear whether similar
effects are to be found when the intervention is
executed by the mother and not, as in Morrow’'s study,
by the experimenter. Furthermore, several studies

showed that during storybook reading lower class
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mothers wnstruct their children less effectively than
higher class mothers (Heath, 1980, Nini1o & Bruner,
1978) Therefore, especially with lower class mothers
intervention effects may differ from studies using
experimenters as instructors Lastly, 1t also remains
unclear whether sElmulat\on of storybook reading not
only 1nfluences the quality of the reading (Morrow,
1988), but children's emergent literacy skills as
well. Traditionally, researchers have used outcome
measures such as test scores, as measures of effective
teaching. In this study we wi1ll also examine the
strategies that parents use to involve children in a
task at a certawin level. That is, the extent to which
adult direction is needed to help children solve a
problem or complete a task 1s the criterion for
evaluating children’s responses. A child needing much
adult guidance and support is considered to be less
competent than a child who completed the task with
minimal guidance (Pellegrini, McGillicuddy-Delist,
Sigel, & Brody, 1986).

r ween hment meyr

A second hypothesis in our study is that the
affective characteristics of the relationship between

parents and children influence the frequency and
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quality of storybook reading and, consequently,
children’s emergent literacy skiils According to
attachment theory, a secure attachment relationship
serves as a safe base from which to explore the
soci1al and physical environment (Lamb, Thompson,
Gardner, & Charnov, 1985). Children who have an
anxious relatyonship to theyr parent, have little
confidence 1n the availability of their parent when
left alone. These children remain anxiously focussed
on their caregiver, and do not pay as much attention
to their environment as securely attached children:
their explorations of uncharted aspects of their
environment, such as written language, 1s supposed to
be less frequent and less thorough. Therefore,
anxiously attached children may acquire less emergent
Titeracy skills than securely attached children as a
consequence of their lesser exploratory inclinations
(Bus & Van IJzendoorn, 1988a).

Furthermore, we hypothesize that during demandyng
and stressful situations an anxious parent-child
relationship leads to less harmonious interactions and
instructions, as anxious children are less obedient
and more easily distracted than securely attached

children (Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, & Wall, 1978;
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Bretherton, 1985) Storybook reading 1s an example of
a demanding situation, which requires patience and
trust on both sides The parents rust be able to keep
the children’s attention through reading at the right
level, giving explanations, and asking questions The
children should rely on the parents when asking for
help during the exploration of written material and
11lustrations, and should challenge the parents to
give explanations through gquestions and other signals
From an earlier cross-sectional study with middle C
class families (Bus & Van IJzendoorn, 1988b), 1t can [
be derived that the atmosphere during activities such
as storybook reading 15 indeed correlated with
security The study shows that the atmosphere
surrounding the 1nteractions 1n securely attached
dyads 1s more positive than that 1n anxiously
attached dyads In securely attached dyads there 1s
less need to discipline, the children are less
distracted than 'n anxiously attached dyads In
addition, securely attached dyads pay more attention
to the formal aspects of written language, that 1s, to
reading instruction and proto-reading 1tself Parents
appear to demand more from their securely attached

children 1n the reading domayn (Bus & Van IJzendoorn,
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1988b).

The positive relation between preschoolers’ reading [{
interest and attachment security which we found 1n an
earlier study (Bus & Van lJzendoorn, 1988a), can
therefore be explained as a consequence of the
differences 1n atmosphere. However, an alternative
explanation of the correlation between the affective
characteristics of the relationship and emergent
lTiteracy can not be excluded: securely attached
children may be more inclined to explore written
Tanguage and, through that, may acquire more literacy
skills; because of their curiosity and their emergent
Viteracy ski1lls they provoke more parental storybook
reading on a higher level of i1nstruction. Indeed the
two interpretations about the direct or i1ndirect
effects of attachment security on emergent literacy
are not necessarily rncompatible. It may be that
security has a direct influence on emergent literacy,
because securely attached children explore more, as
well as an indirect influence, because securely
attached children are more easy to i1nstruct.

In sum, two {qQuasi-)experimental studres will be

EAN

presented to test the hypothesis that repeated

storybook reading changes the quality of interactions
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during storybook reading, and stimulates emergent J
Ti1teracy skills. Furthermore. 1t s examined whethe
attachment security 15 related to frequency and
quality of storybook reading, and to differences 1n
the acquisition of emergent literacy ski1lls. Because
we 1ntenyed to carry out an intervention study 1n low
soc\oeconomxé status families (SES}, and 1ittle s
known about storybook reading, attachment, and
ecergent Yiteracy skills 1n a low SES population, we
first explored the relations between storybook
reading, attachment, and emergent literacy n a quasi-
experimental study comparing children who are
frequently read to and children with 1ittle reading
experiences. Secondly, the intervention study 1s
presented, in which the effects of experimentally
increased frequency of storybook reading on quality of
the reading and on emergent li1teracy skills are
examined.
STUDY I

In the quasi-experimental study children who are
daily read to, were compared with a matched group of
children who are read to once a week or less.
Dependent variables were: the quality of storybook

readings, the emergent literacy skills, and the
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attachment relationship between mother and child.
Hethod

subiects

At the start of the project, we intended to find
three-year-olds from lower class families without any
storybook reading experiences. However, it soon
became clear that Dutch children without any storybook
reading experience are very rare. We decided,
therefore, to carry out a study with toddlers who are
read to once a week or less. The lower class mothers
and children were selected with a questionnaire.
Every child with little reading experiences was
matched with a child who was frequentiy read to, on
basis of SES, age and sex. 1If an adequate match on
these three variables could not be found, children
were matched on age and SES only. Afterwards,
participating mothers were paid $15.00 as
compensation. The sample consisted of 18 mothers witﬁ
children that were very infrequently read to, gyd tpe .
same number of mothers and children who were J;i{}
read to (see Table 1 for some characteristics of the
two groups).
Procedure

During a session with mother and child, every child
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was tested 1ndividually {intelligence testi and
emergent literacy tests), mother and child were
separated for about half an hour, and the mothers read
the booklet Doedel and the red Danger to the children
The whole session was videorecorded. The mothers were
told that the study focussed on children’s play
behavior. To divert the mothers' attention from the
goals of the study, we started with a problem-solving
task - the Butter Dish - 1n which wraitten language did
not play any role. The children had to solve this
task with the help of their mother. From i1nterviews
afterwards, it appeared that none of the mothers had
understood that the study was focussed on storybook
reading and emergent literacy. We decided to collect
our data 1n the laboratory, because for coding
purposes it was necessary to record the sessions on
videotape; videorecording at home was considered to be
more i1ntrusive than i1n the laboratory because the
video recording equipment and operator would be more
visible at home, especially to the child.

u 100 r

To select the subjects for this study, we

administered a questionnaire to mothers at several

different daycare centers in Groningen (The
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Netherlands). The questionnaire consisted of six
questions on play behavior. Beside two questions on
book reading {“Did you already start reading to your
ch11d?" and "How frequently are you reading to your
ch11d?"), four questions on other play activities were
asked to keep the mothers "blind® for the study’s
purpose. The mothers chose from four alternatives n
answering the question about the frequency of book
reading: (1) less than once a month, (Z) once a month,
(3) about once a week, (4) (almost) every day.
Tests

Children’s intelligence was measured with the
Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test (Dunn & Dunn, 1981)
and the test Spatial Orientation {(Frostrg, 1968). To
measure the emergent literacy skills, the children
individually completed six tests (Bus & Van
IJzendoorn, 1988b), constructed to operationalize the
following aspects of early reading: function,
conventions, story schemes, and mapping-rules
(Taylor, 1986). In spite of our attempts to adjust
the administration of the tests to our subjects, and
to make them as short and simple as possible, three
tests were excluded because of missing data or lYack of

variance. Three out of six tests yielded useful
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information: function, letter recognition, znd
constructing words.

Function. This test consisted of 10 pictures
representing activities such as playing, eating, and
also-reading, and writing. It was coded how
frequently childr;n were able to correctly identify
activitie: askreading and writing. The maximum score
was six. Two coders reached 100% agreement, and the
alpha reliability was .94.

Letter recognition. The child had to find the
letter which was presented each time between three
arbitrary signs., The maximum score on this test was
five. Two coders reached 100% agreement, and the
alpha reliability was .94.

Constructing words. The children were asked to
make their name and the word rose (Dutch: rogs), each
time with a selection of the relevant letters. Their
responses were scored as: (0) playing (no serious
attempt), (1) figurative (building with letters), (2)
random order, {(3) word-like (the configuration appears
to be a word, but without a relation between letters
and sounds), (4) only the first (correct) letter, (5)
partially correct (two or more letters in the correct

order), and {(6) {almost) correct. The agreement
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between two coders on constructing the nare was 89,
and on rgse 95. The final score was determined by
calculating the mrean The alpha reliability was 66
Attachment

Following Main, Kaplan, and Cassidy (1685, p. 80
ff ), the children were separated once for about half
an hour from their mothers, and their reunion was
videorecorded. The children’s behavior during the
reunion episode was scored on a rating scale. This
scale 1s a revised version of Main et al's (1985)
security scale for six-year-olds. It consists of nine
scale points with extensive behavioral descriptions of
the odd scale points. The revision of the scale
includes more extensive descriptions of insecure
behavior, as well as an emphasis on the behavioral
repertory of the younger age category The
intercoder reliability of two i1ndependent coders was
.86 (n=15). The children’s behavior was scored during
the fairst five minutes of the reunion A smm;;d}
scale for the same age group was applied 1n a reliable
and valid way in earlier research (Bus & Van
IJdzendoorn, 1988b). The videotapes were coded by the
second author who received his training 1n coding

infants’ reunyon behavior at the Strange Situation

Yuamier w21
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workshop of the University of Minnesota (instructions
L. A. Sroufe and B. E. Vaughn). There 1s no reason to
doubt the cross-cultural validity of attachment
reasures based on reunion behaviars such as the
Strange Situation (Van JJzendoorn & Kronenberg, 1988).

r k r n

Mothers were asked to read the narrative booklet
Q 1 an he r nger, which 1s richly 11lustrated
and contains a clear plot. The reading sessions were
transcribed verbatim. Deriving from Morrow (1988),
the mothers® as well as the children’s questions and
comments were coded into four categories: (1) focus on
story structure (intrigue, setting, plot, or
characters), (2) focus on meaning (i1nterpretations of
events described 1n the text, word definitions}), (3)
focus on prant (referring to reading as activity,
talking about letters, sounds, and words), (4) and
focus on 1llustrations {(labeling, details,
associations). The number of turns and the number of

problematic interactions (the child s distracted, and

the mother tries to focus his or her attention to the
book) were also coded (Bus & Van lJzendoorn, 1988b).
The intercoder agreement was determined for 20

sessions. For the ten categories the mean agreement
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was .75; the agreement for story structure (mothers)
was .73, for meaning (mothers) .82, for print
(mothers) .83, for illustrations (mothers) .90, for
story structure {(child) .51, for meaning {child) .37,
for print (child) .67, for illustrations {child) .94,
for problematic interactions (.83), and for turns .90.
Even after intensive training, some aspects of
children’s verbal behavior remained difficult to
code, because they were not always able to express
themselves clearly.
Results

The two groups did not differ on intelligence, sex,
SES, the number of siblings, and birth order (see
Table 1). As was expected, the frequency of storybook
reading did differ significantly. 1In one group the
children were read to every day, and in the other

group once a week or less.

-Table 1-

fFirst, it was examined whether there were
differences between the two groups in the quality of
storybook reading. We expected that children with

many reading experiences would be more active, less in
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need of adult support, and would comrunicate on a
higher level. To test this hypothesis, we compared
the mothers® and the children's behavior during the
reading sessions. Mothers of children who are read to
freqdently, appeared to be less commenting on
111ustrations1and'§tory structure. The number of
turns was also significantly higher i1n dyads with less
storybook reading experiences which often indicates
that parents are actively eliciting childrne’s
utterances {Pellegrini et al., 1985). Furthermore,
the children who are read to frequently, tended to
behave less often negatively (p~.06). Other
differences in child behavior did not reach
significance, and in both groups most of the

questions and comments focussed on the illustrations.

-Table 2-

Secondly, it was tested whether there were any
differences in emergent Yiteracy skills, and whether
differences in emergent literacy skills were
correlated with the quality of the interactions during

storybook reading. It appeared that children with
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daily reading experiences scored higher on readirg
tests. According to a mulitivariate analysis of
variance, the differences were significant (Wilks'
lambda=.76; E (3,32)=3 42; p=-.029). Post hoc
univariate analysis of variance showed that the
knowledge about the function of reading and writing
differentiated significantly between the two groups.
The mean scores on letter recognition and constructing

words appeared to be low for both groups.

-Table 3-

Correlating behavioral observations during
storybook reading with the reading tests, 1t was
investigated whether the quality of storybook reading
is related to emergent literacy skills. The most
important result of these analyses was that the
atmosphere during storybook reading was 1ndeed
related to emergent literacy skills., As chlléren
reached higher scores on the emergent literacy tests,
the number of problematic interactions decreased. In

addition, we found some trends. As children knew

more, the mothers tended to pay more attention to the
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story meaning, e«nd less to the 11lustrations
Furthermore, children with higher scores on the
emergent literacy tests tended to make more comrents

about the structure and the meaning of the story

-Table 4-

Thirdly, 1t was examined whether differences 1n
frequency and quality of storybook reading was related
to attachment security. Especially n the group
children with few reading experiences 1t sometimes was
impossible to arrange the separation and to observe
the reunion behavior because of the child’s anxiety.
Therefore, these analyses concern only 31 children.
Children who are 1nfrequently read to, appeared more
often anxiously attached to their mothers On a scale
ranging from one (very anxious) to nine (very
secure), the reading group had a mean score 1n the
secure range {M=5 6, SD=1 2, N=17), and the non-
reading group had a mean score lower than five which
1s considered to be the boundary score between secure
and anxious attachment (M=4.2, $D=1 2, N=14). The

difference was substantial (1 5 scale point), and
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significant (E (1,29)=5 74, p< 05), and would

probably have been higher without selective attrition
We did not find a significant correlation between
attachment security and mother-child interaction
during storybook reading.

Finally, 1t was tested whether attachrent was
related to emergent literacy skilils Jable 5 shows
that the correlations were positive, and that two out
of three correlations were significant. The more
securely attached the children were, the more
proficient their reading skills appeared to be.
Control for verbal intelligence, which was most
strongly correlated with the reading tests, yielded

similar results.

-Table 5-

Discussion
In this quasi-experimental study, it 1s farst
explored whether in a lower SES sample the frequency
of storybook reading is related to the quality of the
reading, and to children’s emergent literacy skills

We matched a group of children with almost no reading
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experiences to a comparison group of children who are
daily read to. These two groups do not differ on
relevant background variables such as SES, age,
intelligence, number of siblings, and birth order.
Therefore, it is not plausible to suggest that these
variables inf\ugngg possible differences between the
two groupiAin\eme}gent literacy skills, attachment
security, apd frequency and quality of storybook
reading.

We found evidence for the hypothesis that quality
of storybook reading is related to its freaquency.
Children who are read to frequently, need less
maternal guidance and support during storybook reading
than children with few storybook reading experiences.
The former group also behaves less often negatively
during storybook reading, and their mothers do not
need to be very active to involve the children. This
relation may also be considered to imply more reading
competence in the group of children who are
frequently read to (Pellegrini et al, 1986). Probably
because three-year-olds appear to be mainly focussed
on storybook illustrations (Yaden, Smolkin, & Coulon,
1989), we did not find a relation between frequency of

reading experiences and children’'s focus of attention.
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We also measurec¢ emergent literacy skills with
severa)l reading tests. Our findings confirm the
hypothes1s that frequency of storybook reading 1s
related to emergent literacy skills Three-year-olds
who are read to daily, do have more knowledge about
written language, and especially about the function of
reading and writing Insight into the function of
written language 1s to be considered as a first step
in the development of reading (Ferreiro & Teberosky,
1982; lLomax & McGee, 1987; Mason, 1980).

Exploring the relation between quality of storybook
reading and emergent literacy skills, we found that
children who have more knowledge about written
language, show less problematic interactions, and tend
to pay more attention to difficult aspects of the
storybook, such as the meaning of the story. Their
mothers also tend to emphasize the meaning of the
story more than mothers of children with less emergent
Titeracy sk111s. Although the differences wer¥ small,
these findings support the hypothesis that the level
of communication during storybook reading 1s related
to children’s emergent literacy skills (Bus & Van
IJzendoorn, 1988b; Morrow, 1988).

Our second purpose was to explore the relation
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between attachment security on tre one hand, and the
frequency and quality of storybook reading, and
emergent Yiteracy skills on the other hand. Children
with many reading experiences appear to be more
securely attached than the children with few

storybook reading experiences, and securely attached
children show more knowledge about written language

¥e did not find a relation between attachment security
and the quality of the i1nteractions during storybook
reading. Thus, the hypothesis that an i1ndirect
relation between security and emergent literacy exists
(securely attached dyads en)oy storybook reading more
and practice 1t more frequently, and on a higher

level of communication, and, therefore, securely
attached children know more about written language
than anxiously attached children) 1s not confirmed.

In that case, attachment security should be correlated
with the atmosphere during storybook reading and with
the quality of the communication. Our data support,
however, the hypothesis that a secure attachment
relationship between mother and child 1s related to
the frequency of storybook reading, and furthermore,
that attachment security stimulates the exploration of

written language and thereby the acquisition of
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emergent literacy skills (Bus & Van IJzendoorn,
1988b).
STUDY 11

Although our first study with lower SES families
shows relations between the frequency of story reading
on the one hand, and emergent literacy skills, quality
of storybook reading, and attachment on the other
hand, some questions about the causality of the
relation are unanswered. The results of the quasi-
experimental study do not prove that storybook reading
s a sufficient condition to stimulate emergent
literacy skills, Storybook reading may not be the
cause but the consequence of emergent literacy skills.
Children with more knowledge about written language
may be more interested, and, because of that, more
frequently involved in storybook readings. To test
the hypothesis, that storybook reading is a sufficient
condition to stimulate emergent litery skills we -
carried out an intervention-experiment. The group
with relatively few storybook reading experiences was
randomly assfgned to a control (n=9) and an
experimental group (n=9). In the experimental group
the reading frequency was raised to a frequency of at

least three times a week, and in the control group a
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dummy intervention was carried out. The experiment
continued for six weeks. We expected to find an
effect of increased storybook reading on quality of
the storybook reading, and on emergent literacy
sKills. Because we did not find the expected relation
between attachmgnt security and quality of storybook
reading in ;he first study, the results of the
intervention were not expected to depend on the
children's attachment security.
Method

Procedyre

We visited the mothers weekly in order to deliver
new material {(three new booklets or three new games),
and to inquire after the experiences during the
preceding week. The mothers received 18 books or
games in total. The booklets were illustrated stories
with a clear plot, and had about the same length. The
games were derived from a children’s periodical
(called Bobo), and consisted of tasks such as "find
the differences" between two almost identical
pictures. The mothers chose a proper time for the
activities, and determined which of the three books or
games were used and how. We only suggested to read or

play just before bedtime. The mothers in the
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experimental group recorded each week at least one
reading session on audiotape. After the 1ntervention,
the mothers and children were invited to visit our
lab. The same procedure was carried out as during the
pretest: we videorecorded a book reading session (the
mothers read the narrative booklet Where is Teddvy?,
which was comparable in content and illustrations to
the pretest booklet), and the reunion episode after a
long separation, and each child individually completed
several reading tests. Participating mothers were
paid $25.00 as compensation,
rven

From our weekly inquiries, it appeared that the
mothers did carry out the intervention carefully.
During several weeks, the activities were even done
more than three times a week: in the control group in
four out of six weeks and in the experimental group 1n

three out of six weeks. The mothers volunteered that

-

the children also played alone with the books of .
games. For a better understanding of the mothers’
behavior during storybook reading, the audiorecorded
reading sessions at home were tramscribed verbatim and
the maternal behavior was coded on the following

categories: focusing on story structure, on meaning,
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on print, or on 1llustrations. Inspecting the means,
1t appeared that the maternal behavior was stable, and
that most attention was paid to 1llustrations,
followed by meaning, structure, and print

successively (see Figure 1}.

-Figure 1-

Results
The two randomly assigned groups did not differ on
background variables like age, sex, SES, intelligence,
reading experiences at home, birth order, number of

siblings, and attachment security (see Table 6).

-Table 6-

Firstly, it was examined whether repeated readings
stimulate changes in the quality of the interactions
during storybook reading. Because the sample was
small, separate t-tests were performed. On the
pretest, the two groups only differed on number of
problematic interactions: the control group scored
somewhat higher (p<.05). The two groups did, however,

differ on several posttest variables. Children from
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the experimental group scored significantly higher on
illustrations as well as on meaning. As can be
derived from the negative t-values, the mothers in the
experimental group tended to be less active. In case
of the most frequent category - focussing on
illustrations by the mother - the difference between
the means was significant. Analyses of variance with
the pretest as covariate {ANCOVA’'s) yielded the same
results for the interactive behaviors of the children
as well as the mothers.

To determine whether the effects of the
intervention were related to attachment security, we
also carried out analyses of variance with security as
covariate. We did not find significant interactions

between attachment security and the intervention.

-Table 7-

Finally, it was examined whether repeated readings
had any effect on emergent literacy skills. The
findings did not confirm this hypothesis. On the
pretest as well as on the posttest, we did not find
significant univariate differences between the

experimental and control group on emergent literacy
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skills. Analyses of variance with attachment as
covariate (ANCOVA's) did not change the results.
Discussion

To examine the relation between repeated storybook
readings and emergent literacy, we carried out an
experimental study. ‘Jhis small-scale study (in total
18 mother-child dyads participated) supports the
hypothesis that repeated readings have an effect on
the quality of the interactions between mother and
child. Increased frequency of storybook readings
leads to more active behavior of the children (more
comments or questions about illustrations and
meaning). Therefore, the children’s activity appears
to be a consequence of storybook reading experiences
and not a consequence of children’s characteristics
such as intelligence. {Considering the low intercoder
reliability of children’s comments and questions on
meaning, the relation between meaning and frequency of
storybook reading is substantial because unreliability
of varjables is a sufficient reason for weak effects,
and it can not cause effects to be spuriously strong;
Cohen & Cohen, 1983.) Furthermore, increased
frequency of storybook readings leads to a decrease of

maternal activity. This may imply more reading
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competence in the experimental group, since the extent
to which adult direction is needed to help children
solve a proS]em or complete a task is a criterion for
judging children's performance (Pellegrini et al,
1986). We did, however, not find any direct effect on
emergent literacy skills. The relatively short
duration of the intervention as well as the rather
restricted instructional behavior of the mothers (they
mainly focussed on the {llustrations and much less on
the story meaning or structure), may have been the
cause of this lack of effect on emergent literacy as
measured by the early reading tests. Pellegrini et
al. (1985) however suggest that children’s level of
activity may be a more sensitive index of their
competence than more traditional psychometric
measures. .
The study did not yield evidence for a positive or

negative influence of attachment security on the :

-
'

intervention effects. However, considering {K;”
absence of a relation between attachment security and
quality of storybook reading in the first study, we
could hardly expect such effects.

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

In this paper the relation between frequency and
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quality of storybook readings, emergent literacy
skills, and attachment security is explored. The
research presented here is the first to address the
question whether in a low socio-economic status sample
relations exist between frequency and quality of
storybook reading, emergent literacy skills, and
attachment security. Our intervention study is the
first to aim at changing frequency of maternal
storybook reading, and to focus on the effects of the
intervention on the children’s emergent literacy
skills. 1t should be kept in mind, however, that the
generalizability of our results may be restricted
because of the use of one text genre and bookformat,
{f.e. narrative storybooks with illustrations, which
could be less familiar to children from lower SES
families (Corpell, Senechal, & Broda, 1988;
Pellegrini, Perimutter, Galda, & Brody, 1989).

Our first hypothesis is that children acquire new
knowledge about written language by interacting with
their mothers during storybook reading. Therefore, we
expect that repeated readings influence the quality of
the interactions and, through that, the acquisition of
reading skills. The data from the present study

provide partial support for this Vygotskiian notion.
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from our studies, it can be derived that repeated
storybook readings lead to an increase of the
children's activity, and to a decrease of maternal
activity. 1Ip the quasi-experimental study we found
that children who are frequently read to, behave less
often negatively during storybook reading, and that
their mothers are less active. From the experiment it
can be derived that repeated readings lead to more
(positive) activity of the children, including more
comments on illustrations and on the meaning of the
story, and to less activity of the mothers. As
children experience storybook reading more frequently,
they show less distracted behavior and explore written
language more intensively. Their mothers become less
active probably because they can rely on their
children's increased motivation and competence.
Frequency of storybook reading is related to
emergent literacy skills. 1In the quasi-experimental
study, the children with daily storybook reading
experiences had acquired more insight into the
function of written language than the children with
few reading experiences. In our intervention study,
however, we were not able to show an effect of

increased frequency of storybook reading on emergent
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literacy skills as measured by eariy reading tests
Because the children 1n the expericental group needed
less raternal support, 't may be argued that tre
intervention i1ncreased the children’'s corpetence as
indicated by the lower level of maternal activity
(Pellegrini et al, 1986) Storybock reading therefore
appears to be a sufficient condition to stimulate
early reading development It may also be suggested
that an i1ntervention focussing on qualitative aspects
of storybook reading would result 1n i1ncreased
emergent literacy skills as measured by our tests
(Whitehurst, Falco, Lonigan, Fischel, DeBarishe,
Valdez-Menchaca, & Caulfield, 1988)

Quality of storybook reading is also related to
emergent Titeracy skills In our quasi-experimental
study, we found that the level of mother-chyid
communication during storybook reading 1s higher 1 f
the child has acquired more emergent literacy skills
Furthermore, more competent children show less
distracted behavior, indicating that they have more
interest in written language From a Vygotskiian
perspective, it can be argued that more competent
children require less and qualitatively different

instructional behavior from their mothers (Van
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lJzendoorn, Van der Yeer, & Van Vliet-Visser, 1887,
Yygotsky, 1978).

Secondly, we explored the relation between
attachment security, emergent literacy, and the
frequency and quality of storybook reading One
hypothesis 1s that securely attached children are more
curious, and have more i1nterest 1n storybook reading
and, therefore, are more frequently read to and
acquire movre emergent literacy skills An alternative
hypothesis 1s that in securely attached dyads
storybook readings develop in a better emotional
atmosphere, and, therefore, maternal 1nstructions may
be more effective The studies yield most evidence
for the first hypothesis. 1In the quasi-experimental
study we did find evidence for a relation between
attachment security on the one hand and emergent
Ti1teracy and frequency of storybook reading on the
other hand The more securely attached the children
are, the more frequent their reading exper1enégs are,
and the more literacy skills they acquire, independent
from differences 1n 1ntelligence. The affective
dimension of mother-chi1ld interactions, therefore,
appears to be related to children’s literacy

development. We did not find a relation between
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attachment security and the quality of the interaction
during storybook reading, nor did we find a relation
between security and the intervention effect in the
second study. Therefore, our prior finding that
attachment security is related to the atmosphere
during storybook reading (Bus 3 Van lJzendoorn,
1988b), has not been replicated. We hypothesize that
we did not find the expected relation between
attachment security and atmosphere because of
differences between the samples. In the studies
reported on here, younger children from considerably
lower SES families participated.

In sum, storybook reading appears to be an
important child rearing activity. Children who are
being read to very infrequently differ from children
who are being daily read to, in several different
respects. They clearly fall behind in emergent
literacy skills, at a very young age. Their
interactions with their mothers during storybook
reading show that they are less involved in the
reading session, and have to be motivated more by
their mothers. Llastly, they show more anxious
attachment behavior during a reunion with the mother

after being separated for half an hour, indicating
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that the virtual absence of storybook reading is
related to the existence of an anxious attachment
relationship between mother and child. An anxious
attachment relationship also appears to block the
emergence of literacy skills. The quality of
storybook reading, however, can be influenced
effectively through a rather short-term, extensive
parent intervention program stimulating the mothers to
read more frequently to their toddlers. As our
experimental study supports the idea that mothers from
lower SES families show rather undifferentiated
instructional behavior during storybook reading (see
also Heath, 1980; Ninio & Brunér, 1978), it is the
more surprising that our intervention is effective,
although it focussed only on the frequency of
storybook reading. We did not find intervention
effects on emergent literacy skills as measured by
reading tests, but we may derive from changes in
maternal support that the children’s emergent literacy
skills have been positively influenced by our
intervention. We suggest that a more intensive
intervention focussing on changing the frequency and
quality of maternal storybook reading, will lead to

the acquisition of literacy skills required at the
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beginning of formal readirng 1nstruction.
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Table 1

Var 1 a Function of Storyboo
Reading Expertences (n=36)

tor r n

Background high 1qw
Variables M {SD) M (SD)
Frequency of reading 3.9 ( .2) 2.6 (1.0)
Sex ( % boys) 56 67
Age (in months) 40.1 ( 5.5) 39.7 (5.8)
SES (max=6) 2.4 { .8) 2.2 (1.1)
Peabody (standardized score) 95.0 (20.8) 98.5 (18.0)
Spatial Orientation (max=8) 2.9 { .9) 3.3 (1.4)
Children with siblings (%) 78 84

Birth order 2.2 (1.3) 1.6 ( .5)
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Table 2

Means of Mothers® and Children's Behaviors (per Minute) During

R in
” Erequency of Storybook Reading
Behavior I high : low
o Ho (D) Mo (sD) £
Mother
Story Structure 6 ( .4) 1.0 { .6) 5.80*
Meaning .7 ( .5) .o (.7) 2.62
Print 6 ( .5) .8 ( .6) 1.40
I1lustrations 3.1 (1.3) 4.2 {1.6) 4.91’
Child
Story Structure .1 ( .2) .2 ( .2) 1.33
Meaning .2 { .2) .3 ( .4) 1.26
Print .1 ( .3) .1 { .2) .00
ITlustrations 1.7 {( .9) 1.9 (1.1) .37
Mother-Child
Turns 6.9 (3.1) 10.6 (4.0) 9.06**
Problematic .6 ( .9) 1.5  (1.6) 3.81+

+ p<.1; *p<.05; **p<.0].
Manova (mother): Wilks® Lambda=.70; F(4,31)=3.38; p=.02.
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Manova (child): Wilks' Lambda=.95; [(4,3]1)=~.40; p= 80.
Manova (mother-chiyld): Wilks' Lambda=.79; F(2,33)=4.40; p= 02.
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Table 3
n 1 10n

Storybook Reading Experiences (n=36).

Frequency of Storybook Reading

——high low N

| (sD) L} (sD)
Function (max=6) 3.8 (1.0) 2 (1.3) 16.36*
Letters (max=5) 1.8 (1.85) 1 (1.2) 1.88
Words (max=6) 1.7 (1.4) 1 (1.5) .54
*p<.001.

MANOVA: Wilks’® tambda=.76, F(3,32)=3.42, p=.029.
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Table 4

Correlations between Mothers® and Children's Behaviors and the

Emergent Literacy Tests (n=36).

Function Letters Words

Mother

Story Structure -,33* -.12 -.09

Meaning .25 .23 .33*

Print .02 -.27 -.01

ITlustrations -.26 - 50%x -.18
Child

Story Structure -.07 .27 LA3rn

Meaning .21 .39 .20

Print -.05 .10 .02

IMustrations .05 .08 .22

Mother-Child

Turns -.25 - 14 - n?
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Attachment Security

withcut with
Emefgent literacy correction for 1Q correction for I
skills : .t
Function .30 .33+
Letters .22 .23
Words 43w 43
N=31

*p<.05. **p<.01]
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Experimental
Group

(K-9)

Control
Group

(4-9)

frequency of Reading

Sex (% boys)

Age (in months)

SES

40.0 ( 6.1)
2.2 (1.6)

Peabody (standardized scores) 99.0 {1B.5)

Spatial Orientation (max=8)

Children with siblings (%)

Birth Order

Attachment (max=9)

3.1 ( 1.4)

1.7 ( .5)
4.4 (1.3)

39.0 (5.7)

2.2 ( .4)

98.0 (18.5)

3.7 ( 1.5)
78

1.6 ( .5)

4.1 ( 1.5)
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Table 7
! i ' i inu urin
Storybook Reading (Posttest) (n=18).
) Experimental group Control Group
e o (N-9) (o)
M (sD) H (sD) L
Hother
Story Structure .8 ( .5) 1.1 { .7) -1.02
Meaning 1.2 ( .6) 1.5 ( .8) - .93
Print . .4 ( .5) 5 .3) - .56
IMlustrations 2.3 {1.4) 3.5 (1.6) -1.78+
Child
Story Structure 4 (.7) 2 (.2) 1.19
Meaning .6 ( .6) 2 (.2) 1.98*
Print 0.1 1 {L2) -1.23
ITlustrations 2.0 {1.2) 1.0 ( .4) 2.27**
Mother-Child
Turns 9.7 (4.3) 8.2 (2.8) .89
Problematic 1.4 (2.3) 1.5 (1.7) - .16

+p<.}. *p<.0). **p<.001.
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Mean Scores of Maternal Behavior During Storybook Reading

Sessions at Home [per Week and per 5 Minute Time-Jntervall
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