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Abstract

In thls paper ue hypothestze that early knowledge

about «ritten language 1s stiaulated through Storybook

reading at hoea. Furthermore, we suggest that

attachaent security is related to the frequency and

quallty of Storybook reading, and to children's

energent llteracy skllls. In the first study, we

coapared 18 three-year old children who were daily

read to, wlth a aatched 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 nother-child dyads were fron

low socio-econonic Status fanilies. Results show that

children with few Storybook reading experiences fall

behind in energent literacy s k i l l s ; their interactions

with their mother during Storybook reading shows that

they are less involved and have to be supported more

i n t e n s i v e l y by their mothers. They also are more

anxiously attached to their raothers. The

e x p e r i m e n t a l study showed that the q u a l i t y of

Storybook reading can be changed effectively through a

s h o r t - t e r m , e x t e n s i v e parent Intervention program

s t i 3 u l a t i n g the mothers to read more frequently to
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thelr toddlers.

Due to the emphasls on phonics, research Into early

reading developnent his natnly been focussed on

prereading skllls such äs naning letters and blending
^ *"*

phonenes. Slnce these skills were generally thought

to be acquired äs part of school learning, researchers

rarely consldered children's knowledge prior to school

entry. As researchers began to view reading wlthin

the larger context of cognitive and Ifngulstic

developnent, they began to pay more attention to

readtng development prior to formal Instructlon

(Ferrelro & Teberosky, 1982; Sulzby, 198S; Teale i

Sulzby, 1986). In this research, an Interactive model

of reading 1s preferred to a skill-oriented model

focussing on relatively independent components such äs

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 äs important äs knowledge

of letter-sound relations (tomax & McGee, 1986;

Taylor, 1986). Therefore, children's attempts to make

meaning of written messages, and to produce their own
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meamng through w r i t i n g became t t o p i c of research

From t h i s research it appeared that >oung c h i l d r e n

know more about wrltten l a n g u a g e than was e x p e c t e d

However, there are considerable m d i v i d u a l

differences between c h i l d r e n (Bus, 1986). The purpose

of the present s t u d i e s into emergent l i t e r a c y s k i l l s

is to explore which experiences mfluence early

reading d e v e l o p m e n t , and how differences in emergent

literajcy s k i l l s at the Start of formal reading

instruction can be explained.

Ho t h e r - c h i l d interactions during storvbook reading

Our first hypothesis is that knowledge about

written language is stinulated through activities such

äs Storybook reading at hone. This hypothesis is

derived from studies into so-called early readers

(Durkin, 1966), from longitudinal studies into the

predictive value of Storybook reading experiences

during the preschool period (U'atsen & Shapiro, 1988,

Wel l s , 1985), and from some experimental studies into

the mfluence of Storybook reading at school (Cohen,

1968; Feitelson, Kita, & Goldstein, 1986). Parents'

behaviors during Storybook reading may mfluence the

instructlonal rules of the a c t i v i t y . Characteri stics

of effective parent-child reading mclude asking
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q u e s t i o n s d u r i n g r e a d i n g , encojr«g mg c h i l d r e n to ask ,

quest i o n s , and r e s p o n d i n g to tne c h i l d r e n ' s questions l

(Flood, 1977, S h a n a h a n & Hogan, 1983) Emergent

literacy may be s t i m u l a t e d by children's attempts to

i m i t a t e their parents' beha v i o r . Through I m i t a t i o n

they a c q u i r e new b e h a v i o r which i n i t i a l l y they were

only able to show w i t h the parents' help (Teale,

1982). For example, mothers turn t h e i r c h i l d r e n ' 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 their letter spontaneously. The commumcat ιοη on

this topic stops when this aspect of «ritten language

has become seif-evident. Therefore, reading is first

practiced on an interpersonal level, and afterwards

intrapersonally integrated (Pellegrini, Brody, &

Sigel, 1985). As children's Knowledge about written

language increasss, instruction on a rudimentary level

decreases, for example explanations of the Storybook

111ustratlons, and more attention is paid to

complicated aspects such äs the story meaning (Bus &

Van IJzendoorn, 1988b). It depends on the children's

competence how much guidance and support is npeded.

With more competent children less adult direction is
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needed to sustain 1nvolveroent ( P e l l e g r i m ,

M c G i l l i c u d d y - D e l 1 s 1 , Brody, i S i g e l , 1986). A d u l t s

adapt thelr behavlor i n t u i t i v e l y to w h a t Vygotsky

called "the Zone of proximal devel opirent' (Vygotsky,

1978).

Because of 1ts correlational character, research

1nto parent-child Interactions d u r i n g Storybook

reading has not made clear w h i c h factors t r i g g e r

emergent literacy. Do children stirculate their

mothers to give reading Instruction because of the

children's spontaneous curiosity, or does energent

literacy originale during t h l s Mnd of instructlon? In

an experlmental study with preschoolers with little

reading experlences, Horrow (1988) found that repeated

readings d1d increase the number and cor.plexlty of

questions and comments made by children. Repeated

readings were found to result in nore interpretative

responses and more responses focussing on print and

story structure, and were more effective with c h i l d r e n

of low a b l l l t y . It remalns unclear whether s i m i l a r

effects are to be found when the Intervention is

executed by the mother and not, äs 1n Morrow's study,

by the experlmenter. Furthermore, several studies

showed that during Storybook reading lower class
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mothers i n s t r u c t t h e i r c h i l d r e n less e f f e c t i v e l y than

higher class mothers (Heath, 1980, N i n i o & Bruner,

1978) Therefore, e s p e c i a l l y w i t h lower c l a s s mothers

Intervention effects may differ from studies using

expenmenters äs instructors Lastly, it also remains

unclear whether S t i m u l a t i o n of Storybook reading not

only influences the q u a l i t y of the r e a d i n g (Horrow,

1988), tut children's emergent l i t e r a c y s k i l l s äs

well. T r a d l t l o n a l l y , researchers have used outcome

measures such äs test scores, äs measures of effective

teaching. In this study we w i l l also examine the

strategles that parents use to i n v o l v e children In a

task at i certain level. That fs, the extent to which

adult direction 1s needed to help children solve a

problem or complete a task is the criterion for

evaluating children's responses. A c h i l d needing much

adult guidance and support 1s considered to be less

competent than a child who completed the task with

minimal guidance (Pellegrinl, McGi11icuddy-DeList,

Sigel, & Brody, 1986).

The relatlon between attachment and emeroent Hteracv

A second hypothesls In our study 1s that the

affectlve characterfst1cs of the relatlonshtp between

parents and children influence the frequency and
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q u a l i t y of Storybook reading and, consequently,

children's emergent literacy s k i l l s A c c o r d i n g to

attachment theory, a secure attachment r e l a t i o n s h i p

serves äs a safe base fron which to explore the

social and physical environment (Lamb, Thompson,

Gardner, & Charnov, 1985). C h i l d r e n who have an

anxious r e l a t i o n s h i p to their parent, have l i t t l e

confidence in the a v a i l a b i l lty of their parent nhen

left alone. These children remain anxiously focussed

on their caregiver, and do not pay äs much attention

to their environment äs securely attached children:

their exploratlons of uncharted aspects of their

environment, such äs written language, is supposed to

be less frequent and less thorough. Therefore,

anxiously attached children aay acquire less emergent

literacy skills than securely attached children äs a

consequence of their lesser exploratory i n c l i n a t i o n s

(Bus & Van Uzendoorn, }988a).
-*\

Furthermore, we hypotheslze that during demand.vng

and stressful situations an anxious pa r e n t - c h i l d

relationship leads to less harmonious Interactions and

instructions , äs anxious children are less obedient

and more easily distracted than securely attached

children (Ainsworth, Blehar, Uaters, & W a l l , 1978;
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B r e t h e r t o n , 1985) Storybook r e a d i n g is an e x a m p l e of

a d e m a n d i n g S i t u a t i o n , w h i c h r e q u i r e s p a t i e n c e and

trust on both s i d e s The parents irust be able to keep

the c h i l d r e n ' s a t t e n t i o n through reaaing at the right

l e v e l , g i v i n g e x p l a n a t i ons , and a s k i n g questions The

c h i l d r e n should rely on the p a r e n t s wnen asking for

h e l p d u r i n g the e x p l o r a t i o n of w r i t t e n matenal and

1 1 1 u s t r a t icns, and should c h a l l e n g e the parents to

g i v e explanations through questions and other S i g n a l s

Fron an e a r l i e r cross-sect lonal study with middle

class families (Bus & Van IJzendoorn, 1988b), it can

be derived that the atmosphere during a c t i v i t i e s such

äs Storybook reading is indeed ccrrelated with

security The study shows that the atnosphere

surrounding the interactions in securely attached

dyads is more p o s i t i v e than that in anxiously

attached dyads In securely attached dyads there is

less need to di s c i p l i n e , the children are less

distracted than in anxiously attached dyads In

addition, securely attached dyads pay more attention

to the formal aspects of written language, that is, to

reading instruction and proto-reading itself Parents

appear to demand more frora their securely attached

children in the reading domain (Bus & Van IJzendoorn,
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19B8b).

The p o s i t i v e relatlort between preschool ers' r e a d i n g

interest and attachment security w h i c h we found in an

e a r l i e r study (Bus & Van Uzendoorn, ]9B8a), can

therefore be explained äs a consequence of the

differences in atmosphere. However, an a l t e r n a t i v e

e xplanation of the correlation between the a f f e c t i v e

characten st i es of the relationship and emergent

literacy can not be excluded: securely attached

children may be more inclined to explore «ritten

language and, through that, may acquire nore literacy

skllls; because of their curiosity and thelr emergent

literacy skills they provoke nore parental Storybook

reading on a higher level of instruction. Indeed the

two 1nterpretations about the dlrect or indirect

effects of attachment security on energent literacy

are not necessanly incompat ibl e. It t;ay be that

security has a direct influence on emergent literacy,

because securely attached children explore more, äs

well äs an Indirect Influence, because securely

attached children ire more easy to instruct.

In s um, two (quasi-)experinental studies w i l l be
t

presented to test the hypothesis that repeated l V

Storybook reading changes the quallty of Interactlons l
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d u r i n g Storybook reachng, and s t i m u l a t e s emergent

literacy skills. Furthermore. it is examined whethen

attachment securlty is r e l a t e d to frequency and

q u a l i t y of Storybook r e a d i n g , and to differences i n

the'acquisl tion of emergent l i t e r a c y s k i l l s . Because

we intended to 'cjpry out an Intervention study in low

soci oeconomi c Status families (SES), and l i t t l e is

known about Storybook reading, a t t a c h m e n t , and

ecergent literacy s k i l l s in a low SES population, we

first explored the relations between Storybook

reading, attachment, and emergent literacy in a quasi-

experlmental study comparing ch i l d r e n who are

frequentljr read to and children with l i t t l e reading

experlences. Secondly, the Intervention study is

presented, 1n whlch the effects of expenmental ly

increased frequency of Storybook reading on quality of

the reading and on emergent literacy s k i l l s are

examined.

STUDY I

In the quasi -expenmental study children who are

dally 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

reidtngs, the emergent literacy skills, and the
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attachment r e l a t i o n s h i p bet*een mother and c h i l d .

Hethod

Sub.iects

At the Start of the project, we intended to find

three-year-olds fron lower class families w l t h o u t any

Storybook reading experiences. However, it soon

became clear that Outch children without any Storybook

reading experience are very rare. We d e c i d e d ,

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

natched with a child who was frequently read to, on

basis of SIS, age and sex. If an adequate match on

these three variables could not be found, children

were natched on age and SES only. Afterwards,

p a r t i c i p a t i n g mothers were p a i d $15.00 äs

compensation. The sample consisted of 18 mothers with

children that were very infrequently read to, and tihe -
r*1 · <f

saoie number of mothers and children who were daily

read to (see Table l for some characterist i es of the

two groups).

Procedure

Ourlng a Session with mother and child, every child
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was tested i n d i v i d u a l l y { i n t e l l i g e n c e test^ and

emergent literacy tests), mother and c h i l d were

separated for about half an hour, and the mothers read

the booklet Doedel and the red Danger to the c h i l d r e n

The «hole Session was videorecorded. The mothers were

told that the study focussed on c h i l d r e n ' s play

behavlor. To d i v e r t the mothers 1 a t t e n t i o n from the

g o a l s of the study, we started w i t h a prob!em-solving

task - the Butter Dish - in which written language did

not play any role. The children had to solve this

task with the help of their mother. Fron Interviews

afterwards, 1t appeared that none of the mothers had

understood that the study was focussed on Storybook

reading and emergent literacy. We dscided to collect

our data in the laboratory, because for coding

purposes 1t was necessary to record the sessions on

videotape; videorecording at hone was considered to be

more int r u s i v e than in the laboratory because the

Video recording equipnent and operator would be more

v i s i b l e at hörne, especially to the child.

Questicnnaire

To select the subjects for this study, we

administered a questlonnaire to mothers at several

different daycare centers 1n Groningen (The
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Netherlands). The q u e s t i o n n a i r e c o n s i s t e d of s i x

questions on play behavior. Beside two questions on

book reading ('Did you already start reading to your

child?" and "How frequently are you reading to vour

child?"), four questions on other play a c t i v i t i e s were

asked to keep the mothers "blind" for the study's

purpose. The mothers chose fron four a l t e r n a t i v e s in

answering the question about the frequency of book

reading: (1) less than once a oionth, (2) once a month,

(3) about once a week, (4) (almost) every day.

Tests

Children's Intelllgence was Beasured wlth the

Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test (Dünn & Dünn, 1981}

and the test Spatial Orientation (Frostig, 1968). To

measure the emergent literacy skills, the children

I n d i v i d u a l l y completed six tests (Bus i Van

Uzendoorn, 1988b), constructed to operat ional i ze 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 äs short and simple äs possible, three

tests were excluded because of missing data or lack of

variance. Three out of six tests yielded useful
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Information: f u n c t i o n , l e t t e r r e c ogmtion, end

constructing words.

Function. T h i s test c o n s i s t e d of 10 p i c t u r e s

representing a c t i v i t i e s such äs p l a y i n g , e a t i n g , and

also·reading, and w r i t i n g . It was coded how

frequently chjldren were able to correctly identify

a c t i v i t i e s äs reading and w r i t i n g . The maxircum score

was slx. Two coders reached 100% agreement, and the

alpha reliability was .94.

Letter recognition. The c h i l d 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 100Ϊ agreement, and the

alphj r e l i a b i l i t y was .94.

Constructing words. The children were asked to

make their name and the word rose (Dutch: rops). each

time with a selection of the relevant letters. Their

responses were scored äs: (0) playing (no serious

attempt), (1) figurative (building with letters), (2)

random order, (3) word-like (the configuratlon appears

to be a word, but without a relation between letters

and sounds), (4) only the first (correct) letter, (5)

partially correct (two or nore letters In the correct

order), and (6) (almost) correct. The agreement
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between two coders on c o n s t r u c t i n g the nare was 89,

and on rose 95. The final score was determined by

c a l c u l a t i n g the irean The alpha r e l i a b i l i t y «ras 66

Attachment

Followlng Hain, Kaplan, and Cassidy (1935, p. 80

ff ), the c h i l d r e n were separated once for about h a l f

an hour from their mothers, and t h e i r reunion was

videorecorded. The children's b e h a v i o r d u r i n g the

reunion episode was scored on a rating scale. This

scale is a revlsed Version of Hain et al's (1985)

securlty 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, äs well äs an emphasis on the behavioral

repertory of the younger age category The

intercoder r e l i a b i l i t y of two independent coders was

.86 (u-15). The children's behavior was scored dupng

the first five minutes of the reunion A siimläV

scale for the same age group was applied in a r e l i a b l e

and v a l i d way 1n earlier research (Bus l Van

IJzendoorn, 1988b). The videotapes were coded by the

second author who received his training in coding

infants' reunion behavior at the Strange S i t u a t i o n
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Uorkshop of the U m v e r s i t y of M i n n e s o t a (i nst ruct lons

L. A. Sroufe and B. E. Vaughn). There is no reason to

doubt the c r o s s - c u l t u r a l v a l i d i t y of attachment

ireasures based on r e u n i o n behaviors such äs the

Strange S i t u a t i o n (Van Uzendoorn & Kronenberg, 1988).

Storvbook readino.

Hothers were asked to read the narrative booklet

Doedel and the red danoer. w h i c h is r i c h l y i l l u s t r a t e d

and contains a clear plot. The reading sessions were

transcribed verbatim. Denving from Horrow (1988),

the mothers' äs well äs the children's questions and

comments were coded into four categories: (1) focus on

Story structure (intrigue, setting, plot, or

characters), (2) focus on meanino (interpretatlons of

events described in the text, word def im 11 ons ), (3)

focus on pr i nt (referring to reading äs a c t i v i t y ,

t a l k i n g about letters, sounds, and words), (4) and

focus on 111ustrations (labeling, details,

associatlons). The number of turns and the number of

problematic i n t e r a c t i o n s (the child is distracted, and

the mother tries to focus h1s or her attention to the

book) were also coded (Bus & Van Uzendoorn, 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 pri n t

(mothers) .83, for i 1 1ustrat 1ons (mothers) .90, for

story structure (child) .51, for meaning (child) .37,

for print (child) .67, for 1 1 1 u s t r a t i o n s (child) .94,

for problematic interactions (.83), and for turns .90.

Even after intensive t r a i n i n g , s o E e aspects of

children's verbal behavior remained dif f i c u l t 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 s i b l i n g s , and b i r t h order (see

Table 1). As was expected, the frequency of Storybook

reading did differ sig n i f i c a n t l y . In one group the

children were read to every day, and in the other

group once a week or less.

-Table 1-

First, it was examined whether there were

differences between the two groups in the q u a l i t y of

Storybook reading. Ue expected that children with

many reading experiences would be nore active, less in
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need of adult Support, and w o u l d c o n r u n l c a t e on a

h i g h e r level. To lest t h i s h y p o t h e s i s , we compared

the mothers' and the c h i l d r e n ' s b e h a v i o r d u r i n g the

reading sessions. Hothers of c h i l d r e n who are read to

frequently, appeared to be less cotnmenting on

111 ustrat ions 'and -s'tory structure. The number of

turns was also s ignifican11y higher in dyads with less

Storybook reading e x p e r i e n c e s w h i c h often i n d i c a t e s

that parents are a c t i v e l y e l i c i t i n g childrne's

utterances (Pellegrinl et al. , 1985). Furthermore,

the children who are read to frequently, tended to

behave less often negatively (&·.06). Other

differences in c h i l d behavior did not reach

signi f icance, and in both groups oiost of the

questions and comments focussed on the i 1 1 u s t r a t i o n s .

-Table 2-

Secondly, it was tested whether there were any

differences in emergent literacy s k i l l s , and whether

differences in emergent literacy s k i l l s were

correlited with the quality of the interactions during

Storybook reading. It appeared that children with
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d a i l y reading expenences scored h i g h e r on r e a d i r g

tests. According to a inul 11 var i ate a n a l y s i s of

vanance, the differences were significant (Hilks'

lambda-.76; f. (3.32J-3 AZ; f.029). Post hoc

umvanate analysis of vanance showed that the

knowledge about the function of reading and w r i t i n g

di f ferent üted sigm f icantly between the two groups.

The mean scores on letter recognition and c o n s t r u c t i n g

words appeared to be low for both groups.

-Table 3-

Correlating behavioral observations du ring

Storybook reading with the reading tests, it was

investigated whether the quality of Storybook reading

1s related to emergent literacy skills. The most

important result of these analyses was that the

atmosphere during Storybook reading was indeed

related to emergent literacy s k i l l s . As children

reached higher scores on the emergent literacy tests,

the number of problematic interactions decreased. In

addltion, we found some trends. As children knew

more, the mothers tended to pay more attention to the
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story meaning, und less to the 1 1 1 ust rat l o n s

Furthermore, c h i l d r e n w i t h h i g h e r scores on the

emergent llteracy tests tended to make more corarents

about the structure and the m e a n i n g of the story

-Table 4-

T h i r d l y , it was examined whether differences in

frequency and quality of Storybook reading was related

to attachnent security. Especially in the group

children with few reading experiences it 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 infrequently read to, appeared more

often anxiously attached to their mothers On a scale

ranging froin one (very anxious) to n i n e (very

secure), the reading group had a mean score in the

secure ränge (d-5 6, iß-1 2, it-17), and the non-

reading group had a mean score lower than five which

is considered to be the boundary score between secure

and anxious attachraent (fi-4.2, iß-1 2, N-14). The

difference was substantial (l 5 scale point), and
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s i g n i f i c a n t (£ (J,29)-5 74, p_< 05), and w o u l d

probably have been higher without s e l e c t i v e a t t r i t i o n

We d1d not find a significant correlation between

attachment securlty and mother-ch 1 1 d i n t e r a c t i o n

during Storybook readlng.

F l n a l l y , it was tested whether attachrent was

related to eraergent literacy skills Table 5 shows

that the correlations were positive, and that two out

of three correlations were s i g n i f i c a n t . The more

securely attached the children were, the uore

proficient thelr readlng skills appeared to be.

Control for verbal intelligente, which was most

strongly correlated with the reading tests, yielded

similar results .

-Table 5-

Discusslon

In thls quasi-experlmental study, 1t is first

explored whether In a lower SES sample the frequency

of Storybook readlng 1s related to the quality of the

reading, and to chlldren's emergent literacy s k l l l s

We matched a group of children with almost no reading
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experiences to a c o m p a r i s o n group of c h i l d r e n who are

d a i l y read to. These two groups do not differ on

re l e v a n t background v a r i a b l e s such äs SES, age,

1n t e l l igence , number of s i b l i n g s , and b i r t h order.

Therefore, 1t is not plausible to suggest that these

v a r i a b l e s influence p o s s i b l e differences between the
l „·*

two groups in emergent literacy s k i l l s , attachment

security, apd frequency and q u a l i t y of Storybook

readi ng.

We found evidence for the hypothesis that quality

of Storybook reading is related to its freouency.

Chfldren 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 malnly focussed

on storybook i 11ustrations (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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Ue also measurei energent literacy s k i l l s w i t h

several reading tests. Our findings confirm the

hypothesis thit frequency of Storybook reading is

related to emergent literacy s k i l l s Three-year-olds

who are read to daily, do have more knowledge about

«ritten language, and especially about the f u n c t i o n of

reading and wri t i n g Insight into the function of

written language is to be considered äs a first Step

in the development of reading (Ferreiro l Teberosky,

1982; Lonax l KcGee, 1987; Mason, 1980).

Explorlng the relition between quality of Storybook

reading and emergent literacy s k i l l s , we found that

children who have »ore knowledge about written

language, show less probleaatic interactlons, and tend

to pay «10re attention to difficult aspects of the

Storybook, such äs the neaning of the story. Their

nothers also tend to emphasize the oeaning of the

story more than mothers of children with less emergent

literacy s k i l l s . Although the differences nerif small,

these findings support the hypothesis that the level

of communicatιοη during Storybook reading is related

to children's emergent literacy skills (Bus & Van

Uzendoorn, 1988b; Horrow, 1988).

Our second purpose was to explore the relation
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between a t t a c h m e n t s e c u r i t y on tre one hand, and the

frequency and q u a l i t y of Storybook reading, and

emergent l i t e r a c y s k i l l s o n the o t h e r hand. C h i l d r e n

with nany reading experiences appear to be more

securely attached than the c h i l d r e n w i t h few

Storybook reading e x p e r i e n c e s , and securely attached

c h i l d r e n show more k n o w l e d g e about w r i t t e n l a n g u a g e

Ue did not find a r e l a t i o n between a t tachment security

and the quality of the interactions during Storybook

reading. Thus, the hypothesis that an indirect

relation between security and energent literacy exists

(securely attached dyads enjoy Storybook reading more

and practlce it nore frequently, and on a higher

level of communicition, and, therefore, securely

attached children know nore about written language

than anxiously attached children) is not confirmed.

In that case, attachment security should be correlated

with the atmosphere d u r i n g Storybook reading and with

the quality of the communicatιοη. Our data Support,

however, the hypothesis that a secure attachment

relationship between mother and child is 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 s k i l l s (Bus & Van IJzendoorn,

1988b).

STUDY II

Although our first study with lower SES f a m i l i e s

shows relations between the frequency of story reading

on the one hand, and emergent literacy s k i l l s , q u a l i t y

of Storybook reading, and attachment on the other

hand, some questlons about the causallty of the

relatlon are unanswered. The results of the quasi-

experlmental study do not prove that Storybook reading

1s a sufflclent condltlon to stlmulate emergent

llteracy skills. Storybook reading nay not be the

cause but the consequence of emergent llteracy skills.

Chlldren with more knowledge about written language

may be more Interested, and, because of that, more

frequently Involved In Storybook readlngs. To test

the hypothesls, that Storybook reading 1s a suffident

condltlon to stlmulate emergent litery s k i l l s we

carMed out an Intervention-experlment. The group

with relatlvely few Storybook reading experiences was

randomly asslgned to a control (a-9) and an

experimental group (a-9)· In the experlmental group

the reading frequency was ralsed to a frequency of at

least three tlmes a week, and 1n 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

sk'ills. Because we did not find the expected relation

between att-achm^nt security and quality of Storybook
'·" l

reading In the first study, the results of the

Intervention were not expected to depend on the

chlldren's attachment security.

Method

Procedure

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 äs "find

the differences" between two almost identical

pictures. The nothers chose a proper time for the

actlvities, and determlned which of the three books or

games were used tnd how. Ue only suggested to read or

play just before bedtime. The mothers in the
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experimental group recorded each weck at l e a s t one

reading Session on audiotape. After the Intervention,

the mothers and chtldren were invited to v i s i t our

lab. The sä·« procedure was carried out äs during the

pretest: we videorecorded a book reading Session (the

mothers read the narrative booklet Where is Teddv?.

whlch was coeparable in content and i 1 1 u s t r a t i o n s 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 äs compensation.

The Intervention

Fro· our weefcly inquiries, it appeared that the

mothers did carry out the Intervention carefully.

Ouring several weeks, the a c t i v i t i e s were even done

more than three t ine s a week: in the control group in

four out of six weeks and in the experimental group in

three out of six weeks. The mothers volunteered that .,

the children also played alone with the books or

games. for a better understanding of the mothers'

behavior during Storybook reading, the audiorecorded

reading sesslons at hone were transcribed verbatim and

the maternal behavior was coded on the föl l OKing

categories: focusing on story structure, on meaning,
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on p r i n t , or on 1 1 1 u s t r a t l o n s . I n s p e c t i n g the means,

it appeared that the m a t e r n a l b e h a v i o r was stable, and

that most attention was p a i d to 1 1 1 u s t rat ions ,

followed by meaning, structure, and print

successively (see Figure 1).

-F igure l ·

Results

The two nndomly asslgned groups did not differ on

background variables 11ke age, sex, SES, intelligente,

reading experiences at hörne, birth order, number of

s l b l i n g s , and attachment security (see Table 6).

-Table 6-

Firstly, it was examined whether repeated readings

stim u l a t e changes in the q u a l i t y of the interactions

during Storybook reading. Because the sample was

small, separate t-tests were performed. On the

pretest, the two groups only dlffered on number of

problematic interactions: the control group scored

somewhat higher (ß.<.05). The two groups did, however,

differ on several posttest variables. Children from
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the experimental group scored si g n l f i c a n t l y higher on

Illustration! äs well äs on meaning. As can be

derived fron the negative t-v a l u e s , the mothers in the

experimental group tended to be less active. In case

of the most frequent category - focussing on

i 11ustrations by the mother - the difference between

the means was signlficant. Analyses of variance with

the pretest äs covariate (ANCOVA's) yielded the same

results for the interactive behaviors of the children

äs well äs the mothers.

To determine whether the effects of the

Intervention were related to attachment securlty, we

also carried out analyses of variance with security äs

covariate. We did not find signlficant interactions

between attachment securlty and the Intervention.

-Table 7-

Finally, it was examined whether repeated readings

had any effect on emergent literacy s k i l l s . The

findings did not confirii this hypothesls. On the

pretest äs well äs on the posttest, we did not find

significant u n t v a r i a t e dlfferences between the

experimental and control group on emergent literacy
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s k i l l s . Analyses of variance w i t h attachment äs

covariate (ANCOVA's) did not change the results.

Di scuss ion

To examine the relation between repeated Storybook

readings and emergent llteracy, we carrled out an

experimental study. Jhls small-scale study (in total

18 mother-child dyads participated) Supports the

hypothesis that repeated readings have an effect on

the quality of the interactlons between mother and

chlld. Increased frequency of Storybook readings

leads to more actlve behavlor of the chlldren (more

comments or questions about i 11ustrattons and

meanlng). Therefore, the chlldren's activity appears

to be a consequence of Storybook reading experiences

and not a consequence of children's characteristics

such äs Intel lIgence. (Consldering the low Intercoder

r e l i a b l l i t y of children's comments and questions on

meaning, the relation between meaning and frequency of

Storybook reading 1s substantial because u n r e l i a b i l ity

of variables 1s a sufficient reason for weak effects,

and 1t can not cause effects to be spuriously strong;

Cohen l Cohen, 1983.) Furthermore, Increased

frequency of Storybook readings leads to a decrease of

maternal activity. Thls may Imply more reading
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competence In the experimental group, since the extent

to whlch adult dlrectlon 1s needed to hei p children

solve a probiere or complete a task 1s a crlterlon for

judglng children's performance (Pellegrlnl et al,

1986). We did, however, not find any dlrect effect on

emergent Ilteracy skills. The relatively short

duratlon of the Intervention äs well äs the rather

restricted Instructlonal behavlor of the mothers (they

mainly focussed on the 111ustrat1ons and nuch less on

the story neanlng or structure), may have been the

cause of thls lack of effect on emergent literacy äs

measured by the early reading tests. Pellegrlni et

al. (1985) however suggest that children's level of

actlvlty nay be a more sensitive Index of their

competence than more tradltlonal psychometrlc

neasures.

The study did not yleld evidence for a positive or

negative influence of attachment security on the , ;
-*' ι

Intervention effects. However, considerlng the'

absence of a relation between attachment security and

quality of Storybook reading in the first study, we

could hardly expect such effects.

SUMHARY AND CONCLUSIONS

In thls paper the relation between frequency and
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quality of Storybook readings, emergent literacy

sktlls, and attachraent security is explored. The

research presented here is the first to address the

questlon 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. It should be kept in mind, however, that the

generalIzabi11ty of our results may be restrlcted

because of the use of one text genre and bookformat,

I.e. narrative storybooks with illustrations, which

could be less familiär to children from lower SES

families (Cornell, Senechal , & Broda, 1988;

Pellegrini, Perlmutter, Galda, l Brody, 1989).

Our first hypothesis is that children acquire new

knowledge about written language by interacting with

thelr mothers during Storybook reading. Therefore, we

expect that repeated readings influence the quality of

the interactions and, through that, the acquisltion 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

chlldren's a c t i v i t y , and to a decrease of r.aternal

activity. In the quasi-experimental study we found

that chHdren who are frequently read to, be h a v e less

often negatively during Storybook r e a d i n g , and that

thelr mothers are less a c t i v e . Fron the experiment it

can be derived that repeated readings lead to more

(positive) activity of the children, i n c l u d i n g more

comments on illustrations and on the neaning of the

story, and to less activity of the «others. As

children experience Storybook reading more frequently,

they show less dlstracted behavlor and explore «ritten

language nore intensively. Their »others betone less

active probably because they can rely on their

chlldren's increased motivatlon and competence.

Frequency of Storybook reading 1s related to

emergent literacy skills. In the quasi-experimental

study, the chlldren wlth daily Storybook reading

experiences had acquired nore insight into the

functlon of wrltten language than the children with

few reading experfences. 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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l l t e r a c y s k l l l s äs measured by e a r i j r e a d i n g t e s t s

Because the c h i l d r e n in the expenrental group needed

less raternal support, it may be argued that t h e

Intervention increased the c h i l d r e n ' s corpetence äs

I n d i c a t e d by the lower l e v e l of m a t e r n a l a c t i v i t y

(Pellegrinl et »\„ 1986) Storybook reading therefore

appears to be a suf f i c i e n t c o n d i t i o n to s t i m u l a t e

early reading d e v e l o p m e n t It iray a l s o be suggested

that an Intervention focussing on q u a l i t a t i v e aspects

of Storybook reading would result in increased

emergent llteracy s k i l l s äs measured by ocr tests

(Vhltehurst, Falco, Lonigan, Fischel, DeBarishe,

Valdez-Kenchaca, & Ca u l f i e l d , 1988)

Quallty of Storybook reading fs also related to

emergent llteracy skllls In our quasi-experimental

study, we found that the level of Biother-chi Id

communication during Storybook reading is higher if

the chlld has acquired more emergent llteracy skllls

Furthermore, more competent children show less

distracted behavior, indicating that they have nore

Interest In wrltten language Fron a VygotskHan

perspectlve, 1t can be argued that more competent

children requlre less and quäl i tatively dlfferent

instruct1onal behavior from thelr mothers (Van
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IJzendoorn, Van der Veer, & Van VI l e t - V i s s e r , 1987,

Vygotsky, 1978).

Secondly, we explored the relation between

attachment security, emergent literacy, and the

frequency and quality of Storybook reading One

hypothesis is that securely attached ch i l d r e n are more

curious, and have nore interest in Storybook reading

and, therefore, are more frequently read to and

acquire more emergent literacy skills An alternative

hypothesis is that in securely attached dyads

Storybook readlngs develop in a better emotional

atnosphere, and, therefore, naternal mstructions nay

be nore effective The studies yield nost evidence

for the first hypotheiis. In the quasi-expermental

study we d1d find evidence for a relation between

attachment security on the one hand and emergent

literacy and frequency of Storybook reading on the

other hand The more securely attached the children

are, the more frequent their reading experiences are,

and the nore literacy skills they acquire, independent

fro« differences in intell igence. The affective

dimension of oiother-child interactlons, therefore,

appears to be related to children's literacy

development. Ue did not find a relation between
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attachment s e c u r i t y a n d tne q u a l i t y o f t h e i n t e r a c t i o n

d u r i n g Storybook r e a d i n g , nor did we f i n d a r e l i t i o n

between s e c u r i t y and the I n t e r v e n t i o n effect in the

second study. Therefore, our p r i o r f i n d i n g t h ö t

attachment security is related to the atmosphere

during Storybook reading (Bus l Van IJzendoorn,

1988b), has not been replicated. Ue 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 chlldren fron considerably

lower SES fauhlies participated.

In su·, Storybook reading appears to be an

importint c h i l d rearing activity. Children who are

being read to very infrequently differ from c h i l d r e n

who are being d a i l y read to, in several different

respects. They clearly fall behind in emergent

literacy s k i l l s , 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. Lastly, they show more anxious

attachment behavior during a reunion with the mother

after being separated for half an hour, in d i c a t i n g
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that the v i r t u a l absence of storybook r e a d i n g is

related to the existence of an anxious attachment

r e l a t i o n s h i p between eother and c h i l d . An a n x i o u s

attachment r e l a t i o n s h i p also appears to b l o c k the

emergence of llteracy skllls. The quallty of

storybook reading, however, can be influenced

effectively through a rather short-term, extensive

parent Intervention program stimulating the mothers to

read »ore frequently to their toddlers. As our

experiiiental study Supports the Idea that nothers fron

Iower SES fiailies show rather undifferentiated

instruct ional behavior during storybook reading (see

also Heath, 1980; Ninio & Bruner, 1978), U is the

more surprising that our Intervention is effective,

although it focussed only on the frequency of

storybook reading. Ve did not find Int e r v e n t i o n

effects on eaergent literacy s k i l l s äs measured by

reading tests, but we «ay derive fron changes in

maternal sopport that the children's emergent literacy

skllls have been positively Influenced by our

Intervention. We suggest that a more intensive

Intervention focussing on changing the frequency and

quality of naternal storybook reading, w i l l lead to

the ac q u i s i t i o n of literacy ski l l s required at the
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b e g i n n i n g of formal r e a d i n g i n s t r u c t i o / i .
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Table l

Hean Scores on Background Variables äs a Function of Storvbook

Re a d l n g Experlences fn-361

Freouencv of storvbook readinq

Background

Variables

Frequency of reading

Sex ( * boys)

Age (1n months)

SES (max-6)

Peabody ( standardlzed score)

Spatlal Orlentatlon (max-B)

Children wlth siblings (%)

Blrth order

high

H

3.9

56

40.1

2.4

95.0

2.9

78

2.2

(SD)

( .2)

( 5.5)

( -8)

(20.8)

( -9)

( 1.3)

1

M

2.6

67

39.7

2.2

98.5

3.3

84

1.6

gw

(SD)

(1.0)

(5.8)

(1.1)

(18.0)

(1.4)

( -5)
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Table 2

Means of Hothers' and C h i l d r e n ' s Behavlors (per Minute) During

Storvbook Re a d l n q

Freauencv of Storvbook Readlnq

Behavlor . ·' ,.<

Mother

Story Structure

Heaning

Prlnt

niustrations

CMld

Story Structure

Meanlng

Prlnt

11 1 ustratlons

Mother-ChHd

Turns

Problemat 1c

h i qh

M

.6

.7

.6

3.1

.1

.2

.1

1.7

6.9

.6

(Sfi)

( -1}

( -5)

( -5)

(1.3)

( .2)

( -2)

( -3)

( -9)

(3.1)

( -9)

low

tt

1.0

1.0

.8

4.2

.2

.3

.1

1.9

10.6

1.5

(iH)

( -6)

( -7)

( -6)

(1.6)

( -2)

( -4)

( -2)

(1.1)

(4.0)

(1.6)

L

5.80*

2.62

1.40

4.91*

1.33

1.26

.00

.37

9.06**

3.81 +

+ £<.!; *p_<.05; **c.<.01.

Manova (mother): W i l k s * Lambda-.70; £(4,31 )-3 .38; p.-.02.
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Manova (child): W1lks' Lambda-.95; £(4,3])-.40; ß.- 80.

Manova (mother-child): WiUs' Lambda-.79; £(2,33)-4.40; n- 02.



Storybook Rea d i n g
50

Table 3

Mean Scores on the Emergent L i t e r a c v Tests äs a Function of

Storvbook Reading Exoenences (n-361.

Freouencv of Storvbook Readinq

high T ow £

tt (Sfi)

Function (max-6)

Leiters (max-5)

Words (max-6)

3.8 (1.0)

1.8 (1.5)

1.7 (1.4)

2.5 (1.3)

1.4 (1.2)

1.4 (1.5)

16.36*

1.88

.54

*£<.001.

HANOVA: Wilks' Lambda-.76t £(3 , 32 )-3 . 42 , D.-.029.
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Table 4

CorrelatIons between Hothers' and CMIdren's B e h a v i o r s and the

Emeraent L l t e r a c v

Hother

Story Structure

Heaning

Prlnt

11 1 ustratlons

C h l l d

Story Structure

Heaning

Prlnt

Π 1 ustrat i ons

Hother-Chlld

Turns

Tests (n-36).

Funct i on

-.33*

.25

.02

-.26

-.07

.21

-.05

.05

-.25

Leiters

- .12

.23

-.27

-.50***

.27*

.39**

.10

.08

- 14

Mords

- .09

.33*

-.01

-.18

.43**

.20

.02

.22

- Π?
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Emergent l iteracy

s k i l l s *

A t i a c h r, ent S e c u r i t y

w i t l - c u t w i t h

correction for IQ correction for IC

Function

L e i t e r s

Words

.30·

.22

.43'

.33*

.23

.43**

N-31

*£<.05. **£<.01
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T d b l e 6

Hean Scores on Backoround V a r i a b l e s of the Cxnerimental and

Control Group in-181.

E x p e n m e n t a l C o n t r o l

G r o u p G r o u p

(tt-9) ltt-9)

(Sß) tt (SU)

Frequency of Reading

Sex (* boys)

Age (tn oonths)

SES

Peabody ( standardized scores)

Sp a t i a l Onentation (max-8)

C h t l d r e n wlth s l b l Ings (%)

ßirth Order

Attachment (max-9)

2.'

40

2

99

3

1.

4.

• 1

56

.0 {

.Z 1

.0 l

.1 1

78

1 l

4 (

[ 1

[ 6
[ 1

[18

[ 1

: i .

.1)

.))

.6)

.5)

.4)

5)

3)

2.7 (1.

78

39.0 (5.

2.2 (

98.0 (18.

3.7 ( 1.

78

1.6 ( .

4.1 ( 1.

.0)

.7)

.4)

.5)

.5)

5)

5)
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Table 7

Means of Hothers' and C h i l d r e n ' s Behavior (per M i n u t e ) Ouring

Storvbook Readina

7 l

Hother

Story Structure

Heanlng

Prlnt

11 lustrations

Chlld

Story Structure

Heaning

Prlnt

11 lusträt Ions

Mother-Chlld

Turns

Problematic

(Posttest) in-181.

Experlmental group

(ü-9)

tt (SJl)

.8 ( .5)

1.2 ( .6)

.4 ( .5)

2.3 (l.«}

.4 ( .7)

.6 ( .6)

.0 ( .1)

2.0 (1.2)

9.7 (4.3)

1.4 (2.3J

Control Group

(U-9)

tt (iü)

1.1 ( .7}

1.5 ( .8)

.5 ( .3)

3.5 (1.6)

.2 ( .2)

.2 ( .2)

.1 ( .2)

1.0 ( .4)

8.2 (2.8)

1.5 (1.7)

t

-1.02

- .93

- .56

-1.78+

1.19

1.98*

-1 .23

2.27«

.89

- .16

+£<.!. ·ρ_<.01. "jK.OOl.
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Fιgure l

Hean Scores of Maternal Behavior Durino Storybook Reading

S e s s i o n s at Home (per Week and per 5 M i n u t e T i n e - I n t e r v a l l

18

17

16
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13
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