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Abstract 

 

Sixty-five parent-infant dyads were observed reading an unfamiliar book at home. Parents’ 

use of language-stimulating and emotionally rich reading styles was measured via a specially 

developed Book Sharing Scale for Infants. Aspects of child temperament were assessed by the 

Infant Characteristics Questionnaire (Bates, Freeland & Lounsbury 1979), and parents’ 

responsivity was measured by the Caregiver Interaction Scale (Arnett, 1989). Parents’ socio-

economic status and education, parents’ impression of their child being ‘unsociable’ and the 

warmth of the caregiver's interaction were positively predictive of the quality of the reading 

interaction. This suggests that the extent to which parents employ high-quality reading styles 

with their 10-month-old babies, depends on socio-demographic variables, children’s ability to 

communicate with their parents and the overall affective quality of their relationship.  

   

Keywords: Shared Book Reading; Infant Characteristics; Parents’ Reading styles; Parent-

Child Interaction 
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 Shared book reading (also known as joint reading or parent-child book reading) is one 

of the most frequently studied activities typically recommended to parents and caregivers 

interested in supporting their children’s development. In comparison to other parent-child 

activities occurring at home, shared book reading (SBR) brings together several language and 

socio-emotional benefits.  During a typical SBR session, parents use more complex sentences, 

a greater variety of vocabulary (Fletcher and Reese, 2005), and more sophisticated forms of 

language than during free play (Hoff-Ginsberg, 1991), a modelling task (Sorsby and Martlew, 

1991) or mealtime (Munn & Schafer, 1993). Parents’ language-advancing and socially 

encouraging talk during SBR is accompanied by the book’s written text which itself is a rich 

source of linguistic stimulation. In addition, language acquisition is facilitated by joint parent-

child attention, which is a known predictor of children’s language skills (Karras, Braungart-

Rieker, Mullins, & Lefever, 2002). SBR fosters joint attention between parents and children 

in that both participants are attending to the book, i.e. a specific, educational object, and both 

are aware of the other’s participation in the session (Scofield and Behrend, 2011). The latter 

aspect can be an important source of emotionally satisfying engagement, as children and 

parents reading a book together often share memories and connections between their real 

experiences and the fictional experiences of story characters depicted in the book (Torr, 

2007). SBR also provides an unhurried time for parents and children to bond, exchange ideas 

and emotions, with known longitudinal associations between infant-parent attachment and 

parental and toddler behaviour during storybook interaction (Frosch, Cox & Goldman, 2001).  

Many studies have found that children who are frequently read to at home have higher 

print knowledge and literacy skills (e.g., Dickinson & Smith, 1994), as well as phonological 

skills, phoneme blending and receptive vocabulary (e.g., Bus, van Ijzendoorn & Pellegrini, 

1995). Research also shows that SBR supports children’s development of expressive and 

receptive language (e.g., Mendelsohn et al., 2001), problem-solving and communication (as 

measured with the Ages and Stages Questionnaire, Murray & Egan, 2014) and motivation to 

read for pleasure (Senechal, 2006). 

 Given these well-documented benefits of SBR, several schemes have been developed 

to support book reading with young children. Book-gifting schemes such as Bookstart are 

available across the world and are sponsored by various government and private organisations 

to support reading at home (see eg Veldhuijzen Van Zanten et al, 2012 in Nova Scotia; Wu et 

al, 2012 in Taiwan; Needlman, 2005 in USA; Wade and Moore, 1996 & Venn, 2014 in the 

UK). The rationale for these schemes is that reading for children from infancy will help them 
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reap the benefits of SBR later on, although there is no longitudinal research to substantiate 

this belief. 

Indeed, although there is a relatively robust evidence base concerning parent-child 

SBR, this evidence relates to older children (aged two and above, see Conrad et al, 2007 for 

an overview). There is very little known about how SBR might benefit young babies. Apart 

from a few reports from interested literacy charities and one ethnographic study (Pahl, Lewis 

& Ritchie, 2010), reading with babies has not been subject to much attention in the research. 

From a practical perspective, identifying the factors which support parent-infant reading at 

home is important to promote reading from young age and nurturing children’s reading 

identities early on. From the research perspective, systematic investigation of SBR with 

young children affords the opportunity to examine parents’ initial strategies of establishing 

children’s reading enjoyment and reading habits at home. 

The current study aimed to address this research gap and focused on parents reading 

with their 10-month-old babies. The aim was to systematically classify parent-infant reading 

patterns at home and establish potential sources of variability in parents’ reading styles.In 

addition to characterizing the interactions, we aimed to examine whether and how parents’ 

reading styles might vary with different children and parents. Since early observational 

studies of parent-child SBR at home (Ninio & Bruner, 1978; Goodsitt, Raitan & Perlmutter, 

1988), several explanatory factors have been offered for the variability in parents’ reading 

styles. Based on literature concerned with parent-child SBR, we hypothesized three main 

influencing factors for the variability in parent-infant SBR: parent and child gender, parents’ 

socio-economic status and education (demographic factors), and socioemotional factors of 

child temperament and parent-child attachment. We present a brief rationale for each factor 

included in the study. 

 

Demographic factors 

There are many potential sources of variability in parents’ reading styles, including 

home literacy contextual factors such as culture, social class and ethnicity (Stein et al., 2008; 

van Kleeck, 2006; Hammer et al., 2005), or, defined more proximately, parents’ beliefs and 

reading ability (Palacios et al., 1992). The most frequently studied factor in predicting 

children’s language development, and in the quantity and quality of SBR provision at home, 

is parents’ socio-economic class (SES), and in particular, mothers’ level of education (e.g., 

Verhoeven, 2006). Differences in socio-economic status and mothers’ education have been 

found to be related to differences in mothers’ child-directed speech. However, differences in 
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child-directed speech can be attenuated by the context of mother-child interaction. 

Specifically, in the context of book reading, SES differences in mothers’ talk are minimised 

(Snow et al. 1976), although not eliminated (Ninio, 1980). Payne, Whitehurts & Angell 

(1994) remind us that there are also differences within the same SES group and that “despite 

the economic difficulties and other stresses faced by the low income families, many still 

manage to engage in interactions such as shared picture book reading that are motivated by 

long-term goals such as school readiness.” (p. 438). Mothers’ attitudes and perspectives on 

child-rearing, both of which are related to SES, influence mothers’ reading styles (Hoff-

Ginsberg, 1991). 

Another key demographic factor is parent and child gender. Carter, Mayes and Pajer 

(1990) found that gender differences exist already in infancy and that they affect parents’ 

behavior with a range of activities. In non text-related based activities, such as play, fathers 

and mothers interact differently with their children, and children, in turn, respond differently 

depending on the gender of the parent they interact with (Masur and Gleason, 1980). In book 

reading with pre-school children, fathers are typically more interactive than mothers 

(Anderson, Anderson, Kim, Lynch & Shapiro, 2004) and the parent and child gender also 

influence the number and types of book reading interactions (Barton, 2007). It is also known 

that parents’ responsiveness is related to the quality of the parent-child interaction. Merz et al. 

(2015) assessed parental responsiveness from videotaped parent–child free play sessions and 

found that the quality of parental responsiveness significantly predicted all concurrent as well 

as longitudinal (one year later) measures of children’s cognitive skills.  

 

Child temperament 

In selecting the potential determinants of variability in the quality of parent-infant 

book reading, we drew upon a growing body of research evidence that shows that children’s 

temperament influences the verbal stimulation children receive from parents at home. Parents’ 

perceptions of their children’s temperament are related to the quality of parent-child 

interaction (Bost, Choi & Wong, 2010) and child temperament is a major predictor of 

children’s early literacy and numeracy skills and this over and above other external factors 

affecting children’s academic achievement (see Coplan, Barber, & Lagacé-Séguin, 1999). 

Yet, the relationship between book reading and child temperament is not clear. Westerlund & 

Lagerberg (2008) correlated scores from questionnaires completed by 1091 Swedish mothers 

of 17–19 month-olds with the children’s expressive vocabulary and Bates’ difficultness scale 

(Bates et al., 1979). They found no association between parents’ scores of child difficultness 
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and children’s vocabulary or frequency of reading reported at home. Similarly, Karrass et al. 

(2003) found no significant correlation between child temperament and the presence or 

absence of book reading at home, but they speculate that the duration of book reading might 

play a role. It could also be that the association between book reading and child temperament 

holds when considering the quality rather than quantitative indices of book reading.  In 

contrast, an evaluation of BookStart in the Netherlands found that Dutch children with 

reactive temperament are more at risk for language delays but outperform less reactive peers 

if their parents participate in the BookStart programme, which provides parents with high-

quality books and ideas on how to share them with their children  (van den Berg & Bus, 

2014). The authors conclude that the parents of temperamentally reactive children may, 

through reading book from the BookStart programme, become more motivated to interact 

with their children, even if the children respond negatively. Similarly, Tsuji (2013) who 

observed infant behaviours of 261 4-month-old infants when they attended the Bookstart 

programme in Japan, found that the children showed different styles of attentional looking at a 

book and that these differences were related to the book-reading environment at home as well 

as children’s temperament.  

 

Parent-child attachment and warmth 

Given the known links between book reading and children’s socio-emotional 

engagement, we were keen to determine the effect of the ‘warmth’ of a parent-child 

relationship on the book reading session. In previous research, the emotional quality of 

parent-child interaction has been considered in light of parent-child attachment. Bus and 

colleagues (1988; 1997; 2003) have studied extensively the relationship between book reading 

and parent-child attachment and found that the strength of parent-child attachment influences 

both the frequency and quality of home book reading at home. Bergin (2003) looked at the 

relationship between the affective quality of parent-child interaction during joint reading with 

32 5-6-year olds in Arizona, USA. She found that parents who were affectionate during joint 

reading had children who were more engaged in reading and had better reading fluency. 

Thus far, there are no observational studies of parent-infant interaction during SBR 

which would describe systematically and in detail parents’ reading styles. Even for older 

children, the major source of research evidence regarding the quality of SBR at home comes 

from studies which quantify SBR as the number of readings per given time period or the 

number of books in children’s homes (see e.g. Karrass et al., 2002; Senechal, 2006), or which 

look at the relationship between high-quality parents’ reading styles and children’s outcomes 
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(Justice & Ezell, 2000). However, if we are to understand the ways in which parent-infant 

reading might vary within and across families, we need to focus on more nuanced aspects of 

SBR rather than how often it occurs.  We aimed to examine in detail different facets of 

parent-infant interaction during book reading and evaluate the distinguishing attributes of 

what could be described as an emotionally and linguistically stimulating reading session. A 

literature review yielded no existing assessment measure that would capture within one 

instrument and in detail the parameters that characterise a language-stimulating as well as 

emotionally rich book reading session with infants. This led us to the development of a Book 

Sharing Scale for Infants (BSSI). 

 

Quality of book reading session: The Book Sharing Scale for Infants 

In the development of the Book Sharing Scale for Infants, we were mindful of various 

aspects of parent-infant interaction, which have been implicated in children’s language 

development. Building on previous research, parents’ use of labeling, praise and linking to 

child’s own experience were deemed important to be included in the scale (see Huttenlocher 

et al., 1991; DeLoache, 1983). Parents’ use of repetition was also incorporated, given that 

repeated readings and repeated use of new words help with children’s word acquisition (Horst 

et al., 2011). Several other reading techniques that have been identified as ‘language 

enhancers’ in book reading intervention studies were included in the scale, including   

parents’ use of pointing gestures (Yont et al., 2003) and parents’ use of child directed speech 

(Golinkoff et al., 1992). In addition, although seldom a focus of intervention studies, factors 

like ‘having fun together’ and making the SBR activity an enjoyable experience, were 

considered in evaluating the quality of parent-infant interaction during SBR. Physical 

closeness, opportunity to touch the book, point to pictures, maintain eye-contact and freely 

vocalise during the interaction is important for young children’s enjoyment of any activity 

(see Kaderavek and Justice, 2002; van Kleeck, 2006), including book-reading. When 

constructing the scale, we reviewed these individual factors and adjusted them to the 

children’s young age.  

Overall, we aimed to determine the extent to which children’s and parents’ 

characteristics (children’s gender and temperament and parents’ socio-economic status, 

education and gender) are related to the reading styles parents adopt for a shared book reading 

session (as assessed with BSSI). The research question therefore was: What is the relationship 

between children’s and parents’ characteristics and parents’ reading styles (as measured by 

BSSI) at child’s 10 months? 
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Methods 

Participants 

The participants in the present study are a subsample of participants in the Families 

Children and Child Care (FCCC) project, a longitudinal investigation of 1201 English 

families, http:// www.familieschildrenchildcare.org (see Malmberg et al., 2005).  Overall, 65 

parent-infant dyads were selected from the FCCC Oxfordshire sub-sample (601 families in 

total), based on the children’s scores on Reynell (to ensure the participating children had  the 

full range of Reynell scores) and the pragmatic criterion of having good-quality video 

recordings for the observed parent-child book reading session. Reynell Language scale was 

chosen as the stratification criterion because it is a standardised language instrument, widely 

recognised as a reliable and valid method for assessing children’s language (Bornstein and 

Haynes, 1998) and because it is a good indicator of children’s language development over 

time. The study focused on 10-month-old infants because of the developmental trajectory of 

book sharing over the first year, The trajectory was developed by Rossmanith, Costall, 

Reichelt, López & Reddy (2014) and posits that infants under the age of nine months do not 

fully grasp the social aspect of shared book reading, while infants between 9 to 12 months 

‘begin to effectively integrate manual object actions within the socially shared activity’ 

(p.1390).  

There were 38 boys (58.5% of the sample) and 27 girls (41.5 %) in the sample, with 

40 mothers (61.5 % of the total sample) and 25 fathers (38.5%). Parents were of various 

socio-economic backgrounds, with 55% of mothers and 40% of fathers classed as working 

class, 12.5% of mothers and 8% of fathers as intermediate and 32.5 % of mothers and 44% of 

fathers as managerial and professional socio-economic classi. The sample was relatively well-

balanced with regards to parents’ educational level, with 15.38% of mothers and 23.08% of 

fathers educated to higher degree. 

 

Procedure 

We used measures already collected for the purpose of the FCCC study and 

supplemented them with new measures of parent-child interaction during book reading, coded 

from video recording made when the children were 10 months of age.  As part of the larger 

investigation, trained FCCC fieldworkers conducted a two-hour visit at child’s age 10 months. 

During this visit, measures of family and child’s home learning environment were collected, 

including a videotaped observation of parental caregiving and a range of activities. The latter 
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consisted of five consecutive 2.5 minute episodes, one of which was also an observation of 

parent-child book reading (see Malmberg et al., 2007). Each interaction had a standardized 

introduction by the FCCC fieldworker who handed the book over to the parent with the 

instruction: ‘Here is a book for you to share with your child’. All parents were encouraged to 

read the book with their baby in a way they feel most comfortable with and they were assured 

that this was not a measure of their or their child’s ability. The book provided was a touch and 

feel book called “Stroke Henry” (Cambell, 1995) which was unfamiliar to most of the 

children.  The parent-child SBR interaction was evaluated from the receipt of the book and 

coded using the quality indicators of BSSI. The coded book interaction session lasted 2.5 

minutes, which is the standard length of a focused parent-infant interaction (e.g., Weinraub & 

Frankel, 1977; Beebe, Lachman & Jaffe, 1997). Keeping the book interaction to the same 

limited length for all parents enabled us to measure parent-child interaction in a consistent 

way. Statistical software SPSS was used for data analysis, missing data were deleted pairwise. 

 

Demographic factors 

Mothers’ and their partners’ education levels and family socio-economic class were 

strongly and positively interrelated. Therefore, a composite variable was created by 

transforming scores from the three collinear variable (mother’s and father’s occupational 

status, mother’s and father’s education and family income) into z-scores and averaging them 

to make one single construct labelled ‘family background’. These indicators capture the 

shared underlying variance of socioeconomic status as evidenced in meta-analysis (Sirin, 

2005), and in previous analyses in the FCCC study (Malmberg et al., 2007; Stein et al., 2008). 

 

 

Child temperament 

Children’s temperament was in this study assessed with the Infant Characteristics 

Questionnaire (Bates et al., 1979),  completed by mothers and partners at child age 10 

months. The ICQ has 32 items rated on a 7-point scale, with a 4-factor solution: fussy/ 

difficult, unadaptable, persistent and unsociable.  The scale has been used extensively in 

research, and we adopted the labels and factors established by Richardson, Goldschmidt and 

Willford (2008) in their study of children of similar age (14.6 months).  For example the 

unsociable subscale is composed of items: ‘How much does your baby enjoy playing 

games?’; ‘How excited does your baby become when people play/ talk to him?’; ‘How much 

does your baby cuddle and snuggle when held?’ and ‘How much does your baby smile and 
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make happy noises?’. The mean score for each of these four subscales as provided by the 

target parent (i.e. parent who participated in the book reading) was used in the study. The 

Cronbach’s alpha for inter-rater reliability (averaged across fathers and mothers) were: Fussy 

/ difficult = 82.5, Unadaptable (69.5) and Persistent (69.5) and Unsociable (.61). Although 

Unsociable had the lowest reliability coefficient, we decided to keep it in the study because it 

was higher than 0.6, which is generally considered as acceptable (Gwet, 2014).  

 

Parent-child attachment and warmth 

Parent-child attachment and warmth was assessed using Caregiver Interaction Scale 

(Arnett, 1989), an observational scale of the quality of parent-child interaction. The FCCC 

fieldworker completed the scale during a two-hour visit to the child’s home at the child’s 10 

months.  CIS is widely recognised in studies concerned with caregiver-child interaction (e.g., 

Ghazvini & Mullis, 2002; Bradley, Caldwell & Corwyn, 2003, but see Carl, 2007). CIS was 

developed to measure the relationship between the caregiver and children in any setting, and 

researchers have used it in a variety of ways (see e.g., Jaeger & Funk (2001). Although the 

CIS scale was originally intended to assess caregiving quality in non-maternal childcare, its 

inclusion for assessing maternal care has been seen as appropriate given our familiarity with 

the scale and consistency of measurement across types of childcare investigated in the FCCC 

study (Author et al., 2007; 2010).  

Three CIS subscales were included in the study: Positive Relationships (8-items); 

Punitiveness (6-items); and Detachment (4-items). All items were rated on a four-point scale, 

with 1 = not at all; 4 = very much. As for internal consistency of the scale, the Positive 

Relationships, Punitiveness, and Detachment subscales had standardised Cronbach Alpha 

values of .82, .83 and .65 respectively. The positive relationship subscale includes eight items 

measuring the warmth, level of enthusiasm, and developmental appropriateness of the 

caregiver’s interaction with children (e.g., ‘Speaks warmly to babies and toddlers’). The 

harshness subscale includes six items rating hostile, threatening, and harshly critical 

behaviour towards children (e.g., ‘Seems critical of babies and toddlers’). The detachment 

subscale is comprised of four items on the extent to which the caregiver was uninvolved with 

and uninterested in the children (e.g., ‘Seems distant or detached from the babies and 

toddlers’. Mean scores for each subscale were used in this study. 

 

Book Sharing Scale for Infants (BSSI) 
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Based on the video recordings, fourteen characteristics of a parent’s reading style were 

rated at three levels of quality, from 1= none, 2 = moderate to 3= high. A high score means 

that the parent was using a reading style, which corresponded to styles described in the 

literature as beneficial for children’s language learning and positive parent-child relationship 

(see Conrad, 2007).  Such a style is both language-stimulating and emotionally rich and 

includes all characteristics measured by the scale, that is: Introducing baby to the book; 

Responding to baby’s cues, Using prompts; Structuring reading as cuddle time; Praising 

child’s efforts; Encouraging pleasure of reading; Scaffolding child’s verbal attempts; Asking 

the child questions; Imitating animal/ object’s sounds; Using age appropriate speech; Using 

repetition; Linking the content to the child’s life. Prior to use, the scale was refined using 

factor analysis. First, item-whole correlations were examined to determine the pattern of 

relationships. All questions correlated fairly well (no correlation coefficient greater than 0.9 

was found). By using Kaiser’s criterion (retaining factors with eigenvalues above 1) and 

Cattell’s scree test, two factors were extracted, accounting for 50.17% of the total variance. 

These factors were composed of 11 of the original 14 items; three items - ‘Pointing’; 

‘Encouraging independence in book handling’ and ‘Encouraging dramatisation of the story - 

loaded weakly and inconsistently and were therefore excluded from the final analysis. 

Detailed examination of Factor 1 and Factor 2 revealed that the two factors were theoretically 

similar and highly correlated (r=. 643, p< 0.001). Therefore, a combined effect was 

hypothesised. Confirmatory factor analysis was performed to assess the unidimensional 

validity of the items. Data reduction was performed by averaging children’s (z-transformed) 

scores obtained after rotation on the two factors. A maximum BSSI total score was 3 points 

for each item, yielding a maximum of 33 points. Correlations between each item and the 

overall BSSI score ranged from r= .56 to r=. 86. The Cronbach's alpha for the overall BSSI 

score based on these 11 items was 0.89, indicating strong internal consistency. The chi-square 

goodness-of-fit test was non-significant, x2(52) = 59.82, p = .213, indicating that the model 

provided a good fit to the data. The reliability of scoring was checked by training a second 

coder, blind to the first scoring, who scored ten randomly-selected video recordings from 

families not included in the study, selected from the FCCC database by stratification 

according to children’s Reynell language scores measured at child’s 36 months. Cohen’s 

weighted Kappa was used as a measure of inter-rater agreement; values of 0.60 and above 

were accepted. The reliability coder was blind to both the purpose and hypothesis of the 

study. All BSSI items were reliable at or above the 0.65 level.   
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Results 

Descriptive statistics for the independent and dependent variables are presented in 

Table 1.  

    Table 1 to be inserted about here  

 

The first goal of the data analysis was to identify variables that predict the quality of 

parents’ reading (as measured by BSSI). Preliminary analysis consisted of producing a 

correlation matrix for the independent variables (parent’s ‘family background’, parent and 

child gender, dimensions of child temperament, and all three CIS subscales) and the 

dependent variable (BSSI overall score). As can be seen in Table 2, BSSI overall score was 

positively related to parents’ rating of their child being unsociable, with fieldworkers’ 

observation of positive relationships between parent and child, and with the composite 

variable ‘family background.’ Parent and child gender did not correlate significantly with the 

dependent variable. 

 

Table 2 to be inserted about here 

 

There were three variables that predicted BSSI in simple correlations: family background, 

ICQ subscale ‘unsociable’ and CIS subscale ‘positive relationship’ (see Table 2).  Those three 

variables were entered into a stepwise regression model. All three variables remained 

significant in the final model: together they explained 31.9 % of variance (adjusted R² =.278; 

p=0.05), as detailed in Table3. 

 

Table 3 to be inserted here 

 

Discussion 

 

Given the central role book reading with infants plays in several intervention and 

government literacy programmes (e.g., BookStart) and the current research gap concerning 

the factors which influence effective book reading sessions with infants, the present study 

aimed to systematically research the relationships which exist between various reading styles 

and children’s characteristics.  
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Parents’ socio-economic status was found to be positively associated with BSSI scores 

(r = .392, p < .01) which indicates that the reading styles of parents with higher socio-

economic status are of higher quality (as measured by the BSSI). Peterson’s (1994) study with 

four-year-old children showed that although SES might be one of the predictors of children’s 

narrative skills at school entry, it should not ‘be treated as a homogeneous variable’(p.267), 

because it is a predictor of many aspects. We agree and add that it is not clear whether book 

reading is a component of social class. However, what this study found is that higher SES 

(measured as an average of mother’s and father’s occupational status, mother’s and father’s 

education and family income) is positively related to the quality of parents’ shared book 

reading with their infants, as measured by the BSSI. This is an important finding for language 

researchers and healthcare professionals. Future research may extend this work by 

incorporating data from culturally different families with different practices, and beliefs about 

shared book reading and appropriate parent-infant interaction. 

The study findings also suggest that parents who perceive their child as unsociable and 

who generally display a warm and engaging behaviour with their children, were more likely 

to engage in a language-stimulating and emotionally rich reading style with their babies. This 

finding corresponds to patterns noted in a large-scale longitudinal study with 554 children 

receiving Bookstart packs in the Netherlands: van den Berg (2015) found that children with 

reactive temperament received low verbal stimulation from parents in the first years (given 

that the children were more prone to anger and frustration), a finding similar to ours.  

 We further found that parental warmth during parent-child interactions predicts 

parents’ reading style at 10 months. The CIS Positive relationship measures the level of 

warmth and level of enthusiasm of the caregiver and is composed of items like ‘Speaks 

warmly to the babies and toddlers’; ‘Listens or responds attentively when babies/toddlers 

communicates to him/her’; ‘Seems to enjoys the babies/toddlers’.  The finding that BSSI was 

related to CIS ‘Positive Relationship’ is not surprising, given that the BSSI was originally 

developed with the aim to capture, among other factors, the extent to which a reading session 

is enjoyable and a positive experience for parents and the children. Previous research 

indicates that it is important to consider the nature of interaction between parents and children 

outside of the book reading context, as it may indicate and affect the quality of their shared 

book reading (Bus & van IJzendoorn, 1997). The present results suggest that for parents who 

have a generally warm relationship with their child despite the child’s unsocial temperament, 

the book reading session serves a ‘compensation role’, with parents trying hard to engage 

their children in this activity. Since book reading is widely recognised as a developmentally 



PARENT-INFANT BOOK READING   14     

 

appropriate and for the child beneficial activity, it is difficult to ascertain how much parents’ 

increased effort is a consequence of the social desirability effects. The study’s use of direct 

observational measures of parent-child interaction in different contexts is helpful in adding to 

the understanding of the importance of parents’ warmth during book reading as well as any 

other activity with the child at this young age. As Cline (2010) reports, there is a strong need 

for research and intervention studies to focus on both language-promoting as well as 

emotional aspects of parents‘ reading practices. BSSI captures both elements as quality 

indicators of SBR. The scale might in itself fill an important gap in the literature as it is the 

first empirically-driven parent-infant shared book reading scale. 

 

Study limitations and future directions 

 The use of the same book across all parent-child pairs had the advantage of ensuring 

greater consistency, ease of evaluation and objectivity in scoring. As such, the video data 

were a valuable resource, allowing for an accurate, consistent and efficient assessment of 

parents’ book reading, important for statistical predictions. However,  Shapiro’s (1997) 

recommendation about including a range of books in studying SBR  (i.e., books of different 

genres, specific or general vocabulary content, familiar as well as unfamiliar books) should be 

considered in future work. This recommendation is particularly relevant given the known 

parent-child-book interaction (Fletcher and Reese, 1995) and findings such as Goodsitt et al.’s 

(1988)  that mothers tended to change their reading styles (they spoke more) to their children 

while sharing a familiar than a novel book. Research also shows that the genre, media and 

characteristics of the book parents share with their children influence parents’ reading 

behavior (Nyhout & O’Neill, 2013).  

A further research direction is that repeated video recordings might better illuminate 

the variability in parents’ reading styles by providing a measure which is more reliable and 

more representative. Future models could also include other variables in studying parent-

infant book reading, including parental literacy ability, child engagement in task and time on 

task.   

In this respect, it should be also borne in mind that our results are correlational and 

therefore do not indicate a cause-and-effect relationship. Although this limitation is partly 

mitigated by the fact that the child temperament is a stable child characteristic (Kagan & Fox, 

2006) and that similarly, parenting styles are fairly stable (Darling & Steinberg, 1993; 

Forehand & Jones, 2002), no causation can be assumed among the variables studied.  
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Because the BSSI measure was new and was developed specifically for the present 

study, the findings need to be replicated with other children. Future research could focus on 

further developing and validating the scale. Lastly, given the recent development of touch-

screen technologies and their use for shared book reading with increasingly young children, 

researchers may consider the inclusion of digital books in evaluating parent-child book 

reading at home, in addition to board books (see Korat & Or, 2010; Author, 2015).  

To conclude, little is known about the sources of variability in parents’ reading style 

when children are at the earliest stages of their linguistic development. This is surprising 

considering the non-profit and government interest in supporting parent-infant shared book 

reading.  In the present study, parents of unsociable children, that is those who were perceived 

as with little tendency to interact, seemed to use the book reading session to compensate for 

children’s lack of verbal communication. Also, parents, who were observed as generally 

warm in their interaction with their children were also more skilled at making the book 

reading session a success. These findings have implications for researchers, early years 

practitioners, librarians but also literacy charities (e.g., Book Trust in the UK or Reach Out 

and Read in the USA) advising parents on what constitutes and what contributes to a 

successful shared book reading session with young babies. When giving recommendations to 

parents on how to read with their young children, our results suggest that shared book reading 

with infants should be presented as predominantly a social activity, that is to say to be 

perceived as a warm one-to-one activity, and tailored to what parents and children enjoy. 
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Table 1: Means and standard deviations for all study variables 

 

Study variables Mean (SD) 

ICQ Fussy 

difficult 

3.38  (0.77) 

ICQ Unadaptable 2.59 (0.73) 

ICQ Persistent 4.42 (1.11) 

ICQ Unsociable 2.52 (0.88) 

CIS Positive 

Relationship 

3.49 (0.50) 

CIS Punitiveness 1.42 (0.52) 

CIS Detachment  1.38 (0.42) 

Family SES .-067 (0.79) 

BSSI overall score 26.78 (6.45) 
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Table 2 : Bivariate relations among the variables 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 

1.BSSI 

Overall Score 

1 .123 .027 .080 -

.034 

-

.178 
.413** .426** -.089 -.227 .392** 

2.Child 

Gender 

 1 .113 .187 -

.153 

-

.055 

.223 .104 -.190 .026 .277** 

3. Parent 

Gender 

  1 .059 .133 -

.070 

-.057 .117 -.181 -.134 .023 

4. ICQ  

difficult 

   1 .152 .203 .351** .140 -.202 .018 .080 

5. ICQ  

Unadptable 

    1 .156 .112 .083 -.098 -.035 .-034 

6. ICQ 

Persistent 

     1 .111 -.053 -.055 -.009 .-178 

7.ICQ 

Unsociable 

      1 .186 -.093 -.198 .413** 

8. CIS 

Positive 

Relationship 

       1 --

.552** 

-

.758** 

.426** 

9. CIS 

Punitiveness 

        1 .490** .-089 

 

10. CIS 

Detachment 

         1 .-227 

11. Family 

SES 

          1 

 

† p < .10. * p < .01. ** p < .001.
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Table 3: Final regression model predicting BSSI overall score 

Predictor ß  SE ß R²  R² ∆ F∆ 

FamilySES 1.241 

 

1.227 

 

.183*** .183*** 12.301 

CIS Positive 

relationships 

4.019* 

 

1.717 

 

.248* .065** 4.689 

 

ICQ Unsociable 

2.205* .934 .320* .071* 5.569 

*p<.05; ** p<0.01; ***p <0.001. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
i The study adapted the socio-economic class coding from the FCCC study. In the FCCC, the Computer Assisted 

Standard Occupational Coding (CASOC) was used to assign each participant to an occupation category. 

Mothers’ and fathers’ socioeconomic class distribution was measured on a 3-point scale and coded as 1, 

working; 2, intermediate and 3, managerial and professional. 


