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Promoting Mother-Child Shared 
Book-Reading Interactions: The Direct 
and Delayed Effects of Different Dyadic 
Interventions

Dorit Aram and Iris Levin

Abstract  This study analyzes how training in dyadic activities affected the quality 
of Shared Book Reading (SBR) amongst mothers of preschool children from low 
socioeconomic status (SES). Each mother experienced one of three interventions. 
All interventions guided mothers in principles of mediating children’s learning in 
one dyadic activity: SBR, word writing, or visuo-motor skills. The mother-child 
activities took place 3 times a week for 7  weeks. A group with no intervention 
served as a control. The quality of interactive reading improved substantially from 
pretest to immediate and to delayed posttest, 2.5 months later, in the SBR group. 
Improvement was exhibited in the number of mother- and child-initiated dialogues, 
number of dialogues with scaffolds, elaborations, praise, and criticism, and in all 
types of prompts. No effect of the intervention on interactive reading emerged in 
any other groups, revealing no transfer of training mothers in general principles of 
mediated learning to SBR with their child.

Keywords  Low socioeconomic status · Preschool children · Parent-child 
interaction · Interactive shared book reading · Early literacy · Literacy intervention 
· Home literacy activities · Home literacy

In this study, as in many other ones, we examine literacy interactions in Hebrew. 
One of the leading researchers in the world in researching Hebrew and Hebrew 
language development is Prof. Dorit Ravid. The way that she looks at the richness 
of the Hebrew language and how she describes its components serves as an impetus 
for us in our research of parent-child interactions that relate to language, such as 
Shared Book Reading (SBR).

Research provides ample evidence that home literacy activities are related to 
children’s early literacy and predicts later reading and writing acquisition in school 
(Aram & Levin, 2004; Burgess et al., 2002; Mol & Bus, 2011; Sénéchal, 2006). 
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Amongst the different home literacy activities, reading storybooks to children 
emerges as the prominent and most thoroughly studied activity that characterizes a 
literate home (Bus, 2002).

1 � Style of Storybook Reading

Children exposed to frequent storybook reading consistently surpass their counter-
parts on vocabulary, and in some reports on alphabetic skills as well (e.g., Aram & 
Levin, 2002; Mol et al., 2009; National Early Literacy Panel, 2008; Noble et al., 
2019). However, the contribution of storybook reading to children’s vocabulary 
depends on reading style. In a meta-analysis, based on 16 selected studies that 
included 626 children, interactive reading (engaging children in discourse surround-
ing the text) was found to enhance children’s progress more than regular reading 
(Mol et al., 2008).

Many parents simply read the text, rarely attempting to involve the children in 
discourse. Various causes may underlie the prevalence of this ineffective practice. 
Parents may be unaware of their children’s limited vocabulary and partial under-
standing of story grammar. Therefore, they may not realize that children need their 
parents to facilitate understanding through interactive reading. Parents may also 
have limited skills for involving children in discourse: they do not allow their chil-
dren enough time to process the questions and form their replies, may not be inclined 
to scaffold children’s insufficient responses and would rather provide the required 
response, or tend not to elaborate on children’s responses. Finally, many parents 
commonly read at bedtime when they or the children are too tired, consequently 
adopting a non-interactive style.

2 � Home Based Shared Book Reading Interventions

Studies that have demonstrated that children’s vocabulary was enhanced because 
parents were trained in interactive reading relied on the assumptions that (1) moth-
ers learned to read interactively due to the training, (2) thereafter, mothers applied 
interactive reading consistently in reading to their children, and (3) that their chil-
dren became more verbally active during the reading session. However, few studies 
have analyzed the changes that occurred in mother-child verbal exchanges during 
reading following such training. In the few studies that have addressed this issue, 
trained mothers were asked to read storybooks interactively several times a week for 
four to 12 weeks (across studies). Reading sessions at pretest and posttest(s) were 
videotaped or audiotaped, and the frequencies of maternal use of strategies support-
ing or reducing dialogue were assessed. Results showed that, in general, strategies 
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supporting dialogue increased (e.g., Aram et al., 2013; Blom-Hoffman et al., 2006; 
Briesch, et al., 2008; Huebner, 2000; Huebner & Meltzoff, 2005; Whitehurst et al., 
1988), whereas strategies reducing dialogue decreased (Huebner, 2000; Huebner & 
Meltzoff, 2005) from pretest to immediate posttest. In delayed posttest, about 2.5 to 
6 months later, the frequency of dialogic strategies slightly decreased but often did 
not differ from its heightened level at the immediate posttest (Blom-Hoffman et al., 
2006; Briesch et al., 2008; Huebner & Meltzoff, 2005).

These promising results should be taken with some reservation, as a closer exam-
ination of the specific strategies used by mothers showed that the impact of training 
did not increase all dialogic strategies, and that increasing strategies varied across 
studies. In particular, open-ended questions, evaluations, expansions, and praise 
increased, whereas repetition and recall (e.g., “do you remember that ….”) did not 
change. Other strategies, such as distancing (e.g., connecting events in the story to 
the child’s life) increased, decreased, or remained unchanged across studies (Blom-
Hoffman et al., 2007; Briesch et al., 2008; Crain-Thoreson & Dale, 1999; Whitehurst 
et al., 1988).

The aforementioned studies of interactive reading training included 2–4-year-old 
children, recruited from middle or mixed/undefined socioeconomic status (SES). In 
their meta-analysis, Mol et al. (2008) found that the contribution of interactive read-
ing to children’s vocabulary was strong for children recruited from middle to high 
SES but not from low SES. Moreover, the contribution of interactive vs. regular 
reading decreased with the child’s age. Mol and her colleagues suggest that mothers 
with low education may not be able to carry out interactive reading at the required 
level, or that their children may find it difficult to respond to open-ended questions 
or to questions that require inferencing.

Interestingly, in a more recent meta-analysis, Dowdall et al. (2020) found that 
SBR interventions had a large effect on caregiver book-sharing competence. Child’s 
age and caregiver’s education level were unrelated to child outcome. Yet, the impact 
of the intervention on child language was moderated by intervention dosage, with 
lower dosage associated with a minimal impact.

Our current  study focused on dyads recruited from low SES families, with 
5–6-year-old children. In comparative international studies on reading comprehen-
sion among primary and secondary students from 35 to 41 countries, the achieve-
ment gap between different social strata in Israel was wide relative to other countries 
(Chiu & McBride-Chang, 2006; Olstein & Zuzovsky, 2004). Consequently, promot-
ing literacy activities in socially disadvantaged Israeli families is a prominent edu-
cational goal. Children aged 5–6 are about to start their studies within a year. We 
assumed that their parents would be interested in advancing their children’s early 
literacy skills and thus our shared book reading intervention included prompts that 
focus on school literacy skills.
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2.1 � Prompts Used in SBR Interventions

Studies examining the effects of SBR interventions on mother-child verbal exchange 
during reading have focused on strategies promoting dialogue that primarily refers 
to the story and illustrations, facilitating story comprehension. In the current study, 
in addition to these prompts, we added two new types of prompts to the dialogues: 
alphabetic skills and story grammar. These components were chosen because they 
support the two elements of reading – decoding and comprehension. Reference to 
print was aimed at promoting the alphabetic skills that provide the infrastructure for 
decoding (Ehri et al., 2001), whereas analyzing stories in terms of their story gram-
mar was believed to enhance the inferencing required for reading comprehension 
(van Kleeck, 2008).

We assumed that prompts alerting the children to the print, that is, evoking dis-
cussion of letters, sounds, and printed words, would be useful for our cohort of 
children, who would soon start formally attending school. The prompts on story 
grammar involved identifying the protagonist, the problem(s) s/he copes with, the 
solution(s) attempted and reached, and the lesson to be drawn from the story 
(Trabasso & Wiley, 2005). We assumed that in addition to the regular prompts that 
relate to particular parts of the story, evocation of the story grammar upon comple-
tion of story reading might deepen the child’s understanding of the story as a cohe-
sive, large unit of text.

3 � Transfer in Learning

We examined whether interactive reading can be promoted only by a specific SBR 
intervention or whether mothers exposed to the general principles of beneficial 
mediated learning and who have been trained in other domains (e.g., joint-writing) 
can transfer these skills to interactive reading.

Mediated learning in this context includes encouragement of active participation 
on the part of the child, scaffolding at a challenging but not frustrating level, sensi-
tivity to his/her competence and perspective, and assistance in alerting the child to 
his/her metacognitive processes (see Kozulin, 2002).

This kind of transfer (i.e., learning principles in one domain and applying them 
to another) requires learning abstract principles and applying them mindfully to a 
new context (Haskell, 2000). The present study might reveal that mothers who were 
exposed to principles of high-level mediation, and who practiced them in mediating 
writing or visuo-motor skills, could apply these principles to storybook reading. If 
such transfer occurred, it would indicate a high-level learning of mediation princi-
ples (Kozulin, 2002).

In the current study, participating mothers were divided into four groups: SBR 
intervention, writing intervention, visuo-motor intervention, and a control group. 
The three Intervention groups were instructed on the same beneficial mediated 
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learning principles (Kozulin, 2002), which were applied thereafter to a different 
dyadic parent-child activity (SBR, joint writing and visuo-motor activities). We 
chose these activities because promoting children’s skills in these areas has been 
found to contribute to early schooling (Aram & Levin, 2004; Ratzon, et al., 2007). 
By using two groups of mothers guided in mediated learning in two different 
domains – writing and visuo-motor skills, the former more related to literacy than 
the latter – we could derive a stronger conclusion concerning transfer to interactive 
reading from such guidance. In the third control group, mothers were not involved 
in any intervention.

Questions of the Current Study

	1.	 To what extent does training mothers to read interactively increase their interac-
tive reading, as measured at immediate and delayed posttest?

	2.	 To what extent does training mothers to read interactively increase their chil-
dren’s initiation of participation during reading, as measured at immediate and 
delayed posttest?

	3.	 To what extent does training in mediated learning practices applied to writing or 
visuo-motor skills transfer to interactive storybook reading?

	4.	 To what extent do maternal pretest reading behaviors, intervention group, child’s 
age, and SES predict maternal interactive reading behaviors following the 
training?

4 � Method

4.1 � Participants

Participants were 127 mother-child dyads recruited from low SES neighborhoods 
in the Tel Aviv metropolitan area. Both mothers and fathers were invited to partici-
pate, but 122 mothers and only five fathers participated in the study. Therefore, we 
refer to the caregivers as mothers.

Children’s mean age at the pretest was 5;50 (years and months) (SD = 0.35 months). 
Their mothers’ and fathers’ mean ages were 33;60 (SD = 5;60) and 36;60 years 
(SD = 5;60), respectively. Parental education, measured on a 5-point scale: 1 – Less 
than 12 years; 2 – Professional high school education; 3 – Academic high-school 
education; 4 – Post high school academic education; 5 – Bachelor’s degree. The 
parents’ education ranged from not finishing high school (9% of mothers and 26% 
of fathers) to graduating from college/university (10% of mothers and 6% of 
fathers). This education level is low by Israeli standards, where 43% of the popula-
tion graduates from college or university (OECD, 2013). The families in the study 
lived in high-density apartments (M = 1.3 number of persons per room) relative to 
the Israeli standard (M = 0.84) (Israel Bureau of Statistics, 2021). The four groups 
(reading, writing, visuo-motor, and control) were statistically indistinguishable on 
all demographic parameters.
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The assignment of mothers to the three intervention groups was done in the fol-
lowing way. First, mothers were invited to participate in an 8-week intervention 
aiming to promote school readiness. The mothers were notified that the intervention 
would begin with a 3-h workshop that would take place on one evening. Six work-
shops were randomly assigned to the three intervention groups – SBR, joint- writ-
ing, or visuo-motor activities. The mothers chose one of six proposed dates to 
participate in the workshop without being informed that the workshops differed by 
content. They were videotaped before the workshop and the intervention, immedi-
ately after the intervention and 3 months later. As to the control group, mothers were 
similarly invited to participate in an intervention aiming to promote school readi-
ness. The control group was videotaped three times in parallel with the intervention 
groups. After the third time the mothers attended the workshop on school readiness.

4.2 � The Intervention Programs

Each intervention started with its own 3-h workshop held one evening in a local 
recreational club, attended by 15–20 mothers each. There were several workshops 
for each intervention. The three workshops shared the same structure and referred 
to the following topics in a fixed order, including eight steps: (1) We first discussed 
the role of school readiness and maternal contribution in this arena. (2) Next, we 
presented the principles underlying high quality mediation. These principles 
included the importance of mother-child dialogue and of maternal sensitivity to the 
child’s perspective, attention span, and Zone of Proximal Development. We clari-
fied the importance of helping the child become aware of the meta-cognitive pro-
cesses that s/he was undergoing and of indicating to the child the progress that s/he 
has been making in solving the problem. We stressed that guidance should be given 
when the child needed it and was ready to accept it, and that scaffolding should be 
at a challenging but not frustrating level. Up to this point, the three workshops were 
practically the same. (3) We discussed the development and significance of success 
in schooling for the specific target domain (storybook reading, alphabetic skills, and 
fine visuo-motor skills). (4) The mothers were divided into small groups to discuss 
their children’s performance, home practice, and maternal mediation in the target 
domain. (5) A 10-min film screening then introduced mothers to short mediation 
scenes illustrating principles of high-quality mediation specific to the target domain. 
(6) We next specified mothers’ role in the program: to engage their child three times 
per week, for 7 weeks, in educational and entertaining activities designed by the 
researchers. We informed them that a tutor would meet them weekly in their home; 
discuss the progress made, and the difficulties encountered, and provide the tasks 
for the coming week. (7) We then displayed the materials for use during the 7 weeks 
of intervention. We explained that mothers would gradually receive these materials 
during home visits, which would then remain their own property. (8) Finally, moth-
ers received materials and tasks for the first week, along with guidance in how to 
apply them in interacting with their child.
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4.2.1 � Joint Home Activities

The mother-child joint activities took place three times per week (approximately 
20–30 min per session) in a fixed structure. In the reading group, the mother read a 
new storybook to the child each week, asking parallel sets of questions across 
books. The selected books were age appropriate, challenging but not frustrating, 
entertaining, and educationally valuable. For example, Something Else (by C. Cave) 
conveys the value of becoming a friend with someone who is different from oneself 
or others, and Good Fresh Salad (by M. Snir) delivers the idea that “the whole is 
more than the sum of its parts.” These books were chosen in collaboration with two 
experts in children’s literature and two preschool teachers.

Printed stickers placed on different pages proposed questions to ask the child 
before, during, or after the book reading (around six questions per reading). Mothers 
were guided to use the proposed questions sensitively, by adjusting the questions to 
the child’s needs. The proposed questions were open-ended, focusing on text com-
prehension (e.g., “what did grandma think about the problem?”) or questions on 
word meaning (e.g., “what is a cockroach?”). Also, few questions referred to dis-
tancing, that is, connecting the story to the child’s experiences (e.g., “what present 
do you like”?). There were questions that referred to the print (e.g., “what letter do 
you know in the title?”, “how many words do you see in this title”) and to the story 
grammar (e.g., “who are the story’s characters?”). Print-related questions usually 
appeared before reading the book, so as not to disturb the child’s processing of the 
story line. Story grammar prompts appeared at the end of the book, after the entire 
story had been read.

In the writing intervention group, materials included tasks pertaining to spelling 
words (e.g., write words that begin with a specific sound; write a list of peers) as 
well as the kit produced by Rosenberg (2004). The kit included two boards and 
small boxes with magnetic cards for games promoting letter knowledge, phonologi-
cal awareness, word spelling, and word recognition. For example, one game focused 
on rhyming and consisted of pairing pictures whose referents rhyme; another cen-
tered on pairing words that start or end with the same phoneme or the same letter. In 
the visuo-motor skills intervention group, materials included seven booklets or 
boxes with educational games relevant to fine motor skills, such as mazes, coloring 
shapes, and cutting and gluing models.

4.2.2 � Home Visits

The same tutor (female graduate students in educational counseling) visited the 
mother at home each week over the 7 weeks, for a visit lasting about half an hour. 
The goals of the home visits were to summarize the training experiences of the last 
week, collect the last week’s products (children’s drawing, writings, etc.), introduce 
the tasks for the coming week, discuss the mother’s teaching experience, solve 
emerging problems, and sustain maternal motivation to proceed with the program. 
Extent of implementation – whether all tasks were completed at the three weekly 
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sessions – was confirmed and documented by the tutors. The tutors checked mater-
nal reports by discussing the tasks or observing children’s products (e.g., completed 
mazes). Almost all mothers reported that all sessions were completed, that collabo-
ration was smooth, and that the tasks were engaging and productive.

4.3 � Assessment: Mother-Child Reading Interaction

Mother-child interactive readings were videotaped three times in the family’s home. 
The pretest took place up to 2 weeks prior to the workshop. The immediate posttest 
was carried out after the intervention program terminated. The delayed posttest took 
place two and a half months after the immediate posttest.

Three books were used, one per session, drawn from an award-winning, popular 
Dutch series, translated into Hebrew (Frog and A Very Special Day, Frog Is Frog, 
and Frog Is Frightened, Velthuijs, 2000a, b, c). These books were chosen because of 
their suitability for kindergartners, the similarity among them (22 pages each, shar-
ing author, illustrator, protagonists, etc.), and their educational and artistic value. 
The dyads (mothers and children) were unfamiliar with the books.

The interactions were videotaped, transcribed, and coded with a key developed 
for this study. Only dialogues (i.e., words exchange between the child and mother) 
were coded, because the study’s focus was on dyadic interaction. A dialogue referred 
to any question or comment made by one party that was replied to, either verbally 
or physically (e.g., nodding the head, pointing with a finger). Dialogue was classi-
fied according to the initiator – mother or child, the initiated topic, and the inclusion 
of scaffolding, elaboration, praise and criticism.

The dialogues were classified into three topics: (1) story or illustration, (2) print 
or alphabetic skills, and (3) story grammar (see Table 1 for examples). Six prompts 
were concerned with the story or illustration: completion, recall, illustration, wh- 
questions, word meaning, and distancing. Four prompts were concerned with print 
or alphabetic skill: counting words/letters, naming or sounding letters, isolating 
sounds or rhyming, and print recognition or decoding. Six prompts were concerned 
with story grammar: summary, characters, protagonist, problem, solution, and les-
son. Explanations of prompts and examples taken from mother-child dialogue 
appear in Table 1.

After the classification of the topics, each dialogue was scored according to its 
inclusion of maternal scaffolding, maternal elaboration, maternal praise, or mater-
nal criticism. Scaffoldings took the form of follow-up questions, comments, or 
hints. They were recorded when the child failed to respond in a way that the mother 
regarded as satisfactory, with the mother attempting to lead the child to the correct 
response. For example, when the frog failed to fly because it had no wings: M 
(mother): “Does the frog have wings?” C (child): – nods. M: “How come the frog 
has wings?” (scaffold). C: “Its hands”. M: “Do you think that hands are wings?” 
(scaffold). C: “No” (the two are laughing). Elaborations were recorded when the 
mother accepted the child’s response as correct but required elaboration of the 
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Table 1  Prompt codes appearing in mother-child dialogues

Prompt code Explanation Example

Prompts on story and illustration

Completion M starts a word/phrase 
from the text to encourage 
C to complete it verbatim

M reads: “Frog in a very special …” (intonation 
that requires completion). C: day.

Recall M asks a question that 
requires recalling a piece of 
information that has been 
just mentioned (in the last 
1–3 sentences).

M reads: “Help! It’s a ghost! Screamed all three 
friends. And then they saw that it was a rabbit.” 
Whom did they see? C: points at the rabbit.

Illustration M or C refers to the 
illustration, asking who and 
what questions.

C: Mommy, that’s the sea (points at the 
illustration). M: That’s the sky. It looks like a sea. 
C: That’s the sea. M: You know what? Maybe it’s 
the sea, because frogs are going into the water. 
Maybe it is the sky.

Wh- question M or C asks a ‘who’, 
‘what’, ‘which’, ‘where’, 
‘when’, ‘why’, or ‘how’ 
question.

M reads: “… And he landed on the river … At least 
he had a soft landing.” Why did he have a soft 
landing? C: Because he landed on water.

Word/phrase 
meaning

M or C asks about the 
meaning of a word or an 
idiomatic phrase.

M reads: “Rabbit, may I borrow a book from you?” 
What is ‘borrowing a book’? C: Taking a book 
from you. M: Right. And then what do you do? C: 
(a perplexed expression). M: Return the book. C: 
nods.

Distancing M or C asks a question or 
produces a comment that 
connects the text to the 
child’s own experiences or 
to his/her general 
knowledge.

M reads: “And they cuddled in bed. The frog 
warmed up beside the duck, and was no longer 
afraid.” Do you do that sometimes? When you are 
scared, do you come to sleep with mommy and 
daddy sometimes? C: nods.

Prompts on print or alphabetic skills

Counting 
words/letters

M asks the C to count 
words uttered in a phrase 
and map each onto a 
printed word, or to count 
letters in printed words.

M: How many words are in the book’s title – (A) 
frog is (a) frog? C: Three (correct). C: How do 
know that there are three words? C: Because I see 
the space.

Naming or 
sounding 
letters

M asks C to name letters 
or, rarely, to produce their 
sounds.

M points to the printed word: Do you know any 
letters in the word ‘frog’? Which letters do you 
know? C names all letters correctly.

Isolating 
sounds or 
rhyming

M asks C to isolate the 
initial or final sound of an 
uttered word or to trace/
produce a rhyme.

M asks: What is the first sound in “frog” 
[tsfarde’a]? C: tsfa. M: Listen carefully, ts. farde’a. 
C: ts.

Print 
recognition 
or decoding

M asks the child to 
recognize (or, rarely, to 
attack) a printed word/
phrase.

M reads: “He went to visit the rabbit.” Where do 
you see the word ‘rabbit’ again? Show me another 
one. C: Points and says: This one.

(continued)
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Table 1  (continued)

Prompt code Explanation Example

Story grammar

Summary M asks C to succinctly 
reproduce the story line 
from memory.

M: Tell me what you remember from the book. C: I 
remember that the frog … that he is the best. But 
then the duck flew and he also wanted to fly, but 
and then the pig also wanted to make cakes, and 
then he [the frog] did not, he wanted to make a 
cake too and he didn’t succeed because the cake 
burned.

Characters M asks who the characters 
were.

Now, Tom, which characters are in the book 
besides the frog? C: A rabbit. M: Who else? C: A 
duck.

Protagonist The mother asks who the 
protagonist was and how 
the child made that 
decision.

M: Shirley, Who is the main character? C: The 
frog. M: True. The frog with the pants. And why is 
he the main character? C: Because he was at the 
beginning, in the sides, and at the end. M: Right. 
Instead of saying at the beginning, in the sides, and 
at the end, what do we say? C: In every place. M: 
Throughout the … C: Story.

Problem M asks what the 
protagonist’s major 
problem was.

M: What was his problem? C: And then he solved 
it. M: Right. But what was the problem? C: That he 
couldn’t fly and couldn’t read and couldn’t swim.

Solution M asks how the problem 
was solved.

M: How did he solve the problem that he didn’t 
know this and that and that? C: The rabbit helped 
him.

Lesson M asks C what s/he has 
learned from the story.

M: What did you learn from the story? … C: That 
each one has something else. M: Something else 
that he is good at. And he must be happy with what 
he has… Do you understand that Shirley? We 
shouldn’t look at others…

Note. M mother, C child

response. For instance, M: “… and she went home happily. What’s ‘happily?’” C: 
“Like this!” (he puts on a smiling face). M: “Cheerful, right!” (elaboration). Praise 
included mothers’ responses to the child’s answers like “that’s right” or “correct” as 
well as to the child him/herself, like “you are sweet!”. Criticism targeted either the 
child’s response, such as “that’s wrong,” or to the child him/herself, such as “you’re 
just guessing.”

Two graduate students coded the interactions. They were blind to the group type 
(intervention groups and control). Following a few training sessions of learning to 
use the key, 36 protocols were chosen to measure coding reliability. These protocols 
were randomly selected equally from the four groups (reading, writing, visuo-motor 
skills, and control) and the three data collections (pretest, immediate posttest, and 
delayed posttest). Reliabilities were measured by correlations between the scores 
given independently by the two coders and by t-tests between their mean scores. All 
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correlations between coders’ scores were highly significant, with a mean correlation 
of M = .96, and a range of .90–1.00. All t-tests between coders’ scores on individual 
protocols were insignificant.

5 � Results

5.1 � Shared Book Reading Prior to the Intervention

The characteristics of dyadic reading at pretest are presented in Table 2. Dyadic 
reading in the pretest lasted on average about 9 min (M = 9.09 min, SD = 4.16). The 
number of turns included in mother-child dialogues per reading was on average 
around 21 (M = 21.4, SD = 33.30). Each dialogue included at least two turns, one by 
the mother and the other by the child. The mean number of dialogues initiated by 
the mother was rather low (M = 4.30), considering that the book included 22 pages. 
Almost all those (98%) referred to a topic of story and illustrations. The child initi-
ated fewer dialogues than did the mother (M = 1.61), and again practically all of 
them related to story and illustrations. About 12.7% of dialogues initiated by the 
mother or the child included maternal scaffolds and about 22.2% included maternal 
elaborations. These figures suggest that mothers sometimes did not stop with the 
child’s immediate response (or failure to respond) and sustained the dialogue to 
enhance the child’s comprehension, involvement, or linguistic communication.

Table 2  Description of mother-child storybook reading of the entire sample at pretest (N = 127)

Mean SD Minimum Maximum

Characteristics of maternal-initiated dialogues

Total no. of maternal-initiated dialogues (MID) 4.30 5.42 0.00 28.00
 No. of MID on story and illustration 4.20 5.32 0.00 27.00
 No. of MID on alphabetic skills 0.02 0.15 0.00 1.00
 No. of MID on story grammar 0.07 0.26 0.00 1.00
Characteristics of child-initiated dialogues

Total no. child-initiated dialogues (CID) 1.61 2.72 0.00 13.00
 No. of CID on story and illustration 1.60 2.71 0.00 13.00
 No. of CID on alphabetic skills 0.02 0.12 0.00 1.00
 No. of CID on story grammar 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00
Characteristics of maternal- or child-initiated dialogues

Total no. of dialogues with scaffolds 0.75 1.66 0.00 11.00
Total no. of dialogues with elaborations 1.54 2.55 0.00 14.00
Total no. of dialogues with praise 3.46 6.17 0.00 38.00
Total no. of dialogues with criticism 0.50 1.27 0.00 9.00
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5.2 � The Effects of the Interventions

Table 3 presents the characteristics of dyadic reading by group and wave. The results 
of two-way ANOVAs, with repeated measures are presented in Table 4.

Table 3  Description of mother-child joint storybook reading as a function of intervention group 
and wave (N = 127)

Wave
Pretest Posttest Delayed posttest
M (SD) M (SD) M (SD)

Total no. of maternal-initiated dialogues

SBR intervention 4.71 (6.49) 15.14 (13.16) 9.94 (8.48)
Writing intervention 3.82 (3.56) 5.06 (5.39) 3.44 (4.53)
VM intervention 4.71 (6.49) 7.77 (7.89) 4.68 (4.85)
No intervention 2.74 (5.65) 3.33 (4.03) 1.56 (2.06)
Total no. of child-initiated dialogues

SBR intervention 1.66 (2.61) 4.14 (6.18) 1.00 (1.55)
Writing intervention 1.62 (3.46) 1.79 (1.98) 1.12 (1.70)
VM intervention 2.10 (2.29) 1.84 (2.79) 1.00 (1.55)
No intervention 1.00 (2.24) 1.26 (2.64) 0.85 (1.97)
Total no. of dialogues with maternal scaffolds

SBR intervention 0.94 (2.57) 4.83 (5.11) 2.14 (2.44)
Writing intervention 0.41 (0.78) 0.71 (1.53) 0.32 (0.64)
VM intervention 1.31 (1.48) 1.35 (2.01) 0.48 (1.15)
No intervention 0.48 (1.01) 0.63 (1.15) 0.19 (0.48)
Total no. of dialogues with maternal elaborations

SBR intervention 1.91 (3.40) 7.03 (6.57) 3.66 (3.70)
Writing intervention 1.15 (1.71) 1.41 (2.22) 0.74 (1.46)
VM intervention 2.03 (2.32) 2.77 (3.46) 1.61 (2.11)
No intervention 1.00 (2.34) 1.22 (1.99) 0.52 (0.89)
Total no. of dialogues with maternal praise

SBR intervention 4.43 (8.83) 16.71 (18.11) 7.06 (7.06)
Writing intervention 2.71 (4.39) 2.62 (3.27) 2.12 (2.56)
VM intervention 4.52 (5.99) 5.06 (5.78) 2.71 (3.12)
No intervention 1.93 (3.33) 2.63 (4.21) 1.19 (2.08)
Total no. of dialogues with maternal criticism

SBR intervention 0.46 (1.60) 3.54 (4.53) 1.06 (1.35)
Writing intervention 0.15 (0.44) 0.44 (1.48) 0.18 (0.46)
VM intervention 1.13 (1.61) 0.90 (1.85) 0.32 (0.75)
No intervention 0.26 (0.71) 0.78 (1.99) 0.26 (1.02)
No. of maternal dialogues on story and illustration (specific category of prompts)

SBR intervention 4.66 (6.34) 11.71 (10.64) 8.17 (7.12)
Writing intervention 3.74 (3.56) 4.50 (5.25) 3.00 (4.19)
VM intervention 5.52 (5.40) 7.29 (7.61) 4.45 (4.72)
No intervention 2.70 (5.48) 2.89 (3.71) 1.48 (2.01)

(continued)
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Table 3  (continued)

Wave
Pretest Posttest Delayed posttest
M (SD) M (SD) M (SD)

No. of maternal dialogues on print and alphabetic skills (specific category of prompts)

SBR intervention 0.03 (0.17) 2.14 (2.09) 0.89 (1.16)
Writing intervention 0.03 (0.17) 0.41 (0.74) 0.41 (0.74)
VM intervention 0.03 (0.18) 0.16 (0.37) 0.03 (0.18)
No intervention 0.00 (0.00) 0.30 (1.35) 0.40 (0.19)
No. of maternal dialogues on story grammar (specific category of prompts)

SBR intervention 0.03 (0.17) 1.29 (1.60) 0.89 (1.25)
Writing intervention 0.06 (0.24) 0.15 (0.36) 0.03 (0.17)
VM intervention 0.16 (0.37) 0.32 (0.60) 0.19 (0.40)
No intervention 0.04 (0.19) 0.15 (0.36) 0.04 (0.19)

Note. SBR shared book reading, VM visuo-motor

Table 4  2-Way ANOVAs of wave × group, and Bonferroni Post-hoc Comparisons of the Dyadic 
Reading (N = 127)

Characteristics

F-wave F-group F-interact. Comparison of groups

df = 2246 df = 3123 df = 3246 Pretest
Immediate 
posttest

Delayed 
posttest

No. of MID 17.61*** 11.80*** 7.18*** n.s. R > W, V, C R > W, M, C
No. of CID 8.86*** 1.71 3.24** n.s. R > W, V, C n.s.
Scaffoldings 17.74*** 13.28*** 9.84*** n.s. R > W, V, C R > W, M, C
Elaborations 14.62*** 14.53*** 7.01*** n.s. R > W, V, C R > W, M, C
Praise 14.33*** 12.44*** 9.33*** n.s. R > W, V, C R > W, M, C
Criticism 14.43*** 7.94*** 7.82*** n.s. R > W, V, C n.s.
Story/illustrations 12.31*** 8.73*** 4.62*** M > C R > W, V, C R > W, M, C
Print/alphabetic 
skills

19.28*** 15.50*** 8.67*** n.s. R > W, V, C R > W, M, C

Story grammar 11.85*** 17.95*** 6.85*** n.s. R > W, V, C R > W, M, C

Note. D dialogues, MID maternal-initiated dialogues, CID child-initiated dialogues, R reading 
group, W writing group, V visuo-motor group, C control group
**p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001

Comparing the groups in each wave showed that at pretest, the groups did not 
differ on any of the measures. In the immediate posttest, the SBR intervention group 
significantly surpassed all other groups on all characteristics. The other three 
groups – writing, visuo-motor skills, and control – were statistically indistinguish-
able from each other. At the delayed posttest, the SBR group outperformed all other 
groups on all characteristics except two (number of dialogues with criticism and 
number of child-initiated dialogues), and the three groups were again statistically 
indistinguishable.

Analyses of the six characteristics revealed a consistent picture. The effects of 
wave, group, and the Wave × Group interaction were all significant. In the SBR 
group, dyadic reading increased substantially and significantly on all measures from 
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pretest to the immediate posttest and somewhat declined, on all measures, from the 
immediate to the delayed posttest. This decline reached significance on two mea-
sures out of six (number of mother-initiated dialogues and number of dialogues with 
scaffolds). Nevertheless, dyadic reading remained significantly higher at the delayed 
posttest than at pretest on all six measures. In contrast, in the three other groups 
(writing, visuo-motor, and control) the six characteristics of dyadic reading remained 
statistically indistinguishable on all three waves.

Analyses of intervention group by topic are presented in the lower parts of Tables 
3 and 4. Almost all the dialogues initiated by mothers at the pretest were on story 
and illustrations. We examined whether guiding mothers in SBR increased their 
prompts on this topic as well as on topics that they regularly neglected – print and 
story grammar.

Although most dialogues were on story and illustrations, all three topics revealed 
a consistent picture. The effects of wave, group, and the interaction between them 
were all significant. Bonferroni comparisons showed that in the SBR group, dia-
logues related to all three topics increased significantly from pretest to the immedi-
ate posttest and declined significantly but to a lesser extent from the immediate to 
the delayed posttest. Consequently, in this group, dialogues related to all three top-
ics remained significantly higher on the delayed posttest compared to the pretest. In 
contrast, in the three other groups (writing, visuo-motor, and control) dialogues 
relating to all three topics remained statistically indistinguishable across waves.

Comparing the groups in each wave showed that at the two posttests, the SBR 
group significantly surpassed all other groups on all three topics. At pretest, no 
group differed from another on any topic, except in one case (on Story/illustrations 
the visuo-motor group scored higher than the control group, Table 4).

5.3 � Child’s Age and Maternal Education: Regression Analyses

To predict each characteristic of interactive reading during the immediate and the 
delayed posttests, we ran regression analyses with four predictors: child’s age, 
maternal education, performance on the predicted characteristics at pretest, and 
group. The previous analyses indicated that the interactivity during storybook read-
ing increased due to the intervention only in the SBR group. Therefore, to assess 
group effect, we compared the SBR group to the three other groups combined (writ-
ing, visuo-motor, and control).

The regression analyses included two models of predictors. Model 1 included 
child’s age, maternal education, pretest scores, and group; Model 2 added three-way 
interaction – Group × Child’s age × Maternal education.

Pretest scores and group had effects on all scores at the immediate posttest. 
These two unique factors combined explained 42% of the variance on the number 
of mother-initiated dialogues and 17% of child-initiated dialogues. The variances 
predicted on number of dialogues with scaffolds, elaborations, praise, and criticism, 
were 54%, 36%, 46%, and 28%, respectively.
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Age had a  significant effect on immediate posttest scores only in number of 
mother-initiated dialogues; specifically, younger children were more involved in 
maternal-initiated dialogues than were older children. This finding was not moder-
ated by the three-way interactions.

At the immediate posttest, the three-way interaction of Group  ×  Child’s 
age × Maternal education added to the prediction of five out of six immediate post-
test scores, significantly or closely so. This interaction appeared on the number of 
child-initiated dialogues, maternal scaffolds, maternal elaborations, maternal rein-
forcements, and maternal criticisms. These interactions reflected a consistent pic-
ture: In the SBR group, among dyads including mothers with lower education 
levels, interactive reading decreased with the child’s age. These mothers used more 
scaffolds, elaborations, reinforcements, and criticisms for younger than for older 
children. At the same time, younger children of mothers with lower education initi-
ated more dialogues with their mothers than older children. No such effects were 
found for mothers with higher education in the SBR group or for mothers with 
higher or lower education in the other groups combined.

In sum, the regressions explained 44% of the variance in the number of mother-
initiated dialogues and 22% of the variance in the number of child-initiated dia-
logues. Regarding the number of dialogues including maternal scaffolds, 
elaborations, reinforcements, and criticisms, the models explained an impressive 
57%, 40%, 52%, and 33% of the variances, respectively.

At the delayed posttest, pretest characteristics and group had considerable effects 
on all delayed posttest scores. These factors combined uniquely explained the num-
ber of mother-initiated dialogues (33%) and the number of child-initiated dialogues 
(23%). These factors also explained maternal scaffolds (27%), elaborations (27%), 
praise (32%), and criticisms (20%).

The regressions explained 34% of the variance in the number of maternal-
initiated dialogues and 23% of the variance in number of child-initiated dialogues. 
For the number of dialogues including maternal scaffolds, elaborations, reinforce-
ments, and criticisms, the models explained 29%, 32%, 33%, and 27% of the vari-
ances, respectively.

6 � Discussion

6.1 � Interactive Reading: Enhanced Specifically by Training 
in Reading

The goal of this chapter was to describe a study that explored how guiding mothers 
from low SES backgrounds in how to mediate learning applied to different joint 
activities would affect storybook reading. We expected that directing mothers in 
reading storybooks interactively would improve their reading quality more than 
guiding the mothers in other joint activities, that is, writing or visuo-motor skills. 
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Moreover, we investigated transfer effects, whether guiding mothers in the latter 
joint activities would contribute to interactive storybook reading more than would 
no intervention. Results partly accorded with expectations. While directing mothers 
in mediated learning applied to storybook reading had impressive effects on all 
measured aspects of interactive reading, directing mothers in the other joint activi-
ties had no effect on these measures.

The effects of the Shared Book Reading (SBR) intervention on interactive read-
ing were remarkable in the context of the characteristics of habitual reading of sto-
rybooks of these mothers before the intervention. Reading characteristics at pretest 
were similar to those that have appeared in the literature dealing mainly with 
younger and higher-SES populations. First, the literature indicates that in habitual 
storybook reading mothers rarely engage the child (Huebner & Meltzoff, 2005). 
Similarly, in the current study, we found that the number of dialogues initiated by 
mothers was relatively low. Second, mothers usually contribute more to the dis-
course during reading than do their children (Curenton et al., 2008). Here, mothers 
contributed 2.7 times more to dialogues than did their children. Finally, mothers 
initiated dialogues during reading that focused almost entirely on the story (i.e., the 
plot, the behavior of the story’s characters) and illustrations, often ignoring print 
characteristics and story grammar (e.g., reference to the protagonist or the story’s 
solution). Disregarding print, even when the children are kindergartners about to 
start school the next year, may stem from the possible distractive effect it may have 
on the on-going processing of the story. Ignoring story grammar may reflect limited 
maternal comprehension that books portray the general scheme of narrative that can 
help their children in text comprehension. Perhaps mothers do not recognize the 
potential that meta-cognitive conversations regarding the hero, the plot, etc. can 
have on their children’s comprehension of stories.

Guiding mothers in interactive reading during  the seven-week intervention 
enhanced their reading quality across the board in the immediate posttest. Mothers 
tripled the number of times they initiated dialogues with their children, thereby 
greatly increasing their children’s discourse during reading. They used dialogues 
with scaffolds and elaborations, five and four times more, respectively, than at pre-
test. Mothers also initiated more dialogues including praise and criticisms, showing 
that the dialogues were more evaluative and instructive. Notably, the children initi-
ated dialogues – asking questions, demanding clarifications – 2.5 times more after 
the intervention. Our results are in line with a recent meta-analysis that showed that 
book reading interventions have a large effect on caregiver book-sharing compe-
tence (Dowdall et al., 2020).

Maternal interactive reading slightly decreased but sustained its heightened level 
relative to the pretest at the delayed posttest, measured 2.5 months following termi-
nation of the intervention. Maintenance emerged on all measured aspects of mater-
nal reading. This result corroborates previous findings on delayed posttests on 
trained interactive reading, mainly based on small samples (Abarca, 2018; Blom-
Hoffman et al., 2007; Briesch et al., 2008; Huebner & Meltzoff, 2005).
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6.1.1 � New Prompts: Print and Story Grammar

Discourse on print and on story grammar has hardly been mentioned in the literature 
on storybook reading. The inclusion of dialogues on print was motivated by the rich 
evidence indicating the significance of alphabetic skills and print concepts acquired 
in preschool for reading and writing acquisition in first grade (Foulin, 2005; 
Goswami, 2003; Lyytinen et al., 2006; National Reading Panel, 2000; Shatil et al., 
2000). Research has shown that interactive reading enhances print concepts (Mol 
et al., 2008, 2009). It has also been shown that children can be alerted to print during 
interactive reading (Justice & Ezell, 2002; Justice, et  al., 2002), and that such a 
practice enhances children’s print and word knowledge (Justice, et al., 2006). The 
motivation to encourage mothers to initiate dialogues on story grammar was based 
on the conclusion drawn from a review, stating  that story comprehension is sup-
ported by analyzing stories within the framework of story grammar (Gersten et al., 
2001). The intervention raised the number of these two types of prompts, but these 
prompts remained minor.

6.2 � Why Transfer Failed to Occur, and What Could 
Facilitate Transfer

The expectation that guiding mothers in other joint activities, that is to say, writing 
and visuo-motor skills, would improve the nature of their storybook reading quality 
relative to the control group of no intervention was refuted. In general terms, the 
rich literature shows that transfer of training is a highly regarded but not very com-
mon outcome of training, the reasons not being entirely clear (Haskell, 2000).

Many of the mothers who were not trained in reading interactively were in the 
habit of reading storybooks to their children (as indicated in maternal reports), and 
this may account for the resistance of storybook reading interactivity to change. 
Further, parents have been found to view storybook reading as a context for bonding 
with the child and a time of enjoyment, more than as a context for learning (Audet 
et al., 2008). This view has been supported by the mass media where parents are told 
that storybook reading contributes to the child’s security by creating an atmosphere 
of warmth, tranquility, and caring (Ben-Gur, 2009). Therefore, unless parents 
endorse the view that storybook reading is a teaching-learning opportunity and are 
encouraged to read interactively and guided in how to do so, they may be unaware 
of other ways that reading might be productive. Interventions that include some 
direct parental guidance to use the knowledge that they gained in one domain to 
promote their children in other domains may help parents to make a transfer. For 
example, if parents receiving guidance in the writing program were taught to ask 
their children questions in different activities, perhaps they might also have pro-
gressed in interactive book reading.

Promoting Mother-Child Shared Book-Reading Interactions: The Direct and Delayed…



438

6.3 � Child’s Age and Maternal Education

In a meta-analysis, the effect of interactive reading on children’s vocabulary was 
found to decrease with children’s age, from 2–3 to 4–6-years-old (Mol et al., 2008). 
The authors suggest that older children may need less interactive reading with par-
ents, becoming better able to monitor story comprehension and ask questions on 
their own. We found that with children’s age, particularly mothers with lower edu-
cation (within our low SES sample) changed their level of interactivity. Specifically, 
mothers trained to read interactively increased their interactive reading from pretest 
to posttests, but those with lower education were less interactive with the child’s 
increasing age. These mothers used more scaffolds, elaborations, reinforcements, 
and criticisms for younger than for older children. Concurrently, younger children 
of mothers with lower education in the SBR group initiated more dialogues with 
their mothers than did older children. This finding suggests that maternal interactive 
reading tends to decline when children get older, as mothers believe their children 
to need less assistance (De Temple & Snow, 2001), and this belief is held more by 
mothers with a lower education. In addition, within a sample of mothers from low 
SES backgrounds, mothers with a lower education may have greater difficulty in 
crafting challenging questions for older children, which would lead to high-quality 
discourse. These explanations corroborate the finding that dialogic reading has been 
found to be more productive for children whose mothers were more highly educated 
(Mol et al., 2008).

6.4 � Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research

The slight decrease from immediate to delayed posttest, apparent in this and in pre-
vious studies, may suggest that maintenance of interactivity requires some boosting 
(e.g., phone calls) following the intervention. However, it may alternatively be pro-
posed that the degree of interactivity in the immediate posttest was perhaps to some 
extent overdone, due to the intensive intervention. The decrease in the delayed post-
test may have moved the interactivity to a more convenient level. Currently, we have 
no evidence regarding the optimal level of interactivity in storybook reading (appro-
priate per age or literacy level), or to the amount of support parents need to maintain 
interactivity in the long run. These important issues deserve investigation.

No transfer of mediating learning in other joint activities to interactive reading 
occurred. If we had suggested to mothers trained in mediating learning of other 
activities that they consider applying these principles to storybook reading, it is pos-
sible that they could have done it. Such an additional investment could have been 
productive. No such suggestion was offered in the current study. Future studies 
should try elaborating procedures to enhance mother-child verbal interactions 
across a wide variety of contexts, including storybook reading.
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In sum, the substantial improvement in interactive reading that emerged in this 
study raises the hope that such rich reading interactions may continue in the SBR 
group. Professionals should directly guide parents in how to read to their children. 
Parents as well as educators should be encouraged to acknowledge this potential 
and use the context of shared book reading for rich conversations with children.
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