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Introduction

The study of linguistic practices used by families can create an 
opportunity for their children’s language development [1]. In this 
perspective, the shared reading represents an important mode of 
interaction between parents (or significant adults) and children, 
and can promote communication, language development, 
cognition and emergent literacy skills [2]. During shared reading, 
adults and children usually succeed in maintaining a relaxed and 
pleasant conversation that could be beneficial to communicative 
interaction. Researchers have shown that while parents are 
reading a story book and asking their child questions, they also 
talk with him/her about the story and about the name of the 
things that they can see in the book [3]. These strategies have been 
related to increased word learning and functional vocabulary. 

For example, Kohm et al. (2016) assessed the relation between 
shared storybook readings and imagination, social interactions, 
affect, prosocial behavior and social play in 44 preschoolers [4]. 
After shared reading, the results presented positive relationships 
for all behaviors mentioned, and especially between receptive  

 
vocabulary and pretend play. The strategies employed by parents  
during shared reading can modify the possibility that the activity 
will have positive effects on language promotion [5]. For example, 
the type of book chosen by the parent is an important variable. 
Too complex or too simple books in terms of structure or content 
may not have a potential benefit regarding the child’s language. 
However, not all parents use many reading strategies with their 
children. Therefore, training parents’ behavior during reading is 
essential. 

Fletcher and Reese (2005) reviewed existing research on 
shared reading and discussed shared reading as a social interaction 
between three components: the parent, the child and the book 
[3]. The behavior and the characteristics of each component could 
interact/affect each other in a specific way, and consequently 
the quality of the interaction. Colmar (2014) investigated the 
impact of an intervention applied by parents and based on shared 
reading of books on the vocabulary of children in situations of 
socioeconomic disadvantage [6]. All participants were initially 
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pre-tested for receptive and expressive language skills, using 
standardized tests. Parents of children in the experimental 
group were taught how to interact with their children during the 
daily reading of books, using four components: pauses on each 
page of the book (to give the child the opportunity to initiate a 
conversation); open questions for the child about the topic of the 
book; images as discriminative stimuli to elicit comments from 
the child; conversations about the book’s contents in everyday 
moments, with pauses (important to give the child a chance to 
initiate conversation). 

“Author” used the strategy presented by Colmar 
(2014)-during reading and everyday conversations, the parents 
talk about the book they are reading-as part of an intervention 
program focused on families and assessed their effectiveness 
at improving the communication skills of their five-year-old 
children [6]. The four families participated in five meetings 
in which the researcher discussed useful strategies to help 
children to achieve new communication skills. The researcher 
observed the children in different contexts and activities during 
the intervention carried out by their parents. The analysis of the 
data highlights the efficacy of interventions focused on families 
in terms of promoting communication skills. The use by parents 
of individualized intervention [7] in order to promote shared 
reading [6] can improve vocabulary related to the picture-
story [4,8], fast scanning, and socio-pragmatic cues that involve 
conversational skills [8], imagination, social interactions, affect, 
prosocial behavior and social play [4] among preschool and 
primary school children.

The main aim of the present study was to examine mother–
child interactions during shared book reading with preschool 
children and to assess the efficacy of a brief intervention with the 
mothers to promote changes in the strategies employed by them 
and in the children’s oral language skills. The specific objectives 
were: 1) to train the mothers; 2) to detect pre- and post-test 
changes in children’s language; and 3) to analyze interactions 
between children and their mothers before and at the end of the 
intervention period. Thus, after analyzing the strategies listed in 
the literature [6], a selection was made of the ones to be shared 
with mothers in view of their importance for promoting children’s 
oral language. The situation of shared reading was considered the 
most appropriated for the implementation of the strategies and 
was expected to impact the child’s linguistic skills in various areas. 
In the present study, we opted to evaluate possible improvements 
in children’s linguistic skills in three situations: using standardized 
tests in an individual assessment, in group situations with peers, 
and in situations of reading stories, similar to the ones developed 
with their mothers during the intervention. The strategies used by 
the mother were expected to have an effect on various qualitative 
aspects of children’s performance when telling stories, such as 
social interaction and enhancing the mother-child relationship.

Methods

Participants

 The participants were eight children (three girls and five 
boys), aged 5-6 years (last level of pre-school), and their mothers. 
All of them came from a low-middle class economic background 
and attended a public school in the province of Barcelona (Spain).

Instruments

a) Navarra Oral Language Test (PLON) (Blázquez, Ayerra, 
Suso, Bidegain, & Baquedano, 2004) and the pragmatic part of the 
Revised BLOC Screening (BLOC-SR) [9]. 

b) EVALOF - Scale of Oral Language in Familiar Context 
Assessment, “Author”)

Intervention program

Five sessions were planned with all mothers. The video 
recordings and interviews in the first phase were carried out in 
the home, and the rest of the phases of the procedure at school. 
The duration of each interview was between 1 hour (individual) 
and 1 hour 30 minutes (group), with a bi-weekly frequency. The 
topics for each session were planned according to a sequence of 
strategies presented to the mothers with the aim of promoting 
improvements in the oral language of the children and in the 
communicative interactions in the family context. The strategies 
were based on previous studies on communication and families 
[6,10]. The intervention was based on Colmar (2014) [6]. Although 
the studies by Girolametto et al. (2007) [10] and “Author” had 
similar objectives, they did not focus exclusively on reading, but 
on other activities as well. 

In the first session (individual meetings), the researcher 
discussed with each mother some of the details about the natural 
communicative interactions that were already taking place at 
home, based on an analysis of the routine video observations and 
the routine interview, in particular regarding the conditions and 
the motivation to read on the part of the child and the mother. 
After the first session, each session (2-4) followed the same 
structure: 1) Discussion about the use of the strategies suggested 
in the previous session (frequency of reading, difficulties in the 
use of strategies, children’s engagement); 2) Presentation of 
new strategies, suggesting their use during the following days. 
Such presentation could involve written definitions (for example, 
definition of expansion and clarification), audio and video 
examples or other strategies; 3) Agreement about timing of next 
session. 

Agreement between observers 

The index of inter-rater agreement (independent first and 
second raters) was calculated to score the strategies used by 
mothers and the responses given by children during shared 
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reading. The number of agreements was divided by the number 
of agreements plus disagreements, multiplied by 100. The result 
was a general agreement of 95.2%.

Design 

To address the study aims, a pre-post-intervention study and 
participant observation methodology was employed. The child’s 
language skills were assessed using several tools, as well as the 
variables related to the families’ interactions. The data analysis 
included corrections based on standardized norms of the tests 
and qualitative analysis. 

Result

(Table 1) presents the results obtained using the EVALOF tool, 
before and after the intervention. (Table 1) shows the strategies 
most frequently used by mothers during shared reading and the 
least used in the post-test assessment with three mother-child 
dyads using the EVALOF. In Subscale 1, all strategies were used and 

Subscale 2, all strategies but one (self-assessment) were used. The 
score was based on the sum of the two raters’ scores (minimum 
= 6 and maximum = 18 for each item) (Table 1). All mothers used 
more strategies to teach oral language after the intervention, 
according to the EVALOF items. The mothers achieved the highest 
scores in the post-intervention test in items such as teaching their 
children to ask for information, teaching them to synthesize, and 
asking for self-assessment. For some mothers (those of Livia, Iuri 
and Adam), providing clarification and expanding on topics of 
interest were observed more frequently in the post-intervention 
test. Paulo’s mother also engaged more with strategies to take 
turns in conversation after the intervention. The results obtained 
in standardized language tests and conversations between the 
children and their mothers before and after the intervention. (Table 
2) presents the results obtained using PLON, BLOC (pragmatic) 
and the group conversation among children (analyzed using an ad 
hoc instrument) (Table 2).

Table 1: Strategies more and less used by mothers during shared reading in the pos-test with the application the EVALOF.

Strategy Mother’s behavior Child’s behavior Score/ Classification

Subscale: 1. Communication context and management

During the activity, the adult positions herself and organizes the environ-
ment in order to adapt to the characteristics of the activity performed by 

the child
🗸  18 / Most 

During the activity, the more refined physical context (lighting, noise, con-
nected devices, use of cell phones or computers, etc.) facilitates communi-

cative interaction 
🗸  18 / Most 

The adult gives the child time to participate in the communicative inter-
action 🗸  18 / Most 

The adult responds to communicative interactions initiated by the child 🗸  18 / Most 

The child finds it easy to get the adult’s attention to his/her communica-
tive initiations  🗸 18 / Most 

The child manages his/her participation in the conversation spontaneous-
ly, without any adult asking him/her to participate  🗸 17 / Most

The adult helps the child to initiate communicative interactions 🗸   17 / Most

The adult is responsive to communicative interactions initiated by the 
child 🗸  16 / Most

The child is responsive to communicative interactions initiated by the 
adult  🗸 16 / Most

Subscale: 2. Communicative functions and strategies

The child requests information  🗸   18 / Most 

The adult gives attention and/or provides the information requested by 
the child 🗸  18 / Most 

The adult takes advantage of the ongoing activity to work on aspects of 
oral language with the child 🗸   17 / Most

The child provides information  🗸 16 / Most
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  🗸   

The child uses norms of social interaction  🗸  16 / Most

The adult expands the child’s statements   16 / Most

The adult specifies the necessary prior knowledge linked to the current 
interaction 🗸  16 / Most

The child improves his/her utterances from the expansion by the adult  🗸  15 / Most

The adult clarifies the content that the child did not understand in the 
interaction 🗸  15 / Most

The adult positively evaluates the content presented by the child 🗸   15 / Most

The adult request children’s self-assessment 🗸   06 / Less

Children do not self-assess their behaviors  🗸 06 / Less

Note: Most used = from 15 to 18 points, Medium used = from 14 to 9 points, Least used = from 8 to 6 points.

Table 2: Results obtained by each child participant in PLON and BLOC tests and conversations before and after the intervention.

Test Iuri Adan Livia Lidia Gustavo Paulo Pedro Lara

PLON* (N = 13)  

    Pre NI (2) NI (2) NI (2) D (3) D (3) N (1) N (1) N (1)

    Post N (1) N (1) NI (2) N (1) NI (2) N (1) N (1) N (1)

BLOC (N = 23)  

    Pre 10 8 7 14 8 15 10 10

    Post 18 22 19 20 18 21 22 21

Conversation (57 
items in total)  

    Pre 22 26 19 9 23 21 31 17

    Post 41 57 55 39 38 44 56 54

*D: delayed        NI: needs improvement    N: normal.

Discussion

The main aim of the study was to examine mother–child 
interactions during storybook reading with preschool children and 
to assess the efficacy of a brief intervention with the mothers to 
promote the children’s oral language skills. The specific objectives 
were to train mothers, to detect pre- and post-test changes 
in children’s language, and to analyze changes in interactions 
between children and their mothers before and at the end of the 
intervention. The instrument that provides the clearest reflection 
of the intervention is the category system devised to analyze the 
interactions. (Table 2) shows other complementary results. The 
changes related to oral language skills were measured using two 
standardized tests (PLON and BLOC) and analyzing children’s 
skills under three conditions: shared reading with their mothers, 
group conversation among children, and shared reading with the 
researcher. 

Each pre-intervention and post-intervention situation were 
recorded and some were later reviewed to check the accuracy 
of the scoring. When comparing children’s pre- and post-test 
performances, all children had higher scores in the post-test. This 
suggests that the intervention with the mothers contributed to 
some extent to improving children’s language level. In the analysis 
of the PLON data, Iuri, Adam and Gustavo moved up one level, and 
Lidia moved up two levels, from level 3 (delay) to level 1 (normal). 
In a general analysis of the categories measured during reading 
episodes, all children had started to handle the book in the post-
test, and seven used the categories pauses, connective and finish 
(Figure 1). All participants performed better in the post-test than 
the pre-test. The category with the highest score (2) in all cases in 
the post-test was manipulation. With the exception of Gustavo, all 
children had maximum scores for pauses. 
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Figure 1: Pre and post-test performance of children in the categories during sharing reading with the researcher.
Note: Categories. 1: manipulation, 2: pauses, 3: connective, 4: finish, 5: synthesis, 6: narration.

When relating the children’s performances to the participation 
of their mothers in the study, the mothers of Iuri, Adam and Lidia 
participated in all sessions (n = 5) and Gustavo’s mother in three. 
In the EVALOF, all dyads had higher scores in the post-test than in 
the pre-test assessment; Iuri and Adam rose from 49% to 66.6% 
and Lidia from 55.4% to 67.1%. Based on these data, it is possible 
to hypothesize that the mothers used all the strategies at some 
point during the intervention, in response to the performance of 
all children in the four assessments mentioned. Regarding oral 
language skills, the results showed that all children improved 
some aspects of their communicative repertoire, measured by 
standardized tests and/or by the analysis of the observations of 
natural or structured situations. This type of brief intervention 
can therefore help families from other countries, as in the case of 
Iran families that participating in the study by Mirvahed (2021), 
who identified concerns about how to create teaching conditions 
for the development of their children’s language to guarantee 
higher social mobility [1].

The strategies most used by mothers with the application of 
EVALOF (Table 1) were: 1) organization of the environment, 2) 
pauses, 3) responding to the child’s communicative interaction, 
4) facilitating the initiation of communicative interactions and 
responding to them, 5) providing information, 6) attention 
to aspects of the oral language, 7) expanding the children’s 
statements, 8) specifying prior knowledge, 9) explaining the 
knowledge and 10) positively evaluating the content. Depending 
on the use of the strategies adopted by the mother, the children: 

1) called their mothers’ attention to the communicative initiation, 
2) spontaneously managed their participation, 3) reacted to the 
mothers’ communicative interactions, 4) provided information 
requested by the mothers, 5) used norms of social interaction, and 
6) expanded knowledge. 

In general, the use of strategies included in EVALOF increased 
during the period of intervention. This means that strategies 
such as allowing pauses on each page, following the child’s 
interest while they look at the books or alternating turn-taking 
in conversation were useful, because them are related to some 
included in the Subscale 1 (the adult gives the child time to 
participate in the communicative interaction, the adult responds 
to communicative interactions initiated by the child, or the child 
finds it easy to get the adult’s attention to his/her communicative 
initiations). On the other hand, strategies such as teaching how 
summarize or teaching how self-evaluate were less useful because 
they were introduced at the end of the intervention period, and 
because they were more complex for the children and probably 
far from a usual style of conversation. Some studies had reported 
that these strategies are difficult to detect in school context also 
(“Author”).

These results are consistent with those of previous studies 
[5,10] involving parents and educators and confirm the 
importance of providing parents with encouragement to engage 
in regular shared reading and improving their knowledge on how 
to promote language development through shared reading by 
considering strategies that can improve the educational potential 
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of this activity. The results replicate Barnes and Puccioni (2017) 
on the importance of describing intervention practices involving 
reading books [5]. The results coincide with the outcomes 
reported by the recent study by Brown, Westerveld and Gillon 
(2017) about the perception of 113 parents of babies and toddlers 
about shared-reading activities, specifically the strategies used by 
them to choose the target book and strategies used when reading 
with their children [11]. 

For example, the participants described the positions usually 
adopted during reading, with most of them (46%) placing the child 
on the parent’s lap, with their back to the parent, facing the book. 
A simple change in this reading environment could produce better 
results regarding language promotion, given the importance of 
eye contact and joint attention for building early communication 
skills. Although it is difficult to establish specific relations between 
some strategies used by mothers during reading-books activities, 
and some skills developed by children, because they participate 
in different activities along the day and the week interacting with 
diverse adults and other children at school or out of school, there 
is scientific evidence about the relation of the engagement of the 
mothers during the intervention meetings and in general during 
the interactions with their children and children’s improvement 
of oral language skills and replicating the previous studies [10].

The present study shows that a brief 5-session intervention 
with mothers was able to improve the oral language performance 
of the participating children, in a naturalistic setting. The 
involvement of mothers in the intervention replicates previous 
studies, and the structure of the intervention and the care taken 
with the assessments of both children and mothers guarantee 
the accuracy of the findings. Although the aim of the study was to 
carry out an individualized intervention [7], future studies could 
use a group design with control and experimental groups. Future 
studies could be designed to guarantee the functional analysis 
of both variables (intervention and natural interactions in daily 
activities), for example by including a group control or multiple 
baseline assessments. 

Future studies could obtain measures about other important 
aspects of emotional conditions of parents and family interactions 
that probably are affected by an intervention as did in present 
study. For example, Boyce et. al. (2017) discussed family-centered 
practices as effective at increasing confidence of parents about 
their own ability to promote language development [12]. The 
promotion of a better confidence of parents could be act as a 
protection factor against parent’s depression, or low-income 

situations, for example. Therefore, with regard to the main aim 
of the study, the examination of parent-child interactions during 
book reading, the results show the positive effect of these 
interactions on oral language development in children.

Implication for Practice Statement

We concluded that the use of strategies as a brief intervention 
to promote communicative interactions between adults and 
children, including those in situations of socioeconomic 
disadvantage, had an impact on the oral language skills of the 
children.
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