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~wLet's Read Together": Young Children's
‘ Assisted Storybook Iﬂteractlons

< \ N Beverly Otto
' " Northwestern ‘University

"let's read together" 1s a phrase often heard in young

»

children's early encounters w1tn storybooks. 'Readlng
together' adults and children. share storybooks before bed—”

time or at varlous tlmes durlngvthe day. The purpose of this

paper is to descrlbe young chlldren s emergent readlng ‘abil-

‘ities through analysis of thelr a551sted storybook 1nterac-

Y

tions in a research‘settlng.
_ The acquisiti6ﬁ of literacy has been recently deseribed .
within a developmental perspective;. Knowledges about written

language and reading are'thought to begin to develop during

the years prior to formal iﬁétruction (Doake, 19813 Rossman,

4
- .

. oV

.



Otto 2
1980; Schickedanz, 1978 Sulzby, 1982a; Teaie.'198é). Deyelop-
‘ ment'occurs'within a social context. The socxal interactlon'

‘ theory of Vygotsky (1978) prov1des a theoret1ca1 ba81s for the
hlghly Interactlve nature of development. Vygotsky proposed !
that every functlon in the child's cultural development
appears first on the interpsychological level and then later
on the 1ntrapsycholog1cal level. "According to Vygotsky's

- social 1nteractlon theory. literacy would begin at the inter-
| ’ psychologlcal level of functlonlng when adult and child inter-
‘act with each other:and some form of written ianguage.- Through
_contidued ekperiences the'child would éradually'internalize
the processes necnssary for 1ndependent readlng. |
The relevance of Vygotsky s social 1nteractlon theory to
the acqu1s1u10n of 11teracy has been supported by Teale (1982)
and Taylor (1980) - Teale (1982) described the young child's
| 11teracy env1ronment as belng constructed by the 1nteractlons
be tween the child and those persons around him/her. The' -
beglnnlng stages of llteracy 1nteract10ns are thought to be
'1nt°rpsycholog1cally constructed. ‘
_Taylor (1980) described the social context of learnlng.
to read and _write -within the famlly. The medlatlon of the
literacy event provided by the adult (or older slbllng) ‘was

described as being on the level of interpsychological func-
tioning.. *

~

Vygotsky (19?8) used the term “zone of proxlmal devel-’

N opment” to descr1be dlfferences -in the ch11d°s performance

< -
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when working with an adult and when working alone. In site

\

_ uations where the child and adult are 1nvolved 1n task com-

pletion the child is thought to be us1ng abilities and know-

,g ledges that are in the process of development but that do

not yet function on an independent level. ' Thus, examining

instances of assisted reading may be a fruitful way.of look-

ing at the early development of knowledges-about‘reading and

_ written language within the child's zone of proximal develop-

ments:

The acquisition of literacy has been described as involv- =

ing a complex trans1tion from oral to written language

.(Sulzby. 1982b, 1983). Research by Sulzby (l982b 1983)

l-described the type of language used by children when inter-

acting 1ndependent1y with a storybook: such language may have
oral language -1like and/or written language like characteris-
tics, Oral- lihe language is that typically used in face-to-
face converSationf’ It is highly 1nteract1ve and depends upon

the present context for comprehens1on of the message. Written_

like 1anguage is that typically found in printed text. It is

_ primarily decontextualized (Olson. 1977) and 1ts comprehens1on

dées not depend upon the 1mmediate context.-

Analysis of assisted storybook interactions in terms of
the type.of language used by the child has the.potential to
further the examination of children's emergent reading abil-

ities. The research described herein focuses on.the assisted

storybook interactions of young children-and is part of a

" larger study'in which independent storybook interactions were

elicited.



Subaects R S  "
The children included in the study were enrolled in a

day care center in a northwestern suburb of Chicago. Twenty-

four chlldren (mean age 4-1, range 2 8 to, 4-8) took part 1n

a study in May and 1? (mean age 3-7, range 2 5 to 5- 2) took

part in August. Of those ch;ldren eleven hji\ass1sted story-

book interactions., This paber wili focus on\ their assisted

_ \
storybook interactions. Segments of storybook 1nteract;onss‘

€

of flve chlldren w111 be used to 1llustrate the categorlesf
he

Ca )

of behav1or d1scussed below.

.Mgterlgls

For .each study bgoks were selected by ‘the 1nvest1gator‘
to be used by - teachers 1n the classroom. The books were read
at group. storytlme dur1ng a two-week period precedlng the

rd

‘ q'lnterV1ews. The books were also available for-the children: s

individual use,durlng the day for th;\two—week perlod. A
3 totgl ot twelve books were introduced to the cl?ssroon,‘six‘.

_;n May and.six_in_August. ‘Amongfthese were fiveibooks’used.
previousiy in studies of emergent reading (Doake,-l981§n ‘
Haussler, 1982; Holdaway. 1979, bchlckedanz. 1981; Sulzby,n
1982a). rach- book used in the Tirst study was parallel in
story content and-text style to a book in the second study.
_Four copies of each book were provided so that each child
would hsie access to one of the books dufing,the individual

storytimes that occurred during the day.

i
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':Urocedures

"*ncIuang Qage tu”nlng. Durlng the asS1sted readlnv the .
e

' bn g;ven. ;Thetilnal encouragemeﬁ% 1nvolved the,greatest

'storJ cdhtent not preV1ously mentloned.‘ o . 'f . _’
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The storybook interviews took place 1n a quiet room

-

near theaclassroom. BeIore Leav1ng the classroom the Chlld

was. asked to’ brlng a iavorlte stuffed animal. Th° animals

were used to proV1de tne chllcren w1th a famlllar obaect to

R ‘- . -

take to the 1nterv1ew and to help creﬂte an audlenc " for

J . SN

‘ tne storybook 1nteractlon. .The‘1nterv1ew: were’v;deotaped

'and audiotaped: kf - IR ‘ -

~

tTwo books were used for each interview: the book that

had been read'mostffrequently'at tHe group storytimes(and;
. ~4 “

each child‘s:self‘sclec+éd'favor*te. Each frlld was flrst

asked to "read The oook to SnooDJ (name of animal) and me.

o

(the axam bé Je" . In.cases in wthP the child did not respond

to this- 1n1t al:p onvt four addltlonal encouragements could

- LN

amount-of assismanceJ "Let s tead 1t tcgether.v. The %}orJ

~ o

was then read by ‘the examlner at a moderately slow pace. . T

. .

K
1

'wlth pauses: at po:nts Jud 2d *o allow for predlctlon. Ly

'S

_—

Submequent behav1ors by the exaﬁ?her were determlhed by

tne chili's on-gornv responses to ‘the. readlng»bf the story._

)

o )..V

examlner oc~351onally used. questlonlnv and. co&mentlng in- an

'attempt to st‘mulate the child s response to the bdok The.."

questlons and comments were des1vned to avold 1ntroduc1ng

Al -~

~

. -

Transcrlptlon of Vldeoiand Audio Tapes o . <.
- -
- = Each.child's storybook 1nterv1ew was transcrlbed by two TN

aSS1stants. Transcrlptlons included the ch11d s verbal
_ S “

Car
.
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béhav1or. the examiner's verbal behavior, and selected non-
: verbal behav1ors? The selected non-verbal behav1ors 1nbluded
page turning, pointing, and’ 11ne of gaze.:
fAﬂélysis gf'Asslsted Stggybgok Intergctions" o

The assisted/storyhook'interactioﬁs“weresexanined for
features thought to be related to knowledges about writtenb
language and reading. The focus of th1s analysis was on the
type of language found in the chmldren S-responses. 'Type
of language' refers to the oral- llke ‘or.written-like character
of the chlld's verbal-response.
SO ' . Results

Préliminary analysis of the assistedystorybook inter-
actionsiindlcated’a variety of responses. Some children
responded only non-verbally. P-4 polntlng to the picture.
In contrast other chlldren became very involved verbally in

_re-creaclng the story w1th adult ass1stance. Storybook inter-

actions also varled in' the type of language -used by the chlld—

. reny The responses of some chlldren were oral language llke.

, conta1n1ng d1alog1c or conversatlonal character1st1cs. Other

children's responses ﬂere written languagerllke ‘and contained ‘

fragments of the exact wording of the:text.

s of Response
During further analysiS'of’the assisted storybook inter-
_actions'respcnses appeared to fall into five categoriesa

Each category is described below,

W w. In this type of storybook inter-

’

» action the child responded non-verbally to the examiner's
. q.,“ :

L

-
&
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pauses,. e.g. polntlng ta the pncture. If a tex;v or story- .
Irelated question was asked the’ chlld sometimes responded w1tﬂ
alshake or a nod of the head. |
For example, 1n the segment below Joy (age 3-“) respond-
ed to the text pause by p01nt1ng to. the 1llustr§tlon of the
monster; but made no verbal response.

L

Interaculon

Text; Where the Wild Things

- «(Sendak

1

. . )
Child: (lookipg"at adult) (pageilj)
Adult: and in and out of ,and in and out of
- weeks and almost - weeks and almost
‘over a year to where ' over a year tc where
the (pause) the wild things ares
Child: (looks at picture and “ .

moves a little, but
does not turn page
though pause is long.
Then child points to
a monsSter in'the -
illustration.)

Adults wild things are.
Child: (turns to page 17) _ ,
Egnvggsgt;gggl respggse. In this category a verbal

turn- taklng occurred between the child:and. examiner that
had dlsloglc qualities. There were two levels -of responsei'
in this category. ~At»the low level tgziehild responded to
the text pauses with a comment or qyestion aﬁout the immed-
iate interview context, which may’o g{ not have been-relat-
ed ‘to the storybook. -The follow1ng example of Patrick's
(age 2-8) interaction illustrates this lower level of the

conversational response category. -
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ext » You My Mother?
%Eastman5

Interaction

3

Adults THe-kif%én just ' (page 23)
looked and looked. The kltten just- looked
It did not say. .and looked. It did not
(pause) - say a thing. '
Child: bear (starts to v

play with bear's
nose agaln)

Adult: a thing. , - B
Child: This little bear-
(squeezes bear's
nose) )
Adult: Um-hmm. This ~
little bear is
listening to your
story that you're

reading out of the
book.

Child:s There's a rock in
there. (still
touching bear's »
nose) .

Adult: Could be.

Childs There's a rock in
there. (touching

7 bear's eye)

Adult: Could be. (long

pause) Let's go on
_ with our story.

Child: (nods)

In Patrick's storybook interaction he appeared to be
concerned with the immediate context (i.e. bis audience)
rather than w1th re-creatlng the story 11ne or story text.
At the hlgher level of thls category the 1nteractlon also

_ nad conversational quallt;es. however1 the child took the .

lead in interacfing with the book and struétured a dialogue '




about the story rather than creating a story °text’
Sulzby & Otto,

tional categofy is illustrated in the segment below b%,Jack's

1982)0 i

(age 4-2) interaction.

Interaction

Child:

Adult;
Child:

Adult:
Child;:

Adult:

Childx

_Adult:
Child:

‘Said,
'mother°"

Hey, you know

“(turns to pages

48-49) Hey, you

know what the 1ittle -
- bird said?

Z
e

(pause) <What?

"Are you my

(dhuckles) He did?

reah. Except it

didn't say anything.

(looks at adult)
You know what it
said? It said,

"Snort.” (still

" looking at adult)

(laughs)

Is that a Snort I -
think? (points to

_ “steam shovel in
" picture, looks at,

adult) R
Is it?

(turns to pages
50-51)  Yeah.
(begins to turn
page, then goes. back
to pages 50-<51)

~ Hey, there door.

on the bottom.

. (points to picture
- on page 50) :

“bird.
"I have to get out of here!"

Otto 9

(d.f.

The higher level of the conversa-

ext & u My Mother?

Eastman

(pages 48- 49),

But the big thlng Just said,
"Snort.” "Oh, you are not
my mother," .said the baby
"You are a Snort.

(pages 50-51)

. But the baby bdbird could not

get away. The Snort went up.
It went way, way up. And up,

up, up went. the baby bird.
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. In the above segment Jack asked a queétion about the

e
story or text and then provided the answer hlmself. ThlS

questlon-an8wer pattern was repeatéd throughout his story-
book ji:i:teraction. At the end gf'this segment Jﬁ%k referred
to the content of the illustration which was not part of

"~ the original text.

‘Semanticallv-gggivalent response. Verbal respohees in
thls category reflected the storyline or plctured action but
did not reproduce the actual langua%e of the text. 1In Cindy's
(age 4-4) éegment.peléw her responses reflected story know-

ledge as well as an awareness that the story text contained

repetitieh:‘ S ) o
Interaction = ' Texty The C t Seed )
IR » _ fKraussE : .

Adult: His father said, (pages 6-7)

(pause) I'm ' His father said, "I'm
afraid (pause) - afraid it won't come up."

Child: (looklng at adult)
—————=———Nothing*'s coming up.

Adult: And his big-brother (pages 8-9) )
said (pause) And his big brother said,
DA g . "It won't come up.”
Child: Nothing's coming up. .
' (smiling at adult
as she speaks) .

Echo-like" resgogse. Some of the chlldren repeated what
‘the examiner had Just read. In the example below Roy's
(age 4-6) echo-like responses vary in length as the length /
‘of what the adult\reads is varied,;i.e. from six words to

3

three words to one word .echo responses,
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Interaction. .. - -Text: Are You My Wothpr°
| L _ . (Eastman) '
‘Adult: The kitt £n was not (page 24)
his mothar (pause) Ths- kitten was .not his *

—_ mothar, so he went on.
Child: The kitten was not - .
his mother ! T -

Adult: so he went (pause)

By
Y
Ry

Chiid: .50 he went
Adult: on. (pause) , :
Child: on.’ ' . o ' ‘ .

Vnﬁbatim—like rssgonse. In thls cauegory are responoes

ubat Pontalned ;ragvents of the orlglnal text. The example
of Dennis’ (age 3-11) interaction contains 1nstances where

the cnild gave ver“ fim-like responses to the'pauses in text.

=

Not all o7 the pa uses in the text were responded to& howover.

-

where 2 response occurred it nad verbatlm-lee charaqterlsﬁ
i i

“tics. . ~ ) - '
- Inﬁe;gqtion_»“7‘¥;ﬂ__ﬁwgggggL__ e iu.M Mother? . . .
T . . (Eastman .
Adult:s How could I (piusé) : (page 33) :

o : ' #How could I be your 1 mother?"
Childs¢ be your mother? - said the cow. "I am,a cow."
Adult: (pause;- sa2id the \\\ ' | ' -

cow. I am (pause) " ' ,
S N - ~
Child: the co#, (turns to '

. - pages 34-35) ;

Adult: The kitten (pause) (pages 34-35) '
and the hen (pause) «~ The kitten and: the hen were
‘'were not (pause) not his mother.

-

Child: his mbth’ 'r, ' S

Adult: The dog (pause) and The dog and the cow were
" the (pause) - not his mother. -

-. Child: cow (short pause) were
: ‘not his mother.
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‘While there seems to be tentative evidence that these -
five categories of response relate to differences in oral &
and written language, further analysis and investigation
are'necessary.'~We are not ready yet to draw strong con-
clusions,from the present evidence. Further'anelysis and ~
investigafion are currently in- progress. -
;mglicét}ons for Future Research |

Severél qﬁesfions remain regarding'the relationship of
fchlldren s assisted storybook interactions to emergent
reading ablllty. Flrst, what relatlonshlps do chlldren dis-
-cover between oral and wrltten lrmguage'> Second. are there'
additional catevorles ‘of response that were not represented
.by the data in. thls study‘7 A longltudlnal study 1n which
children's assisted storybook 1nteractlons are followed would
be approprlate.; Potentlally. such ; study would aid in
' clarlfylng the validity of the categorles descrlbed ‘here as
well as the relatlonshlp between the varlous categorles.

A thlgd quest;on concerns the nature of the relatlonship
be tween assisted storybook interactions and independent story- -
boof interactions. Again, a longitudinal study wouid be
valuable.. Such researoh wouid explain further .the transition
from” 1nterpsychologlcal funﬁtlonlng to intrapsychological
functioning in -the acquiS1tlon of llteracy.' , .

1
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