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Reading aloud to very young children has been described as one of the “most 

important activities for developing the knowledge required for eventual success in 

reading” (Bus, van IJzendoorn, & Pelligrini, 1995, p. 19), and it is equally as strong as 

phonemic awareness as a predictor of reading achievement (Bus et al.). In the dialogue 

around reading aloud to children, mothers are routinely envisioned as the actors. Indeed, 

much of the research on families and reading aloud centers on the mother’s role in this 

process (e.g., Ninio & Bruner, 1978; Phillips & McNaughton, 1990; Reese, Cox, Harte, 

& McAnally, 2003). 

Despite a gap in research around fathers’ roles in influencing their children’s 

general development (Cabrera, Shannon, & Tamis-LeMonda, 2007), some theorists 

indicate that fathers can play an important role in their linguistic, cognitive, and 

emotional development (Gadsden, Brooks, & Jackson, 1997; Nord, Brimhall, & West, 

1997). An understanding of what fathers contribute to read alouds with texts written in 

English in general and an examination of how those contributions vary from father to 

father may enable teachers to recognize and address differences that exist in children’s 

pre-school experiences and how those differences may be manifested in classrooms. This, 

then, may prove beneficial to educators who work with families encompassing a variety 

of demographic and structural characteristics in their efforts to support literacy 

acquisition.  
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The input provided by fathers in this study varies over a wide spectrum in terms 

of frequency and style; similarly, the invitations to think abstractly vary across multiple 

levels. In addition, the familiarity of the book being shared, both in terms of language and 

content, appears to exert a strong influence on the number of interactions and the 

invitations to think abstractly during read alouds. The implications of these findings 

suggest that we should challenge our assumptions regarding the economic and situational 

factors that result in the labeling of children as academically “at risk.” I outline actions 

for consideration by parents, educators, and stakeholders who are working with young 

children and their families to promote language and literacy development.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Statement of the Problem 

You may have tangible wealth untold; 

Caskets of jewels and coffers of gold. 

Richer than I you can never be — 

I had a Mother who read to me. 
“The Reading Mother” 

by Strickland Gillilan 

Best-Loved Poems of the American People (1936) 

 

This verse connotes the significance of a time-honored literacy event—reading 

aloud to children; it is also a reminder of the central role that mothers traditionally play in 

the parent/child activity. This study explores the question, “What about dads?” It 

investigates the read-aloud interactions of eight fathers with their preschool children and 

provides some insight into the parallel role that fathers play in a reading activity with 

texts that may not be written in their native language. The results of the study may 

provide further understanding of the contributions fathers make in guiding their 

children’s literacy development in the English language. 

Reading aloud to very young children has been described by some as one of the 

“most important activities for developing the knowledge required for eventual success in 

reading” (Bus, van IJzendoorn, & Pelligrini, 1995, p. 19) and equally as strong a 

predictor of early reading achievement as phonemic awareness (Bus et al.). Researchers 

over the years have linked reading aloud to the promotion of many requisite skills for 

reading and understanding text, including the rules of discourse, language development 
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(Burroughs, 1970; Chomsky, 1972; Kloosterman, Notten, Tolsma, & Kraaykamp, 2011; 

Mol & Bus, 2011; Ninio, 1980; Ninio & Bruner, 1978; Sim & Berthelsen, 2014), 

phonological awareness, grammatical understandings, familiarity with print (Baghban, 

1979; Clay, 1979; Sim & Berthelsen), and motivation to interact with text (De Temple, 

2001; Dickinson & Tabors, 2001; Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 1998; Snow & Tabors, 1993; 

Wasik & Bond, 2001; Whitehurst & Lonigan, 1998). Some researchers have correlated 

these skills to children’s later success in literacy acquisition and cognitive skills (Kalb & 

van Ours, 2014; Snow et al., 1998).  

There are those who question the extent of the described benefits of reading aloud 

(cf. Anderson, Anderson, Lynch, & Shapiro, 2004; Barrera & Bauer, 2003; Carrington & 

Luke, 2003; Teale, 2003; van Kleeck, Stahl & Bauer, 2003). Hindman, Connor, Jewkes, 

and Morrison (2008) found that the effects of shared book reading on emergent literacy 

outcomes vary across contexts (e.g., parent, teacher, classroom, home) and with the skill 

levels of the children (e.g., initial levels of vocabulary). They also concluded that the read 

aloud was not an ideal format for code-related learning. Scarborough and Dobrich (1994) 

found that parental reading accounts for no more than 8% of the variance in literacy-

related abilities. (These claims were refuted by Christopher Lonigan [1994], whose work 

indicated that exposing preschoolers to print materials accounts for 12 to 13% of the 

variance in early literacy skills and, considering indirect effects, could account for up to 

20% of the variance.) Hood, Conlin, and Andrews (2008) found that parent/child reading 

was not directly related to later reading abilities. They recommend that parents move 

beyond shared reading toward more formal literacy teaching.  
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In the realm of reading aloud to children, as reflected in Gillilan’s verse, one 

primarily envisions mothers as the actors. Indeed, much of the research around families 

and reading aloud centers on the mother’s role in this process (e.g., Ninio & Bruner, 

1978; Phillips & McNaughton, 1990; Reese, Cox, Harte, & McAnally, 2003). Some 

researchers believe that this focus on mothers results from the notion that fathers may be 

less involved in caregiving and teaching of young children (Schwartz, 2004) or that 

perhaps researchers interact more with mothers than fathers (Gadsden & Ray, 2003). By 

focusing solely on the influences of mothers when considering the potential benefits of 

read alouds, researchers may overlook important contributions of fathers. 

Despite this gap, in researchers have examined fathers’ roles in influencing their 

children’s general development (Cabrera, Shannon, & Tamis-LeMonda, 2007), some 

theorists indicate that fathers play an important role in their children’s linguistic, 

cognitive, and emotional development (Gadsden, Brooks, & Jackson, 1997; Nord, 

Brimhall, & West, 1997). Twentieth-century trends reveal a decline in two-parent 

families in which fathers serve as the sole breadwinner (Hernandez, 1993). Concurrently 

there has been an increase in involvement by some fathers over the past four decades 

(Pleck, 1997; Yeung, Sandberg, Davis-Kean, & Hofferth, 2001). Timely studies of 

fathers’ read-aloud practices may contribute to the field’s understanding of literacy 

events in general. The knowledge gained from such examination may enable educators to 

recognize and understand differences that exist between home experiences and school 

expectations—differences that may manifest as deficiencies in school readiness 

(Barbarin, Downer, Odom, & Head, 2010). Lessons learned from a focus on fathers could 
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also prove fruitful as education professionals work with variously structured families in 

their efforts to support children’s literacy acquisition.  

This study factored sociological elements into the observation of read-aloud 

practices in order to build an understanding of how fathers may contribute to the English 

language and literacy learning of their children. The primary criterion for cohort selection 

was fathers of children who participated in a state-funded preschool program and who 

scored relatively higher on beginning-of-the-year English language literacy assessments. 

The restriction of high scores on literacy assessment was specifically included because 

this may be an indication that effective literacy practices are occurring in these homes 

(Scarborough, 2009). This correlation, however, may be purely coincidental. Although 

there is no attempt made to establish a causal link between fathers’ practices and 

children’s literacy skills, the findings from this study may suggest a special role for 

fathers in the language and literacy development of their children.  

Delving into specific interactions between fathers and their preschoolers within 

the context of a read aloud may add to the field of knowledge by providing insight into 

how this understudied population—fathers who read to their children—may contribute to 

children’s early language and literacy learning. This contribution should be considered 

when parents, educators, and researchers contemplate the span of resources available to 

preschoolers as they gain experience in the literate world. An analysis of father/child 

interactions and fathers’ invitations into abstract thinking can aid early childhood 

education practitioners and family literacy researchers as they work with families to 

support the literacy development of children. 
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Conceptual Underpinnings 

The theoretical framework guiding this dissertation is the socio-constructivist 

theory of language and learning (Bakhtin, 1975/1981; Vygotsky, 1978; Wertsch, 1991). 

Through this lens, the study examined whether and how fathers support their children as 

they negotiate meanings of images, words, stories, and experiences within the context of 

picturebook read alouds. Additionally, it explored how those interactions differ from 

what researchers have described regarding mother/child interactions.  

Socio-constructivists propose that understanding is built through meaningful 

activity that is deemed important by the learner. However, they also assert that the 

learner’s social, cultural, historical, and political environments necessarily influence what 

and how he/she learns. Indeed, Wertsch (1991) explains that it is not possible to examine 

a person outside of his or her social and cultural context.  

According to Vygotsky (1978), learning results from interactions with a more 

knowledgeable individual—a more knowledgeable “other.” Conceptual understanding 

occurs on two planes. First, learners experience a concept interpsychologically; that is, 

while interacting with another person. Next, the learner experiences a concept 

intrapsychologically, or internally, as he or she incorporates the understanding into his or 

her own repertoire of knowledge or schema. Vygotsky described a zone of proximal 

development—the area between the point at which a child can perform with the 

assistance of a more knowledgeable other and the point at which the child can perform on 

his or her own. This is the zone in which conceptual change occurs, as cognitive 

dissonance causes conflict between what the child already knows and what the child does 
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not yet know. Vygotsky believed that this is the zone in which supported and scaffolded 

instruction should occur. It is in this zone that a father may serve as the more 

knowledgeable other and influence what the child gains from a story being read.  

Bakhtin (1975/1981) also believed that learning takes place through interaction 

with others, but his research focused specifically on verbal interactions. Bakhtin’s 

dialogism suggests that a listener receives a message from a speaker. As he or she 

perceives the message, the individual considers, reacts, argues, and augments the 

message, then responds to the speaker. The speaker (now the listener) then perceives the 

response message and repeats the process—considering, arguing, reacting, and 

responding. According to Bakhtin, it is through this interchange between speaker and 

listener that conceptual changes occur. 

Parents of preschoolers have a special role in the early learning of their children, 

because they have intimate, extended contact with them on a daily basis. Babies begin to 

construct an understanding of the world around them by interacting with their parents, 

siblings, and caregivers. Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development helps explain how 

parents (or others who are very close to the child) support a child’s learning through 

collaboration or interaction at a specific level that is neither too simple nor too advanced 

for the child (i.e., within the child’s zone of proximal development). For example, when 

reading a story to an infant a parent might use his or her understanding of the child’s 

development to elicit a finger-pointing response to “Where’s the duck?”; on the other 

hand, the parent of a preschooler may appeal for a more complex explanation by using a 

more complex question: “Why is the duck’s head under the water?” This dialogue 
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becomes increasingly complex and abstract as the child is supported through the process 

of conceptual change. 

As children develop, they are able to generate and improve their communication 

and literacy skills as a result of the collaboration, support, and feedback provided by 

caregivers. Heath (1982) designates this phenomenon as “ways of taking”—the practice 

of using and learning from language that involves participation in literacy events and 

negotiation of meaning. Socio-constructivism rejects the concept that learning is a 

passive process (Lichtman, 2010). Teale (1984) expands on this idea: 

Book-reading episodes are a type of social interactional activity from which the 

child can internalize features necessary for reading and writing. We have evidence 

that such episodes are mutually negotiated activities. Virtually all analyses of 

what occurs when parents read to their children (or when teachers read to their 

students) show that the events are socially interactive ones in which the actual 

reading of the text and the meaning produced in the reading are constructed 

through a cooperative negotiation between adult and child. (p. 118) 

Teale supports the notion that children learn ways of taking (meaning) from text just as 

they learn conventions of print and orthographic information. The studies reviewed by 

Teale did not include fathers; thus, we cannot speculate regarding how fathers contribute 

to ways of taking.  

Other researchers reject the assumption that learning happens in isolation as well. 

Nieto (1999) states,  
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Learning develops primarily from social relationships and the actions of 

individuals that take place within particular sociopolitical contexts. That is to say, 

learning emerges from the social, cultural, and political spaces in which it takes 

place, and through the interactions and relationships that occur among learners 

and teachers. (p. 2) 

Learning (whether language, literacy, or anything else) is actively constructed with the 

assistance of a more knowledgeable other. This theory was applied to the examination of 

interactions invoked by fathers in this study; doing so allows one to describe more clearly 

the ways in which the fathers work with their children to negotiate (or jointly construct) 

meaning around texts during a read aloud. The results from this examination will 

complement existing research regarding the ways mothers share stories with their 

children.  

The context through which meaning making was examined in this study was the 

read aloud; the nature of father/child interactions that occur within this activity were 

specifically examined. Of particular interest among the results are the father/child 

exchanges that demonstrated, perhaps unwittingly, guidance by the father toward 

meaning making. Bruner (1986) described the relationship among language, thought, and 

socialization as he explained a belief held by Vygotsky: 

Conceptual learning [is] a collaborative enterprise involving an adult who enters 

into dialogue with the child in a fashion that provides the child with hints and 

props that allow him to begin a new climb, guiding the child in next steps before 

the child is capable of appreciating their significance on his own. It is the “loan of 
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consciousness” that gets the child through the zone of proximal development. 

(p. 132)  

As they grow and develop, children work to make sense of the world. Their encounters 

with caring adults around them provide one level of support that encourages this 

development. The read aloud may offer a unique venue from which to examine the 

meaning making that occurs as children and parents jointly examine pictures, solve 

problems, share ideas, connect experiences, and build meaning throughout the activity. 

Several education researchers have previously endeavored to describe ways in which 

another social group—teachers and students—negotiate meaning during classroom read 

alouds (Clay, 1991; Pentimonti & Justice, 2010; Price, Bradley, & Smith, 2012).  

Studies indicate that children may respond to literature in much the same way as 

the adults with whom they are reading respond (e.g., Flood, 1977; Roser & Martinez, 

1985). Teale (1984) believes that children are socialized into the process and that the 

benefits gleaned from the experience depend, to a degree, on “how the activity is played 

out in interaction with the parent” (p. 114). Therefore, a deeper examination into the 

specific ways the activity progresses when fathers are the reading partners may help 

develop an understanding of how they guide interactions and, hence, socialize their 

children. Some researchers believe that mismatch between home and school uses of 

literacy may be one cause of children’s difficulties with literacy early in their schooling 

(Barton, 1994; Heath, 1983).  

The role of fatherhood is changing, varied, and contested (Hacking, 1999). This 

can be observed in twenty-first century trends, such as the increase of single-mother-led 
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households in some situations and increasing father involvement in others (Cabrera, 

Tamis-LaMonda, Bradley, Hofferth, & Lamb, 2000). Furthermore, research indicates that 

fathers influence their children’s development in multiple and assorted ways (Amato & 

Rivera, 1999; Furstenberg & Harris, 1993; Gottman, Katz, & Hooven, 1997; Nord, 

Brimhall, & West, 1997). These factors compel us to consider more earnestly the ways 

that fathers influence their children’s development. A deeper understanding of 

father/child interactions within specific literacy contexts (such as the practice of reading 

aloud) may provide information about the value and the manner of fathers’ interactions 

with their children. This could be beneficial to researchers and educators who work with 

parents and their preschoolers. As they promote the literacy development of their 

students, education professionals can learn about the book-sharing practices that the 

students have engaged in with their fathers and perhaps better understand and build on 

those prior experiences. 

In this study, the theory of socio-constructivism was applied to an examination of 

1) what fathers offer in styles of interaction during story reading and 2) invitations to 

think abstractly—two factors that researchers correlate with literacy learning (De 

Temple, 2001; Mol, Bus, deJong, & Smeets, 2008)—as well as 3) book familiarity, 

another factor that may influence interactions around books (Goodsitt, Raitan, & 

Perlmutter, 1988; Martinez & Roser, 1985; McDonnell, Friel-Patti, & Rollins, 2003). 
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Purpose of the Study 

This study examined the particular social language contributions made by fathers 

as they read texts written in English to their preschoolers. The cohort for this study 

included fathers of children who were participating in a state-funded preschool program 

and who had attained high scores on beginning-of-the-year literacy and vocabulary 

assessments. This population sample was chosen because preschool children showing 

higher than average aptitude on early literacy assessments may be favored with beneficial 

interactions at home. An unknown variable that arose in this sample is that at least half of 

these fathers were non-native English speakers, and the literacy events that were recorded 

for this study were conducted only in English.  Thus, the events recorded in this study 

may or may not reflect home literacy practices.  Nevertheless, examining the ways 

fathers interact with their preschool children through these recorded read aloud sessions 

may reveal yet-unexamined patterns of interactions. Marilyn Cochran-Smith (1984) 

advises that 

. . . the idea of making sense of stories as a constructive process lends an 

important perspective that can be a starting point for many kinds of story reading 

research. When we look at adult-child interactions during story readings, for 

example, we [consider how this] is part of a process of socialization into literacy. 

(p. 10).  

By examining a sample of father/child interactions, new or different information 

may be gleaned that could aid in recognizing the range of resources and knowledge 

young children bring to kindergarten. Educational institutions might, therefore, be better 
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equipped to build on these interactions and further support children’s literacy experiences 

in and out of school.  

The research question that guided this study was this: 

• How does a sample of fathers of preschoolers who are deemed well 

prepared on early language and literacy assessments invite their children 

to interact and think abstractly around familiar and unfamiliar texts during 

read alouds? 

My research begins to identify literacy resources and knowledge developed through this 

complex social group (father and child)—whether through their style of interaction 

(general pattern of utterances), invitations to think abstractly, or familiarity with the text. 

This is important within the context of the constructivist learning process because 

learning involves building upon what one already knows (Bruner, 1986). My findings 

may inform teachers as they promote the cognitive, linguistic, and emotional 

development of students in their classrooms by beginning to capture what students’ 

language and literacy experiences within the presence of texts. Martinez (1983) states, 

“. . . educators must attempt to understand the child’s view of reading if they are to 

ensure that the reading experiences the child encounters in school match the child’s 

expectations” (p. 208). This necessarily includes contributions that fathers offer to their 

children prior to school experiences.  

In the next chapter, I describe existing research around read alouds and their 

significance in literacy learning. I also review some specific aspects of read alouds (e.g., 

frequency of book sharing, levels of interaction between fathers and children, father 
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invitations to think abstractly, and book familiarity) that are considered relevant by 

researchers studying the topic. 

  



 

14 

Chapter 2: Literature Review 

In this review of literature, I summarize the research related to read alouds and the 

benefits of this activity. I then review the literature on “ways of taking” meaning from 

books and how adults influence that taking. Next, I delve into specifics of read alouds 

and their components, including styles of father talk—that is, patterns of utterances that 

indicate general levels of interaction (interactive vs. non-interactive) and the invitations 

to think abstractly (immediate or literal discussion around the story vs. non-immediate or 

inferential discussions)—and their influence on meaning making; this is followed by a 

discussion of book familiarity and how it influences discussions around books. I then 

discuss the implications of the changing roles of fathers of young children in general. I 

conclude by summarizing what relevant research suggests regarding levels (high levels of 

interactivity vs. low levels of interactivity) and types of interactions (abstract vs. 

nonabstract) and familiarity of books. The studies reviewed included examinations of 

families reading to their children in their own native language. Because this dissertation 

examined read alouds in the English language and included some father’s whose native 

language is not English, the findings outlined may or may not apply to my sample 

population. 

The literature review included studies culled from databases commonly used in 

the field of education, primarily those offered by EBSCOHost. This includes Academic 

Search Complete, a full-text database of peer-reviewed journals, monographs, and 

conference proceedings. I did not establish any date delimitations. I included various 



 

15 

combinations of the following search terms to locate studies relevant to my topic: young 

children, childhood, preschool, storybook, read aloud, shared reading, reading*, parent*, 

and father. I also conducted hand searches through several books, including Beginning to 

Read: Thinking and Learning About Print (Adams, 2000); Preventing Reading 

Difficulties in Young Children (Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 1998); Beginning Literacy with 

Language (Dickinson & Tabors, 2001); and On Reading Books to Children: Parents and 

Teachers (van Kleeck, Stahl, & Bauer, 2003). 

Read Alouds and Their Benefits      

Parent and child interactions around books have been described as one important 

vehicle by which children learn the purposes and factors involved in learning to read 

(Kalb & van Ours, 2014; Schickedanz, 1981; Sim & Berthelsen, 2014; Smith, 1982; 

Wells, 1986). Parents have reported using read alouds to serve a variety of purposes: as 

an opportunity for a relaxing, intimate time with a child; as a vehicle to explore 

imaginary worlds with a child and develop his/her love of books and reading; or as a 

framework for teaching skills and information deemed important by a parent (De Temple, 

2001).  

Heath (1982) states,  

. . . the culture children learn as they grow up is, in fact, “ways of taking” 

meaning from the environment around them. The means of making sense from 

books and relating their contents to knowledge about the real world is but one 

“way of taking” that is often interpreted as “natural” rather than learned.  
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. . . teachers (and researchers alike) have not recognized that ways of taking from 

books are as much a part of learned behavior as are ways of eating, sitting, 

playing games, and building houses. (p. 49) 

Heath portrays the deep cultural importance of sharing and understanding stories with 

children. Reading aloud is a potentially advantageous socio-cultural tool. The focus on 

cultural significance hints at differences in socioeconomic status, language proficiency, 

and other factors that some, including policymakers, suggest contribute to the risk of 

school failure (Robbins, Stagman, & Smith, 2012). The concept of being at risk 

academically will be discussed in more detail later in this paper. 

In her review of the literature related around books and their use in middle- and 

low-income homes, Roser (2010) describes the capacity of read alouds to seed language, 

promote literacy, collect and fund knowledge, help internalize concepts, and advance 

complex thought. Other studies claim that children can gain more specific knowledge and 

skill from participation in read alouds. For example, engaging children in discussions of 

word meanings within the context of a read aloud is believed to promote vocabulary 

development (Dickinson, 1984); emphasizing rhyming and other phonological features 

may help children to segment sounds prior to their making connections to letters 

(Sénéchal & LeFevre, 2002; Sénéchal, LeFevre, Thomas, & Daley, 1998; Torppa, 

Poikkeus, Laakso, Eklund, & Lyytinen, 2006); reading aloud exposes children to 

grammatical forms and discourse rules that are apparent in stories but can be different 

from conversations (Bus et al., 1995); and analytic talk around books may build word 

knowledge and promote story understanding (Dickinson & Smith, 1994). Finally, the 
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process of reading aloud can create a familiarity with print and an understanding of how 

books work as a tool for literacy, enjoyment, and expanded conversations (De Temple, 

2001).  

In summary, shared book reading is a socio-constructive pursuit that may have a 

positive impact on early literacy and language learning. Furthermore, it can serve as a 

vehicle for adults and children to bond through participation in an enjoyable event that 

also promotes the use of language to collaborate and construct meanings. 

Ways of Taking Meaning: Adults and Children 

Heath (1982) asserts that learning to take meaning from text before one can read 

conventionally happens in accordance with one’s community rules. The effects of reading 

aloud to children may be dependent to some extent on the interactions between the child 

and the adult (Teale, 1984). Heath’s research revealed differences in the ways that 

members of a community participate in literacy events (e.g., reading bedtime stories, 

interpreting toy instructions, perusing cereal boxes, and watching television ads) and 

socialize their children into language and literacy. She encourages educators to recognize 

and appreciate a range of ways to learn and display knowledge. In addition, she asserts 

that “knowing more about how these alternatives are learned at early ages in different 

socio-cultural conditions can help the school to provide opportunities for all students to 

avail themselves of these alternatives early in their school careers” (p. 73).  

Richard Howard (1974) proposed that children learn ways of taking meaning 

from books just as they learn the conventions of print and the orthography of language. 
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To add to these conclusions of how social groups take meaning from their environment, 

this study analyzed how fathers encourage, support, and guide their children in taking 

meaning through shared book reading. This understanding may spur educators and policy 

makers to question their preconceived notions about children considered to be at risk of 

academic failure by revealing what the families contribute to literacy learning.  

Maximizing the Potential of Read Alouds  

Several studies have investigated factors associated with maximizing the potential 

of read alouds, including their frequency (Bus, van IJzendoorn, & Pelegrini, 1995; 

Hindman et al., 2008; Kuo, Franke, Regalado, & Halfon, 2004; Mol & Bus, 2011; Ortiz, 

2000; Scarborough & Dobrich, 1994; Silinskas et al., 2012) and structure or cycle (Flood, 

1977; Heath, 1980; Ninio & Bruner, 1978; Snow & Ninio, 1986; Phillips & 

McNaughton, 1990). These studies generally suggest that frequent book sharing has a 

positive correlation to language and literacy outcomes and that read-aloud cycles, or 

routines, typically follow a structured pattern. The pattern includes a warm up, asking and 

answering of questions, supporting, and post-story evaluation. Yaden (2003) believes 

patterns of read alouds are varied and dynamic, depending the child’s responses; 

additionally, some researchers assert that a child’s responses vary with age and cognitive 

capacity (Heath, 1982; Ninio & Bruner).  

Other studies have delved deeper to examine the influence of class and culture on 

the goals and forms of read alouds (Anderson, Anderson, Lynch, & Shapiro, 2004; Heath, 

1980; Reese, Cox, Harte, & McAnally, 2003). However, this study was designed to 
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examine fathers’ demonstrated invitations to interact—possible contributors to meaning 

making and literacy development—as well as the influence of text familiarity on the 

interactions. Several aspects of the book-sharing experience—specifically, frequency, 

interactivity, and father-offered invitations to think abstractly—were focus for the study.  

At-Risk Designation 

Maximizing the benefits of read alouds may be especially important for children 

who struggle to succeed in school because of various difficult situations they encounter in 

their homes or communities. These children and their families are often English language 

learners and may experience poverty or other hardships that are beyond the child’s 

control. This study examines similarities and differences among a specific group of 

fathers who experience the hardship of low income, often referred to as low 

socioeconomic status (or SES). A discussion of differences among demographics, such as 

socioeconomic status or language proficiency of families and children, often morphs into 

a discussion about factors that are considered possible obstructions to a child’s academic 

success. Children in these demographic groups are frequently designated as “at risk” for 

academic failure.  

Researchers including Sally Lubeck (1985), Elizabeth Swadener (1990), and 

Larry Cuban (1989) regard the concept of an at-risk designation as a problem that must 

be addressed. Lubeck claims that to label children and families as being at risk serves to 

position the problem of poor school performance within the child and family, rather than 

the social, economic, political, and educational institutions in which they exist. She states 
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that rather than fostering cooperation between educators and families in understanding 

factors that make achievement difficult, educators instead use the term at risk to 

stereotype children from different backgrounds. Swadener cautions researchers to 

“. . . analyze the assumptions and contexts within which educational and societal 

problems are framed” (p.19). She asserts that the at-risk label is not neutral and should be 

considered carefully in terms of its capacity to damage, disempower, or marginalize 

groups of people. In Swadener’s view, it would be preferable to place the deficit within 

the structures, assumptions, and practices of schooling.  

Cuban (1989) reinforces this position; he urges educators and public officials to 

recognize the problem of so-called at-risk students as the failure of schools to 

acknowledge and value families and communities. Furthermore, he suggests that schools 

have failed to exhibit the flexibility necessary to “. . . accommodate the diverse abilities 

and interests of a heterogeneous student body” (p. 781).  

Marian Wright Edelman (1989) conceptualizes “at-riskness” as a social condition 

rather than a personal or familial attribute. She claims that the social, economic, and 

health conditions in which some families exist can limit their children’s life chances. 

Increasingly, those risks are borne by people of color and poor families. When viewed in 

this manner, efforts to solve problems become focused on social, health, and economic 

policies that support and expand opportunities for these children. 

Pellegrini (1991); Compton-Lilly (2007); and Anderson, Anderson, Friedrich, and 

Kim (2010) consider the concept of being at risk as it relates to literacy learning. 

Pellegrini argues that literacy success is due to the contextual similarities between home 
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and school literacy events. Children from families whose practices more closely mirror 

mainstream or school practices are deemed more competent than children from families 

whose practices differ in this respect. Anderson et al. maintain that adult/child book 

sharing is not a common phenomenon in some homes. Furthermore, families differ in 

their use of what may be considered “mainstream” or “preferred” methods of reading 

aloud. For example, some families prefer didactic or moralistic approaches to book 

reading over a dialogic one (Janes & Kermani, 2001). Compton-Lilly reiterates that 

school literacy is “. . . contingent upon a complex set of practices and ways of being that 

often fail to reflect the rich strengths and abilities that are valued in home communities” 

(p. 75).  

In seeking to understand ways in which families interact around books and how 

these interactions manifest in the experiences children bring with them to school, the 

label of being at risk should be questioned. Recognizing and acknowledging different 

forms of family read-aloud experiences, whether comparable to school expectations or 

not, helps to discharge any perceived blame from children and families; differences 

become merely differences rather than deficiencies. Pellegrini (1991) states that the role 

of educators is to reveal the different rules of literacy to children; a concomitant role is to 

awaken children’s awareness of similarities and differences in literacy rules without 

judgments or value placed on home or school rules of literacy events. He asserts, “All 

labels carry with them assumptions. With these assumptions go consequences. The term 

“at-risk” is no exception; the assumptions behind the term have real consequences for 

children” (p. 380). Educators should acknowledge the experiences, strengths, and diverse 
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abilities that families and children bring to school. In addition they must acknowledge the 

systems (schools) and biases that suggest that these children are less than competent.  

Frequency of Read Alouds  

The benefits of read alouds have been said to promote language and literacy 

development (Bus et al., 1995; DeBaryshe, 1993). Bradley, Corwyn, McAdoo, and 

Garcia Coll (2001) revealed that just over half (51%) of the 6,283 mothers participating 

in the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth, reported reading to their children at least 

three times per week. The number of poor mothers who reported reading to their 

preschoolers at least three times per week—in each racial category examined—was half 

that of non-poor mothers. Moreover, there appeared to be racial differences in reported 

read-aloud frequencies; African American and Hispanic parents were reported less likely 

to read to their children than Caucasian and Asian parents. Although father involvement 

was examined in this survey, no reports of fathers’ reading frequencies were offered. The 

findings of lower frequencies of read alouds by families near the poverty level are 

supported by other researchers (c.f. Federal Interagency Forum on Child and Family 

Statistics, 2007; Raikes et al., 2006; Teale, 1986; Yarosz & Barnett, 2001). 

Other researchers, however, caution that the absence of reported read alouds does 

not indicate absence of literacy activities (Cook-Cottone, 2004; Moll & Greenberg, 1990; 

Purcell-Gates, 2004; Taylor & Dorsey-Gaines, 1988). With regard to the literacy 

practices demonstrated by families, Taylor (1997) stated, “no single narrow definition of 

‘family literacy’ can do justice to the richness and complexity of families, and the 
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multiple literacies, including often unrecognized local literacies that are part of their 

everyday lives” (p. 4). 

Some researchers have reported that fathers read aloud to their children less 

frequently than mothers do. Britto, Fuligni, and Brooks-Gunn (2002) found that 29% of 

fathers reported reading to their children during the previous week, compared to 41% of 

mothers in their study of parents of young children in American. Duursma, Pan, and 

Raikes (2008) found that fathers read less frequently to their children than mothers and 

that frequency varies by the father’s level of education and the language the he speaks at 

home. It is hoped that the results of this study may add to the sparse research related to 

fathers’ read-aloud frequencies, especially among low-income and racially and 

linguistically diverse fathers. 

Styles of Read Alouds  

A review of 27 studies that examined read alouds between parents and 

preschoolers resulted in the identification of several patterns of interactions. These 

constituted the “style” elements of the interactions observed between fathers and their 

young children as they read books together during this study. The style elements 

examined were related to 1) the levels or types of interactions (referring to the extra-

textual exchanges—those outside of the printed text—between parent and child during 

story reading) and 2) abstraction of parental talk (involving predictions and inferences 

around the story events or relating the parent’s or child’s personal experiences to the 

story). The study seeks to define the specific parental actions that seem to be most 
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beneficial for young children’s language and literacy development. This information 

becomes important in light of the socio-constructivist theory of learning that posits that a 

parent can scaffold a child’s learning through interaction (Bakhtin, 1975/1981; Vygotsky, 

1978). A focus on the style elements of read alouds (levels of interaction and abstraction) 

provides an opportunity to add more specific detail to what is known about how parents 

socialize their children into literacy through read alouds.   

Parents Display Varied Levels of Interaction  
Studies indicate that an interactive style of reading (in which adults and children 

go beyond reading the text to discuss, make comments, and ask questions about the story) 

may be more effective than a non-interactive reading style (in which the parent simply 

reads the text while the child listens to the story being read) on children’s oral language 

development and print knowledge (National Early Literacy Panel, 2008). Several studies 

on the subject of parent/child read alouds have provided details on levels of extratextual 

interactions demonstrated by parents. A meta-analysis conducted by Bus et al. (1995) 

suggests that book reading with preschoolers explains 8% of the variance in language, 

emergent literacy, and reading achievement measures. This study quantitatively analyzed 

16 studies that tied parental book reading to preschoolers to language assessments, 16 

studies that tied book reading to measures of emergent literacy, and 9 studies that tied 

book sharing to reading achievement measures. However, these studies focused primarily 

on the frequency of reading rather than the interactivity of the reading event.  

Mol, Bus, deJong, and Smeets (2008) published a meta-analysis of research 

studies—between 1988 and 2007—in which parents participated in dialogic reading and 
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vocabulary outcomes were measured. Dialogic reading is a prescriptive type of exchange 

enacted while reading a story; it involves prompting the child to say something about the 

book, evaluating the child’s response, expanding the child’s response, and repeating the 

prompt. Although this analysis examined a specific intervention and a specific outcome, 

the results indicate that “. . . enhancing dialogue between parent and child during reading 

sessions strengthens the effects (as defined by overall, expressive, and receptive measures 

of vocabulary) of book reading . . . explaining about 4% of the outcome measures in a set 

of 16 studies that included 626 children” (p. 20). These authors concluded that 

Apparently, not only does the exposure to a story promote language development, 

but it is also important that parents stimulate active involvement by eliciting 

verbal responses to the story with the help of open-ended questions. This outcome 

means it is likely that the quality of book reading is as important for language 

development as its frequency. (p. 20) 

The authors underscore the importance of the interactions that occur during a read aloud. 

They also add that, in this specific analysis, the benefits of dialogic reading were 

manifested only in the 2- to 3-year-old age group. This may indicate that the preschool 

years are an especially important period—a time in which this type of interaction during 

story reading strongly influences language development. 

Teale and Sulzby (1987) reviewed several studies of home literacy environments 

to illustrate that, beyond access to shared reading, adult mediation plays a critical role in 

influencing children’s knowledge about, strategies for, and attitudes toward reading. 

These researchers describe studies illustrating that access to story reading promotes 
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reading readiness (cf. Burroughs, 1970; Durkin, 1974; Moon & Wells, 1979) and literacy 

(Snow & Goldfield, 1982; Teale, 1984). In addition, the manner in which a story is read 

seems to make a difference. For example, they cite Heath’s (1983) ethnography, which 

revealed patterns of socialization around literacy among low-income and mainstream 

families; the results suggested that the mainstream patterns of reading more closely 

paralleled school literacy patterns and, therefore, were more helpful in learning school-

recognized forms of literacy for children. Heath did not discriminate between mothers’ 

and fathers’ mediation in her study.  

A study by Sulzby and Teale (1987) demonstrated the critical role of the mother 

in helping her child access text meanings over time by guiding attention, focusing on 

particular features, extending concepts, and linking objects with people in the world until 

ideas and meanings are internalized. A 1984 study by Heath and Thomas revealed how 

one teenaged parent, who had no access to positive models of literacy growing up, 

struggled to interact with her child while sharing books. Through continued work with 

the researchers, the mother was able to appropriate some concepts and skills that align 

with school literacy.  

Research conducted by Justice and Ezell (2000) suggest that parents who interact 

with their children around print and book features (directionality, concept of word, word 

structure, sentence structure), within in the context of read alouds, can boost their 

preschoolers’ literacy skills. This type of interaction has been replicated and has shown 

similar results for large groups of children, as in a preschool classroom (Justice, 

Kaderavek, Fan, Sofka, & Hunt, 2009).  
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Finally, Patricia Edwards and her colleagues (cf. Edwards, 1985; Edwards & 

Danridge, 2000; Edwards, Danridge, McMillon, & Pleasants, 2001) have conducted 

considerable research around empowering parents to share books with their own young 

children and to understand the school-based literacy practices that teachers recognize and 

expect. These studies suggest that the ways parents interact are critical and that parents 

can learn to mediate in effective ways. However, actions specifically of fathers related to 

various styles used when reading aloud to their own preschoolers have not been 

examined extensively. 

Socioeconomic Factors 
Some researchers have looked at socioeconomic factors that may account for 

differences in interaction styles exhibited by parents during read alouds. Ninio (1980) 

noticed differences in reading styles among low-SES and high-SES Israeli mothers as 

they read to their infants. She claimed that a “teaching style” of interactive reading 

displayed by low-SES mothers was not as effective in promoting productive vocabulary 

as the teaching style of high-SES mothers. Ninio interpreted the low-SES mothers’ style 

to be less “future oriented, not sensitive to changes in the infant’s needs and capabilities, 

and therefore probably inadequate for the enhancing of rapid progression to more 

complex levels of language use” (p. 589).  

Other researchers have found that generalizations around the uniformity and 

effectiveness of styles related to socioeconomic status cannot be supported. For example, 

Caspe (2009) investigated the style and nature of interactions around books in low-

income Latino families in New York City, using a homogenous participant sample of 80 
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mothers and their children from four Head Start centers. This researcher discerned three 

styles of book sharing within her study cohort: storybuilder labelers, storytellers, and 

abridged storytellers. Storybuilder labelers requested more narrative information from 

their children; storytellers provided more narrative information for their children; and 

abridged storytellers provided moderate amounts of information and requested the least 

amount of narrative information. This correlational study indicates that, among this 

sample, a storytelling style related more highly to children’s print-related literacy skills 

than a storybuilder-labeler style. Also, an abridged-storytelling style combined with more 

years of Head Start attendance, predicted the highest print-related literacy skills. Finally, 

a storybuilder-labeling style correlated with children using more evaluations in their own 

narratives. No similar research has been found on differences in fathers’ styles of book 

sharing. 

Morgan (2005) studied interactive styles of reading among what she termed 

“mothers and children from socioeconomically disadvantaged communities” (p. 279). 

She examined specific behaviors the mothers used to engage their children and promote 

their understanding of a story. Her participants were three mother/child dyads—from a 

large public housing project in a northern English city—whom she visited at home four 

times at monthly intervals. She observed and recorded reading of both familiar and 

unfamiliar narrative and expository books, after which she transcribed and analyzed all 

interactions. Morgan conducted a holistic examination; she identified and discussed 

family background and literacy behaviors, as well as the mother’s and child’s roles in the 

observed interactions of each participant dyad. This examination highlighted very 
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different levels of interaction among these similar dyads. Interactions ranged from 

participatory (high level of interaction) to text focused (low level of interaction). In 

addition, the study revealed that the child’s behavior (number and level of contributions, 

questions, and comments) may influence the mother’s reading style and behavior. This 

study issues a challenge to the deficit model that assumes low-income and less educated 

parents are not equipped to implement reading strategies that will benefit their children’s 

literacy development. It appears to refute claims of previous studies that have indicated 

specific groups (i.e., low-socioeconomic status, less educated) exhibit a uniform and 

ineffective (cf., Ninio, 1980) style of interaction with children during a read aloud.  

In general, research related to the influence of socioeconomic status is mixed, 

with some studies indicating that interaction differences exist between parents (mothers 

only, in these cases) based on income level (Ninio, 1980), while other studies indicate 

that no differences are based on income level (Caspe, 2009; Morgan, 2005). The 

examination of low-income fathers in this study may provide additional information 

about the literacy activities of fathers from low influence of socioeconomic households. 

Parent Gender Factors 
Three studies describe fathers’ interactions with their preschool children while 

sharing books. Blake et al. (2006) observed 29 dual-parent and 24 single-parent families 

during shared reading time; they found that mothers and fathers displayed very similar 

styles when reading books to their children. Ages of children in this study ranged from 15 

months to 27 months of age. All but one of the fathers were Caucasian and all mothers 

were Caucasian. No information related to socioeconomic status was provided. Mothers 
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and fathers in this study posed more questions and gave more feedback to older children 

than to younger ones, and they imitated the older children more. With younger children, 

both genders of parents employed more attention-getting strategies. Labeling was the 

most frequent type of verbalization used by mothers and fathers, and this type of 

interaction was not shown to correlate positively with the language measures reported in 

the study.  

Finally, in their study of 25 parents reading to their four-year-old sons and 

daughters, Anderson and his colleagues (2004) concluded that fathers were more 

interactive than mothers (𝑥 = 150.5 vs. 𝑥  = 114.3) but with a great deal of variation 

(fathers varied from 65 to 345 interactions across episodes and mothers varied from 34 to 

189 interactions per episode). Interactivity in this study was indicated by coded 

extratextual comments related to author/title, print/grapho-phonics, illustrations, shared 

reading protocol, association, clarification, confirmation, elaboration, and prediction). 

The researchers did not define an “episode”; it may be interpreted as an occasion during 

which one story/book was shared. 

These studies indicate that variety exists in parent/child interaction around 

books—from the straightforward reading of a text’s words to telling a story without 

reading at all to extensive reader-child interactions while reading. The research on fathers 

and read-aloud interactions is relatively sparse. This study may add to the understanding 

of the interactions between fathers and their children to inform teachers of the important 

experiences of children prior to school entry so that those experiences can be 

acknowledged and extended. 
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Parents Display Varied Levels of Abstraction  
The talk that parents and children engage in while reading stories does matter. A 

meta-analysis conducted by the National Early Literacy Panel (2008) suggests that the 

meaning-related talk that parents and children participate in contributes to gains in oral 

language skills, including vocabulary knowledge. Some interactions during read alouds 

focus solely on information that is immediately available from the illustrations or the 

printed words in the story. This is known as immediate or contextualized talk. Other 

interactions reach beyond immediate information into more abstract elements of the text; 

these provide a model and encouragement for children to make predictions and inferences 

about the story or connect story elements or events to personal experiences. These more 

abstract discussions, also known as non-immediate or decontextualized talk, differ from 

less abstract or immediate talk in the amount of supporting book features available to the 

child to assist in his/her understanding of the text. Immediate, low-abstract talk includes 

calling the child’s attention to immediately available features, such as a picture in a book. 

A parent might say, “What is that?” or may point to, count, or label specific features. 

Non-immediate, or abstract talk, includes linking story book text to personal experiences, 

making inferences by drawing together story information that may or may not be 

juxtaposed, and making statements or asking questions about relevant general knowledge 

beyond what is represented in the book.  

In her ethnographic study, Heath (1972) describes Anglo-American middle-class 

families and the ways their interactive behaviors emphasize construction of meaning 

from the text. She states, 
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The focus is on the individual as respondent and cooperative negotiator of 

meaning from books. . . . Children learn that written language may represent not 

only descriptions of real events, but decontextualized logical propositions, and the 

occurrence of this kind of information in print or in writing legitimates a response 

in which one brings to the interpretation of written text selected knowledge from 

the real world. (p. 71) 

According to Heath, the ways in which adults ask questions, provide comments and 

clarification, and link personal life experiences to the written text help children 

understand that this is a valued and legitimate way of taking meaning from the text.  

Some researchers have suggested that abstract discussions may be more beneficial 

than non-abstract discussion to early literacy learning and in facilitating the transition to 

school-types of literacy (Hindman et al., 2008; Morrow, 1988; Snow, 1983; Sulzby, 

1985). Socioeconomic factors may influence abstract talk that parents employ while 

reading; also the age of the child may exert an influence. Studies that included fathers in 

the examinations of abstract discussions are predictably scarce. 

De Temple (2001) claims that only non-immediate talk positively associates with 

later measures of early literacy in the sample of participants from the Home-School Study 

of Language and Literacy Development. From three portrait mother/child dyads drawn 

from a larger Home-School Study participant pool, De Temple provided examples that 

illustrated various uses of immediate and non-immediate talk. The researcher then linked 

the portraits back to the findings of the larger study around types of talk, changes in talk 

over time, and links to children’s language and literacy skills. De Temple’s data indicate 



 

33 

that children whose mothers used a high percentage of immediate talk scored lower than 

other children on kindergarten language and literacy skills as measured by the School-

Home Early Language and Literacy Battery - Kindergarten, or SHELL-K (Snow, Tabors, 

Nicholson, & Kurland, 1995).  

In a two-part experimental study conducted by Reese et al. (2003), the researchers 

used cluster analysis to classify study participants (White, working-class and middle-

class New Zealand mothers and their preschool children) into categories according to 

their reading styles. The researchers examined 36 mothers and assigned them labels 

based on the their interactions during their first recorded reading session. Groups 

interacting at lower levels (labeling and describing) were categorized as “describers,” and 

groups interacting at higher level (predictions and inferences) were categorized as 

“comprehenders.” Describer mothers engaged in rich descriptions of the pictures but did 

not venture further to make any predictions or inferences about the pictures or story. 

Comprehenders, on the other hand, spent considerable time providing high-level 

inferences and evaluations and providing personal experience connections to the story. In 

a follow-up to this study, researchers randomly assigned 48 four-year-old preschoolers to 

participate in 6-week reading groups in which the instructional style was describer, 

comprehender, or “performance-oriented” (the style reported to be typical of a preschool 

classroom). The performance-oriented style involved the adult introducing characters and 

eliciting predictions prior to the reading of the story and then concluding the reading 

session by providing inferences and eliciting evaluations of the story. The researchers 

concluded from their results that the describer style of reading was more beneficial for 
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children with lower vocabulary skills and the performance-oriented style was beneficial 

for children with higher vocabulary skills, as measured by the Peabody Picture 

Vocabulary Test-Revised (Dunn & Dunn, 1981). The researchers suggest that their 

findings highlight the need for parental awareness of their children’s capabilities (notably 

their vocabulary levels) and dexterity in adjusting their approaches to story reading. 

Phillips and McNaughton (1990) qualitatively examined immediate and non-

immediate, or abstract, talk among high-SES, mainstream New Zealand mothers and their 

preschool children. Interactions around story sharing between ten mother/child pairs were 

recorded, transcribed, and coded according to (among other elements) immediate and 

non-immediate narrative insertions. The study data indicated that this sample of mothers 

was adept at working with their children to construct meaning using personal knowledge, 

inferences, and hypotheses about written language—an exchange style similar to the 

ways of taking that Heath (1982) described and one that is replicated in school literacy 

tasks. Their results, as well as results obtained by other researchers (Morrow, 1988; 

Snow, 1983; Sulzby, 1985) suggested that by utilizing an exchange style that 

incorporated abstract talk (linking to personal knowledge and experience, making 

inferences, creating hypotheses) these parents were taking steps that could aid their 

children upon school entry. Unlike the study by De Temple (2001), the Phillips and 

McNaughton study did not include language samples, making it difficult to determine 

similarity between these and other researchers’ definitions of immediate and non-

immediate talk.  
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A more recent longitudinal investigation of early literacy development, conducted 

by Hindman et al. (2008) revealed more evidence supporting the value of abstract, or 

decontextualized, talk. These researchers video recorded 130 middle- and working-class 

families reading stories, as well as 33 teachers sharing stories with the same children. The 

study indicated that adults overwhelmingly focus on meaning-related discussions rather 

than code-related information. Among their results were data that suggest participation in 

abstract discussions (recalling, predicting, and inference-making) among adults and 

children may be an important predictor for end-of-preschool vocabulary outcomes, as 

measured by the Letter-Word (LW) and Picture Vocabulary (PV) sections of the 

Woodcock-Johnson III Achievement Battery (Woodcock, McGrew, & Mather, 2001). 

This finding seems especially relevant for children entering preschool with lower initial 

vocabulary skills, as measured by the same instrument. Conversely, contextualized talk 

by families or teachers did not appear to support word learning, even for those students 

displaying lower vocabulary abilities. 

Other studies, including those of Heath (1982) and Cochran-Smith (1984), have 

also revealed that specific ways of taking meaning from text-involved interactions might 

help listeners use their knowledge of the world to support their understanding. This may 

be the direct result of the higher order exchanges between adults and children as they 

share stories together. 

The studies help establish the importance of using abstract discussion while 

reading aloud to children. However, none of these studies discussed how fathers interact 

with their children during storytime. Heath mentions that fathers sometimes read to their 
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children but that they prefer to play with them. There is still much to be learned about 

fathers and abstract discussions. 

Child Age Factors 
Another group of studies included age and skill level of the child as a variable 

around read-aloud interactions. These studies indicate that the level of interaction 

displayed by parents during a read aloud is often dependent on the child’s age and 

cognitive capacity.   

McArthur, Adamson, and Deckner (2005) investigated the use of abstract 

discussions within three recorded story discussions for each of 36 mother/child dyads 

over a two-week time span. The researchers coded for, among other things, plane of 

action and plane of consciousness. The plane of action included utterances that focused 

on tangible story elements, such as an inanimate object and its characteristics or a story 

character and his or her attributes; these were considered lower levels of abstraction. The 

plane of consciousness included utterances that focused on intangible story elements—

such as feelings, thoughts, beliefs, wants, or intentions—that were considered higher 

levels of abstraction. While the main focus of the study was to examine story-reading 

changes with increased age of child and story familiarity, the researchers also noted that 

mothers’ use of abstract discussions increased significantly with the age of the child, 

specifically around characters’ feelings and reasons for character actions. However, 

researchers observed that even as children aged, the mothers maintained discussion 

around less abstract elements of the story as well.  
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Van Kleeck and Beckley-McCall (2002) studied ways in which mothers 

simultaneously mediate for their older and younger children during a read aloud. This 

exploratory study examined five English-speaking two-parent families. Each mother was 

recorded while reading aloud to an individual child or to a pair of siblings. These 

recordings occurred three times over a 6-month time span. The researchers’ analytic 

scheme allowed for examining levels of abstraction of extratextual utterances. Their data 

analysis led them to establish four levels of abstraction to categorize the talk around 

books, for use in theorization. Level I discussions include concrete information and is the 

least cognitively demanding for the child. Level II talk involves a slightly higher 

cognitive demand, such as naming or describing actions, attributes, or parts of objects or 

characters. Level III comments involve recall, summarization, judgments, and evaluation. 

Level IV talk involves the highest level of cognitive demand. At this highest level, 

children are asked to make predictions, provide definitions, or explain concepts. Study 

results that are of particular interest for this discussion indicate that mothers used lower 

levels of abstraction with younger children and higher levels of abstraction with older 

children.  

Goodsitt, Raitan, and Perlmutter (1988) also noticed a change in read-aloud 

interactions when they examined mother/child story reading and its variances with age 

and story familiarity. Parent participants in this study (16 participants each of three dyad 

groups: 2-year-old, 3½-year-old , and 5-year-old dyads) were observed and recorded 

reading one familiar and one unfamiliar storybook in a laboratory setting. Coding 

consisted of verbal content categories: 
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• labeling (direct naming or requests for a name of animals, objects, book 

character, places, or actions depicted in the immediately present book 

illustrations);  

• story content (references to past or future events or illustrations in the book—

not immediately present);  

• word knowledge (word definitions and other general world knowledge); and  

• child experiences (specific child experiences including information assumed 

to be in the child’s episodic memory, such as references to his or her past and 

future likes and dislikes).  

Mothers of 2-year olds tended to focus on vocabulary teaching while mothers of older 

children uttered more story-related content. The authors assert that mothers are adept at 

adjusting their actions based on the cognitive capacity or interests of their children. They 

also noticed changes in interactions when mothers read familiar versus unfamiliar books.  

These studies indicate that parents—mothers in these cases—seemed cognizant of 

the levels of abstraction they used while reading aloud to children and were able to adjust 

based on the child’s cognitive level of understanding and/or chronological age. This may 

mean that mothers share books with their children in a way that a) helps them think 

abstractly about meaning and recognize this as a legitimate means of understanding and 

thinking, b) develops language and early literacy skills, and c) helps them easily 

transition into school-related tasks that require meaning making. The studies describe 

white, middle- to upper-middle-class mothers who were adept at making these 
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adjustments. Once again, a gap in the research exists: there are no studies that describe 

fathers’ capabilities in this area.  

Socioeconomic Factors 
The studies in this section focus on sociological classifications that may shape the 

features of the read aloud. These studies looked at “mainstream” culture (Phillips & 

McNaughton, 1990) and “rural” culture (Barnyak, 2011). They also discuss an array of 

socioeconomic ranks, including “low,” “mid,” and “mainstream.” Other studies examined 

racial differences in parental read-aloud practices. 

The Phillips and McNaughton (1990) study, described previously, examined high-

SES, mainstream New Zealand mothers and their preschool children. These authors 

intimate that this sample of mothers possessed the ability to assist their children in the 

construction of meaning by using personal knowledge, inferences, and hypotheses about 

written language.  

In contrast, Barnyak (2011) analyzed the abstract utterances during story reading 

of six families (eight children, six mothers, and one father) who lived in a rural setting. A 

rural setting is described as a community in which there are fewer then 2,500 residents 

(U.S. Census Bureau, 2010). The median income of the community in this study was 

approximately $30,000 per year. Interviews and observations were conducted to 

determine the parent and child attitudes and beliefs about reading aloud. Read-aloud 

sessions were video recorded then analyzed and categorized into themes: enhancement of 

attention to text (e.g., sitting in close proximity, tone of voice, active participation by 

child); promotion of interactive reading and support of comprehension (e.g., parents 
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pointing to text and asking questions); and use of literacy strategies (e.g., identification of 

visual cues, such as story illustrations, and use of repetitive language). Although this 

researcher did not specifically examine abstract interactions, she did report that some of 

the participating mothers asked their children to make predictions and all of the mothers 

asked their children questions about the content of the books (no description of 

immediate/contextualized or non-immediate/decontextualized interactions were 

included). This study indicates that some families who reside in a rural setting exhibit 

read-aloud behaviors that may promote early language and literacy development. 

Although Barnyak reported that the one father participant in the study read to his 

daughters every night, none of the reported observational data was related to this father. 

Morgan and Goldstein (2004) investigated the use of abstract language during 

read alouds with five mother/child dyads recruited from subsidized childcare programs. 

The children in this study ranged from three to four years of age and the mothers’ 

decontextualized utterances had been measured at less than 20% of all adult utterances in 

a preliminary story-reading session. The mothers then participated in sessions in which 

they were taught to use decontextualized language. The researchers concluded that the 

training increased mothers’ use of decontextualized language during story reading; this 

was associated with increases in the child’s use of decontextualized language in four of 

the five dyads. The researchers reported that three of the five mothers that qualified for 

this study (i.e., low income, reading on at least a 5th-grade level, and exhibiting less than 

20% decontextualized language) engaged in very little extratextual talk during story 
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reading with their children—findings similar to other research (De Temple & Beals, 

1991, De Temple & Tabors, 1995).  

Hammer, Nimmo, Cohen, Draheim and Johnson (2005) conducted a comparative 

study of African American and Puerto Rican mothers’ book-reading interactions with 

their children who attended Head Start. Participants included ten mother/child dyads from 

each ethnic group. The average age of the children was 53 months. The researchers were 

interested in studying the communicative behaviors and reading styles that the mothers 

demonstrated. They concluded that there were similarities and differences between each 

group. Results showed that both groups of mothers responded to their children’s 

utterances and asked “wh-” questions (those questions that begin with “what,” “where,” 

and “why”). Furthermore, the mothers in both groups asked a relatively small number of 

questions in comparison to what has been reported about white middle-class mothers 

(Anderson-Yockel, & Haynes, 1994), and the wh- questions tended to focus on basic 

information such as “What’s that?” (these questions may be considered less abstract). 

The researchers reported that the mothers in each group also infrequently asked questions 

that required their children to extend the story to their own experiences or to predict what 

would happen in the story (these questions could be considered more abstract). The 

Puerto Rican mothers produced significantly more comments and labels than the African 

American mothers did while reading stories.  

Haynes and Saunders (1998) considered both racial differences and 

socioeconomic differences in their study of mother/toddler reading interactions. They 

found that there were no differences between low-SES white and African American 
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mothers’ questioning patterns. This result differed from previous findings by Anderson-

Yockel and Haynes (1994), which indicated that working-class African American 

mothers differed significantly in their questioning when compared to white mothers of 

the same socioeconomic status. Haynes and Saunders used procedures identical to those 

of Anderson-Yockel and Haynes for the purpose of determining the variables that were 

responsible for the difference. They concluded that socioeconomic status, rather than 

race, was a more important factor in the differences. These authors caution that multiple 

variables must be considered when conducting research with groups of varied cultures. 

A significant amount of disagreement is indicated by the combined findings of 

studies around the use of abstract discussion related to SES. Some researchers conclude 

that high SES may be linked to the ability or inclination to use more abstract language 

during a read aloud (Phillips & McNaughton, 1990). Some studies suggest that the 

frequency of low-SES parents interacting in this way is minimal (Barnyak, 2011; 

Hammer, 2001). Morgan and Goldstein (2004) described one low-SES mother who was 

able to engage in abstract talk with guidance. Haynes and Saunders (1998) found no 

differences. None of the studies examining levels of abstractions and the influence of 

socioeconomic status used fathers for the sample population. This dissertation examines 

invitations to think abstractly that low-income fathers offer during read alouds with their 

children; it will add to what is known about other groups who have been studied.  

Parent Gender Factors 
A review of the literature revealed only two studies that included fathers when 

examining the use of abstract language during parent/children read alouds. A 
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correlational study by van Kleeck, Gillam, Hamilton, and McGrath (1997) indicated that 

read-aloud input at lower and higher levels of abstraction correlated with children’s 

development of abstract language. Discourse analysis was conducted and observed 

exchanges were coded into four levels of abstraction (the same levels described in van 

Kleeck and Beckly-McCall, 2002) with both familiar and unfamiliar books. These data 

were paired with pre- and post-study language assessment data. Results indicated that the 

level of input influences a child’s later abstract language abilities, as measured by the 

Preschool Language Assessment Instrument, or PLAI (Blank, Rose, & Berlin, 1978). The 

researchers compared read-aloud interactions of middle-class mothers and fathers with 

their 3- to 4-year-old children; they found that mothers and fathers typically provided 

input at low levels of abstraction for their preschool children; the genders did not differ in 

the abstraction levels of input they provided. Table 1 shows the means and standard 

deviations for the frequency of parental utterances at each level of abstraction (I, II, III, 

and IV) by parent gender and book familiarity. Although utterances were coded by 

variables (story-related utterances, print- and book-related conventions, interactional 

behaviors, and text to life utterances) the authors do not specify which variables were 

included when measuring input levels. The participants in this study were middle- and 

upper-middle-class socioeconomic levels; all families spoke English and were dual-

parent homes. 

  



 

44 

Table 1: Means and standard deviations for the frequency of parental utterances related to 
level of abstraction, parent gender, and book familiarity (van Kleeck et al., 1997) 

 Mothers Fathers 

Input level Familiar 
mean (SD) 

Unfamiliar 
mean (SD) 

Familiar 
mean (SD) 

Unfamiliar 
mean (SD) 

I 6.74 (6.65) 9.80 (10.34) 4.94 (4.40) 8.06 (8.99) 

II 5.69 (5.45) 7.29 (6.22) 6.68 (7.29) 6.51 (5.26) 

III 4.31 (5.02) 5.57 (5.44) 4.09 (5.49) 4.40 (4.74) 

IV 2.60 (3.81) 5.03 (4.57) 2.56 (3.57) 3.97 (6.77) 
 

Schwartz (2004) conducted an observational study in which 27 mother/child 

dyads and 36 father/child dyads read a series of stories aloud. Sixty-one of the 

participants were Caucasian and two were African American. Participants were 

considered to be in the in the middle to lower-middle socioeconomic range and all spoke 

English. Data were coded by read-aloud behavior type (i.e., literal, repetition, praise, 

question, interests, interpretive, and expansion). The researcher reported that significant 

differences existed among the interactions between mothers and their children when 

compared to fathers and their children. Mothers used more interactive strategies with 

higher cognitive demand; fathers used more literal strategies (although the strategies were 

not defined for either mothers or fathers). Schwartz concluded that mothers’ interactions 

bore potential for deeper understanding through more dialogue. She also concluded that 

the interactions demonstrated by fathers held less potential for stimulating conversation 

and required less thinking on the child’s part. 
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Again, these suggest divergent results: van Kleeck et al. (1997) found that both 

mothers and fathers interact at low levels of abstraction, while Schwartz (2004) suggests 

that fathers generally participate in literal exchanges, in contrast with mothers, who 

generally participate in more abstract exchanges. More research in this area would be 

beneficial.  

As stated above, a broader theme among the studies in this section seems to point 

to the importance of a parent’s ability or inclination to provide the amount and type of 

support that fits the child’s needs at just the right moment. Further examination of the 

level of interaction fathers display, as well as their use of abstract language while reading 

aloud with their children, may indicate whether their contributions are similar to or 

different from those that mothers make. This may contribute an understanding of how 

fathers uniquely support their children’s development in interpreting and connecting to 

stories being read to them. This, in turn, might help teachers understand the experiences 

students have been exposed to prior to school entry so that they are able to support them 

in ways that build upon those experiences. 

The Influence of Familiarity on Talk Around Books  
When considering levels of interaction and abstraction during read alouds, 

another factor worth attention is book familiarity—how adults interact with their children 

around a book that is either familiar or unfamiliar to parent and the child. It is not unusual 

for a young child to insist that the same story be read aloud repeatedly. Robinson, Larsen, 

Haupt, and Mohlman (1997) found that book familiarity plays an important role in 

influencing the book selection/reselection behaviors of emergent readers. A book’s 
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familiarity also appears to influence the types of interactions between the adult and child 

during a read aloud.  

Goodsitt, Raitan, and Perlmutter (1988) hypothesized that repeated exposure to a 

book (familiarity) would aid a child in his/her memory and understanding of the story and 

ultimately result in increased participation in a story-reading session. Furthermore, they 

expected that on successive readings a mother in the study would need to aid her child’s 

comprehension of the story less than with a new and unfamiliar book. As a result, they 

expected to see the use of higher levels of abstraction (general world knowledge and 

specific child experiences) less with familiar books than with unfamiliar books. These 

researchers found that, with these participants, story-related conversations were generally 

absent during the initial reading of an unfamiliar book. This was true across the age 

cohorts (2-year olds, 3½-year olds, and 5-year olds). More story utterances occurred 

during readings of familiar books than unfamiliar books. Also, mothers tended to allow 

the child more control of the reading when sharing a familiar book. These results indicate 

that some mothers may be tuned to the cognitive and linguistic capabilities of their 

children and adjust their story reading behaviors accordingly.   

McDonnell, Friel-Patti, and Rollins (2003) attempted to study the same topic—

changes in interactions based on repeated exposure to a story—but controlled for age-

related development by examining several readings over a shorter period of time. These 

researchers studied 14 white, educated mothers who read to their children four times over 

16 days as they repeatedly read an initially unfamiliar storybook. Researchers transcribed 

the interactions and a variety of discourse measures were coded for both mother and 
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child. They found that dyads with the highest levels of engagement during the first read-

aloud session showed the greatest rates of change over the 16 days. Mothers tended to 

become less active in the story as it became more familiar to both her and her child. 

However, these mothers did not transform into passive reading partners; they continued 

to interact. These study results support the van Kleeck et al. (1997) conclusion that 

parents provide non-challenging input to promote success and challenging input to 

promote learning. This balance requires intimate knowledge of a child’s current 

capabilities and capacity in order to provide “. . . the necessary input for optimal child 

participation at every step of the real-time experience” (p. 338).  

A pilot study conducted by McDonnell (1997) examined the mother/child 

discourse patterns of four middle- to upper-middle-class Caucasian mothers and their 

two-year-old children. The researcher video recorded each mother reading an unfamiliar 

book to her child and continued recording 10 successive readings. Interactions were 

coded and analyzed. The study suggested that, in general, mothers incorporated less 

extratextual talk when the story was familiar. Meanwhile, the children initiated more 

discussion when the story was familiar. There were individual differences among the 

mothers when the researcher compared their use of decontextualized, or abstract, 

language. One mother used almost exclusively immediate utterances across all readings. 

Two other mothers used 24% abstract utterances across familiar and unfamiliar episodes. 

Another mother made extensive use of abstract utterances while reading the book for the 

first time; the abstraction level of these utterances diminished as the book became 
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familiar. This study indicates that a wide variety of reading strategies related to 

abstraction occur among similar participants.  

Haden, Reese, and Fivush (1996) observed how mothers structured shared book-

reading interactions with their children across time and across text types. Participants for 

this study were drawn from a home-study cohort of 24 white, middle-class two-parent 

families. Researchers visited homes at two points in time (when the children were 40 

months old and again at 58 months) and recorded each mother reading both familiar and 

unfamiliar stories to her child. At 70 months, the child was administered a series of six 

literacy-related assessments. In their participant sample, they identified styles of 

interactions between mothers and their children; they labeled them as “describers,” 

“comprehenders,” and “collaborators” on the basis of interaction types they observed 

during the story-reading sessions. When examined longitudinally, the style exhibited by 

each mother remained constant over the 18-month period. However, interactions varied 

according to book familiarity. That is, mothers who demonstrated a high or low level of 

demand continued to demonstrate the same level at each data collection point. On the 

other hand, about half of the mothers differentiated their reading styles according to book 

familiarity. The researchers surmise that familiar and unfamiliar texts offer differing 

opportunities for learning. 

Three studies that focused on book familiarity included fathers as participants. 

However, only one of these studies (van Kleeck et al., 1997) centered on questions and 

comments formulated by the father, rather than the child. In this previously described 

study, van Kleeck et al. set out to examine not only interactions, but also levels of 
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abstraction (I–IV) related to preschoolers’ gains on tests of abstract language. They also 

examined whether the amount of input children received at the four different levels of 

abstraction varied as a function of book familiarity. The results indicated that, among the 

middle-class mothers and fathers in their study, unfamiliar books correlated with 

increased amounts of parental input, with significantly more utterances at Level I than at 

Level IV.  

Martinez and Roser (1985) conducted home studies focused on interactions 

around book reading among four preschool children and their parents. Demographic 

information related to study participants was unavailable. The researchers recorded 

responses that children formulated while listening to six initially unfamiliar stories being 

read three times each. Data collection centered on the form (question, comment, or 

answer) and focus (toward the title, characters, events, details, setting, language, or 

theme) of the children’s talk. Results revealed that children in the study talked more 

when they were familiar with the story. In addition the form and focus of the discussion 

seemed to change as the story became familiar. Researchers noted a greater depth of 

understanding—exhibited by child talk—as a result of repeated readings of the story. 

Yaden (1988) examined his own child’s interactions around a story that was 

initially unfamiliar. Yaden’s interest lay in the questions his child posed as the story 

became familiar through rereading over a two-week period. He found trends that 

indicated his child 1) asked more questions about illustrations than word meanings, 2) 

asked fewer high-level questions (defined as questions about word and story meaning), 

and 3) did not begin asking these questions until the third reading of the story. This 
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researcher deduced that deeper story understandings occur only after the story is familiar. 

Based on his study, Yaden concluded that rereading is an important aspect of literacy and 

literary development.  

Book familiarity appears to be an important variable when investigating the 

expanse of interactions and levels of abstractions exhibited by parents as they read stories 

to their children. However, results of studies around this issue are mixed. Some show 

increased interaction with familiar books (Goodsitt et al., 1988; McDonnell et al., 2003). 

Haden et al. (1996) showed that some mothers differentiate based on familiarity and 

some do not. Van Kleeck and her colleagues (1997) concluded that middle-class fathers 

read unfamiliar books with increased amounts of lower level interactions.  

My study focused on the interactions of fathers from low-SES households. I 

examined father interactions with their children around 1) books that are familiar to both 

the parent and the child, 2) books that are familiar only to the child, and 3) books that are 

unfamiliar to both the father and the child. I analyzed patterns of interaction and 

invitations into abstract thinking for each of the three levels of familiarity. This analysis 

may contribute to understanding how book familiarity contributes to interactions around 

books during read alouds with preschoolers. 

Changing Father Roles 

Researchers have reported on the changes families living in America have 

experienced over the past century and the impact those changes has had on fathers’ 

ability to influence the development of their children. First, the proportion of two-parent 
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families in which the father is the primary breadwinner has declined dramatically 

(Hernandez, 1993). Today, only 23% of families reflect this structure (U.S. Census 

Bureau, 2010). Father absence has been connected in the literature to diminished school 

achievement (Federal Interagency Forum on Child and Family Statistics, 1998). This is 

likely due to the economic (McLanahan & Sandefur, 1994), social (McLoyd, 1998), and 

psychological (Lamb, 1999) consequences that result from the absence.  

Some studies on family dynamics have revealed an increase in paternal 

involvement and responsibility (Pleck, 1997; Yeung, Sandberg, Davis-Kean, & Hofferth, 

2001). These changes are theorized to be the result of increased maternal employment, 

more flexible work schedules, increasing home-based work, and part-time employment 

(Casper, 1997). 

Perhaps because of these changes and differences, there has been heightened 

awareness of the influences of the paternal role, as well as the different ways mothers and 

fathers exert influence on their children’s development. Some studies suggest that fathers 

interact with their children in more physical ways (Griswold, 1993), while mothers 

develop their children’s emotional, psychological, and social competences (Mintz & 

Kellogg, 1988). Studies around read-aloud frequency suggest that families above the 

poverty line are more likely to read to their children than families below the poverty line 

(Federal Interagency Forum on Child and Family Statistics, 2007), and English speakers 

are more likely to read aloud than non-English speakers (Raikes et al., 2006; Yarosz & 

Barnett, 2001). White families, at 65%, are more likely to read daily to their preschoolers 

than black (50%) and Hispanic (45%) families (Federal Interagency Forum on Child and 



 

52 

Family Statistics). Finally, fathers are less likely to share books with children than 

mothers (Duursma et al., 2008). 

In broaching this familial trend I do not imply that families with children whose 

fathers are absent are deficient in any way. Rather, I hope to illuminate ways that children 

who score relatively high on specific language and literacy measures and who also 

interact with their fathers around books may carry a different set of experiences into their 

literacy learning—differences that should be recognized and enhanced.  

Fathers and Interactions, Abstraction, and Familiarity 

The research outlined in this literature review provides evidence that there is not a 

consensus regarding the ways fathers interact around text with their preschool children. 

Blake et al. (2006) posits that fathers and mothers interact in similar ways. Anderson et 

al. (2004) indicate that fathers may interact more with their children than mothers under 

certain circumstances. There is also conflicting evidence related to the differences in 

levels of abstraction that mothers and fathers employ when reading aloud to their children 

(Schwartz, 2004; van Kleeck et al., 1997). Finally, very little research has been conducted 

around how book familiarity might influence the interactions and levels of abstraction 

exhibited by fathers during read alouds. Important lessons may be learned by taking into 

consideration the experiences and prior book knowledge children carry with them as they 

enter school. This evidence would serve early childhood education practitioners and 

family literacy professionals as they work with families to support the literacy 

development of children. 
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Summary 

Dickenson and Tabors (2002) describe dimensions of a child’s experiences that 

relate to later literacy success—exposure to varied vocabulary, opportunities to be part of 

conversations that include extended discourse, and home and classroom environments 

that are linguistically and cognitively stimulating. Fathers may provide their preschool 

children with adventures into these dimensions through the specific act of shared reading.  

To date, studies around read alouds have focused on the frequency, style, and 

structure of these events. Some studies have probed deeper to supply the level of 

description necessary to understand specific actions that occur during read alouds and 

why they might be important. However, the vast majority of these studies have involved 

only mothers reading to their children. A descriptive study examining father/child read 

alouds might reveal specific details about how fathers interact with their children as they 

share books together that may or may not be written in their native language. 

Understanding the ways they interact in these activities may allow parents and educators 

to recognize and acknowledge the interactions more readily. More importantly, these 

interactions can be used as a springboard to support progress in children’s literacy 

development. Appreciating the experiences that families provide and children carry with 

them to school begins to shift the conversation away from deficit orientation and at-risk 

labels toward a more positive and productive one in which all families and children are 

valued and served. 

I have examined how fathers contribute to children’s literacy development 

through the act of reading aloud to their preschool children. It is hoped that this look at 
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the ways in which fathers conduct and interact in language and literacy activities around a 

prescribed literacy event will shed light on how families (especially fathers) contribute to 

their children’s literacy preparation for school. 
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Chapter 3: Research Methodology 

Purpose 

The goal of this study was to describe ways in which fathers invite their children 

to interact when engaging in a staged shared reading events. This examination adds to the 

reservoir of research available to families and education professionals that is focused on 

parent/child interactions over books and text. This information can be used to reflect on 

ways that fathers, specifically, guide interactions with their children; building upon 

knowledge concerning those experiences may aid in strengthening the furtherance of 

language and literacy learning.  

The following question guided this study: 

• How does a sample of fathers of preschoolers who are deemed well prepared 

on early language and literacy assessments invite their children to interact and 

think abstractly around familiar and unfamiliar texts during read alouds? 

 

For this study, familiar books are defined as books, brought from home, that the 

fathers had previously shared with their children one or more times. The books may or 

may not have been in the families’ home languages. 

Method 

In order to address this research question, I conducted a descriptive, qualitative 

study using discourse analysis (Gee, 2010) to understand the father talk exhibited during 

shared-reading episodes that occurred in English. I recruited eight father/child dyads. An 
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unknown variable that arose in this sample is that at least half of these fathers were non-

native English speakers, and the literacy events that were recorded for this study were 

conducted only in English.  Thus, the events recorded in this study may or may not reflect 

home literacy practices.  Nevertheless, I video-recorded each dyad during read alouds of 

three texts of varying, prescribed text and linguistic familiarity. To examine the nature of 

the interactions during these episodes, I transcribed each read-aloud session; I then 

studied the transcripts along with my observation notes to code, analyze, categorize, and 

describe all interactions. I triangulated these data with the data collected through 

interviews conducted with each participating father. The results of this analysis provide 

educators and other stakeholders in the field with additional information on ways fathers 

interact with their children around books. It is my goal that this information be used to 

build upon those experiences to support language and literacy learning. In this chapter I 

detail the purpose, approach, and process for this descriptive qualitative study that 

examined data gleaned from interviews and discourse analysis. 

Qualitative Research 

Lichtman (2010) defines qualitative research as 

… a way of knowing in which a researcher gathers, organizes, and interprets 

information obtained from humans using his or her eyes and ears as filters. It 

often involves in-depth interviews and/or observations of humans in natural and 

social settings. It can be contrasted with quantitative research, which relies 

heavily on hypothesis testing, cause and effect, and statistical analysis. (p. 5) 
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Studies investigating read alouds often take a reductionist approach and break down the 

literacy learning process into parts, identifying, for example, specific aspects of the 

practice that are considered most effective (Durkin, 1966; Hood, Conlon, & Andrews, 

2008; Taylor, 1983; Teale, 1984). In contrast, I view the qualitative research process in a 

more holistic manner. I seek phenomena and patterns that take place within the episodes 

so as to make sense of them, as they are constructed. As Edmund Husserl (1931) stated, 

actions cannot be understood solely in terms of their component parts. Rather, they are 

understood holistically in terms of their context. Crotty (1998) explains that, for a 

constructionist “. . . meaning is not discovered but constructed. Meaning does not inhere 

in the object, merely waiting for someone to come upon it” (p. 43).  

The purpose of this descriptive qualitative study was to describe distinctive 

examples of participant fathers (selected because their preschoolers were high-

performing and were participating in a state-funded preschool program) and their 

children as they engaged in shared-reading events. This sample was selected for their 

potential to exhibit practices that could promote early language and literacy learning. The 

descriptions provided me with the opportunity to interpret what occurred within 

individual read-aloud events and to make cross-case comparisons. I sought to conjecture 

what an understanding of the father’s role in the read aloud might mean for the parents 

and teachers of these children as they enter a formal school setting. To achieve this, I first 

interviewed fathers to gain an understanding of their read-aloud practices, goals for their 

children, and their perceived benefits of shared reading. I then looked at the nature of the 
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video recorded father/child interactions, focusing on the fathers’ guidance of the process 

through their invitations to interact. One of the primary elements of interest was the 

fathers’ use of invitations to their children to think at varying levels of abstraction in their 

responses or understandings. Previous research has indicated that the prevalence of 

interactive read alouds and abstract discussions correlates positively with measures of a 

child’s early literacy. Thus, providing a better understanding of fathers’ use of these types 

of activities with their children may inform parents and teachers as they support children 

in becoming more conventionally literate.  

Setting and Participants 

This study was conducted in a diverse, urban city on the Atlantic Coast with a 

population of approximately 140,000. Residents of the city work primarily in federal civil 

service or military jobs, or they are government contractual employees. The cost of living 

is high with a composite index of 140.1 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2012). 

The school district (called divisions in this area) comprises 16 schools—12 

elementary, 1 preschool through grade 8 school, 2 middle schools, and 1 high school 

(housed on two campuses). The demographic composition of the division is highly 

diverse, with 34% of students identified as Hispanic, 32% Black, 27% White, and 5% 

Asian. The student population claims 128 countries of birth and boasts 103 native 

languages.  

The division participates in a state-funded preschool program. There are 11 

preschool classrooms located in 4 of the 12 elementary schools in the division. At the 
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time of this study, the demographic composition of preschool classrooms was roughly 

46% Black, 25% Hispanic, 19% White, and 6% Asian students. Approximately 64% of 

preschool students speak a language other than English in their homes (28% Spanish, 

11% Amharic, 9% Arabic, 2.5% Urdu, and 13% other).  

The division’s preschool program serves 4-year-old children who are labeled by 

state policies as being at risk for school failure. The goal of the program is to serve 

families who are considered least able to access quality early childhood programs 

because of their social, economic, or health circumstances. Due to monetary and space 

limitations, not all 4-year-old children can enroll in the program. Policymakers 

established a list of factors to prioritize registrants; children from families at higher levels 

of risk are admitted preferentially while those from families with lower risk scores are 

placed on a waiting list. 

Policymakers compiled a list of various family factors that were believed to put a 

child at risk academically. A composite risk score is established for families by 

considering multiple contributing factors. For example a family may be considered at risk 

based on their poverty level (250% of poverty, or approximately $49,000 annually for a 

family of four). Other factors include homelessness, teen parenthood, parental substance 

abuse, chronic physical/mental problems, parent incarceration, family instability, family 

violence, unstable employment, and history of socio-emotional behavior issues. Students 

are screened by an enrollment specialist to determine their families’ composite risk 

scores. 
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The division’s preschool programs provided an initial pool of participants for this 

study. From this pool a convenience sample, or a sample of accessible subjects (Babbie, 

2001) was selected, narrowed to families whose children received high scores on specific 

literacy measures (see below) at the beginning of the school year. High-scoring students 

were specifically selected because their performance at school entry could indicate that 

important literacy and language development activities and environments had been 

provided at home. This could add value for informing researchers about the experiences 

children bring to school (Piotrkowski, Botsko, & Matthews, 2000). Another selection 

factor was participants’ accessibility and proximity to the researcher.  

Once enrolled in the preschool program, all students are routinely administered 

two language and one literacy assessments based in the English language. Pre-tests are 

administered in the fall of every school year and post-tests are administered in the spring. 

This practice is required by the state and is used to track program effectiveness and to 

help guide teachers in making instructional decisions. Language measures include the 

Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test, or PPVT, (Dunn & Dunn, 2007) and the Expressive 

Vocabulary Test, or EVT (Williams, 1997). The literacy measure is Pre-K Phonemic 

Awareness Literacy Screener, or Pre-K PALS (Invernizzi, Sullivan, Meier, & Swank, 

2004). The PPVT measures receptive English vocabulary skills and the EVT measures 

expressive English vocabulary skills. The Pre-K PALS measures early English language 

literacy skills, including name writing, alphabet knowledge, beginning sound awareness, 

print and word awareness, rhyme awareness, and nursery rhyme awareness. These 

language and literacy skills are frequently argued to be fundamental to literacy learning 
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(DeTemple & Snow, 2003; Dickinson, 1984; Dickinson & Smith, 1994; Sénéchal, 

LeFevre, Thomas, & Daley, 1998).  

Research Sample 

I identified high-scoring student participants by sorting the scores of all 176 

students on the fall administration of the EVT and PPVT from highest to lowest. As the 

program coordinator, I administer these assessments to each enrolled preschool student 

for purposes outside of this study (specifically, for program evaluation purposes). Pre-K 

PALS tests are administered for all 176 students by their classroom teachers and are 

administered for state reporting and instructional purposes. Students’ Pre-K PALS results 

were sorted by number of subtests in which benchmark was met, then sorted from highest 

to lowest.  

As the coordinator for the preschool program, I have access to student scores on 

these measures division-wide. I examined the top 25 of the 176 enrolled students and 

eliminated those whose score on any one assessment fell below the mean. I finally 

created a list of 25 prospective student participants, and I was able to recruit nine of 

those, and their fathers, for the study. One set of video recordings was lost, resulting in a 

final count of eight participant dyads (see Table 2). The sole use of these data was to 

identify children who exhibited command of the measures and, thus, met the selection 

criteria for this study. 
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Table 2: Participating students’ fall language and literacy scores. 

Child’s 
Assigned 

Name 

Language Assessment % of Benchmarks 
Reached on PALS-

PreK 
PPVT 

Percentile Rank 
EVT 

Percentile Rank 
Zuberi 61 61 88 
Ulu 73 66 50 
Sheraz 47 67 88 
Salim 61 68 100 
Eric 84 98 100 
Obasi 63 84 75 
Carlota 52 64 63 
Hakim 72 60 75 

 
In order to recruit fathers from the list of high-performing students, I first 

personally approached the four principals whose elementary schools offer the preschool 

program and solicited their verbal approval to conduct the research. I explained my 

proposed study in terms of a doctoral-program requirement and also as an opportunity to 

examine how fathers interact with their children during read alouds. In my role as the 

coordinator for early childhood programs, I have established what I consider to be a good 

working relationship with each of the principals, all of whom approved my request and 

offered assistance in recruitment and study logistics (equipment, space, etc.). I next 

approached the preschool classroom teachers, initially via email and then personally, to 

explain my research project, gain their support, and request their assistance in contacting 

families for participation in the study. 

Teachers agreed to distribute parent recruitment letters , written in English (see 

Appendix A), which had been personalized and placed in sealed envelopes, to selected 
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students’ families. Teachers typically meet with parents or care providers daily at school 

dismissal, providing time for the teachers to speak personally with family members 

regarding the study and their participation in it. I provided a deadline for return of the 

letters one week from the date of distribution, allowing time for additional recruitment if 

necessary. 

When the letters were signed by parents and returned to the school, the teachers 

notified me of study candidates. I collected the recruitment letters and contacted the 

parents by phone within two days to explain the study in more detail, answer their 

questions, and set up meeting times and locations.  

Thirteen of the 20 selected parents approached for participation did not respond to 

the letter, and one could not be contacted after submitting the letter. One family informed 

me that they were planning to move prior to data collection, so they did not participate. 

Another parent responded that the father did not live in the household, so that family was 

eliminated. After five additional letters were distributed, a total of nine families agreed to 

participate; however, data from one dyad was lost due to camera malfunction. The final 

eight participant dyads included two female students and six male students; the parents 

identified their race as follows on their registration documents: five students were black; 

and one student each was Asian, Hispanic and white. The city in which this district is 

located is home to a wide variety of newly immigrated residents; however, I did not have 

access to the participants’ immigration status, how long they had resided in the United 

States, nor their English-language proficiencies. From my conversations with them, I 

observed that levels of English language proficiency varied. Table 3 outlines students’ 
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assigned pseudonyms; status as a learner of English (this status is determined through the 

Office of English Language Learners for families reporting a language other than English 

as their home language); and the child’s reported race, gender, and age.  

  



 

65 

Table 3: Study participants—child’s pseudonym, English language proficiency status, 
race, gender, and age. 

 Child’s first 
name 

(pseudonym) 

Limited 
English 

Proficiency 

Child’s 
race 

Child’s 
gender 

Child’s age 

Dyad 1 Zuberi Y B M 5 years 4 months 

Dyad 2 Ulu Y B F 5 years 7 months 

Dyad 3 Sheraz Not known A M 5 years 1 month 

Dyad 4 Salim Not known B M 5 years 5 months 

Dyad 5 Eric N W M 5 years 1 month 

Dyad 6 Obasi Y B M 5 years 6 months 

Dyad 7 Carlota Y H F 4 years 10 months 

Dyad 8 Hakim Not known B M 5 years 7 months 
 

At least half of the fathers and their children were listed as English language 

learners, and I surmised that many families are first-generation immigrants to the United 

States. This assumption is based on my experience in helping with registration of families 

for the preschool program. Families often posses foreign documentation and seem 

unfamiliar with the school system. However, I did not have access to and am not 

authorized to inquire about immigration status; it is not considered for program 

enrollment. 

While immigration status may, in some cases, hint at language proficiency status, 

in other cases it may not. For example, a recent immigrant of Ethiopia may list his home 

language as Amharic but this does not necessarily indicate that English is a new or 

foreign language for that person. I do not have access to specific information regarding 
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participants’ proficiency status and I did not ask my participants what language they 

typically use during home read-aloud events. This is discussed in the study limitations 

section in Chapter 5.  

Data Sources and Generation 

I collected and compiled data for this study from several sources, including 1) 

children’s label production and comprehension as judged by the language (PPVT and 

EVT) and literacy (Pre-K PALS) assessment results, 2) interview data from eight fathers, 

3) video and audio recordings of eight fathers reading three books to their children, and 

4) field notes. All of these data sources were either written or conducted in English. 

Assessments 
The PPVT is a measure of receptive vocabulary for Standard American English. 

The assessment begins at a designated point in the assessment booklet, based on a child’s 

age. The assessor displays a page that includes four colored drawings of objects, actions, 

or scenes. Reading from the assessment manual, he or she requests the student to point to 

one of the four pictures. For example, the assessor would say, “Where is the leaf?” or 

“Point to the ring.” The score is then recorded and tallied producing a raw score and 

percentile ranking.  

Similarly, the EVT measures expressive vocabulary and word retrieval for 

Standard American English. The assessor displays a single picture at a time from the 

assessment booklet and, reading from the manual, asks the student to name the picture. 

For example, the booklet displays a woman’s neck with a necklace and an arrow pointing 
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to the necklace. The assessor would ask, “What is this?” The manual prompts pointing to 

the necklace with a finger.  

The Pre-K PALS assessment is a series of short activities that are used to measure 

beginning literacy components. For example, the child is asked to draw a self-portrait and 

record his or her own name. Children exhibit their ability to identify letters by naming 

randomly arranged upper- and lower-case letters. Children are also asked to produce 

letter sounds for 23 letters and three consonant digraphs (ch, sh, th). For another section, 

children identify rhyming words by using picture cards to match a target word. A familiar 

nursery rhyme is used to assess children’s understanding of various text components 

(word, letter, etc.). Finally, nursery rhyme awareness is exhibited when children verbally 

complete a line of a poem provided by the assessor. 

Interview/Recording Sessions 
After I selected the participants, I met with families at a location that was 

convenient for them. Three of the interview and recording sessions (Obasi, Zuberi, and 

Ulu) were conducted during the regular school day in the office of the coordinator 

(located at one of the schools that houses a preschool program). Children were excused 

from class to participate in the recorded read-aloud activity. One interview and recording 

session (Eric) was conducted in the family home around 6:30 p.m. The remaining 

interview and recording sessions (Sheraz, Salim, Carlota, and Hakim) were conducted in 

children’s preschool classrooms immediately after school dismissed, at approximately 

2:45 p.m. 
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Prior to the interview and the recording, I reiterated the study’s purpose. I also 

explained what the study would require from fathers and their children (including 

interviews and video/audio recordings of three read alouds). I clarified the benefits of the 

study (including contributions to the understanding of father/child interactions around 

books) and answered questions to allay any concerns families had. I reviewed the consent 

form (see Appendix B) by paraphrasing the sections. I then provided time for the father to 

read the form, ask questions, and sign the form. I verbally informed participants that there 

was no requirement to participate in the study and that they could elect to withdraw at 

any time. I also informed the fathers that I might contact them at a later time to ask 

follow-up questions for clarification or to ask for additional information, including 

retrospective thoughts that could help confirm or reshape my interpretations. All fathers 

agreed and signed the consent form, which was later copied and returned to each father 

via his child’s backpack. 

I then asked for permission to conduct an information-gathering interview 

regarding the family’s typical read alouds and other family practices in order to develop 

an understanding of activities the father deemed as important or meaningful. These 

interviews were not audio or video recorded. I also asked for information about how 

reading sessions typically functioned and the roles the participants played. The three 

components of the interview that provided meaningful data were items related to read 

aloud frequencies, goals fathers had for their children, and how fathers believed reading 

aloud contributed to these goals (see Appendix C). I took notes while fathers were talking 

but did not record the interviews.  
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The interview provided some important background information that helped me 

understand fathers’ typical interactions and intentions with their children; it also supplied 

an additional level of analysis, allowing cross-reference of read-aloud actions or moves 

with data from interviews to reach conclusions. For example, one father reported in the 

interview that a benefit from reading aloud to his child was helping him to “learn what to 

do.” This father pointed with a pen to each word he read. This insight helped me 

determine that this father believes it is important to model the act of “doing” (i.e., reading 

to his child). An additional component of the interview that proved less valuable than 

intended was an item that I hoped would lead to a better understanding of how a typical 

read-aloud session would occur in a natural setting (e.g., in bed before bedtime, or in a 

comfortable chair on a rainy day). However, perhaps because of how the query was 

phrased, it required many prompts and typically resulted in fathers providing details 

about the sequence of events. For example, “We read a story and then he goes to bed.” 

For the read-aloud sessions that followed the initial interviews, I chose to record 

fathers reading 1) a book that was familiar to both the father and child, 2) a book that was 

familiar only to the child, and 3) a book that was unfamiliar to both the father and the 

child. All books are listed by dyad in Table 5 (on page 70). This array of texts provided 

insight into fathers’ invitations to interact while reading at varying levels of familiarity. I 

asked fathers to bring their child’s favorite storybook from home for the recording 

session. This book was considered “familiar to both.” It should be noted all fathers 

brought familiar books from home that were children’s books in English. In addition, all 

‘familiar to child’ and ‘unfamiliar’ books were also English children’s books. None of the 
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fathers asked if there was a language preference for the familiar book and I did not 

request that the familiar book be in English. Thus, the interactions that took place during 

these read-alouds –and my interpretations of them–could well be skewed by the lack of 

children’s books in fathers’ or children’s first or preferred languages. This limitation is 

discussed further in Chapter 5.   

I invited the father and child to sit in small chairs arranged next to each other in a 

quiet location in the pre-determined reading environment (typically at the preschool in 

which the child was enrolled and usually in the child’s classroom) with video recording 

equipment set on a nearby table or desk to record the event. Some children were initially 

intrigued by the camera, asking what it was and other questions; but after a brief 

explanation, they tended to ignore its presence. For the dyad interviewed and recorded in 

the child’s home (because this was most convenient for the family), the father and child 

sat next to each other on a leather sofa and the camera was set up on the coffee table in 

front of them. The child’s mother and older brother were also present during the reading; 

the mother watched the activity and the older sibling played quietly and sometimes joined 

the pair for brief moments.  

For each dyad, I prompted the father to share books as he and his child normally 

would on any given day, explaining that my objective was to capture their typical routine. 

I sought to encourage this behavior by assuring them that no judgments or evaluations 

would be involved. While the fathers shared stories, I sat quietly, typically on the floor, 

and watched the exchange. I refrained from taking notes during the recording session, 

because I felt it might create discomfort for some fathers. Instead, I jotted notes in my 
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field book as soon as possible after a recording session ended and the father and child had 

departed. 

The second and third sharing sessions occurred on the same day. This sequence 

was not planned, but for many of the fathers, scheduling time to participate in the study 

was a challenge. Some had to take time off from work to meet with me, and all were 

juggling multiple family and job responsibilities. To accommodate their schedules and to 

maintain data consistency, I offered to conduct all three recordings for a dyad on the 

same day. All fathers readily accepted this arrangement.  

The combined time required for the interview and the three reading sessions was 

approximately one hour. The child was not always present for the interview; but a toy or 

other materials were provided to occupy the child’s attention if he or she was present. 

Because of the length of the reading sessions and, for many, the time of day, fatigue was 

likely a factor, especially for the recordings that occurred immediately after school; I 

have noted its possible influence in my analysis.  

For the second and third reading sessions, recording process followed the same 

pattern as the first, except for the book selection. To choose a book for the second 

recording, I worked with each child’s teacher to identify a small selection (three to four) 

of books that would be familiar to the child—ones that the teacher had read recently in 

class. Before presenting the books to the dyad, I asked the father whether he was familiar 

with any of the books I had procured from the classroom; I eliminated any books with 

which father was familiar to ensure that the second book was familiar only to the child.  
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For the final recording, I presented a small selection of books from my own 

library and confirmed with both members of the dyad that the book selected (always by 

the child) was unfamiliar to both the child and the father in content and possibly in 

language as well. Table 4 lists the books from my collection that I determined might be 

unfamiliar to both the fathers and the children, either because of their publication date or 

lack of wide popularity. Although two non-fiction books were presented, none of the 

children selected those books. 

Table 4: Selection of Unfamiliar Books 

Title Author 

My Truck Is Stuck Kevin Lewis 
Some Monsters Are Different David Milgrim 
Penguin: Watch Me Grow Lisa Magloff (Ed.) 
How a Seed Grows Helene Jordan 

 
For each dyad, the sequence of the books being read remained consistent (familiar 

to both, familiar to child, unfamiliar to both). This sequence helped to isolate the 

familiarity variable and avoid order effects such as practice or fatigue between dyads. It 

could not, however, account for order effects within each dyad. Thus, one must consider, 

for example, that all readings of unfamiliar books may have been affected by fatigue. 

They could have also been affected by unfamiliarity with particular vocabulary in the text 

or linguistic styles commonly found in the English language. 

I hoped to analyze the discourse around the three books to determine whether and 

how fathers adjust discourse based on the familiarity of the book. However, extant factors 

including book characteristics, child motivation and interest, and recording conditions 
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likely contributed to the discourse exhibited. Genre could also have influenced the 

discourse (Price, Bradley, Smith, 2012). However, none of the books brought from home, 

selected from the classroom, or selected from the unfamiliar options, varied sufficiently 

in genre to justify a separate examination. Table 5 shows each dyad and their respective 

familiar, familiar only to child, and unfamiliar books. 

Table 5: Books Shared by Each Dyad. 

Dyads Familiar to Both Familiar to Child Unfamiliar to Both 

1 - Zuberi 
Polar Bear, Polar 
Bear, What Do You 
Hear? 

Muncha, Muncha, 
Muncha 

My Truck Is Stuck 

2 - Ulu My First Big Book of 
Fairy Tales 

Polar Bear, Polar Bear, 
What Do You Hear? 

Some Monsters Are 
Different 

3 - Sheraz Good Night Moon The Very Lonely Firefly My Truck Is Stuck 

4 - Salim The Fantastic Cake I Know an Old Lady  Some Monsters Are 
Different 

5 - Eric Arthur Writes a Story Henny Penny Some Monsters Are 
Different 

6 - Obasi Hens Don't Crow Little Red Riding Hood My Truck Is Stuck 

7 - Carlota The Giving Tree Three Little Fish and the 
Big Bad Shark 

Some Monsters Are 
Different 

8 - Hakim The Show and Tell 
Surprise 

Fish Eyes: A Book You 
Can Count On 

Some Monsters Are 
Different 

 
Each of the read-aloud sessions was video recorded. Doing so allowed me to add 

another level of investigation in the discourse analysis process—I was able to collect and 

use data related to the non-verbal exchanges as well as the verbal ones. This added extra 

meaning to the analysis. It allowed me to determine whether, for example, the child was 

actively engaged in the read aloud or distracted and not attentive, whether the father 
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lingered on a page, or pointed to the picture. However, the uncommon setting (recording 

the read alouds in a school classroom or office) and the presence of a researcher 

negatively impacted the ecological validity of the study. 

I produced ongoing transcriptions for all interactions: for each of the three reading 

episodes, for each of the eight participating dyads. Verbal and non-verbal interactions—

such as body language (yawning, fidgetting), signs of interest (facial expressions, eye 

gaze direction), and book positioning—were noted as well as other observations that 

added value to the analysis. Transcription entries were based on the video recordings and 

the field notes recorded immediately after the story-reading episodes. Transcriptions of 

the recordings allowed me to conduct a thorough and repeated examination of the talk 

and the actions that contribute to understanding of the discourse used by fathers during 

read alouds with their children.   

Field Notes 
As mentioned previously, I maintained a field book of notes throughout the four-

week data collection period. Entries in the field book included interview notes and the 

notes I made immediately after each read-aloud session, when either the father and child 

or I had departed from the session location. I attempted to capture what had occurred 

during the read aloud and other things I noticed that might prove helpful during analysis. 

I recorded my reflections about the session, including information about the father’s 

and/or child’s disposition, what other family members were doing, and whether the 

session seemed comfortable or awkward for the father. Many of the notes were later 
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corroborated while viewing video recordings. These data were used to provide additional 

insights and details that added value to my analysis.  

Data Analysis  

Discourse Analysis 
Discourse analysis was used to explore the transcribed data gathered for this 

study. Discourse analysis is the investigation of  “. . . linguistic action, be it written, 

visual or oral communication, verbal or nonverbal, undertaken by social actors in a 

specific setting determined by social rules, norms and conventions” (Wodak, 2008, p. 5). 

Discourse analysis has historically been used to analyze the structure of text content in 

terms of semantics and syntax (Lichtman, 2010). However, it can also be used to examine 

the social and historical context of text construction (Cheek, 2004). Adopting a holistic 

approach to discourse analysis acknowledges the broad, complex influences of situated 

meanings within specific cultural models that shape principles of practice (Gee & Green, 

1998). Thus, a holistic perspective places  

the study of “dialogue” in the center of the work, whether that dialogue be 

through discourse or through action . . . [to identify] what members of a social 

group (e.g., a classroom or other educational setting) need to know, reproduce, 

predict, interpret, and evaluate in a given setting or social group to participate 

appropriately and through that participation, learn . . . (Gee & Green, p. 126) 

Through this holistic framework, I examined and described the discourse and action that 

transpired between fathers and their preschoolers within a specific literacy event. These 

findings can inform parents, as well as educators who work with parents and their 
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preschoolers, about the diverse ways this experience can unfold within the context of 

shared storybook reading.   

Once data from video recordings of read alouds and parental interviews were 

transcribed, I analyzed them being cognizant of my research question: 

• How does a sample of fathers of preschoolers who are deemed well prepared 

on early language and literacy assessments invite their children to interact and 

think abstractly around familiar and unfamiliar texts during read alouds? 

Individual Analysis 
I used the three Cs: coding, categorizing, and identifying concepts (Lichtman, 

2010) to identify, sort, and describe extratextual exchanges (those exchanges outside of 

the printed text of the book). I used video recordings to look for both verbal and 

nonverbal instances of invitations to interact, as well as fathers’ invitations to think 

abstractly, to identify themes and patterns and form a theory regarding how fathers 

interact with their preschool children during a read aloud.   

The process for conducting this analysis included first viewing video recordings 

of father and child read-aloud episodes in sequential order, from the first recorded to last 

recorded and, hence, by familiarity category (familiar both, familiar child, unfamiliar 

both). Beginning with Dyad 1 (Zuberi and his father) for example, I viewed and recorded 

field notes for the video segment of the father and child reading the book that they 

selected from their own book collection. After that, I viewed the video recording of the 

pair as they shared the book that was familiar to the child only; again I made field notes 

as I watched. Finally, I viewed the recording of Zuberi and his father sharing a book that 
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was unfamiliar to both. As I watched each video, I made notes about interesting or 

unusual actions or exchanges. For example, as I viewed the first recording, I made this 

note: “The child uses pictures to help tell a story. The father pauses, allowing the child to 

elaborate, then continues reading.” Once I had completed viewing all three video 

segments for the first dyad, I summarized my notes and transferred them as bulleted 

points in a “Notes” column on an Excel summary sheet. This document contained basic 

information about each dyad (race, age, and gender of child; books shared; and notes 

from the interview, including reported frequency of read alouds, goals for the child, and 

perceived benefits of reading aloud). This system allowed me to become more closely 

familiar with each dyad across all book familiarity levels. I was also able to organize 

information into a central location for later analysis. 

I then transcribed each of the 24 video-recorded segments: 3 segments (familiar to 

both, familiar to child, unfamiliar to both) for each of the 8 dyads. The review helped me 

gain a deeper familiarity with each pair and each father’s styles of inviting, sharing, and 

listening. I entered transcriptions into spreadsheets—one sheet for each participant 

dyad—with columns added for book title, time stamp (for easier follow-up reference), 

actions, transcript, and book text. In the action category, I recorded non-verbal, 

procedural, and gestural actions that the participants performed but were not necessarily 

captured in the transcript column. For example, I made a note if the father was referring 

to a speech bubble rather than conventional text or if the father used sound effects (e.g., 

“Zzzzz,” for snoring). I also recorded the child’s non-verbal responses; I included 

descriptions indicating how they were especially engaged or disengaged. I created an 
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initial, basic set of codes including labels for participants (f=father, c=child) and book 

familiarity (fb=familiar both, fc=familiar child, u=unfamiliar). I viewed video recordings 

a second time—in sequential order from Dyad 1 to Dyad 8 and from first reading episode 

to last (most familiar to least unfamiliar). I initially categorized the types of interactions 

that were occurring. Specifically, I explored the discourse each father used to draw his 

child into the story, promote understanding, or provide learning opportunities. I added 

more detail to the actions categories during this second of two formal examinations of the 

video recordings. I added a book-orientation category because I noticed some fathers held 

the book so it was oriented toward themselves, while others held the book so it was 

oriented toward the child. I also added a category for attention-getting strategies because 

I noticed that fathers used a variety of methods (both verbal and non verbal) to gain and 

maintain their child’s focus or interest. I then read the transcripts again and added codes 

(see definitions and examples in Table 43, on page 138) from existing research by van 

Kleeck et al. (1997) and Blank et al. (1978). Table 6 summarizes the categories or 

features and the transcription code used for each. 
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Table 6: Transcription Codes 

Category or Feature Code 

Book orientation self (S), child (C), middle (M) 

Attention-getting strategy verbal (V), non-verbal (N) 

Print and book conventions P 

Feedback and acknowledgments F 

Level I: Matching perceptions 1 

Level II: Selective analysis/integrating perceptions 2 

Level III: Reordering/making inferences 3 

Level IV: Reasoning about perceptions 4 

 
I analyzed notes I recorded from father interviews (Appendix C) both at the 

beginning of the study as well as during the data analysis stage. This information, initially 

gathered to help explain fathers’ routines and goals related to read-aloud episodes, was 

triangulated with discourse analysis categories to help theorize regarding father actions. 

For example, fathers might have asked particular questions or interacted in specific ways 

based upon their goals for their child or the child’s disposition.  

I analyzed each case, compiling statistical information for each dyad. I conducted 

this analysis as a means of quantifying the interactions and invitations to abstractions so 

that I might understand father behaviors more thoroughly. I calculated totals, means, and 

standard deviations for the incidences in each theme category (i.e., attention getting, print 

and book conventions, feedback and acknowledgments, and abstraction Levels I–IV) and 

then disaggregated the information across dyads by book familiarity. I also calculated 
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total interactions and total invitations to abstract thinking for each dyad. A mix of 

methods and data arrangements can help to uncover patterns that may exist among study 

elements. For example, did highly interactive fathers also employ more invitations to 

think abstractly during the reading sessions? 

Cross-Case Analysis 
The next step was to conduct cross-case constant comparison analysis by category 

(Glaser & Strauss, 1967). This analysis involved identifying similarities and differences 

across units of data. I accomplished this by creating a data sheet for each dyad, with a 

chart outlining their totals for each of the following: 

• analysis category (attention getting, print and book conventions, feedback 

and acknowledgments, abstraction levels I–IV);  

• demographic information (child’s race, gender, and age); 

• interview data related to read-aloud frequency, goals, and perceived 

benefits; and  

• abbreviated field notes and transcripts.  

I then viewed multiple arrays of the data. For example, I gathered all dyads that 

demonstrated high levels of interactions, dyads in which goals for read alouds were 

purely academic, and so on. Using this method, I could explore interactions of individual 

father/child dyads in a number of ways, or I could discover patterns or similarities that 

existed across multiple dyads. These insights, while limited by my lack of understanding 

as to how these literacy events may or may not reflect what actually occurs in these 

families’ homes, helped develop a more comprehensive understanding of study results. 



 

81 

Denzin (1989) outlines steps in this process: collecting an objective set of experiences 

(read-aloud episodes); gathering stories (data); organizing stories into pivotal events or 

epiphanies; searching for meaning in the stories; and looking for structures to explain 

meaning in the stories. This method illuminated the considerable variation that existed 

across the dyads in the number of interactions and invitations to think abstractly.  

Methodology Limitations 

All knowledge and inference, whether qualitative or quantitative, is uncertain 

(King, Keohane & Verba, 1994). Qualitative research is useful for providing in-depth 

descriptions of phenomena in context that help us understand experiences, processes, and 

motivations. However, it is more difficult to replicate and generalize than quantitative 

research and is more susceptible to bias (Huberman & Miles, 2002). A frequent criticism 

of qualitative methodology is its dependence on small samples, which makes it difficult 

to argue for generalizations (Hamel, Dufour, & Fortin, 1993; Yin, 1994).  

The findings of this study are, indeed, limited by the sample size and the scope of 

variability among participants. As previously stated, the eight participant dyads were 

members of a population that had been identified as at-risk, according to program 

parameters, meaning their life situations presented specific indicators that placed the 

children at risk for school failure. The various indicators factored in establishing this 

population included poverty, knowledge of the English language, homelessness, family 

instability, chronic illness, unemployment, or violence. The extent to which specific 

groups were excluded as participants limits the degree to which the findings may be 
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generalized to other populations. To mitigate limitations, trustworthiness constructs were 

incorporated throughout the study.  

Trustworthiness 
I integrated strategies to aid in establishing validity and reliability appropriate for 

qualitative research (Guba & Lincoln, 1981). The difficulty in addressing this issue when 

studying natural and social phenomena often leads critics of qualitative research to 

question its rigor (Lichtman, 2010). Several approaches now demonstrate how 

researchers can incorporate measures to improve the validity and reliability of their 

qualitative studies (Silverman, 2001). I confronted the trustworthiness dilemma using 

constructs outlined by Guba (1981) around credibility, transferability, dependability, and 

confirmability.  

Credibility 

Employing triangulation and strategies to ensure honesty, the credibility of the 

findings from this study were augmented.  

• Triangulation. I employed a variety of data collection methods (interviews 

with fathers, video and audio recordings of discourse/readings, field notes) 

and exploited opportunities to gather additional data (from books read by 

fathers and debriefings) to verify assumptions. For example, upon noting a 

possible attention-getting strategy as I read through transcripts, I sought to 

confirm this assumption by reviewing the video recording and referring to 

field notes that were taken immediately after the story-reading session. The 
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notes often referred to observation of the child’s affective, or emotional, state 

(e.g., bored, tired, engaged). 

• Strategies to ensure honesty. Participants were urged to respond and perform 

frankly and honestly throughout the research project; in addition, they were 

afforded the opportunity to refuse participation at any time during the study. 

This information was included first in the consent form each father signed 

before beginning the study and again, verbally, immediately prior to the read-

aloud recording sessions. This strategy was included to help ensure that 

subjects were willing participants and that they offered data freely (Shenton, 

2004).  

Transferability and Dependability 
Transferability indicates the extent to which the findings of the study can be 

applied to other situations (Merriam, 1998). Dependability addresses the likelihood that, 

if replicated, a study would yield similar results. I attempted to bolster the transferability 

and dependability of my findings by describing the background information to which I 

had access around the contextual factors (Guba, 1981) and boundaries (Pitts, 1994) of my 

inquiry, as well as providing a detailed description of my research design and 

implementation. This allows readers a better understanding by which to judge the 

effectiveness of my methods and the soundness of my findings.  

Confirmability 

Confirmability addresses the extent to which the findings of a study are the result 

of the informants’ experiences and ideas rather than the preferences and characteristics of 



 

84 

the researcher (Shenton, 2004). Triangulation, positionality, and audit trails are important 

constructs here. I discussed above how I incorporated triangulation. I provided detailed 

information about myself as a researcher and the process of researching. This element is 

important because it serves to control the biases and assumptions of the researcher (see 

Positionality section, which follows). 

Finally, I articulated my claims and established the link between claims and 

evidence; claims have been positioned in existing research. Themes and patterns from 

data used to justify claims were presented in tandem with the evidence used to identify 

them, including transcript excerpts, interview data, and field notes. Thus, readers are able 

to trace the course of my research procedures and decision-making steps.  

By employing trustworthiness constructs of credibility, transferability, 

dependability, and confirmability to my study, I have bolstered its rigor and, 

subsequently, its value for the field.  

Positionality 

As with any qualitative study, this one is necessarily clouded by my own personal 

biography. Banks (1998) explains that we are all members of communities fashioned by 

culture. Our life experiences are “mediated by the interaction of a complex set of status 

variables, such as gender, social class, age, political affiliation, religion, and region” 

(p.5). This study is influenced by culturally ascribed attributes including my race 

(Caucasian), class (middle-class), and gender (female) in that these attributes influence 

my understandings of read alouds, fatherhood, and language and literacy in general. I 
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approached this study with a set of experiences and acquired expertise as a parent, a 

teacher, a student of curriculum studies, and a burgeoning researcher. Thomas (2011) 

reiterates,  

Interpretivists say that there is no “objective” social world “out there.” Rather it is 

constructed differently by each person in each situation they face, so it is useful 

sometimes to see the world as a stage on which we play out characters. (p. 51) 

Although I strove to maintain an open mind as I listened to and observed my participants 

and analyzed data, I make no claim of absolute objectivity. Thomas claims that for 

interpretivists, absolute objectivity does not exist. Because I align with this framing of 

the world, it is inevitable that I made assumptions based on my beliefs about learning 

theories and my personal experiences.  

At times during my study, I was both an insider and an outsider. Being an insider 

stems from my extensive background with preschool children, particularly in the practice 

of read alouds, and my employment position as coordinator of the division’s early 

childhood programs. I became an outsider when my participants had cultural and gender-

role expectations and experiences different from my own. This outsider status most 

assuredly influenced my perception and understanding of the participants of this study as 

well as the participants’ exhibited interactions as they sat before a researcher with–in 

some cases– considerably different experiences and expectations (gender roles, language, 

culture, etc.) from their own.  

The qualitative researcher’s perspective is perhaps a paradoxical one: it is to be 

acutely tuned-in to the experiences and meaning systems of others—to indwell—
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and at the same time to be aware of how one’s own biases and preconceptions 

may be influencing what one is trying to understand. (Maykut & Morehouse, 

1994, p. 123)  

I described phenomena and interpreted data from my own perspective, employing 

research skills such as observation, discourse analysis, interviewing, data analysis and 

synthesis, and descriptive writing gained through a pilot study and my graduate program. 

I acknowledged those moments in which objectivity was difficult because of my 

positionality, and I attempted to maintain objectivity in all instances—although, as Code 

(1991) claims, objectivity is an ideal toward which we as researchers should constantly 

endeavor but one which we will never achieve. 

I am especially cognizant of potential conflict of interest issues related to my 

simultaneous positions as researcher and as district coordinator of the preschool program. 

Research participants (both children and parents) were recruited through preschool 

classrooms over which I have shared authority. The data collected for and findings 

derived from this study will in no way affect child evaluations or placement, nor will they 

affect teacher evaluations. Teachers and principals of participating families will not have 

access to data or findings unless they expend the effort of acquiring a copy of my 

published dissertation. 

Summary 

In this chapter, I have presented research procedures comprised of a qualitative 

methodology using discourse analysis to examine fathers’ interactions with their children 
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during read alouds of familiar and unfamiliar stories. I have detailed the research 

processes, including descriptions of the qualitative method and the plan used to guide 

these methods to produce a close investigation of father interactions with their children 

around books.  
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Chapter 4: Findings 

Introduction 

Vygotsky (1978) suggests that it is social interactions that guide children in the 

use of tools for thinking at higher levels (Rogoff, 1990). In order to better understand 

ways in which fathers support their children through meaning making, problem solving, 

connecting experiences, and sharing ideas, I examine the moves fathers employ within 

the context of a joint story sharing activity 

The research question that guided this study focused on details of fathers’ 

interactions with their preschoolers around read alouds, albeit read alouds that may have 

occurred in languages other than the native languages of some fathers. I examined factors 

reported by fathers, including father/child read alouds frequencies, father goals for their 

children and how reading aloud benefits their child. I also observed patterns of invitations 

to interact; levels of abstraction of questions and comments initiated by fathers; and 

differences in interactions based on text familiarity. To reiterate, my research question is 

this: 

• How does a sample of fathers of preschoolers who are deemed well prepared 

on early language and literacy assessments invite their children to interact and 

think abstractly around familiar and unfamiliar texts during read alouds? 

Books 

Books shared in this study were a combination of English language children’s 

books brought from families’ homes, books collected from classroom teachers, and books 
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provided from my personal collection (see Tables 7–9 below). This combination provided 

access to varying levels of familiarity (in content and perhaps linguistic familiarity). 

Although I offered four books from my collection from which to select as unfamiliar 

books, two of those (both non-fiction) were not selected by any of the dyads.  
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Table 7: Books Brought from Participants’ Homes (Familiar to Both) 

Title Author Illustrator Pub. Year Description 

Polar Bear, Polar 
Bear, What Do You 
Hear? 

Bill Martin, Jr.  Eric Carle 1991 A rhythmic and repetitive book 
that the youngest of children can 
read; large, colorful tissue paper 
collages bring animals to life 

My First Big Book of 
Fairy Tales 

Tony 
Hutchings 

 2008 All the favorites; one per page, 
in a large, sharable format 

Goodnight Moon Margaret Wise 
Brown 

Clement Hurd 1947 A classic bedtime story; gentle 
verse that lulls a child to sleep 

The Fantastic Cake Joy Cowley  2009 Short, repetitive, leveled reader 
in a small, child size 

Arthur Writes a 
Story 

Marc Brown  1996 A beginning chapter book that 
follows Arthur through the steps 
of story writing 

Hens Don't Crow A. H. 
Benjamin 

Rebecca 
Elliott 

2012 Beautifully illustrated story of a 
hen’s scheme to fill in for the 
rooster one morning 

The Giving Tree Shell 
Silverstein 

 1964 Simple, pencil illustrations help 
tell of the ability to give 

The Show and Tell 
Surprise 

Nancy 
Bridwell; 
Teddy 
Marguilis 
(adaptor) 

Steve Haefele 2003 Clifford, the big red dog, and 
Emily Elizabeth look for 
something special to share 
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Table 8: Books Selected from Teachers’ Classrooms (Familiar to Child) 

Title Author Illustrator Pub. Year Description 

Muncha, Muncha, 
Muncha 

Candace 
Fleming 

Brian Karas 2002 Funny illustrations and sound 
effects; Mr. McGreely attempts 
to outsmart the bunnies who are 
eating his vegetables 

Polar Bear, Polar 
Bear, What Do You 
Hear? 

Bill Martin, Jr.  Eric Carle 1991 Rhythmic and repetitive book 
that the youngest of children can 
read; large, colorful tissue paper 
collages bring animals to life 

The Very Lonely 
Firefly 

Eric Carle  1995 A beautifully illustrated firefly 
spends a night looking for 
friends 

I Know an Old Lady  Ann Owen  2003 Classic folk tale of a woman 
searching for a cure 

Yummy: Eight 
Favorite Fairy Tales  
“Henny Penny” 

Lucy Cousins  2009 Bold, child-like illustrations help 
retell the story of a hen afraid 
that the sky is falling 

Yummy: Eight 
Favorite Fairy Tales 
“Little Red Riding 
Hood” 

Lucy Cousins  2009 Simple language and colorful 
illustrations to re-create Red 
Riding Hood’s quest to visit her 
grandmother 

Three Little Fish 
and the Big Bad 
Shark 

Will Grace Kenneth Geist 2007 An ocean version of the three 
little pigs; children love the 
bright, shiny illustrations. 

Fish Eyes: A Book 
You Can Count On 

Lois Ehlert  1992 A simple and colorful concept 
book that encourages counting 
and awareness of different types 
of fish 
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Table 9: Books Provided from Researcher’s Collection (Unfamiliar to Both) 

Title Author Illustrator Pub. Year Description 

My Truck Is Stuck! Kevin Lewis Daniel Kirk 2002 A lyrical read aloud with bright 
pictures; animal characters 
attempt to free a truck from a 
pothole 

Some Monsters Are 
Different 

David Milgrim  2013 A playful, comforting, and 
simple story about self-
acceptance; contemporary, 
sparse illustrations 

Penguin: Watch Me 
Grow 

Lisa Magloff 
(Ed.) 

 2004 Non-fiction book for beginning 
readers; close-up photography 
and accessible information about 
penguins 

How a Seed Grows Helene Jordan Loretta 
Krupinski 

2000 Simple science explained with 
watercolor pictures; illustrates 
the life cycle of a seed 

 

Table 10 outlines, for each dyad, which books were shared as familiar to both, familiar to 

child, and unfamiliar to both. 

Table 10: Books Shared by Each Father 

Dyad Familiar to Both Familiar to Child Unfamiliar to Both 

1 - Zuberi Polar Bear, Polar Bear, 
What Do You Hear? Muncha, Muncha, Muncha My Truck Is Stuck 

2 - Ulu My First Big Book of Fairy 
Tales 

Polar Bear, Polar Bear, What 
Do You Hear? 

Some Monsters Are 
Different 

3 - Sheraz Good Night Moon The Very Lonely Firefly My Truck Is Stuck 

4 - Salim The Fantastic Cake I Know an Old Lady Some Monsters Are 
Different 

5 - Eric Arthur Writes a Story Henny Penny Some Monsters Are 
Different 

6 - Obasi Hens Don't Crow Little Red Riding Hood My Truck Is Stuck 

7 - Carlota The Giving Tree Three Little Fish and the Big 
Bad Shark 

Some Monsters Are 
Different 

8 - Hakim The Show and Tell 
Surprise 

Fish Eyes: A Book You Can 
Count on 

Some Monsters Are 
Different 
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Fathers and Their Children 

Prior to discussing findings, I provide details about each father and his child. This 

information was gleaned from a) father interview questions/responses, b) notes 

chronicled immediately following eight video-recording sessions, and c) a compilation of 

additional notes recorded during the transcription and review of recordings. 

On the following pages I provide a glimpse of each father/child dyad, including 

some background information that reveals reading frequencies, goals for children, and 

perceived benefits from read alouds. I also provide examples of some exchanges from the 

transcripts; these characterize what I consider to be interactions typical of the respective 

dyads as demonstrated in the recorded sessions.  

The circumstances for collecting data for this study were not ideal. All but one of 

the reading sessions were recorded in locations wholly unlike the places where these 

fathers typically read to their children. In addition, children and fathers found themselves 

before a researcher whom they did not know well and who was using a camera to record 

their conversations and every move. Finally, because of the range of linguistic diversity 

of the father participants, some fathers may have been reading texts in a language 

different from the language in which typical read alouds occur. In the face of ecological 

validity flaws, that is failings in the real-world approximations of the read-aloud 

scenarios, I describe the data as they are and make attempts to interpret them. 

Zuberi and His Father 
Zuberi was 5 years and 4 months old at the time of this study. He and his father 

share stories on weekend evenings. His father selects the book they read (usually the 
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Bible) and they spend approximately 10 minutes at each reading. Goals that Zuberi’s 

father has for him include academic goals and career goals—he hopes Zuberi will 

become a doctor. His father believes that reading with Zuberi will help develop his 

general knowledge and will ultimately assist him in getting a good job. For these 

sessions, Zuberi favored books with rhythmic patterns and bright illustrations. Two 

stories had plot lines in which characters were involved in solving problems. Zuberi’s 

family reported that English is not Zuberi’s home language. 

During their shared reading, Zuberi’s father appeared to enjoy reading with his 

son—he often laughed genuinely and smiled during the experience. The father sometimes 

skipped text within the story. He made very few extratextual utterances, or utterances 

outside of the words he read from the page, such as asking questions or commenting on 

pictures.  

Table 11 reflects a typical exchange between the two during their read-aloud 

sessions. This excerpt is from the book that was familiar to both, Polar Bear, Polar Bear, 

What Do You Hear? During this reading, Zuberi’s younger brother was sitting on his 

father’s lap while Zuberi was in a chair next to them. The father exhibited extreme 

patience as the younger child repeatedly attempted to turn the pages during the reading. 

Even the younger child (approximately 2 years old) knew the repetitive text of this story. 

I would describe Zuberi’s father as patient. As the father and child read together 

the father leaned back in the chair in a relaxed manner. While sharing the familiar book, 

he held Zuberi’s younger brother on his lap while Zuberi was seated in a chair to his left. 

The younger child wiggled, attempted to turn the pages at less than ideal times, and 
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participated loudly in the story. Meanwhile, Zuberi’s father seemed unfazed. He quietly 

allowed the younger child to participate. After the first story, the younger child moved to 

the floor to work with me on a puzzle.  

Table 11: Dyad 1–Zuberi and his father reading the book familiar to both: Polar Bear, 
Polar Bear, What Do You Hear? 

Actor Action Transcript Book Text 

C As soon as the page is turned, child 
shouts 

Lion, Lion, what do you hear? Lion, Lion, what do you hear? 

F Father facilitates by pointing to 
words and discouraging little 
brother from turning pages by 
removing his hand 

    

F Smiles proudly while the child 
repeats the words (memorized?) 
from the book 

    

C Tries to remember words for the 
next page, without attempting to 
look at the next page 

I hear a hoppopotamus(sic), uh, 
uh, snorting in my ear. 

I hear a hippopotamus snorting 
in my ear 

C Glances at the page and looks 
around the room 

Hippopotamus, hippopotamus, 
what do you hear? I hear a uh, 
uh, mingo uh, flipping in my ear. 

Hippopotamus, Hippopotamus, 
what do you hear? I hear a 
flamingo fluting in my ear. 

F Father smiles, points to words 
while child attempts to remember 
(flamingo, fluting). 

    

F Does not comment when child says 
flipping instead of fluting 

    

F Points to words on each page while 
child reads 

    

C Looks at words dad is pointing 
to—may have helped him guess 
zebra was next 

Flamingo, Flamingo, what do 
you hear? I hear a zebra 
(changing?) in my ear. 

Flamingo, Flamingo, what do 
you hear? I hear a zebra 
braying in my ear 

F Father accepts child’s reading of 
changing for braying 

    

F Looks at child, who had paused 
then read 

Zebra…. Zebra, Zebra, what do you 
hear? 

C  Zebra, Zebra, what do you hear? 
I hear a, a, a  

F Father quietly reads to child, who 
had paused 

boa….constructor (sic) I hear a boa constrictor 

 
For the second and third stories, the father held the shared book midway between 

himself and Zuberi, allowing the child easy access to see pictures, turn the pages, and 
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comment or ask questions while sharing. This father provided very little verbal feedback 

outside of gently supplying a few words, but he offered many instances of non-verbal 

support, including pointing to words and pausing. He seemed content to allow Zuberi to 

be the star of the show. For the two books that were familiar to the child, (Polar Bear, 

Polar Bear, What Do You Hear? and Muncha, Muncha, Muncha) the father followed the 

child’s lead, allowing—even encouraging—him to contribute the parts with which he was 

familiar. The father seemed unconcerned with following the book text exactly and 

accepted the child’s unique rendition of the story.  

During reading of the unfamiliar book, the father exhibited an echo style of 

sharing in which he read a portion (short phrase) of the story and the child repeated what 

was read (see Table 12). This practice seemed familiar to the child, as he chimed in with 

the repeated text as soon as the father paused. 

Table 12: Dyad 1–Zuberi and his father, echo reading example. Reading the book 
unfamiliar to both: My Truck Is Stuck! 

Actor Action Transcript Book Text 

F Father holds book between himself 
and the child, showing pictures 

Dump truck comin' Dump truck comin' 

C Child repeats Dump truck comin'   
F  down the road down the road 
C Child repeats down the road   
F Father continues reading phrase by 

phrase and child repeats each 
phrase. 

   

F Father begins to read faster and 
pauses. Child does not repeat and 
father continues. 

   

F Father reads page then stops “Help! Please help! Does 
anyone know how to make my 
stuck truck go?” 

“Help! Please help! Does 
anyone know how to make my 
stuck truck go?” 

C Looks at picture    
F  “Help! Please help!” “Help! Please help!” 
C Child repeats “Help! Please help!”   
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This father seemed to recognize when his child needed supports and provided 

them. At the same time, he was willing to allow the leeway necessary for the child to 

interpret and adapt the story so that he enjoyed the experience. Here, the father seems to 

be displaying the more common lower levels of input that provide support (as opposed to 

challenge) described by van Kleeck et al. (1997). He read with little prosodic expression, 

that is, his voice tone and rhythm were relatively flat rather than lively and expressive. 

Zuberi’s father used pointing, pausing, and nudging as major ways of inviting his child to 

interact. He did not ask questions to invite interaction (invitations to interact will be 

discussed further in the next section). This father also seemed to enjoy the read-aloud 

experience and seemed to consider this event a source of entertainment as well as 

learning. 

Ulu and Her Father 
Ulu was 5 years and 7 months old at the time of this study. Ulu and her father 

share stories every day. Ulu and her sister typically select the books they read and often, 

the two girls and their father share stories together. Goals that Ulu’s father has for her are 

academic goals (to finish school and get an advanced education). Ulu’s father believes 

that reading with his child will aid her development of general knowledge by helping her 

know and remember concepts and processes. Ulu’s family reported that English is not 

their home language. 

I describe Ulu’s father as serious. During the video-recorded read alouds, he sat to 

her left in a separate but closely arranged chair and held the books on his lap. Ulu was 

physically restless: wiggling in her seat, swinging her legs, and leaning over to see the 
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book. Her father often reminded her to sit down or sit still. As he read, he pointed to each 

word with a pen. During each reading, the father employed an echo style of reading, 

expecting Ulu to repeat each word or phrase clearly before proceeding (see Table 13 for a 

typical exchange during the sessions recorded). 
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Table 13: Dyad 2–Ulu and her father. Reading the book familiar to the child: Polar Bear, 
Polar Bear, What Do You Hear? 

Actor Action Transcript Book Text 

C Child begins reading and gets stuck on 
bear. She looks up in the air (trying to 
remember the next animal?) 

Polar bear, Polar bear, 
what do you hear? I hear 
a…. 

Polar Bear, Polar Bear, what 
do you hear? I hear a lion 
roaring in my ear. 

F Father encourages her to look at the word Look at it.   

C Child looks at the word but doesn't know 
it. 

   

F  Spell it.   

C  L I O N   

C Looks at father    

F  Lion.   

F Asks child to sit up in her chair. Sit down.   

F Reads I hear a lion. I hear a lion roaring in my ear. 

C Repeats I hear a lion… roaring in 
my ear. 

  

F Nods and repeats roaring in my ear.   

F Father points to words while child reads    

C  Lion, Lion, what do you 
hear? I hear a flamingo? 

Lion, Lion, what do you hear? I 
hear a hippopotamus snorting 
in my ear. 

F  No, hippopotamus   

C Child attempts to repeat hippopotamus but 
pronounces it incorrectly 

   

F Father supplies pronunciation slowly, in 
chunks 

No, Hip - po - pot- amus   

C  Hip - po -pot-amus   

F  snorting in my ear   

C Repeats    

F Starts child off on the next page by reading 
hippopotamus (modeling?) for her 

Hippopotamus, 
Hippopotamus 

Hippopotamus, Hippopotamus, 
what do you hear? 

C Child repeats and continues Hippopotamus, 
Hippopotamus, what do you 
hear? 

  

C  I hear a……   

F Provides word while pointing with a pen flamingo   

C  flamingo   

F Reads fluting in my ear I hear a flamingo fluting in my 
ear. 

C Child continues reading first portion of 
each new page and father assists with the 
last part of the sentence 

 Flamingo, Flamingo, what do 
you hear? 
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He then pointed to the beginning of the sentence, indicating she should try again. 

Along with the father’s focus on text and perseverance toward accuracy, he also extended 

discourse to connect story events to the family’s real life experiences. For example, he 

paused in one reading to ask Ulu, “Who likes to stay inside at our house?” Another 

example occurred while reading the unfamiliar book Some Monsters Are Different. The 

father read the text indicating that some monsters like to play outside and commented, 

“Like you love to play outside, right?”  

Ulu’s father seemed to view the read-aloud experience as a serious task in which 

important learning occurs. This father utilized a variety of invitations to interact, 

including looking expectantly at Ulu, pausing, pointing, and asking questions. He made 

statements posed as questions, such as, “So this girl was lost in the forest, right? Yes, 

right here, so that’s good.” At another time, he seemed to grasp for ways to help Ulu 

understand what was happening in the story. For example, after instructing her to “read 

after me,” he asked, “Do you know what’s going on here?” When the child shook her 

head, he reread the sentence and looked at her expectantly. When she did not explain 

what was happening, he read the sentence again, breaking the sentence into smaller 

chunks. Then he provided an explanation of what was happening. This could be evidence 

that Ulu’s father was measuring her understanding of the story—asking a question and 

providing an opportunity for her to answer, then supporting her by offering an 

explanation.  
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Sheraz and His Father 
Sheraz was 5 years and 1 month old at the time of this study. This father and his 

son share stories three to four days each week. Sheraz typically selects the books they 

read and they usually read just before bedtime. The father stated in the interview that the 

mother reads to the child more often than he does. Sheraz’s father expressed goals both 

academic (a high level of education) and general (a good life) for Sheraz. He believes that 

reading with his child will help Sheraz maintain his interest in books and learn to read on 

his own in later grades.  

I would describe Sheraz’s father as uneasy. He had expressed doubts regarding 

his ability to read English because the language is new to him, yet he insisted on 

participating in this study. This father would have likely exhibited a different set of 

interactions and behaviors during this research study had the book being shared been in a 

language with which the father was more familiar. Although this family’s home language 

is not known, I am confident that the source of the father’s unease was due to language 

issues rather than sharing or recording issues.  While sharing books with his child, he sat 

upright in his chair next to Sheraz, with his jacket on. The father held the book on his lap 

oriented toward himself. He did struggle to read the children’s books with his child—he 

read word-by-word and he sometimes stumbled on unfamiliar words or mispronounced 

them. Sheraz attempted to help his father pronounce “fireflies” which came out 

“fideyflies.” Both Sheraz and his father giggled at his attempts to pronounce this word. 

However, he persisted and his child continued to provide assistance with pronunciations. 

The father accepted this assistance.  
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Sheraz’s father believes that reading to his child will help him develop an interest 

in books; however, for the most part, Sheraz seemed uninterested in the stories being read 

to him. This was evidenced as the child yawned, looked away from the book, and fiddled 

with a marker during story reading. The child was excused from class for this recording 

session in the mid-morning and did not seem to resist the interruption of his playtime. 

Sheraz’s mother and father both attended the video-recording sessions and the 

father became visibly emotional when discussing his goals for his son. He declared that 

his son was “his heart.” Both parents expressed extreme pride in the accomplishments of 

their 5-year-old son. His father pointed to each word as he was reading and was adept at 

using a variety of verbal and nonverbal strategies to maintain his child’s attention (see 

Table 14). 

Sheraz’s father took the task of reading seriously. When he noticed off-task 

behaviors, he attempted to control those behaviors by encouraging his son to sit and pay 

attention. This redirection was done in a gentle manner. For example, he softly pulled his 

child’s chin or coaxed him to focus on the pictures. This father seemed more focused on 

decoding text and pronouncing the words correctly (perhaps due to his lack of comfort 

with the English language), than making meaning, or helping his child make meaning 

from the text. Sheraz’s father invited interaction through pointing and gesturing (such as 

tapping on the book cover), asking questions, commenting, and gesturing. However, 

Sheraz rarely followed up on these invitations.  

  



 

103 

Table 14: Dyad 3–Sheraz and his father. Reading the book unfamiliar to both: My Truck 
Is Stuck! 

Actor Action Transcript Book Text 

F Father begins to read and notices that 
child is not looking or paying attention. 
Father pulls child's chin toward the 
book. They both laugh.  

My truck is stuck. My truck is stuck. 

F Truck, truck is stuck you see how it is 
stuck, in the hole? 

   

C Child is looking away    
F Points Look, look! 

My truck is stuck. 
  

F Father begins to read dedication page 
then stops. 

   

C Child is turned around in his seat, 
stretching and yawning. 

   

F  Dump truck coming, coming 
down the road. 

Dump truck comin' down 
the road 

  Dump truck hauling a great 
big load. 

Dump truck haulin' a great 
big load. 

 After reading this page, father tells child 
to stop playing with markers and to turn 
around. 

Round and round the wh, 
wheels they roll. Round and 
round. 

Round and round, the 
wheels they roll. Round and 
round… 

F Guides the child to the picture    
F  Look, look. You like trucks, 

yeah? Into a hole. 
into a hole! 

F  Rotten luck. Cannot go. Rotten luck! Can't go! 

F  My truck is stuck. See? The 
truck is stuck, you see? It is 
stuck here. In the mud? 

My truck is stuck. 

F Father reads word by word Gears, grind. The eng - in, 
eng - in (mispronounces 
engine) roars 

Gears grind. The engine 
roars 

F  But the truck won't go But the truck won't go. 
F  Not one in, inch more Not one inch more. 

 

Salim and His Father 

Salim was 5 years and 5 months old at the time of this study. He and his father 

read together every night. This typically involves study of the Bible or another book of 

the father’s choosing. Salim’s father has high expectations around academic goals for all 

his children, including a good education, language development, and reading for 

understanding. He believes that reading to his son is important for language development, 

which will, in turn, help him do well in other subject areas. Salim’s two older siblings are 



 

104 

in the Talented and Gifted program in the school division and his father hopes that Salim 

will follow suit. This family’s home language is not known. 

Salim’s father reported engaging in many educational activities with his children, 

including visiting educational websites and YouTube, reciting rhymes, practicing 

numbers, playing with educational toys (Leapfrog), and participating in family 

performances. The father is a stay-at-home dad and takes pride in his family’s 

accomplishments. He boasted that Salim can do subtraction without counters and began 

identifying letters at the age of two. He explained that his older children stand in the 

living room to perform their reading while the father asks comprehension questions. The 

family brought a well-worn, laminated poster (along with the requested favorite book 

from home) to illustrate the types of educational work on which the family focuses. The 

poster contained sets of word families (pig, wig, fig) with pictures.  

During the video recording in the classroom, the father sat in a small chair on 

Salim’s left. The child’s two older siblings played in the classroom while the father and 

child were sharing the story. Salim’s sister occasionally leaned in to see what they were 

reading—motivated, possibly, by the animation displayed by the father. Salim was not 

distracted by his siblings and did not demonstrate a desire to join them in play, perhaps 

because this recording session took place after school and the child was visibly tired.  

Salim’s father could be described as expressive. He demonstrated an animated 

style of reading and worked hard to get his son involved in the stories (see Table 15). He 

sometimes used exaggerated expressions and a loud tone of voice (“Oh, ho, ho, now!” or 

“Oh my god!”). 
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Table 15: Dyad 4–Salim and his father. Reading the book familiar to the child: I Know an 
Old Lady. 

Actor Action Transcript Book Text 

F Father reads introductory text. Do you know an old lady who 
swallows strange things? 

Do you know an old lady who 
swallows strange things? 

F Repeats text for child Do you know an old lady who 
swallows strange things? Oh, 
do you? 

  

F Father signals for child to turn 
the page twice. 

   

 After second signal, signals 
again and says… 

C'mon. Salim?   

C Child turns page    
F Reads page pointing to first 

word then in the general 
direction of the remaining 
words 

I know and old lady who 
swallowed a fly. 

I know and old lady who 
swallowed a fly. 

F Father continues reading, 
moving his finger in a sing-
song manner 

I don't know why she 
swallowed a fly. Perhaps 
she'll die. 

I don't know why she swallowed a 
fly. Perhaps she'll die. 

F Begins to laugh    
C Begins to laugh shyly, hiding 

his head in his father's side. 
   

F  Oohhhoooohhooo! This is the 
first time I've heard about an 
old lady swallowing a fly! She 
was strange. 

  

F Repeats text for child  Perhaps she will die. 

C Child recovers quickly, then 
appears bored. 

   

F Asks question Do you think she's going to 
die? 

  

F Asks child to turn to the next 
page  

   

C Child shrugs    

F  Let's go to the next page.   

 
Invitations to interact demonstrated by Salim’s father included questions, 

comments (such as “Oh, Oh, Oh!”), pointing, and pausing. Although this father has high 

expectations for his child and a stated desire to maximize learning opportunities, he still 

seemed to have a great deal of fun with his child as they read together. He seemed to 

display a blended style of guiding the situation to ensure engagement and learning while 
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simultaneously engaging the child’s attention with encouragement, humor, and teasing 

(see Table 16). 

Table 16: Dyad 4–Salim and his father. Reading the book familiar to the child: I Know an 
Old Lady. 

Actor Action Transcript Book Text 

F  She swallowed the spider to catch 
the fly. 

She swallowed the spider to 
catch the fly. 

F  But I don't know why she swallowed 
the fly. 

But I don't know why she 
swallowed the fly. 

F Father reads word by word 
with suspense 

Perhaps….she…..will…. Perhaps she’ll die. 

F  What?  
C Says word, smiles, and 

hides in his dad's side. 
die!  

F Father laughs loudly Perhaps she will die!  
 

Although Salim’s father is bilingual, he reported speaking only English to his son 

so that Salim will be fluent in English. His father expressed his belief that competence in 

English will facilitate learning in other subjects.  

Eric and His Father 
Eric was 5 years and 1 month old at the time of this study. His father reports 

reading to him approximately four times per week, and Eric typically chooses the story 

they share. Eric participates in the division’s Special Education program and has an 

Individualized Education Plan (IEP). His father’s goals for him include academic ones—

graduating from high school—and general ones—participating in things he enjoys, such 

as drama, music, and dance. Eric’s father believes that reading to his son will help with 

language development, reading and academic skills, and functioning in society, as well as 

help keep Eric engaged. This family’s home language is English. 
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Eric’s father and I arranged to meet at the family’s apartment to accommodate the 

their busy schedule. I arrived at the apartment at approximately 6:30 p.m., and Eric’s 

mother happily greeted me at the door and invited me in as she tidied the living room. 

She expressed pride and excitement that they were participating in a research study. 

Eric’s father was friendly but seemed less enthusiastic about the family’s participation. 

Eric’s older brother, who also has an IEP, sat on one side of the father, while Eric sat on 

his father’s lap—and later to his side. The three of them sprawled comfortably on the big 

sofa, the children’s legs often draped over their father’s lap. The camera was placed on 

the coffee table directly in front of them. Eric’s father joked with both of his children and 

his wife during my visit.  

I would describe Eric’s father as a jovial one. He propped the book on his 

stomach or on his lap directly in front of himself or tilted the book between himself and 

Eric while I observed. Eric’s brother, sitting on the other side of the father, often 

struggled to see the pages and he occasionally wandered away during the story reading. 

Eric’s father read quickly and seemed to assume Eric would comprehend; the boy’s 

questions and comments indicated that he did. Eric often giggled at appropriate places or 

inserted sound effects. While maintaining a sense of fun during the story sharing 

(commenting on the “power button” on a story character’s t-shirt), Eric’s father provided 

supports necessary for him to comprehend the story (see Table 17). 
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Table 17: Dyad 5–Eric and his father. Reading the book unfamiliar to both: Some 
Monsters Are Different. 

Actor Action Transcript Book Text 

F  Some monsters love to dance. Some monsters love to dance. 

F  Some like to watch Some like to watch 

F Comments on picture He’s watching everyone dance.   

F  Some monsters love to play outside Some monsters love to play 
outside 

F  Last one in's a rotten egg! Last one in's a rotten egg! 

F Comments on picture There are pyramids and what appears 
to be ice. 

  

F  Some like it inside. Some like it inside. 

C Asks question about 
speech bubble 

What's this say?   

F Pointing to speech bubble That says "nuh-uh." As in nuh-uh, I'm 
gonna win. 

Nuh-uh. 

F  Some monsters don't make any fuss at 
all when they have to take a bath 

Some monsters don't make any 
fuss at all when they have to 
take a bath 

C Comments on picture (inaudible) octopus (inaudible)   

F  Some do. Some do. 

F Make a connection to 
child 

This is like Eric some nights.   

F  All monsters are absolutely, 
positively, completely, perfectly 
wonderful 

All monsters are absolutely, 
positively, completely, 
perfectly wonderful 

F  Just the way they are. Just the way they are. 
 

Although the father initially seemed somewhat uncomfortable about me sitting 

with his family while he read a story, as evidenced when he warily asked what I wanted 

him to do, he became more at ease as we continued. He joked with his son during the 

read aloud about the names of the story characters and with his wife and me when the 

story abruptly ended, saying, “Is it just me, or is there no resolution?” (see Table 18). 
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Table 18: Dyad 5–Eric and his father. Reading the story familiar to child: “Henny Penny” 

Actor Action Transcript Book Text 

F Pointing to words "Oh, help!" cried Cocky Locky. "Oh, help!" cried Cocky 
Locky. 

F  CRUNCH! MUNCH! CRUNCH! MUNCH! 

F  Foxy Woxy did gobble up Cocky 
Locky. 

Foxy Woxy did gobble up 
Cocky Locky. 

C Giggled   

F Asks question but does not 
provide opportunity for 
child to answer the 
question 

Oh, man. Do you think Foxy Woxy 
was full or not? 

  

F  Oh, help! Oh, help! 

F  Henny Penny heard Cocky Locky, 
and she turned and ran home as fast 
as she could. So she never did tell 
the king that the sky was falling. 

Henny Penny heard Cocky 
Locky, and she turned and ran 
home as fast as she could. So 
she never did tell the king that 
the sky was falling. 

F Comments as he's turning 
the page to the next story. 

So, when the sky fell, everyone was 
surprised.  

  

F Realizes the story is over. Uh oh. That's the end of that story   

F Laughs I was expecting more! Is it just me, 
or is there not resolution to that? 

  

 
Eric’s father used some invitations to interact, including asking questions, 

pointing, pausing, and commenting. However, Eric did not require invitations to interact; 

most of his interactions with his father during these story readings were spontaneous and 

unsolicited. This child seemed the most spontaneous of all the eight children in the study. 

This could be due to the read-aloud location—his own home, where he likely felt 

comfortable and secure. This father seemed to view the read aloud as a source of 

entertainment for himself and his child. The child was engaged during the entire story, 

sitting very close to, or on, his father. He laughed at appropriate times, and answered 

questions when offered time to do so. While Eric’s father did respond to his child in ways 

that may develop his literacy and language, he did not treat this activity as a particularly 

instructional one. 
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Obasi and His Father 
Obasi was 5 years and 6 months old at the time of this study. He and Eric (from 

Dyad 5) are in the same classroom so they shared stories from the same compilation of 

fairy tales, provided by their teacher. Obasi and his father read together three times per 

week. His father reported that he typically selects the story, but he sometimes allows the 

child to choose. His father has high expectations for him, stating that his goal was for his 

son to become the president of the United States (or anything else that Obasi would like 

to be). He reported that he believes education is central to success and that early reading 

would help with concentration, would establish reading as a hobby and priority, and 

would serve as the foundation for later learning. Obasi was recently released from the 

special education program due to advances in his academic and social development. As 

recounted by his father, Obasi experienced health complications during infancy, 

including heart surgery. These events instilled in his parents an extreme gratefulness for 

Obasi’s health and all that he has accomplished. Obasi is a very serious child; he takes 

school seriously and approaches tasks with determination, if not enthusiasm. Obasi’s 

family reported that their home language is one other than English. 

I would describe Obasi’s father as thorough. He discussed each story at length 

with Obasi, providing detailed explanations and using animated and exaggerated verbal 

expressions (e.g., “Oh my god!” and “GRRRR”) and non-verbal expressions (facial 

expressions and body motions to demonstrate movement) to assist his son in 

understanding the story (see Table 19).  

  



 

111 

Table 19: Dyad 6–Obasi and his father. Reading the book unfamiliar to both: My Truck Is 
Stuck! 

Actor Action Transcript Book Text 

C Reading But the truck won't go. But the truck won't go. 

C Reading Not one inch (any)more. Not one inch more. 

F Asks question but does not 
provide time for child to 
answer. 

See? Tug and tow. What do they mean by 
tug and tow? 

  

F Explains See what they're going to do is put a rope 
right here in this little (inaudible). And 
this little gentleman right here, he's trying 
to tie the rope to the end of the truck. 
That's what they mean by tug and tow. 

  

F Reads previously read text 2 engines roar.   

F Explains See, the engine here, in this truck, and the 
one in this car drive grrrrr 

  

F Reads previously read text But the truck won't go.   

F Explains See, if you ask me my guess, see how big 
this truck is? And this little car cannot 
pull this truck. So that's why 

  

 
The session recordings for this dyad were longer than the other dyads. Much of 

the conversation (for both Obasi and his father) during the read alouds seemed to center 

around which character was speaking and when (see Table 20). I was unable to determine 

whether this focus on which character was speaking was initiated by the child or the 

father. It could be that the father focused on explaining this concept repeatedly because 

he knew Obasi would question it, or it could be that Obasi often asked these questions 

because his father often took time to discuss it. If the father was initiating this type of 

talk, it could be an indication to Obasi that this is an important aspect of taking meaning 

from text (Teale, 1984). 

Questioning was the dominant mode of inviting interaction that Obasi’s father 

used. He also pointed, used gestures (physically acting out parts of the story), and paused. 
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Table 20: Dyad 6–Obasi and his father. Reading the book familiar to both: Hens Don’t 
Crow! 

Actor Action Transcript Book Text 

F Reads and invites child 
to join in 

Everyone knows… "Everyone knows hens don't 
crow!" 

C  that hens don't crow.   

F Explains Everyone knows that. So, it's a surprise 
when everyone keeps saying that the hen 
have to wake people up, when people 
know. . .(pointing to words) what do they 
know? 

  

C Reads Hens don't crow.    

F Ties to personal 
experience 

You know that too, right? I know hens 
don't crow. I bet she (pointing to 
researcher) knows that too. Hens don't 
crow. So let's see, um, let's see what 
comes next. 

  

F Reads then explains Well, I never heard one. See, the pig is 
agreeing with the cow. 

"Well, I never heard one," 
said Pig. 

F Reads, skipping some 
text 

Well, "I shall go and tell Horse," 
said Cow. 

F  the horse was the oldest and wisest 
animal on the farm. Did you know that? 

Horse was the oldest and 
wisest animal on the farm. 

C Answers, then asks.. Yeah. Who said that? The pig, or the…   
F Guides child to text Here, let's see right here. Who said that? 

Let's see what he say (sic). I don't know. 
Let's just, let's find out. You can find out 
too. 

  

F Rereads previously read 
sentence. 

Well, I never heard one, said Pig. You 
see that? So, who said that? The pig.  
I will go tell horses, said cow. So cow, is 
saying that. Horse was the oldest… 

  

C  Who said that? The cow?   

F  Provides incorrect 
information 

Yes, the cow is telling the pig that the 
horse is the oldest and wisest animal on 
the farm. Do you agree? 

  

C  Yeah.   
F  Ok. I think I agree too.   

 
Obasi’s father worked hard to help his child understand the story and seemed to 

take the task seriously, but he was not overly harsh or controlling. He appeared to enjoy 

the experience. Obasi also appeared engaged in the sharing; however, he was rarely 

enthusiastic and never smiled. He often answered with a curt “yes” or “no.” The most 

animation demonstrated by Obasi occurred while reading the unfamiliar book, My Truck 
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Is Stuck! The child was attempting to solve the problem of the trapped vehicle and 

jumped out of his chair during this exchange with his father (see Table 21). After reading 

the final book, Obasi asked his father whether he could now go back to school. While 

Obasi was clearly eager to get back to play, it did not seem that he was unengaged in the 

story reading because of that. Instead, his curt answers may have been a reflection of his 

serious personality. 

Table 21: Dyad 6–Obasi and his father. Reading the book unfamiliar to both: My Truck Is 
Stuck! 

Actor Action Transcript Book Text 

F Reads previously read text But the truck won't go.   

F Explains See, if you ask me my guess, see how big this 
truck is? And this little car cannot pull this 
truck. So that's why 

  

C Interjects Because he's not, because he's not big.   
F Confirms That's right! He's not big! And this truck is 

big. And this is a little car. 
  

C Stands up We need a bigger transportation!   
F  Yes we definitely do.   
C  A big bus!   
F  Something like a school bus. It's big.   
C  Yeah. And it can pull something out.   
F  Let's see what this says now. A bigger truck is 

passing by 
  

 
Obasi’s father used a great deal of language and seemed intent upon supporting 

his child’s understanding of many aspects of the story. He appeared to view this activity 

as a combination of opportunities to promote learning and to enjoy time with his child. 

Carlota and Her Father 

Carlota was 4 years and 10 months old at the time of this study. She and her father 

share stories often—up to three times per day—and Carlota chooses the books they read 

together. She also participates in the division’s Special Education program, however she 
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is already reading conventionally. Her teacher made me aware of this earlier in the year, 

expressing her opinion that Carlota was memorizing text and transferring information to 

other contexts. For example, the teacher led the class in an activity to learn about 

different kinds of vegetables. They brainstormed about vegetables and the teacher wrote 

words and drew pictures on separate sentence strips to describe or illustrate them. The 

children later had an opportunity to sort the vegetables by color. Other children sorted the 

picture cards by color, while Carlota sorted the words (all written in black) by vegetable 

color. Her father reports that she reads simple texts at home. The family’s home language 

was reported to be other than English. 

Her father hopes Carlota gains life skills to become self-sufficient and also hopes 

she remains curious, active, and happy. Academically, he hopes his daughter does well in 

school, and he believes that reading with Carlota will help her develop language and 

familiarity with words, sounds, rhythm, and speech. Although Carlota was identified as 

an English language learner, she and her father seemed fluent in English. 

Carlota and her father shared stories in her classroom after school had dismissed 

and the other children had gone home. Carlota elected to sit on a small sofa in the 

housekeeping center with her backpack on. So, her father pulled up a miniature chair and 

sat next to her at a 45-degree angle. He held the books and sometimes pointed to the text 

as he read. He stretched his arms out in front of himself in order to hold the book in a 

position that allowed Carlota could to see the text and pictures easily. Carlota’s attention 

could be described as hyper-focused on the stories she and her father shared during our 

session. She did not lose focus during an intercom announcement nor when an adult 
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walked into the classroom. Her eyebrows were often knit together and she sometimes 

made facial expressions that suggested understanding or that she was connecting with 

characters. While listening to a story, Carlota focused on the text as much as—or perhaps 

more than—the illustrations; this was evidenced by her eyes tracking the print, even 

when her father was not pointing to the text.  

I describe Carolta’s father as reserved. He read quickly and in a soft but animated 

style; however, his extratextual interactions, or discourse outside of the text of the book, 

were minimal. A typical exchange during our recorded sessions is depicted in Table 22.  

Table 22: Dyad 7–Carlota and her father. Reading the book familiar both: The Giving 
Tree. 

Actor Action Transcript Book Text 

F 
Pointing to the 
words. 

And so the boy climbed up the tree and 
gathered her apples and carried them 
away. 

And so the boy climbed up the tree 
and gathered her apples and 
carried them away. 

F  And the tree was happy. And the tree was happy. 

F Asks question Does the tree have money?   

C Answers nooooo (smiling)   

F 
Asks higher level 
question What does it have?   

C Answers leaves and apples   

F  Oh, good.   

F Reads 
But the boy stayed away for a long 
time… 

But the boy stayed away for a long 
time… 

F  

And so the boy climbed up the tree and 
gathered her apples and carried them 
away. 

And so the boy climbed up the tree 
and gathered her apples and 
carried them away. 

F  And the tree was happy. And the tree was happy. 
 

Carlota seemed to comprehend, making reasonable comments and answering 

questions throughout the story. She even read aloud some parts of the unfamiliar book 

(see Table 23). 
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Table 23: Dyad 7–Carlota and her father. Reading the book unfamiliar to both: Some 
Monsters Are Different. 

Actor Action Transcript Book Text 
F Showing book cover to 

child 
This is a new book. What can you tell 
me about the cover? 

  

C Reads title Some Monsters Are Different 
 Some Monsters Are Different by 
David Milgrim F Reads title page (skips 

author 
Some Monsters Are Different 

F Reads Some monsters are different. Some monsters are different. 

F  Some monsters are afraid. Some monsters are afraid. 
F Reads with character 

voice 
Agggggggh! Agggggggh! 

F Ask question, pointing 
to picture 

Is he afraid of the worm?   

C Laughing yeah   
F Laughing That's silly.   

 
Carlota’s father stated that she has been reading for a few months. At home she 

invites her father to read with her—with Carlota reading the part of one character and her 

father reading the part of another. Carlota is an only child and, according to her father, 

she enjoys participating in numerous activities with her family: sports, going to the park, 

and visiting museums. Her father thinks she has an unusual knack with words, sounds, 

and rhyme. Carlota’s father’s primary invitation to interact was asking questions. He also 

made comments that seemed designed to elicit a response (“Uh oh.” and “Oh, no!”). He 

also pointed and commented, but he did not use pausing as an invitation type.  

Hakim and His Father 

Hakim was 5 years and 7 months old at the time of this study. He and his father 

read together once a week; Hakim more often reads with his mother. He is an only child 

and loves to go with his father to visit the airport and go to the water park. His father is 

very confident about his son’s abilities and states his goal for Hakim is for him to be a 

doctor or whatever he wants to be; he currently wants to become a police officer. His 
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father reported that reading with his son was important because “the more you read the 

more you know.” He also stated that one could learn every day about the world and one’s 

interests by reading. His father claims that Hakim is the “best guy” and that he is smart 

and knows everything from his experiences listening to his parents and watching 

television. The father reported that Hakim typically selects the story when they read 

together. Clifford books are his favorite and he enjoys listening to stories over and over 

again. This family’s home language is not known. 

Hakim, his father, and I sat at a small table in Hakim’s classroom after school had 

been dismissed and all students had gone home. Hakim sat to the right of his father and I 

sat to the side, on the father’s left. Hakim’s father often tilted the book up in front of his 

face and occasionally tilted to book toward Hakim. During the reading of the book that 

was familiar to Hakim but not his father, the book was placed flat on the table and Hakim 

exerted some confidence by controlled the pages and his father’s reading (sometimes 

telling him where to read next).  

Hakim’s father exhibited an echo style of reading, beginning by insisting on exact 

echoing of the story text. For example, as they read the sentence, “So did everyone in her 

class,” from Clifford’s Show and Tell Surprise, Hakim’s father read one word “So”; 

Hakim repeated, “So.” The father read, “did”; Hakim repeated, “did.” But when his father 

read “every,” Hakim jumped in and said, “everyday!” The father replied, “No, everyone” 

then continued reading. He soon abandoned the echo approach, however, after the child 

repeatedly objected, saying he did not want to read.  
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Hakim’s father used some strategies to maintain his son’s attention to the story, 

for example by asking questions: “Oooh, what’s this?” or “I forgot, what is this?” The 

father often asked questions when he was well aware that his son knew the answer. He 

stated to me that his child was “spoiled” and that his wife sometimes criticized him for 

spoiling their son. As an example he stated that often when he comes home from work, 

he gives Hakim whatever he wants. His wife then gets angry because she had previously 

denied him the item in question. Hakim’s father seemed to accommodate him when the 

child pouted. He also pretended not to know things in order to boost his child’s 

confidence. For example, he would claim that he had forgotten information and ask his 

son to tell him.  

Hakim’s father often tied information in the story to another story. For example, 

while beginning the book that was familiar to the child but not the father, the father read 

the title and the author’s name then said, “That’s nice. A counting book. Because this is 

special. Like Clifford.” He mentioned that a character in Some Monsters Are Different  

was similar in appearance to Arthur’s sister, D.W.; another time he tied the monsters in 

this story to the Cookie Monster on Sesame Street. Also, this father encouraged his son to 

use what he learned on the television program, Super Why! to decode words like flashy 

and quiet. His father also uses story-reading time to teach Hakim life lessons. For 

example, when reading their familiar book, The Show and Tell Surprise, the father said, 

“Look at Jetta. She tell (sic) her (Emily Elizabeth) it's not special. It was not special, but 

now special is Clifford! See? In life, you have the special, but you're looking for special. 

No. You look first at what you got.”  
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Hakim’s father was proud of his child. He would sometimes glance at me proudly 

during the reading and say, “See? He knows.” or “Oh, you’re good, son”. Hakim’s father 

exhibited a serious, yet flexible approach to reading. He attempted to teach a wide range 

of lessons from letter-sound identification to life lessons and morals. He was persistent in 

his didacticism but was also flexible enough to allow Hakim to take the lead when he 

though he might lose the child’s attention. A typical interaction over the three recorded 

sessions is depicted in Table 24. 

Table 24: Dyad 8–Hakim and his father. Reading the book familiar to the child: Fish 
Eyes: A Book You Can Count on. 

Actor Action Transcript Book Text 

F Reads author Lois Ehlert Lois Ehlert 

F Comments That's nice. A counting book.   

F Connects to previously read 
book 

Because this is special. Like 
Clifford 

  

C Tries to take control of the book 
from father and turns page 

   

F Relinquishes control Show me.   

C Turns page and shows father    

F  Wow! This is a big one   

C Labels fish with sharp teeth Alligator   

F  Oh, you're good, son. (glancing at 
researcher) 

  

F Reads, then pauses, encouraging 
child to repeat the phrase 

If I could If I could put on a suit of 
scales, 

C Looks at father I don't want to read it   

F  I know, I know, I know.   

F Tries again If I could   

C Whining I don't wanna read   

F Looking at researcher Ok, ok, because alligator, he 
needs (inaudible) fish. Ok, sorry. 

  

C Turns page    

 
Hakim’s father asked many questions as invitations for his son to interact. He also 

commented, pointed, and made use of pauses. Hakim often seemed frustrated with his 
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father’s lessons. For example, the father encouraged the child to try to decode the words 

flipping and flashy using what he had learned on Super Why! His father assisted Hakim 

by modeling and encouraging, but the child began to sulk and put his head down. Later, 

Hakim expressed frustration saying, “I don’t want to” and left the table to use the 

restroom. 

These examples and descriptions presented for each dyad in the previous pages 

help illustrate the variety of experiences these children had with their fathers as they 

shared books together. The implications for these similarities and descriptions will be 

further detailed in the next chapter. 

Summary of descriptions 
Despite similar goals and aspirations for their children and a fairly common 

understanding of how read alouds might fit into those stated goals, fathers displayed 

highly divergent approaches to the read-aloud tasks that were recorded during data 

collection for this study. For example, some father displayed a structured, or managed, 

method of sharing while others exhibited a more relaxed and casual approach to the 

activity. Furthermore, the children reacted to their fathers in equally differing ways—

some interacting spontaneously, some interacting as the result of being invited, and some 

interacting scarcely at all. Some fathers took the task of reading aloud very seriously, 

using every opportunity to provide explicit explanations and scaffold story plots, 

characters, concepts, and vocabulary. Others appeared simply to enjoy the experience 

with their children, with little overt indication of didacticism. Some fathers invited their 

children to interact by asking questions, some asked no questions and simply paused as 
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an invitation to interact. Others made use of pointing and gesturing as ways of inviting 

children into the activity. Some children were engaged and excited to be reading with 

their fathers, while others appeared bored and tired; the latter may be explained by fact 

that many of the recording sessions occurred in the afternoon, immediately after school. 

It is difficult to determine whether a child’s responses are attributable to his/her father’s 

actions or whether the father’s actions are guided by his child’s disposition. Nevertheless, 

the data collected in this study indicate that fathers with linguistically diverse 

backgrounds interact with their children in a variety of ways while reading aloud. 

Because some make assumptions about how and how often fathers deemed at-risk 

interact with their children around books, a broader view is warranted for what fathers 

bring to the read-aloud task, in particular, those fathers who have been included in the at-

risk category. 

Although the exchanges exhibited in the recorded read-aloud sessions were highly 

diverse, it is useful to examine some common features in order to tease out possible 

patterns and trends in interactions. Summarized findings are presented in the following 

order: reported frequency of father/child read alouds, father invitations to interact during 

recorded read alouds, abstraction level of those interactions, and the influence of book 

familiarity on interactions and abstraction. 

Frequency of Father/Child Read Alouds 

Contrary to research indicating that poor, non-white fathers do not read to their 

children (Duursma, Pan, & Raikes, 2008; Federal Interagency Forum on Child and 
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Family Statistics, 2007; Raikes et al., 2006; Yarosz & Barnett, 2001) the fathers in this 

study reported reading to their children on a regular basis (see Table 25). This was the 

case for all fathers in the study regardless of proficiency with the English language, even 

though shared reading at home was not listed as a requirement for participation and no 

families were excluded from the study based on negative reports of at-home read alouds. 

One must bear in mind, however, that these results may be skewed by the selection of 

only those fathers whose children scored relatively high on school entry assessments. All 

families enrolled in the preschool program from which participants were drawn have 

been labeled as being at risk by the policies that govern the preschool program, meaning 

that their children may have a high risk of academic failure. Inclusion in this group is 

based on such risk indicators as income level or level of English proficiency, among 

others. My findings refute the perception that fathers, especially low-income non-white 

fathers, do not regularly read with their children and therefore might not be considered as 

reliable reading partners. 

Table 25: Reported frequency of father/child read alouds. 

Dyad Race Frequency of Read Alouds 
1 – Zuberi B Weekends, 10 minutes 

2 – Ulu B Every day 

3 – Sheraz A 3 to 4 days per week 

4 – Salim B Every night  

5 – Eric W 4 times per week 

6 – Obasi B 3 times per week 

7 – Carlota H Every day—up to three times per day 

8 – Hakim B Once a week  
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The lowest reported frequency for read alouds was once a week (Hakim’s father), 

while the highest reported frequency was every day, up to three times per day (Carlota’s 

father). Moreover, when asked how reading aloud contributed to the academic, career, 

and social goals they have for their children, these fathers reported that such activity 

would benefit their child in developing language and academic skills, learning about the 

world, and expanding interests. Every father in this study reported that his child enjoyed 

read alouds. Fathers indicated that they read to their children primarily just before 

bedtime. They stated that they read books from home libraries, books checked out from 

the public library, books brought home from school, and the Bible. Some fathers had 

regular routines set up to share books with children; others waited for invitations from 

children to read to them.  

Feedback and Acknowledgment 

According to some studies, parents who provide praise (feedback and 

acknowledgment) create a supportive climate in which a child feels encouraged and 

comfortable, and these parents are more likely to use open-ended questions, expansions 

or elaborations on a child’s response, and high-cognitive-demand utterances (Bus, 

Leseman, & Keultjes, 2000; Crain-Thoreson & Dale, 1999; McNeill & Fowler, 1999). 

This finding cannot be confirmed with data obtained in this study. Two of the fathers (of 

Obasi and Hakim) who used high levels of feedback and acknowledgement also 

demonstrated increased use of higher abstract discourse (i.e., high-cognitive-demand 

utterances). However, another father who used relatively high levels of feedback and 
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acknowledgement (Salim’s father) demonstrated lower use of high-abstract discourse 

than low-abstract discourse.  

No patterns of use of feedback and acknowledgements were related to reported 

home language use. The father using the highest number of feedback and 

acknowledgment statements over the three levels of familiarity (a total of 37) was 

Obasi’s father (whose home language is not English). Meanwhile, the three other fathers 

whose home language is not English made far less use of these types of interactions 

across the familiarity levels; with Zuberi’s father exhibiting a total of 0, Ulu’s father 

exhibiting a total of 5, and Carlota’s father exhibiting a total of 11 feedback and 

acknowledgment statements. Linguistic background did not seem to influence the use of 

feedback and acknowledgments statements in this sample population. 

Salim’s father used feedback and acknowledgement utterances such as “good,” 

“correct,” and “you’re right.” However, these comments were connected to low-level 

questions, such as “Where is the cake?” or “Show me the duck.” While the father did ask 

some higher-level questions, he often answered them himself. Evidence from the video 

recording indicates that this was because the child was hesitant to respond.  

Obasi’s father often provided feedback and acknowledgements that confirmed the 

child’s statements by repeating them and then adding additional information. For 

example, Obasi’s father asked: “Where, what’s a sty?” to which Obasi replied, “A sty has 

mud in it.” His father’s feedback was, “Ok, and it’s where a pig stay (sic), right?” This 

type of exchange both confirmed Obasi’s answer, providing a positive climate in which 

Obasi could feel free to take a risk (as demonstrated throughout the readings by his 
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willingness to participate), and simultaneously added information that he might not have 

known. Another example for Dyad 6 is the following exchange between Obasi and his 

father (Table 26). 

Table 26: Dyad 6, feedback and acknowledgement exchange 

Participant Action Transcript 

F  Yeah. That's exactly what he's doing. 
But, you see, Little Red Riding Hood 
did not recognize grandma's eyes, 
grandma's… 

C interrupting father Tricking people is not nice. 
F  No, it's not 
C  and the wolf is doing that, and he 

have to apology 
F affirms and restates to correct 

child's use of apology. 
Yeah, he definitely has to apologize 

In this instance, his father acknowledged Obasi’s sophisticated judgment that the 

wolf should apologize for not being nice and at the same time provided a grammatical 

model for Obasi.  

The exchanges between Hakim and his father included non-specific praise such 

as, “Good,” “Good job,” “You’re right,” and “You’re smart” with exchanges that added 

information or corrected misconceptions. When Hakim said “dots” while sharing Fish 

Eyes his father corrected him and said “spots.” Hakim replied with “dots and spots,” to 

which his father confirmed, “Yeah, yeah. Ok, good. Good.” 

These excerpts indicate that use of feedback and acknowledgements cannot be 

tied to increased use of more abstract discourse in all cases. It is possible that some types 

of feedback may have a positive influence on the learning environment. This, in turn, 

could ultimately foster the more abstract interactions that lead to construction of deeper 
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meaning—the kind of meaning that is scaffolded from what the child already knows and 

his or her previous experiences as well as, some say, the types of meaning that make the 

transition to school more effortless (Morrow, 1988; Sulzby, 1985). 

Invitations to Interact 

The interactions that occur between adult and child during a read-aloud episode 

may point to the scaffolding provided by the parent to support the child’s understanding 

of text, content, meaning, purpose, and other aspects of literary materials (Teale & 

Sulzby, 1987). Parents use interactions during story reading to model high-level thinking, 

reason through problem solving, and expand vocabulary by describing and explaining 

concepts.  

Since only father input was examined in this study, the focus was centered on the 

“invitations to interact” rather than the interactions themselves. This study focused on the 

invitations to interact exhibited by a specific population of fathers of preschoolers during 

read alouds. These particular preschoolers were relatively well prepared for school (as 

demonstrated by their comparatively high scores on early language and literacy 

measures) but, as noted earlier, they were identified as being at risk for academic failure.  

Five categories of fathers’ actions that had the potential to invite interaction 

emerged from analysis of the data accumulated for this study. These categories included 

both verbal and non-verbal invitations. Verbal invitations included asking questions 

(“Some monsters will eat anything, right?”) and commenting (“He’s like a cowboy.”). 

Non-verbal invitations included pointing/looking (this includes strategies to gain 
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attention or hint toward a specific picture, action, or word as well as expectant looks to 

elicit a comment or answer), pausing (providing time for a child to think or answer), and 

gesturing (nudging, signaling, tickling, and role playing). Explicit invitations to read 

(“Read this.” or “What does this say?”) were not included as invitations to interact. I 

examined these actions performed by fathers during the story-reading sessions in order to 

uncover patterns that might better explain fathers’ interactions with their children. 

I first reviewed the 24 data sets (three reading sessions each for 8 dyads) using the 

structure above (questioning, commenting, pointing/looking, pausing, and gesturing). I 

then carefully reviewed each of the sessions, beginning with Dyad 1 and analyzing the 

transcripts session by session (familiar book, familiar to the child, and unfamiliar). I 

continued this analysis through all eight dyads. Samples of fathers’ use of each of the 

invitation categories, extracted from the data set, appear below. Examination of these 

examples offers insight into the varying verbal and non-verbal techniques these fathers 

used to invite their children to interact. 

Questioning 
Asking questions was the primary method that fathers in this study used to 

summons their children to interact, or engage with them, during the shared reading. 

However, the types of questions fathers asked varied. Some questions were less abstract 

than others (further discussion of abstraction appears in the next section). Often, children 

did not answer their fathers’ questions and some fathers answered their own questions. 

The example in Table 27 illustrates the use of a non-abstract question to invite 

interaction.  
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Table 27: Dyad 4–Salim and his father, book familiar to both. Example of questioning 
used as invitation to interact. 

Invitation 
Type 

Actor Actions Transcript Book Text 

 F  The cake ran to the baker's girl 
and sang "Bake me, Bake me. 
Eat me if you can" 

The cake ran to the baker's 
girl and sang "Bake me, Bake 
me. Eat me if you can" 

question F  Where is the baker's girl?   

 C points to pictures    

question F  And where is the cake?   
 
Here, Salim’s father was inviting interaction by requesting him to locate objects. The 

child’s response to this invitation was to point to the picture. 

Table 28 shows an invitation question that requires slightly more cognitive effort 

from the child—Eric’s father asks him for a definition. 

Table 28: Dyad 5–Eric and his father, book familiar to child. Example of questioning 
used as invitation to interact. 

Invitation 
Type 

Actor Actions Transcript Book Text 

   "Certainly," said Henny 
Penny. 

"Certainly," said Henny 
Penny. 

question F  Acorn. Do you know what 
an acorn is? 

  

 C  It's a little seed.   

 
The story this pair was sharing offered a picture of an acorn, (Once upon a time, an acorn 

fell on Henny Penny's head), but no definition of an acorn was provided. The child was 

able and willing to interact with his father around this question.	  

Table 29 illustrates an invitation question that required more cognitive work from 

the child. Here, Obasi’s father seemed to be inviting his child to reason about the 

meaning of two words (tug and tow).  
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Table 29: Dyad 6–Obasi and his father, book unfamiliar to both. Example of abstract 
questioning used as invitation to interact. 

Invitation 
Type 

Actor Actions Transcript Book Text 

question F asks question but does 
not provide time for 
child to answer. 

See? Tug and tow. What do they mean 
by tug and tow? 

 

 F explains See what they're going to do is put a 
rope right here in this little (inaudible). 
And this little gentleman right here he's 
trying to tie the rope to the end of the 
truck. That's what they mean by tug 
and tow. 

 

 
In this instance, his father did not provide an opportunity for Obasi to answer the question 

he posed. Perhaps this was the father’s method of modeling more complex thinking for 

his child.  

Finally, Table 30 below provides an example of a more abstract question posed as 

an invitation to interact. In this instance the child accepted his father’s invitation to 

interact around the question.  

Table 30: Dyad 7–Carlota and her father, book familiar to child. Example of abstract 
questioning used as invitation to interact. 

Invitation 
Type 

Actor Actions Transcript Book Text 

 F reads So the big bad shark munched 
and he crunched until he got a 
sandy mouthful and the house 
crumbled. 

So the big bad shark 
munched and he crunched 
until he got a sandy mouthful 
and the house crumbled. 

 F  Jim and Tim swam and swam… Jim and Tim swam and 
swam… 

question F asks question Yeah, what happened to their 
house? 

  

 C answers She had no home.   
question F probes further Why?   
 C   Cuz, he "let me come in"   
 F supports child's 

understanding with 
additional information 

Yeah, the shark munched and 
crunched it away, didn't he? 
That mean shark. 
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Carlota’s father was inviting her to make inferences regarding why the fish’s house was 

unlivable. He supported her first by acknowledging her answer and then by modeling to 

help clarify her reasoning. 

While questioning could be seen as an invitation to interact in every case, other 

ways that fathers invited their children to participate were also observed. These less 

obvious invitations include commenting, pointing, pausing and/or looking, and gesturing. 

Commenting 
Often a comment can serve as an invitation to interact, or engage. A remark about 

a picture or a reminder about an event can, or can be intended to, spark an interaction. 

Salim, who seemed to be tired at the end of the day, was prompted by his father to 

interact around the stories in many ways. His father seemed to be willing to try many 

strategies to get Salim to engage with him, as indicated in Tables 31 and 32.  

Table 31: Dyad 4–Salim, book familiar to child. Example of commenting used as 
invitation to interact. 

Invitation 
Type 

Actor Actions Transcript Book Text 

 F reads, pointing 
to words 

I know an old lady who 
swallowed a spider. That 
wriggled and wriggled and 
tickled inside her. 

I know an old lady who 
swallowed a spider. That 
wriggled and wriggled and 
tickled inside her. 

 F  She swallowed the spider to 
catch the fly. 

She swallowed the spider to 
catch the fly. 

comment F  Oh, Oh, Oh, Oh   

 
Here his father seems to be using his voice to hint to Salim that something interesting is 

happening or about to happen. His “Oh, Oh, Oh, Oh” signals his own surprise and 

provides an invitation to attend to this unusual event. 
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Table 32: Dyad 4–Salim and his father, book unfamiliar to both. Example of commenting 
used as invitation to interact. 

Invitation 
Type 

Actor Actions Transcript Book Text 

 F reads title page Some Monsters Are Different.. Some Monsters Are 
Different. 

comment F  Ok, let's see how different they are. 
Usually, when I see monsters, I'm scared. 
I'm really, really, scared. They say, some 
monsters are different. Ok, let's see 

  

 F  Some monsters are afraid.  

 F reads title page Some Monsters Are Different. Some Monsters Are 
Different. 

 
Salim’s father used a comment as a way to increase interest in the story, perhaps with the 

idea that by expressing his own interest, surprise, or connection, he would entice Salim 

into joining him. He commented that usually when he sees a monster, he has an 

emotional response, inviting Salim to consider the same. 

Some fathers used exaggerated comments or expressions like “Oh, my!” “Oh, 

lord!” or “Uh-oh” to lure their children into the story. As shown in Table 33, Obasi’s 

father exclaimed surprise or wonder (“Oh my gosh!”) about the story events, which 

seemed to transfer to Obasi.  

Table 33: Dyad 6–Obasi and his father, book unfamiliar to both. Example of commenting 
used as invitation to interact. 

Invitation 
Type 

Actor Actions Transcript Book Text 

 F reads Rotten luck! Can't go! Rotten luck! Can't go! 

   My truck is stuck. My truck is stuck. 
comment F  Oh my gosh!  
 C interjects, referring 

to picture 
They're taking the 
bones! They're for dogs! 

  

 F  I know. Let's see what 
happened here. 
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This strategy seemed to work when Obasi’s father commented on a picture while sharing 

an unfamiliar book with his son. 

Eric’s father used a simple utterance (“Hmmm”) as a comment inviting his son to 

wonder about the differences in the monsters illustrated in their book, Some Monsters Are 

Different. Eric’s subsequent comment suggests that he might have considered the 

difference in sizes as an indicator of the monsters’ ages.  

Table 34: Dyad 5–Eric and his father, book unfamiliar to both. Example of commenting 
used as invitation to interact.  

Invitation 
Type 

Actor Actions Transcript Book Text 

 F reads first page, pointing to 
words, then points at the 
speech bubble 

Some monsters are 
afraid. 

Some monsters are afraid. 

 F Invites child to join Go on, you can read 
this much better than I 
can. 

  

 C reads speech bubble Agggggggh! Agggggggh! 
 F  Some are not. Some are not. 
comment F  Hmmm   
 C comments on picture Look, he's a bo (boy?) 

he's the child. 
  

 
Eric’s father ended this page with the comment, “Hmmm.” He then appeared to feign a 

struggle in turning the page, which allowed Eric some time to dwell on the picture. This 

combination of a comment that may have spurred further thinking, along with the 

pause—perhaps unintentional—that occurred while turning the page, served as an 

invitation for Eric to interact with his father, commenting on the size of the monster in 

the illustration. 
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Pointing 
Pointing is another strategy that fathers used to invite interaction when sharing 

stories with their children. Every father recorded in this study participated to some extent 

in pointing to print and book features (i.e. title, author, illustrator, words, illustrations, 

and alternate format text such as speech bubbles). Some fathers pointed to the words on 

every page during their reading of every story in the recorded sessions. Other fathers only 

used pointing to text features when it appeared that the child was lost in the story. For 

example Zuberi’s father seemed to point to reorient his son in his retelling of both of the 

stories with which he was familiar. For the most part, fathers conducted this drawing of 

attention to book and print features without mentioning to what or why they were 

pointing. Exceptions included instances in which fathers were reading authors and 

illustrators; in those cases, they often pointed to the names and read them, sometimes 

identifying them as authors and illustrators and sometimes not.  

In order to draw attention to alternate formats of text (e.g., speech bubbles, chalk 

board) father simply stated, “This says . . .” while pointing to the text, not mentioning its 

alternative formatting. Eric’s father did say, “What does the chalkboard say?” as he 

pointed to the directions that Arthur’s teacher had written regarding their writing 

assignment. As researchers have noted (Justice et al., 2009) the explicit types of 

interactions that may result in literacy gains, as measured by standardized assessments, 

are not typically observed in parent-child read alouds. These types of exchanges include 

questions such as “Where do I start reading on this page?”, “What letter is this?”, or “Can 
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you find a long word on this page?” More information about print and book referencing, 

beyond pointing to draw attention to it, is included in a later section. 

Although text tracking (i.e., pointing to words as they are read) can heighten 

attention and interest in text, I did not consider it as a specific invitation for interaction. 

Therefore, in this analysis, I did not include the pointing that fathers performed 

consistently (i.e., on every or most pages of a book). Instead, I focused on the pointing 

that seemed to invite a child to take a guess, contribute a word or meaning, or focus 

attention on a specific aspect the text or story. Table 34 shows how Zuberi’s father 

supported and encouraged his son’s efforts to retell the story that was familiar to Zuberi, 

but not his father. 

Table 35: Dyad 1–Zuberi and his father, book familiar to child. Example of pointing used 
as invitation to interact. 

Invitation 
Type 

Actor Actions Transcript Book Text 

 F skipped left hand page, 
begins reading right hand 
page 

This spring… "This spring!" said Mr. 
McGreely. "This spring, 
by golly, I'm going to 
plant a garden." 

 C child interrupts Mr. …   

 F guides child by supplying 
word 

McGreely "This spring, by 
golly, I am going to plant 
a garden. 

"This spring!" said Mr. 
McGreely. "This spring, 
by golly, I'm going to 
plant a garden." 

 C points to words and “reads” 
from memory 

He do a… he do lettuce, 
carrots, 

Lettuce! Carrots!  

point F guides child by pointing to 
picture then saying word 

Peas Peas!  

 C child begins pointing to 
words and repeating words 
father says 

Peas   

 F  Tomatoes Tomatoes!  
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Here Zuberi’s father supports his child’s efforts to retell the story and invites him to 

continue by pointing to illustrations that will provide assistance. He provides further 

support by supplying the label (peas) for Zuberi. 

Pointing can also be used as an invitation to interact in order to help reinforce 

concepts. As shown in Table 36, Sheraz initiated an interaction with his father as he 

began spontaneously counting vehicles while sharing My Truck Is Stuck! To maintain this 

interaction and ensure that Sheraz was successful, his father supported it by pointing.  
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Table 36: Dyad 3–Sheraz and his father, book unfamiliar to both. Example of pointing 
used as invitation to interact.  

Invitation 
Type 

Actor Actions Transcript Book Text 

 F  Lug and lunch (sic), tung (sic) 
and tong (sic). 3 engines roar. 
The truck won't go. 

Lug and lurch, tug and 
tow. 5 engines roar. 
The truck won't go… 

 C child begins counting 
vehicles on the page. 

One, two, three, four.   

 F  Five. One, two, three, four, five.   

 C  No, one, two, three, four.   
 F  Five.   
 C counts again, touching each 

vehicle 
One, two, three, four   

point F father points to the first 
vehicle in the line 

This one is five.   

 C says something in another 
language? 

   

 F  I know, but this one is five.   
point F father turns back a few pages 

so they can count again. 
Here, you see, four. One, two, 
three, four. 

  

 C  Oh.  
 
This type of guidance, intensified by the use of pointing, served as an invitation for 

Sheraz to continue his work to figure out how many engines were pulling on the truck. 

Pointing can serve as a visual cue to continue, to guide attention or focus, or to 

provide comprehension support via book illustrations or text. It can also be a persuasive 

invitation to interact. 

Pausing/Looking 
A pause in reading or talking or a look toward the child often seemed an indicator 

of an invitation to interact. It often appeared as though fathers purposely provided time 

for their children to think, reflect, and respond. This type of pause is illustrated in Table 

37 when Eric’s father paused to allow his son to think about an answer for the question 

he had posed. 
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Table 37: Dyad 5–Eric and his father, book familiar to both. Example of pausing used as 
invitation to interact. 

Invitation 
Type 

Actor Actions Transcript Book Text 

   "Well," said Arthur. "What do 
you think?" 

"Well," said Arthur. 
"What do you think?" 

 F  Do they look like they enjoyed 
it? 

  

 C  Yeah, they're thinking.   
 F confirms and asks question. They're thinking. Do you think 

they're thinking good things or 
bad things about the story? 

  

pause F Turns page, when child doesn't 
answer he turns back (so child 
can answer). When child 
doesn't answer father says 
"Let's find out" and goes on. 

   

 
Eric’s father had asked a question and expected Eric to answer (perhaps while he turned 

the page). When he did not receive an answer, he paused to invite Eric to consider the 

question a little longer; he further supported his efforts to formulate an answer by turning 

back to the page under discussion. 

Similarly, Table 38 shows Zuberi’s father looking at his son after he paused while 

reading Polar Bear, Polar Bear, What Do You Hear? As I viewed this video segment, I 

construed that Zuberi’s father was using a look as a signal for his son to continue reading. 

The look was followed by one word (zebra) that was sufficient to coax Zuberi to resume 

reading the story. 
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Table 38: Dyad 1–Zuberi and his father, book familiar to both. Example of looking used 
as invitation to interact. 

Invitation 
Type 

Actor Actions Transcript Book Text 

 F Points to words on each page 
while child reads 

    

 C Looks at words dad is 
pointing to - may have helped 
him guess zebra was next 

Flamingo, Flamingo, what 
do you hear? I hear a 
zebra (changing?) in my 
ear. 

Flamingo, Flamingo, what 
do you hear? I hear a zebra 
braying in my ear 

 F father accepts child’s reading 
of changing for braying. 

    

look F looked at child who had 
paused then read 

Zebra…. Zebra, Zebra, what do you 
hear? 

 C  Zebra, Zebra, what do you 
hear? I hear a, a, a 

I hear a boa constrictor 

 
At other times, a pause seemed to be offered as a request to “fill in the blank.” 

Two examples (from Salim’s and Obasi’s fathers) are provided in Tables 39 and 40. The 

first involved reading a book that was familiar to the child; the second occurred as the 

pair read a book that was unfamiliar to both the father and the child. 

Table 39: Dyad 6–Obasi and his father, book familiar to child. Example of pausing used 
as invitation to interact. 

Invitation 
Type 

Actor Actions Transcript Book Text 

pause F reads Then they ate up the food in the 
basket and lived happily... 

Then they ate up the food in the 
basket and lived happily ever after. 

 C  Ever after   

 
As demonstrated by the example in Table 38, fathers often began a sentence or a task 

(e.g., counting) and then paused to invite the child to finish. In Table 39, a point 

combined with a pause conveyed a stronger invitation–nearly a command. Thus, pausing 

can seem a subtle or overt invitation to interact. 
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Table 40: Dyad 4–Salim and his father, book unfamiliar to both. Example of pausing 
used as invitation to interact. 

Invitation 
Type 

Actor Actions Transcript Book Text 

 F asks question Do they look alike? What do they 
have on their head? 

  

 C  Fruit   

pause F pointing to pictures Fruit! What do you see there. We 
have some (pause) 

  

 C  Pineapple   

pause F affirms and points 
to picture 

Pineapple, and?   

 C  Banana   

 F  Banana! Good!   

 

Gesturing 

Fathers sometimes employed gestures as invitations to interact in the story 

sharing. For example, Zuberi’s father nudged him, urging him to continue telling his 

version of Muncha, Muncha, Muncha. Similarly, Hakim’s father nudged him to prompt 

his participation in the decoding exercise from the television program SuperWhy! Salim’s 

father tickled him in an apparent attempt to engage in the story they were reading. Some 

fathers also used gestures to appeal to their children for participation or to assist them in 

understanding a concept. For example, during his reading of My Truck Is Stuck, Obasi’s 

father motioned with two arms in a way that demonstrated how story characters were 

attempting to flag down some help. He performed this action after Obasi had looked 

away from the book, seeming to lose interest. He also manipulated his fingers as he 

attempted to demonstrate how the mechanic may have worked to connect two vehicles 

for towing purposes. Fathers used gestures to invite participation through physical 

communication. 
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Combinations 
Some fathers combined invitations to interact in order to encourage participation 

and engagement. The following example (Table 41) shows how Ulu’s father 

demonstrated his skill in combining invitations as they read Some Monsters Are 

Different. 

Table 41: Dyad 2–Ulu and her father, unfamiliar book. Example of combining invitations 
to interact. 

Invitation 
Type 

Actor Actions Transcript Book Text 

question F Father opens to endpapers and 
discusses pictures of monsters. 

You see? Are they all the same?  

look, pause F Looks at child and waits. Monsters. These are all 
monsters. 

 

 C Looks at pictures These are the same.  

 F  Same?  
 
Ulu’s father opened with an invitation to compare illustrations of monsters. He offered 

the look/pause strategy to invite her participation. He then provided some follow-up 

description. This series of interactions was sufficient to prompt Ulu to think and respond 

to her father’s question. 

Similarly, Eric’s father used pointing, questioning, and commenting to invite Eric 

into the same story (see Table 42). His father invited him to attend to the page by asking 

what the book said (this could be considered an informal, rather than explicit reference to 

print). It was unclear whether he was asking Eric to read the text aloud, as he did not 

pause long enough for the child to respond. He followed up with a comment that could be 

considered an invitation to reflect on the story. 
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Table 42: Dyad 5–Eric and his father, book familiar to both. Example of combining 
invitations to interact. 

Invitation 
Type 

Actor Actions Transcript Book Text 

point, 
question 

F Draws attention to the text by 
saying "What does this say?" 

Then, I dreamed I ate a 
tuna sandwich. 

Then, I dreamed I ate a 
tuna sandwich. 

 F Father makes snoring sound 
for ZZZ 

No, wait, it was cheese 
and tomato. No, it was 
tuna. Tuna on rye. Or 
was it soup? 

No, wait, it was cheese 
and tomato. No, it was 
tuna. Tuna on rye. Or was 
it soup? ZZZ 

comment F Comments  Not everyone cares.   
 
In this section of the story, the author was demonstrating what it means to “talk too 

much.” His father’s comment, “Not everyone cares,” may have been a subtle support in 

helping Eric to establish an understanding that excessive talking can be perturbing to 

some. 

In summary, fathers in this study used verbal and non-verbal invitations to 

interact that fell into five general categories: questioning, commenting, pointing, 

pausing/looking, and gesturing. Questioning was the most common type of invitation 

used, but there was considerable variation among the fathers. For example, Obasi’s father 

used many questions as invitations while Zuberi’s father use none. Instead, he employed 

pointing, pausing, and gesturing. Sheraz’s and Carlota’s fathers did not employ any 

pausing/looking as an invitation to interact. Zuberi’s and Ulu’s fathers did not use 

comment strategies to invite interaction. This study indicates that the invitations to 

interact demonstrated by participant fathers with their preschool children varied widely 

during this book-sharing sample. This indicates that methods ancillary to questioning 

may prove fruitful when inviting children to interact around stories. In the next section, I 
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discuss the levels of abstraction demonstrated by fathers as they invited their children to 

interact. 

Invitations That Encourage and Support Thinking 

Beyond describing the various ways fathers invite their children to interact with 

them during read alouds, I sought to examine specifically how these invitations helped 

serve as support for thinking and learning. I was particularly interested in how they 

encouraged high-level abstract thought—a specific skill that has been linked to early 

literacy learning (De Temple, 2001; Mol, Bus, deJong, & Smeets, 2008). I examined 

approaches the fathers used that may help their young children begin to understand print 

and books; describe objects; make inferences, evaluations, and judgments; and formulate 

definitions. A thorough analysis of factors, especially abstract thinking, may engender 

more understanding of the benefits children receive from reading with their fathers. 

Data for this portion of the study were analyzed following the coding categories 

for extratextual utterances compiled by Price, van Kleeck, and Huberty (2009), which 

they adapted from van Kleeck et al. (1997) and Blank et al. (1978). Table 43 provides 

details of the coding system. 
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Table 43: Definitions and examples of coding categories for extratextual utterances 

Category Definition Examples 

Print and book 
convention utterances 

References to the print including, letters, 
words, sound-symbol associations 
References to book conventions, 
including author, illustrator, cover, title 
page, message is conveyed by the print 

F: “It’s called Pigs, Pigs, Pigs, Pigs 
by Gail Gibbons.” 
F: “He wrote this whole book to 
Jan.” [Dedication] 

Feedback and 
acknowledgment 
utterances 

Provide praise, positive or negative 
feedback 
Confirmation of acknowledgement of 
child’s verbal and nonverbal participation 

F: “Really?” 
F: “You’re right, we did [have a 
pet].” 
F: “Lots of cats.” (exact imitation of 
child utterance) 

Level I Abstraction: 
Matching perceptions 

Label objects or characters  
Comment on or ask for location of object 
or character 
Notice or direct attention to pictured 
object or character 
Rote counting 

F: “Look at these pigs.” 
F: “A piglet.” 
F: “Where’s the moon? Show me.” 
F: “Let’s see, look at the teddy 
bear.” 
F: “What are those?” 

Level II Abstraction: 
Selective analysis/ 
Integrating 
perceptions 

Describe characteristics of objects or 
characters (size, shape, color, quantity, 
parts) 
Describe a scene including actions that 
are perceptible in the pictures 

F: “He has four toes on each foot.” 
F: “Look, her babies are all drinking 
from her pig milk.” 
F: “That pig is following that lady.” 
F: “What is that pig doing?” 

Level III Abstraction: 
Reordering/Making 
inferences 

Make inferences  
Recall information presented earlier 
Make judgments or evaluations 
Identify similarities or differences 
Make text-to-life comparisons (e.g., 
between the child’s life and something in 
the book) 

F: “See, the dog is making [the cat] 
feel scared and he’s hissing.” 
F: “Do you think Bear’s sad 
maybe?” 
F: “They see lots better than us, 
huh?” 
F: “Pigs get hot and roll in the mud 
just like you get in your swimming 
pool to cool off.” 
F: “The pig weighs more than 
daddy does!” 
F: “We read another book with a bat 
in it, Stella Luna.” 

 
 
 
 



 

144 

Table 43, cont. 
 

Level IV Abstraction: 
Reasoning about 
perceptions 

Make predictions  
Provide factual knowledge or definitions 
Provide explanations 

F: “And then sometimes pollution 
from big plants makes it so bats 
can’t live healthy anymore.” 
F: “So, when the baby bat’s only 
three months old, it flies by itself.” 
F: “Ham comes from a pig, right? 
And bacon comes from a pig.” 
F: Piglets, which are baby pigs, 
right.” 

 
The coding scheme described in Table 43 has been used in several studies by van 

Kleeck and colleagues (1997, 2002) examining abstract discourse during read alouds. 

Those researchers looked at discourse around print and book conventions and utterances 

that involved feedback and acknowledgments—analyzed separately from interactions 

around story-related text. These researchers have used this structure to correlate levels of 

parental abstract input to later child outcome measures related to children’s “meaning and 

use of language” (van Kleeck et al., 1997), as well as use of abstract language with older 

and younger children and book sharing with one child vs. two children simultaneously. 

They concluded that affective and cognitive dimensions of reading are important, both 

nonchallenging input that promotes success and challenging input that promotes learning. 

I utilize their analytical scheme, examining 

1) the invitations to discover print and book conventions,  

2) the invitations to interact at varying levels of abstraction, and  

3) provision of feedback and acknowledgment that support children as they learn. 
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Invitations Around Print and Book Conventions 

It has been stated that home literacy activities (Bennett, Weigel, & Martin, 2002), 

frequent parent/child storybook reading (Bus et al., 1995), and quality parent/child book 

interactions (Scarborough & Dobrich, 1994) all contribute to a child’s development of 

print knowledge. References to print conventions include those references to letters, 

words, and sound-symbol associations (i.e., /f/ /ahh/ /n/). References to book conventions 

include those denoting the author, illustrator, cover, and title page, in addition to the 

concept that a message is conveyed by the print. Therefore, references to print and book 

concepts during story sharing could contribute to a child’s understanding of print 

concepts. 

All fathers in the current study extended verbal invitations to interact around print 

and book conventions, some more than others. Variously, they invited their children to 

interact around spelling of words; understanding the concept of the author and illustrator; 

comprehending the concept of word; identifying parts of a book; appreciating that words 

and illustrations carry meaning; and realizing that books have a beginning, middle, and 

end. No correlation to this variability and the family’s home language was identified.  

Again, the father of Obasi—who demonstrated a very interactive style—incorporated 

invitations to interact around print and book conventions a total of 50 times across the 

three reading episodes; other fathers who reported languages other than English 

incorporated these types of invitations less often (Zuberi’s father, once; Ulu’s father, 

three times; and Carlota’s father twice).  
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Fathers enacted these invitations in both subtle and overt ways. One of the more 

overt ways was asking a child to spell a word or spelling words for the child and asking 

what the word said. Other invitations included helping a child to decode words, asking a 

child to identify a word or words, directly pointing out alternatively formatted text, and 

naming parts of the book. It is important to examine both the subtle and overt methods 

fathers use to invite their children to interact around print and book concepts so as to gain 

a full portrayal of what fathers offer. 

Ulu’s father sometimes challenged her to spell and read words, as he did in the 

predictable text, Polar Bear, Polar Bear, What Do You Hear? In this book, sentences 

repeat as a new animal is added on each page. The child does not have the benefit of 

support provided by the illustration, because the next animal is not revealed until the page 

is turned. Ulu read the repeating text, Polar Bear, Polar Bear, what do you hear? I hear 

a… Here she was not able to recognize the word lion. She looked up in what appeared to 

be an attempt to remember which animal was next—she was familiar with this book from 

class. Her father encouraged her to look at the word, perhaps hoping that would help her 

solve her dilemma. Table 44 shows their interaction. 
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Table 44: Dyad 2–Ulu and her father, Invitations around print and book conventions – 
spelling. 

Actor Action Transcript Book Text 
C Child begins reading and gets 

stuck on the word lion. She 
looks up in the air (trying to 
remember the next animal?) 

Polar Bear, Polar Bear, what 
do you hear? I hear a … 

Polar Bear, Polar Bear, 
what do you hear? I hear a 
lion roaring in my ear. 

F Father encourages her to look 
at the word Look at it. 

I hear a lion roaring in my 
ear 
 

C Child looks at the word but 
doesn't read it. 

F  Spell it. 
C  L I O N 
C Looks at father  
F  Lion. 

 
Other examples show fathers helping their children understand that pictures carry 

meaning. While reading “Little Red Riding Hood,” Obasi urgently informed his father 

that the wolf was not only tricking the grandmother, but also Little Red Riding Hood. 

Obasi and his father’s exchange is shown in Table 45.  

Table 45: Dyad 6–Obasi and his father, Invitations around print and book conventions – 
illustrations convey meaning 

Actor Action Transcript Book Text 
F  After a while, Little Red Riding 

Hood arrived. 

After a while, Little Red Riding 
Hood arrived. 
 

C excitedly 
explaining to father 

Uh, the wolf is tricking Little Red 
Riding Hood too! 

F  Yes, let's see. That's what the 
picture is telling me. Let's see what 
they say. 

 
Finally, some fathers invited their children to think about, among other things, the 

concept of word. While sharing their familiar book, Salim’s father often asked him to 

point to objects (the cake, the bowl, the sugar, the baker). In the exchange portrayed in 

Table 46, his father invites him to identify not an object, but a word. In this exchange, 
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Salim is invited to consider the concept of word (“Show me the word boy.”) and the 

concept of sentence (Where is boy in this sentence?).  
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Table 46: Dyad 4–Salim and his father, Invitations around print and book conventions – 
concept of word 

Actor Action Transcript Book Text 
F  Can you show me the baker's boy? 

The cake ran to the 
baker's boy. 

C points to pictures  
F  Good! Good! 
F  So, how do you, how do you spell boy? 

Where is boy in this sentence? Boy.  

F rearranges book Show me the word boy. B. Show me the 
word boy. 

F rereads sentence, 
pointing to each word 

The cake run (sic) to the baker's boy. 

F  Show me the word boy. 
F rereads sentence, 

pointing to each 
word, resting on the 
word boy. 

Boy. How do you spell boy? 

C  B O (pause) 
F  B O, go on. 
C  Y 
F  Good! B O Y, boy. 
F  Can you show me the baker's boy? 

 
Other instances of invitations to think around print and book concept include 

excerpts from the data:  

• “What’s the name of this story?” 

• “What does it say on the chalkboard?” 

• “How many people do you see on the cover of this book?” 

• “What can you tell me about the cover?” 

• “Are we on the first page of the story?” 

Subtle efforts to invite children to consider print and book concepts included 

simply reading the names of the author and illustrator with no discussion, as well as 

hinting that words and illustrations carry meaning (“Let’s see what this says,” “Let’s go 
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to the next page to see what will happen,” “Let’s see what’s happening,” “How many 

people do you see on this cover?”). 

According to some researchers (Justice & Ezell, 2000; Storch & Whitehurst, 

2002; Whitehurst & Lonigan, 1998) knowledge of print and book conventions contributes 

to early literacy development and an understanding of the forms and functions of written 

language; hence, fathers’ use of these invitations to interact could prove fruitful for their 

children. The fathers in this study used a number of subtle and overt techniques to invite 

their children to learn about print and book concepts. This may help explain the 

children’s relatively higher scores on early literacy assessments.  

Abstraction 

Another important factor to consider during an examination of discourse around 

read alouds is the level of cognitive demand required of children through their fathers’ 

invitations to interact. High-cognitive-demand tasks include making inferences and 

predictions, hypothesizing, explaining, and summarizing. These more abstract types of 

interactions have been shown to assist children in acquiring language and literacy skills 

(Harkins, Koch, & Michel, 1994; Gordon, 1984; Peterson & McCabe, 1994). Inviting 

children into analytical discussions may serve those children well in comprehending text 

as they become independent readers (Smolkin & Donovan, 2002). I attempt to delve 

deeper into the interactions to which participant fathers invited their children by looking 

at the varying levels of abstraction that those invitations summonsed.  
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The process of scaffolding learning is described as providing just the right level of 

input within the child’s zone of proximal development (Vygotsky, 1978). The adult 

provides “a protective umbrella of explanation, interpretation, and clarifications” (Mason, 

1990) and occasionally “up’s the ante” to propel the child to a deeper understanding. A 

sort of choreographed “dance” results as the adult alternates among support, guidance, 

challenge, feedback, and pressure so that the child is learning but still feels supported and 

successful. This scaffold is provided at an individualized level, depending on the child’s 

cognitive and linguistic capabilities. The data from this study demonstrate that these 

fathers were, indeed, capable of scaffolding their children’s learning through their 

invitations to interact, even within the unusual and possibly uncomfortable circumstance 

in which they were placed. 

Excerpts from the collected data illustrate the four levels of abstract interactions 

(refer to Table 43) to which fathers might invite their children while reading aloud. 

Briefly, the four levels may be defined as follows: 

Level I: Matching perceptions, which involves little abstraction and relies instead 

on information that is immediately perceptible in the text  

Level II: Selective analysis/integrating perceptions, in which descriptions of 

objects, characters, actions, and scenes perceptible in the text are provided  

Level III: Reordering/making inferences, which involves making inferences and 

judgments, identifying similarities and differences, and making text-to-text and text-to-

life comparisons 
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Level IV: Reasoning about perceptions, in which predictions, explanations, and 

definitions occur 

Level I is the least abstract level and Level IV is the most abstract. At first glance, 

it might seem that invitations to interact at Level IV would be preferred over lower 

Levels I and II, as they require more cognitive effort, thus encouraging deeper and more 

meaningful thinking. However, as van Kleeck and colleagues suggest (1997), a balance 

of invitations at both more abstract and less abstract levels may provide optimal support 

for children—offering opportunities for both success and learning. Fathers in this study 

exhibited flexibility in adjusting their invitations based on the child’s needs, as shown by 

examples from study data that demonstrate invitations to interact at each level. I believe 

the fathers’ invitations provided both challenge for learning and non-challenge for 

success, as described by van Kleeck et al. (1997). 

Invitations for Matching Perceptions—Level I Abstraction 
The utterance shown in Table 47 is an example of abstraction at Level I, which is 

defined by the original researchers as matching perceptions. Here the father is directing 

the child’s attention to a pictured object in the book—the truck stuck in a hole. 

Table 47: Dyad 3–Sheraz and his father, book unfamiliar to both. Example of Level I 
abstraction 

Actor Action Transcript Book Text 

F  Truck, truck is stuck you see how it is stuck, in the 
hole? 

 

 
Here, Sheraz’s father introduced an unfamiliar book to his child. He supported Sheraz in 

accessing the story’s initial plot. He set the stage by steering his child’s attention to 
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information immediately available (the book’s cover). This was likely not an invitation 

that would be considered challenging for Sheraz because he seemed to have a fairly 

sophisticated understanding that stories have a plot and that cover illustrations likely 

provide clues to the book’s content. Sheraz’s father was likely providing unchallenging 

support that would lead to success. This level of interaction may be influences by this 

father’s status as an English language learner. 

Invitations for Selective Analysis/Integrating Perceptions—Level II Abstraction 
Table 48 lists a series of utterances demonstrating abstraction at Level II—

selective analysis/integrating perceptions. Here, the father described a scene (“Look at 

this fly” and “This old lady swallowed this fly”) including actions that were perceptible 

in pictures. 

Table 48: Dyad 4–Salim and his father, book familiar to child. Example of Level II 
abstraction  

Actor Action Transcript Book Text 

F father points to 
picture 

Look at the big fly. Oh. How many eyes do you see 
on the fly? How many eyes do you see on the fly? 

  

C  two   

F  Two. How many legs?   

C without counting six   

F  Six legs! This old lady swallowed this fly. Six legs, 
two eyes. Ooo. Let’s see. 

  

 
In this example, Salim’s father invited his son to describe characteristics of the fly in the 

story by counting its features. He was moving beyond just naming the objects or pointing 

to them. This was not an invitation that would be considered challenging for Salim—he 

was able to recognize instantly that the fly had six legs without stopping to count them. 
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As in the example for Level I, this father also was likely providing non-challenging 

support in order to boost his child’s success.  

Invitations for Reordering/Making Inferences—Level III Abstraction 
This father/child exchange in Table 49 is an example of an invitation to interact at 

abstraction at Level III—reordering/making inferences. Here the father invited Eric to 

make inferences about characters’ opinions. This segment captured Eric and his father 

interacting around Arthur Writes a Story, in which the Arthur was reciting an outlandish 

story he had written to an astounded audience. 

Table 49: Dyad 5–Eric and his father, book familiar to both. Example of Level III 
abstraction 

Actor Action Transcript Book Text 

F  Do they look like they enjoyed it?   

C  Yeah, they're thinking.   

F confirms and 
asks question. 

They're thinking. Do you think they're thinking 
good things or bad things about the story?   

 
Eric’s father invited him to consider the characters’ reaction to Arthur’s story. 

Here the father seemed to provide a level of support (offering thinking time and 

following up with options to choose from) while also providing some challenge 

(encouraging Eric to make judgments about the characters’ feelings without providing an 

immediate answer). Eric did not answer the follow-up question while his father was 

turning to the next page, so his father paused, turned the page back, providing Eric 

additional think time. When Eric still did not answer, his father offered, “Let’s find out.”  
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Invitations for Reasoning About Perceptions—Level IV Abstraction  
In the invitation to interact shown in Table 50, the father demonstrated an 

invitation to abstract thinking at Level IV—reasoning about perception (providing factual 

knowledge or definitions). Salim and his father had just finished sharing The Fantastic 

Cake, which is an adaptation of The Gingerbread Man. In this story, characters baked a 

cake that subsequently jumped out of the oven and ran away. While a fantastic cake was 

never defined in the book, one could infer that a fantastic cake would be one that was 

fanciful, amazing, or wonderful. 

Table 50: Dyad 4–Salim and his father, book familiar to child. Example of Level IV 
abstraction.  

Actor Action Transcript Book Text 
F reads, pointing to each 

word 
The baker's dogs licked its lips. 
"What a fantastic cake!" it said. 

The baker's dogs licked its 
lips. "What a fantastic cake!" 
it said. 

F  What a fantastic cake! Fantastic. 
Fantastic means what? 

  

 
Salim’s father invited his child to think abstractly and produce a definition for the word 

fantastic. Inasmuch as Salim was not able—or did not choose—to answer this question, 

this could be considered a challenging invitation.	  	  

Table 51: Dyad 4–Salim and his father. Example of invitation to high abstract discussion 
about book unfamiliar to both 

Actor Action Transcript Book Text 
F asks question Can you show me the youngest of the monsters/  
C pointing to pictures   
F asks question Do they look alike? What do they have on their head?  
C  Fruit  
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Anther example of an invitation to think abstractly occurred, again with Salim’s 

father, while reading the unfamiliar book. Here, Salim’s father asked his son to make a 

judgment. Although the judgment was related to the picture, which was immediately 

perceptible, the question was higher level in that Salim had to infer that size and age were 

related; there was no other perceptible information in the illustration that would provide 

that information. In addition, Salim’s father invited his son to picture details to compare 

monsters. 

Invitations to interact at high abstraction levels around familiar books may 

indicate that fathers were spurring their children to deeper levels of understanding 

through increased discourse on what the children already knew about the story, 

characters, and events. The exchange in Table 52 provides an example of a highly 

abstract explanation that Hakim’s father provided while reading The Show and Tell 

Surprise book that they had previously shared together many times. Here, the father was 

linking the theme of the story (recognizing and appreciating what you have) to a personal 

moral lesson for his son. 
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Table 52: Dyad 8–Hakim and his father, Example of invitation to high abstract discussion 
a familiar book 

Actor Action Transcript Book Text 
F  “Hooray! It's Clifford!” Everyone cheered. 

“Hooray! It's 
Clifford!” 
Everyone cheered. 
 

F after reading 
previous sentence 
with expression, 
father explained, 
then asked question 

Hooray! Everyone is happy except one. Who was 
not happy? 

C answers Jetta  
F explains Jetta! Because she's jealous (laughs and looks at 

researcher). (Talking to child) Look at Jetta. She 
tell (sic) her it's not special, it was not special, but 
now special is Clifford! See? In life, you have the 
special, but you're looking for special. No. You 
look first at what you got. That's where you get 
special. She was looking everywhere, she went to 
ocean, to this, she went shopping. When she have 
(sic) special with her, with her. When you have 
knowledge, Hakim (rubs child's head), when you 
read, when you have special, you look for nothing. 
You have it. See? But you gotta look first, ok? 
Smart boy. 

  

 

 

Multiple Invitations 

The data sets below provide examples of fathers enacting invitations at multiple 

levels within a small segment of interaction. The first segment (Table 53) displays Salim 

and his father reading the beginning of The Fantastic Cake. They were discussing the 

illustration that depicts the baker gathering ingredients prior to baking the cake. 
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Table 53: Dyad 4–Salim and his father, book familiar to both. Example of multiple 
invitations to interact 

Actor Action Transcript Book Text 

F stops reading and discusses page 
with child 

She got water (inaudible) what did the 
baker get together? 

  

F points to pictures Look, look.   

C  Eggs   

F  Eggs? Can you show me the eggs?   

C child points to picture    

F  Ooo. What else did they get?   

C child points to picture    

F  What was that?   

C  flour   
 
Here, Salim’s father began with an invitation at Level II. While he was asking Salim to 

describe the story scene, there was adequate support through illustrations. His father 

supported his efforts by directing him to the page (“Look, look.”). He may have 

interpreted Salim’s concise answer (“Eggs”) as a need for additional support. Hence, he 

invited Salim to interact in a more basic manner—asking him to point to the eggs. He 

followed up with another challenge (“What else did they get?”) and prompted Salim to 

reply verbally. This segment displays Salim’s father’s expert ability in weaving challenge 

and support while sharing a story with his child. 

Obasi’s father provided another example of the skillful interplay fathers perform 

in a seemingly simple task. Here Obasi and his father shared their familiar book, Hens 

Don’t Crow. The dog was notifying Pig that the hen would wake up the farm in the 

morning, and Obasi and his father discussed the illustrations (Table 54). 
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Table 54: Dyad 6–Obasi and his father, book familiar to both. Example of multiple 
invitations to interact 

Actor Action Transcript Book Text 

F reads, pausing to allow child 
to participate 

He found Pig in his… 

He found Pig in 
his sty. 

C reads stay 
F corrects sty 
F explains Where's the pig here? You see a pig in 

this picture? 
C pointing to the picture.  
F asks question Where is the pig at? 
C  In his sty. 
F asks question Where, what's a sty? 
C answers A sty has mud by it. 
F clarifies Ok, and it's where a pig stay, right? 

 
Obasi’s father began by pausing to invite his child to participate. Obasi obliged by 

providing the needed word. His father then invited his son into a low-level interaction 

(Level 1) when he asked him to find the pig in the picture. He raised the level slightly by 

asking Obasi to name the pig’s location. Then, it appeared that Obasi accepted his 

father’s challenge to define a sty by exploiting the book’s illustration (“It has mud in it.”). 

His father provided additional support by supplying a more precise definition of a sty. 

Obasi’s father used invitations expertly to alternate between support and challenge as he 

and his child enjoyed a simple story together. 

Phillips and McNaughton (1990) found that a sample of high-SES, mainstream 

New Zealand mothers were adept at working with their children in ways that would 

match the child’s eventual school literacy tasks. Others (van Kleeck & Beckley-McCall, 

2002; Goodsitt et al., 1988) found that mothers skillfully adapted levels of abstraction 

based on their children’s age and cognitive capacity. With this study, I submit that 
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fathers—specifically fathers whose circumstances render their children at risk of 

academic failure—can and do skillfully engage their children in tasks that will serve them 

in school. Moreover, they can efficiently adjust their interactions to provide the challenge 

necessary for learning or the support necessary for success as the circumstances demand.   

Familiarity 

Book familiarity is a factor that emerges when examining the differences in how 

adults and their children interact during shared reading. Some studies indicate that adults 

demonstrate increased interaction around books that are unfamiliar (McDonnell et al., 

1997; McDonnell et al., 2003; Van Kleeck et al., 1997). Conversely, other researchers 

have found that adults interact more around books that are familiar (Goodsitt et al., 1988; 

Yaden,1988). It should be acknowledged here that books may be familiar in content for 

the fathers participating in this study, but less familiar in terms of language.  

Data collection for this study involved interactions and abstraction during shared 

readings of books that were 1) familiar to both the father and the child, 2) familiar only to 

the child, and 3) unfamiliar to both father and child. An analysis of the findings indicate 

support for the conclusions of Goodsitt et al. (1988)—that more interactions occur around 

familiar books than unfamiliar books (see Table 55). In this study, the highest number of 

interactions overall occurred with the familiar books (177), followed by the unfamiliar 

books (158), and then the books that were familiar to the child but not the father (109). It 

should be noted that all participants were directed to share in this same order: first, the 
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familiar book; second, the book that was familiar only to the child; and third, the book 

that was unfamiliar to both. Each dyad recorded all three its readings on a single day.  

Table 55: Book-reading order and total interactions, attention-getting strategies, and 
feedback and acknowledgements 

Reading 
Order 

Book Familiarity Total 
Interactions 

Attention-
Getting 

Strategies 

Feedback and 
Acknowledgements 

First Familiar to both  177 11 54 

Second Familiar to child only  109 23 54 

Third Unfamiliar to both  158 23 46 

 
While this series array may confound these results (more interaction toward the 

beginning of the recording session and diminishing interactions as the child and/or parent 

fatigued), this conclusion loses integrity, or consistency, when examined more closely. 

Most interactions between the father and child occurred while reading the first book, the 

second most interactions occurred while reading the third, final book. The fewest 

interactions occurred while reading the second book. However, fatigue does appear to be 

a plausible factor if the category of attention-getting strategies is examined. Table 55 

illustrates that the fewest attention-getting strategies occurred (were necessitated) during 

the first reading, the familiar book (11), and more were required during the second and 

third readings (23 each). A further examination of the categories reveals that high levels 

of feedback and acknowledgement appeared at each level of familiarity (54, 54, and 46).  

The readings of the familiar books involved the highest numbers of both lower 

and higher levels of cognitive demand (combinations of Levels I/II and III/IV, 

respectively). The reading of the book that was familiar to the child but not the father had 
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the lowest total for all interaction levels combined, as well as the combined lower levels 

(I and II) and combined higher levels (III and IV). Low levels of interaction with books 

that were familiar to the child but not the father could indicate that a father was providing 

an opportunity for his child to take the lead, in light of the child’s familiarity with the 

story. The father may have been allowing his child to ask and answer questions or relying 

on him or her to provide guidance through the story. For example, Hakim was eager to 

show his father Fish Eyes, a story his teacher had read to the class several times. He 

delighted in revealing to his father the special features of the book, including a hole in 

each page where the fishes’ eyes were located (Table 56).  

Table 56: Hakim from Dyad 8 displaying increased control over book familiar to child 
but not father 

Actor Action Transcript Text 
F reads Two jumping fish. See, they 

jump. 
2 two jumping fish 

   2 jumping fish plus me 
makes 3 

C turns page and puts 
finger in hole in page. 

Hole!   

F  Aw, his eyes. Hakim, be careful.   
F & C  Three 3 three smiling fish 
F  smiling fish. Smiling. Yay!   
C turning pages back I want to start over. 3 smiling fish plus me 

makes 4 
F  Wait, wait. Finish first. Hakim, 

finish first and then we will go 
back. 

  

C  I wanna count it! 4 four striped fish 
 

There are no apparent patterns for levels of abstraction across varying familiarity 

categories according to the reported home languages of the fathers.  Obasi’s father 

demonstrated higher numbers of all invitations to interact  across all abstraction levels at 
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each category of familiarity than any of the other fathers, regardless of their language 

status. Other fathers whose first language is not English, demonstrated lower invitations 

to interact at all levels and across familiarity categories. Meanwhile, Eric’s father (the 

only father who reported his first language as English, demonstrated relatively mid- to 

low levels of invitations to interact at varying abstraction levels across the familiarity 

categories.  

This analysis indicates that rereading a book affords opportunities to 1) engage in 

extended discourse (more invitations to interact) and 2) delve deeper into higher level 

discourse (invitations to interact at higher levels of abstraction). However, reading books 

that are familiar to the child but not the father may impede discourse (fewer invitations 

and at lower levels of abstraction). The reasons for this are unclear, but may be an 

indication that fathers were providing opportunities for the child to lead because the child 

was familiar with the story and the father was not. Because this study was focused on 

actions of fathers during read alouds, interactions of the children were not coded or 

analyzed. 

Summary 

Fathers in this study reported reading to their children on a regular basis. They 

believe that reading aloud will help their children achieve goals (academic, career, and 

social) by developing language and academic skills, learning about the world, and 

expanding interests.  
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Invitations to interact demonstrated by the fathers during read-aloud sessions 

varied widely when compared to other participant fathers, as well as when compared 

across interaction categories (attention-getting strategies, print and book conventions, 

feedback and acknowledgements, and levels of abstraction or cognitive demand). 

Findings from this study confirm previous research that feedback and acknowledgments 

during story reading can promote a climate in which fathers utter exchanges at higher 

levels of cognitive demand. Also, this study confirms findings that, overall, fathers voice 

utterances at lower abstraction levels. However, this population displayed a high amount 

of variability among types of interactions and participant race, suggesting a monolithic 

view regarding ways in which fathers interact with their children is not warranted. 

Finally, books that are familiar to both father and child appear to lend themselves 

to more interaction than unfamiliar books or books that are familiar only to the child. 

This confirms the findings of Goodsit et al. (1988) but refutes the findings of McDonnell 

et al. (1997), McDonnell et al. (2003), and van Kleeck et al. (1997). In addition, familiar 

books seem to promote the display of both overall utterances (numbers of interactions) 

and utterances at higher levels of cognitive demand than unfamiliar books and books 

familiar only to the child. 

In the following chapter, I describe the important contributions this study makes 

to the existing literature on read-aloud frequencies, invitations to interact, invitations at 

varying levels of abstraction, and the influence of book familiarity on these interactions. I 

found that fathers of children simultaneously identified as at-risk (based on their 

eligibility for the preschool program) and as well-prepared for school (based on their 



 

165 

performance on school-based early literacy and language measures), interacted in ways 

that could be described as frequent, varied, and adaptable. 
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Chapter 5 : Discussion and Implications 

Introduction 

Research on read alouds indicates that they may be one important literacy event in 

which parents can impart an understanding of language and literacy to their preschool 

children. The majority of existing research on family read alouds centers on how mothers 

engage in this activity; the studies examine the frequency, structure, and style of 

parent/child interactions. Little research exists that examines ways in which fathers 

interact with their preschool children during read alouds. This study offers an 

understanding of prior experiences children may have encountered during father/child 

book sharing to inform those who work within the bounds of early childhood literacy.  

There have been few studies on the interactions of fathers and their children 

during read alouds and even fewer studies examining fathers from families labeled as 

being at risk, an assessment considered to foreshadow potential limitations to children’s 

academic success. Because of this, important information about the contributions fathers 

make toward supporting a child’s language and literacy learning is lacking. This study 

offers initial insights into how fathers of preschoolers (deemed successful as measured by 

school-based instruments) discuss and share books with their children. Parents and 

teachers could eventually build upon the specific paternal actions to ease the transition 

from home reading activities to school reading activities more seamless. For example, if 

teachers understand that fathers are skilled partners for read-aloud activities, they can 

build on the father/child experiences that children bring to school. Also, if parents 
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recognize the potential benefit of an additional parent serving as a read-aloud partner, 

more families may appeal to fathers to participate. 

In this chapter, I first outline the study limitations in order to frame the findings 

and implications.  I then interpret specific literacy moves demonstrated by fathers of 

young children when these fathers performed three read alouds of varying levels of 

familiarity (i.e., books familiar to both, familiar to child, and unfamiliar to both) before a 

video camera and an observer. I use the findings to build on existing research on the 

frequencies of book sharing, specific interactions, invitations to abstract thinking, and the 

influence of book familiarity on parent/child read alouds. I describe the implications 

these findings suggest for parents, educators, and other stakeholders, such as policy 

makers. I outline recommendations for further study and discuss the limitations of this 

study. 

Study Limitations  

The sample population for this study was diverse. Families were selected from an 

extremely diverse community and represent four racial categories: Asian, Hispanic, black 

and white. Data collection was rich. Fathers were video and audio recorded reading three 

stories to their children. Fathers also participated in interviews. Analysis of the data was 

comprehensive. Features including book familiarity, invitations to interact, and 

interactions to think at varying levels of abstraction, were observed, coded and analyzed. 

These date were triangulated with gestures and body language extracted from video 

recordings and information culled from interviews. Despite these strengths, the study is 
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limited by several factors beyond those for which I attempted to control, as described 

earlier (see Chapter 3).  

Sample Size and Analysis 
First, the sample was small, with only eight father/child dyads. A small sample 

size limits the generalizability of the findings. In addition, it is more difficult to pinpoint 

patterns that may exist when examining larger numbers of participants.  

In addition, while the focus of this study surrounded the moves exhibited by this 

sample of fathers during a read aloud, the findings and implications are limited without 

an additional examination of the responses exhibited by the children. A thorough 

examination of children’s responses to fathers’ invitations to interact would be of great 

value in promoting the understanding related the to the reasons, motivations, and 

consequences of father actions. After all, an interaction is not a solitary affair.  

Finally, at least half of the father participants in this study had proficiency in 

languages other than English. Because of lack of access to data, it is not know what the 

fathers’ English proficiency levels were, therefore making it difficult to determine the 

effect of reading an English language children’s book, in English, before an English 

speaking researcher may have had. The possibility that the study results might have been 

very different if this information had been known or if exhibits of interactions around 

books in home languages had been collected, must be acknowledged. 

Researchers (Gregory, Long & Volk, 2004) have described the complex 

socialization into multiple social, cultural, and language communities that children in 

multilingual families can experience. These interactions often result in the reinvention of 
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cultural forms through participation in these communities. Kabuto (2010) asserts that for 

bilingual children, interactions around books in multiple languages serve as valuable 

linguistic and cognitive tools for development. I acknowledge that valuable information 

regarding specific ways that multilingual fathers interact around books with their 

preschool children, is missing.  

Participant Report 
Another factor limiting the findings of this study was its reliance on fathers’ 

reports of reading frequency. Fathers may have over reported the frequency of reading 

aloud to their children in order to present themselves in a more favorable light. While 

Duursma and colleagues (2008) suggest that fathers may be less susceptible to the 

influence of the social desirability of reading aloud because they are not seen as primary 

care providers or not delegated as the parent chiefly responsible for educational issues, 

over reporting of read aloud frequency could have occurred. Asking fathers to maintain a 

log of instances of participation in read-aloud experiences at home may provide a more 

accurate indication of fathers’ involvement in this area. 

Ecological Validity 

The study’s ecological validity (Shadish, Cook, & Campbell, 2002)—the 

proximity to the real-world environment in which the activity normally occurs—was 

compromised. Video recording of the read-aloud events occurred in unnatural settings 

(e.g. preschool classroom, office, library) where fathers typically do not read to their own 

children, in all but one instance. Video recordings conducted in the homes of the children 

would yield more valid results.  
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Information Not Collected 
Because of my new position in an unfamiliar school division, the sample of 

participants in this study was altogether different from the participants in my pilot study 

in which the participants were recruited from a private church preschool in the capital 

city of a large southern state. Because of this, I was unprepared and failed to collect 

important data that would have informed this study. For example, had I been prepared for 

the unique diversity in terms of language and culture that were ultimately exhibited by 

my sample of fathers, I would have probed deeper in order to gain a more thorough 

understanding of the families’ language background and fluency. Furthermore, I would 

have inquired about the types (languages) and numbers of books in the homes, typical 

family literacy activities, and ways in which read alouds were typically carried out. I 

would have also inquired about how ‘familiar’ the book brought from home actually was 

(how many times it had been shared with the child). This information would have added 

an important dimension related to this specific group of fathers. 

Findings in Relation to the Review of Literature 

Researchers in child education and development, literacy, and linguistics, and 

psychology have been examining read alouds from the 1980’s to the present and report 

myriad potential benefits from sharing books with children (e.g., language development, 

increased motivation to interact with books, growth in cognitive skills, development of 

print knowledge, and phonemic awareness). However, limited research has examined 

fathers’ roles in read alouds. This study suggests that a specific set of linguistically 

diverse fathers of children—who, while being labeled at risk according to school-defined 
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eligibility criteria, are successful based on language and literacy measures—share books 

with their children in ways that can be described as frequent, varied, and adaptable. It 

should be noted that books shared were English language children’s books, which in 

some cases may not have been books that were ideally familiar to all fathers (i.e. books in 

a language typically used in the home). 

Frequency 
One area of study on parent/child read alouds involves the frequency at which 

shared reading occurs. Factors such as family income, race, home language, and 

education levels seem to influence the frequency of book reading (Fletcher & Reese, 

2005). In addition, serious limitations exist in the gathering of information about literacy 

practices in the home (Purcell-Gates, 1993), including the contribution of information 

that is based on 1) what the researcher or general public perceives to be of value, 2) the 

respondent’s emotional state during the read aloud, 3) the respondent’s understanding of 

the question, and 4) the respondent’s attitude toward the researcher or the topic. 

Acknowledging these limitations, I describe frequencies at which fathers read to their 

children as reported during a face-to-face interview—the best method for gathering this 

information given limited time and resources.  

One hundred percent of fathers in this study (from families considered at risk 

based on policy-defined levels of income, English language proficiency, and other 

factors) reported reading to their children at least weekly. This statistic contrasts 

strikingly with other studies (Britto, Fuligni & Brooks-Gunn, 2002; Duursma, Pan, & 

Raikes, 2008), which show fewer than 30% of fathers from at-risk populations report 
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reading to their children at least weekly. It is possible that the fathers of other children in 

the same preschool program, who score as less proficient on beginning-of-the-year 

language and literacy assessments, read less frequently to their children. I lack access to 

those data.  

Each of the eight fathers in this study articulated through interviews the benefits 

of reading aloud to his child and his perception of the link to important academic, career, 

and social goals that reading aloud provided his child (see Table 57). 

Table 57: Fathers’ reported goals for child and benefits of read alouds. 

 

Father Father-reported goals for child Father-reported benefits of read alouds 

1 academic (good student)  
career (doctor) 

career (good job)  
general knowledge (know everything) 

2 academic (finish school, advanced 
education) 

general knowledge (remember a lot of things, 
learns items, learns what to do) 

3 academic (high level of education) 
general (good life) 

academic (learning to read, help with reading 
later)  
general (maintaining interest) 

4 academic (education, language, reading for 
understanding, needs to understand, 
talented and gifted program) 

academic (language development—in order to do 
well in all other subjects) 

5 academic (graduate high school) social 
(involvement in drama, music, dance) 

academic (helps develop language and reading 
and academic skills) 
social (engagement, social, skills, functioning in 
society) 

6 career (president of the United States) 
general (whatever he's going to be) 

academic (education is central to success, early 
reading, concentration, foundation for later 
learning) 
general (“grooming,” establishes hobby, 
priorities) 

7 life skills (self-sufficiency, curious, active, 
happy)  
academic (do well in school) 

academic (language development, familiarity 
with words, sounds, rhythm, speech)  

8 career (doctor, whatever the child wants, 
police right now) 

academic (reading skills, knowledge about the 
world) 
general (develop interests) 
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Implications 
This sample of fathers clearly believes that reading aloud with their children is 

important. They reported shared reading consistently and their reading frequencies 

ranged from once per week to multiple times every day. In addition, they make coherent 

links between the benefits of this activity and important outcomes—outcomes that are 

consistent with their reported future goals for their children. Because the fathers 

perceived that frequently sharing books influenced the academic, career, and social goals 

of their children, this attitude may be partly responsible for the relatively high 

performance of their children on early language and literacy assessments.  

This finding aligns with those from Ortiz (1994), indicating that fathers take 

advantage of at-home learning opportunities that arise, including interactions that assist 

children with academic growth. Additionally, Ortiz (2001) found that fathers’ 

participation in early literacy activities with their young children vary according to 

individual beliefs and philosophies, group needs, and concerns (including desiring that 

their children do well in school).  

This dissertation did not examine the frequency of read alouds by participants’ 

mothers; however, mothers typically read to children more frequently than fathers (Britto, 

Fuligni, & Brooks-Gunn, 2002; Duursma, Pan, & Raikes, 2008). Some of the fathers in 

this study reported that the child’s mother was a more frequent partner in read alouds in 

their home. We can speculate that children in this study might be getting a double dose of 

read alouds—one dose from mothers, and another fairly frequent dose from fathers, thus 

doubling their exposure to the benefits of read alouds. This double-dose phenomenon 
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may also serve as a factor in the children’s high performance on school-based measures 

of language and literacy performance, meaning that the added benefit of fathers’ frequent 

reading to their children could be the value added benefit responsible for their relatively 

high performance. 

Interactions 
This study examined fathers’ extratextual utterances during the reading of book 

not necessarily in the father’s native language, in order to provide insight into how 

fathers interact with their children around books in English. I coded each instance of 

extratextual utterances according to categories outlined in previous research conducted by 

van Kleeck et al. (1997). These categories included feedback and acknowledgments, print 

and book conventions, and interactions to support thinking and learning (i.e., levels of 

abstraction). In addition, I coded for an additional category—types of invitations to 

interact (verbal and non-verbal). I examined this final area because of interest in the types 

of non-verbal invitations that fathers demonstrated. 

Feedback and Acknowledgment 

I view feedback and acknowledgments as a type of input from fathers that is more 

an effort to reinforce positive affect, rather than an effort to promote thinking and 

learning. I discuss the types of verbal and non-verbal invitations to interact demonstrated 

by fathers, then conclude by examining those specific invitations to interact that promote 

thinking and learning. The findings of this study suggest that assumptions regarding the 

use of feedback and acknowledgments and their subsequent influence on high-cognitive-

demand utterances cannot be supported in all instances. These data do not support the 
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relationship between feedback and acknowledgment and the increased use of more 

abstract discourse across the board, at least when fathers share books in English.  

It could be the case that the type of utterance to which the feedback is connected 

does matter. The utterances that Salim’s father provided (e.g., “Good” and “You’re 

right”) were linked to low-level questions (e.g., “Where is the cake?”). This type of 

exchange may serve a function other than promoting a child’s abstract thinking—Salim’s 

father may be providing an abundance of support to boost his son’s confidence, thus 

providing a feeling of success. His father does not seem to be challenging him to learn in 

this instance. Salim’s scores on vocabulary assessments indicate that he is capable of 

identifying more complex and unfamiliar concepts than a cake—items such as a saddle, 

and actions such as raking.  

Meanwhile, Obasi’s father linked feedback to high-level comments his child 

made, such as, “Tricking people is not nice, and the wolf is doing that, and he have (sic) 

to apology (sic).” Obasi’s father acknowledged this fairly sophisticated cause-and-effect 

comment and replied, “Yeah, he definitely has to apologize.” This acknowledgment 

affirmed Obasi’s complex thinking and provided a grammatical model. 

It appears that feedback and acknowledgments can be used as a means to support 

the non-challenging types of interactions that promote success, as well as the challenging 

interactions that support learning; both of these are demonstrated in the above examples 

by Salim’s and Obasi’s fathers. 

Substantial variation was observed in the feedback and acknowledgments 

interactions among this sample of fathers. Some demonstrated high usage of feedback 
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and acknowledgment utterances, such as Obasi’s and Hakim’s fathers. While their fathers 

both made use of frequent invitations to interact at high levels of abstraction, Salim’s 

father relied mostly on invitations to interact at lower levels of abstraction.  

The use of feedback and acknowledgment during a read aloud has been reported 

to create a supportive environment. Some researchers suggest that parents who do use 

this are more likely to offer open-ended questions, expansions, and high-cognitive-

demand utterances (Bus, Leseman, & Keultjes, 2000; Crain-Thoreson & Dale, 1999; 

McNeill & Fowler, 1999).  

It is possible that some types of feedback may have a positive influence on the 

affective environment and that other types of feedback advance learning. It is also 

possible that fathers employ other methods of influencing children’s affect so that they 

can interact at higher cognitive levels, including non-verbal invitations to interact. It is 

also possible that fathers, especially those with first languages other than English, share 

English language books in different ways. 

Invitations to Interact 
I examined invitations to interact even though it was a category outside of the 

framework outlined by van Kleeck and colleagues (1997) that I had been following. As I 

analyzed my data, I became interested in the non-verbal ways fathers were inviting their 

children to interact. My data indicated that fathers use multiple verbal and non-verbal 

methods to invite their children to interact during a read aloud: questions, comments, 

pointing, pausing/looking, and gesturing. They also employed combinations of these 

methods simultaneously. To my knowledge, no other study has examined father-initiated 
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invitations to interact in this way. Despite unfamiliar and, likely, uncomfortable 

circumstances, participant fathers (many of whom claimed a first language other than 

English) displayed a wide and varied repertoire of verbal and nonverbal moves to 

encourage their children to interact.  

Upon first glance at the coded data, it appeared that some fathers rarely initiated 

interaction while reading, regardless of whether the books were familiar or unfamiliar in 

language or content. The fewest moves to engage a child appeared with Zuberi’s father 

(who claims a first language other than English), who exhibited only one utterance 

related to print and book awareness and one utterance at abstraction Level I (matching 

perception). During the reading of the familiar book, Zuberi read nearly the entire book 

by himself, necessitating only a few words to be provided by his father. During the 

reading of the book that was familiar only to Zuberi, the father allowed him to lead the 

story telling, only occasionally redirecting the child when necessary. During the reading 

of the unfamiliar book, the father employed an echo style of reading, strictly reading the 

text in the book, without engaging in conversations or questions.  

This father clearly enjoyed reading stories with his child (as exhibited by facial 

expressions and genuine laughter during the story-reading episodes), expressed academic 

(good student) and career (doctor) goals for his child, and described some functions of 

read alouds to help his child find a job and gain general knowledge. Yet he did not 

interact or invite interactions with his child in ways that research suggests are beneficial 

to the student academically and that are aligned with school literacy expectations. 

Burroughs (1970), Durkin (1974), and Moon and Wells (1979) indicated that more 



 

178 

interactive types of shared reading were more in line with school readiness and literacy 

expectations. Hindman et al. (2008), Morrow (1988), Snow (1983), Sulzby (1985), and 

De Temple (2001) all suggest that more abstract discussions are consistent with school 

types of early literacy learning. Nevertheless, Zuberi was a top-performing student when 

his beginning-of-the-year language and literacy skills were measured with Pre-K PALS, 

PPVT, and EVT assessments.  

In contrast, Obasi’s father (who also claims a first language other than English) 

was highly interactive during the three story-reading sessions. This father, while reading 

to his son, demonstrated 50 book- and print-convention utterances (invitations to consider 

print-related concepts), in addition to 37 feedback and acknowledgement utterances. 

Furthermore, he demonstrated 198 invitations to interact at varying levels of abstraction: 

42 at Level I, 84 at Level II, 24 at Level III, and 44 at Level IV. This father was highly 

engaged in story reading, providing detailed explanations and assisting the child in 

comprehending the story.  

In order to examine this phenomenon more deeply, beyond questions and 

comments, I coded for non-verbal invitations to interact. I observed that fathers 

frequently pointed, paused/looked, or gestured to increase interest, invite wonder, or 

provide time to dwell or reflect. Pointing invited the child to reorient, attend, guess, 

contribute, or understand through assistance and reinforcement. Pausing invited the child 

to think, reflect, or respond. Gesturing encouraged the child to engage or furthered his/her 

comprehension through demonstration. Fathers were adept at employing a series of 

invitations sequentially in order to support their children during read alouds. Examining 
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the use of non-verbal invitations to interact across dyads reveals that Zuberi’s father used 

twice as many non-verbal invitations to interact as Obasi’s father, who relied heavily on 

questions as invitations to interact.  

Despite very different experiences with approaches to interacting with books, 

both Zuberi and Obasi demonstrate high levels of readiness for school-related language 

and literacy. This finding challenges the notion that specific types or frequencies of 

interactions directly relate to measures of English language and early literacy outcomes. 

Non-verbal invitations, such as pointing, may be as powerful in promoting school types 

of literacy behaviors as asking questions, perhaps especially so for those less familiar 

with English. As such, these methods of inviting children to interact should be recognized 

as legitimate and valuable means of inviting interactions. Teachers should build upon 

these experiences of children as they transition to the school setting.  

Invitations That Encourage and Support Thinking 
Beyond the verbal and non-verbal invitations to interact demonstrated by fathers 

during a read aloud, I examined those invitations to interact that specifically supported 

deeper thinking and learning—a skill that has been linked to early literacy learning (De 

Temple, 2001; Mol, Bus deJong, & Smeets, 2008). In the following text I outline 

implications for the invitations demonstrated by fathers that may promote knowledge of 

print and book conventions and thinking at varying levels of abstraction. 

Print and Book Conventions 

According to several studies (Ezell & Justice, 1998; Phillips & McNaughton, 

1990; van Kleeck et al., 1997), middle-income parents rarely refer to print or book 
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concepts during naturally occurring reading episodes. Philips and McNaughton (1997) 

compared print-related utterances to narrative-related utterances and found that mothers 

in their study formulated significantly more utterances related to narrative than ones 

related to print. Yaden, Smoklin, and Conlon (1989) claim that unprompted questions 

posed by children during read alouds sometimes centered on print conventions (e.g. 

letters, punctuation, and printed word arrays). However, when compared to other types of 

questions, for example questions about story meaning or word meaning, questions related 

to print happened least often. This may indicate that parents are more interested in 

helping their children enjoy or understand the story rather than learning about print and 

book conventions (i.e., author, title, letter identification, sound-symbol correspondence, 

etc.).  

This study found that across all dyads and all book-reading episodes, a total of 37 

interactions were print and book related: 8.3% of the invitations to interact with familiar 

books, 12.7% of the invitations to interact with books familiar only to the child, and 8.7% 

of the invitations to interact with unfamiliar books. An average of 9.6% of all interactions 

across all books were print and book related. This percentage is higher than the total 

found in the Phillips and McNaughton study (3%), but it is still low. The total number of 

invitations to interact around print and book concepts across all readings by all fathers 

was lower than the number of feedback and acknowledgments and invitations to interact 

at low-levels of abstraction (Levels I and II). The total number of invitations was slightly 

above the numbers of invitations to interact at Level III and Level IV, which were 35 and 

36, respectively. This finding suggests that fathers may focus more on conveying 
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meaning about story elements or characters, through questions and comments at both 

higher and lower levels of abstraction, than on book and print awareness. There were no 

correlations between reported English language proficiency and demonstrated focus on 

print and book awareness concepts; Obasi’s father demonstrated relatively higher 

numbers of interactions around print and book conventions across all book familiarity 

categories as compared with other linguistically diverse fathers and fathers reporting 

speaking English as a first language. Inasmuch as the children in this study demonstrated 

comparatively higher levels of language and literacy skills, as measured by language and 

literacy outcome measures (Pre-K PALS, PPVT, and EVT), perhaps at-home interactions 

with books that emphasize print and book awareness are not necessary to achieve 

proficiency, at least in these measured areas. 

Abstraction 
Research suggests that content is important in interactions between a more 

knowledgeable other and a child. Rogoff (1990), a Vygotskian theorist, stated that 

“individual development of higher mental processes cannot be understood without 

considering the social roots of both the tools for thinking that children are learning to use 

and the social interactions that guide children in their use” (p. 35). The National Early 

Literacy Panel (2008) found that the meaning-related talk between parents and children 

contributes to gains in oral language skills, including vocabulary knowledge. Non-

abstract discourse during read alouds focuses solely on information that is immediately 

available from the illustrations or the printed words in the story (Blank, Rose, & Berlin, 

1978; van Kleeck, 1995; van Kleeck et al., 1997). Abstract exchanges reach beyond 
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immediate information to more abstract ideas, including making predictions and 

inferences about the story or linking story events to personal experiences. The ways in 

which adults ask questions, provide comments and clarification, and link personal life 

experiences to the written text can help children understand these as legitimate ways of 

making meaning in the transaction with the text.  

Abstract discussions may be more beneficial for early literacy learning than non-

abstract discussions (Cochran-Smith, 1984; De Temple, 2001; Reese, Cox, Harte, & 

McAnally, 2003), in that they help children deal with the information presented in books 

in more sophisticated ways. This may help them as they shift from “learning to read” to 

“reading to learn” (Heath, 1982). Such discussions may also aid in facilitating the 

transition to school types of literacy (Barton, 1994; Heath, 1982; Hindman et al., 2008; 

Morrow, 1988; Snow, 1983; Sulzby, 1985). De Temple (2001) claims that only non-

immediate talk positively associates with later measures of early literacy. This conclusion 

is drawn from her study on the Home-School Study of Language and Literacy 

Development, in which only mothers’ non-immediate talk demonstrated resulted in 

higher scores of home support for literacy; lower demonstrations of immediate talk were 

associated with higher scores on their children’s kindergarten measures of early literacy. 

The data from my study are not correlated with any direct measures of early literacy. 

Even though children from this study demonstrated relatively higher scores in measures 

of early language and literacy, I make no direct correlations between father behaviors and 

child outcomes. 

Variation in Invitations to Interact at Different Levels 
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Study data indicate that fathers vary greatly in the demonstration of invitations to 

think abstractly while reading familiar and unfamiliar stories to their children, even in 

unfamiliar and unnatural circumstances. As discussed previously, Zuberi and Obasi’s 

fathers (both of whom reported first languages other than English) interacted with them 

in very different ways. This pattern carries through upon examining invitations to interact 

at higher and lower levels of abstraction. Obasi’s father summonsed more interaction 

around high-abstract than low-abstract concepts; Zuberi’s father demonstrated the 

opposite. Obasi’s father also demonstrated more interactions in these areas than fathers 

whose first language was reported as English. This study suggests that low-SES fathers 

use a variety of invitations at varying levels of abstraction during read alouds of books 

written in English. This finding contradicts previous findings that low-SES and non-

mainstream parents’ interactions at high levels of abstraction are minimal (Barnyak, 

2011; Hammer, 2001; Haynes, 1988; Morgan & Goldstein, 2004).  
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Invitations to Interact at Low Abstract Levels 

Excerpts from data collected in this study (see Table 58) indicate that lower level 

abstract utterances (Levels I and II) may inhibit the types of deeper conceptual 

development that might be helpful or desired in school situations.  

Table 58: Level I and Level II examples 

Father Level Excerpt 

Ulu’s Father Level I Look at this. 
Obasi’s Father Level I Where's the pig here? You see a pig in this picture? 
Obasi’s Father Level II I know, said cat. You better spread the word. See the cat is telling 

the dog that. 
Ulu’s Father Level II See, some monsters will eat anything, right? 

 
These examples convey the concrete nature of exchanges at the lower levels of 

abstraction. They were focused on labeling, locating, and describing items immediately 

perceptible in the text or illustrations. These exchanges did not seem to challenge high-

performing 4-year olds such as the ones that participated in this study, many of whom 

were already reading. Instead, they may have served to support an encouraging and risk-

free environment in which children’s contributions are acknowledged and praised, thus 

promoting subsequent interactions by virtue of their positive reinforcement. Invitations at 

this level of abstraction could also exhibit how fathers work to establish a solid 

understanding of a story prior to asking more complex questions about it. 

Invitations to Interact at High Abstract Levels 

In contrast, fathers sometimes uttered exchanges that seemed to challenge 

children at higher cognitive levels. Exchanges at higher levels of abstraction, such as the 

ones displayed in Table 59, help children move beyond what is immediately present and 
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consider points of view, make comparisons, provide judgments, predict, solve problems, 

and explain concepts.  

Table 59: Level III and Level IV examples 

Father Level Excerpt 

Ulu’s Father Level III Do you know what happened to the little girl? 

Sheraz’s Father Level III See, this truck can't go faster than (after) this one. 
Obasi’s Father Level IV Ok, so here, like when you drive, some cars are not automatic, 

when you move the gears go grrr, grrrr. 
Carlota’s Father Level IV Do you think the tree has a boat? 
Salim’s Father Level IV So, what do you think is going to happen to this old lady?  
 

In this study, invitations to interact at lower levels of abstraction (Levels I and II) 

were more common overall than those at higher levels (Levels III and IV). Across all 

fathers and all three familiarity levels, the count for lower level invitations was 256 and 

the count for higher level invitations was 188. These data support the theory that parents 

of preschoolers interact at lower levels more than at higher levels (van Kleeck et al., 

1997). Fathers’ use of a combination of approaches may indicate that they are 

simultaneously supporting and challenging their children to think and learn. 

Challenging and Non-Challenging Input  

For the children in this study—who are relatively well-prepared for school, as 

measured by beginning-of-the-year English language and literacy assessments—fathers 

provide two types of invitations to interact that van Kleeck et al. (1997) found to be 

influential (i.e., non-challenging input to promote success and challenging input to 

promote learning). These researchers posit that perhaps the most effective interactions 

during read alouds are those in which adults offer a balanced approach. This includes 
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interactions that foster 1) a safe environment to boost the child’s confidence and success 

through the use of low abstraction levels to confirm and acknowledge what the child 

knows and 2) a stimulating environment that nurtures the child cognitively and 

encourages him or her to think more abstractly about possible motivations, consequences, 

and solutions. This concept is illustrated well through the following segment (Table 60) 

that shows Salim’s father supporting and challenging his son while reading an unfamiliar 

book.  

Table 60: Example of support for success and challenge for learning. 
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 X    F repeats using 
hand gestures 

Some mon, some monsters are 
alike. Look at, look at this. How 
many monsters are here? How 
many do you count? (pause) How 
many in this picture? 

     C counts (no 
fingers) lips 
moving 

Five 

X     F  Five of them. Right! You are 
correct. One, two, three, four, 
five! Correct 

   X  F asks question Can you show me the youngest of 
the monsters? 

 
Here, Salim’s father invited his son to count the monsters in the picture. After Salim 

responded to this request, his father followed up with an acknowledgment—a signal of 

support: “Five of them. Right! You are correct.” He then probed deeper by inviting Salim 

to identify the youngest monster. In order to complete this task successfully, Salim would 
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first have to understand that the size of the monster could relate to their age, in a way that 

is similar to that of humans; he would then need to apply that knowledge to the content of 

the book in order to identify which monster was the youngest. Salim was able to point to 

the monster he believed to be the youngest. This father’s acknowledgment and support 

around less abstract concepts in the story was perhaps enough to encourage Salim to take 

a chance in considering concepts that were somewhat more challenging. This confidence 

and willingness to take a chance with high-level concepts could prove useful as Salim 

enters school. 

Similarities Among the Differences 

Many surprising similarities surface during a more in-depth review of Zuberi’s 

and Obasi’s fathers, who varied considerably in their read-aloud styles. Both fathers 

report that English is not their first language. Both fathers set high goals for their 

children: Zuberi’s father hopes he will be a doctor, and Obasi’s father has presidential 

aspirations for his son. Both fathers also indicated a belief that reading to their children 

imparts benefits that will promote general knowledge, educational objectives, and 

personal satisfaction and will assist them with career goals. Both fathers are black and 

their children are deemed at-risk, based on their enrollment in the preschool program. 

Zuberi’s father, who favored fewer invitations to interact and fewer invitations at 

higher levels, seemed more casual during the read-aloud sessions. He sometimes skipped 

text while reading and was accepting of his child’s version of retelling. For both books 

that were familiar to the child, he allowed his son to lead the reading process, providing 

him opportunities to recall and interpret story events. Zuberi showed enthusiasm for 
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sharing Muncha, Muncha, Muncha with his father. This was a story he knew well from 

his preschool classroom but one his father had never seen. Zuberi adeptly used the 

illustrations to retell the story to his father. His father supported him by patiently listening 

and waiting, and providing supports, including pointing, looking, and providing words as 

needed. For the unfamiliar book, the Zuberi’s father initiated an echo style of reading but 

did not employ strict guidelines concerning it. For example, after reading a short phrase, 

if the child chose not to repeat the phrase, the father simply continued reading. In the 

interview, Zuberi’s father reported that his son was a “happy boy.” He also mentioned 

that Zuberi felt happy when the two shared stories together. A goal Zuberi’s father had 

for his son was that he be a good student. Although not mentioned as a goal for reading 

aloud, this father was providing a fun, comfortable, and safe atmosphere in which he and 

his son could happily enjoy a story together. 

Obasi’s father employed more invitations to interact overall, as well as more 

invitations to think at higher abstraction. He seemed to consider the read aloud as a 

serious opportunity for teaching and learning. In the interview, the father stated that 

“everything starts with education” and it was the “foundation for learning” and that 

reading aloud offered an opportunity to “groom” Obasi and help him concentrate and 

establish reading as a “priority” and a “hobby.” This father provided a great deal of 

explanation and assistance in helping his son understand the story. There seemed to be 

many more opportunities for developing vocabulary, making connections, and expanding 

conceptual understanding built into the story-reading sessions of this dyad. This father 

expressed a goal that through reading aloud he could provide a valuable learning 
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experience for his son. The data collected for this study indicate that he was succeeding 

in his goal.  

Two very different fathers approached the read aloud in very different ways. 

However, they both expressed lofty goals for their children, and the children were 

exceeding their fathers’ expectations. Zuberi’s father maintained a casual and relaxed 

demeanor in which his son was able to thrive. Obasi’s father approached the read aloud in 

a more serious fashion. He supported his son and prodded him to explain, solve 

problems, and infer—an approach that suited Obasi. 

It is difficult to know whether the father’s approach to the read aloud influenced 

either the child’s approach to the read aloud or the child’s success in early literacy and 

language. Neither is it possible to know whether there are characteristics within the child 

that influenced the ways in which the father interacted. In other words, did Zuberi’s 

father interact with him in a relaxed fashion because it would work best for Zuberi, or is 

Zuberi as successful as he is because of his father’s relaxed approach to reading aloud? Is 

Obasi a serious child because his father approaches the read-aloud task in a serious 

fashion, or does the father read in a serious manner because that is what works best for 

Obasi? Continued research on this topic may provide insights into how responsive fathers 

are to their children’s attributes or how responsive children are to their fathers’ styles of 

reading. 

Familiarity 
Book familiarity was an important variable in this study. Fathers in the study 

invited interactions more and at higher levels while sharing books that were familiar to 
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both the father and the child (in content, if not language) than either unfamiliar books or 

books that were only familiar to the child.  

An analysis of the data in this study indicates that more interactions occur around 

English familiar books than unfamiliar books (see Table 55, page 155). Among the 

participants in this study the highest number of invitations to interact overall occurred 

with familiar books, followed by unfamiliar books, and then books that were familiar to 

the child but not the father. It is not known, however, how these interactions might have 

been exhibited had the books being shared been in the father’s or child’s home language. 

Familiarity and Invitations to Interact 
A prevalence of invitations to interact while sharing familiar books may indicate 

that fathers were encouraging their children to understand the story at a various levels 

through increased discourse on what the children already knew about the story, 

characters, and events. The example in Chapter 4 of Hakim’s father linking events in 

their familiar story, The Show and Tell Surprise, to a moral lesson about looking within 

for unique attributes, offers a glimpse of this type of deeper understanding. Perhaps 

Hakim first had to understand the plot of the story (that Jetta was on the hunt for 

something special) before his father could attempt to apply a more profound moral story. 

On the other hand, a prevalence of invitations to interact around unfamiliar books 

may indicate that fathers were assisting their children in understanding the basics of the 

story by explaining and probing for understanding. Table 51 (page 149) shows how 

Salim’s father displayed this type of interaction while sharing the unfamiliar book, Some 

Monsters Are Different. As discussed earlier, Salim’s father asked him to identify the 
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youngest monster. Once Salim pointed to the small one, his father guided his attention to 

the details of the picture and asked whether the monsters looked alike. These extratextual 

exchanges suggest that Salim’s father was supporting him in his basic understanding of 

what was happening in the story (the immediately available information about the 

appearance of the monsters) as well as in developing an initial understanding of the 

premise of the story (that people, or monsters, are different). 

As suggested in Chapter 4, the fewer occurrences of invitations to interact in the 

presence of books that are familiar to the child but not the father could indicate that a 

father was providing an opportunity for his child to take the lead, in light of the child’s 

familiarity with the story. This could also be the function of some father’s limited 

familiarity with the books’ language. The example of Hakim and his father (see Table 56 

on page 156) illustrated how this father allowed and encouraged his child to lead while 

reading Fish Eyes. Hakim delighted in showing his father the special features of the book. 

In this example, Hakim’s father did not exhibit invitations to interact at higher levels. 

Offering the child the “lead” role as reader, explainer, or interpreter, while presenting 

mainly invitations to interact at lower levels, may provide another opportunity for the 

child to experience success. 

Familiarity and Invitations to Think Abstractly 
In this study, overall, fathers invited their children to think more abstractly as well 

as more immediately (or less abstractly) during readings of the books that were familiar 

to both the father and his child; that is, familiar books included the greatest number of 

invitations to interact at both lower and higher levels of cognitive demand (combinations 
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of Levels I/II and III/IV). This finding hints at the importance of rereading books. 

Interactions during story reading present an ideal occasion to scaffold learning 

(Vygotsky, 1978) and promote conceptual development (Bakhtin, 1981). Familiar books 

seem to provide increased opportunities for invitations to interact. Much of the research 

about the effects of book familiarity on interactions and abstraction has been conducted 

with mothers and their children. These studies offer conflicting evidence, with some 

citing increased interaction while sharing books that are unfamiliar (McDonnell et al., 

1997; McDonnell et al., 2003; van Kleeck et al., 1997) and others citing increased 

interaction around familiar books (Goodsitt et al., 1988; Yaden,1988). Considering the 

conflicting evidence on the impact of familiarity, combined with the dearth of research 

about fathers and read alouds, this study provides important information regarding how 

fathers interact with their children while sharing familiar and unfamiliar books. 

Summary  

Previous research concerning read alouds has suggested that fathers may not read 

frequently enough with their children. In addition, they may not interact with children as 

much as mothers do during a read aloud, and they tend to exhibit more literal questions 

and comments.  

This study was guided by a broad research question: 

• How does a sample of fathers of preschoolers who are deemed well 

prepared on early language and literacy assessments invite their 
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children to interact and think abstractly about familiar and unfamiliar texts 

during read alouds? 

Below, I outline what the findings of the current study offer in terms of the 

constructs examined within the study. I then examine the construct of being at risk and 

outline the implications the study suggests for parents, educators, and stakeholders.  

Frequency—The findings of this study refute the findings of other studies that 

indicate that fathers from populations experiencing factors that may contribute to 

academic risk do not read to their children frequently. The fathers who participated in this 

study, whose economic situations have been deemed to pose some degree of academic 

risk for their children, do read frequently and regularly to their preschool children. 

Moreover, they recognize the benefits of reading aloud and describe how this may 

connect to the educational, career, and social goals they have for their children. 

Invitations to interact—Fathers in this study displayed a wide range of invitations 

to interact when reading aloud to their preschoolers. Those who displayed more 

interactions may be providing increased opportunities for their children not only to 

understand the content of the book at deeper levels, but also to recognize different ways 

of taking meaning from text. Interactions concerning print and book conventions were 

relatively low, indicating that fathers may focus more on story content than on these 

conventions.  

The findings of this study offer new information that describes the verbal and 

non-verbal invitations to interact that are demonstrated by fathers during read alouds of 

books in the English language. These invitations move beyond the questions and 
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comments that typically summons interactions toward non-verbal invitations including 

pointing, gesturing, and pausing/looking. The verbal and non-verbal invitations to 

interact demonstrated by fathers in this study covered a broad spectrum.  

Feedback and acknowledgments—Examination of feedback and 

acknowledgements suggest that some fathers may be using these types of interactions to 

foster a positive experience in which the child feels capable and willing to take risks. In 

addition, some fathers may be using feedback and acknowledgments as a means to 

support challenging learning. The findings from this study refute the assumptions that 

these interactions directly influence high-cognitive demand utterances. Further 

examination in this area is warranted. 

Invitations that encourage and support thinking—As fathers read aloud to their 

children in English, they demonstrated a wide variety of invitations to abstract thinking. 

Although low levels of abstraction were more prevalent than high levels, many fathers in 

this sample used invitations to think abstractly to advance a deeper understanding of the 

story. A combination of invitations that result in opportunities for success and challenge 

may both prepare children for the transition to school and build their readiness for school 

as measured by beginning-of-the-year, preschool assessments of English language and 

early literacy skills. Fathers who employed the combination of high levels of feedback 

and acknowledgement with invitations to interact at high levels of abstraction may 

support the duplicate benefits of support and challenge promoted by van Kleeck and 

colleagues (1997). High levels of feedback and acknowledgement have been tied to 
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attempts to support children and help them feel successful, while invitations to interact at 

high levels are tied to attempts to support learning and challenge children. 

Diversity exists in the invitations to interact demonstrated by fathers through 

varying levels of abstract language. This information supplements research that indicates 

that diversity of read aloud interactions exists within populations of low-income mothers, 

and low-income Latino mothers. It can now be stated that research has shown diversity to 

exist in the interactions of low-income mothers (Morgan, 2005), low-income Latino 

mothers (Caspe, 2009), and low-income fathers. Assumptions regarding demonstrations 

of read aloud interactions based on income level, a factor repeatedly linked with 

contributions to risk for school failure should not be asserted. 

Familiarity—Book familiarity exerts an influence on talk in the presence of 

children’s books. This study confirms that rereading books that are already familiar to a 

child offers opportunities for extended discourse. It is not known, however, how the 

match between the language of the book and the home language influences interactions. 

Extended discourse presents increased opportunities to promote success (feedback and 

acknowledgements, less abstract exchanges) as well as challenge (more abstract 

exchanges).  

Familiarity with the book being shared seemed to have considerable influence on 

the number of interactions and levels of abstract exchanges observed during read-aloud 

sessions. This study refutes some research that indicates more opportunities for 

interactions exist when reading unfamiliar books compared to reading familiar books. In 

this study, familiar books offered more opportunities. In addition, sharing books that 
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were familiar to children but not fathers impeded invitations to interact; however, those 

books did provide children an opportunity to lead. 

Possible Implications 

Increasingly, the achievement gap, or the “differences between the test scores of 

minority and/or low-income students and the test scores of their white and Asian peers” 

(National Education Association, 2014) is being addressed through efforts to increase the 

success of students as they enter school. These endeavors include a focus on language 

and early literacy facility, and some target families as facilitators of experiences that 

promote these skills (Klein, 2004). Among literacy activities recommended for parents to 

boost language and early literacy, read alouds are consistently promoted. Based on this 

frame, I sought to understand how fathers interact with their children during read alouds 

of English children’s books. Through this process, I realized that the solution may reside 

not in enhancing the experiences of children or in improving the way fathers interact with 

their children, but in questioning common prevailing assumptions about populations 

considered at risk, in order to create space to recognize the experiences with their fathers 

that children may bring with them to school so that these experiences are validated and 

extended. 

The low-income, linguistically diverse fathers of relatively advanced children 

who participated in this study, believe that reading to their children is important and that 

it can contribute to many important outcomes for their children. These include academic 

achievement, career goals, language development, and development of general interests 



 

197 

and habits of reading. I found that this sample of fathers reported reading stories to their 

children regularly; the frequency among fathers in this population sample ranged from 

once a week to several times a day. Because mothers are more generally recognized as 

read-aloud partners for children, the fact whose fathers also participate in these activities 

may indicate that the children in this study may be receiving a double dose of reading 

and, subsequently, increased exposure to the benefits that read alouds offer.  

In addition to the proposition that fathers can serve as outstanding partners in 

reading and that the rereading of books offers multiple benefits, this study challenges 

assumptions related to what it means to be a family or child categorized as being at risk. 

It also offers specific indications for parents, educators, and policymakers. 

At-risk Designation 
Participation in the preschool program in which my sample of fathers and their 

children were drawn necessitates their at-risk designation. Not only do they have to be 

deemed eligible for the program, but they must exert considerable effort to verify this 

designation. Enrollment in the preschool program requires families to demonstrate their 

risk status through information on submitted paystubs or tax forms; their child’s status as 

an English language learner or person with a disability; and the family’s status in terms of 

homelessness, social services, and mental health. Before they step through the doors of 

the schoolhouse, they are labeled at risk. This label comes with assumptions regarding 

their backgrounds, challenges, needs, and abilities. Swadener (1990) asserts that the at-

risk label is not neutral and should be considered carefully in terms of its capacity to 

damage, disempower, or marginalize groups of people.  
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Families differ in their approaches to reading aloud. This study provides insight 

into the moves demonstrated by this sample of diverse fathers during read alouds in a 

language that may not be most familiar. In seeking to understand ways in which families 

interact with books and how these interactions manifest in the experiences children bring 

with them to school, one should question at-risk labels. Furthermore, the strengths—

including frequent and regular book sharing, skill in exhibiting varying verbal and non-

verbal invitations to interact, dexterity to provide types of invitations to interact that 

promote both success and challenge, and facility in offering invitations to interact at high 

levels of abstraction—that are valued in home communities should be appreciated. 

Despite the risk factors their families were required to demonstrate, the children in this 

study were performing well socially and academically. Their fathers had lofty goals for 

them and their teachers were extremely proud of these students’ accomplishments. These 

children are high achievers—many of them were reading before exiting Pre-K. All of 

them have fathers who read to them on a regular basis and the fathers demonstrate 

sophisticated ways of interacting with their children while reading books.  

Recognizing and acknowledging the differences and strengths of family read-

aloud experiences relieves children and families from any perceived blame. Educators 

must acknowledge the experiences, strengths, and diverse abilities and that families and 

children bring, as well as the policies and biases of systems that suggest that they are less 

than competent.  
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Parents  
It is important that families and parents recognize fathers as competent and 

capable reading partners for children. Like mothers, they vary in their demonstration of 

invitations to interact and invitations to think abstractly. However, many fathers are 

skillful at interacting with their children in ways that provide both success and 

challenge—opportunities that will aid their transition into the school setting. This 

recognition may motivate fathers to read more to their children; it may also inspire 

parents to encourage their children to invite fathers to read more. The results of such 

inducement may double children’s exposure to the benefits of read alouds—maintaining 

the read alouds typically performed by mothers and supplementing with extra read alouds 

performed by fathers. 

Parents should communicate with teachers about their family’s read-aloud 

practices. Teachers can build upon the knowledge that the child often reads with his or 

her father and that they enjoy sharing books about some particular topic.  

Parents should not hesitate to reread favorite books to children. This study 

confirms that the reading of familiar books offers increased opportunities for the types of 

interactions that stimulate abstract thinking.   

Finally, parents should recognize that school and community outreach efforts 

focusing on the importance of shared reading are not just addressing mothers but also 

fathers and others who can serve as capable partners. Parents must rectify the prevalent, 

yet misunderstood, assumptions regarding who can and should read to preschoolers.  
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Educators  
Educators must reject assumptions regarding monolithic behaviors that are often 

assumed in relation to specific (e.g., at-risk) groups of people. Educators must seek to 

know and understand the varying experiences that children bring with them to school, 

whether those be experiences with a father who laughs and smiles with his child as they 

read or experiences with a father who discusses in detail multiple aspects of a story.  

It is also important for educators to recognize and acknowledge contributions that 

fathers offer as read aloud partners. For example, teachers might experiment with varying 

invitations to interact during read alouds that may be familiar to children (comment, 

pause/look, point, gesture).  

In efforts to establish and maintain relationships with families, educators should 

reach beyond conventional notions of mothers being the primary advocate and 

connection point for educational issues. They should make a point of asking about 

fathers’ participation in home literacy activities, fathers’ interests, and family leisure 

activities. This information can be used to build home/school connections; educators can 

then link classroom learning to home activities. Books related to family culture, home 

activities, and the interests of the father can be promoted in the classroom and sent home 

for father/children sharing. Books that fathers would enjoy reading with their children 

(i.e., those that connect with their own cultures and interests) should be readily available 

and accessible for children and families to explore and enjoy together.  

To capitalize on the benefits of rereading books, educators should consider 

making classroom favorites available for family check-out. Moreover, check-out times 
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could be extended to allow for multiple readings at home. Children and families should 

be allowed—and encouraged—to check out favorite books multiple times. The practice 

and benefits of rereading should be explicitly shared with parents to ensure that they have 

access to the important implications of rereading. If available, children’s book in 

languages other than English should be provided for linguistically diverse families to 

share. 

Outreach efforts to promote family literacy, read alouds, and early language and 

literacy should specifically target fathers, even linguistically diverse ones. 

Communications (e.g., newsletters, websites, informational materials) should 

prominently showcase fathers as literacy partners and a viable alternative or, better yet, 

supplement to this role that is traditionally assumed by mothers. Consequently, families 

may begin to adjust their assumptions regarding mother and father participation in story 

reading and guidance of literacy efforts in the home. 

Stakeholders  
Stakeholders such as policymakers, community members, school board members, 

business owners, and legislators should consider the impact of the labels assigned to 

families participating is state-funded preschool programs. In addition, they should 

consider alternate means to identify those families and children in need of these services. 

The sample of families in this study, while demonstrating the risk factors for eligibility in 

the program, revealed lower levels of need as determined by beginning-of-the-year 

English language and literacy assessments. Alternative methods of determining 
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eligibility, beyond income, language proficiency, and other risk factors, should be 

considered. 

School board members and community advocates promoting family literacy and 

development of early language and literacy should not only promote family read alouds, 

but should specifically target outreach efforts toward fathers. Stakeholders can help 

inform families of the additive effect of fathers reading with their children. The use of 

outreach techniques that recognize fathers as ideal reading partners will help shift the 

paradigm of mothers as the primary provider of literacy experiences in the home. This 

can expand the opportunities for children to benefit from reading with more 

knowledgeable others. Outreach resources (e.g., newsletters, take-home literacy packs, 

presentations) that feature fathers—in formats that will appeal to fathers, and in a variety 

of languages—can help convey this message effectively. Barriers that impede 

fathers/child book sharing should be identified and remedies should be developed and 

disseminated.  

Recommendations for Further Study 

Data analysis of discourse among a larger sample of fathers and their children 

might reveal patterns related to different demographic elements. For instance, some 

studies indicate that differences in read-aloud practices may vary in relation to individual 

attributes, including parent education (Duursma et al., 2008; West, Denton, & Germino-

Hausken, 2000), child age, home language (Kabuto, 2010) and child characteristics and 

disposition (Raikes et al., 2006). These researchers suggest that parents lacking a high 
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school diploma and parents with advanced education may differ in how they read to their 

children. A child’s age and gender can also influence the frequency and manner in which 

his or her parents read aloud. A deeper examination of fathers’ read-aloud practices, 

including a larger sample size and more in-depth data collection, including data regarding 

languages and typical home literacy practices, would allow more meaningful 

comparisons based on parent age and education, child age, and child characteristics. 

Additionally, an examination of father discourse in relation to both mother discourse and 

child characteristics (verbal ability) and discourse (interactiveness, questioning patterns) 

is warranted. This would contribute comparative data to provide additional multifaceted 

insight into the understanding of parental discourse in the presence of books.  

A study of child responses, reactions, and replies to their fathers’ invitations to 

interact will certainly add a layer of understanding to the motives for and results of the 

moves that fathers exhibit. All of the suggested studies mentioned above would expand 

the generalizability of this study. 

Concluding Thoughts  

Throughout data collection for this study, as well as my experiences for the past 

18 months as the coordinator for the preschool program, I have been struck by the 

dedication and devotion of the families involved in this program. Despite many efforts to 

simplify and streamline the eligibility and registration process, it remains a complicated 

task. It requires collection of a multitude of original documents, which often necessitates 

trips to doctors’ offices, apartment leasing agents, utility companies, public notaries, and 
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other entities. While documents can be faxed, scanned, or emailed in, families eligible for 

this program often do not have access to these technologies. In addition to limited access 

to needed documents, they may lack access to transportation and often require the 

services of an interpreter—all in all, a daunting task. However, the families recognize the 

importance of a good education for their young children and are determined to participate 

in the program. Thus, they are extremely motivated to do whatever necessary to prove 

their eligibility and complete the registration process. If families find themselves on the 

wait list for the program, they often become desperate. Fathers have cursed at me, 

mothers have cried, and one mother fell to her knees and tearfully begged for her 

daughters’ admission. These parents are as dedicated to the well-being of their children as 

the high-SES parents who pay tuition to enroll their children in private preschool.  

Many fathers were eager to participate in the study. Some were so eager that I 

suspected they had mistakenly assumed their child might gain favor or advantage of some 

sort through their participation. After I provided clarification regarding undue 

assumptions, fathers still agreed to participate. Families were enthusiastically willing to 

share their experiences, goals, hopes, and dreams for their children. It was heartwarming 

to connect their love for their children to their very best efforts to help their children 

reach their goals.  

Because of the dedication of these fathers and their willingness to share, I have 

learned, and can share, the significance of what the seemingly simple task of reading to a 

child can offer. These findings include the understanding that this sample of fathers reads 

regularly to their children. They skillfully provide a multitude verbal and nonverbal 
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invitations to interact to their children. They provide an environment in which children 

feel supported and are challenged. Finally, this sample of fathers from similar 

backgrounds displays non-monolithic approaches to sharing books with their children. I 

am exceedingly grateful for the time and effort these fathers expended in helping to make 

this study possible and I am in awe of the gift these children have—fathers who read to 

them!  
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Appendices 

Appendix A: 

Participant Recruitment Letter 
A Research Study for 

Fathers of Preschoolers! 

 

Dear  _____________________________________, 
 
I am the ACPS Coordinator for Early Childhood Programs and a doctoral candidate at the 
University of Texas at Austin. I am interested in studying fathers’ interactions with their 
preschool children during shared book reading. We know that reading aloud to young children 
offers many benefits, but there is very little research that describes what fathers do as they read 
books to their children.   
 
A review of beginning of the year assessment data indicates that your child arrived at preschool 
with a wide vocabulary and many of the skills necessary to start school on the right foot! This 
indicates that good things are happening at your home! Congratulations! 
 
Because your child is particularly well prepared for school, I am inviting you to participate in my 
research study so that I may discover how fathers contribute to their children’s success!  
 
This study will involve: 

• one or two interviews of approximately 30 minutes each 
• video recordings of three episodes of you reading to your child  

 
Participants will receive a $25 gift card and a children’s book upon completion of the study to 
compensate for their time. 

 
If you are interested in participating in this study, please sign the bottom portion of this letter and 
return it to your child’s teacher by May 6, 2014. Please contact me if you have any questions 
regarding the study. 
 
Thank you for your consideration! 
Stacey Joyner 
512-626-6751 (cell) 
703-578-0293 (office) 
stacey.joyner@acps.k12.va.us 
 
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
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Research Study for Fathers of Preschoolers –  
Please sign and return to your child’s teacher 
 
Parent Name (please print)________________________________________________  
 
Parent Signature ________________________________________________________ 
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Appendix B: 

Consent Form 
 

Title: Fathers and Preschoolers Reading Together 

Conducted by: Stacey L. Joyner 

Of The University of Texas at Austin; College of Education, Curriculum and Instruction  

Telephone: 512-626-6751 (cell) 

Faculty Sponsor: Dr. Christopher Brown, 512-232-2288 

You and your child are being asked to participate in a research study. This form provides you 
with information about the study. The person in charge of this research will also describe this 
study to you and answer all of your questions. Please read the information below and ask any 
questions you might have before deciding whether or not to take part. Your participation is 
entirely voluntary. You may refuse to participate or stop participating at any time without penalty 
or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. You may stop your participation at any 
time and your refusal will not impact current or future relationships with UT Austin or 
participating sites. To do so simply tell the researcher you wish to stop participation. The 
researcher will provide you with a copy of this consent for your records. 

The purpose of this study is to examine how fathers interact with their preschool children during 
book reading episodes. 

If you agree to be in this study, we will ask you to do the following things: 

• Participate in video recordings of yourself reading books to your child.  

• Participate in one or more interviews with the researcher.  

 

Total estimated time to participate in study is a total of 90 minutes.  

Risks of being in the study are no greater than everyday life.  

Benefits of being in the study include an opportunity for parents to reflect on their own 
participation in literacy activities with their children. The information acquired as the result of 
this study will help to inform the field of the contributions parents can provide to their 
preschoolers as they prepare them for school.  
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Compensation:  

Participants will receive a gift card and children’s books. You will be responsible for any taxes 
assessed on the compensation. 

Confidentiality and Privacy Protections: 

The records of this study will be stored securely and kept confidential. Authorized persons from 
The University of Texas at Austin and members of the Institutional Review Board have the legal 
right to review your research records and will protect the confidentiality of those records as stated 
by law. Publications will not include any information that will make it possible to identify you as 
a subject. Throughout the study, the researcher will notify you of new information that may 
become available and that might affect your decision to remain in the study. 

Confidentiality will be broken only in case of criminal activity, child neglect, child abuse, or a 
clear, serious, and direct harm to self or others. 

• Story-reading sessions will be video recorded, pending permission from participants.  

• Video recordings will be assigned a pseudonym so that no personally identifying 
information is visible on  
them.  

Recordings will be kept in a locked file drawer in the researcher’s office.  

• Recordings will be heard or viewed only for research purposes by the investigator.  

The investigator will retain the recordings only until transcribed, they will then be destroyed.  
 

Contacts and Questions:  
If you have any questions about the study please ask now. If you have questions later, 
want additional information, or wish to withdraw your participation call the researchers 
conducting the study. Their names, phone numbers, and e-mail addresses are at the top 
of this page.  
 

If you would like to obtain information about the research study, have questions, 
concerns, complaints or wish to discuss problems about a research study with someone 
unaffiliated with the study, please contact the IRB Office at (512) 471-8871 or Jody 
Jensen, Ph.D., Chair, The University of Texas at Austin Institutional Review Board for 
the Protection of Human Subjects at (512) 232-2685. Anonymity, if desired, will be 
protected to the extent possible. As an alternative method of contact, an email may be 
sent to orsc@uts.cc.utexas.edu or a letter sent to IRB Administrator, P.O. Box 7426, 
Mail Code A 3200, Austin, TX 78713.  

 
You will be given a copy of this information to keep for your records.  
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Statement of Consent:  
I have read the above information and have sufficient information to make a decision 
about participating in this study. I consent to participate in the study.  
 

Father signature: ____________________________________________ 

Date: __________________  
 

Name of Child (please print)  
___________________________________________________  

Signature of Person Obtaining Consent  
Signature of Investigator: ___________________________  

Date: ___________________  
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Appendix C: 

Interview Protocol 
 

Code # _________ 
 

Parent Interview Questions 
 

Thanks for agreeing to participate in this study. As you know, an interview is one component of 
this research study. I’ll be asking questions about activities that you and your child participate in 
and your goals around those activities. The information you provide will be confidential and your 
responses will be held in a secure location. At any time, you may request to stop the interview, or 
skip any questions you are not comfortable answering. Do you have any questions before we 
start? 
 
May I have permission to record our discussion? 

1. Tell me a little about ______________. 

2. What do you and ______________ enjoy doing together? 

3. Does ________like to be read to? How does that go? Who chooses what is read? 

4. What is ________liking to read about now? What was the last book you remember reading? 

What are his/her favorites?   

5. How often do you read together? 

6. What are your hopes for your child? How does reading aloud feed into that?  

7. What do you especially enjoy about reading to your child? 

8. What does the child especially enjoy about reading with you? 

9. What do you see as benefits of reading stories to your child? 
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