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Abstract

This study examined relationships between the spontaneous utterances of pre-kinder-

garteners (mean age¼ 5 years and 1 month) from low-income families during joint

bookreading and their story retelling skills. Parent–child joint bookreading sessions

(N¼ 62 dyads) and child story retelling sessions (N¼ 46) were videotaped. Results

showed that children made more frequent spontaneous utterances related to interpre-

tation of story than event-related and evaluative utterances. In addition, children who

produced more frequent spontaneous utterances during joint bookreading tended to

produce higher-quality story retelling. Children who produced more frequent sponta-

neous utterances about interpretation of the story and spontaneous repetition of

maternal utterances tended to include more story events and to use more sophisticated

language in their story retelling. These findings suggest that children’s propensity for

spontaneous verbal participation during joint bookreading may have a direct relation-

ship with their retelling skills.
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Introduction

Over the past two decades, the study of children’s literacy development has
expanded to examine antecedents in children’s language and emergent literacy
skills prior to formal schooling. This reflects an awareness that literacy acqui-
sition does not begin with formal schooling, but with children’s earlier expe-
rience with language and print through interactions with parents and other
adults (Teale and Sulzby, 1986). One kind of mother–child interaction that has
received much attention has been joint bookreading. Joint bookreading
involves crucial components such as story structure, predictability, and parental
scaffolding opportunities, all of which are potentially important for language
and literacy development (Kirchner, 1988; Ninio and Bruner, 1978; Snow and
Goldfield, 1983). Joint bookreading may also provide crucial opportunities for
children to discuss what they read and summarize through retelling. (Re)telling
requires the ability to talk about decontextualized topics and is associated with
children’s later literacy development (Paul and Smith, 1993; Wells, 1985).

The vast majority of research on joint bookreading has focussed on inter-
actional patterns and strategies used by mothers during joint bookreading and
how such interactions may relate to children’s language and literacy develop-
ment. Furthermore, although retelling skills have been shown to be related to
later reading skills (Snow et al., 2001), few studies have examined young
children’s retelling skills in relation to joint bookreading at home. Finally,
although there exists a large gap in access to print resources and literacy
activities among families from different socioeconomic backgrounds
(Neuman, 1996), most joint bookreading studies have focussed on middle-
class mothers, and relatively less is known about variation in mother–child
joint bookreading among low-income families and its relation to children’s
retelling skills (but see Arzubiaga et al., 2002; Gallimore and Goldberg, 1993
for reading engagement in low-income Latino families; Norman-Jackson,
1982 for reading engagement in low-income black families). The present
study seeks to address this gap in the literature by examining children’s spon-
taneous verbal contributions during joint bookreading in a sample of rural,
white, low-income families, and how those verbal behaviors are related to
children’s story retelling.

Background and context

Previous studies have shown that parents’ interactional styles during joint
bookreading vary. Some parents may read the text only, some may tell a
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story without reading the text, some may talk about the illustrations, and
others may have extensive verbal interactions involving the text. This variabil-
ity in parental interactional styles has been shown to relate to children’s lan-
guage skills and literacy development (e.g. Davidson and Snow, 1995; De
Temple, 2001). The facilitative role of parents’ interactional patterns during
joint bookreading is usually explained by a social constructivist account of
learning. In particular, Vygotsky’s (1978) Zone of Proximal Development
(ZPD) states that adults’ mediation enables young children to solve problems
that they cannot solve independently. During joint bookreading, parents use
various verbal scaffolding strategies in order to mediate the gap between the
text and the child’s cognition to enhance his/her understanding of the text
(De Temple and Beals, 1991). Previous studies on the adult role in joint
bookreading – how adults’ various types of utterances are related to children’s
understanding of story – have revealed that both the frequency and quality of
adult utterances (Peterson and McCabe, 1992) contribute to child language
and narrative production. Furthermore, ethnographic studies have provided a
detailed account of the complex process of emergent literacy acquisition of
young children through interactions with parents (e.g. Baghban, 1984; Bissex,
1980) and older siblings (Lenhart and Roskos, 2003; Norman-Jackson,
1982).

While previous studies on joint bookreading have acknowledged and
applied the constructive nature of meaning-making during joint bookreading,
they primarily focussed on the facilitative role of adults or other experts
(Fivush, 1991; Lenhart and Roskos, 2003; McCabe and Peterson, 1991;
Snow and Dickinson, 1991) – adult scaffolding or support of the child in
reading books and understanding stories during joint bookreading – or child
attention to or interest in the bookreading interaction (e.g. Deckner et al.,
2006; Scarborough and Dobrich, 1994). However, joint bookreading is a
‘shared’ experience, and thus, adult and child are both actively involved in
the construction of meaning. Learning is an active process in which learners
are involved in constructing their own understanding beyond simply mirror-
ing and reflecting what they hear or read (von Glasersfeld, 1989). In addition,
as learners become more practiced and competent, they take an increasingly
larger role in their own learning process (Hart and Risley, 1999; von
Glasersfeld, 1989). For example, Lass (1982, 1983), carefully observing her
son’s emergent literacy development from birth to age three, concluded
that it may be beneficial to allow the child to lead interactions as he or she
gets older. Thus, it is important to investigate how young children participate
in meaning-making processes and how they make voluntary, spontaneous
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contributions to verbal interactions during joint bookreading. We do not yet
have a good understanding of how children’s participation level during book-
reading varies, and whether individual differences in the level of participation
are related to language and literacy development (van Kleeck, 2003). Some
children may be actively involved and make frequent unsolicited, spontaneous
utterances, while other children may be more reluctant in engaging and pro-
ducing spontaneous utterances. These individual differences may be related to
their understanding of the story above and beyond the effects of maternal
interactional styles. In other words, while it is true that children’s interactional
styles during joint bookreading are likely to be influenced by maternal solic-
itation and interactional styles, children also bring their own contributions to
joint bookreading that may influence how well they follow the storyline and
how well they remember and retell the story. It is this ‘child effect’ in inter-
action, the variation in children’s contributions during joint bookreading,
that we address here. In this study, we focus on how children’s unsolicited,
spontaneous utterances during joint bookreading, and quality of participation
in particular, are related to their story retelling skills. We examine what
kinds of spontaneous utterances children produce during mother–child
joint bookreading, and how individual differences in various types of chil-
dren’s spontaneous utterances are related to their retelling skills. Spontaneous
utterances are worth examining because they reveal what children are think-
ing, and provide an additional opportunity for adults and children to create
meaning.

(Re)telling indexes multifaceted skills, such as a child’s ability to use decon-
textualized language, narrative structural features, and linguistic devices.
Although narrative skills (including retelling skills) are important oral lan-
guage skills, they may be relatively distinct from other language skills (Snow
and Dickinson, 1991). Difficulty with oral narrative skills is associated with
language delay and learning disabilities (Evans, 1987). Furthermore, narrative
skills in kindergarten by low-income children have been found to be posi-
tively associated with their reading comprehension in grades four and seven
(Snow, 1983; Snow et al., 2001). One of the critical sources of developing
narrative skills is language socialization in the home (Pritchard, 1990).
Parental scaffolding and elicitation patterns vary significantly (Fivush, 1991;
Peterson and McCabe, 1992; Pratt et al., 1988), and this variability is related
to individual differences in narrative production (Fivush, 1991; Peterson and
McCabe, 1992). Parent–child verbal interaction during joint bookreading
provides opportunities for parental scaffolding and for child discourse pro-
duction. Several previous studies have examined separately children’s narrative
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production and retelling skills (Geva and Olson, 1983) and mothers’ inter-
active styles during joint bookreading (Reese, 1995), but only a few studies
have examined the relationship between interactional patterns during joint
bookreading and children’s retelling skills. De Temple and Tabors (1996), for
example, showed that the percentage of mother non-immediate utterances
during joint bookreading when the child was three and half years old was
positively related to their story retelling two years later. Likewise, Kang et al.
(in press) provided evidence to show that the opportunity to practice lan-
guage skills in the context of joint bookreading with a familiar adult may
contribute to children’s oral retelling. However, to our best knowledge there is
no study that has investigated the relationship between child spontaneous
interactional patterns during joint bookreading and child retelling skills. In
the present study, we seek to fill this gap in the literature by investigating how
children’s spontaneous contributions to verbal interactions during joint book-
reading are related to their story retelling.

In summary, the present study had two aims: (1) to describe the charac-
teristics of preschoolers’ spontaneous contributions during joint bookreading,
and (2) to examine the nature of the relationship between children’s sponta-
neous production during bookreading and their story retelling. In this article,
spontaneous utterances are defined as unsolicited, ‘spontaneous comments or
questions made by the child or which followed a neutral utterance by an
adult’ (Kertoy, 1994). In contrast, solicited utterances are those that immedi-
ately follow adult questions or comments.

Method

Participants

Participants were 62 mothers of low socioeconomic status and their pre-
school-aged children (35 boys and 27 girls) being followed as part of a
larger national longitudinal study on the effectiveness of Early Head Start
(EHS; Administration for Children and Families, 2002; Love et al., 2005).
At entry to the study, families were living in a rural New England community
and qualified for public assistance. Families enrolled in the study during the
mother’s pregnancy or before the target child’s first birthday and were ran-
domly assigned to either the program or comparison group. The current study
reports on data collected in the spring before children were eligible to enter
kindergarten and includes all families who agreed to be videotaped engaging
in mother–child activities, including joint bookreading and story retelling.
EHS is a two-generation federally funded program that seeks to enhance
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child development and family well-being. Importantly for this study, EHS,
unlike other programs such as Even Start, does not promote bookreading
specifically. Of the present sample, 44% were families originally assigned to
receive EHS services. Although the families in this study were drawn from
those who were assigned to the EHS program and comparison group, there
were no mean differences between the two groups on any of the observed
variables in this study (Table 1). Families were predominantly white (93%)
and identified English as their home language (100%). Mothers’ education
ranged from 9 to 18 years with a mean of 12.68 (SD¼ 1.74). Children’s ages
ranged from 4 years 7 months to 5 years 8 months (M¼ 5 years 1 month).

Table 1. Means (standard deviations) during parent–child joint bookreading (N ¼ 62 for child

and mother utterances; N ¼ 46 for story retelling and emergent literacy skills)

Overall sample

Early Head

Start family

Non-Early

Head Start

family

T stats (p)M (SD) Range M (SD) M (SD)

Child utterances

Total response utterances

to maternal request

7.34 (9.87) 0–39 8.62 (11.24) 6.35 (8.71) -0.89 (.37)

Total unsolicited

utterances

10.39 (10.33) 0–43 9.85 (9.04) 10.80 (11.34) 0.34 (.72)

Unsolicited picture

vocabulary

1.98 (3.19) 0–18 1.67 (2.73) 2.23 (3.52) 0.69 (.50)

Unsolicited event and

description

1.05 (2.29) 0–12 1.07 (2.35) 1.03 (2.28) -0.08 (.94)

Unsolicited evaluation 0.32 (0.70) 0–3 .30 (.72) .34 (.68) 0.26 (.80)

Unsolicited interpretative

information

4.45 (7.19) 0–38 3.56 (4.04) 5.14 (8.90) 0.86 (.39)

Unsolicited repetition of

mother’s utterances

2.15 (3.49) 0–23 2.78 (4.56) 1.66 (2.31) -1.26 (.21)

Mother utterances

Total number of

utterances

23.24 (16.52) 0–83 21.30 (15.41) 24.74 (17.40) 0.81 (.42)

Total requests 9.56 (8.59) 0–36 8.70 (8.32) 10.23 (8.86) 0.69 (.49)

Child story retelling

Total story retelling score 12.07 (4.57) 2–23 13.00 (4.91) 12.48 (5.24) -0.34 (.73)

Story structural features 2.39 (1.87) 0–7 2.48 (2.18) 2.32 (1.60) -0.28 (.78)

Recounting events 2.87 (1.34) 0–6 3.05 (1.36) 2.72 (1.34) -0.82 (.42)

Microlinguistic features 6.80 (2.13) 2–12 6.71 (1.95) 6.88 (2.30) 0.26 (.80)

Child receptive vocabulary 103.17 (14.05) 69–130 101.57 (14.82) 104.52 (13.52) 0.71 (.48)
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Procedure

The EHS study included child assessments, parent interviews, home observa-
tions, and childcare observations. The present study used observational book-
reading data at home in the spring before children were eligible to enter
kindergarten. Mothers were videotaped as they and their child read The Very
Hungry Caterpillar (Carle, 1983). The book was familiar to the mothers and
children because the mothers had had the opportunity to read the same
book when the child was 36 months old (for a description, see Pan et al.,
2005). The Very Hungry Caterpillar was chosen because its predictive and repet-
itive nature lends itself to child participation. Recordings were done by
research staff in the home, in the context of a longer protocol involving
parent interview and parent–child play. For the joint bookreading task,
mothers were told: ‘You and your child may have read this book together
on one of our earlier visits. We’d like you to take a few minutes now to read it
together again. Let me know when you’re done.’ After the dyad had read the
book, the child was asked to do two other activities: writing their own name
and phonological awareness tasks. These generally took about 10 minutes.
Then the child was told: ‘The last thing I’d like you to do today is to tell me
this story that you and your mom read earlier. If you want, you can look
through the book as you’re telling the story. Try to tell it so that another little
boy or girl who hasn’t read the book would understand the story.’

Transcription and coding of utterances

The videotaped bookreading interactions and children’s retelling were tran-
scribed verbatim into the Child Language Data Exchange System (CHILDES;
MacWhinney, 2000) following the Codes for the Human Analysis of
Transcripts (CHAT) transcription guidelines. The transcripts were reviewed
and verified by a person other than the transcriber. The unit of analysis was
each utterance produced by mother or child during bookreading. Utterances
that were simply verbatim reading of the text and those unrelated to the
bookreading were excluded from analysis (e.g. maternal utterance such as
‘Stop it please’ to a target child’s sibling who was pulling the mother’s
hair). Based on previous bookreading research (De Temple, 1994; Haden
et al., 1996; Kato-Otani, 2004), transcripts were coded for a number of
features of maternal and child talk. Of relevance for the current study are
the number of maternal questions/requests for information posed to the
child, child responses, and child spontaneous utterances. The child’s story
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retelling was coded for the number of main events recounted, narrative struc-
tural features included, and use of linguistic features.

Child utterances during bookreading. Child utterances were coded as being either in
response to a mother utterance or as spontaneous, unsolicited utterances.
A child’s voluntary statement linked to the topic raised by the mother that
was not in the request form was coded as a spontaneous utterance. For
instance, a child’s utterance ‘a butterfly’ to a mother’s question, ‘You see
what he turned into?’ (showing pictures to the child) was a response utter-
ance. The same child, then, continued to state, ‘First, he got big,’ which was
coded as a spontaneous utterance. Children’s spontaneous utterances were
further subcategorized as follows:

. Vocabulary/labeling. Utterances about name of objects, or definition of a word (e.g.
‘What is a cocoon?’, ‘This is the big leaf.’)

. Event and description. Utterances about description of the story, actions of the char-
acter, or events in the story (e.g. ‘He popped out of the egg.’, ‘He was fat now.’)

. Evaluation. Utterances that provide a perspective on actions and events in the story
such as references to thoughts and feelings of characters about events (e.g. ‘This is
a sad story.’, ‘Oh my goodness. He is gonna be fat.’).

. Interpretive questions/information. Utterances that interpret or paraphrase story lines (e.g.
‘Why he got tummy ache?’, ‘That [butterfly] is what he wanted to turn into?’,‘I
don’t like salami.’)

. Repetition of mother’s utterances (e.g. Mother: ‘What did he eat?. . . one apple.’ Child:
‘One apple.’)

Maternal requests during bookreading. Maternal requests were coded for type of
information solicited (e.g. request for vocabulary, events). Because maternal
interactional styles have been shown to influence children’s interactions
during joint bookreading, in this study we initially used number of maternal
requests as a control variable in regression analyses examining the relationship
between child spontaneous verbal contributions during joint bookreading and
story retelling. However, as we explain in the Results section, we ultimately
chose to use child-solicited utterances instead as the key control variable.

Children’s story retelling. Each instance of the following produced by the child
in story retelling was coded and tabulated:

. Story structural features (Peterson and McCabe, 1983):
– Introduction (e.g. ‘This story is called The Very Hungry Caterpillar.’)
– Orientation (i.e. utterances that described the setting of the story – place, time

and character introduction/description)
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– Identification of the main character (e.g. ‘little caterpillar’)
– Identification of problem (e.g. ‘The caterpillar was so hungry.’)
– Identification of resolution (e.g. ‘So he ate so many things.’)
– Closing (e.g. ‘That’s the end.’, ‘That’s it.’).

. Recounting of mainline events in the story retelling (e.g. caterpillar popping out of the
egg, caterpillar having a stomachache, and caterpillar building a cocoon).

. Microlinguistic features serving cohesive or evaluative purposes. Cohesive devices
included the following:
– Appropriate use of reference for first mention of a new character. Each child’s

retelling was given a score ranging from 0 to 3 (0 for no mention of characters
and 3 for the use of indefinite article + noun or number + noun; use of unspe-
cified pronouns (e.g. he) and presupposed reference using definite article
(e.g. the caterpillar) were given intermediate scores of 1 and 2, respectively).

– Appropriate use of tense. A dichotomous score was assigned to the use of
anchor tense use (i.e. 1 for consistent use of anchor tense and 0 for lack of
anchor tense).

– Use of connectives. Children who used sophisticated connectives (e.g. because,
but, before) received a score of 2, while those who used more basic ones
(e.g. and, and then) received a score of 1, and those who used no connectives
a score of 0.

Evaluative devices included markers such as intensifiers, character delinea-
tion, adjectives, and emotion words (Peterson and McCabe, 1983). Each
instance of evaluative devices included in the child’s retelling was tallied.

A total of 62 joint bookreading transcripts and 46 story retelling transcripts
were analyzed. Sixteen children’s retelling sessions were unusable because the
child in some way declined to or was unable to retell the story at all. Twenty
percent (20%) of the transcripts of bookreadings and story tellings were
randomly selected to assess reliability of the coding system. Cohen’s �
(Bakeman and Gottman, 1986), a measure of inter-coder agreement that
corrects for chance, between the first two authors ranged from 0.81 to
0.94 for subcodes.

Child’s receptive vocabulary

In the present study, children’s receptive vocabulary was included as a control
variable in regression models in order to remove the potential confounding
effect of children’s general verbal skills in the examination of the relationship
between their spontaneous remarks during joint bookreading and their story
retelling. Receptive vocabulary was measured by the Peabody Picture
Vocabulary Test-Third Edition (PPVT-III; Dunn et al., 1997), in which children
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are shown four pictures and asked to point to the picture that best shows
the meaning of the word said aloud by the examiner. The PPVT-III has
been shown to have high internal consistency reliability when used with
low-income, English-speaking children (Cronbach’s �¼ 0.96–0.97;
Administration for Children and Families, 2003).

Results

Our first question concerned the characteristics of preschool-aged children’s
spontaneous verbal production during joint bookreading. Table 1 presents
descriptive statistics for various types of child utterances, overall maternal
request utterances, and children’s performance on story retelling. The children
produced about 18 utterances, on average, during the joint bookreading, and
approximately half of their utterances were spontaneous (i.e. unsolicited by
the mother), with large variation around the mean (M¼ 10.39, SD¼ 10.33).
The most frequent type of child spontaneous utterance related to interpretive
aspects of the story (M¼ 4.45). On average, children also produced approx-
imately two spontaneous utterances related to vocabulary/labeling (e.g. ‘What
is this?’ pointing to a cocoon) and two that were spontaneous repetitions
of the preceding maternal utterance. Spontaneous utterances about story
events/description did not occur as frequently; spontaneous utterances related
to evaluation occurred minimally. Large variation was observed in each type of
spontaneous child utterance.

For their part, mothers produced 23 extratextual utterances, on average,
during the joint bookreading, of which an average of 10 were request utter-
ances (e.g. ‘How many?’ pointing to the picture of strawberries). However,
there was large variation among mothers: one mother produced no requests
(and, in fact, no extratextual talk at all), while another produced 36 requests.
The amount of maternal and child extraextual talk was highly correlated
(r¼ 60, p< 0.001). Not surprisingly, maternal request utterances were largely
related to child responses to those utterances (r¼ 75, p< 0.001) (for a more
detailed description on mother’s interactional styles during joint bookreading,
see Kang et al., in press). Preliminary analyses showed that maternal request
utterances and child-solicited utterances were highly positively correlated and
that the inclusion of either as a control variable yielded essentially similar
results. Therefore, we report here the results with child-solicited utterances as
a control variable.

In story retelling, children recounted an average of approximately three
main story events and included two story structural features (e.g. identifying
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the main character and a problem). Children tended to use anchor tense
appropriately, adhering to a single past-tense time frame. However, their
use of connectives was, on average, limited primarily to ‘and’, a relatively
unsophisticated connective.

The second question of interest was whether various types of children’s
spontaneous utterances during joint bookreading were related to story retell-
ing performance. We addressed this question using bivariate correlations and
hierarchical regression analyses. In hierarchical regression models, the fre-
quency of child-solicited utterances and child-receptive vocabulary were
entered into the model in the first step as control variables. In the second
step, different types of child spontaneous utterance (e.g. event description and
interpretation) were individually entered as predictors of children’s perfor-
mances on the story retelling.

Results of both correlation and regression analyses showed that child spon-
taneous utterances, particularly interpretative utterances and repetition of
maternal utterances, were related to children’s performance on the retelling
task. Table 2 shows bivariate correlations between child spontaneous utterance
types during joint bookreading and story retelling. Children’s spontaneous
utterances about interpretation of the story, as well as spontaneous repetition
of maternal utterances, were positively associated with overall story retelling
performance (total score), as well as with all three dimensions of story retell-
ing (albeit marginally so for interpretation and story structural features,
r¼ 28, p¼ 06). Interestingly, the frequencies of different types of children’s
spontaneous utterances were not interrelated, with the exception of vocabu-
lary/labeling and interpretative utterances (r¼ 42, p¼ 004), suggesting that
children differ in the ways they contribute to joint bookreading talk.

Results from regression analyses revealed that children’s spontaneous utter-
ances about vocabulary/labeling (p¼ 01), story interpretation (p¼ 002), and
their spontaneous repetitions of maternal utterances (p¼ 007) were all related
to overall story retelling performance (total score), even after controlling for
total number of child-solicited utterances and receptive vocabulary skills
(Table 3). Furthermore, children who produced more frequent spontaneous
utterances about vocabulary/labeling (p¼ 003) and more frequent spontane-
ous repetitions of maternal utterances (p¼ 05) tended to include more key
story structural features (e.g. introduction, orientation, identification of main
characters) in their retelling. When number of events recounted in story
retelling was the outcome variable, children’s utterances related to interpre-
tation of the story (p¼ 004) and their repetition of maternal utterances
(p¼ 000), respectively, made positive contributions. When the outcome

412 Journal of Early Childhood Literacy 11(3)



was microlinguistic features children used in story retelling, spontaneous
utterances about story interpretation and spontaneous repetition of maternal
utterances by the child were positively related (p� 02).

Discussion

The first goal of this study was a descriptive one of documenting variation in
the bookreading interactions of a sample of low-income mother–child dyads,
with a focus on children’s spontaneous contribution to the interaction.
Previously, in the rather extensive literature on joint bookreading by parents
and young children, adult behaviors have been examined in some detail,
whereas children’s behavior in this ‘shared’ experience has been largely con-
fined to assessments of their attention to or interest in the bookreading inter-
action (e.g. Deckner et al., 2006; Scarborough and Dobrich, 1994). For young

Table 2. Correlations between child’s spontaneous utterances during joint bookreading and

his/her story retelling and receptive vocabulary

Child’s spontaneous utterance types

Vocabulary/

labeling

Events/

description Evaluation Interpretation Repetition

Child spontaneous utterances during joint bookreading

Vocabulary/labeling –

Events/description -.08 –

Evaluation .10 -.10 –

Interpretation .42** -.16 -.02 –

Repetition .20 -.07 .14 .20 –

Child story retelling

Total score in retelling .35* .05 -.04 .48** .40**

Story structural features .43** .18 .02 .28� .30*

Recounting events .21 .12 .02 .47** .51***

Microlinguistic features .21 -.10 -.13 .48** .34*

Child receptive vocabulary .00 -.01 -.26� .21 .06

Key:

�p< 10,

*p< 05,

**p< 01,

***p< 001.
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toddlers, holistic ratings of participation may suffice, but for preschoolers, a
closer look at the texture and quality of participation seems sorely needed.
Results of the current study suggest that children on the eve of kindergarten
are focussed on meaning-making, on average devoting about twice as many
spontaneous utterances to interpretation of story content than to either events
themselves or vocabulary. Their spontaneous questions and statements fre-
quently involved linking the content of the book to their own life (e.g. ‘But
he was still hungry. I’m not hungry.’), or clarifying (e.g. ‘Why?’, ‘Why did he
eat the leaf?’) and confirming their interpretation (e.g. ‘The caterpillar was
finally feeling better.’, ‘That is what he wanted to turn into?’). The focus on
interpretation is particularly interesting, given the prominent depiction of
different types of foods in The Very Hungry Caterpillar, which might have been
expected to elicit vocabulary talk, and given that approximately a third of
mothers’ requests/questions were concerning vocabulary and labeling (Kang
et al., in press). Apparently, children themselves see books not so much as
opportunities for learning and practicing vocabulary, but rather for positing,
confirming, and co-constructing meaning. Such an orientation may serve
children well in school, where they will be expected to digest and summarize
information presented orally and, later, to comprehend text themselves. We
do note, though, that the variation observed across children in these verbal
behaviors was quite large, particularly given the linguistic, ethnic, and socio-
economic homogeneity of the sample. This suggests that not all children are
yet disposed to participate actively in meaning-making conversation during
bookreading. Further work along these lines is needed using books of differ-
ent genres and of differing levels of familiarity.

The second goal of the study was to investigate the relationship between
children’s spontaneous utterances and their story retelling. Results of this
study highlight the positive association between children’s active engagement
during joint bookreading and their story retelling skills. In particular, spon-
taneous talk about story interpretation during joint bookreading was related
to recounting events and microlinguistic features used in retelling. Interpretive
talk may help children focus their attention on understanding the sequence of
events in the story so that they are able to recall and include more events in
their retelling. For instance, a child who remarks that ‘The caterpillar was
finally feeling better’ may be more likely to remember why the caterpillar had
a stomachache (i.e. because he had gorged himself) and how he got better (by
eating a green leaf). In contrast, vocabulary/labeling talk may do little to
promote understanding and reproduction of the story’s main events in
retelling.
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Somewhat surprisingly, children’s spontaneous event-related utterances and
evaluative utterances were minimal during joint bookreading and were not
related to their story retelling performance. This lack of relationship may be
due to floor effects, particularly for evaluative utterances. Evaluative utterances
are usually considered a higher-order skill, and spontaneous evaluative utter-
ances thus may not have frequently occurred in this sample of children
from low socioeconomic families. Another explanation for the low frequency
of evaluative utterances may be the characteristics of the book; The Very
Hungry Caterpillar may not provide many opportunities for evaluative utterances.
Future research should examine various types of books to capture sufficient
variation in different types of spontaneous utterances, particularly evaluative
utterances.

The findings of the present study suggest that the voluntary imitation of
maternal speech during joint bookreading is not uncommon for pre-kinder-
garten-aged children, in this sample. For example, one child repeated most of
his mother’s utterances during the bookreading session. Interestingly, the
results also suggest a potential contribution of such voluntary imitation of
maternal speech during joint bookreading to children’s retelling skills.
Children’s spontaneous repetition of maternal utterances in the bookreading
session positively predicted the overall quality of their story retelling, as well
as their recounting of events, story structural features, and microlinguistic
features. These predictive relationships held when controlling for the fre-
quency of child-solicited utterances and children’s receptive vocabulary.
Studies of young children have demonstrated that two year olds’ verbal imi-
tation predicts their vocabulary as well as their syntactic development (Masur,
1995; Masur and Eichorst, 2002; Snow, 1989). Although the role of verbal
imitation in language development is less clear for preschoolers, the findings
of the present study suggest that children’s imitation of mothers’ extratextual
talk may help them process and encode important aspects of story (re)telling,
such as understanding the series of events and inclusion of narrative structural
features. Furthermore, children’s imitation may help them internalize micro-
linguistic features of maternal speech, as suggested by the result that children
who frequently repeated their mother’s utterances tended to include more
sophisticated language features in their retelling.

Limitations and implications

Although the present study complements earlier research in a number of
important ways, it also has several limitations. The familiarity of the book
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being read influences how mothers and children interact during joint book-
reading (Haden et al., 1996). In this study, all dyads had some familiarity with
the book because it had been used in earlier rounds of data collection.
However, it is likely that some dyads were more familiar with the book
than others, either because they owned it or had borrowed it from the library.
Having no information about extent of previous familiarity with the book, we
were unable to assess the possible influence of this factor.

Furthermore, we examined mother–child interactions using only one book.
It is possible that in reading a different book or a different genre, children in
the sample might have shown more variability in the production of some of
the types of utterances examined in this study (van Kleeck, 2003). However,
while it is true that any given book likely promotes certain types of utterances
more than others, the book used in this study is one that tends to encourage
child participation, due to its predictive and repetitive nature. Further research
is needed to examine how different types of books differentially influence
participation. Furthermore, a future study should include a larger sample,
particularly for children’s retelling.

Finally, it should be noted that bookreading is largely a cultural practice
that is embedded in sociocultural and sociohistorical contexts (e.g.
Panofsky, 2000). Given this perspective, it may be argued that the
child’s spontaneous verbal contributions are a reflection of their learned
(or internalized) behaviors that are rooted in the home culture (van
Kleeck, 2003). In other words, children who were more likely to make
certain spontaneous verbal remarks may have been socialized to a certain
cultural practice (e.g. verbal display of knowledge), and the results of the
present study may reflect cultural differences between homes that are
seemingly homogeneous in socioeconomic status. Moreover, the present
study is limited in providing the broader cultural context in which the
mother–child interactions occurred. For example, although the videotaped
bookreading occurred at home, how each parent–child dyad interpreted
the recorded bookreading activity is unclear. Some parents may have taken
it as a special occasion to demonstrate their ‘teaching’ role, showing more
of certain types of activities. Thus, it is possible that the parent–child
interactions observed in this study may be different from those occurring
day to day. The present study did not purport to examine this larger
aspect of bookreading as a social or cultural event. Further research is
warranted to provide a fuller picture of the cultural context and variation
in mother–child joint bookreading interactions in rural, white low-income
families.
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Conclusion

Despite these limitations, the present study demonstrates how children’s
spontaneous contributions during joint bookreading relate to their story
retelling skills. These findings suggest the importance of acknowledging,
and encouraging and reinforcing children’s active participation in book-
reading interactions, beyond simply responding to adult questions. Such an
approach is very much in keeping with the dialogic reading technique
advocated by Whitehurst and Lonigan (1998), in which the child is
encouraged, over repeated readings, to take more and more responsibility
for the telling of the story. We note that from the child’s perspective, such
an activity is essentially a story retelling one. The predisposition of some
preschoolers to focus on meaning-making may need to be cultivated in
others. Children may benefit from attending to and discussing multiple
aspects of story, including higher-order story interpretation. They may
also benefit from positive reinforcement of spontaneous repetition of
adult verbalization. Thus, it may be advisable for intervention programs
for low-income mothers and their children to focus not just on maternal
verbal behavior and on children’s responses, but to include coaching in
how to attend to, encourage and build on young children’s spontaneous
verbal contributions during joint bookreading.
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