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Abstract  
 
Children’s language experiences in the first two years of life are inextricably connected with 
their current and future language and literacy development. Research has shown that mother-
child shared reading of picture books is a practice that can promote this development. Little is 
known, however, about the shared reading experiences of infants attending early childhood 
education and care centres. This naturalistic study analysed the reading experiences of 10 
infants observed during a three hour period as they and their educators went about their 
typical activities in their early childhood education and care centres. Drawing on Halliday’s 
systemic functional linguistic theory, which proposes a non-arbitrary relationship between 
language use and features of the material setting, this study analysed two aspects of the 
infants’ shared reading experiences: the tenor (roles and relationships) realised in the 
educators’ use of speech function, and the field (the topic or subject matter) realised in the 
vocabulary used. The manner in which these contextual variables are realised in the adult-
child talk during shared reading affects the pedagogical potential of this practice. The 
findings reveal that the infants had little opportunity to initiate or participate in book-focused 
interactions with their educators, with implications for their language and literacy learning 
opportunities.   
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Introduction 
 
In many communities, children’s earliest literary experiences involve picture books. Such 
experiences sometimes begin in the first year of life (DeBaryshe, 1993; Edwards, 2014; 
Karrass, Van Deventer and Braungart-Rieker, 2003; Lonigan, 1994: Van Kleeck, Alexander, 
Vigil and Templeton 1995). Studies of mothers reading to their infants have demonstrated a 
relationship between this practice and children’s current and future language and literacy 
development (Blake et al., 2006; Britto, Brooks-Gunn and Griffin, 2006; Bus, van Izjendoorn 
and Pellegrini, 1995; DeLoache and De Mendoza, 1987; O’Farrelly et al., 2018; Whitehurst 
and Lonigan, 1998). As increasing numbers of infants attend early childhood education and 
care services (ECEC), research has focused on the quality of the language environment they 
experience in these settings (Neuman and Carta, 2011). One criterion for evaluating quality in 
infant-toddler environments is the availability and use of picture books (Harms, Cryer and 
Clifford, 2006), yet there is still much to learn about how shared reading as a pedagogical 
activity is enacted in ECEC centres. This study describes the shared reading experiences of 
ten infants and considers the implications in terms of infants’ language and literacy learning 
opportunities. In this study, the term infant is used to refer to a child aged from 12 to 24 
months. The term long day care centres (LDCC) refers to early childhood education and care 
services that provide for children aged from six weeks to five years, and which typically 
operate for 10 – 12 hours per day, 48 weeks per year.   
 
The benefits of shared reading with infants  
 
The activity referred to as shared reading involves the interaction between three situational 
elements: an adult reader, a child or children, and the characteristics of the picture book as a 
multimodal text (Van Kleeck, 2003; Vander-Woude, van Kleeck, and Vander-Veen, 2009). 
The benefits of shared reading relate to the qualities of the adult-child book-focused 
discussion surrounding the actual reading of the written text (Cunningham and Zibulsky, 
2011; Fletcher and Reese, 2005; Mol et al., 2008). The characteristics of the surrounding 
discussion depend on a complex interplay of factors, including the child’s interests, previous 
experiences with texts, current language and literacy capabilities, the educators’ beliefs and 
knowledge about how children learn to read, and the features of the picture book text itself.  
     Much of the research on mother-infant shared reading has focused on its role in 
facilitating vocabulary development (Biemiller, 2003; De Temple and Snow, 2003; Fletcher 
and Reese, 2005). Children’s knowledge of words and their meanings is, according to Snow 
(2005), “one of the most robust long-term predictors of good literacy outcomes that can be 
measured in early childhood” (274). Knowledge of vocabulary provides a foundation for later 
reading comprehension. The ability to comprehend written text fluently and accurately is 
fundamental to long term academic success (Harris, Golinkoff and Hirsh-Pasek, 2011; 
Hirsch, 2003; Scarborough, 2001). The breadth and depth of children’s vocabulary 
knowledge is predicated on their understanding of facts and concepts, which underpins their 
ability to reason, predict, infer and produce the distinctive language patterns of different 
genres (Halliday and Hasan, 1985; Snow, 2005; Torr and Scott, 2006; Van Kleeck, 2014). 
Picture books provide children with the opportunity to encounter unusual vocabulary and 
linguistic patterns that differ from those likely to be encountered during any other activity 
(Hoff-Ginsberg, 1991; Weizman and Snow, 2001).  
     Both the amount and nature of shared reading are associated with children’s vocabulary 
development (Dickinson et al., 2012). Richman and Colombo (2007), for example, found that 
the frequency of shared reading in 168 families was strongly associated with infants’ 
vocabulary outcomes, especially expressive vocabulary. Farrant (2012) and Farrant and 



3 
 

Zubrick (2012) analysed the findings of a longitudinal study involving 2,369 children, and 
found that the frequency of parent-child book reading at nine months of age was associated 
with vocabulary skills at the time of school entry: ‘The risk of poor vocabulary development 
was significantly increased for children who had experienced low levels of parent-child book 
reading (10 or fewer minutes/day)’ (40).  
 
Shared reading as a pedagogical practice with infants in long day care 
 
Despite the reported benefits of shared reading for infants’ language and literacy 
development, little is known about the frequency and characteristics of shared reading in long 
day care centres. In one study, Girolametto et al. (2000) videorecorded 20 educators, 10 of 
whom were interacting with a small group of four toddlers (ranging from 17 – 33 months of 
age) for 10 minutes in each of two different contexts; play dough and book reading. (The 
other 10 educators were interacting with older pre-schoolers). The educators’ talk was coded 
according to the type of control they exerted. Five types of control were coded: response 
control (such as commands and yes-no questions); turn-taking control (educators taking most 
turns); topic control (determining topic); behaviour control (directing physical behaviour) and 
conversation control (use of questioning to encourage conversation). The researchers also 
analysed children’s talkativeness during the two different contexts. During book reading, as 
compared with play dough, the educators used more behaviour, response and topic control.  
Toddlers talked less during book reading than during the play dough activity.   
     Some intervention studies have taken place in childcare centres (Gardner-Neblett et al., 
2017; Valda-Menchaca and Whitehurst 1992; Whitehurst et al., 1994), with positive 
outcomes for children’s language; however, in these studies the researcher-infant readings 
occurred on a one-to-one basis under carefully controlled conditions. One of the very few 
naturalistic observational studies in long day care was conducted by Honig and Shin (2001). 
They recorded 24 teachers and 55 infants (aged 4 – 27 months) during picture book reading. 
They found that over 60% of infants were not read to at all, with the youngest children least 
likely to be read to. The average time spent reading was 1.5 minutes.  
     The findings outlined above suggest that, while mother-infant shared reading facilitates 
language and literacy development, shared reading with infants in long day care centres is 
infrequent, brief and controlled by educators. Yet during infancy, in contrast to any other 
period of life, most children are learning their first language(s) while at the same time 
engaging in many other types of learning. Dickinson et al. (2012) point out that, during the 
first years of life, ‘other conceptual and behavioural competencies are taking shape, providing 
the opportunity for language to influence and be influenced by multiple developmental 
domains’ (2). It is therefore contingent on educators to provide frequent rich and engaging 
shared reading experiences for the benefit of infants.  
 
A theoretical framework for analysing shared reading in long day care 
 
The present study of shared reading is informed by the tenets of systemic functional linguistic 
theory (SFL) (Halliday, 1978, 1994, 2004), which has been widely used in educational 
research across the school age ranges (Christie, 2002; Derewianka and Jones, 2012; Halliday, 
2004[1980]; Halliday and Hasan, 1985; Rose and Martin 2012; Rothery and Stenglin, 1997; 
Unsworth, 2008).  The theory has been less widely used in educational research with children 
prior to school age. According to SFL, there is a direct and systematic relationship between 
any recognisable social activity (the context of situation), and the language produced during 
that activity. Evidence that such a relationship exists lies in a speaker’s ability to mentally 
‘reconstruct’ a context of situation from the language choices made by the participants. This 
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ability is possible because of the tri-stratal structure of language itself. According to Halliday, 
language simultaneously serves three broad, abstract functions (metafunctions) in the lives of 
speakers. First, language is a resource for communicating with others (the interpersonal 
metafunction), realised in systems of mood and modality. Secondly, language is a resource 
for representing experience in terms of participants, processes and circumstances (the 
experiential metafunction), which is realised in the transitivity systems. Finally, language is a 
resource for making connections between phenomena (the textual metafunction), realised in 
systems of cohesion and theme.  
     Each metafunction is associated with a particular component of the context of situation. 
Tenor refers to the roles and relationships between the participants in an interaction, which 
are realised through the adoption and assignment of speech roles (the interpersonal 
component of language). Field refers to the social action, topic, theme or content of an 
interaction, and is realised through speakers’ choices of vocabulary and linguistic structure 
(the experiential component of language). Mode refers to the role played by language itself 
within the situation, in creating coherent text. The analysis presented in this paper will focus 
specifically on field and tenor.  
     The use of SFL theory to inform the analysis of shared reading has several advantages. It 
explains how the language choices of the educators and children both shape, and are shaped 
by, the features of the non-linguistic environment (the field, tenor and mode), while 
simultaneously drawing explicit connections between language, literacy and learning.  
Halliday (2004[1980]) expressed the inextricable connection between language and learning 
as follows: ‘There are …three facets to language development: learning language, learning 
through language, and learning about language. In a sense, and from a child’s point of view, 
these three are all the same thing. But in order to understand them properly, we need to see 
them apart; this will enable us to see where each comes in the overall growth and 
development of a child’ (308). Halliday’s multifaceted view of language development 
highlights the importance of educator-child interaction for children’s learning. During shared 
reading, for example, children have the opportunity to learn the vocabulary and grammar of 
their language (learning language), to gain knowledge about the physical, social and inner 
worlds (learning through language) and to become sensitive to the differing patterns of oral 
and written genres (learning about language).  
 
Research objectives 
 
To sum up, mother-infant shared reading is associated with infants’ current and future 
language and literacy development. It is therefore significant to determine whether infants in 
ECEC centres also have the same opportunities to engage in this language rich experience. 
Yet little is known about the enactment of shared reading in long day care centres with 
infants under two years of age. This study therefore has the following objectives: 
 

• To describe the manner in which shared reading is experienced by 10 infants in long 
day care centres; 

• To determine which contextual factors influence the enactment of shared reading in 
long day care centres; and   

• To consider how these factors create or inhibit learning opportunities that can 
potentially facilitate infants’ emerging language and literacy learning development.  

 
Methodology 
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The data were collected as part of a larger project investigating the language environment 
experienced by infants attending ECEC programs. The participants were 10 focus infants (5 
girls and 5 boys) aged from 16:24 (16 months and 24 days) to 23:23 (23 months and 23 
days), with an average age of 20:01. Each infant attended a different long day care centre in 
metropolitan Sydney, Australia. The centres varied in terms of their socioeconomic profiles 
and all had different postcodes. The infants’ rooms varied in terms of the educators’ 
professional qualifications. In three of the infants’ rooms the most highly qualified educator 
had a university early childhood teaching degree, in five of the infants’ rooms the most highly 
qualified educator had a two year Diploma in children’s services, and in two of the infants’ 
rooms the most highly educated educator had a six month Certificate in children’s services.  
All centres met the government mandated requirements for staff, ratios and group sizes.  
 
     Ethics approval to undertake the research was received from the researcher’s university. 
Informed consent was obtained from each centre director, all infant educators, the parents of 
the focus infants and the parents of other infants in the room. The focus infants were audio 
and videorecorded by a research assistant for approximately three hours (a total of 30 hours 
of data). The educators were told that the purpose of the study was to explore the 
characteristics of educator-infant interactions and they were asked not to do anything special 
or different from their normal activities.   
 
     Each shared reading episode in which the focus infant participated was transcribed and 
divided into “messages”, which were approximately equivalent to clauses (Hasan, 1996). The 
total shared reading corpus (including infants’ and educators’ messages and the read text) 
comprised 2,209 messages. Any meaningful infant vocalisation was regarded as a “message” 
for the purposes of this study. In the following examples, the actual words spoken during 
shared reading are in italics, the read text is in bold, and contextual information is in square 
brackets. It was sometimes difficult to interpret the meaning of an infant’s utterance, although 
the speech function (whether a comment or request) was usually readily interpretable from 
the infant’s intonation, gestures, facial expressions and gaze, and from the educator’s 
responses. Infants’ unclear utterances are preceded by a question mark. Please note that all 
examples of educator-infant talk are extracts from longer conversations, which have been 
edited for conciseness.  
 
Findings  
 
Tenor relationships and their linguistic realisation during shared reading   
 
The analysis of tenor revealed that educators used language to control the physical and 
verbal/vocal behaviour of infants during shared reading, thus limiting the extent to which 
infants were able to initiate book-focused interactions. Educators frequently interrupted the 
reading by using imperative mood forms to control infants’ physical behaviour, directing 
them to remain seated, not to block the view of other children, and not to bump or fall over 
each other. Examples of the use of imperatives are presented in examples 1 – 5.  
 
Example 1:  
 
Educator: [Three or four children, including focus child Jenny (16:24), sit or stand near the 
educator, who is sitting on the floor, preparing to read a book. The children are watching her 
in anticipation.]. Come and sit down. All right. You need to sit on your bottom though. [A 
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“pop-up” page falls out of the book.] Oh Maisie fell out, oh dear. Hi Mary. Come sit over 
here so you can see the book.  
 
Example 2:  
 
Educator: [Four children, including focus child Fergus (19:11), have finished reading one 
book. The educator addresses Fergus who indicates that he wants another book.]. Do you 
want another book? You pick. You go and get one from the book shelf over there. [Fergus 
fetches a book.] Sit back down.  
 
Example 3:  
 
Educator: [The educator arranges five children, including focus child Christopher (21:13), on 
a couch and on the floor, then sits on a chair in front of the group, holds up a book, and 
begins to sing (rather than read) the written text of the book. After some minutes listening to 
the singing and watching the pages being turned, the children become restless and distracted, 
and try to touch the pictures of the animals in the book as it is being held up by the educator.] 
Sit down now. Sit down or the other children can’t see the book. Sit down please Louie. Just a 
minute please Christopher. Just sit down. Sit up, sit up, so I can see you and you can see the 
book. [Children begin to pick up musical toys lying nearby.] Please just leave those here. 
Please just leave them here for now. Louie you’re kicking children. You need to stop.  
 
Example 4:  
 
Educator: [While she is reading a book to a small group of children, the educator is called 
away to attend to a distressed child elsewhere in the room. She returns to the children, 
including focus child Ella (17:26), who are waiting for her to continue the reading.] OK let’s 
sit down. Where were we up to? Ella, why don’t you come on this side? Hop up for a minute. 
Come and sit down here, next to Joel. Right there.  
 
Example 5: 
 
Educator: [The educator is reading a book to a small group of children, when focus child 
Cathy (21:30) approaches the group and positions a cushion so that she is sitting right next to 
the educator. The educator continues reading.] Down a slope, very very slippery. Look he’s 
going shuuung. Oliver please stop trying to eat your friend’s ?cards. [Educator resumes 
reading, then addresses Cathy who has repositioned herself again.] You’re going to sit there 
are you? Well, come and wiggle next to me. There… you can come and look at it this way. 
[Cathy sits on the pile of cushions she’s arranged.] We like the cushions. [Educator resumes 
reading.] 
 
     While all the educators used language to control the infants’ behaviour to some extent, 
they differed in the language they used to do so. In examples 1 – 3, educators used mostly 
direct commands (imperative mood), while in examples 4 – 5 they used some imperatives but 
modulated them with indirect commands (interrogative and declarative mood) and playful 
choice of vocabulary (hop up, wiggle next to me). The use of direct imperatives foregrounds 
the educators’ power and authority, positioning the infant as one whose options are either to 
comply or ignore the educator’s commands. In examples 4 and 5, however, the educators’ use 
of indirect commands subtly suggests that infants have some discretion as to whether or not 
to comply, creating a more conversational tone (Hu, Torr, Degotardi and Han, 2016).  
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     The educators also controlled the shared reading interactions in other ways. They talked 
more than the infants and, through their questions and comments, determined which of the 
many entities depicted in the pictures were to be verbally identified, named or described. In 
example 6, the educator’s use of questioning is similar to the type of question-response-
evaluation sequence which is common in formal school contexts (MacLure and French, 
1981).   
 
Example 6:  
 
[The educator is standing next to the door of the cot room, while looking down at focus child 
Emily (21:15) who is sitting on the floor by herself turning the pages of a book. The educator 
is somewhat distracted, as she is listening out for the child in the cot room, as well as 
attempting to interact with Emily about the book.]  
Educator: Where’s the mouse? 
Emily: There [pointing]. 
Educator: Very good. Where’s the kitten?  
Emily: [points].  
Educator: There it is. Miaou. What’s that? Is that a pig? 
Emily: [makes snuffling pig-like noises]. 
Educator: Baa baa. That’s a sheep. 
Emily: Baa baa [pointing]. 
Educator: That’s a sheep and that’s a pig. Where’s the butterfly? 
Emily: [points]. 
Educator: There it is. Where’s the star book? Where’s the star book gone? 
Emily: [pointing to the picture of the butterfly] ?butterfly. 
Educator: Butterfly. [Emily goes to the bookshelf to find the “star book”, as requested. She 
retrieves it and turns back to give it to the educator, only to see the back of the educator as 
she leaves the room, closing the door behind her.]  
 
     There were few examples of educators using questioning as a pedagogical strategy (as 
opposed to an indirect form of command). In example 7, the educator’s question attempts to 
nudge the infants towards an understanding of Grandpa Pig’s sense of humour.  
 
Example 7:  
 
Educator: [Reading Peppa Pig: My Grandpa (Ladybird, 2013) to a small group of children, 
including focus child Ella (20:28).] My grandpa is great at singing and dancing to silly 
songs. The birds go woof and the dogs go tweet. Woof woof, tweet tweet. 
Educator: Do birds go woof? 
Children: [no response from children]. 
Educator: No they go tweet tweet. [She resumes reading story]. 
 
     While most shared reading interactions were tightly controlled by the educators, a few 
infants played a more active role. In example 8, Zinnia (23:23), one of the oldest focus 
children, adopted the role of ‘questioner’, initiating a discourse pattern similar to that used by 
the educator in example 6.     
 
Example 8: 
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[As the educator sits on the floor with two children, including focus child Zinnia (23:23), she 
picks up Where is the Green Sheep (Fox and Horacek 2006) and prepares to read it].   
Zinnia: [grabbing book] I read a green sheep. 
Educator:  You’ll read the green sheep will you?  
Zinnia:  No Susan [educator] read the green sheep. 
Educator: Susan read the green sheep.  
< … > 
Zinnia: [turning and pointing at the pages, one after the other]. What’s that? 
Educator: That’s the band sheep.  
Zinnia:  What’s that? 
Educator: That’s the down sheep.  
Zinnia:  What’s that? 
Educator: That’s the canon.  
Zinnia: What’s that? 
Educator: That’s the sheep that’s come out of the canon. [Zinnia continues to turn pages, 
pointing and asking for the educator to name the entities on each page.]  
 
It was rare for an infant to request the name of a pictured entity during shared reading. 
Examples 9, 10 and 11 are noteworthy as they are examples of infants using their 
communicative resources to seek meaning from an educator about some feature of the text.   
 
Example 9: 
 
Educator: [The educator is reading Peppa goes to Hospital (Ladybird 2012) to Ella (20:28) 
and two other children.] Peppa goes to hospital. Today we’re going to visit Pedro Pony in 
hospital, Madam Gazelle tells the class. Pedro’s leg is broken and the doctors are mending 
it. Peppa has never been to hospital before. Except when I was born of course, Peppa says. 
I’m wearing my nurse outfit, Suzy Sheep says, because hospitals are very serious places. [A 
child sits on her outstretched leg.] Ouch, off the leg darling please. That’s it.  
Ella: [touches and points to the picture of a sign in front of the hospital. Another child joins 
the group.]  
Educator: That’s the sign for hospital. 
Ella:  ?hospital. 
Educator: All the windows. There’s lots of them, isn’t there?  
Ella: [vocalises]. 
Educator: Let’s see where Pedro is [turning page and continuing to read]. 
 
In example 10, Ella asks for the name of an entity depicted in the picture.   
 
Example 10: 
 
Educator: [The educator is now reading another lift-the-flap book about a bear who attempts 
to access the honey in a bee hive.] When they come out, they are carrying a letter for Honey 
Bear.  
Ella: [reaches out to touch page]. 
Educator: Hang on. He reads it and feels very silly. They said it’s easy to make friends with 
bees if you say please. Ah look. Honey Bear smiles at his new friends. Then he says the 
magic word please.  
Ella: [touching page] what’s that?  
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Educator: Eating it up. Careful. [Educator removes Ella’s hand, preventing her from lifting 
the flap.] We put honey bear away now.  
 
     To sum up, the analysis of tenor during shared reading indicates that the infants were 
frequently addressed by educators using imperative mood to control the infants’ physical 
behaviour and vocal responses to the meanings they encountered in the picture books. There 
were few occasions where educators asked the infants questions or responded to infants’ 
initiating utterances or gestures (such as patting the book, pointing to pictures and 
vocalising). Yet questioning is regarded as an important pedagogical strategy for facilitating 
children’s learning (Davis and Torr, 2015). 
 
The linguistic realisation of field during shared reading  
 
The field component of the context of situation is realised in the experiential function of 
language, which ‘enables human beings to build a mental picture of reality, to make sense of 
what goes on around them and inside them’ (Halliday, 1994: 106). Shared reading can 
potentially provide infants with the opportunity to build their background knowledge and 
understanding of phenomena (field) by encountering new vocabulary in meaningful contexts 
during interactions with educators.   
     The analysis of the ten infants’ experiences indicate that there were in fact two fields, two 
types of “goings-on”, being constructed during shared reading as it was enacted in long day 
care. The primary field was the social practice of “shared reading”, involving certain 
participants, actions, performance modes, times, locations and resources (Van Leeuwen, 
2008). The enactment of shared reading as a social practice in long day care required the 
management of infants’ behaviour, realised linguistically through the educators’ use of 
material (“doing”) processes (sit, come, turn [page], find,  join in, choose, get), behavioural 
processes (look, sing, read), perceptual process (see), participants (nominals) (book, picture, 
page, space, beginning, bottom, show) and circumstances (here, together, later).  This 
primary field was realised through a relatively limited lexical repertoire comprising common, 
everyday words. From the perspective of field development (the construction of knowledge 
about a particular topic) language can be seen to serve ‘a necessary but still ancillary 
function’ (Halliday, 1978:143).    
     The secondary field constructed during shared reading is more complex, as it provides a 
vehicle for learning language (new vocabulary and grammatical structures) and learning 
through language about the natural, social and inner world of human consciousness. On the 
one hand there is the theme or content of the picture book itself, constructed multimodally 
through the interplay between the visual images and the verbal text. On the other hand there 
is the educator-infant talk surrounding the shared reading, during which the educator can 
facilitate the child’s comprehension of the text by using language to build background 
knowledge and explain new and unfamiliar vocabulary in relation to the particular field or 
topic. When the educators named or described entities depicted in the picture books, they 
were implicitly teaching children what is salient and worthy of explicit verbalised reference. 
In this way, they framed the shared reading experience in terms of what they saw as 
legitimate knowledge in relation to a particular picture book.  
     Examples 11 and 12 demonstrate the manner in which Jenny’s educator interpreted the 
visual images while simultaneously attempting to build the infants’ knowledge of the natural 
world and their comprehension of the gardening activities in which they had recently taken 
part.  
 
Example 11:  
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[Jenny (16:24) has just arrived at long day care. The educator reaches for a book, titled One 
Mole Digging a Hole (Donaldson and Sharratt, 2008). There are 3 children gathered around 
the educator including Jenny, who sits quietly waiting for the educator to begin reading. 
Nearby, one child is crying loudly and another is playing a drum. The educator and children 
appear to ignore this background noise. The educator’s voice is soft and she speaks quickly.]  
 
Educator: One mole digging a hole. You can see him digging. [Educator points.] Two snakes 
with garden rakes. Oh dear [as standing child topples over]. That’s right. Three bears 
picking pears. Can you see them picking their pears? [Educator points to picture, as a fourth 
child arrives and tries to grab the book before sitting down and joining the group.] To put in 
their baskets for lunch? Yum. Four foxes filling boxes. [Two children look away, then turn 
back.] What are they filling them with? Tomato.  
Child 2:      da (=tomato) [pointing at picture and patting it]. 
Educator: Tomato. Can we see the red tomatoes? Look how they’re growing on their…? 
[Pointing to picture.]  
Child 3:  cho (?tomato). 
Educator: Five storks with garden forks 
Jenny:   dor (?forks or storks?) [as she gestures towards book with arm].  2 
Educator: A stork, yeah. 
Child 3:  da [pointing to picture]. 
Educator:  A bird. 
Child 3:  bird. 
Educator:  It’s a bird. Yeah. Six parrots pulling up carrots. Yum, look at all those carrots. I 
wonder what they’re going to do with them.  
Child 3: yum [pretending to put them in his mouth]. 
Educator: Yum. In the mouth. That’s right. Seven frogs chopping logs.  
Child 3:  [makes frog noise]. 
Educator:  That’s it. They go ribbit ribbit. Eight crows with a garden hose.  
Child 3: [points at picture].  
Educator: They’re watering the lettuce.  
[Jenny looks away from book and begins examining the sole of her foot and her toes.] 
Educator: Nine doves in gardening gloves. 
Jenny: aa aa [as she looks again at the book] 
Educator: They’re picking roses. Can you see them picking the beautiful flowers? 
Child 3:   bird bird [pointing at the picture] 
Educator: It’s a bird. Yes. It’s a dove. Ten bees pruning trees. What sound does a bee 
make? Buzz. It says buzz. [Fifth child joins group and begins pointing at the pages. Jenny 
turns away. Educator reads quickly so that children do not have a chance to respond. This is 
possibly because educator is trying to manage the group, as one child stands and tries to 
touch book, thus blocking the view of the other children.]  
 
     As in almost all picture books, the visual images convey information which is not 
explicitly referred to in the verbal text. In One Mole Digging a Hole, the verbal text builds 
the field of gardening through choice of vocabulary, some of which is relatively specialised: 
material processes (digging, filling, pulling, chopping, picking, pruning) undertaken by 
animal participants (mole, snakes, foxes, storks, parrots, frogs, doves, crows) in the 
production of food (pears, carrots) using garden equipment (rakes, forks, hoses, gardening 
gloves). The educator’s talk weaves around this construction of field by repeating and 
expanding the verbal text and using perceptual (see) and behavioural (look) processes to draw 
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the infants’ attention to particular features. She supports the infants’ interpretations (bird) and 
provides taxonomic information: both a stork and a dove are birds. She makes her thinking 
“visible” (Van Kleeck et al 1996) by introducing a mental process (I wonder what they’re 
going to do with them), thus modelling prediction. 
 
In example 12, the same educator continues to build the field of gardening by reading another 
book about gardening.  
 
Example 12: 
 
[As soon as the educator has finished reading one book, Jenny stands and points to another 
book, kept on a shelf beyond her reach. There are now 5 children gathered in front of the 
educator. The distressed baby being held by the other educator sitting next to the group 
begins to cry loudly again.] 
Jenny: da. book? book? 
Educator: You want another book? Alright. [She reaches for the lift-the-flap book Maisie 
Grows a Garden (Cousins, 2013).  
Educator: In spring Maisie digs her vegetable garden getting the soil ready for 
planting.  What can we see? What’s hiding in the soil? [Child 2 stands and points to the 
picture] Do you want to sit down so your friends can see? There we go. It’s a worm!  
Child 3: Yummy. 
Educator: [chuckling] Yummy? Yummy. Maybe. Maisie is sowing yummy carrot seeds. Shall 
we have a look? [lifting flap]. What can you see? Look. Look. Look at all those seeds. Yum! 
Going to find some carrots. I didn’t even know carrots had seeds. I guess it makes sense. 
Good watering Maisie and Panda. The sun is hot and water helps the seedlings grow. Shall 
we water the plants? Our sunflower has grown so tall. I wonder how our sunflowers are 
doing? We’ll have a look at them together.  
Child 2: wow 
Educator Wow! 
Child 2 Da bee! 
T Look at the flowers! There’s a ladybird and a bee.  
Child 2: Bee 
T That’s a bee. Can you see the bee? Maybe we can see how our sunflowers are going 
outside today. They were looking a little sad yesterday. Might have to replant them I think. 
They’re getting too big for their pot.  
 
     The educator makes various linguistic choices to facilitate the infants’ comprehension of 
plants and gardens, including making connections between the text and the children’s own 
gardening experiences. The educator repeats the garden-related lexis used in the picture book 
text (seeds, soil, worm, carrots, flowers, sun, water) in her talk, and again uses mental 
processes (know, wonder, guess) to refer to her own mental processes in response to the 
meanings in the text.   
 
     In this study, there were few examples of infants spontaneously naming a pictured entity. 
For example, the focus child Jenny (16:24) in examples 11 and 12 made only one verbal 
communication, in which she appeared to be seeking confirmation that the animal depicted is 
a stork. She listened intently to the educator and other children.  
 
     So far we have referred to the manner in which the educators used language to enhance 
the background knowledge and comprehension of the infants during shared reading. There 
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were few examples of infants actively using their communicative resources to represent their 
knowledge or build new knowledge. Infants under two typically have a limited repertoire of 
lexis on which to draw when contemplating the pictures in picture books. The following 
lexical items were produced spontaneously by one or more of the infants in this study during 
their various shared reading experiences: animals (bird, flower, bear, worm, fly, wolf, cat, 
duck, puppy, penguin, pig, elephant book, snake plus animal noises); clothing (underpants, t-
shirt, trousers, hat); toys (clock, ball, teddy, cake); vehicles (airplane, car, plus siren noises); 
characters (Mummy Maisie, Taloola); natural phenomena (sun, star), and attributes (bumpy, 
fluffy, black, yellow, white, wet). Interestingly, while some of these words refer to entities 
which may be familiar to infants through personal experience (fly, worm), other words are 
likely to be known only through their encounters with literature (wolf, snake, bear), providing 
evidence of their emerging ability to produce decontextualized language.   
 
     In this study, the picture books chosen varied in quality and literary merit. While not a 
direct focus of this study, it appears that the choice of picture book to share with infants is 
very relevant to the learning opportunities provided by shared reading. For example the adult-
child interactions surrounding highly regarded books (Brown, 2000; Donaldson and Sharratt, 
2008; Fox and Horacek, 2004) created a space for educators to build infants’ field knowledge 
through making text to life connections, and discussing indeterminacies embedded in the 
picture book. Educator-infant interactions surrounding “trade” books or books based on 
television programs were less likely to use unusual vocabulary or encourage infants’ 
participation beyond labelling, as can be seen in example 13, with implications for their 
limited value in supporting infants’ learning.   
 
Example 13  
 
[The educator is sitting on the floor, next to a rug on which are set out some brightly coloured 
noise-making toys. The educator prepares to read by arranging 5 children, including focus 
child Adam (19:12), in a half circle around her. She has to interrupt the reading a couple of 
times to settle the children. She begins to read a book based on a popular children’s musical 
group.]  
Educator: Who’s this one? Geoff. Geoff loves the colour purple. And here is Geoff asleep. 
Goodnight Geoff. Geoff loves to sleep. [Three children are distracted by the noise-making 
toys; they look away from the book and begin to play with the toys.] And look at all these 
different purple shapes. We’ve got a purple square and purple star and what’s this one? 
(Educator points.] A purple circle and a purple triangle. And Geoff loves to play his 
keyboard. What colour are the stars on Geoff’s keyboard? Can you find the star?  
Child 2: [points]. 
Educator: That’s it. What colour is it? 
Child 2: da? 
Educator: What colour is it? They’re silver stars. What’s next? 
Adam: [looking at book, vocalising]. 
Educator: He’s sleeping again. Say wake up Geoff! [Some children in other parts of the room 
hear the words and call out in unison “wake up Geoff’.] Wake up Geoff. Can you say wake 
up? 
Adam: ?no  
Educator: No? Geoff loves to sing and dance and he plays the keyboard too. Geoff loves the 
colour purple and Geoff falls asleep on the stage. Wake up Geoff. 
Child 2: Wake up Geoff. 
Educator: That’s it. Wake up Geoff.    
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     In order to make sense of the content of this book, it is necessary for infants to be familiar 
with one or more of the related television programs and/or merchandise. There is no logical, 
inherent connection between the phenomena named (colours, shapes, Geoff’s behaviour and 
preferences). The book functions as a form of marketing, along with lunch boxes, drink 
bottles and other consumables (Dunn 2002). The characteristics of such books make it 
difficult for an educator to build infants’ field knowledge in ways which are relevant beyond 
the world of the television program. The findings of this study support the view of 
Schickedanz and Collins (2013) that ‘original books usually have higher-quality writing and 
illustrations than books based on shows’ (32).  
 
Discussion 
 
This study focused on the shared reading experiences of ten infants and their educators in 
different long day care centres. Unlike older pre-schoolers, who are verbally adept, children 
under two are engaged in learning their first language(s) while simultaneously becoming 
aware of literacy-related concepts. Educator-infant shared reading can potentially offer an 
entertaining experience which facilitates language growth and emerging understandings of 
literacy and literature. Shared reading can provide infants with access to outstanding visual 
and verbal art, knowledge about the world and themselves, playful engagement with a range 
of text types, and the opportunity to interact with educators about their own interests and 
interpretations. Research on mother-infant shared reading has repeatedly demonstrated the 
benefits of this activity; for example Hoff-Ginsberg (1991) found that ‘mothers' child-
directed speech during reading had the greatest lexical diversity, the greatest syntactic 
complexity, and the highest rate of topic-continuing replies’ (793).  
 
     Yet the analysis of shared reading as it was experienced by the ten focus children in this 
study did not demonstrate such learning opportunities. Educators, according to Schickedanz 
and Collins (2013), serve as ‘interested followers and knowledgeable guides when sharing 
books with young children. In this balanced approach to shared reading, the child is given 
ample opportunity to guide what and how books are shared, while the caregiver creates 
engaging learning experiences with books that scaffold the child’s use of language and texts’ 
(20). The term shared reading implies a jointly constructed interaction where both educator 
and child name, interpret and discuss the meanings they encounter in the visual and verbal 
text. This study suggests that such interactions, where educators follow the infant’s book-
focused initiations and provide language and literacy oriented scaffolding and guidance, did 
not occur.  
 
     Indeed, this study found that little ‘sharing’ occurred during book-focused interactions, as 
the educators exerted control over the physical and verbal (or vocal) behaviour of the children 
and their responses to the picture book texts. For example, the type of questioning in example 
6 directed the infant to label already known words, rather than allowing her to focus on 
images which interested or puzzled her. More open ended questioning which invites and 
encourages the child’s participation is more likely to enable the child to use language as a 
vehicle for learning about the world. The analysis of the context of situation in terms of field 
and tenor variables as they are realised in the language choices of educators provides a means 
of understanding the relationship between the physical situation of shared reading and the 
impact this has on the content of the talk during reading. In group contexts, educators must 
share their attention between the participating infants, each of whom differs in terms of their 
interests, language capabilities, background knowledge and experiences, and comprehension.       
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The educator is obliged to manage the infants’ behaviour, rather than listen to, guide and 
scaffold the infants’ interpretations of the text. This group situation results in frequent 
interruptions to the text being read aloud, with implications for the capacity of infants to 
become familiar with the patterns of written language, awareness of narrative structure, and 
background knowledge needed to comprehend the text.  
 
     The findings of this study reflect Girolametto et al.’s (2000) finding that, when reading 
with groups of 4 toddlers, educators exerted control by talking more, controlling the topic and 
asking test-like questions. The children in their study talked less during shared reading than 
play dough. In their meta-analysis,  Bus,Van Izjendoorn and Pellegrini (1995) caution against 
insensitive book reading, which may create a negative attitude towards books, resulting in 
children’s disengagement rather than pleasure in the shared reading experience (Bus, 2002; 
Van Kleeck et al., 1996). The association between group size and child-directed language use 
is not unique to long day care. Studies have found that the communicative behaviours of 
mothers and infants change in the presence of a closely spaced older sibling (Hoff-Ginsberg, 
1991; Nelson, 1981; Schaffer and Liddell, 1984). Jones and Adamson (1987) found that 
mothers spoke less to their infant in the triadic situation during shared reading.  
 
     It is necessary for educators to direct and control infants’ behaviour in group contexts, but 
this need to control at the same time impacts on the potential for field development through 
extended conversations around picture books. During one-to-one interactions, educators are 
more able to engage with infants in ways which research has shown facilitate their language 
and literacy development; that is, the development of new vocabulary to represent deepening 
knowledge of a particular concept or subject area. Visual images are by nature indeterminate, 
and research has shown that there is often a disparity between how a child and adult interpret 
visual images (Torr, 2008) and thus there is a ‘possible gap between what an adult believes 
she or he is providing to the child, and what the child is actually gaining or understanding 
from that input’ (Van Kleeck, 2003: 281). Frequent educator-infant book-focused 
interactions, rather than directives, can shed light on, and gradually resolve, such disparities, 
gradually nudging infants into greater understanding of how to ‘take meaning from books’ 
(Heath, 1982).   
 
Implications for policy and practice 
 
Given the large body of research on the benefits of one-to-one shared reading for infants’ 
language and literacy development, this practice should be given a high priority in long day 
care centres. The limited amount of available research in centres suggests that learning 
opportunities are lost when educators attempt to read to groups of infants. Children learn 
language, and learn through language, during conversational exchanges with educators, not 
by carrying out their educators’ directives. When educators share high quality literature with 
infants, and allow infants to participate fully in the experience, they are providing a language-
rich experience which is both entertaining and educational for educators and infants alike. 
Professional development programs focusing on literature for this age group would assist 
educators to choose the types of books which both delight and inform our youngest readers 
and viewers.  
 
Directions for future research 
 
There is still much to learn about the enactment of shared reading with infants in long day 
care centres. More research is needed on the prevalence and nature of shared reading with 
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infants and the professional challenges experienced by educators who wish to implement this 
significant teaching and learning opportunity with infants. Greater understanding of 
educators’ own experiences with, and beliefs about, reading is another direction for future 
research. Similarly, little is known about how the visual and verbal features of the picture 
book text itself shape the surrounding discourse during shared reading (Meek, 1988; 
Kummerling-Meibauer 2011). Greater understanding of the relationship between the features 
of the picture book text, and the pedagogical context in which it is experienced, has the 
potential to guide infant educators on how to enrich this experience. Fine-grained 
observational studies of well conducted shared reading experiences are needed to determine 
what pedagogical strategies lead to greater infant participation. Finally, quantitative research 
is needed to explore relationships between educators’ shared reading practices and other 
aspects such as their early childhood qualifications and experience working with infants. 
 
Note: The author(s) thank the educators and infants who participated in this study, and the 
Research Assistants for their patient and detailed work.   
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