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Abstract 

This study aims to probe the motivations of Chinese parents who read 

Anglophone picturebooks to their children, and to explore parent-child 

interaction patterns during the shared reading event. This study is the first to 

probe this new educational phenomenon in the Chinese context and in parenting 

culture.  

Data collection consisted of a questionnaire, with 565 parent 

respondents followed by qualitative research focusing on seven families, 

through ethnographic observation of the shared reading event and interviews 

with a parent from each family. This study applies a grounded theory approach 

in order to describe and analyse this new educational trend.  

Results show that parents’ motivations for reading Anglophone 

picturebooks are driven by English picturebooks’ linguistic, literary and 

educational value rather than by aims such as nurturing book lovers or 

consolidating the parent-child bond. Parents and children tend to choose 

different English picturebooks and value different characteristics of English 

picturebooks. These tensions between parents’ and children’s choices and 

values of picturebooks are negotiated and resolved according to my data.  

I developed a typology of foreign language parent-child shared reading 

with five foci to reveal the diverse parent-child interaction process: 

1. Literal focus: parents and children are engaged in exact translation;  

2. Literacy focus: parents and children are engaged in developing reading skills;  
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3. Literary focus: parents and children are engaged in the pleasure of reading;  

4. Exploratory focus: parents and children are engaged in knowledge and 

discovery;  

5. Digital focus: parents and children are engaged in interaction with technology. 

Using these foci, I compared Chinese parents’ shared reading in English 

with their shared reading in Chinese and found that there are more similarities 

than differences when they read in a different language, which demonstrated 

that the most important factor that influences parents’ shared reading approach 

was their attitude and motivation towards shared reading.  
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Chapter 1 Introduction and the research gap 

 

1.1 Introduction and background 

 

1.1.1 The beginning of the journey 

With two preschool-age children myself and being a former editor and 

translator for both adults and children’s books in a commercial publishing house, 

it felt “natural” for me to start reading with my children from the moment they 

were born. My interest in Anglophone picturebooks began from my personal 

observation. In my friends’ daily personal posts on WeChat (the most popular 

social media in China), I noticed that among the picturebooks that parents 

shared, many of them were not Chinese, but English language picturebooks. 

When I visited libraries (most of them private) in Beijing, I found that parents 

choose not only Chinese picturebooks but also English picturebooks to bring 

home; the story-telling sessions in the libraries are not only in Chinese but in 

English; children’s librarians enthusiastically told me why these picturebooks in 

English are good, mainly because of their perceived superior aesthetic quality; I 

came across bookstores which specialized in English picturebooks and talked 

with the staff, and I was told that not only parents of children in international 

schools, but also an increasing number of parents of children from state schools, 

are purchasing these picturebooks in English. All of these incidents raised my 

interest to explore this phenomenon, which, it seemed to me, was quite new. 
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Although it felt “natural” for me to read to my children, when I reflect 

on it, I realize it is actually not so. Personally, I have no memory of being read 

to in either Chinese or English when I was a child, and such was the case, too, 

for many other people of my generation growing up in the late 1980s and 1990s 

in China. My parents could not speak any words of English, let alone read 

picturebooks in English to me. This is not an exception: 6 out of 7 parent 

interviewees had no memories of shared reading nor being read to in English by 

their parents. Within one or two generations, parenting practice has changed 

rapidly, which further aroused my interest to look into the reasons. If reading to 

children feels “natural” for me, reading picturebooks in English is definitely a 

new and nurtured experience. My reasons were similar to other parents’, which 

I will reveal in the findings part, for example, for fun, and to learn English 

naturally. Because these cultural and social reasons fascinated me, it led me to 

look into the reasons and parents’ motivation behind this phenomenon. 

 

1.1.2 The reasons behind the phenomenon of Anglophone picturebook 

reading 

This new phenomenon of reading picturebooks in English is growing with the 

increasing availability of picturebooks and picturebooks in translation in general. 

In the past decade, which is called “The golden age of children’s books” by 

mass media in China, the quantity and quality of children’s books have 

experienced an unprecedented development. Their value in children’s lives or 
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education has been recognized since the 1990s.  At the same time, publishers 

and policymakers have emphasized the importance of publishing indigenous 

Chinese children’s literature (either the author or illustrator comes from China, 

in most cases it is the author). According to data from Openbook 

(openbook.com.cn), children’s book sales increased 28.6% in 2016 compared to 

2015, and for the first time it became the biggest category of all literature 

categories. The highest earning authors in general on the list are Cao Wenxuan, 

Yang Hongying (whose books sold more than 50 million copies in total), and 

Shen Shixi; all of them are children’s writers. There are around 570 publishers 

in China, more than 520 have published children’s books and 35 of them only 

publish children’s books (data at the end of 2017). Every year there are more 

than 40,000 titles of children’s books published in China, and the total print 

amount is more than 6 billion (data at the end of 2017). 

Wang Quangen (2011) summarized some reasons for the boom in 

picturebooks: the influence of reading campaigns in other countries; the reform 

of literacy in primary schools; and marketing strategies developed by publishers. 

I will add more reasons based on this study — the tremendous economic boom 

that occurred after the 1990s, the rise of public and private children’s libraries 

and the increasing number of “Reading Promoters,” and well-educated young 

parents growing up in one-child families.  

There are also historical reasons. I would hypothesize that following the 

suppression of both children’s and adults’ needs for story-telling in the ten-year 
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Cultural Revolution in China, during which period almost all cultural activities 

were banned, the boom in reading can be found in many places. Nowadays, in 

almost every big department store in big cities and other children’s educational 

centres, there are many private libraries (owned by private, readers who pay 

around 100 to 200 pounds per year to borrow books), or a bookshelf wall with 

many picturebooks. The term of “Picturebooks Library” (HuiBenGuan) has 

become familiar to parents; the reading promoters’ books (about recommending 

picturebooks) are popular among parenting books (e.g. Feed your children with 

books by Wang Peiting, in Chinese (title translated by me); 100 best books for 

Children by Anita Silvey, translated into Chinese by Wanglin; 1001 Children’s 

Books: You Must Read Before You Grow Up by Julia Eccleshare, translated by 

Chen Xiaoqi among others). 

The message that mass media, institutions, publications and educational 

experts seem to be giving in China is that reading to children is the “right” thing 

to do as a parent. This boom in picturebook-reading reflects the growing 

popularity of reading in recent years; at the same time, it also demonstrates the 

lack of shared reading customs in the past and even now. I was also aware that 

this new phenomenon is a social class practice as the reason I noticed this 

phenomenon is probably because I am close to or belong to this group. 

  When I looked into the boom in picturebook-reading, I found two 

distinct features by doing a quick search on the internet. Firstly, parents and 

children in China read more translated picturebooks than original Chinese 
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picturebooks. The best-selling children’s books list Dangdang.com for the year 

2016 shows 75 translated children’s books among the top 100 (more than half 

are picturebooks), and 17 books among the top 20 are translated books. It has 

been said that in the past 20 years, Chinese publishers have brought in almost 

all mainstream picturebooks published in other countries, mianly Anglophone 

and European picturebooks during the last 100 years because of their presumed 

better quality than Chinese equivalents (Yan, 2019). If these are translations, 

many parents who have foreign language abilities may tend to use the original 

language picturebooks — a phenomenon articulated by parents during the 

interview, which I will discuss in chapter 5.  

The newly burgeoning field of children’s books, firstly in translation, 

now in English or in translation, became accessible with the steady economic 

growth of Chinese families. The other reasons for the increase in English 

picturebooks are globalization and information technology, the globalized 

children’s book market, the improved ability of the current generation to speak 

the English language compared to the previous generation, the expectation of 

improving children’s English language and the desire for upward social 

mobility, the accessibility of Anglophone picturebooks in bookshops, libraries 

and the internet, and the presumed higher quality of English picturebooks 

compared with Chinese ones.  

I also found the influences of some English picturebook promoters 

among parents. Jim Trelease’s book The Read-aloud Handbook (2006) became 
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a bestseller parenting book in China, directly contributing to the national family 

reading promotion. It lists many reasons why shared reading is essential for 

family relationships and educational achievements. Once I began to turn my 

attention to this phenomenon, I found many parents I know are talking about the 

booklist books by reading promoters Jim Trelease, Tadashi Matsui, Wang 

Peiting, Liao Caixin or Wu Minlan. They are “ardent advocates of books” in 

Peter Hunt’s words (1994:187), from the USA, Japan, and Taiwan. People in 

parenting forums are discussing and comparing the differences, arguing about 

which one is better for their specific child. More reading promoters and 

parenting books that inclusively introduce either award-winning picturebooks or 

what they have read or enjoyed reading are emerging, and the list is long. It 

seems parents want to know first how to choose books for their children.  

When facing this new phenomenon, this study has sought to gain a 

better understanding of not only what it is, but enquire why and how it happens. 

Using a scholarly lens to look at this phenomenon, I realized it is a profoundly 

interdisciplinary study area. I have to look beyond the field of picturebooks and 

shared reading, and seek my position in various debates and concepts in related 

fields that can give me a broader view of how it works. When I embarked on 

this study, I had an interest in many perspectives. First of all, it is about shared 

reading, so studies and issues within shared reading studies inspired me to 

consult reader-response theory and take children’s responses as precious data. 

Secondly, reading in English means it is about foreign language reading and 
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literacy skills in general, so I looked at literacy studies and second language 

acquisition theories. Because of the language barrier, how to make the reading 

interaction possible is a pedagogical issue. Thirdly, shared reading is a typical 

parenting practice — why parents choose to do this is in the scope of the 

sociology of parenting and how Chinese parents are motivated to do this is 

another cultural and educational issue. Fourthly, as an important part of a shared 

reading event, both children and parents’ book choices are noteworthy. Finally, 

reading Anglophone picturebooks is an expensive investment in China, which 

makes it a social and economic question.  

   With such broad possible approaches, I narrowed down the questions. 

I decided to focus on the parents’ motivation which is connected to parenting 

practice, parents’ and children’s book choices, and most importantly, with the 

former two questions as background information, I decided I would look at their 

shared reading scene and discover how they actually interacted. I hoped to 

capture reciprocal effects of children’s and parents’ responses. Since little 

previous literature has focused on foreign picturebook shared reading and such 

a broad possible theoretical lens, I decided to take a grounded theory approach 

and dive into this phenomenon without any particular scholarly boundaries. The 

scope of this study, therefore, has not been restricted to shared reading. As a 

witness of numerous radical changes in parenting practice in China, I have 

developed a growing interest in exploring shared reading or literacy 

development of general parenting practice and social class reflection.  
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Thus, to extend this goal, besides the aim of shared reading and how it 

works, this study also aims to make statements about Chinese parenting 

practices more generally, using the evidence from shared reading observation. 

At the same time, I was inspired by many ethnographic studies about the 

researcher’s position and how to conduct natural observation. I did not consider 

the practice of digital reading at first. However, after the pilot study, I found this 

is an inseparable part of their shared reading practice as almost every family 

was using digital resources and it played a more significant role in comparison 

with first language shared reading, so I decided to add a digital aspect into my 

observation.  

 Therefore, my starting point is to solve the puzzle of what is happening 

with Chinese parents reading English picturebooks to their children. Shared 

reading in a foreign language context at home provokes an interdisciplinary 

approach. Parents’ involvement and the home literacy environment are critical 

in children’s literacy development. Positive parent-child interaction is thought 

to improve children’s interest in books. Children and parents may have different 

choices in terms of their favourite picturebooks, although mostly it is the parent 

who decides which book to purchase, at least in the Chinese context. Therefore, 

when Chinese parents choose to read Anglophone picturebooks to their children, 

what is their motivation and what are the children’s responses when they read 

the books selected by their parents? Without other English language interactions 

in their lives, how do Chinese parents interact with each other and how do 
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children respond to foreign language reading? What kinds of English 

picturebooks do the parents and children prefer? Most parents read Chinese 

picturebooks and English picturebooks during the same reading time. Are there 

any differences when they read in different languages?  

 

1.1.3 Research questions 

In summary, this study was motivated by a desire to understand parents’ choices 

of, attitudes towards, and beliefs about Anglophone picturebook reading. A 

further aim is to observe the parent-child interaction, adult influences and 

children’s responses while the dyads are reading picturebooks in English. In the 

background of Chinese parenting and foreign language reading, I would like to 

explore this burgeoning field in terms of these three major questions: 

(1) Why do Chinese parents choose to read English picturebooks to their 

children? What are their motivations?  

(2) How do parents choose English picturebooks for their children? 

What kinds of books do parents choose? What kind of English 

picturebooks do children like?  

(3) How do parents guide their children during shared reading and how 

do they interact? What are children’s responses to these different 

interaction foci? 
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1.1.4 Study design 

This study is based on three different types of data. First, a questionnaire, to 

gather participants’ demographic data and general reading practice. Second, 

naturalistic observations of seven families’ shared reading scenes with children 

from toddlers to preschool age. These seven families were selected from a 

larger sample pool of 565 families who answered the questionnaire. And third, 

the interviews with the parents of these seven families. The first stage of 

recruiting the large pool of families was not a hard task. After repeatedly 

adjusting the questionnaire and pilot study, I was amazed by parents’ 

willingness to participate. My plan was to access 100 to 200 families in the 

space of a one-month period; after some reasonable efforts, within two weeks, 

my goal was reached. After one month, despite the length of the questionnaire, I 

had collected data from 565 families, and stopped recruiting. The strong 

engagement achieved in the first stage of data collection was not due to my 

personal influence or extra hard work. It seems that it was principally due to 

parents’ engagement with this topic, that is parents’ motivation and interest 

toward shared reading and children’s education. As it was such a long 

questionnaire (see appendix 1), without motivation, the parents had many 

reasons to give up, but most did not.  

I then selected seven families for the shared reading observation stage. 

From the results, these seven families are all from middle-class backgrounds. 

The second stage was an ethnographic observation of shared reading over a six-
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month period. I developed a typology comprising five foreign language parent-

child shared reading foci, to reveal the diversity of parent-child interaction 

processes:  

1. Literal focus: parents and children are engaged in exact translation; 

2. Literacy focus: parents and children are engaged in developing reading skills; 

3. Literary focus: parents and children are engaged in reading pleasure; 

4. Exploratory focus: parents and children are engaged in knowledge and 

discovery;  

5. Digital focus: parents and children are engaged in interaction with technology. 

I then compared Chinese parents’ English shared reading with their 

Chinese shared reading using these shared reading interaction foci. I hope these 

foci on second-language shared reading can also start a conversation with first 

language shared reading studies and the field of second-language acquisition in 

general. 

The last stage, which involved interviews, gave me more insight into 

parents’ shared reading practices. I listened to parents’ childhood reading 

experience and their families’ educational approach. I found many common 

experiences and differences among parents. I will present the details of the 

research methodology and research procedures in later chapters. 
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1.1.5 Structure of this thesis 

Following the introduction and rationale of this study, the thesis consists of 

eight chapters. Due to the interdisciplinary nature of this study, this thesis 

involves considerable interdisciplinary scholarship.   

Chapter 1 sets the stage by introducing the origin and background of the 

study and describing the research gap.  

Chapter 2 is the literature review which provides a separate approach in 

each sub-section. I consulted literature and empirical studies in the fields of the 

history of translated children’s literature in China, shared reading studies, 

reader-response theory, reading choices and motivation, shared reading 

interaction, educational studies, picturebook studies, Chinese parenting and 

cultural capital theories.  These studies from different disciplines seem 

independent but integrated within this new phenomenon. This chapter is the 

stepping-stone to the analysis section in chapter 6 and 7. 

Chapter 3 explains the methodology, the procedures of this study, and 

unveils the 565 participants from the data. I also demonstrate the coding process 

in this chapter. I will introduce the basic information of these seven observation 

families one by one in this part.  

Chapters 4 to 6 explain the findings. The primary data is presented 

according to the questions I want to explore. The results and finding section 

proceeds by devoting a chapter to answer each main issue of this phenomenon: 

chapter 4 answers the first research question about parents’ motivation and what 
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factors may influence it; chapter 5 is about the second research question related 

to book choice; chapter 6 presents interaction patterns by combining the data 

from different sources. By doing this, it is not the sequence of each family’s 

story. However, I will link the behaviours to families repeatedly and we will see 

more common practice and differences among families.  In chapter 6, I start to 

construct my own typology of shared reading interaction foci fit for foreign 

language shared reading interaction. I applied the interaction foci to analyse 

their Chinese language shared reading and improved the interaction theory by 

expanding its explanatory and analytical power in a broader context. An in-

depth comparison between shared reading in English and Chinese in terms of 

parents and children’s foci takes place in later part of this chapter. 

Chapter 7 moves away from empirical findings to theoretical inquiries 

and develops the findings outlined in the previous chapters at a deeper level.  

Chapter 8 draws the conclusion and summarizes the implications of this 

study. 

 

1.2 The research gap 

 

1.2.1 The research gap in shared reading studies 

Since picturebooks are seen as the most important literary texts for young 

children before primary school age, with the globalization of the children’s 

picturebook market, the emerging generation of young Chinese parents who are 
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well-educated and predominantly the only child in their families, regard 

Anglophone picturebooks as a new educational competition field. I asked 

parents whether they read English picturebooks to their children, 86% of parents 

said yes and 76% of parents said they read to their children at least once a week. 

Compared with the popularity of the practice, this leaves a significant research 

gap in this cross-disciplinary phenomenon.  

 It should be noted that the large volume of long-standing research into 

shared reading and home literacy environment is focused on monolingual 

children’s first language development and its correlation to literacy and 

cognitive development (Lyytinen, Laakso & Poikkeus, 1998; Sénéchal & 

LeFevre, 2002; Hamilton, 2013; Baker, 2013; Niklas, Tayler & Schneider, 

2015). Few studies have examined the relationships between the home literacy 

environment and children’s second language abilities.  For example, Kalia’s 

study (2007) relies on parental reports of their home literacy practice rather than 

direct observation of parent-child interaction in India. There is other limited 

research (Zhang & Koda, 2011; Li & Fleer, 2015) so far conducted into 

bilingual children’s language acquisition and Heritage Language (HL) 

development through the parent-child interactions in literacy events such as 

family shared reading.  

 However, there is a lack of studies exploring family shared reading in a 

second language. I feel that with empirical evidence, findings on first language 

shared reading should not be simply generalised to second language or foreign 
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language shared reading. Shared reading in English as a second language or 

foreign language is an under-researched area which deserves complete 

investigation. In these few research studies concerning second language shared 

reading at home, the focus is on how shared reading influences children’s 

second language acquisition (Chow, McBride-Chang & Cheung, 2010; Zhang 

& Koda, 2011).  

 Even fewer studies are about shared reading in a foreign language 

context. In general, Chinese students learn English as a foreign language mainly 

through formal instruction in the classroom setting. They rarely use English as 

communication language in daily life. Given Chinese children’s limited 

exposure to the English language and printed media in their school and daily 

life for preschoolers, the home literacy environment presumably serves a more 

critical role. Most of the foreign language shared reading research has featured 

reading by teachers in the classroom and other institutional settings rather than 

in a home setting (Sheu, 2006; Lau & Warning, 2007; Mourão, 2016). With the 

prevalence of Anglophone shared reading rising, aesthetic, narrative, and 

educational (linguistic, cognitive) values of English language picturebooks are 

widely discussed among parents, English teachers and practitioners, and it also 

raises the question of what and how parents read to children. From my 

observation, most Chinese parents read Chinese picturebooks and English 

picturebooks at the same reading event. How exactly foreign language shared 

reading happens at home and how parents and children interact when reading 
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English picturebooks is not well understood and has not yet been thoroughly 

investigated.  

 

1.2.2 Studies about English picturebooks read by the non-Anglophone 

world 

Although an increasing number of studies focus on immigrant children’s 

reading practice in a host country, notably absent from the available literature 

are discussions of reading foreign language picturebooks in children’s native 

countries (Boyce et al., 2004; Zhang & Koda, 2011). The family shared reading 

studies of African Americans (McNair, 2012) and Greek families (Natsiopoulou, 

Souliotis, Kyridis, & Hatzisavvides, 2006) could be adopted for reference. 

These studies tested the notion that the home literacy environment was 

associated mainly with the economic circumstances of the family. The more 

books the family own, the better literacy ability the children have. When we 

look into English picturebook reading outside the Anglophone world, Singapore 

and Malaysia can be taken as examples. These countries have authors who write 

in English and the content of Anglophone picturebooks focus on social and 

ethnic issues. English is the official language in Singapore and “a wealth of 

international children’s literature in English is available from the excellent 

public library system and in numerous bookshops (Williams, 2006:104)”. 

Williams (2006) introduces the development of children’s literature in 

Singapore; children’s literature is finding its voice in the background of post-
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colonial, tight political control, and a materialistic society. Desai (2006) 

analysed several English literature books published in Malaysia to explore how 

children’s books reflect national identity in a diverse society. Most of the books 

have the didactic purpose of showing the harmony between different ethnic 

groups under the Malay leadership. However, the situation is different from 

China. Apart from English picturebooks from Anglophone countries, there are 

also English picturebooks written by Malaysian and Singapore writers. In 

contrast, no such writers exist in China.  

 

1.2.3 The bigger gap of shared reading studies about Chinese families 

Shared reading among Chinese parents is another under-researched area. To 

date, scholarship in Europe or North America explores the latest literary 

theories — from poststructuralism to posthumanism, from psychoanalysis to 

gender theory, or the semiotic and narrative functions of images in children’s 

picturebooks. In contrast, Chinese children’s literature research tends to 

“present the big picture by theorizing trends important within Chinese 

children’s literature as a whole” (Nelson & Morris, 2016:2), especially from a 

historical perspective and content analysis, rather than a single author, category 

or reader’s motivation or response (Nelson & Morris, 2016). Alternatively, 

Chinese children’s literature research focuses on closely analysing the content 

of the book, the author or structures of the text, rather than on the reader.  
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There are few studies about the response of Chinese children as readers. 

A few studies (Zhang & Koda, 2011; Guo, 2013) in the English academic field 

focus on Chinese immigrant families outside China. Chinese parent-child shared 

reading has not been explored extensively especially against the background of 

the reading campaign with the new generation of parents. In this sense, the 

results of this study will add to the study of contemporary Chinese children’s 

literature by opening it up to a new area — the field of reader motivation and 

parent-child interaction. In DeBruin-Parecki’s (1999) research, it was 

mentioned that Asian families in western society have “little exposure” to 

picturebooks; most of them are academic books which lack exciting stories. In 

order not to use “Asian families” as another stereotypical label, in this study, the 

ideological thoughts, the value system of Chinese parenting, ideological 

approaches and the Chinese parent-child relationship will be synthesized. The 

political and social origin of Chinese parenting will also be explored within this 

issue.  

In China, the status of children’s literature research in higher education 

has not yet been fully recognized, and investigation into picturebooks is a 

relatively new academic area. There are few studies which look into 

Anglophone picturebook reading; a few Anglophone picturebook research 

studies are focused on using English picturebooks as a tool to learn the English 

language (Bai, 2012; Sun, 2012; Zhang, 2016). Meisel’s (2011) psychological 

study shows that there is a “critical period” or “immersion” in second language 
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acquisition; so young children learn a new language more efficient than older 

children or adults. In Anglophone academia, in terms of Chinese children’s 

literature and readership, a few scholars are introducing and analysing what 

kinds of books have been published in China in the past few years. The 

information is not up-to-date due to the rapid pace of new titles becoming 

available each year. The dearth of research among Chinese children is 

noteworthy. Studies examining shared reading practice with preschool-aged 

Chinese children are severely lacking, leaving a gap both in academia and in the 

information available for designing home reading intervention programmes. 

This study is an attempt to visit a field that has remained relatively untouched, 

to probe what is behind shared Anglophone picturebook reading in the new 

context and to add a more international dimension to the study of shared reading, 

as most current relevant studies examine shared reading that is rooted in the 

Western social context.  

 

1.2.4 Statement of the question to be investigated  

This current study attempts to extend past research by filling many research 

gaps in four ways. Firstly, to my knowledge, it is among the first studies to look 

into parent-child shared reading in a language that is foreign to the parents. 

Secondly, it is also one of the first studies to compare the interaction patterns in 

two languages. Thirdly, it extends the scope of shared reading from linguistic 

impact to social, cultural, and parenting aspects. Fourthly and lastly, rather than 



 

32 
 

relying on parents’ reports, it has investigated the motivation of parents and 

observed the interaction between parents and children. The findings of this 

study might enhance our understanding of home literacy activities in a foreign-

language context and reflect on the first language shared reading practice.  
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Chapter 2 Literature review 

 

Because of the interdisciplinary and complex nature of shared reading 

interaction, to better understand the Anglophone picturebook reading 

phenomena among Chinese families, literature and previous studies were 

reviewed through several theoretical lenses. I will firstly introduce Chinese 

children’s literature by explaining how it has been influenced by foreign 

children’s literature. Previous literature will be then be explored at the 

intersection of literacy studies, children’s literature, sociology of Chinese 

parenting and childhood studies. To be more specific, these ideas and questions 

are considered using a number of different theoretical approaches 

simultaneously — encompassing second language acquisition and literacy 

studies, reader-response theory, Chinese parenting, reading practice and 

pedagogy for interdisciplinary investigations and parents using Anglophone 

picturebooks as pedagogic tools. This is not to suggest that these different 

perspectives are isolated from each other, these theories are integrated by a 

unifying theoretical approach of taking foreign language shared reading as a 

social construct.  

 

2.1 The influence of foreign children’s books in China 

Reading foreign children’s books, from the Anglophone world especially, in 

translation or in their original language, has had a tremendous influence on 
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Chinese children’s literature and Chinese parenting culture at large. The past ten 

years have been called the “The Golden Age of Picturebooks” in China by 

media and publishers. If we take into account the history of children’s literature 

and picturebooks in China, we can see it is not a spontaneous development. The 

most important reason behind this boom is the translation and introduction of 

foreign children’s books into China. In this part, I will synthesise the influences 

of Western children’s books from the beginning of the influx period to date. The 

historical trace and background of this new Anglophone picturebook reading 

phenomenon will be mapped. It is important and relevant to look back at the 

history of the influence of foreign children’s books in China, which will help to 

understand its position in families’ parenting practice in the current time.   

 

2.1.1. The influence of foreign children’s books before the May Fourth 

Movement of 1919 

The May Fourth Movement in 1919 is often viewed as the beginning of China’s 

contemporary period and the beginning of Chinese children’s literature. Despite 

the long history of continuous civilisation rich in the arts, humanities and 

literature, it is generally believed that China had no distinctive and independent 

literature especially for children until the first decade of the 1900s (Ho, 1997). 

Before the year 1919, foreign children’s books had come to China sporadically. 

Aesop’s Fables was translated and introduced by Ricci and other Jesuits in 1608; 

The first magazine for children — The Child’s Monthly, was sponsored by 
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Shanghai Christian Qing Xin Academy and edited by the missionary J.W. 

Farnham in 1875 (Ban, 2016). These books and magazines were circulated and 

distributed within religious schools, charity organisations and intellectuals but 

were not accessible to ordinary parents. The Late Qing dynasty in the late 19th 

century also witnessed the flourishing of literary translation, including 

children’s literature in China. As Li (2004) summarises, the main purpose of 

these translated books was to enlighten and encourage people including children 

to fight against the feudal regime and foreign invaders, and to support social 

change with the intention of achieving a more prosperous and democratic 

society. Major politicians like Liang Qichao advocated translating political texts 

in order to drive social reform. However, many such translated works were 

written in the Wenyan style (the archaic and poetic Chinese written language) 

rather than the more accessible and child-oriented Baihua (colloquial and based 

on everyday spoken language) which is used today, so the influence of these 

works were limited to the intellectual circle. 

During the same period, the market for children’s books in the late 19th 

and early 20th century in Britain and other European countries was flourishing.  

The number and range of books published inclusively for children in Britain 

increased from the 1740s (Grenby, 2015). In Britain, the period from 1760 

to1845 was the time that “children’s literature began to flourish: a much wider 

variety of books were published in much greater numbers” (Grenby, 2015:464). 

Then from the late 19th century to the early 20th century, described by Peter 
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Hunt (1994) as the “maturity” period, saw the Golden Age of children’s books 

in Britain, as the philosophy towards childhood and children had changed, and 

much of what we call classical children’s literature emerged during this period. 

If we move forward along the timeline to the beginning of the 20th century, 

people in Britain read well-written picturebooks like The Tale of Peter Rabbit 

(first edition published in 1902 by Beatrix Potter), which is still popular today.  

However, back in China, compared with the golden age of children’s 

books in the late 19th century and early 20th century in Britain, children’s 

reading materials in China before the New Cultural Movement were not even 

regarded as “children’s literature” by today’s standards. Children’s reading 

materials were either in oral transmission such as folk tales and poems, or 

traditional Confucian classics at that time. Zheng Zhenduo (1989/1936) closely 

analysed children’s reading materials in the feudal period and found the most 

widely-read children’s reading materials were The Three Character Classic 

(Sanzijing) and The Thousand Character Classic (Qianziwen).  Both of these 

books are the most traditional Confucian texts, which tell children the correct 

ways to achieve virtue, benevolence and righteousness (Li, 2004). There are 

also texts especially intended to educate girls, such as Instructions for Girls, 

which taught them how to be obedient to their father and husband. Confucian 

Classics is a canon of writings teaching Confucius philosophy. Among the 

Confucian ethics reflected in the classics, the moral principle about family life 

is “Li”, which describes the key concepts: ruler to subject, father to son, 
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husband to wife, and elder to younger. It states that if people obey this worship 

order, each of these relationships will be harmonious. It points out that the 

father had absolute power over children and the younger child should obey and 

respect their older siblings. Individualism was relentlessly oppressed by 

Confucianism. Through a modern lens, these reading materials are not authentic 

children’s literature in that these texts are aimed at educating children to 

become obedient adults in feudal China.       

Traditionally in China, there was a view that there was no reason to 

write books especially for children. With such concepts about children and 

childhood, it was difficult to produce children’s books in a real sense. Only 

when people began to realise the different characteristics between adults and 

children, was the need for children’s books identified. Scholars, such as Zhu 

(2014), argue that genuine children’s literature only began with the modern 

child-centric childhood philosophy after the discovery of “childhood”, when 

children’s needs were legitimately recognised. Shavit (2013) noted that the 

notion of childhood is an indispensable precondition for the creation of 

children’s books. I generally agree with this point. Consequently, it is not hard 

to imagine how fresh and inspiring these foreign children’s books seemed when 

Chinese intellectuals first read foreign children’s books, which included 

romantic, carefree or humorous children’s texts. It opened a new window on 

how to regard children, children’s books and parenting for intellectuals and 

Chinese parents at that time. 
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2.1.2 The influence of foreign children’s books during the May Fourth 

Movement period 

Foreign children’s books played a more important role during the May Fourth 

Movement period. The creation and translation of children’s books in the 

modern sense did not emerge until 1919 — the year of the beginning of the 

New Culture Movement in China (Li, 2004). During the New Culture 

Movement period, which promoted individual freedom and nationalism, 

western literature including children’s books had a tremendous influence on the 

Chinese parenting culture and brought about the writing of original children’s 

literature in China. The movement brought in Western cultural, literature, 

political and scientific knowledge in order to revolutionise Chinese culture (Xu, 

2013). Foreign children’s books mainly in English and other European 

languages or Japanese language books and their translations generated the 

emergence of Chinese children’s literature and more well-educated Chinese 

parents firstly began to read these children’s books for themselves and then to 

their children.  

In the first three decades of the 20th century, the newly-established 

publication of children’s books experienced an unprecedented boom in the 

translation of foreign children’s works such as the fairy tales from The Grimm 

Brothers’ and Hans Christian Andersen, Aesop’s Fables and the Thousand and 

One Arabian Nights. Among them, many intellectuals were involved in 
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translating children’s books. Andersen’s The Emperor’s New Clothes was 

translated by Ye Shengtao, Millions of Cats was translated by Chen Bochui in 

1928, Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland was translated by 

Zhao Yuanren in 1922, and The Adventures of Pinocchio was translated by Xu 

Diaofu in 1928. They were all influential major scholars not only in children’s 

literature but also in the scholarly and public world. These translated works 

inspired many writers and intellectuals to start creating children’s books. These 

translators, who were also the earliest children’s writers themselves, shaped the 

origin of contemporary Chinese children’s literature.  

Concepts relating to childhood also changed during this period due to 

the introduction of foreign children’s books and parenting philosophy books. 

The introduction of western thought in the new literature also introduced the 

novel notion of “children as center” (Dewey, 1902) and gradually children and 

childhood were finally “discovered” (Zhou, 2012). During this period, China 

began to be exposed to John Locke, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, John Dewey and 

other western philosophical ideas on childhood, education and children’s 

literature firstly introduced by major intellectuals (Xu, 2013). Many Chinese 

intellectuals went abroad to encounter and study these works. On their return to 

China, they imported and translated them. With the coming of foreign literary 

works, a “particular view of the innocent and imaginative child was influenced 

by Western Romanticism” (Xu, 2013:229). Between them, Rousseau’s claim 

that children’s status should be valued in its own right, and not merely as a 
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preparatory stage for adulthood, has been widely credited by pioneering 

scholars in China. John Dewey’s educational philosophy was symbolically 

influential in many countries but especially in China, as he disseminated his 

educational and democratic ideas in China from May 1919 to July 1921. His 

monographs were translated into Chinese and he became an influential public 

figure during that time in China. His child-centred educational philosophy and 

the child-centred curriculum were adopted by Chinese intellectuals and adapted 

to the local context (Xu, 2013). Influenced by Dewey’s and his belief in the 

intrinsic value of childhood, scholars like Zhou Zuoren adapted his view of 

children’s natural growth and argued that education and literature should “meet 

children’s needs and enrich their lives” (1998/1920: 683). These new 

educational thoughts were vitally inspirational for the translation of children’s 

books and eventually brought about the creation of Chinese children’s books.   

Originals and translations of these children's books from Europe or 

Japan, together with the construction of a distinct notion of childhood during 

that period, was only introduced to Chinese readers during the May Fourth 

period and became the most important origin of Chinese children's literature. 

Many scholars (Xu, 2013; Li, 2004) agree that in China it was the translation of 

foreign literary works that enabled the formation of indigenous children’s 

literature. The beginning of Chinese children’s literature is Ye Shentao’s 

Scarecrow (1923/2015) — the first Chinese fairy tale intended for children. 

Farquhar (2015) mentions that this work has some traits from Andersen and 
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Oscar Wilde’s work, which shows great empathy for the poor. Shen Congwen 

and Chen Bochui adapted Chinese Alice stories — Alice’s Adventures in China 

(Shen, 1928/2014), and Miss Alice (Chen, 1931/1928). At that time, many 

commercial publishing houses and children’s periodicals were established. 

Zhou Zuoren (1920) published his seminal articles in the journal “Literature of 

Children” which originally had the Chinese title “Er tong Wen xue”. It was 

these periodicals that first published translations of children’s works. It was the 

first time that Chinese readers “had access to reading materials with a wide 

range of subjects, setting, themes, including animal characterisation” (Ho, 

1997:130), rather than moral didacticism.  

 

2.1.3 The selection of foreign children's books for political purposes during 

the Republican era 

After the Republic of China, from 1919 to 1949, the availability of foreign 

children’s books and translated books gradually became selective and the 

influence of foreign children’s books became limited. From the 1920s to 1949, 

although the imperial rule within China had ended, China experienced a 

perpetual civil war, the Sino-Japanese War, and was “deeply troubled by 

occasional monarchist movements, prevailing warlordism, and intensified 

foreign invasion” (Xu, 2013:229). The creators of early modern Chinese 

children’s literature were convinced that their epic mission was to save China 

by saving the children — the future of the nation. Children were no longer 
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merely the obedient possession to the adults, rather, “as symbols to the nation’s 

future and its potential, they were to be cherished” (Nelson & Morris, 2016:33). 

Children’s literature was intended to assimilate children into society. Literary 

works during this period, no matter whether adults’ or children’s, shared a 

common goal: to ensure that children understood that the future of the nation 

was linked to every citizen of the country (Bi, 2013). From this time, children’s 

literature in China became more or less serving a didactic function and was 

expected to take the responsibility for transforming China. Therefore, the 

choices of foreign children’s books became selective for this purpose. 

In 1942, at the Yan’an Forum on Literature and Art, Mao Zedong 

further emphasised that art and literature were now seen as artistic power and 

ideological weapons. Children’s literature and literature in general, was forced 

to shoulder the utmost responsibility of facilitating social reforms and 

ideological function. Consequently, for example, from Ye Shengtao’s Little 

White Boat (1921) to Scarecrow, the didactic writing betrays the adult’s 

nostalgia toward childhood from Western Romanticism and foreign children’s 

books. Under the adults’ severe surviving problems, it is nearly impossible to 

write about children’s “carefree” childhood (Xu, 2013). For translation from 

foreign children’s books, texts of ideological, revolutionary or didactic themes 

were selected. Consequently, after a burgeoning period during the May Fourth 

Movement, children’s books, concepts of childhood and parenting tradition 
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during the Republic of China, turned away from Western themes and the 

carefree childhood model.   

 

2.1.4 The isolation period and its problems 

The establishment of the People’s Republic of China in 1949 provided an 

ideological infrastructure for social and family life and foreign children’s books 

in the Socialist era were no longer available. The suspension blocked the way 

for the entry of other countries’ children’s literature.  The flow of children’s 

literature between the western world and China at the time is largely unilateral 

with the only import route from the Soviet Union due to political reasons.  

Consequently, when we look back at Chinese children’s literature during 

that period, due to the social revolution and strictly censored environment, after 

1949, Chinese children’s literature was used as a dictatorship tool by the 

Communist party with strong political and moral themes (Bi, 2003). 1950-1966 

was a period in history when there was little interaction in terms of children’s 

literature between China and other parts of the world, especially western 

countries. The ten-year catastrophic Cultural Revolution (1966-1976) banned 

foreign children’s books and children’s books in general. The turbulence of this 

era caused the stasis of many industries, including the writing of children’s 

books, not to mention the import and translation of foreign children’s books. 

However, during these decades, high quality and what are now been regarded as 

“classic” children’s books, especially picturebooks, were created in the Western 
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world, for example, in Europe and the USA. Parents in China were completely 

isolated from these books. This caused the creation of children’s books in China 

to largely lag behind other countries and shared reading was rarely seen in 

families (Sheng, 2015).   

 

2.1.5 Foreign children’s books contribute to the shared reading boom 

After the chaos of the above-mentioned period, 1978 marks the first year of 

“Reform and Opening Up” after the international isolation — the transition of 

the national focus moved from class revolution to re-entrance into the global 

capitalist market. In recent decades, the re-entry and translation of foreign 

children’s books are the most important accelerator of the children’s reading 

boom.  China opened the door to other countries’ books and there was a “return 

to what was advocated seventy years ago in the New Culture movement — 

‘love’, eternal and universal” (Bi, 2003:65).  

After 1978, and especially in the new century, the remarkable 

phenomenon of the Chinese children’s picturebook market has been universally 

globalised. Many western children’s books have been introduced into China. It 

has evolved into a large-scale cultural phenomenon in the 21st century in China. 

When Chinese readers were exposed to foreign children’s books, they were 

amazed to see the books which had been written during the isolation years. As a 

result, tremendously popular picturebooks from all over the world were 

translated into Chinese. One example is from the award-winning introduction 
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book of children’s picturebooks: Picturebooks: Reading the Classics written by 

Peng Yi (2006), who introduced nearly 100 classic picturebooks to 

professionals and parents, but none of them was from China. Another example 

is from Gu Aihua (2014). She chose six picturebooks in order to explore the 

response of primary school students.  She did not mention she would only 

choose translated picturebooks, however, I found all of the six picturebooks are 

by foreign authors. We can also see the influence of translated picturebooks 

from several statistics. If one goes to the book selling website of any bestseller 

children’s books online, it can be seen that most of them are translated. Parents, 

educational and publishing practitioners, and children’s book writers are being 

educated as to what “good” picturebooks look like, based on books which were 

tested in the market in the Western world. Wei (1995) observed a similar 

phenomenon in Taiwan. He found that children in Taiwan know more about 

European tales and Japanese comics than about Chinese tradition and culture 

(Wei, 1995).  

As I mentioned before, the first translation boom was in the early 20th 

century around the May Fourth Movement period. Nearly 100 years later, the 

early 21st century saw the second children’s books translation boom. The 

experience of the mother of one of my observation families illustrates this new 

boom. Weiwei’s mother has two daughters; she said that when her first daughter 

was born around 2000, she did not know what a picturebook was and never 

bought a book for her; when Weiwei was born in 2013, she found picturebooks 
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were everywhere. With the influx of foreign children’s books, concepts related 

to childhood have gradually changed, or have gone back to the spirit of the New 

Culture Movement. The standards for choosing books have also changed. 

Children’s literature used to concentrate on adults’ will and educational aims 

during the long period of unstable social change, but now it concentrates more 

on serving the target group of children’s literature-the children who read it. 

From then on, due to the influence of the influx of foreign children’s books, a 

child-oriented view has gradually embodied the fundamental transformation of 

children’s literature over the last three decades.  

 

2.1.6 Foreign children’s books inspired the original Chinese children’s 

books  

Finally, foreign children’s books inspired the original Chinese children’s books 

once again from the New Culture Movement in the new century. The modern 

Chinese children’s literature was not indigenous products, for the formation, 

creation skills, childhood philosophy embedded in the books were all influenced 

and learned from foreign books. Foreign children’s literature, has in many 

respects wielded important and continuing influence on the creation of Chinese 

children’s literature. Chinese children’s literature is a hybrid product as Li 

points out “without the introduction of foreign children’s works there would 

have been no such Chinese children’s works” (Li, 2006:101). In summary, 

foreign children’s books in the Chinese market facilitated Chinese children’s 



 

47 
 

literature in different times in history; when foreign children’s books were being 

restricted, the development of Chinese children’s literature was also hindered. 

However, in general, although an increasing number of indigenous 

Chinese children’s books have been published in the last 10 years and 

policymakers and practitioners are appealing for more children’s books by 

Chinese authors, there is still a big gap in the quality (physical or aesthetic 

quality) and quantity between the translations and Chinese children’s books. 

That is one reason why many parents currently tend to choose translated or 

English language picturebooks. 

 

2.1.7 Summarising the influence of foreign children’s books in China 

In conclusion, Western children’s books in China had different roles at different 

times. In the early 20th century to 1949, foreign language children’s books were 

read by intellectuals and translated by them, introducing and educating people 

about the children-centred philosophy and they helped to establish Chinese 

children’s literature, but this gradually moved to the revolutionary and political 

form. From 1949 to 1978, books from the Soviet Union in the socialist era 

supported the dictatorship and were used as an ideological tool. After 1978, 

western children’s books expanded people’s horizons and set the models of 

what children’s books should look like. In the new century, the influx of 

western children’s books inspired Chinese children’s writers to catch up quickly 

and join the communication with other counterparts. Now many children and 
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parents are familiar with foreign children’s books. On the other hand, apart from 

children, many intellectuals and university students read children’s books, 

mainly young adult novels as part of their liberal education. Many adults also 

read English language children’s books for language acquisition or leisure.  

With the prevalence of reading picturebooks in general, now many 

parents read Anglophone picturebooks to children. China has experienced a 

huge social transition in the past 100 years, which has influenced reading 

materials, parenting styles and every aspect of social and cultural life. Foreign 

children’s books are used as an agent of socialisation, cultural reproduction, 

social subversion and change (Li, 2004; Li, 2006). With these influences of 

foreign children’s books and with the Chinese context in mind, in this study, I 

am going to explore this new phenomenon: Anglophone picturebooks shared by 

Chinese parents and children.  

 

2.2 Why shared reading is important and how it fits into the context of 

globalisation and digitalisation 

It is an established concept that people benefit from reading in all aspects of 

contemporary society. For preschoolers, shared reading is the main source 

through which children gain literary experience. Nowadays, shared reading 

happens in the new context of globalisation, for example, shared reading in 

English and with digital facilitators. Shared reading is also an area that has 

attracted a great deal of academic attention. In this part, I will point out that 
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shared reading has caused the emergence of children’s literature and emphasises 

the importance of the home literacy environment. There is a consensus that 

shared reading improves literacy skills. I will analyse the reason why shared 

reading has this function; I will summarise the other benefits of shared reading 

that previous literature frequently demonstrates. However, I will argue that 

shared reading does not directly improve every aspect of literacy skills as many 

people think, as it depends on how parents read to children.  I will then look at 

foreign shared reading and bilingual education and lastly emphasise the role of 

digital reading in foreign language shared reading. These are all the elements I 

will measure and analyse in my own study. 

 

2.2.1 Shared reading promotes the emergence of children’s literature 

Historically, when we look at the origin of children’s literature in the late 18th 

century in Britain, children’s books were created by middle class mothers for 

shared reading or informal teaching use in the UK. At that time, the mothers 

from the emerging British middle class saw educating a child and reading to a 

child as an investment like many Chinese middle class mothers do today. 

Writing private educational books for their children or children very close to 

them is one of the origins of English children’s literature (Grenby & Immel 

2009). Barbauld’s Lessons for Children (1778/2015) imagines a class-specific 

female — teaching audience whose main work is child nurturing. She 

emphasised that a woman’s at-home teaching role was rewarding, even 
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necessary, for a mother, child, and society. Moreover, the ongoing power of that 

paradigm is reflected in the continuing popularity of her teaching texts among 

middle-class readers throughout the nineteenth century (Robbins, 1993). These 

are not exceptional examples; it became a standard requirement for maternal 

education among the middle classes in the late 18th century (Grenby & Immel, 

2009).  

From this point, the original implied readers of children’s literature were 

parents. This is also because at that time, being schooled at home was common 

and there was a relative scarcity of elite boarding schools and state-sponsored 

institutions, so parents tried to create study and reading materials themselves. 

Children’s literature during late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries was 

primarily to serve the growing home education market (Grenby, 2015). In other 

words, in the UK, shared reading at home promoted the emergence of children’s 

books. In this regard, shared reading is synonymous with home education and 

education in general. In China nowadays, similarly, shared reading as an 

educational parenting practice promotes the preponderance of children’s books.  

 

2.2.2 The importance of the home literacy environment  

There is a consensus that the home literacy environment plays a vital role in 

children’s literacy progress and reading skills, especially for children of 

preschool age. The home literacy environment is a multifaceted concept which 

includes storytelling, providing an ample number of children’s books in the 
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home, the frequency of parent-child book reading, library visits, singing 

rhyming games and other literary stimulation. It is also a term to indicate the 

“literacy-related interactions, resources, and attitudes that children experience at 

home” (Hamilton, Hayiou-Thomas, Hulme, & Snowling, 2016:2). Previous 

studies have found that the difference in the home literacy environment is 

important variation in children’s literacy development (Lyytinen et al., 1998; 

Zhang & Koda, 2011; Hamilton et al., 2016). The researchers named above 

have looked into the impact of a variety of factors on shared reading and 

literacy development, such as parents’ socioeconomic status, educational 

background, the frequency of visiting libraries, the number of books in the 

home, parents’ reading behaviour, and parent-child interaction. All these 

elements are important, and I am also going to measure these elements in this 

study.   

Children bring varied skills when they start formal schooling, including 

oral language, phonological awareness and early literacy; these pre-reading 

skills are critical and largely influenced by the home literacy environment in the 

preschool years (Storch & Whitehurst, 2002). Some studies even claim it is 

more important than the parents’ income level (Levy et al., 2006; Niklas et al., 

2015; Hamilton et al., 2016). Previous literature shows the home literacy 

environment helps to explain the individual differences in children’s early 

literacy; has a significant bearing on a children’s learning experience at school 

(Sénéchal & LeFevre, 2002; Aram & Aviram, 2009); and can predict a broad 
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range of children’s literacy outcomes for children at high-risk of dyslexia 

(Hamilton, 2013). Other studies constructed an instrument to measure the home 

literacy environment (Neuman, Koh & Dwyer, 2008). 

Studies highlight the role of parents and carers in contributing to 

children’s literacy development. Among all the factors within the home literacy 

environment, existing research suggests that parents’ attitudes towards shared 

reading is the most important one in that it can decide many aspects of reading 

practice (Martini & Sénéchal, 2012). This is why I foreground exploring parents’ 

motivation, attitude, and practice of reading.  The notion that the parent is the 

child’s “first teacher” is the premise of many family literacy intervention 

programmes (McKee & Rhett, 1995). Ideally, they are frequent readers 

themselves, reading with children early and often. They suggest that children’s 

early development is enhanced by interaction with people within the family. A 

study of primary school students in Hong Kong suggested that parental 

involvement is highly correlated with children’s active reading habit (Lau & 

Warning, 2007).  

However, these previous studies heavily rely on parents’ reports and do 

not include the parent-child negotiation process (for example, who decides what 

to read). In the current study, I am going to not only investigate the home 

literacy environment including the demographic data, the number of books in 

different languages, the frequency of book reading and visits to the library as I 

mentioned earlier, but also the shared reading interaction and especially the 
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parents’ role and children’s responses, in other words, the home literacy 

environment as a whole.   

 

2.2.3 Why shared reading improves literacy skills 

The importance of shared reading has been recognised by many cultures, and 

many parents start to read to their children at a very early age. In the American 

context, the multinational publishing house–Scholastic’s report (2019) shows 

that nearly 50% of parents said they read to their children before the age of 

three months; 43% of parents said their child was read to from birth;  77% of 

parents with children under five said shared reading started essentially before 

their child turned one (Scholastic, 2019).  Moreover, in recent years, 

investigations have focused on training and learning even before birth, and an 

extensive emphasis is now placed on experimenting with prenatal interventions 

for babies inside the womb, such as reading to them (Kleindorfer & Robertson, 

2013; Partanen et al., 2013). The American Academy of Pediatrics’ Guidelines 

encourages parents to read to their children from birth, claiming it enhances 

parent-child bond and prepares babies’ brains for later language and literacy 

development (Scholastic, 2019). In China, the number of parents who read to 

their children is growing rapidly. The policymakers, reading promoters, and 

educational practitioners are making efforts to persuade parents that literacy 

education is not only about learning Chinese textbooks but also broader reading, 

for young children this is from shared reading. This change starts from the 
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Chinese test of university entrance exam (Gaokao), which is the most important 

exam for Chinese students. Compared with the long-standing traditions of 

bedtime and shared reading in some western countries, In China, there is still a 

big gap which many reading promoters and policymakers are trying to bridge.  

Over the two decades, mass media and academic research have both 

confirmed the benefits of shared reading with young children. The importance 

of sharing reading at home cannot be underestimated for many reasons. The 

first, which has been widely recognised, is it improves children’s literacy skills. 

There are broad or narrow meanings of literacy skills; here I take Bainbridge’s 

(2019) narrow meaning. Literacy skills are the skills of reading and writing, 

which consist of sound awareness, vocabulary, print awareness, the connection 

between letters and sounds, spelling and comprehension (Bainbridge, 2019).  

During the past 30 years, a growing amount of research has concluded 

that parent-child shared reading directly contributes to a child’s literacy skills 

and indirectly promotes children’s positive views towards or interest in books 

(Lyytinen et al., 1998; Sénéchal & LeFevre, 2002; Aram & Aviram, 2009). 

Children are often first introduced to books at home before school. Hannon 

(1995) even argued that much of children’s literacy learning takes place mainly 

at home — before school or out of school. 

Compared with the consensus that shared reading improves literacy 

skills, there are relatively few studies concerning why shared reading plays such 

an important role in the development of literary skills.  The main reason is that 
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shared reading provides a rich input of language, which aids language 

acquisition by exposing children to different word distributions and uncommon 

words not encountered in daily life or in everyday child-directed conversations. 

As Snow (1983) observed, parent-child reading exposes children to a broad 

vocabulary that they rarely encounter in their immediate physical world and 

everyday conversation with parents and peers. In other words, they are exposed 

to more sophisticated communication when reading than they encounter in daily 

conversation.  Sim and Berthelsen (2014) agree with this and emphasise the 

novel language or exotic vocabulary, and a more complex syntactic structure 

from picturebook reading. Montag and his colleagues’ study (2015) provide 

further quantitative support for Snow’s early study. He constructed a corpus of 

100 children’s picturebooks, compared the language with words used in 

conversation and found that shared reading results in a greater variety of 

vocabulary. It shows that “different books sample the words in the language 

more broadly than do different conversations” (Montag, Jones & Smith, 

2015:1494). This study reveals that conversation can be repetitive and contains 

fewer unique words, while the picturebooks contain more unique and diverse 

word types than the conversation of the same sample size. This demonstrates 

that the text of picturebooks is a source of vocabulary input for children, and the 

results reveal a mechanism of language acquisition theory and the benefits of 

reading to children.  
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This concept has often been promoted and is well recognised by many 

English picturebook reading promoters in China who state that the more parents 

read to their children, the more diverse English words their children will learn. 

This also relates to Chinese parents’ anxiety about not having a broad English 

vocabulary themselves so reading Anglophone picturebooks to children is a 

good way to compensate for their lack of ability in English. Spread by social 

media like WeChat, this anxiety has turned into parents’ motivation to read to 

their children in English, which I will explore in chapter 4. 

 

2.2.4 The other benefits of shared reading 

Aside from literacy acquisition, shared reading appears to positively contribute 

to children’s meta-literary skill, offers exposure to emergent literacy, and aids in 

developing a sense of story structure and narrative which again relates to 

children’s early literacy (Phillips & McNaughton, 1990; Kümmerling-Meibauer, 

1999). Very young children can learn skills and knowledge from how to hold 

the books to written language and they can internalise, and construct strategies 

used during shared book reading sessions. Moreover, as Kümmerling-Meibauer 

(2013) states, picturebooks contribute to meta-linguistic acquisition and other 

meta-literary abilities; she gave examples of the comprehension of metaphor 

and irony, the appreciation of intertextuality and interpictoriality. Shared book 

reading also provides opportunities for children to establish other habits such as 

the ability to focus and improve their attention span, which is essential when 
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reading a book and other literary activities later on (Landry et al., 2012). In my 

observation, although none of the children in this study had started school, their 

attitudes towards books began to differ because of their different shared reading 

experiences. On the other hand, to encourage reluctant readers or other children 

who are experiencing potential reading difficulties, parental input in the form of 

shared reading at an early stage is the most important factor in preventing 

reluctance to read (Earl & Maynard, 2006).  

From a broader perspective, for young children, picturebooks 

decontextualize book language and provide opportunities to label or describe 

objects and actions in pictures and form children’s early cognition towards the 

world. Through these early concepts about the world, shared reading provides a 

way for children to connect with their families, their communities and the world 

at large: in other words, by applying these concepts from books, to connect, 

explain and distinguish the complexities of the world and to make sense of the 

world. The additional benefits of shared reading identified in previous studies 

include: generating complicated dialogue from book talk (Cunningham & 

Stanovich, 1997); improving social emotions (Aram & Aviram, 2009); 

developing critical thinking skills, acquiring knowledge and future academic 

success (Heilman, Blair & Rupley, 1998); as well as nurturing a love of reading 

for pleasure (Elkin, 2014) and consolidating the parent-child bond (Scholastic, 

2019). 



 

58 
 

Shared reading is a highly interactive experience—children choose 

books from the shelf, parents and children ask questions and respond to each 

other, they become physically close, turn pages and punctuate the reading 

process with sound effects (Scholastic, 2019). This interaction serves to solidify 

vocabulary input and to establish a joint attention between parents and children 

which fuels the parent-child bond (Evans & Saint-Aubin, 2005). Shared reading 

is not only a cognitive stimulation activity, it also a relationship-building 

activity, a special and inclusive time with each other. However, the premise of a 

solid parent-child bond through shared reading means it is an enjoyable activity 

for parents and children. In this current study, there is some evidence to show 

that if shared reading is not an enjoyable experience any more or is seen as 

homework or a burden, it may hurt the parent-child bond and become a source 

of frustration. 

 

2.2.5 Can shared reading improve print knowledge? 

Although shared reading has many above-mentioned benefits, that does not 

mean shared reading or a rich home literacy environment can directly improve 

all aspects of reading and literacy skills. The expectation to assist their children 

to be academically competitive is one of the reasons why adults read to children. 

However, it is far from conclusive to assert that shared reading can be a major 

direct way to develop children’s understanding of orthography or knowledge of 

the conventions of print. As Evans and Saint-Aubin (2005) claims, “the 
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literatures on shared book reading and orthographic development remain largely 

separate” (p.913). Studies related to the relationship between print awareness 

and shared book reading reveal little empirical evidence that supports the 

assertion that children attend to print when they are read to (Evans & Saint-

Aubin, 2005). From my observation, preschoolers are more likely to look at the 

pictures rather than the words when reading with a parent. Eye-tracking 

research demonstrates that the correlations between shared book reading and 

print awareness are questionable (Evans & Saint-Aubin, 2005). Previous 

research suggests a relationship between shared reading and vocabulary 

building, however, little association has been found between shared reading and 

reading skills (Sénéchal, Lefevre, Thomas & Daley, 1998; Evans, Shaw, & Bell, 

2000). Similar results from classroom setting confirm that it was not shared 

reading but teachers’ teaching time which had an impact on children’s print 

knowledge (Meyer, Stah, Wardrop & Linn, 1994). 

Other studies reveal that print and decoding skills depend more on 

which books parents and children shared together and how parents read to 

children. For example, Leseman and de Jong (1998) divided utterances made 

during shared reading into high-level (explaining, evaluating and extending text) 

and low-level (labelling, focusing on pictures and repeating text) distancing 

utterances. They found that low-level distancing utterances can improve 

children’s reading skills. Martini and Sénéchal’s study (2012) confirms that 

many parents have the habit of using storybooks, alphabet books and words 
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found on familiar items at home (e.g., cereal boxes, t-shirts, etc.) to teach 

children, which can improve children’s print awareness. In the short term, if the 

primary purpose of shared reading is to orient children’s attention to print 

knowledge then, children’s print awareness can increase in a relatively short 

period of time (Justice & Ezell, 2002; Justice, McGinty, Piasta, Kaderavek, & 

Fan, 2010). Chow and his colleague’s study (2008) again confirmed that 

pointing to words while reading with children may be an effective strategy to 

enhance children’s print awareness. When Chinese parents read to their children, 

because of their limited English language skills and their lack of confidence in 

English compared to Chinese, they tend to use low-level distancing utterances 

and mostly follow the words in the book or point to the words; this may 

contribute to children’s print awareness. 

Similarly, Sénéchal and Lefevre’s research (2002) distinguishes between 

a narrow and a broad view of the home literacy model. They make a distinction 

between ‘informal’ and ‘formal’ home literacy activities. In informal literacy 

activities like shared reading, the printed text is not the primary focus, but the 

story is; whereas formal activities or so-called “parental teaching” indicate 

adults directly teaching children print and literacy skills (e.g., points to and 

labels alphabet letters; writing the child’s name) and predicts “code-related” 

skills, including alphabet or print knowledge and decoding skills (Martini & 

Sénéchal, 2012; Hamilton et al., 2016). Informal literacy activities such as 

shared reading may directly relate to children’s spoken language but not literacy 
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skills or written language, whereas formal activities such as parent teaching 

directly contribute to early literacy skills or written language but not spoken 

language. I can find more evidence of this from my current study; in some 

interaction patterns, parents tend to do formal teaching and aim to immediately 

improve children’s decoding skills.  

These different associations have also been confirmed in many 

longitudinal home literacy studies (Sénéchal & LeFevre, 2002; Sénéchal, 2006; 

Hood, Conlon, & Andrews, 2008).  Among these studies, the home literacy 

environment is conceptualised as two separate dimensions, storybook exposure 

and parental instruction (Sénéchal & LeFevre, 2002). Three studies conducted 

by Sénéchal and LeFevre (2002), Sénéchal (2006), and Silinskas et al. (2010) 

confirmed that parents teaching explained unique variances in children’s early 

literacy skills; while Hood and his colleagues (2008) argued that a combination 

of alphabets teaching and reading was associated with children’s early literacy.  

In my sample, some parents view reading as simply decoding or 

blending, or other skills which encourage them to do more activities normally 

seen as teaching activities. I observed some Chinese parents’ practices, which 

focused on literacy skills, are similar to “low-level distancing utterances” or a 

“formal literacy model”. Formal literacy interactions at home have received 

much less attention in academia even though in reality many Chinese parents 

report that they often perform formal literacy activities with their children. They 

stated that simply reading to children was a “slow” method for children to gain 
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the phonic skills and vocabulary, that is partly the reason why these parents tend 

to point to the words, ask children questions about pronunciation, meaning and 

other direct teaching activities to ensure children gain solid print knowledge.  

Nevertheless, shared reading may not immediately lead to children 

becoming literate and being able to read, it does have a facilitative effect on 

children’s accumulation of early literacy skills. Shared reading has profound 

effects that appear to centre on “meaning, comprehension, and the rhythms and 

patterns of language” (Evans & Saint-Aubin, 2005:919). Hearing stories read 

aloud is crucial and is the way children’s literary awareness is forged. Evans et 

al. (2004) found the amount of time that parents shared books with their 

children correlated with the frequency they involved their children in teaching 

activities such as decoding the words. That means the more parents read to their 

children, the more likely it is that parents tend to coach their children with print 

knowledge deliberately or spontaneously, which again contributes to children’s 

decoding skills. 

 

2.2.6 Shared reading and bilingual or multilingual education 

The above-mentioned numerous studies mainly focus on monolingual children 

and have established the importance of shared reading and the home literary 

environment, and have provided us evidence of how home literacy practices 

contribute to children’s language acquisition and literacy skills. However, as 

Anderson et al. (2012) suggests, shared reading is “viewed not just as a set of 
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cognitive and linguistic skills transferable from one context to another but as 

complex social and cultural practices that vary contextually” (p.1140).  There is 

a paucity of studies that have been conducted on the shared reading practice of 

bilingual children.  

Limited research has been conducted into bilingual children’s language 

acquisition in countries which have many immigrants. These studies show that 

shared reading promotes both mainstream language and heritage language 

development. Sénéchal and his colleague’s study (1996) found that storybook 

knowledge is a significant predictor of monolingual children’s English language 

skills and researchers extended this claim to a bilingual sample. Boyce et al. 

(2004), Uchikoshi’s (2006) and Caspe (2009)’s studies looked at Latin 

American mothers and their children’s shared reading in the USA.  These 

findings demonstrate that exposure to English books is associated with these 

bilingual children’s spoken language and general literacy skills in English. I will 

further examine whether the home literacy environment has similar influences 

on children’s first and second language shared reading in my study. 

A limited number of foreign language shared reading studies have 

shown that foreign language shared reading contributes to foreign language 

ability. Introducing new vocabulary during English storybook reading in the 

classroom could increase English vocabulary skills and has been found among 

Portuguese preschoolers (Collins, 2005). Kalia’s (2007) study from India 

confirmed the impact of parents’ English shared reading practice on their 
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bilingual children’s spoken language and literacy development in English. Lau 

and Warning (2007) conducted shared reading research in Hong Kong and 

emphasised the importance of English reading at school for their English 

learning. These foreign language shared reading studies are mainly focused on 

linguistic aspects rather than how they actually share the books together. In the 

current study, I will look at shared reading in the mainland Chinese context and 

examine shared reading interactions both in the English and Chinese language.  

 

2.2.7 Digital reading plays a large part in foreign language shared reading 

Digital resources have profound influences on foreign language shared reading. 

Smartphones and tablets have a great effect on which texts children have 

available and choose to read. Educational publisher Scholastic’s (2019) mission 

statement says at the beginning: “Connecting kids with stories they love, in 

whatever format they prefer—from physical books to digital books”. From this, 

we can see digital books are considered an essential part of children’s reading. 

From my observation and interviews with seven families, it is not hard to find 

that digital reading is part of most families’ reading routine.  It is not an 

exceptional phenomenon in China. According to Ofcom figures in the UK, the 

2015 Ofcom survey (2014) reported that 39% of three and four year old 

children in the UK now use a tablet device at home and 11% of 3 to 4 year olds 

even own their own devices.  
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Many parents show their distrust of digital reading, just like the last 

generation’s fear of TV when it came out (Postman, 1985). Parents’ worries 

include their fear that tablets provide too many distractions; destroy children’s 

imagination; do not have the space to develop children’s understanding and 

empathy with characters, the plot, and the emotion in the book and so on 

(Dredge, 2015). There is no consensus about paper vs screen reading. Most 

academic studies in this field are preliminary, and leave more questions 

unanswered and always end with the conclusion that more research is still to be 

done, or on a larger scale, a longitudinal study is required or a different age 

cohort sample is needed. Despite these uncertain aspects of digital reading, from 

the existing literature (Shamir, Korat, & Fellah, 2012; Takacs, Swart, & Bus, 

2014) and my own data, parents generally show a positive attitude towards 

digital resources. I would like to argue that in the context of foreign language 

shared reading, digital devices could even be helpful. 

Despite the worries stated above, digital reading has more advantages 

when it is used by Chinese families for their foreign language shared reading. 

Scholastic’s (2019) report shows that 71% percent of children agree that 

technology has made it easier for them to find books they would like to read, 

and 70% of children who have listened to an audiobook agree that it has 

encouraged them to read more. The internet, digital resources and audiobooks 

are easier for Chinese readers to obtain than paper editions. 
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Contrary to many people’s views, research has found that digital books 

have advantages in terms of words and story comprehension. Multimedia stories 

have a significant advantage on story and vocabulary comprehension when 

children read a print story without support from adults (Shamir et al., 2012; 

Takacs et al., 2014), which is meaningful if Chinese parents do not have a good 

vocabulary and comprehension ability in English. Takacs and his colleague’s 

study (2014) gave an example that animated illustrations are more formative in 

explaining words like “fanning” or “appearing” than a picturebook with static 

pictures. When it came to English shared reading among Chinese parents, they 

were able to link the word with pictures rather than the translation, which is 

more powerful and direct. These findings indicate that multimedia elements like 

interactive illustrations, sound effects have a similar function for children’s 

comprehension as adult scaffolding during shared reading. This is more 

important for Chinese families when parents lack the English ability to assist 

their children.  Families in my study use reading pens, CDs, cartoons, 

interactive applications, and digital books to assist their English shared reading. 

Other benefits are well-recognised and valued by Chinese parents, such as 

standard pronunciation and the lower cost. Thus, when digital resources are 

used in foreign shared reading, there are many advantages compared with paper 

reading, which I will demonstrate in the findings part of this thesis.  
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2.3 Reader-response theory in shared reading studies 

 

2.3.1 Reader-response theory — the emphasis on readers rather than texts  

Traditional literary theory focused on the author’s intention and textual analysis 

rather than on the qualities of the readers, and did not explain how readers may 

reach different interpretations when reading the same book. However, reader-

response criticism, sometimes used interchangeably with “reception theory”, 

was rooted in the 1960s and 1970s but was foregrounded by Louise 

Rosenblatt’s (1938/1995) key theory named “transactional theory of reading”. 

Rosenblatt (1978) claims that a reader must move through from an “efferent 

stance” where the text has a purpose and intention to an “aesthetic stance” that 

emphasises the reader’s experience with the text. Reader-response theory has 

been processed and underpinned by Fish (1980) and Iser (1987), and 

emphasises that the reader brings to the work personal characteristics, 

experience, preoccupations, a particular emotion of the moment, and the 

physical condition.  Reader-response theory suggests literary analysis is not the 

centre of literary understanding but encourages a more personal and emotional 

response. Reader-response theory also suggests that the reader actively and 

subjectively constructs meaning, so reading is a creative art (Johnston, 2011).  

In reader-response theory, the centre is on what the reader brings to the 

text including character, literary experience, training and educational 

background, world view and socio-cultural background that affect meaning 
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(Johnston, 2011). Johnston points out that there are three basic components in 

the reading process: a writer, a reader, and a text. The more important foci are 

readers and contexts. Readers and texts are bilateral — that readers bring their 

own experiences to interpret texts and readers again use these texts to 

understand the world. From this perspective, As Sipe (2000) explains, the text 

becomes a playground for the reader’s innovative capabilities, and readers may 

have infinitely varied interpretations without paying attention to what the author 

may have intended to say.  

Because readers “bring different experiences to a text, assume different 

stances toward it, and understand it through their own unique cultural and 

psychological filters, reader-response theory assumes a rich diversity of 

response” (Sipe, 2000:256). In my study, I am not only focusing on the books 

the parents and children are reading, but also give credence to the dual readers 

— both parents’ and children’s responses and analyse why they like or dislike 

these English picturebooks. I value both parents and children’s opinions and 

attitudes, that is parents’ motivation, and the book choices of parents and 

children rather than concentrating on the possible interpretations of the books.   

 

2.3.2 Applying reader-response theory to shared reading  

Reader-response theory is widely applied in children’s literature and shared 

reading research. With its clear focus, reader-response theory has had a 

profound influence on studies about children’s reading response and 
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interactions with literature. It has become an important part of the theoretical 

foundation in terms of children’s responses to literature research. Children have 

their own understanding of books and choose their preferred books according to 

their book experience; after gaining reading experience, it will influence their 

book choice per se.  However, reader-response theory does not suggest that the 

reader’s response is arbitrary. Fish (1980) believes that personal response is 

learned from the social group to which readers belong. That means readers from 

similar groups share similar experiences and may show similar interpretation 

strategies. That is the reason why people from a similar background may share a 

similar focus during shared reading in my study. 

The reader’s identity is an important indicator of readers’ response in 

that culture and language is the way of thinking. Children’s responses are not 

simply transferable from one context to another but shaped by social and 

cultural practice. Sipe (1999) summarises that “researchers and practitioners 

who focus on literary response are thus in a position to trace children’s sense of 

identity, purpose, and common humanity” (p.127). He synthesises four areas of 

interest in reader-response research: authors, texts, reader, and context; and 

argues that the sequence is in ascending order. Brooks and Browne (2012) 

developed a grounded culturally-situated reader-response theory to explain 

children’s responses to literature. Apart from ethnic group, community, family 

and peers, they focus on “interests and motivations, skills and interpretive 

strategies, cognitive development, approaches to a text, creativity, and 
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imagination, ways of assimilating knowledge and visual processing” (Brooks & 

Browne, 2012:83). This culturally situated reader-response theory explains why 

children from similar background might share similar or have very different 

interpretations to the same storybook (Brooks & Browne, 2012). The context of 

children’s response, including children’s cultural backgrounds, their families 

and community, popular culture, and mass media continue to receive close 

investigation.  

Despite the accumulating research on literacy activities at school, there 

is a paucity of research into children’s responses to books at home setting (Sipe, 

1999). Investigating children’s responses at home rather than school context 

would “provide additional knowledge about the range of literary response and 

the influence of social context on response” (Sipe, 1999:126).  Readers and 

context are an important part of this phenomenon and profoundly influence 

Chinese children’s responses to English picturebooks. In addition, parents 

reading to children in different languages stimulates children to react to the 

languages, thus evoking the acquisition of metalinguistic abilities and 

potentially different responses in different languages. 

Reader-response theory inspires and generates much empirical research 

into children’s responses. My current study is one of them. In my study, I want 

to see Chinese parents as a group, that is, to articulate their common practices 

and characteristics in my study. I will also comment on the differences between 

parents’ and children’s responses and discuss why such differences exist.  
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Moreover, parents and children are not merely passive givers and recipients 

when they read picturebooks. In shared reading events, parents and children 

bring their own experience and knowledge, which influences their choice of 

books and interaction patterns. At the same time, parents and children who have 

similar experiences and motivation may have similar choices and interaction 

patterns. In the current study, I will look at what kind of books Chinese parents 

and children choose to read, but more importantly, I will also look at both 

parents’ and children’s responses and how they interact and construct meaning 

during the activity of foreign picturebook shared reading. 

 

2.3.3 Previous studies about children’s responses during shared reading  

A considerable number of studies into empirical readers’ responses explore 

young reader’s responses from different approaches. As Grenby and Reynolds 

(2011) summarise, some studies explore what texts do to activate particular 

kinds of responses; others examine what readers do with the texts in the reading 

process — the broad range of readers’ responses, the strategies they employ and 

the literary experiences they bring to create meaning. The emphasis in Golden 

and Rumelhart’s (1993) study is on what must be filled in by the active reader. 

Those studies that focus on readers’ responses generally involve research 

methods such as observations, focus group, interviews perhaps over a prolonged 

period or focus on a particular age range. For example, Arizpe and Hodges 

(2018) edited a book focused on young adults’ responses to literary works of 
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different contexts and different genres. Whether these readers are individuals or 

from certain groups, they are often asked to describe how they reacted to a text 

or think more broadly with other books or life experiences. 

Other studies investigate the largely unconscious reading processes of 

young children during shared reading situated in the home, preschool or in the 

primary school. Compared to verbal expression, the creation of copying action, 

music, dance or physical response, and art creation as responses have received 

less attention. In one naturalistic study of children’s responses to picturebooks 

in the classroom, Hickman (1981, 1983) recorded a variety of responses, 

including talk, various types of writing, dramatic play, painting, drawing, and 

music. Rowe (1998) also looks into the spontaneous dramatic play of literary 

response. In Arizpe and Styles’s (2004) study into exploring primary school 

children’s responses to pictures in picturebooks, they asked pupils to draw 

pictures as well as verbalise their feelings and understanding. In general, studies 

of oral and written responses have dominated research in this area.  In this study, 

I will not only look at what the children say, but also look at what they are 

doing, for example, their physical responses, facial expressions, actions or 

gestures, as part of their responses towards books. 

All of these responses suggest the possibility of pleasures that children 

experience when they read a book (Sipe, 1999). Sipe (1999) points out culture 

matters because children’s responses to literature and their understanding of 

cultures can enrich literary communication. However, children’s responses 



 

73 
 

which are complex and open-ended acquisitional processes are still not well 

understood, and most importantly, a comprehensive model allowing for 

plausibly putting together the pieces of the puzzle is still lacking. Furthermore, 

previous studies about shared reading are primarily qualitative, though the 

collection of data may include a questionnaire; while my study also includes 

quantitative data, such as correlation figures to add pieces to this puzzle. 

 

2.3.4 Categorising different children’s responses 

Many scholars have tried to categorise children’s responses during shared 

reading. McGee (1992) notes three types of talk structures and breaks the 

boundaries of reader-bound to text-bound statements: (a) mucking about 

(sharing ideas that were seemingly unconnected), (b) weaving through (children 

returned to a previous idea in non-successive conversational turns), and (c) 

focusing in (children continued to talk about the same idea). According to 

Halliday’s (1975) language functions, Kiefer (1993) develops four types of 

responses: informative, heuristic, imaginative and personal. Madura (1998) 

takes Kiefer’s framework into account and groups responses into three 

categories: descriptive, interpretive and the identification of thematic trends.  

Sipe (2000) develops literary understanding interrelated by Stance (how 

children situate themselves in relation to the text), Action (what children do 

with texts) and Function (the various ways in which texts may be used). He 

further examines the three basic literary impulses — hermeneutic impulse, 
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personalising impulse and aesthetic impulse (Sipe, 2000). Gu (2014) 

synthesised six patterns of children’s responses to picturebooks which I can find 

evidence of in my study: responding to text with personal experience; 

communicating with peers; expressing reading experience; finding picture and 

word clues; moving from text to life and showing interest in details.  

These different categorisations provide me with analytical tools and 

important lenses to look at children’s responses and behaviour during shared 

reading. I use these findings as coding labels if it fits with the behaviours I 

observed. I found Sipe’s categories are particularly useful because he points out 

the “aesthetic impulse”, which can explain many children’s non-verbal 

behaviour. I did not use anyone’s categories entirely but used coding labels 

from these categories to describe children’s responses. 

Other research focuses on how children understand and interpret some 

complicated literary concepts, such as irony, empathy or lies through exploring 

children’s responses (Kümmerling-Meibauer, 1999).  Increasingly research has 

focused on the elements such as both children’s and adults’ gender and social 

class which have influenced young readers (Evans, 1996; Anderson, 1998; 

Anderson, Anderson, Lynch, & Shapiro, 2004). Johnston (2011) is suspicious of 

children’s competence and says young readers or young children are not in a 

relatively stable state as adults are. I would say that children may not have 

sufficient vocabulary to express themselves or recognise the intertextual 

references, but this does not necessarily affect the reader-text dynamic between 
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picturebooks and young readers. They may not be able to “read” in the way 

adults predict, but they are reading as a reader in a different way to adults and 

they may not be able to express themselves. Evidence from this study will show 

that children’s responses are associated with parents’ shared reading pattern. 

 

2.3.5 Autobiographical intertexts or semiotic intertexts — how children 

connect text with life 

As the categorisation above points out, much previous literature found that both 

parents and children react to literature by connecting it to their own life when 

sharing books together. Wolf and Heath’s (1992) longitudinal study records 

Wolf’s two daughters’ rich literary experiences over nine years. Wolf and Heath 

assert that literature integrates with children’s lives in three ways: connecting 

stories with reality; using their creativity in interpreting ordinary life from 

stories; thinking critically both in terms of fact and fiction. The data in Torr’s 

(2007) study identifies two qualitatively different types of intertextuality: 

semiotic intertexts refer to other semiotic texts such as picturebooks and 

television; while autobiographical intertexts refer to children’s life experiences.  

I think Torr’s categorisation makes children’s intertextual responses 

clearer to researchers. As Sipe (2000) summarises, “an intertextual perspective 

suggests that any given text may be interpreted within the matrix of other texts: 

stories and other arrays of signs like television programs, paintings, 

advertisements, and videos” (p.260). For example, reading different versions, or 
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from different countries of the story Little Red Riding Hood no doubt 

contributes to many semiotic intertextual connections the children make. 

Autobiographical intertexts involve relating the story to the readers’ own 

experiences, and the ways in which readers construct meaning by connecting 

what is missing in the text. Children are able to make connections between the 

story of their lives and the story they are reading, by personalising stories and 

comparing with their own lives (Sipe, 1999). Torr’s study (2007) contributes to 

our understanding of how children “draw on their own fledgling experiences 

with written and visual texts, and their everyday lives, to interpret the meanings 

they encounter in unfamiliar picture books” (p.78). In my study, I frequently 

found children and their parents use stories in the books to interpret or 

understand events in real life. Text becomes a platform where the children can 

create and play, and picturebooks are seen as a collection of various experiences. 

During my observation, these two types of text-life connections have frequently 

been found. However, in previous literature, there are clear differences between 

these two types of intertext. In Torr’s (2007) study, he demonstrated that 

autobiographical intertexts were far more common than semiotic intertexts in 

that the ability to make semiotic intertexts requires considerable literary 

experience. 

Because of the social nature of intertextuality, we may assume different 

readers from different social backgrounds apply intertextuality differently. In 

my current study, I am curious to see how children show semiotic intertext or 
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autobiographical intertext during English shared reading because their language 

is limited. I assume it is more evident than in the previous literature that 

autobiographical intertext is more common than semiotic intertexts. 

 

2.3.6 The struggle between pictures and words during parent-child shared 

reading 

Children’s responses are sometimes out of adults’ expectation. I frequently 

notice parents are accustomed to seeing words in a book while children tend to 

look at the pictures and children can find something parents would not notice. 

One of the undesirable consequences of the visual era we live in today is that 

people skim rather than read; their eyes notice large numbers of pictures instead 

of reading and thinking about the characters (Pantaleo, 2020). Children are 

growing up with these visual messages. There are some attempts to ask children 

in terms of their understanding of visual art known as “visual literacy”, it is 

generally believed that preliterate children take visual clues as important 

narrative parts (Arizpe, 2013).  

Based on Bader’s (1976:19) definition, a picturebook is an art form 

which “hinges on the interdependence of pictures and words”; Nikolajeva and 

Scott (2001) further point out that picturebooks combine “the imaginary and the 

symbolic, the iconic and the conventional, have achieved something that no 

other literary form has mastered”(p.262). The central notion or the appeal of 

picturebook research lies in the dynamic between images and words. However, 
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adults, on the other hand, lost the ability to appreciate picturebooks as children 

do, because they focus on the plot and regard the illustrations as merely 

decorative (Nikolajeva & Scott, 2001; Arizpe & Styles, 2004). Another study 

conducted by Arizpe (2009) with immigrant children confirmed that pictures in 

picturebooks empowered immigrant children to have deeper engagement with 

the text and meaning. 

Previous literature has demonstrated that young children and adults have 

a different focus when they share picturebooks together. The visual part is as 

important as the written language during transactions with readers in creating 

meaning. Some authors give more agency to children, arguing that children may 

find some details or key information through the pictures that are ignored by the 

print-oriented adults. Recent eye-tracking research suggests that young children 

spend little time focusing on print words in the picturebooks during shared 

reading (Evans & Saint-Aubin, 2005). Responses of children during shared 

reading interaction are affected not only by the words they hear from parents, 

but rather, and very significantly, by the pictures.  

This phenomenon has been observed during this current study. Parents 

are educated to read words and Chinese parents especially tend to focus on 

words because the picturebook format is a relatively new phenomenon for 

Chinese readers. Chinese parents and readers, in general, have a strong tradition 

of reading words not pictures. Some parents hold the opinion that picturebooks 

are expensive because they have “only a few words”. As picturebooks, in the 
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modern sense, are new for ordinary parents, most Chinese parents do not have a 

memory of being read picturebooks when they were children, but children’s 

novels have established a long history and tradition in the field of literature, so 

many parents’ still use the standard of children’s novels to judge and choose 

picturebooks (Zhou, 2015).  

However, Kress (2003) argues that words can no longer be considered 

the sole or dominant means for representing and communicating ideas and 

concepts, and he points out that written words in isolation fail to provide full 

meaning and potential in multimodal media like picturebooks.  Literary 

understanding of picturebooks also includes knowing how words, pictures and 

peritextual features used to make meaning together (Sipe, 2000). Other scholars 

who give much credit to pictures including Mitchell (1994), Barry (1997), Kress 

and Van Leeuwen (2006), Salisbury (2010), Nikolajeva and Scott (2001), and 

Scott (2013), emphasise the equal or more important role of pictures in 

picturebooks. Therefore, reading aloud and literary discussion should also 

include understanding pictures. Parents or teachers who read to children can 

prompt personal connections and responses to picutres, and also be attentive to 

children’s comments on the visual parts of stories (Cuperman, 2013). In my 

current study, I paid close attention and recorded whether parents or children 

were looking or pointing at the pictures or words, which was an important 

feature of their interaction pattern. 
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With a semiotic stance, Nodleman’s (1988) study attempts to develop 

theoretically informed strategies for reading picturebooks by integrating other 

theories of semiotics, visual art, film, narrative, reader-response, 

phenomenology, and cognitive science. He demonstrates that the narrative 

aspects of illustrations in children’s picturebooks are important and challenges 

the idea that the images in picturebooks do not require knowledge of visual 

codes. For very young children, reading pictures is a learned skill just like we 

learn to read written language, for example, the distinction between figure and 

background, the comprehension of “negative space”, the recognition of lines, 

points, and colours (DeLoache, Strauss & Maynard, 1979; Nodelman, 1988). 

Children must incorporate these two sign languages, switching from one sign 

system to another in the process of transmediation (Suhor, 1984; Sipe, 1998). 

Visual literacy studies inspired a number of empirical studies. A trend in recent 

picturebook reader-response research has been to focus on picturebook 

illustration, visual aesthetic understanding or children’s understanding of the 

relationship between images and words (Arizpe & Styles, 2004). The practice of 

taking the picturebook as a complete, aesthetic product is becoming more 

common and more empirical research focuses on the visual aspect of meaning-

making in picturebooks.  
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2.3.7 Pictures play a more important role for bilingual children’s 

understanding of picturebooks 

Pictures can engage young readers in the direct way than words, allowing 

children to access the meaning of the books and gives them further 

intepretations and connections (Cuperman, 2013). This is more important when 

the readers are bilingual or multilingual children. The lack of exposure to the 

English language puts Chinese children at a disadvantage of engaging in 

authentic literacy practices and language acquisition from English picturebooks, 

while pictures can compensate for some of this disadvantage. 

Children, regardless of their first language, have knowledge and 

curiosity about the world around them by interpreting the visual signs. There are 

relatively few studies on the role of pictures in bilinguals’ reading practices.  

Early (1990) has identified that pictures have three main applications: (1) 

generative — to promote book-related talk, (2) explanatory — to increase book 

understanding, and (3) evaluative — to increase language understanding. 

Similar to Early’s summarisation, Moses (2015) developed the four 

comprehensively used literacy functions of images to support the meaning 

construction involved when viewing an image: “as access to meaning and 

content; as a prompt for discussion; as a catalyst to seek access to written 

language and as a multimodal complement to written language ”(p.82).  Other 

researchers (e.g. Yatvin, 2007; Echevarria, Short, & Vogt, 2008; Herrera, Perez, 

& Escamilla, 2010) come from a second language learning perspective and state 
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that pictures assist in meaning construction and language acquisition by linking 

the meaning and words, that is to make words comprehensible for bilinguals. 

According to Guccione (2001), images in informational picturebooks can 

enhance meaning-making for first-grade bilinguals, and Moses (2013) 

emphasised that pictures can be used as a cultural tool for bilinguals to 

participate in classroom communities. Arizpe and Style’s (2004) research on the 

responses of children who read pictures in picturebooks reveals that even 

bilingual children who are still struggling with the everyday English expressions 

had a surprising understanding of complex pictures on literal, visual, emotional 

and metaphorical levels.  

Such empirical studies about children’s responses to pictures draw from 

theories of semiotics, visual aesthetic, schema, cognitive and reader-response 

theory.  In my study, these functions of images are clearer than in mother 

tongue shared reading. Pictures play a more important role for comprehension 

and initiating book talk when Chinese parents and children share English 

picturebooks together in that they lack the fluency in the foreign language. I can 

see the clear power struggle between pictures and words, parents and children, 

which I will present later in the findings part.  
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2.4 Dual readers and different book choices for parents and children 

 

2.4.1 Dual readers of picturebooks shared reading 

At the centre of reader-response theory, there is a “gap” in the text which must 

be filled by the active reader applying their understanding and experiences. 

Rosenblatt (1995) and Iser (1978) focus on this literary gap — texts, plot, story, 

while Nikolajeva and Scott (2001) examine the gaps in picturebooks between 

words and images and readers’ understanding of them. Nikolajeva and Scott 

(2001) argue that young readers and adults actually do not read the same 

picturebook as they go deeply into its meaning constructed by words and 

images. Arizpe and Styles (2004) also emphasise the gap between text and 

reader.  Because of personalities and potential, parents and children fill the gaps 

differently. Beauvais (2015) calls this “readerly gap” the “didactic gap”. She 

doubted the simple contrast that children are better “gap-fillers” but emphasised 

that the gap did not entirely exist in the iconotext, but within the didactic 

transaction between adults’ power and children’s freedom. 

The notion of the implied reader and hidden adult (Nodelman, 2008) 

suggests the reader is inscribed in and evoked by the text regardless of the 

author’s intention, rather than the real reader who actually approaches the text. 

The implied readers of picturebooks are children as well as parents. Positive 

parent-child interaction will improve children’s interest in books because parent 

and child are dual readers of picturebooks (Bullen & Nichols 2011). There can 
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be inherently more crossover with picturebooks than other forms of children’s 

literature because in picturebook reading, adults and children can fill in verbal 

and visual gaps differently (Nikolajeva & Scott, 2001). The concept of “dual 

reader” has been frequently mentioned when we talk about parent-child shared 

reading. Shavit (2013) points out the most notable feature of children’s 

literature is this “double attribution”. As Grenby and Reynolds (2011) explain, 

picturebook shared reading is not merely the combination of author, text, child 

reader, but frequently there is a mediating adult who is reading the book and 

giving the text meanings by their interpretation.  

Very young children usually need adults to read picturebooks to them. 

Some picturebooks aim for a dual readership of adults and children from the 

beginning. Some authors who have been recognised as “children’s writers” say 

they actually write for everyone, not just for children. Ommundsen (2011) 

analysed a picturebook called Johannes Jensen føler seg annerledes [John 

Jensen feels different] (2011). This book was written for adult and child readers 

as all-ages-literature, and published in different formats and sizes (Ommundsen, 

2011). A similar phenomenon can be seen in the two different covers but the 

same content of the Harry Potter series, which is aimed at child readers and 

adult readers respectively.  
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2.4.2 Adults’ power over the choice of picturebooks       

Adults’ influences are ubiquitous in picturebook creation, consumption and 

shared reading activities. Commercially, children’s publishers must draw the 

attention of adults first. Each children’s book is firstly read and judged by adults. 

Children’s books must look for adult approval from editors, parents, and school 

gatekeepers to secure its physical existence. After all, it is the adults who 

determine which picturebook to publish, evaluate and distribute (Beach, 2015).  

If adults do not approve of certain books, the author may find it difficult to 

reach an audience and to be published (Shavit, 2013).  

Shavit (2013) refers to this as the “double attribution” of children’s 

books, being aimed at children but which are written, published, and distributed 

by adults. After the book has been put on the shelf, it is usually parents again 

who decide which book they would like to buy for their children. From this 

aspect, picturebooks can be seen as an adult to adult business. This is especially 

evident in Anglophone book reading in China, due to the lack of English 

bookshops for children to browse around, most parents buy books from the 

internet, which is mostly an adults’ world. Book series has been named such as 

“Forming a Good Habit series” and it is this kind of purposeful creation which 

is welcomed by some parents. However, the value of adults as implied readers 

is more than imposing moral intention. More importantly, it makes children’s 

literature have long-lasting appeal for all ages for different reasons. This echoes 

to Barthes’s (1974) concept of a “cultural code”, which refers to adults could 
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access the cultural and social knowledge unconsciously while reading. For 

example, children’s literature can teach adults how to be a “good” parent: in 

many bedtime books, telling a story before bed is shown to be routine in 

Anglophone picturebooks. 

 

2.4.3 Different interpretations of picturebooks for parents and children 

Because picturebooks are defined by the complementarity between pictures and 

words, adult and child readers insert their own interpretation as a way of 

constructing meaning, however, that does not suggest that adult and child 

readers are always equal readers. Children and adults as dual readers of 

picturebooks, fill the gap of picturebook reading in different ways. In the 

previous readers’ response section, I summarised that adults were more oriented 

to words and children were more oriented to pictures. Evans and Saint Aubin’s 

(2005) eye-tracking study confirmed this and found that when children read 

picturebooks, they “almost never fixated on the text, and when they did, the 

isolated fixations did not follow a coherent pattern” (p.916). Similarly, Gu 

Aihua (2014) found that children can find more details in pictures, which are 

often ignored by adults. Guo Enhui (1999) further investigated the different 

responses when adults and children read picturebooks and found that children 

show more affective response than adults.  

Adults can be analysts, readers and participants of picturebook reading 

while children can only be readers or participants.  Scott (2013) analysed two 
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picturebooks — Looking for Atlantis and The Red Thread in detail in her study 

of dual readers. She found that it is the adult reader who understands the 

intention and sophistication, and adults control, entertain, instruct children. This 

is what the adults can bring into the shared reading but young children lack. On 

the other hand, while the young children simply enjoy it; the older child would 

question it (Scott, 2013). From this point, adult readers are not only inevitable 

but also indispensable. Adults and children are not simply the providers and 

consumers of children’s literature, rather, they are seen as dynamic and 

interactive relationship. Compared to other types of literature, picturebooks, 

Scott (2013) claims, empower a collaborative but equal relationship between 

children and adults.  

Smith (2013) calls the picturebook (with its text and illustrations), the 

child listener, and the adult reader the “Vibrant Triangle”. He emphasizes a 

Vibrant Triangle picturebook must be a collaboration between the words and 

the images (Smith 2013). These mediating adults or parents are not only readers, 

but also “readers to”- adults have their own responses and feelings and pass that 

responses on to the children (Johnston, 2011). Therefore, there is another “gap” 

which lies in the difference between adults and children reading picturebooks. 

Children’s literature addresses children, but also “an additional addressee — the 

adult, who functions as either a passive or an active addressee of texts written 

for children” (Shavit, 2013:83). That is the reason I also value parents’ opinions 

and book choices in terms of picturebooks in my study. 
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2.4.4 Adults’ and children’s different book choices 

Although children and adults are dual readers of children’s literature, the 

evidence is accumulating that suggests a significant divergence between 

children and parents’ book choices. Among all the Anglophone picturebooks on 

the market, the reasons why parents and children read certain books but not 

others also deserve attention. Theoretical picturebook studies confrm that 

children’s responses to picturebooks, distinct from adults’ anticipation, is 

related to their experience of books and their own lives (Baird, Laugharne, 

Maagerø, & Tønnessen, 2015). 

Studies into monolingual children’s English picturebook preferences 

show what children like to choose when the picturebooks are in their mother 

language. Some quantitative research provides a detailed list of what constitutes 

the children’s books they like and explains age, gender, family background, 

television and computer exposure are all elements that influence children’s 

reading preferences (Coles & Hall 2002).  Clark and Foster (2005) investigated 

8,000 primary and secondary students in the UK and found that most students 

enjoy reading adventure, comedy, and horror/ghost stories. Another UK study 

(Clark, Torsi & Strong, 2005) suggests that primary students like reading 

animal-related stories, war/spy stories and sports-related fiction. On the other 

hand, children prefer series books with entertainment, closer to family life and 

recreational topics, rather than global issues or school subjects (Beach, 2015). 
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According to Maynard and his colleagues’ (2008) large scale study, the majority 

of the KS1 children (4-7 years old) in the UK said that they often choose books 

on the pictures, the most frequent choice was “you like the pictures inside”.  

“Having seen the book on TV or video” (31.5 percent of the girls and 28.9 

percent of the boys) was another reason for often choosing books in the same 

study. When children choose books to read, they want stories that make them 

laugh. However, humour is not everything, as a Scholastic report (2019) finds 

children not only want entertaining books, but also like books that help them 

make sense of the world or connect them to the world (Scholastic, 2019). 

Another study (Maynard, Marckay & Smyth, 2008) shows that children’s 

choices depend on their age and are influenced by parents or family members. 

On the other hand, some children show resistance to stories (Sipe & McGuire, 

2006; Earl & Maynard, 2006), which is worth further investigation.   For 

example, Sipe and McGuire (2006) conducted videotapes and analysed 74 

transcripts of children’s response to picturebooks to identify a typology of six 

types of resistance (Intertextual; Preferential or categorical; Reality testing; 

Engaged or kinetic; Exclusionary; Literary critical) among Kindergarten to 

second grades. Earl and Maynard’s (2006) article seeks to reveal what makes a 

child a reluctant reader, the reasons include a negative relationship with reading. 

In my study, I value children’s positive and negative responses (engagement or 

resistance) equally during shared seeding and try to reveal the reasons by 

identifying their interaction patterns.                         
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Most of the above children’s book choice studies did not compare 

children’s choices with adults’ choices. According to the Scholastic’s reading 

report (2019), the characteristics of children’s books that parents now prefer 

include learning about the lives of others (48%), exploring different places and 

worlds (46%), and making their child think and feel (51%) (Scholastic, 2019). 

A study by Beach (2015) reveals that adults tend to choose educational books to 

teach child readers, to challenge them, to broaden their world view and to 

connect with school curriculum links. A limitation of Beach’s research which 

we need to take into account is, just as Beach himself noted: “teachers and 

parents are significant groups of adults not represented in this study, and they 

may hold opinions closer to those of the children” (Beach, 2015:31). Indeed 

parents may have a similar preference to their children than children’s literature 

scholars and librarians. We will look into parents and children’s choices during 

picturebook reading in my study. 

Parents’ and children’s attitudes toward award-winning books also differ. 

Schlager (1978) gave an example of 2 Newbery prize books, one is Dobry, the 

other is Island of the Blue Dolphins, the latter has the highest circulation, 

whereas the former was not popular in the market.  According to Schlager’s 

(1978) point of view, the differences lie in whether a book demonstrated 

children’s characteristics. Beach (2015) also finds that adults think highly of 

award-winning books, but they seldom appear on the children’s favourite list. 

Beach (2015) analysed two annual lists of the “best” children’s books in the 
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United States and discovered that rather than an expected 50% overlap in titles 

(the books were chosen by both adults and children), in average, there was only 

a 4.36% overlap over a thirty-year period.  

A concern here is if parents and children have different opinions about 

picturebooks, should we just listen to what the children’s choices are or should 

adults make the “right” choice? Many parents held the opinion that for early age 

readers, it is the job of adults not only to please them, but also to guide and 

challenge them. In my study, I value parents’ and children’s choices equally, 

and I will compare their choices in the findings section.  

 

2.4.5 Multi code-switching and more gaps in foreign shared reading events  

Comprehensive discussions concentrate more on the gap between adult authors’ 

intentions and children’s understanding, that is to say, they focus on the content 

of “What they read.” Schlager (1978) states, “When dealing with children and 

their books, the question of ‘what’ children read has taken almost exclusive 

precedence over the question of ‘why’ children read certain things and not 

others” (p.136). He reasoned that this was a matter not only of children’s 

literature but also about childhood and children’s development which 

demonstrated that studies related to shared reading are indeed interdisciplinary. 

When Chinese parents and children read Anglophone picturebooks, 

there are more gaps which we can be aware of. The adult author and adult 

reader who speak different languages, the adult reader and the child reader, the 
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gap of understanding a foreign language, and the cultural differences are all 

gaps we need to consider. From a psychological perspective, reading 

multilingual picturebooks also involves hemisphere switching (Kokkola, 2013).  

Reading picturebooks will involve not only the areas of the brain that are 

associated with visual processing (mostly right hemisphere) but also those parts 

of words and language processing. Studies of bilinguals’ brains reveal that 

hemisphere switching is more common for bilinguals than it is for monolinguals 

(Kokkola, 2013).  

For shared reading in the situation of more than one language, there 

involves more levels of code-switching. Code-switching takes place on these 

levels: “between different languages, variable visual codes, and between text 

and pictures” (Kümmerling-Meibauer, 2015:259). Visual codes that might be 

divided into basic codes, universal codes, and cultural codes, require a specific 

capacity that complies with the linguistic model of code-switching 

(Kümmerling-Meibauer, 2013).  For multilingual shared reading, the gap 

between pictures and text, different languages, adults and children are even 

bigger gaps, which are supposed to be completed by the reader, requiring the 

ability to decode the underlying visual and linguistic codes and “jump” between 

the languages. However, as Kümmerling-Meibauer (2013) points out, how this 

code-switching exactly functions and what abilities are required to comprehend 

such picturebooks has not been thoroughly investigated and not well understood 
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yet. All of this multi code-switching makes adult-child foreign language shared 

reading interaction more complicated.  

In summary, parents and children are dual readers of picturebooks; 

parents are not only the mediators between authors and children, but are also 

readers in their own right. The hypothesis here is that Chinese parents, with 

their own interests, educational and cultural background, and didactic purpose, 

influence children’s reading interest and interaction process. Considering the 

lack of studies into why parents and children choose certain books and parents’ 

influence on picturebook shared reading, this study will discuss this parental 

role and its influence in the shared reading event.  

 

2.5 What we know about parent-child reading interaction 

 

2.5.1 The mysteries of shared reading interactions 

Compared to the abundant research that reinforces the importance of the parents’ 

role and the home literacy environment, there is no consensus about exactly 

how they interact during the shared reading process. Little is known about what 

goes on in parent-child interactions during shared reading because the act of 

reading is mysterious, internal and invisible. Most of the time during shared 

reading, parents’ and children’s comments, opinions, and responses go 

unnoticed or are taken for granted. Parents can not write down or record all that 

is said and, therefore, interaction and responses are often not analysed. Reading 
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a book is not a linear process, rather, it is bringing together language, thoughts 

and experiences, emotion, physical condition, to the process of constructing the 

meaning every time. Children’s responses in these literary activities are in the 

moment for that particular book, sometimes read with a particular person. Thus, 

there is not a common pattern about generalising readers’ reading practice that 

explains the unique experience of a single reader or a single reading session. 

Therefore, every shared reading event is idiosyncratic. Neuman (1996) 

claimed that children derived benefits from exposure to print through shared 

reading no matter the type of interaction behaviour. In my study, I will 

challenge Neuman’s claim, deconstruct the shared reading interaction, and link 

the interaction pattern with children’s responses which helps to better 

understand their practice.  

 

2.5.2 Previous studies about shared reading interaction — ARICI and DRI 

In the current study, I focus on shared reading rather than book reading, that 

means I am not only interested in how much and what parents read to their 

children, but about all the activities parents and children do together with books. 

There are several studies about shared reading interaction that I took as a 

reference. Some researchers conducted internal eye-tracking studies (Evans & 

Saint-Aubin, 2005) to examine readers’ meaning-making process, most of them 

from the linguistic discipline. Other studies (Roser & Martinez, 1985; Resnick 
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et al., 1987; Morrow, 1990) developed some tools or categories to assess the 

shared reading process which I found useful.  

Both Roser and Martinez (1985) and Resnick and his colleagues’ (1987) 

studies developed tools to observe parents’, especially maternal behaviour 

during shared reading. Roser and Martinez (1985) analysed four parents’ 

dialogues when they read to their children at home, attempting to gain insight 

into the adults’ role during shared book reading. They found that an adult tends 

to serve as a co-responder, or an informer-monitor, or a director during shared 

reading. Each of the parents’ roles provided opportunities for scaffolding and 

modelling of the meanings of the story. Resnick and his colleagues’ (1987) 

evaluation tool consists of four categories: mother’s body management, 

management of the book, language proficiency, and attention to affect. In the 

subcategories list, there are a total of 56 behaviours in these four categories. 

There are some common behaviours that were mentioned by other studies 

(Morrow, 1990) such as labelling, praise and encouragement, description, and 

making the text relevant to life, which I also observed in my study. Compared 

with Roser and Martinez’s study, Resnick and his colleagues’ research 

emphasised physical proximity, which I also pay close attention to. 

DeBaryshe and Binder (1994) categorised parents’ behaviours through 

quantitative data using Likert scales of one to four and explored parents’ 

opinions behind shared reading behaviours with preschool children. This study 

compared parents’ beliefs with their actual behaviour in the observation and 
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found that parents’ scores on the belief inventory correlated with scores on their 

actual reading behaviour. The scores from two different types of data were 

highly correlated, suggesting that parents’ opinions towards reading do affect 

their reading behaviour. This also supports my research design about the 

validity of asking parents about their behaviour in the questionnaire. One limit 

of this study is they focused only on parents’ behaviour, not on the 

corresponding children’s behaviours which I am going to observe in my study. 

Another instrument relating to the parent-child interaction system 

includes PARCHISY (Deater- Deckard, Pylas, & Petrill, 1997), which is used 

for measuring interaction warmth. However, the most prevalent interaction tools 

are ACIRI (Adult and Child Interactive Reading Inventory) and DRI (Dialogic 

Reading Inventory).  The former tool was constructed by Debruin-Parecki 

(1999, 2004, 2007). It is an observational reading behaviour instrument and 

used for assessing and evaluating interactive storybook reading behaviours for 

both adults and children.  It evaluates parent and child literacy behaviours 

allocated to 12 items separately, and grouped into three main categories: 

enhancing attention to text, promoting reading and supporting comprehension, 

and using literacy strategies (Debruin-Parecki, 1999). Each of the 12 items is 

scored on a 0 to 4-point scale with 0 indicating that the behaviour never 

happened and four indicating that the behaviour occurred frequently in the 

interaction. I found these items, which describe both adults’ and children’s 

behaviour, useful and used many of these items as my coding labels, so I 
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present the original 12 items of ACIRI (Debruin-Parecki ,1999, 2004, 2007) 

here: 

Table 1 ACIRI (Adult-Child Interactive Reading Inventory) 

 ADULT BEHAVIOUR CHILD BEHAVIOUR 

Ⅰ. Enhancing 
Attention to Text 

1. Adult attempts to promote and 
maintain physical proximity with 
the child. 

1. Child seeks and maintains 
physical proximity. 

2. Adult sustains interest and 
attention through use of child-
adjusted language, positive affect, 
and reinforcement. 

2. Child pays attention and 
sustains interest. 

3. Adult gives the child an 
opportunity to hold the book and 
turn pages. 

3. Child holds the book and 
turns pages on his or her own or 
when asked. 

4. Adult shares the book with the 
child (displays sense of audience 
in book handling when reading). 

4. Child initiates or responds to 
book sharing that takes his or 
her presence into account. 

Ⅱ. Promoting 
Interactive Reading 
and Supporting 
Comprehension 

1. Adult poses and solicits 
questions about the book’s 
content. 

1. Child responds to questions 
about the book. 

2. Adult points to pictures and 
words to assist the child in 
identification and understanding.  

2. Child responds to adult cues 
or identifies pictures and words 
on his or her own. 

3. Adult relates the book’s content 
and the child’s responses to 
personal experiences. 

3. Child attempts to relate the 
book’s content to personal 
experiences. 

4. Adult pauses to answer 
questions that the child poses. 

4. Child poses questions about 
the story and related topics.  

Ⅲ. Using Literacy 
Strategies 

1. Adult identifies visual cues 
related to story reading (e.g., 
pictures, repetitive words). 

1. Child responds to the adult 
and/or identifies visual cues 
related to story him - or herself. 

2. Adult solicits predictions. 2. Child is able to guess what 
will happen next based on 
picture cues. 

3. Adult asks the child to recall 
information from the story. 

3. Child is able to recall 
information from the story. 

4. Adult elaborates on the child’s 
ideas. 

4. Child spontaneously offers 
ideas about the story. 
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The results showed that there were significant correlations between the 

parent’s and child’s ACIRI scores in all the three major ACIRI categories 

(Debruin-Parecki, 1999). This is inspirational for my own study to link parents’ 

behaviour with children’s behaviour. The other aim of ACIRI is to assist 

reading intervention programmes like Even Start in America and enable parents 

or guardians to improve shared reading skills, which means to identify which 

behaviours can enhance children’s interest and engagement in reading and how 

parents’ reading behaviours can contribute to children’s literacy development. 

Debruin-Parecki’s (1999) original application of ARICI found that it was a 

useful evaluation instrument for teachers in school setting. This tool makes the 

unconscious shared reading interaction process more visible and measurable.   

The results inspired other researchers and practitioners to use the ACIRI 

as an instrument to measure shared reading sessions (Brickman, 2003; Kelley, 

2003; Boyce et al., 2004; Barnyak, 2011). Kelley (2003) applied the ACIRI to 

examine the intervention of dialogic reading techniques with parents. Brickman 

(2003) applied the ACIRI to conduct her research on dialogic reading with 

Spanish families. Boyce and his colleagues’ (2004) study used the ACIRI to 

examine low-income, Spanish-speaking, Latin mothers and tested 47 of 3 to7-

year-old children’s shared reading behaviours and related it to their children’s 

vocabulary. The value of Boyce and his colleagues’ study is related to what 

parents were doing with their children when they shared books without 

intervention, and how these interactions were related to the children’s early 
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literacy development.  Another qualitative study was carried out by Barnyak 

(2011) to investigate the interactions during parent-child shared reading and 

found that the interview data of parents were in alignment with the observation 

data. 

Another effective shared reading interaction assessment tool is the 

Dialogic Reading Inventory (DRI) developed by Whitehurst et al. (1988) and 

adapted by Dixon-Krauss and his colleagues (2010). “Dialogic Reading” refers 

to the process in which shared reading is supported by adults encouraging 

children to verbalise their experiences. The concept of adult-child dialogic 

reading has been tested in many shared reading studies (Whitehurst et al., 1988; 

Whitehurst et al., 1994; Fielding-Barnsley & Purdie, 2003; Anderson et al., 

2004). The advantage of dialogic reading is for improving learning and 

engagement (Reese & Cox, 1999); for nurturing a love of reading (Bus, 2001); 

for increasing children’s vocabulary and expressive vocabulary in particular, 

compared to typical shared reading (Mol, Bus, de Jong, & Smeets, 2008). 

Dialogic reading consists of three principles: evocative techniques (e.g. 

asking questions or responding to a child’s ideas about the story); parental 

feedback (e.g. expanding, modelling, correcting, praising), and progressive 

change (Arnold & Whitehurst, 1994). The principle of progressive change is 

based on Vygotsky’s (1978) zone of proximal development, indicating that an 

adult can support the child to accomplish the work within children’s “proximal 

zone” — just slightly difficult than a child could achieve alone. Developed from 
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ARICI, the DRI contains 17 items of adult-child literacy behaviours in four 

categories (Dixon-Krauss, Januszka & Chae, 2010) for both adults and children. 

I only list the children’s behaviours below, if children’s behaviour is described 

as “locate book parts”, equivalently, adults’ label of behaviour is “ask children 

to locate book parts”.  

Table 2 DRI categories 

DRI main categories Subcategories 

Print awareness/Alphabet 
knowledge 

Locate book parts (front, back, bottom, or top) 

Find where the story begins 

Identify a letter or a word 

Phonological awareness 

Identify rhyming words in the story 

Recognize syllables in words 

Identify initial or ending sounds in words 

Repeat words or phrases 

Comprehension/vocabulary 

Respond to open-ended questions or make predictions 

Points to pictures and words 

Recall information from the story 

Ask questions 

Elaborate on or rephrases ideas 

Relate the story to real life 

Attention to text 

Sit near together 

Respond to storytelling voice/animation 

Redirect attention to the book 

Hold book, touch book, or turn pages 

 

DRI also inspired other studies to apply it to shared reading intervention 

and demonstrated the improvement on children’s expressive and receptive 

vocabulary (Hargrave & Sénéchal, 2000). Chow and his colleagues (2008) 
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conducted a 12-week intervention involving 148 Chinese-speaking kindergarten 

children. The children from DRI group performed significantly better than 

children from other groups on receptive vocabulary. Sim and her colleagues’ 

study (2014) of 80 children’s eight-week home reading interventions provided 

converging evidence for this intervention based on DRI. From their conclusions, 

we learn adults’ support that emphasises enhancing comprehension and interest 

rather than the correct reading of each word appears to be more effective in 

promoting increased literacy skills in children.  

DRI and ARICI have some overlapping characteristics, both emphasise 

the dialogic shared reading interaction.  However, the DRI suggested reliability 

across components and tested “the split-half coefficient, Cronbach’s alpha, and 

interrater reliability, whereas the ACIRI only tested reliability across 

components through the use of interrater reliability” (Dixon-Krauss et al., 

2010:274). It has also been reported the DRI is a more viable tool for assessing 

adult-child reading behaviours than ARICI base on the reliability calculations, 

content validity process, and factor analysis (Dixon-Krauss et al., 2010). 

Nevertheless, both of these detailed skills guide parents to involve their children 

in storytelling by prompting questions, expanding children’s verbal expressions, 

linking the text to life or other book experiences and giving praise (Valdez-

Menchaca & Whitehurst, 1992).  

Data and experience from intervention studies can be applied to my 

study to see what kind of behaviour is connected to children’s specific 
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development and what kind of behaviour discourages children. I expect that 

experiences from dialogic reading intervention in first language shared reading 

could enhance second language shared reading in similar ways. In my study, the 

coding categories to describe both parents and children’s interaction behaviours 

are basically developed from DRI and ARICI categories, which I will reveal in 

chapter 3.4 and I give an example in Appendix 3. As the background of ACIRI 

and DRI tools are developed from mother language shared reading, in contrast 

to the context of this study, many coding categories which relate to translation 

and foreign shared reading are missing. I will add other codes to describe 

parents’ and children’s translation-related behaviours, and adapt codes in order 

to measure the warmth of parent-child shared reading interaction. I will explain 

my coding process and strategies in the next chapter. 

 

2.5.3 Parents’ questioning behaviour during shared reading interactions 

There are many aspects to parents’ interactions with children during shared 

reading; here I focus on how parents ask questions to children.  More recent 

studies focus exclusively on extra-textual talk or how parents ask children 

questions in a shared reading event. When children grow older, the dialogic 

reading situation is dominated by a question-answer structure in that questions 

are clues to starting a communication process and help parents to assess, 

evaluate, and integrate the interaction process. 
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Van Kleeck and his colleagues’ study (1997) found that parents tended 

to engage in low cognitive demand interaction with their children because this 

could give children a feeling of success.  This is similar to parents in my study 

in that they were reading in foreign language. Their study also reminded me to 

link parents’ questions with the cognitive level, which I will present in a table in 

Chapter 6. In my study, it was easy for parents and children to become 

frustrated while reading in a foreign language, so a low cognitive demand 

interaction can at least give children the motivation and the feeling of 

achievement to continue.  

At present, there is a lack of studies about the relationship between 

questioning during shared reading and children’s early literacy skills. Horner 

(2004)’s observational study suggested that children who asked letter-related 

questions during shared reading did not know more letters than children who 

did not. Therefore, there was no significant relationship found between the 

questions asked during shared reading and children’s early literacy skill. 

Anderson and his colleagues’ study (2012) investigated the types and frequency 

of questions that 40 parents asked during shared reading. It also explored the 

relationships between the types and frequency of questions that parents asked 

and the children’s early literacy knowledge. Firstly, they found that there were 

relatively few questions asked during the shared reading; secondly, parents 

asked four times as many questions as children did; thirdly, similar to result that 

Van Kleeck and his colleagues’ study found, these questions appeared to have 
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low cognitive demand and there is a relative dearth of cognitively demanding 

questions (Anderson et al., 2012).    

Earlier studies also show that parents from different social groups 

interact with their children differently and ask questions differently. Lareau’s 

study (2011) into class-related differences shows the way in which social class 

influences family life and the language they use. One of the earlier studies 

examining questions was Ninio (1980), who investigated parent-child 

interaction during storybook reading in Israel, 20 middle class families and 20 

lower class families. The most frequent questions were “What’s that?” and 

“Where is X?” in both groups. However, the lower social class status mothers 

asked fewer questions, provided less varied labels and they asked more “where” 

questions.  In contrast, the middle class mothers asked more “what” questions 

than did the lower class mothers. She found that lower-class mothers adequately 

interacted with children within their current level of cognitive development, but 

middle-class mothers elicited more challenging questions in children’s “zone of 

proximal development” (Vygotsky, 1978). Consequently, students from the 

lower class have less productive vocabularies than students from the middle 

class (Dixon-Krauss et al., 2010).  

However, the socioeconomic background cannot explain everything 

about the interactions in shared reading. Martini and Sénéchal’s study (2012) 

points out that the effects of social background factors such as socioeconomic 

status, ethnicity are mediated by home literacy practice. This study 



 

105 
 

demonstrates that parents’ teaching activities, parents’ expectations and 

children’s interest each explain unique variances in children’s early literacy 

after controlling for family’s socioeconomic status and children’s nonverbal 

intelligence. It is not demographic characteristics that directly determine 

children’s literacy development; rather, it is the types of literacy experiences 

children had made a big difference. Heath’s (1983, 1986) large ethnographic 

shared reading study with families from different social backgrounds 

demonstrated that it is not shared reading itself but interactions during shared 

reading that may make a big difference in children’s literacy development. In 

the school context, various storybook reading styles have been found across 

teachers (Martinez & Teale, 1993); and specific shared reading styles are more 

powerful on students’ later literacy skills (Dickinson & Smith, 1994). Heath’s 

ethnographic approach inspired other shared reading studies, including my own. 

In my study, the seven observational families are all from middle-class 

backgrounds. However, their shared reading practice varies significantly. 

Although I looked into parents’ demographic data as basic information, I will 

demonstrate in a later section that, rather than their family income, what they 

actually do during shared reading makes the difference.  
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2.6 Picturebooks as educational tools 

 

2.6.1 Children’s books and didacticism are inseparable 

Didacticism is an important aspect when we explore children’s books. Gruner 

(2009) says that didacticism is “one origin of children’s literature, and that 

learning and pedagogy continue to be important in much of the literature we 

provide for children today” (p.216). Consonant with didacticism as one origin 

of children’s literature is Grenby’s (2009) characterization of didacticism as the 

DNA of children’s literature. Lerer (2008) traces the roots of children’s 

literature in the didactic tradition. Joy (2019) argues, “children’s literature is 

inherently, but regrettably, didactic” (p.6) and “Children’s Literature has a 

unique association with it.” (p.8)    

From the speaker’s perspective (who is usually the author), there are 

specific intentions in exposing an ideological message in the hope that it will 

convince the addressee or reader to adhere to it. This is consistent with what 

Hollindale (1988) calls “active ideology” when he talks about ideology in 

children’s books. In the UK, historically, the intention of children’s literature 

before the eighteenth century was primarily to teach children moral lessons. 

Stephens (1992) claims picturebooks can never exist without a social or 

educational intention and children’s books are saturated with worldviews and 

implicit ideologies. He confirmed that parents have a tendency to choose 

educational books or books which relate to the school curriculum rather than 
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interesting storybooks. Peter Hunt (1994:3) claims that “it is arguably 

impossible for a children’s book not to be educational or influential in some 

way; it cannot help but reflect an ideology and, by extension, didacticism.”  The 

debate about whether children’s books should or should not carry didactic or 

educational goals, continues to be at the centre of children’s literature criticism 

in children’s literature scholarship. Some Chinese scholars hold that the 

educational function should be the primary purpose of children’s literature 

(Wen & Wang, 2010).        

From the reader’s perspective (both adults and children), didacticism 

implies that the mode and content of the communicative event make it 

impossible for the addressee to engage critically with it or leave “little to the 

imagination” (Latimer, 2009). Similarly, as Joy (2019) points out, didacticism 

tends to carry a single message, in a way that makes the addressee unable to 

respond with critical distance. This type of picturebook has a long history. For 

instance, Johann Amos Comenius’ Orbis sensualium pictus (1658), displays 

pictures of everyday objects in order to convey encyclopaedic knowledge of the 

world to children. This is also about how adults and children engage with books, 

for example, formal teaching or free talk; whether for educational purposes or 

reading for fun. Similar to a didactic text, being didactic in shared reading 

means too much control by parents during parent-child shared reading. As Joy 

(2019:8) claims, originally the adult author straightforwardly passed on to, even 

imposed on, the child reader. The delivery of knowledge is “bound up with 
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power: it entails an act of giving (or abuse) on behalf of the powerful (the 

knowledgeable) to the powerless (the ignorant)”.  

Furthermore, didacticism means to exclude parallel viewpoints and give 

little possibility to a plurality of voices, that means a monological, instructional 

and single perspective. Evidence can be found in many political children’s 

books in China before the 1990s. Didacticism in children’s literature is 

fundamentally concerned with the power which shapes the field of children’s 

literature — “the particular characteristic of Children’s Literature is its focus on 

child/adult power hierarchy” (Nikolajeva, 2010:8). The history of didactic 

children’s literature is also the history of the parent-child power relationship. 

Children’s literature from the beginning to the mid-19th century is didactic in 

that it is often written by a knowledgeable adult to educate a child who is less 

knowledgeable and less experienced.  This power hierarchy reflects differently 

in each shared reading scene.       

Many scholars expressed the inseparable relationship between 

picturebooks and educational intention. Children’s literature, including 

picturebooks has mostly been characterised as a predominantly didactic vehicle 

that serves educational purposes. Educational intention is easily changed into a 

didactic voice or the reading of a text in a didactic manner. In educational 

research, the picturebook’s educational function, including its moral, aesthetic 

and language aspects, are emphasised. English picturebooks are used to gain 

knowledge, learn the alphabet, enhance reading skills (Nowak & Evans, 2012), 
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improve linguistic skills (Williams, Chapman, & Martin-Huff, 1982), give 

children’s agency (Short, 2012), teach social manners, mathematical concepts 

(Anderson, Anderson, & Shapiro, 2005) and aesthetic skills in different studies. 

Silvey (1992) describes this trend as the “new didacticism.”  In Martini and 

Sénéchal’s study (2012), questionnaires data about home literacy revealed that 

many parents adopted a didactic role in their children’s early literacy 

development and parents tended to have high expectations about their children’s 

development of literacy skills through picturebooks prior to school. The seventh 

edition of the Kids & Family Reading Report by Scholastic (2019) says they 

produce materials that “educate” and inspire. Picturebooks and education are 

always related and inseparable.  

 

2.6.2 Picturebooks in literacy and language acquisition use 

I discussed the importance of shared reading in children’s literacy development 

and it might have previously been considered as one effective instrument in 

language and literacy development. Scholars working in children’s literature, 

particularly in Europe, which has various languages, notice the significant 

contribution of picturebooks for language acquisition, narrative competence, 

metalinguistic awareness, and intercultural learning (Kümmerling-Meibauer, 

2013).  Kokkola (2013) discusses the implications of multilingual literacy, 

particularly paying attention to the significance of multilingual children’s books 

within literacy development.  
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Studies about Home Literacy Model show that parents teach both basic 

alphabet knowledge and reading words during picturebooks reading (Sénéchal, 

2006; Hood et al., 2008; Silinskas, Leppanen, Aunola, Parrila, & Nurmi, 2010). 

The articles in the journal Children’s Literature in English Language Education 

provides much evidence on improving English language ability through 

picturebook reading in the classroom (Kovač, 2016). Many parents start to read 

to their babies shortly after birth as an important source of linguistic input 

(Sénéchal & LeFevre; 2002). Repetition in picturebooks, rhymes, language 

games and children’s stories foster children’s language acquisition, regardless 

of whether they are first-language or second-language learners, and this has 

been tested in many linguistic studies (Sheu, 2006; Bland, 2013a). 

Not surprisingly, most studies about Anglophone picturebooks in China 

investigate the language learning role of Anglophone picturebooks in 

kindergarten or family shared reading (Bai, 2012; Sun, 2012; Zhang, 2016). A 

study examined the impact of dialogic reading in English as second language 

with 51 kindergarteners at Hong Kong (Chow et al., 2010). The result highlights 

the potential benefits of English picturebooks reading in English as a second 

language; more importantly, it demonstrates the “possibility of linguistic 

transfer from parent-child reading in English as a second language to Chinese as 

a first language” (p.284). The role of picturebooks is emphasised in terms of 

learning English because English continues to be one of the most important 

subjects in the University Entrance Exam and also in the job market.  From the 
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questionnaire data, I found that Chinese parents tend to choose wordless or 

nearly wordless picturebooks as their starting point when it comes to 

Anglophone picturebook reading at home. As Arizpe (2013) observes, wordless 

or nearly wordless picturebooks are “considered ideal medium for investigating 

language development, storytelling” (p.164). From my questionnaire data, 

parents in China take the linguistic function as the main reason of choosing 

English picturebooks that I will present and discuss in findings part.   

 

2.6.3 Picturebooks as fulfilling pedagogical functions 

The pedagogic value in picturebooks has been recognised by many scholars 

(Lurie, 1990). Besides being seen as the tool of language learning I discussed 

above, picturebooks and picturebook-related activities such as storytelling and 

singing nursery rhymes also serve the function of accumulating early concepts 

and cognition development in children. Children’s literature can “construct 

possible worlds through various modes, and how readers are encouraged to use 

their cognitive skills to make sense of these worlds” (Nikolajeva, 2014:49). 

Kümmerling-Meibauer and Meibauer’s study about baby’s first books (2005) 

reveals that these simple books, so-called early concept books or concept books 

have the cognitive underpinnings of this book type which support the child’s 

acquisition of an early lexicon, for instance, colours, numbers and shapes. For 

school-age children, Pringle and Lamme’s (2005) study provided convincing 

evidence that picturebooks can tell an animal story and can also be used as the 
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resources of science curriculums because the accurate information in text and 

illustration which would draw readers into the content with the storyline. Kaser 

(2001) points out the role of children’s informational picturebooks as 

connecting readers with nature.  

From a pedagogic perspective, teachers can use picturebooks to “address 

these themes of possibility, about characters who have approached challenges 

differently and persevered through difficulties to achieve their goals” (Enriquez, 

Clark & Della Calce, 2017:713). Teachers can also incorporate picturebooks for 

a dynamic learning frame, diversity, growth mindset, and social justice 

development into children’s learning activities (Enriquez et al., 2017).  

With a broader social perspective, children’s literature helps in 

children’s aesthetic education and teaches readers the value of life and how to 

take responsibility for their actions (Sipe, 1999). Picturebooks have the power 

to show the potential in the world around them. As Brown (2009:207) says, “the 

ultimate goal of early children’s literature was to construct an ideal child reader 

who would accept the values inscribed in the text and respond in the appropriate 

manner.” For foreign language reading, it is an excellent medium to orientate 

the reader to a different world with different cultural traditions. These functions 

of picturebooks and English picturebooks are frequently mentioned and 

recognised by parents in the current study. 
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2.6.4 The changing definition of didacticism in the west 

The field of children’s literature study has been familiar to apply the 

characterisation of “didactic” into certain kinds of literary text. Generally, to 

call a children’s book didactic is to accuse it of trying to impart a “message”, 

generally of religious or moral instruction. Didacticism in children’s literature 

criticism is often synonymous with authoritarian, moralising, totalitarian or 

propagandist (Beauvais, 2020). Since Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland (Lewis 

Carroll, 1865) set the new standard for the anti-didactic voice, children’s books 

that are too overtly instructive is commonly regarded as being didactic because 

“it can get in the way of other non-cognitive pleasures proper to literature” 

(Repp, 2012:272). Didacticism in children’s literature has sometimes been 

criticised as “bad taste”, lacking in aesthetic quality, and is increasingly 

perceived as defective rather than quality writing. 

However, in the past 15 years, there has been an academic trend in 

researching and writing about politically “radical” or “committed” texts with 

clear didactic dimensions (Mickenberg, 2006; Reynolds, 2008; Mickenberg & 

Nel, 2010; Beauvais, 2015; Rosen, Reynolds, & Rosen, 2018). In the trade 

picutrebook market or award-winning children’s book collections, there has 

been an increase in series of books such as feminist icon books, books with the 

theme of diversity in many senses, LGBT topics or refugee experiences, which 

also have clear didactic intentions. It shows that books with clear didactic 

intentions are not necessarily reducing the books’ aesthetic merits or readerly 
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pleasure. Like “radical” or “political”, didacticism is becoming more of a 

descriptive genre rather than a polemic.  

 

2.6.5 The different meaning of didacticism in China 

However, we also need to be aware of the different concepts of “didacticism” 

between Chinese parents and western parents. The situation in China, where 

children’s education has been taken extremely seriously, was that children’s 

books were not seen as an important part of literacy in the past. Traditional 

education in China inherits traits of didacticism. It promotes a formal, 

authoritarian educational environment, where the teacher is seen as a symbol or 

authority of knowledge which is passed on to the students. The students 

passively absorb what is provided, and belief that such knowledge is necessary 

for their future.  

The old Chinese saying of “Wen Yi Zai Dao” (writings are for 

converting truth) which reflects the responsibility of writers, are the major ideas 

of the Confucian literary concept. Since books have been used to convey moral 

principles for thousands of years in China, in the eyes of the general public, it 

would seem “normal” to educate children “for their own good”. In this context, 

advocacy of explicit ideology in children’s literature would be taken for granted 

as being natural by people in China. This kind of responsibility in Chinese 

culture is echoed in Peter Hunt’s (1994:3) argument that “all books must teach 

something, and because the checks and balances available to the mature reader 
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are missing in the child reader, the children’s writer often feels obliged to 

supply them”.  Cao Wenxun (2016) emphasises that children’s writers should 

not blindly cater to children’s dispositions and calls for that it is their 

responsibility as children’s writers to guide children by embedding moral values 

into the stories. As a result, didacticism in children’s books would not be as 

obvious to the Chinese eye compared to China watchers in the West. It would 

either not be noticed by a Chinese eye or would not elicit any objection (Bi, 

2013).  

Ho (1993) points out that when parents choose books, they prefer 

assessment books, exercise books, or books related to school curriculum, rather 

than purely imaginative children’s literature. This explains why there is a large 

proportion of Anglophone picturebooks about the alphabet, phonics and reading 

skills books on Chinese families’ bookshelves, as I found. On the other hand, 

more and more Chinese scholars nowadays call for contemporary Chinese 

children’s literature to move away from the tradition of moral theme or didactic 

writing to reflect children’s own life and views (Zhang, 2006; Nelson & Morris, 

2016). 

 

2.6.6 The importance of reading for pleasure 

Rather than seeing picturebooks as an educational tool, Sipe (1999) emphasises 

the notion of “pleasure” during shared book reading. Reading for pleasure 

means voluntary reading, and readers choose what to read, during their free time 
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or at school, most importantly, any reading that is primarily for enjoyment 

without any specific purpose. Many teachers and educational researchers tend to 

use “reading motivation” instead of “pleasure”. Reading for pleasure is the only 

way of nurturing a love for reading and the importance of reading for pleasure 

has been recognized by many parents in the UK.  In Audet, Evans, Williamson, 

and Reynolds’ study (2008), parents chose “enjoying books” or “being with the 

child” as more important reasons than “fostering reading” and “promoting 

development”. In the UK, advocacy by Book Trust and the government 

Department for Education report (2012) means that reading for pleasure is also 

acknowledged by the National Curriculum. Book Trust’s Bookstart programme 

has been funded by the UK Government since 2000. It helps children discover 

the enjoyment of books and reading stories before formal schooling. 

Time and again, both academic studies and educational reports show the 

importance of reading for pleasure. In the short term, there is accumulated 

evidence showing that children’s academic success benefits from reading for 

pleasure. Findings made by the OECD study (2002) show that a love for reading 

is a more important factor for children’s academic success than these families’ 

socio-economic status. A previous study shows a child’s interest in books 

explains the unique variance in children’s alphabet knowledge after controlling 

for the variable of the frequency of parent teaching (Frijters, Barron, Algire, 

Humphries, & Vander Zwaag, 2001). Twist and his colleagues’ study (2007) 
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shows there is a definite link between positive attitudes towards reading and the 

good results on school reading assessments. 

In the long term, reading for pleasure during childhood will contribute to 

literacy at a higher level in later life. The amount that children read for pleasure 

and for school is a major contributor to children’s later reading achievement 

(Anderson, Wilson & Fielding, 1988; Cox & Guthrie, 2001). Reading for 

pleasure also spurs children’s imaginations and encourages them to develop 

their own thoughts and pose questions. Based on his research, Krashen (2004) 

concludes that the time spent on free reading, without specific purpose, has a 

positive effect on reading attitude and behaviour. Clark and Rumbold (2006) 

summarise other benefits of reading for pleasure including: breadth of 

vocabulary; grammar; emotional and social consequences; story comprehension; 

reading enjoyment in later life; and increased general knowledge. 

However, young people’s reading enjoyment significantly declines with 

age, and the proportion of children rating themselves as “enthusiastic” readers 

decreases as children become older (Clark & Douglas, 2011; Scholastic, 2019). 

Besides, not all children enjoy reading. The National Centre for Children’s 

Literature 2005 survey (Maynard et al., 2008) showed that, in total, 23.4 percent 

of KS1 (Key Stage 1, UK school system, Early years and Year 1, 4-6 year olds) 

pupils rated themselves as reluctant. A substantial proportion of pupils in Clark, 

Torsi and Strong’s study (2005) agrees with the statement that “reading is 

boring and they only read at school”.  
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Parents’ behaviours during shared reading may contribute to forming a 

reluctant reader. The reason for children’s reluctance may lie in didactic 

activities such as parent teaching. A key aspect of DeBruin-Parecki’s (1999) 

argument is that it does not necessarily mean that parents will help to improve 

children’s reading interest and literacy ability through reading activities. Despite 

reading at home contributing to children’s emergent literacy in general, Kim’s 

(2009) study from Korea demonstrates the frequency of parent teaching was 

negatively associated with many aspects of children’s literacy skills-

phonological awareness, vocabulary, word reading and pseudoword reading in 

Korean. Furthermore, some parents will deter children from reading, by using 

children’s literature as an educational tool, which is easy to see in Asian origin 

parents in the mass media.  

As Martini and Sénéchal (2012) suggest, shared reading study needs to 

be broadened to include parents’ teaching activities, their expectations about 

children’s early literacy skills, and their child’s interest or their reason for no 

interest in books, which I will explore in my study. My hypothesis here is that a 

high proportion of  didactic activities will distance children from reading for 

pleasure and decrease children’s enthusiasm towards books even in foreign 

language reading. However, young children have the instinct and ability to 

choose the books they feel close to. Beauvais (2020) comments on Nodelman’s 

(2000) work and claims that young readers might “read against, around, or even 

alongside the didactic elements and still gain pleasure from the text”. I will 
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draw evidence from data and discuss didactic reading, reading for pleasure and 

children’s resistance in chapter 7. 

 

2.7 Chinese parenting and cultural capital  

Shared reading is one of the important parenting practices which reflects parents’ 

parenting philosophy.  In this section, I will briefly examine parenting styles, 

from the Chinese parenting tradition to contemporary stereotypes and the new 

image in literature. Then I will move to the socio-economic background and 

examine the role of “cultural capital” in children’s education. With this 

background in mind, it helps to understand Chinese parents’ educational and 

shared reading practice.  

 

2.7.1 “Authoritative” or “Authoritarian” models cannot explain Chinese 

parenting styles 

The most notable western parenting theories are authoritative-authoritarian 

parenting framework by Baumrind (1971, 1978) and the parental acceptance-

rejection paradigm (Baumrind, 1989). In the original study, Baumrind 

categorised eight families in terms of their parenting styles and claimed 75% of 

families were included in her research with 133 families (1971).  Therefore, 

most families have either an authoritative or authoritarian parenting style, and 

each style has a typical parenting practice. She developed Pareantal Authority 

Instrument (PAI) to measure authoritarian versus non-authoritarian attitudes as 
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these attitudes predicted parental behaviour. This study was embedded in the 

European-American context.  

However, scores higher on the “authoritarian” end of the spectrum may 

not have the same meaning in a Chinese context. Feng and Yu (2005) analysed 

parenting studies conducted by Chinese scholars and suggested that Chinese 

parenting was between authoritative and authoritarian, more close to 

authoritarian, but none of them could describe Chinese parenting. A study 

conducted by Chao (1994) suggests that this binary concept of authoritative and 

authoritarian is “somewhat ethnocentric and does not capture the important 

features of Chinese children child rearing, especially for explaining their school 

success” (Chao, 1994:1111). I agree with Chao’s claim, compared with the 

active discussion in the media, we need more parenting theories or evidence to 

explain Chinese parents’ educational practices.  

 

2.7.2 Traditional Chinese parenting and the new image of Chinese 

parenting  

In order to gain a general image of Chinese parenting styles, firstly we look into 

the historical change in the parenting culture in China. There are some similar 

trends due to the history and influences of foreign children’s books I 

summarised earlier in this chapter in that both parenting and children’s books 

are part of social reflection.  
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Wang Quangen (2016) points out that Confucian principles and values 

deeply influenced traditional Chinese parenting and the concept of “childhood” 

from these aspects: Father Guides Son (one of The Three Cardinal Guides in 

Confucian culture); The Elder Worship; and the concept of “Education is the 

Pathway to Success.”  Similarly, one of the fundamental Confucian values that 

ensure integrity is Xiao (filial piety), which is taken as the first step towards 

moral virtue. These core principals have a fundamental influence on family life 

and parent-child relationships even today. The biggest goal of educating a child 

in the past was to succeed in The Imperial Examination (KeJu), based on 

Confucian Classics in order to enter into the higher ranks of the social hierarchy 

and gain fame and fortune. For ordinary people, KeJu was usually the only way 

to achieve this. This exam took place for more than 1300 years in feudal society 

and was only abolished in 1905. These are the roots which influenced 

traditional Chinese parenting.  The elder has the responsibility to govern, and to 

teach and discipline the younger, even corporal punishment is allowed as a 

method of discipline.  

During the long years of hierarchical and patriarchal feudal China before 

the 1910s, children were regarded as adults in miniature, subordinates or 

possessions, even slaves of their parents rather than independent human beings 

with their own thoughts (Huang, 1986; Bi, 2013). Children’s individuality, their 

own needs and rights were largely neglected. Like Ho (1997) concludes, 

children were often treated as miniature adults, doing adult labour and 
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shouldering adult responsibilities. Confucius says that young people are not 

human; children were seen as incomplete human beings who needed education 

and cultural training to become fully human. Confucian culture stresses the 

importance of education, not only as a means of governing citzens to ensure a 

stable society, but also as a means to achieve upward social mobility and family 

reputation (Lau, 2009). 

There are several key social events that challenged the traditional 

parenting in China in the 1910s and 1920s. With the transition from Imperial 

Rule to the Republican Era in the early twentieth century, the concepts about 

childhood and children in China were changed by child-centred educational 

philosophy proponents such as John Locke and Jean-Jacques Rousseau. There 

was a profound revolution in gender and parent-child relationships during this 

period. Among those childhood philosophies, Dewey’s Pragmatism thought of 

education had an enormous impact on parenting culture and educational practice. 

As I mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, Dewey is one of many 

philosophers of education to propose child-centred ideas about education. The 

new concept of childhood valued children’s interests and needs, which was 

radically different from the Confucian ethics of childhood. 

After the civil war in 1930s and 1940s, from the 1950s the newly-

founded socialist society “continued to challenge Confucian family ethics, 

discouraging parental authority and promoting female labour-market 

participation” (Li, 2018:2). In order to maximise human resources, women were 



 

123 
 

encouraged to enter employment and physical labour work. Consequently, the 

traditional family bonds and values were yielded to national construction. 

Adults devoted themselves to national construction and had little time for 

family life; family life and emotional attachment within family members were 

considered as a distraction (Li, 2018). Parenting is more likely the practice of 

“natural growth” — as long as parents provide food and safety, their children 

will survive and grow. 

China’s re-entrance into the global economic market in the late 1970s, 

together with the implementation of the One-Child Policy (1978-2015), made 

the child the “only hope” (Fong, 2004) of their parents and grandparents, again 

reshaping parent-child and gender relations. It is not hard to imagine the sudden 

transition. China had always been a country where children were not highly 

valued while at this time, the only child was highly prized and cherished by six 

adults (parents and four grandparents).  Chinese parenting took a dramatic turn 

from a rigid, emotionally reserved, strict patriarchy to an equal relationship of 

warmth, support, and intimacy (Li, 2018). On the other hand, as Lemos (2012) 

points out, the “One-Child Policy” also meant that many parents now had a 

single child to depend on, which also put pressure on that child to achieve 

academically, including in English, and in the job market. This policy has had a 

tremendous impact on modern society and every single family, again reshaping 

family life, the parent-child relationship and children’s lives. It also reformed 

childhood culture and children’s literature in China, and still influences it today.   
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Li (2018) conducted a study on five elite Chinese fathers’ family letters 

and autobiographical writings. These five fathers were from Qing Dynasty 200 

years ago to contemporary China; it clearly demonstrated the change of 

parenting culture from feudal China to contemporary times. Contempary fathers 

made considerable efforts to build close relationships with their children, and 

they invested enormously (financially and in terms of time) and therefore held 

high expectations for their children’s academic performance (Li, 2018). In 

contemporary China, the struggle of being a warm parent and having high 

expectations for children is still enduring. 

 

2.7.3 Contemporary stereotypes of Chinese parenting  

In contemporary literature and the mass media, Chinese parenting, which is still 

labelled as “controlling”, “authoritarian,” and “pushy” by western standards, has 

been discussed in public, social, and educational domains both in China and the 

western world. Bestselling books contribute to this stereotype of the “Asian 

mum” or the “Chinese mum”, for example, Battle Hymn of the Tiger Mother 

and Lang Lang: Playing with Flying Keys. This stereotype, which describes 

ambitious parents who strive for their children’s achievement, not only in terms 

of the school curriculum, but also in art and music, tends to be excessively strict, 

demanding and ambitious for their children’s future. They enrol their children in 

various organized activities that dominate family rhythms and create enormous 

amounts of work. This is endless responsibility, fuelled by the commercial 
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market, provoked by the education system and social competition (Vincent & 

Ball, 2007). In competitive Chinese society nowadays, especially for the newly-

named “middle class” parents, “parenting anxiety” is a new label often indicates 

extensive parental activity and consumption on their children (Zhang, 2017). 

The implementation of the One-Child Policy (1978-2015) made the only child 

the only recipient of the family resources. From another perspective, it has also 

been claimed that “parents may also use their children as surrogates for their 

own ambitions, getting them to chase the success they never enjoyed” (Freeman, 

2010:60). 

These stereotypes may not accurately describe this group. Traditional 

Confucian values have been challenged by western ideologies in the rapidly 

changing society. Lu and Chang (2013) report semi-structured interviews with 

328 Chinese parents in terms of their parenting beliefs and behaviours with their 

only child. They are first-year primary school children who live in one of the 

most developed cities in China-Shenzhen. They found that the parenting of the 

only child in their family in urban China was predominantly authoritative rather 

than authoritarian. The results reveal that contemporary Chinese parenting style 

is not as traditional as depicted in some of the previous literature (Lu & Chang, 

2013).  

The parenting strategies become child-centred rather than control-

oriented; Chinese parental beliefs are “highly consistent with the reported 

beliefs of Western parents” (Lu & Chang, 2013:338). Li and Jankowiak’s study 
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(2016) demonstrates the considerable warmth of Chinese parents during parent-

child interactions. The findings challenged the stereotyped beliefs about 

Chinese parenting and behaviours about child socialisation. In my study, there 

is more evidence from shared reading scenes which support the new warm trend 

of the parent-child relationship as recent studies show.  

 

2.7.4 The concept of “Guan” and “training” 

The alternative concept of “Guan” (to govern) is comparable to the “training” 

concept, and explains Chinese children’s school success in the west, as a 

complement to the authoritative or authoritarian binary. Wu (2012) claims the 

parental control in Chinese families, known as “Guan” behaviour, is actually a 

contributing factor to children’s academic achievement and the quality of the 

relationship. Zhu (1999) also connects children’s academic achievement with 

Chinese parents’ daily involvement of “Guan”. As Zhu (1999) describes, 

parents make educational achievement the top priority of parenting, their 

attitudes to arts and physics are also functional. He gave the example that during 

school holidays, parents send children to diverse art schools to learn a musical 

instrument or skills in order to obtain an advantage in the competition for higher 

education, which has made “carefree” childhood impossible. 

In order to understand Chinese child-rearing practices, we have to 

understand the concept of “Guan” or “training”. Chinese parents were found to 

take “training” seriously after controlling their children’s education and their 
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scores on standard measures in Chao’s study (1994). This may explain the 

paradox of Chinese school success because Chinese parenting was labelled as 

an authoritarian parenting style, which is correlated with poor academic 

achievement in the European-American context, while Asians including 

Chinese had the highest grade-point average (Chao, 1994). As far as 

picturebook reading is concerned, whether Chinese parents see it as a kind of 

“reading training” will be examined in the current study. 

 

2.7.5 Parenting and social class 

Parenting activities, such as shared reading, have always been linked with 

specific social classes in different social contexts. Previously, I presented 

several studies about parents from different social classes who ask questions 

differently during shared reading. The assumption that all families have equal 

time and ability to be involved with educational resources and every child 

stands a fair chance of academic success, is highly classed. Adams (1990) found 

that before children entering first grade, students from low class families had an 

average of 25 hours of picturebooks shared reading, whereas students form 

middle class families had between 1,000 to 1,700 hours of shared reading.    

In Lareau’s ethnographic study (2011), she observed that many middle-

class parents maximised the social advantage intentionally or unintentionally by 

optimising the educational success of their children-pressured their children to 

achieve, interfered in the school system, negotiated with the school to put their 
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child into a gifted programme. Nodelman recalls his childhood and realises his 

lack of contact with picturebooks in childhood had to do with money therefore 

with class (Nodelman, Hamer, & Reimer, 2017). He says that picturebooks have 

traditionally defined their readers as middle-class, and most likely white 

consumers. However, Nodelman’s son’s generation took picturebooks for 

granted like “shoes or dinner” (Nodelman, Hamer, & Reimer, 2017:8).  It is 

similar in China in that picturebooks only came into Chinese families in 

abundance less than two decades, and because of their relative sumptuousness, 

the target is more affluent families. 

Therefore, parenting activities like reading picturebooks are closely 

related to social class. There are children who are left behind (their parents go to 

big cities to earn a living, and the children are left with their grandparents) in 

China and who are separated from their parents and have nobody to read to 

them. Bookshops and libraries are more likely to be found in cities where more 

affluent families live in rather than in villages. Picturebooks are expensive for 

many families. The readers value picturebooks not only because of the reading 

skills they may bring but also as consumer goods.  Since many parents view 

picturebooks as an English learning tool, the motivation for learning English is 

also related to socio-economic factors (Kormos & Kiddle, 2013). Kormos and 

Kiddle (2013) surveyed the motivation of learning English of 740 secondary 

school students who belong to different social classes at Santiago, Chile. The 

results show a moderate correlation between motivational factors and social 



 

129 
 

class, and self-efficacy beliefs being the most strongly influence factor by 

students’ social background (Kormos & Kiddle, 2013).  

 

2.7.6 Cultural capital  

Since parenting is closely correlated with social class, this difference between 

different social backgrounds is reflected as “capital”.  Bourdieu (1984, 1986) 

distinguishes between “economic capital” (income and wealth) and “cultural 

capital” (skills and educational attainment) and “social capital” (social 

networks). Parents’ massive investment of time, money and emotional 

commitment has been “harnessed to maximum cultural capital” (Bourdieu, 

2004:19). Taking Bourdieu’s (1986) theory of capital in another direction, 

Lareau (2011) specified that those parents utilise these educational activities on 

purpose. Middle class parents usually adopt a “concerted cultivation” parenting 

style, consistently stimulating their children’s social and cognitive development 

through organised activities and encouraging communication and reasoning 

with adult professionals. Working class parents, in contrast, use an 

“accomplishment of natural growth” style with their children, giving them more 

freedom but less support. Consequently, in this way, as Lareau (2011) argues, 

parenting practice contributes to the inter-generational transmission of cultural 

capital, and finally, to the replication of social class. If we see Chinese parents 

who read English picturebooks this way, we can find that these parents are 
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using a similar “concerted cultivation” practice, which requires parents’ intense 

labour and economic demands.  

From a social class perspective, a semi-structured interview project 

conducted by Vincent and Ball (2007) explored children’s daily routine either at 

home or in another care setting. It highlighted the enthusiasm of parents for 

enrolling their preschool children in enrichment activities. These middle class 

mothers were making efforts to make sure their children within the middle class 

reproduction, starting it early “without delay, without wasted time” 

(Bourdieu,2004:19). In my study, I also observed that middle class Chinese 

parents put enormous efforts into children’s extra-curricular activities; some 

parents took shared reading as the same activity or related it to English language 

activities. Parents’ efforts have a very clear goal: to excel in social competition 

and preserve their “cultural capital”.   

Another study using semi-structured interviews (Carlson, Gerhards, & 

Hans, 2017) explored whether and how families from different social groups 

empower or discourage their children from spending a school year abroad. For 

upper middle class families, this practice is embedded in their child-rearing 

practices. Lower middle class families seem difficult to acquire “transnational 

cultural capital” (Carlson, Gerhards, & Hans, 2017). This echoes with parents’ 

attitudes towards English picturebooks among Chinese families, which is a 

practice of gaining transnational cultural capital.  For Chinese parents, reading 
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in English to children may be seen as a good approach to add to their 

“transnational cultural capital”. 

However, these findings of social capital are “neglecting the fact that 

globalisation has significantly altered the basic parameters of social 

reproduction” (Carlson, Gerhards, & Hans, 2017:751). The nature of the social 

competition has changed profoundly in the last three decades because of 

globalisation and the internet. Consequently, a number of adjustments to 

Bourdieu’s terminology have emerged — such as “mobility capital” (Murphy-

Lejeune, 2002), “cosmopolitan capital” (Weenink, 2008) or “intercultural 

capital” (Pöllmann, 2013) 

 

2.7.7 Transnational cultural capital               

Among all the labels above focus on specific aspects of cultural capital, I 

choose to use Carlson, Gerhards and Hans’ (2017) more comprehensive term 

‘transnational cultural capital’. Foreign language skills and familiarity with 

other cultures, affect the global competition between classes. Globalisation has 

made “transnational cultural capital” more important than the past.  It has been 

pointed out that in its embodied form, transnational cultural capital refers to 

foreign language, mainly the English language skills, intercultural competence, 

knowledge and openness to other cultures (Carlson, Gerhards, & Hans, 2017).   

Transnational cultural capital can be gained in different ways: for 

example, from bilingual school and other language courses, media exposure, 
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study abroad for a period of time, communicating with people from other 

cultures, or reading in English as the parents in my study did (Carlson, Gerhards, 

& Hans, 2017). The phenomenon of shared reading of foreign language 

picturebooks in my study is a reflection of this “transnational cultural capital”. 

Studies (Díez Medrano, 2014; Stöhr, 2015) indicate that transnational cultural 

capital, for example the foreign language ability and openness to other cultures, 

leads to positive returns with potential and socioeconomic position. Since 

reading Anglophone picturebooks involves foreign language skills and cultural 

understanding, it will certainly add this “transnational cultural capital”. In this 

study, I would argue that Anglophone picturebook reading events in China is 

related with parenting style and class capital, but compared with “Economic 

Capital”, it is more closely related to “Cultural Capital” or “transnational 

cultural capital”. I would like to probe the issue of whether lower income 

families have the opportunities to be involved with Anglophone picturebook 

reading or whether it is economically restricted. 
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Chapter 3 Methodology 

 

3.1 Research methodology 

 

3.1.1 My epistemological and ontological standpoint 

This study was grounded in the notion that “all knowledge is contingent upon 

human practices, being constructed in and out of the interaction between human 

beings and their world, and developed and transmitted within an essentially 

social context” (Crotty, 1998:42). My epistemological and ontological 

standpoints are largely rooted in this social constructionist perspective. I do not 

see it is possible to achieve knowledge of the world solely through direct 

observation or measurement of the phenomena, and although it also depends on 

the discipline of the knowledge, I tend to think knowledge is dialectical and 

hermeneutical in nature which depends on how people interpret it using their 

own standpoint and cultural traits. I cannot see that there is one single truth 

waiting for a researcher to find; I assume there are many possible truths waiting 

to be constructed, interpreted and viewed through the lens of prior experiences, 

knowledge and expectations. Because human beings construct their 

understanding of the world by the interaction in terms of language, one way of 

understanding parents and children’s social behaviour is to analyse their 

interaction and language with the person closest to them (in this study, parent-
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child shared reading). The goal of this study is to interpret the complex 

social phenomena in natural shared reading events. 

Starting from the social phenomenon of foreign language shared reading, 

rather than applying a particular research paradigm, the research design was 

driven by a pragmatic approach. I consider that decisions about methods and 

design should not involve philosophical debates but be driven by aims, 

objectives, research questions and by considering which is the best way to 

answer the research questions. As Glaser and Strauss (1967) suggest, driven by 

a constructivist paradigm, rather than approach the data with rigid theoretical 

expectations, researchers build a grounded theory based on what they construct 

from the data. After defining my research questions, I started to design my 

mixed methods research according to these questions and also consulted the 

grounded theory and ethnographic research approaches.  

 

3.1.2 Why mixed methods? 

As a reflection of the ontological and epistemological standpoint I mentioned 

above, I designed a mixed method research plan. The main reason why mixed 

methods were chosen was because I would like to explore the meaning of this 

new phenomenon from more than one perspective and corroborate findings with 

different methods, known as the process of triangulation (Newby, 2014). The 

mixed-method design aims to generate a more accurate and comprehensive 

picture of social phenomenon than using only one of these approaches. Muijs 
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(2004) points out that a dichotomous vision of educational research 

(quantitative or qualitative approach) is not always helpful, and every method 

has its limitations, therefore, different approaches can be complementary.  

Mixed methods allow me to take full advantage of each method’s strengths and 

compensate for each method’s weakness.  

Quan-Qual exploratory sequential mixed methods (questionnaire, 

observation, interview) were used in this study. The quantitative data were used 

not only to gain a comprehensive picture of this phenomenon and filter my 

observation focus and interview questions in the later stage, but also to select 

observation and interview participants. In order to avoid choosing observation 

families by chance or ending up with homogeneous families as far as I could, I 

chose to conduct the questionnaires first, not the other way around, to gain the 

respondents’ demographic data first to enable me to choose observation families 

from different income groups. Johnson et al. (2007) have suggested that the 

mixed-methods research “combines elements of qualitative and quantitative 

research approaches for the broad purposes of breadth and depth of 

understanding and corroboration” (p.123). So different methods which integrate 

qualitative and quantitative data are used to study this phenomenon within this 

single project, to explore the meaning of the phenomenon from more than one 

perspective.  

Mixed-methods research entails the characteristics of a combination of 

“qualitative” and “quantitative” approaches. I used quantitative data to inform, 
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develop and recast questions for another method. I also aimed to gather 

quantitative data to generate causal explanations of social phenomena, and 

qualitative data to strengthen the explanatory power of the study. In order to 

identify this phenomenon, I tried to interpret parents’ motivation and interaction 

patterns with insights from the quantitative part of the data. In order to further 

improve the dependability and reliability of this study, I attempted to answer 

each research question from different data sources, tested the validity of data 

across different research methods and tried to present the parent-child 

interaction scenes in detail.  

Considering foreign language shared reading as a new social 

phenomenon, the paucity of previous quantitative data drives me to consider 

that combining two types of data might be a more fruitful option than a single 

data source. I integrated qualitative and quantitative data within a single project, 

and the “mix” occurred at the stage of design, development of instruments, data 

analysis and interpretation. Due to the lack of research, especially using a 

quantitative approach on this new phenomenon, I firstly used quantitative data 

to identify it. Qualitative data was gained from observation and interview. 

Evidence stemming from these two types of data can enhance the validity and 

strength of research findings. Although to a certain extent, the two different data 

parts were collected on equal terms, I assume that the qualitative part of the 

project was slightly dominant in that the overall aim of this study was to deepen 

the understanding of foreign language family shared reading interaction and 
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generate an interpretive understanding rather than a causal explanation. The 

quanlitative data part includes interviews as well as observations because I can 

then explore why parents do what they do. It is not only necessary to know what 

happens during a shared reading activity, but also to see why it happens, and 

how parents and children feel about what happens. Qualitative data were 

analysed inductively; codes and themes emerged from the original data source 

during the coding process. 

 

3.1.3 My stance in this study 

Firstly, questionnaire data was collected online. Then ethnographic 

observational methods or a so-called “micro-ethnographic” approach (Bloome, 

Carter, Christian, Otto, & Shuart-Faris, 2005) was applied to explore these 

research questions. To better know the participants and not draw too much 

attention from the children in recorded reading sessions, I visited the families, 

played with the children and talked with the parents several times intensively 

during a six-month period. I also participated in several routine activities with 

these families, such as picking up the child from kindergarten.  In order to keep 

an analytical distance and catch the natural reading scenes, I did not interfere in 

the reading process (non-participant observation). The unstructured observation 

was conducted in a naturalistic setting, and I was a complete observer most of 

the time and occasionally a participant observer under certain circumstances.  
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However, my social stance as a Chinese parent who has a similar 

background and similar practices as the participants brings me advantages as 

well as issues connected with the ethnographic observation. As an “insider”, I 

know general background and access is likely to be quick and direct; it is easy 

to build trust and working relationships with the participants; I share many 

parents’ concerns and feel comfortable talking to parents and children. However, 

I may take many situations for granted and not be sensitive to the participants’ 

behaviours. In order to avoid this and take a critical view, which is vital to the 

research, I read many previous shared reading studies to locate their practice in 

a bigger picture and wrote down observation points to remind myself. I also 

took very detailed observational notes and video recorded the reading scene. 

However, researchers are not simply collecting or recording data, but rather 

interpreting the data through their own subjectivity and knowledge of the world 

(Atkinson & Hammersley, 1994), so understanding and accepting my own 

stance is vitally important.  

After collecting the observational data, aiming to approach the question 

from different angles and in further depth, a semi-interview format was chosen 

because “people’s knowledge, views, understandings, interpretations, 

experiences, and interactions are meaningful properties of the social reality 

which your research questions are designed to explore” (Mason, 2002:63). Part 

of grounded theory is applied to develop measures such as coding categories 



 

139 
 

and reading patterns. The aim is to record parent-child interactions in a new 

context and try to develop existing parent-child interaction patterns.  

 

3.1.4 Approaches to address the three sequential research questions 

With my constructive and pragmatic approach, mixed methods research 

questions are used to answer the three research questions I mentioned in the 

introduction chapter. Mixed methods research is methodological triangulation 

where I use multiple methods to study a single phenomenon with different but 

relevant research questions. My research questions include three aspects: to 

explore parents’ motivations; summarize parents’ and children’s book choices; 

and to identify any interaction patterns or trends of parent-child shared reading 

and children’s responses towards it. For the first research question, I wanted to 

explore parents’ motivations from the parents’ reports, analyse their book 

choices, which reflects their motivation, and observe their reading process and 

discuss it in the interview to build a relatively stereoscopic understanding of it. 

In terms of the second research questions of book choices, firstly I would like to 

directly summarize from their open answers in the questionnaire about their 

favorite books; and observe their book choices in an authentic reading scene and 

also ask parents in the interview. For the last research questions about 

interaction foci, the data are generated on the basis of empirical data, mainly 

from observation scenes, and I supplement that with the parents’ reports and 

interviews. Although each research question emphasizes a specific type of data, 
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more importantly, these three parts of data are interwoven together to make a 

comprehensive answer for each research question.  

 

3.2 Procedures  

 

3.2.1 Context, range and definition of terms 

Firstly, basic background knowledge helps set the stage and context for this 

study. This study was situated in a specific social context (shared reading in 

English among Chinese families), thus understanding the context was important 

for understanding the phenomenon. The research participants were Chinese 

parents (mothers and fathers) who read Anglophone picturebooks to their 

children in mainland China. In order to choose the initial participants, the 

children’s age was not used to restrict participation in the questionnaire part 

provided that they still read picturebooks with the help of parents rather than 

alone (as explained in the cover letter of the questionnaire), but data showed the 

range was from 0-12 years old in the Chinese context. 

There is some research about immigrant Chinese children’s reading and 

language development; however, I excluded overseas Chinese participants 

because their situation was much closer to immigrant or EFL issues, which has 

a different social context compared with mainland Chinese parents. However, I 

could find some similarities between Chinese immigrant parents and bilingual 

children’s shared reading studies in previous studies in terms of Chinese parents’ 
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educational practice and thoughts (Moses, 2015; Zhang & Koda 2011). There 

were other children who were educated in the increasing number of English 

international schools in big cities in China, and I also excluded this group of 

children because they were immersed in the Anglophone culture and education 

system, and they were not from typical Chinese families, which I would like to 

focus on in this study.  

The parents’ and children’s main language was Chinese, their English 

levels varied from beginner to fluent speakers, who learnt English as a second 

language. The children were learning English solely by reading Anglophone 

picturebooks, attending private English language schools or having English 

lessons at nursery school.     

It is crucial to clarify the range of picturebooks. Children’s picturebooks 

here refer to mainstream trade picturebooks available in libraries, bookshops or 

online bookshops in China, including picturebooks without words, nursery 

rhymes, storybooks, pop-up books or toy books (for example, train books, bath 

books, books in special shapes, etc.), and fiction and non-fiction picturebooks in 

English. These were not only story books, “early concept” and “concept” 

picturebooks aimed at teaching children to identify objects or other educational 

picturebooks: books teaching phonics, reading and math concepts were also 

included in this study. I did not set any limitation on what books parents should 

read to their children when I went to their home, however, from the results, the 

books they shared were within this range. I will point out graded level books or 
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guided reading books in detail when I discuss parents’ motivation in the 

findings. Graded level books are also called guided reading books, which are 

normally series of books closely matching a child’s reading skills, such as the 

well-known Oxford Reading Tree, I can read series.  There are broad concept 

graded level books and narrow concept graded level books. Broad concept 

graded levels books, such as Lexile levels, include most trade picturebooks and 

measure them according to the Lexile level on its website. Here I only take 

traditional narrow Graded Level series of books, which normally have a level 

number on the cover such as the Oxford Reading Tree series, Step into Reading 

series, and the I Can Read series.  

Because in a natural shared reading scene, most parents in this study 

read in both languages to their children, I will discuss their use and reading 

practice of Chinese picturebooks as a comparison.  

 

3.2.2 Ethics and pilot study 

Considering the possible ethical issues and potential problems about working 

with children, I mainly used the traditional frameworks of duties, rights or 

harm-benefit frameworks to be critical about working with children (Alderson 

& Morrow, 2011).  I thought about the possible benefits against the possible 

harms of the study, and tried to avoid intruding into the families’ free time so as 

not to arouse too much anxiety (Clark & Moss, 2001). The most important thing 

is informing children and adults honestly, asking for their consent, and 
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respecting their refusal (Alderson & Morrow, 2011). Research ethics is also 

about taking account of the local context, for example, the understandings of 

childhood and children, the parent-child power relationship, how parents treat 

children and how children are expected to behave in daily life. 

When these frameworks of duties, rights and harm–benefit were applied 

to the research design, several ethical concerns became clear. The first ethical 

consideration was in addition to parents’ consent, whether and how to gain the 

children’s assent. Because the children’s age of the seven observation families 

ranged from one year old to pre-primary school age, having the same consent 

form for all the young participants was difficult because of their different 

cognition levels. Therefore, the consent form was only given to the parents. 

However, as I explained in the consent form for parents, the young person’s 

willingness was carefully considered, and careful judgment was used, data were 

only generated from both adults and children who wished to join the study. I 

made it clear in the consent form that both parents and children had the right to 

withdraw from the research. During the observation part, if children showed any 

signs of discomfort due to the filming, the parents would have the right to judge 

whether to stop or continue. If a child expressed his or her unwillingness to 

continue, the research would be stopped, and the researcher would take it up at 

another time, or withdraw the family entirely from the research. The other 

consideration was how to protect the family’s privacy since it was a private 

reading environment. The parents and I agreed on only using images which did 
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not show the face of the participants, either by blurring out that part of an image 

or using angles where the face was obscured. 

Finally, ethical clearance and formal approval for the study was obtained 

from the University of York in the spring of 2017. Two separate consent forms 

for questionnaire data collection, observation and interview data collection were 

approved during the ethical approval process.  

A pilot study was conducted in June of 2017 before the main data 

collection. The questionnaire was piloted with five parents to ensure that the 

language and expressions were clear and easy to understand.  I selected the pilot 

participants through my personal contacts with parents who have children at the 

age of picturebook readers. I sent the questionnaire link to them and asked them 

to complete it independently and discuss it later with me. After analysing these 

five copies of questionnaires and one observation and interview data, I asked 

them if there were any questions which were unclear and checked the answers 

to see if there were any unexpected answers. All five sets of parents in the pilot 

showed a clear understanding of the questions being asked. I refined several 

questions after piloting, for example to include a second child’s information if 

they had a second one; and I added options to judge the parents’ English level. I 

found the academic category of picturebooks such as fiction/non-fiction was not 

effective; the physical category such as board book, pop-up book worked better 

for parents. In terms of asking parents about their income, I eventually used an 

income range rather than asking for the exact income figure. The pilot study 
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was a valuable learning experience and I learnt the average time to complete the 

questionnaire and interview questions; I gained experience in how to make 

myself as unobtrusive as possible (e.g., silent reading by myself); and how to 

stimulate conversation with the parents. Through the pilot study, I also became 

familiar with technical issues such as how to set up the camera and how to 

upload the questionnaire online correctly. The data from the pilot study was 

transcribed and discussed firstly to gain experience about what counts as data 

and secondly to learn how to code the data. 

 

3.2.3 Data collection — questionnaire stage 

Formal data was collected from July 2017 to April 2018 in a 10-month’s period.  

The questionnaire was carried out during the months of July and August of 

2017, which took around 40 days. Firstly, I uploaded the questionnaire onto a 

website (Wenjuan.com) and created a link to it. I was totally aware of the 

advantages of the online social questionnaire such as low cost, better data 

accuracy and fewer unanswered questions; I was also aware of the 

disadvantages of a low response rate, respondents being restricted to the online 

population, and a higher level of motivation being required (Newby, 2014). 

Since I asked the parents sensitive questions such as their income and personal 

contact information, online questionnaires receive higher response rates on 

sensitive questions according to Newby (2014). After comparing the advantages 
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and disadvantages, I decided to continue with the online questionnaire, mainly 

due to the advantage of easy access and instant data processing.  

Internet users generally tend to be better educated, wealthier, younger, 

and not representative of the total population. However, WeChat is reported to 

have more than 1 billion users in the Chinese market, which covers the majority 

of the Chinese population. Considering WeChat has become the main 

communication platform in China in recent years, participants were easy to 

reach through this platform. I sent a link to several online WeChat parents 

groups. WeChat is a close social network application; users can only search for 

a person’s mobile number or username and see other people’s profile only once 

they have been accepted as a friend. The online parents groups I first 

approached included a group of parents whose children were in a class at 

kindergarten; a chat group run by an advisor who give advice on where families 

can go for trips; a group of parents initiated by a parenting blogger; and a group 

of parents and English teachers, some of them were librarians who were 

enthusiastic about English picturebooks and story telling. I then asked the 

members in the groups to forward the link to as many parents as they could. In 

order not to be mistaken for a “virus”, I asked the group administrator’s 

permission; in some groups, the administrator sent my link on my behalf. 

Finally, all the participants were compensated for their time with a small 

incentive (from 1 RMB to 10 RMB randomly, which equaled 10 pence to 1 

pound each) in the form of an online lucky draw.  
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In order to reach as many participants as possible, I used combined 

methods to find my sample, including convenience sampling, typical-case 

sampling, and snowball sampling. Practical considerations such as time, travel 

distance, accessibility and cost precluded true randomization. I recruited 

participants through library contacts, internet groups, personal contacts, and 

several influential bloggers among parents.  Finally, during the 40 days, the 

initial sample recruited for the study consisted of 565 parents. Considering 

completing this questionnaire (See Appendix 1) took around 20 minutes 

(statistics data from Wenjuan.com) and contained several open questions, the 

number of participants was beyond my expectations. The combined sampling 

strategies worked well. 

Although efforts were made to broaden the diversity of participants from 

various groups and locations including approaching different parents groups 

(kindergarten groups or sports groups, in different cities), from the results of the 

quantitative data, which I am going to discuss in detail in the next chapter, it 

was found that this specific group was highly educated and economically 

privileged compared with the national demographic data. There are some 

reasons why it was difficult to make the data sample more representative of all 

Chinese parents. Firstly, people tend to answer surveys only about topics that 

interest them or if the topic is relevant to the person. In my case, without 

obligation and with only a small incentive, most participants volunteered for the 

study, so the survey attracted parents who were passionate and interested in 
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reading to their children. Secondly, due to the time restriction (40 days of 

questionnaire data collection) and the limitation of access to technology for 

some of the population, the survey was not accessible to every Chinese parent. 

Thirdly, the main distribution platform — WeChat was a closed rather than an 

open friend-inviting system; it was easy to attract people who had a similar 

background or similar demographic characteristics (for example same gender, 

age group, living in the same city).  

I was also aware of the limits of my sample design because of my own 

position, and identity — for example, gender (I had more contacts with 

mothers); language (I have higher English proficiency), children’s age (the 

children were similar to the age of my own children); and profession (it was 

easier to reach educational practitioners’ group). Therefore, the final 

participants tended to be homogenous in many ways. The sample was not 

randomly selected, so the data have limited generalizability in terms of the 

whole Chinese population, therefore some caution is needed to generate the data 

for the wider population. However, the research targets of this study were 

exclusively families who read English picturebooks to their children rather than 

the whole population who had young children, therefore, generally speaking, 

the final participants were representative of this group. From the results, most of 

them were from middle class background. Middle class parents are at the 

forefront of social changes and trends, and they often become role models for 

the wider public. The goal of this study was not to generalize the findings to the 
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entire population; it was to explore within this population who read 

picturebooks to their children, what their motivations, beliefs and behaviours 

are. 

The online questionnaire link was distributed to find out about the 

characteristics of these parents and their reading habits, which provided me with 

a clearer image of the reading backgrounds and interests of these families.  

However, the response rate could not be obtained because of the online survey 

trait. The questionnaire (see Appendix 1) includes a consent form at the 

beginning and three sections: 

1. Parents’ and children’s background, demographic information and 

other attached status (for example age, education, socioeconomic 

status, income, English level); 

2.  Parents’ and children’s interest in reading and reading habits, which 

relates to my first question about parents’ motivation (this includes 

attitudes towards reading on a 5-point scale, their preferred reading 

materials, who decides what to read, who reads to the children, the 

frequency of shared book reading, an estimate of the amount of 

children’s books they have at home, the frequency of library visits, 

and where and why they choose a particular book);  

3.  Literacy practices which relates more to my third research question 

about interaction patterns (the reading routine, how they interact, and 

which language they use).    
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Parents’ reported English levels were defined (which is in accordance 

with the categories in the questionnaire) from beginner to advanced level: 

limited or total beginner; simple conversation level; CET level 4 passed; CET 

level 6 passed; proficient or majored in English; IELTS test taken with band 

score; TOEFL test taken with score. The CET (The College English Test) level 

4 or 6 exam is the most common English exam for Chinese university students. 

The CET certificates have been one of the graduation requirements of almost all 

undergraduates and postgraduates in most universities in China for more than 

20 years. In 2017, nearly 10 million people took CET4 and CET6 exams. I used 

these two exams as options as most young parents have taken these exams 

before. Parents had various experiences and have experienced language attrition 

since their last qualification, so to judge their English level was not easy.  There 

were two more options — “Lived in an English-speaking country before. If so, 

specify for how long?” And “Other, please state briefly”.    

The children’s English levels could not be defined by any exam; so I 

relied on parents’ report — from beginner to advanced (as noted in the 

questionnaire): Just listens, can’t say anything; Just listens, but can respond 

using several words; Speaks several English words; Can use simple 

conversation and words; Daily conversation; Fluent speaker, but not an 

independent reader; Fluent speaker and independent reader. There was only one 

more open option — “Other situation, please state briefly”.  
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I used all this information to judge parents’ and children’s English levels. 

From the pilot study, I found that participants had no difficulties with 

understanding and choosing their or their children’s English levels. During the 

observation, I also observed parents’ and children’s English levels and 

compared with their reported levels. I found their actual English ability highly 

accorded with their reported ones. That is probably due to so many different 

resources and routes to learn a foreign language nowadays, in the past, options 

were limited to standard textbooks, standard tests, few private English language 

training schools, and fewer overseas learning experiences. Therefore, English 

levels were relatively easy to judge according to a recognized standard.  

There were single choice questions and multiple-choice questions on the 

questionnaire, and I set a limit of choosing at most three relevant answers. My 

concern about setting the limitation here was in case parents choose the answers 

without thinking carefully. The limit here forced them to consider which ones 

were relevant and also most important. Another reason was the experience from 

the pilot study, without limitation, the answers seemed dispersed and the 

important ones did not stand out.  

In the final part of the questionnaire which was directly related to my 

second research question about book choices, parents were asked to list their 

favourite English picturebooks; consider what they thought of their children’s 

favourite English picturebooks and what English picturebooks they had shared 

recently. The questionnaire also covered a mock book choosing activity (see 
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details in Appendix 1). Part of the questionnaire includes open-ended questions 

to encourage the parents to add their personal answers or explanations. At the 

end of the questionnaire, participants were asked if they would like to join the 

later stages of the research, the interview and observation. If they did, their 

personal contact details were collected.  The purpose of this questionnaire was 

two-fold: to discover the family’s general and English reading practices; and to 

select the participants for the next two stages.   

 

3.2.4 Observation sampling strategy 

Because 565 parents’ answers were successfully gained from the first stage of 

data collection, it allowed me to develop a strategy for selecting the observation 

and interview families. I divided all participants who said they were willing to 

participate in the follow-up research into 5 different income groups (except one 

group, 60 out of 565 parents who were “not willing to state their income”). I 

tried to select families with the widest range of incomes (from the lowest 

income group to the highest income group). Although 426 out of 565 parents 

agreed to participate in further research and left their contact details, not 

surprisingly, only a few parents were from very low income groups or very high 

income groups. Considering the travelling distance, there were not so many 

participants to choose from these two groups, so I started to contact parents 

from these two groups to invite them to arrange the observation and interview 

schedule. After the schedule of parents from these two extreme groups was 
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decided, I moved to the other groups with many participants to choose from.  If 

I had many choices in one group, I chose the participants who lived within a 

convenient radius for me to travel to (for example, cities which had a direct 

train service from big cities like Beijing, Shanghai or my home city) and I 

balanced their children’s gender, age, and attempted to choose participants from 

diverse backgrounds. Although most participants wanted to participate 

originally, due to their free time and my intense schedule, most participants 

could not commit to at least two observations and one interview. Nevertheless, I 

tried to go for a maximum variation among the parents who agreed to continue 

to the next stage. Finally, three families from big northern cities, two families 

from a large southern city and two families from a small city in southern China 

were selected. These seven families were selected to participate in the following 

observation (about two or three observations for each family) and semi-

structured interviews with video and audio recording. Separate consent forms 

for the survey, interview and observation were obtained from all adult 

participants. The purpose of the research, the children’s privacy protection, and 

how the data would be stored was noted in the consent forms. When I visited 

these families, I brought a book-related gift (mostly a book and a soft toy of a 

book character, for example, a The Snowman soft toy from the book of the same 

name, a soft toy puppy from Dear Zoo) for each family as a way of thanking 

them. There were no other incentives. 
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3.2.5 Data collection — observation stage 

In order to obtain data in a natural setting, I asked the participants to read the 

books in a location where they felt comfortable, so the settings and 

surroundings were familiar to the participants.  Reading and related activities 

happen most frequently before bedtime or nap. The living room, bedroom and 

libraries were frequently chosen by parents and children. Half the parents chose 

bedtime reading and the other half preferred other environmental settings.  

Except for bedtime reading, library reading, study table, cosy chair or sofa 

reading were other popular shared reading sites. Parents were requested to share 

the books as they normally would with their child, and I asked them not to 

worry about entertaining me as only in neutral, and more relaxed environments, 

will children tend to say exactly what is on their minds with little hesitation. 

Parents in this study were not trained in how to interact with children, so all 

responses and interactions during the shared reading were spontaneous.    

For the specific reading event, it was the parent, either the mother or 

father, who normally would read with their child who participated. It was 

generally the mothers rather than the fathers who read with the children (only 

49 out of 565 fathers involved in the questionnaire and 3 out of 20 reading 

sessions were taken by the father; fathers in 2 out of 7 observation families read 

to their children in my observation sessions). At least in China, women are still 

responsible for the majority of childcare duties including education-related roles.  

Since most families read Chinese and English books during one reading event in 
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real life, in order to record as natural a scene as possible, I did not exclude the 

shared reading of Chinese books.  

Although I did not request it, all the books the parents and children read 

were picturebooks in Chinese or English except for one family who also read a 

traditional Chinese text without pictures. I, as the non-participant researcher 

normally left the room, with a camera positioned to capture the parent-child 

dyad’s verbal and nonverbal (physical intimacy, facial expressions) interactions. 

As Golden and Gerber (1990:204) observe, parents and children use “a variety 

of paralinguistic, kinesthetic and proxemic cues” as they construct meaning in 

shared reading event.  If it was not appropriate to leave the room, I stayed in the 

corner of the room, mostly reading silently to myself.  

Both parents and children knew there was a camera in the corner. The 

camera was set up before the observation and I sometimes adjusted the position 

after parents and children settled down. Some children became curious about 

the camera, but sooner or later, most of them forgot its existence. Compared 

with the children, parents tended to be more aware of the camera and some 

parents mentioned it to the children during the shared reading. My presence 

changed the parent-child dynamics at first, in order to catch the natural 

behaviour, I played and talked with the children for around 30 minutes until the 

children were no longer curious about the camera and became used to my 

presence. I played with the children to become familiar with the family 

members and reduce the observer effect, known as the “Hawthorne Effect” 
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(McCambridge, Witton & Elbourne, 2014). By doing this, I tried to engage 

meaningfully and ethically with the participants involved in the research. The 

other purpose of playing with the children was to assess the children’s English 

and Chinese language ability and gain general knowledge about children’s 

attitudes towards books.  

Some children or parents asked me to read to their children during the 

reading session, I did not refuse to do so and took it as an opportunity to 

become better acquainted with the family members, however, I did not count 

these as observation sessions. My role was principally as an observer, my 

function shifted to participant-observer when I read to the children. As I 

mentioned before, partly because they treated me as a “reading expert” or fluent 

English speaker and partly because being read to by a stranger would arouse the 

children’s curiosity and interest in reading. Each time before or after the 

observation, I wrote detailed field notes and a researcher reflection journal.    

Parents and children were observed in their ways of shared reading, their 

attitudes and behaviour during the picturebook reading. All the book-sharing 

episodes were transcribed in their entirety. I also took some pictures of the 

reading environment as part of the micro-ethnographic observation. As Cohen 

and his colleagues (2011:457) claim, the researcher can gain information about 

the physical setting (the bedroom or living room); the human setting (the 

characteristics of family relationships), the interactional setting (the verbal and 
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non-verbal interactions in the class); the program setting and their reading 

routine during observation. 

Observation data collection occurred over two or three sessions 

depending on the children’s circumstances; each session was of approximately 

30-40 minutes duration. Ambady and Gray (2002) indicate that even the 

segments of behaviour, called “thin slices” can be used to make accurate 

evaluations about people’s social behaviours. From the results, 30 minutes was 

the duration of one typical shared reading event. Together a total of 20 parent-

child dyads videotaped sessions were collected, averaging about three 

observational videos for each family. 

 

3.2.6 Data collection — interview stage 

After the parents and children had completed the shared reading session, other 

information was collected in a semi-structured interview (see interview 

questions in Appendix 2). This was the last stage of data collection. Interviews 

lasted on average 90 minutes and only parents were interviewed. 

I conducted interviews first to identify the parents’ reading behaviour, 

book choice and general educational practice.  The key dimensions of the 

interview questions were: their personal shared reading and reading experience, 

what their book preferences were, who influenced parents and children’s book 

choices, how they selected what to share, where they bought the books, their 

reading-related activities, and so on. Through these questions, I wanted to 
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explore families’ child rearing approaches — how parents shaped children’s 

recreational and educational experiences; what general educational practice 

parents embedded in shared reading experience and their child’s attitude 

towards books. Parents’ reading history and English learning experience were 

also talked about. Parents’ knowledge of children’s books was checked during 

the interview.  Some interview questions were similar to the questionnaire 

questions as I wanted to compare the difference in the data, and ask the reason 

behind it and go deeper in the interview. It felt very natural talking with parents 

about children’s lives and every aspect of childcare before and after the 

interview. This may have been due to my position as a mother with children of a 

similar age and similar experience. On the other hand, the parents treated me as 

a “reading expert” and asked me several questions about reading practice when, 

at the end of the interview, I asked them if they had any questions. During the 

interview, after initial chatting, I set up the videotape and told parents about the 

length of the recording and the conversation became a little more formal. The 

interview data were audiotaped and transcribed in their entirety.    

 

3.3 Research Participants 

 

3.3.1 Who are the participants? 

The first purpose of this study was to identify the parents who were reading 

English picturebooks to their children. We could locate this group from the 
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demographic data. Firstly, from household income, we can see from the 

diagram below that more than two-thirds of these families earned more than 

100,000 RMB (£11,000) per year, and more than one-third of these families 

earned more than 200,000 RMB (£22,000) per year.  The average income was 

well above the national average but was representative of salaries in the larger 

cities such as Beijing or Shanghai (National Bureau of Statistics, 2020).  

The data shows a disparity among lower and higher income middle class 

families. Families who were involved with this study were more likely to come 

from the urban areas; most of them were from the eastern part of China, which 

was where the relatively affluent cities in China are located. From quantitative 

data, the mean parents’ age in this study was 33.8 years old, the mean age of 

children was 4.5 years old, so the age of giving birth to their first child in my 

sample was 29.3 years old. It was significantly higher than the national average, 

which was 26.8 years old in 2017 but similar to the data in Shanghai (29 years 

old) in the same year (National Bureau of Statistics, 2018). This confirms much 

social science research that middle class parents have children at a later age 

compared with the national average (Haines, 2017; He et al., 2019).  
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Figure 1 Family Income 

 

The majority (94%) of participants reported having obtained a 

bachelor’s degree. Among them, 27% of these parents had gained a master’s 

degree and 3% of participants had a doctoral degree. Again, the educational 

attainment was higher than the national level and somewhat higher than the 

average figure for big cities. Compared with the national data, which shows that 

the entrance rate into Higher Education in China is now 42.7% (2016). Entrance 

rate into HE in big cities or in eastern China is higher than the national average, 

we can still surmise that this is a well-educated group. Most families (75%) had 

only one child, around one-quarter of families had two children or more (the 

One-Child Policy ended in 2015). 

Less than 50,000 
RMB

50,001 to 
100,000 RMB

100,001RMB to 
200,000RMB

200,001 to 
500,000 RMB

More than 
500,000 RMB 

I’d rather not 
say

What is your yearly family income?
(Including investment or rent income, 1 pound=9 RMB)
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From the results, 27% of parents’ self-rated reading proficiency in this 

study showed they could only speak simple English words; another 27% of 

parents stated they had passed CET4(College English Test); 29% of parents 

reported they had passed CET 6, which was the biggest group; 19% of parents 

stated they were fluent in English.  Only a few of them (6%) were complete 

beginners (35/552), and fewer than one-tenth of parents had lived in an English-

speaking country before.  Most of the children (81%) from these families could 

speak at least several words or could have a simple conversation in English. 

Because of the university admission system in China, English carries 

considerable weight in the core three compulsory subjects (the others are 

Chinese and Math), so the English level is closely connected to an academic 

degree. Data from this study also showed the higher the education level was, the 

higher the English level was. That partly explains why all parents’ highest 

degree in the “Secondary School diploma” group had little English or a limited 

level of English. It also demonstrated parents’ concept of the relationship 

between English and a good education and why parents put so much effort into 

English learning. 

 

3.3.2 Participants’ home literacy environment 

The participants’ home literacy environment was also evaluated. More than 

one-third of families had more than 100 English picturebooks at home, more 

than two-thirds of families had at least 20 English picture books at home and 
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6.7% of families owned more than 500 English picturebooks. Half of the 

families read more Chinese picturebooks than English picturebooks; only one-

tenth of the families read more in English than Chinese; the rest read a similar 

number of Chinese and English picturebooks. Some 57% of parents said they 

did not go to a library to borrow books while the rest said they did. 

 

3.3.3 Children from observational families 

In my study, the seven observational families were all from middle class 

backgrounds and at least one parent had a profession; the children lived in a 

secure home and parents invested in their children’s education. Pseudonyms 

were used for all participants. The age range of the children from these 

observation families was from 1 to 6 years old. Given that preschool children 

were not able to read independently, this was reflected in the age range of the 

main English picturebook market in China. There were four girls and three boys 

in this study; other information is in the table below: 
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Table 3 General information relating to the seven observed families 

Family Xiaoxia Xiaotian Anna Qiqi Yueyue Weiwei Xiaohu 

Age and 
gender 

2 years 
and 9 

months 
old, girl 

4 years 
and 4 

months 
old, boy 

4 years 
and 2 

months 
old, girl 

4 years 
and 1 
month 

old, girl 

18 
months 
old, boy 

4 years 
and 10 
months 
old, girl 

5 years 
and 11 
months 
old, boy 

City Northern 
big city 

Northern 
big city 

Northern 
big city 

Southern 
big city 

Southern 
main 
city 

Southern 
small 
city 

Southern 
small 
city 

siblings no no no no no 
One 
sister 
(21) 

no 

English 
picturebooks 

at home 
200-500 More 

than 500 20-100 20-100 101-200 101-200 Less 
than 20 

Frequency of 
reading 
English 

picturebooks 

2-4 
times a 
week 

Almost 
every 
day 

2-4 
times a 
week 

Once a 
week 

Once a 
month 

Almost 
every 
day 

Almost 
every 
day 

Parent’s 
education 

level 
(degree) 

Bachelor Master’s Bachelor Bachelor Master’s Bachelor Bachelor 

parent’s self-
reported 

English level 

Fluent 
Speaker 

Fluent 
Speaker, 
Lived in 
UK for 2 

years 

Fluent 
Speaker 

College 
Level 4 

College 
Level 6 

Simple 
conversa

tion 

College 
Level 4 

Children’s 
self-reported 
English level 

Simple 
conversa

tion 

Simple 
conversa

tion 

Simple 
words 

Simple 
conversa

tion 

Learning 
to talk 

Simple 
words 

Simple 
conversa

tion 
 

Xiaoxia was the first child I visited. She was a 2 year 9-month-old girl 

and lived with her parents in the suburb of a big northern city. Like many 

Chinese families, she was also looked after by her grandparents and lived in her 

grandparents’ apartment almost every week. I was impressed by the number of 

books and English picturebooks on her bookshelf, which was children’s size. 
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The family owned more than 200 English picturebooks, and they formed the 

majority of their books. Xiaoxia was free and could easily access the books by 

herself. Xiaoxia had good Chinese verbal ability and spoke some words and 

sentences in English. Her mother spoke fluent English and worked as an 

English teacher before childbirth. 

Xiaotian was aged 4 years and 4 months and went to kindergarten by 

bus every day, which took 30 minutes. His mother carefully chose the 

kindergarten for him despite the distance. Xiaotian’s mother said she liked the 

natural way the new kindergarten provides for the children, for example, simple 

wooden toys and the kindergarten is not overly-protective. She was especially 

satisfied with the learning log the new kindergarten provided. He was a bright 

boy who liked to smile and asked lots of questions. I went to pick up Xiaotian 

from kindergarten with his mother one day. They talked about “24 Jieqi” (24 

solar terms to record the time and created in ancient China to direct the 

agricultural and farming activities), and Xiaotian could tell which Jieqi that day 

was on the way home, which I thought was very advanced knowledge for his 

age. His mother could speak good English because she had studied in the UK 

previously. Xiaotian came from an extremely rich literacy environment and his 

parents valued literature and read a great deal to him. The first impression when 

I entered the living room was an enormous high bookshelf which contained 

more than 2000 books. It contained more books than several private children’s 

libraries I had visited. All the books were well organized according to English 
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or Chinese, and by the physical format of the book. There were many popular 

parenting books I could recognize. His mother was the only parent who had 

memories of picturebooks when she was a child. Xiaotian’s family reported the 

lowest family income range and yet owned the most books. 

Anna was a 4 year old girl who had a busy schedule. During the 

interview, her mother mentioned that Anna was involved in more than 10 extra-

curricular activities at that time and said it was definitely not an exception 

among her friends. Anna went to a famous elite private kindergarten called Eton 

(named after the famous British boarding school) near her apartment. Her 

grandparents and her mother took care of her and sent her to many activities. 

Anna’s mother had read many parenting books. Anna’s family belonged to the 

highest income group in this study and Anna’s father did children-related 

business. 

Qiqi was a 4 year and 1 month old girl who liked painting. Her mother 

used the resources of the public and school libraries very often and regularly 

brought books home. Qiqi was the centre of her extended family. The family 

lived in a large southern city and all her extended family were local. Her 4 

grandparents lived nearby and were frequently involved with childcare. Qiqi 

and her parents also often walked to her grandparents’ house for dinner.  

Yueyue was only 18 months old. He showed many signs of emergent 

literacy. His mother owned a small children’s private library in an early 

childcare centre, where he frequently played. He was at the stage of learning 
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early literacy skills (such as how to hold the book properly, and how to sit still 

and listen). During the observation sessions, he seldom sat still and listened to 

stories.  However, his mother sent me some extra videos that showed he can 

concentrate well during bedtime story time. When I talked about the difference 

with Yueyue’s mother, she said perhaps it was not the best reading time and 

environment for him when I was there, and he probably became excited because 

a stranger was there. 

Weiwei was a 4 year 10 month old girl, who read Chinese and English 

picturebooks and traditional Chinese books with her mother. Her mother was 

fascinated with traditional Chinese culture and texts. Reading traditional 

Chinese classics was the routine for her family, and Weiwei went to a 

traditional school (Sishu) which emphasizes learning traditional Chinese 

classics. Her mother allowed her to leave her first mainstream kindergarten 

nearby and join this traditional school which was 30 minutes away by bus. 

Together with the long-distance of the traditional school, daily traditional 

Chinese classics reading occupied their family time. After reading in English, 

Chinese picturebooks and traditional Chinese text every day, they felt they did 

not have enough time to do other activities.  

Xiaohu was soon to become 6 years old (he was 5 years and 11 months 

old) and went to an English language school twice a week in a small southern 

city. This English language school gave him homework every week. His father 

was a high school teacher and his mother was a local government civil servant. 
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They put a great deal of time and resources into his education and Xiaohu’s 

mother said she tried to maintain a good relationship with his kindergarten 

teacher. Xiaohu’s parents were trying to move Xiaohu into a primary school in 

the city centre, which they said was a better school than the one in their 

catchment area. Xiaohu read Pinyin and English phonics at the same time. 

Compared with the custom in the UK of calling another parent directly 

by their name, for parents in China, it is more natural to call each other in the 

way of “XX’s mother” or “XX’s father”. In this study, I did not make 

pseudonyms for every parent, instead I call the parent “XX’s mother” or “XX’s 

father” which follows the tradition of communication between parents in China.  

 

3.4 Coding and Data Analysis 

 

3.4.1 Pre coding — organizing and transcribing data 

I received 565 copies of the questionnaire with several open questions, 

conducted 20 observation sessions and had data from 7 interviews. Several 

research journals, observational field notes and the pictures I took were also part 

of the data. I gathered all the data and imported it into the Nvivo software, 

which acquainted me with the range and scope of the raw data. 

I then categorized, calculated, transcribed, translated and coded all the 

data, and developed it into a whole picture to answer the research questions. I 

tried to use some software to help me to transform the audio such as the parents’ 
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interviews into text. However, because the parents spoke Chinese and 

sometimes used English words, the change in language could not be detected by 

the software, which meant I had to translate it manually, so I decided to dictate 

all the interview and observation raw data myself. The process of personally 

transcribing everything made me engage with the data in detail and I gained a 

general impression of what the data was about. 

At the pre-coding stage, after I had collected, transcribed and translated 

all the data, I read through it all and obtained a general sense of what the 

participants were saying or doing. I wrote down my general thoughts of my first 

impressions. I did as Dörnyei (2007: 250) suggested: “reading and rereading the 

transcripts, reflecting on them, and noting down our thoughts in journal 

entries ... and memos ... These pre-coding reflections shape our thinking about 

the data and influence the way we will go about coding it.”  Although this 

process was very time-consuming, it also helped me in terms of organizing my 

initial coding thoughts and making sense of my first impressions. For example, 

the focus on learning English and the fact that many families read a large 

number of graded level books immediately stood out from the data at this stage.   

 

3.4.2 Coding approach and strategy  

Questionnaire data was analysed using SPSS 24; I will report the results in the 

findings section. Questionnaire open data, observation and interview data were 

synthesized and coded in Nvivo12 as a whole project.  
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For the interview data, I mainly transcribed the parent’s verbal content, 

there were very few physical gestures or voice changes, while for the 

observation data, the parent-child’s reading and talking, their gestures, the 

physical setting, the reading environment, the voice changes, and the facial 

expressions were all transcribed with descriptions and coded. These visual 

elements were a part of the shared reading event. I wanted to report an authentic 

voice during the shared reading sessions, so their complete communication 

(nodding, pointing, words, tone, emphasis, gestures, mannerisms and so on) was 

transcribed (Bailey, 2008).  

Qualitative data (open data in the questionnaire, observation and 

interview data) were analysed according to the threefold process — open coding, 

axial coding and selective coding (Strauss, 1987; Strauss & Corbin, 1990; 2008; 

Charmaz, 2006; Dörnyei, 2007) with a grounded theory approach. Grounded 

theory is an inductive approach that uses the coding process as a means of 

extracting the information from data (Newby, 2014). Mackey and Gass (2005) 

claim that coding is grounded in the data rather than pre-decided. The grounded 

theory approach is the bottom-up process of sifting primary data and it builds up 

the interpretation from the data itself. Dörnyei (2007) applied this grounded 

theory approach to coding and called it a threefold coding process. 
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3.4.3 Open coding  

The initial coding stage was open coding. The questionnaire open data, the 

observation data and the interview data were coded using the same process. I 

firstly identified data units and described them with a code by highlighting and 

tagging descriptive labels which best described their main points where it was 

broadly relevant to my topic, such as “parent’s reading experience”, “reading 

routine”, “parents’ English learning experience”, “extracurricular activities” and 

so on. There were further codes to describe people’s social and educational 

background, family culture, reactions, talking, physical gestures, attitude and 

beliefs relating to educational practice and book reading. 

I also consulted codes and categories derived from previous studies 

mainly from DRI (Dialogic Reading Inventory,Dixon-Krauss et al., 2010), 

ARICI (Adult and Child Interactive Reading Inventory, Debruin-Parecki , 1999, 

2004, 2007), DPICS-R (Dyadic Parent–Child Interaction Coding System-R, 

Robinson & Eyberg, 1981) and other research about children’s responses to 

texts, which I mentioned in chapter 2.  

I maintained some of the original DRI labels and a few labels were 

adapted from ARICI, with the addition of other interaction research (Robinson 

& Eyberg, 1981) to code the interaction process. I found those categories useful, 

as analytical tools or a way of corroborating my findings, sometimes existing 

codes required refinements to capture the new context. I only used the existing 

codes which fit the description, for example, I used the codes of “Asks child to 
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recall information”, “Parents pause to answer child’s questions”, which were 

used in DRI. I used the existing codes only on this basis. I then developed most 

codes from my own data, which were successively modified through further 

analysis. I sought to find patterns in the data, not impose a specific framework 

upon it. 

During the stage of open coding, initial descriptive codes were assigned 

then constantly adapted, suggesting the continuous interplay between the 

proposed hypotheses and checking them against the data (Erikson, 1986). 

Firstly, all communicative behaviours were divided into two categories: adult 

and child. Then interaction labels were added to the coding system to label 

parents’ utterances relating to book reading, for example, labels like “voice 

intonation or change”, and “physical proximity” were used. Several more codes 

were added to describe the parents’ and children’s reading in a new context 

such as “adults ask children to translate”, “children ask the meaning of foreign 

language”. I will reveal the process and give more details in Appendix 3. In the 

open coding of the observation data, I asked the following questions partly as 

Dörnyei (2007: 260-261) suggested: “What is this data an example of? What 

principles underlie these actions/statements? What do they actually mean? Is 

there a similar pattern I have met before?”  

I coded these on a line-by-line basis. At this stage, I approached the data 

without any expectations or pre-conceptions, I just reacted to the data on its own 

terms and the codes closely reflected and represented the data. As more data 
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were coded, I explored the emerging categories and investigated potential 

connections among categories. My research questions helped me to determine 

what I was looking for when coding. Open coding was also the beginning stage 

of conceptual analysis. The aim here, for this stage, was not to generate 

categories but to produce a set of labels from which categories could be derived.  

 

3.4.4 Axial coding 

Upon completion of the open coding, I began second level coding: axial coding. 

During this stage, many initial codes were developed and categorized. I put 

these codes which were related to each other into broad categories. By doing 

these, I tried to perceive patterns as well as to define the core categories (Strauss 

& Corbin, 1990). I also started to detect some codes that had features in 

common or had overarching themes. There were some closely related categories, 

which could be clustered together under a broader label, for example, I put 

“translate to Chinese” and “ask children to translate” into “translation and 

meaning confirmation” code; then put “children ask the meaning of foreign 

language” and “children respond to the words in Chinese” under this same code. 

In this way, I used the umbrella term “translation and meaning confirmation” as 

a category. I began to see the start of a pattern emerging.  

If these codes occurred in one family’s reading session, I categorized 

this reading episode as a “Translation and Meaning Confirmation” reading 

pattern. In this way, I categorized five patterns to describe the reading 
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interaction event. These main coding structures emerged from the data. Most 

descriptive codes were categorized into these five interaction patterns.  

 The five types of interaction foci which emerged from the open coding 

were: Literal focus; Literacy focus; Literary focus; Exploratory focus; and 

Digital focus. I found 90% of the original codes had been put into these five 

reading pattern umbrella codes. There were other codes I did not put into any 

reading foci umbrella code. Instead, I put the codes under categories according 

to the broad meaning. For example, under the umbrella “Book Choosing” code, 

there were “Adults asked children’s opinion on books choosing”, “Adult 

suggested books to read” and “Adult brought attention to book reading” codes.  

Codes and categories stemmed from the data as long as it seemed productive. At 

this point, I also looked back at the codes that were linked to the broader 

categories formed in this stage and to decide whether the new labels applied to 

the existing categories or whether some needed to be recoded.  

Except for these five interaction foci, during the process of axial coding, 

these open labels were then grouped into sub-categories to add evidence of 

parents’ motivation and book choice. Besides, many codes were “organized in 

larger conceptual categories by making connections between a category and its 

sub-categories” (Strauss & Corbin, 1990:97). The links between the categories 

were also identified, as either parallel, causal or procedural interdependence. In 

addition, each of the codes was classified as belonging to the parents’ or 

children’s category.  These labels were no longer descriptive, rather, they 
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summarized the central concept of several similar or related codes into a higher 

level. Axial coding was used for identifying specific recurring literacy practices.  

The result of axial coding was the emergence of five broad patterns that 

were the abstract descriptions of the foreign language shared reading foci 

among Chinese families. The frequency and reading time during one reading 

session were counted to identify the most commonly observed literacy practice.  

I also considered aspects such as the range of variation within each category. 

After these two steps, I gained a general picture of how to answer the research 

questions regarding parents’ motivation, and book choice and put these codes 

into the groups which could directly answer the research questions. The 

emphasis was on stimulating conceptual concepts, so the categories are 

summative rather than descriptive. 

 

3.4.5 Selective coding 

The final layer of coding was selective coding. After open coding and axial 

coding, my coding scheme was achieved, which became the analytical tool and 

a means of corroborating my findings, and also the basis of selective coding. 

This stage, as the word indicates, was selective, and involved selecting the 

codes related to core themes and concepts. I decided what should and should not 

be included. I looked more closely at the dialogue of interaction which could fit 

into above five interaction patterns. Codes were then deleted, added, or revised 

to reflect current shared reading patterns. Lastly, with the research questions 
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and categories in mind, I checked again and selected some details to support my 

answers to these research questions. The five reading patterns were further 

analysed and tested during the selective coding process. The final results of the 

selective coding generated a grounded theory of foreign language family shared 

reading interaction foci that will be presented in chapter 6.  

These three coding stages were not a linear process; I revised several 

times throughout the process as I successively refined categories and modified 

my thinking in the process. I used selective coding to refocus and to rethink 

about my codes, categories and constantly considered the interrelationship 

between them. It was during the selective coding stage that the 

conceptual categories for the parent-child interaction patterns were related and 

linked. The process seeked to find a link between categories that will bind them 

to a core idea. The final step in the data analysis was to interpret the meaning of 

the data. I give an example in Appendix 3 to illustrate the process of threefold 

process of coding.  

 

3.4.6 Conclusion — what would I do differently during data collection? 

During data collection, I found the process worked effectively within my time 

and economic limits. Although the transcription stage was extremely time-

consuming, I found I did not use several data I coded eventually, I took it as an 

unavoidable process and used it to become familiar with the data. If I were to 
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run a similar study in the future, I would put more time and energy into listening 

to the children’s voices, interview the children and talk to them more often.  

With various means of assessment, the study evaluates parents’ 

motivation, book choices, and how parents and children interact during the 

shared reading process. Adult guidance and children’s freedom need to be 

further explored when parents and children are choosing, reading, and 

discussing picturebooks. Further findings will be presented in the following 

chapters.  
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Findings 

Chapter 4 Parents’ motivation for reading picturebooks in English 

 

4.1 Parents’ motivations and expectations of Anglophone picturebook 

reading 

In this chapter, I will present the major findings and discuss parents’ motivation, 

and the reasons why Chinese parents choose to read English picturebooks to 

their children.  How Chinese parents view Anglophone picturebooks is 

associated with their motivation and will be explored in this part. Davydov 

(1999:43) states that “motives...are forms of needs...motives are consistent with 

actions. Actions are based on motives, and acting is possible if certain material 

or sign and symbol means are available.” Dörnyei (2001) points out that 

motivation suggests why people choose an activity, how long they can persist at 

it, and what efforts they are willing to invest in it. Kormos and Kiddle (2013) 

summarize Dörnyei’s three components of motivation as goals, the initiation 

and maintenance of the learning efforts. For Chinese parents, reading English 

picturebooks to their children is a continuous investment activity in terms of 

their time, energy and money. Probing into parents’ motivation will enable a 

better understanding of this new phenomenon. I will also look at the elements 

which influence or reflect parents’ motivation. For this part, evidence is mainly 

from questionnaire and interview data. 



 

178 
 

Motivation reflects parents’ beliefs about their responsibility and 

expectations concerning their children’s development. LeFevre, Clarke, and 

Stringer’s study (2002) suggests that parental expectations may be identified in 

their behaviours. Okagaki’s (2001) research confirms that parents’ view and 

value of education, and their educational expectations have influences on 

children’s learning activities. Family practices such as shared book reading 

indicate parents’ demands and their motivations in terms of shared reading. In 

the current study, parents who reported that they read more English 

picturebooks also tended to have high expectations about what their children 

would gain from it.  It may be those expectations, as a significant motivating 

factor, that motivate parents to share English picturebooks with children, and 

that enable parents to decide how much effort they will put into it. Data from 

this study reveals that Chinese parents expect their children to improve their 

language, knowledge, and also to value the aesthetic quality of English 

picturebooks. Their motivation was also largely aroused by their social group 

and network, and their ambition for their children’s education and future.  

 

4.2 Does English picturebook reading equal English language learning? 

 

4.2.1 English learning motivation is reflected in the data 

Most children in this study generally showed a high level of interest in English 

language picturebook reading. In the questionnaire, there were two scales for 



 

179 
 

parents to describe children’s interest in Chinese picturebook reading and 

English picturebook reading. The scales ran from 1 to 5, where one was the 

lowest and 5 was the highest. Despite evidence in this study that children 

showed a little less interest in English picturebooks (4.01/5) than Chinese 

picturebooks (4.69/5) (reported by their parents), most parents were keen on 

reading to their children in English. Questionnaire data also shows the 

frequency of parents reading to their children in English.  39% of the families 

read English picturebooks every day, and another 22% of families reported that 

they read English picturebooks between two and four times a week. In terms of 

the reading time, 30% of families read for at least 20 minutes to their children 

each time. Two-thirds of families (341/516) read for more than 10 minutes each 

time. Apart from reading to children, many families also allow children to listen 

to CDs or watch a cartoon of these English picturebooks. 

These Chinese parents have invested a great deal in terms of choosing, 

purchasing and reading English picturebooks. In most English speaking 

countries such as the UK, the most popular places to access books are from the 

school library or the local library (Maynard et al., 2008), Chinese parents in this 

study purchased most books (regardless of whether they were English 

picturebooks or Chinese picturebooks) from bookshops, online bookshops or 

WeChat group buying (the WeChat group leader not only recommends the 

books, but also purchases large quantities of certain books ，usually in the 

hundreds at a lower price, to sell them in the group). Due to the lack of libraries 
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in many areas and the unavailability of English picturebooks in the library, 

more than half of the parents said they bought most of the books for their 

children. Apart from the monetary investment, motivated behaviour usually 

consists of effort and persistence (Gardner, 1985, 2006), therefore book reading 

is indeed a large investment both in terms of time and money for Chinese 

parents.  

We can see from the data that many parents are enthusiastic about 

reading English picturebooks to their children, and it has become part of their 

reading or parenting routine. Data shows the English language expectation was 

the strongest point in parents’ motivation. In this study, the motives for 

improving their child’s English language ability were captured through 

examining the questionnaire data, shared reading interactions and interviews 

with the parents. From the questionnaire data, an overwhelming majority (95%) 

of parents, when asked why they chose English picturebooks rather than 

Chinese ones for their children, stated they chose English picturebooks “in order 

to learn English”.  Most parents answered the same question in the interview in 

the same way. Xiaohu’s and Weiwei’s family were passive English picturebook 

readers; both sets of parents were urged by the English learning centre to begin 

reading English picturebooks in order to consolidate their children’s learning of 

English. This was also in line with my findings in the interview. When 

purchasing an English picturebook, the most popular reason parents gave was 

that they “would consider whether this book is suitable for his or her English 
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level”. Among parents involved in this study, 30% of them chose this reason, 

more than the second popular reason — “friends or internet group’s 

recommendation” which was chosen by 20% of parents.     

 

4.2.2 Why do parents think reading English picturebooks improves English 

language level?   

In Chapter 2, I briefly summarised the studies which showed that shared reading 

promotes children’s literacy, including second language acquisition. Parents’ 

own experiences enable them to find a better approach for their children’s 

English learning, and reading picturebooks is one of them. Almost all of the 

parents mentioned the problems of English learning methods when they were at 

school. For parents, learning language can act as a significant driving force and 

as a vision of future achievement (Dörnyei, 2009), either preparing their 

children to study abroad like Xiaoxia and Qiqi’s mother mentioned in the 

interview, or by organising a detailed plan of learning English. Another 

consideration is that English proficiency is currently not only one of the 

measures in the academic degree as I mentioned before, but also one of the most 

important qualifications for many jobs, even when this job does not directly 

require the use of English. Many professional opportunities take applicants’ 

English ability as a prerequisite.  

In the interview, most parents mentioned that they learned English at 

school using the traditional method of focusing on grammar and translation, and 
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they felt it was the reason why they were not confident when communicating in 

English. When it came to their children, parents wanted them to avoid their 

unsuccessful experiences. Xiaoxia’s, Qiqi’s, Xiaotian’s and Anna’s mother said 

they learned English “only from the textbook and memorizing the text.” Anna’s 

mother and Xiaohu’s mother also mentioned they “did lots of English 

worksheets.” Qiqi and Xiaohu’s mother emphasized that they “forget the 

English language when they did not need to use it anymore.” Xiaotian’s mother 

studied in the UK, and she stated that, although she was already an English 

major in a Chinese university before she went to the UK, she mainly learned 

written English. When she went to the UK, she found that the textbooks did not 

represent the way people normally talked in real life. She could not understand 

what native speakers were talking about. 

About the parents’ university experience, many parents said they only 

aimed to pass the CET test, which was the most popular English test among 

college students that I mentioned in Chapter 3. CET-test-oriented teaching was 

another severe problem in universities in China which mentioned by many 

parents. Bandura and his colleagues (1996) confirmed that parents’ self-efficacy 

beliefs and the academic expectations towards their children were important 

factors on children’s academic self-efficacy beliefs. Therefore, after parents 

found they could not use English in daily life, as a parent said, they preferred to 

let their children learn English from picturebooks because picturebooks provide 

a real example of actual language use. 
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Parents also expressed a broader view of their motivation for English 

language learning. English language, as a lingua franca in the world, has 

become an international language. Consequently, language learning is not only 

about learning a foreign language, it is also about instrumental goals or 

associated utilitarian values such as international posture which includes being 

“integrated into the global world”, “willingness to go overseas to study or 

work”, and a “non-ethnocentric attitude towards diverse cultures”  as my 

questionnaire data shows. “In order to know the western culture, and gain 

international communication skills” was the second popular option (chosen by 

42% of parents, after “in order to learn English”) when asking parents why they 

read English picturebooks to children. This non-language benefit reflects the 

cultural capital that parents provide for their children through learning a 

language and reading books from other cultures as I discussed in Chapter 2.  

Another reason which motivates parents to read to their children in 

English on a continuous basis is children’s verbal responses; and many parents 

believe children understand what they read. Anna’s mother gave an example of 

the book Pete the Cat; she said Anna understood what happened to the cat and 

what colour the shoes were every time. Anna’s mother said Anna understood 

these books although she did not ask Anna directly. Other parents did not doubt 

whether their children could understand what the books say; they gave a similar 

reason that children understand the books through linking the sound with 

pictures. 
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Parents were asked whether they had obstacles when reading to their 

children in English. In my sample, parents said one obstacle was that they “had 

limited English knowledge” or “they thought their children are too young to 

learn English” which showed that parents took English picturebook reading as 

“English learning”. When parents were asked “do you read any English 

picturebooks to your child?” some parents associated “English picturebooks” 

with “English Learning” and answered “It is too early for children to learn 

English.” All of these pieces of evidence show that Chinese parents read 

English picturebooks in order to improve their child’s language ability as a 

primary reason. When I asked in the interview “Why not send children to an 

English training class?”, Xiaoxia’s mother told me “one or two hours per week 

is not enough, language learning needs substantial input”.  She believes that 

parents’ continuous language input is better than any training class. Xiaotian’s 

mother told me “sitting there in the class will destroy children’s interest in a 

new language because it is ‘formal study’”. These reasons made parents decide 

to read the books to their children instead of sending their child to “formal study” 

in an English class. 

From a language acquisition perspective, there are many best-seller 

parenting books promoting the idea and introducing parents’ personal 

experience of improving their child’s English language ability through reading 

English picturebooks to their children. It shows parents that the best way of 

learning a foreign language is to link the concept (for example the picture) with 
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sounds in an authentic context; the concept of “understandable input” become a 

popular phrase for this practice. Because of parents’ personal experience and 

lack of confidence in the traditional learning methods they experienced, they are 

looking for new language learning methods.  On the other hand, the role-models 

are promoting their “successful practice”. Reading English picturebooks 

brought these two ideas together, which provides parents with a new solution. 

Parents said information about “early start” or “English immersion” are mainly 

from social media, educational experts and the WeChat group they joined. In 

the mass media, “reading experts” and commercial English language centres 

also emphasize that this kind of input should happen earlier in children’s lives.  

In the interview, Xiaotian and Xiaoxia’s mother stated that there is a 

great deal of benefit in exposing children to foreign languages as early as 

possible to give their children a “headstart” in English learning.  This is similar 

to parents belonging to “concerted cultivation” groups in Lareau’s (2011) 

category. Yueyue’s mother emphasized that an “early” start is vital. She told me 

another mother’s story. A mother in her library told her that her 4-year-old child 

asked her to translate every sentence she read in English, while her 2-year-old 

child did not, but listened to whatever her mother read. From this point of view, 

an “early” start to read in English to children is easier for mothers. Like 

Xiaoxia’s mother mentioned in the interview, “If children start to become 

immersed into a language earlier, they will take it as natural as ‘acquisition’ 

rather than learning. So I think the earlier, the better.” Both Xiaoxia’s mother 
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and Qiqi’s mother said in the interview that they regretted that they did not read 

to their children in English from infancy, as Anna’s mother did. Anna’s mother 

said she spoke to Anna in English before she was 1 year old and Xiaohu’s 

mother said Tuesday or Wednesday was their English speaking day although 

both of them stopped for different reasons. Qiqi’s mother thought the reason 

why Qiqi did not refuse to read in English was because they started at an early 

age, but other children may not because Chinese became their dominant 

language. The concepts of “constant input” and “critical period” encourage 

parents to read to children in English, and as early as possible. 

 

4.3 The popularity of graded level books reflects the motivation of 

mastering the English language 

Parents’ book choice also reflected the motivation of language learning. 

Regardless of the questionnaire data or the actual reading scene in these families, 

I found many parents read English graded level books to their children. When 

parents were asked to write down their three favourite English picturebooks, in 

the Top 10 list, Oxford Reading Tree series and I Can Read series were on all 

the lists. Furthermore, when parents were asked what books they had shared 

recently with their children, the Oxford Reading series was in the Top 2 only 

after the Peppa Pig books, and another graded level series — Pearson Leveled 

Reading was also in the Top 10. Children progress through these levels as their 

phonics and reading skills develop, so English graded level books are frequently 



 

187 
 

used in the school curriculum of English speaking countries for systematically 

improving English phonics and reading decoding skills.  

The differences between graded level books and trade picturebooks 

mainly lay in their purpose. Graded level books which are normally designed 

for children to read by themselves are aimed at improving language and 

decoding skills, so the words used are controlled to ensure they are not outside 

the children’s decoding range. Many graded levels have a “fully decodable” 

sign on their covers. Trade picturebooks are normally shared by children and 

parents, teachers or carers; the word choice is more flexible. Another difference 

is related to cognitive understanding and complexity. As Nikolajeva and Scott 

(2001) summarize in their widely-used book, the richest relationship of pictures 

and words are complementary and contradictory relationships which we can see 

from many popular trade picturebooks. Children like to find the “irony” picture 

detail which contradicts the words that they hear from their parents. For 

example, the words in Rosie’s Walk book only has 60 words, if we focus on the 

words, the story seems boring; but children can find clues in the pictures, which 

are contrary to the words and so it becomes a very exciting and funny story. 

While in Graded Level books, because of the purpose, rather than contradictory, 

most pictures give clues to decode the words. The word-picture relationship of 

Graded Level books is more symmetrical; when children look at the pictures, 

the meaning is immediately apparent reinforcing understanding of the words. 

However, for many trade picturebooks, there are more additional visual 
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storylines and a great deal of information in the pictures is missing from the 

words. Therefore, trade picturebooks generally require a higher cognitive ability 

to read the meaning created by pictures and words. Generally speaking, Graded 

Level books tell the story using words while many trade picturebooks mostly 

tell the story using the pictures. Considering these series of books normally 

include tens or even hundreds of books in one series, it is not hard to imagine 

that Graded Level books make up a large proportion of these families’ 

bookshelf.  

Data from observation also reflects parents’ motivation in improving 

language skills through reading Graded Level books. Among these seven 

observation families I briefly introduced in the last chapter, what Anna (whose 

family comes from the highest income bracket and who has a busy schedule), 

Qiqi (the 4 year 1 month old girl, whose four grandparents live nearby and who 

is the center of her extended family) and Weiwei (the 4 year 10 month old girl, 

who also reads traditional Chinese classics) read were mostly Graded Level 

books in either the paper or digital version. During one session of Xiaohu’s (5 

year 11 month old boy, who goes to English language school twice a week) 

reading observation, he was only read Graded Level Phonics books. When I 

observed the families’ interaction process, if they were reading graded level 

books, parents and children tend to fix on the print knowledge (spell, print, 

word) rather than the pictures. In addition, during observation sessions, both 

parents and children who read many Graded Level English picturebooks liked 
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to point to the words. Anna and Weiwe liked to point to the words by 

themselves. Qiqi and Weiwei’s mothers got used to pointing to the English 

words when reading as well. This pointing action reflected their emphasis on 

the words rather than pictures during reading and their expectation of mastering 

phonics skills through reading. 

 

4.4 Parents’ other motivations and expectations 

More than one parent in the interview mentioned that they could also learn the 

English language through reading to their children in English. Qiqi’s mother 

said: “children’s books are interesting and easy to start, and I don’t have any 

other chance to learn English”. Apart from narrow or broad English language 

expectations, parents also expect their children to gain knowledge (numbers, 

shapes, science, animals, facts) from picturebooks, or gain both English 

language and knowledge through the medium of English picturebooks. This 

confirms what I discussed in chapter 2 that the pedagogical functions of 

picturebooks are valued by parents. Non-fiction or informational books full of 

facts are fit for this purpose. In the mock book choosing in the questionnaire, 

there are 10 books to choose from.  More than half of the parents (265/517) 

chose non-fiction books — for example, the National Geographic Kids animal 

magazine. English picturebooks are generally seen as an expensive investment; 

however, Xiaotian’s mother thinks differently. She said it is the cheapest 

investment compared with many extra-curriculum costs, “I can use the book as 
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a music lesson, an art lesson, role-play drama, and learning the English words 

like in an English lesson. It is multi-functional, and I can use it many times, so it 

is a wise and cheap investment”. Some parents also valued other aspects of 

English picturebooks in the questionnaire. They mentioned the English 

picturebooks’ physical quality, the better aesthetic value of pictures and various 

interactive gadgets were other reasons why they chose English picturebooks as 

their shared reading resource. 

Figure 2 What kinds of English picturebooks do you buy or borrow for 

your children? 

  

The pleasure during shared reading that parents and children gained also 

motivated parents. I frequently experienced laughter, discussion and other 
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affective moments during foreign language reading among many families. 

Questionnaire data also shows children generally have a positive attitude toward 

English picturebook reading. What I found in the data is that parents like 

reading with children and find it interesting and enjoyable. At the same time, 

parents were motivated by the improvement in their children’s language ability. 

Different families have a different priority which plays a bigger part; these two 

aspects fit the motivation theory — intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. 

Intrinsically motivated parents engage in the shared reading because of their 

enhancement experience; extrinsically, they are aiming for language 

improvement and other benefits. 

The wider social factors also have a considerable impact on motivational 

shared reading behaviour. With regard to extrinsic motivation, influence from 

the social network was also in this constituent of motivation. Both Xiaohu’s and 

Qiqi’s mother mentioned that their first English picturebooks were gifts from 

friends, which initiated their English picturebook reading routine. Friends or 

internet group opinions and discussions motivated parents to choose to read 

English picturebooks. It is not difficult to find evidence from other educational 

practices. This kind of information sharing among parents is reported to 

increase anxiety among parents. Several social science studies (Vincent & Ball, 

2007; Zhang, 2017) have put forward the issue that the social reproduction of 

the middle class is no longer secured and the anticipation of future is fraught 

with anxieties. Middle class parents are afraid of being “left out”, so they 
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attempt to maintain their social status to make sure they can pass it on to the 

next generation. Now, this anxiety has also spread to parents’ motivation for 

English picturebook reading. Parents’ interview data reveals that all of these 

observation families chose several extracurricular activities and Anna’s mother 

arranges more than 10 extracurricular activities for her and this is also the 

evidence of this anxiety and competition. Middle class’ parenting practice in 

China corresponds with what Lareau (2011) calls “concerted cultivation”, which 

we discussed in chapter 2. 

 

4.5 What elements influence and reflect parents’ motivation? 

When we discuss parents’ motivation, another important issue that arises is 

what elements influence or relate to this motivation? I present here how parents’ 

education, English level, family income and other related factors influence 

various components of motivation and reading behaviours from my data. The 

motivating factor and relevance of this behaviour suggest great variation 

according to parents’ cultural, linguistic and social context.  

 

4.5.1 Parents who have a higher educational level read to their children in 

English more often 

From survey data, when compared with the parents’ English level and the 

frequency they read in English to their children, generally speaking, the higher 

the educational level, the more frequently they read to their children in English, 
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namely they had higher motivation to read to their children in English. As I 

explained before about the Chinese higher education system, a higher 

educational level also relates to a higher English level in general. Parents who 

answered that they read English picturebooks “only a few times” or “never” in 

the questionnaire mostly had limited English abilities. Almost all parents who 

took the TOEFL test in this study (the group who have a relatively higher 

English level in this study) read English picturebooks to their children at least 

once a week.  However, there were exceptions, in my data, 11 “beginner” 

English level parents and 43 “could only speak simple words” English level 

parents read to their children every day. We will explore how these families, 

whose parents have a limited English level, read to their children with 

technology and other resources in chapter 6.  

On the other hand, from my data, the higher the English level parents 

have, the more likely they read English picturebooks rather than Chinese 

language picturebooks to their children. In each parent’s English level group, 

the largest number of parents who answered “I only read from Chinese 

picturebooks” are from the “English level-simple” group; whereas, the largest 

number of parents who answered “always English” are from the “English level-

proficient” group.  For the groups in between, there is no clear tendency.  
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4.5.2 The number of English picturebooks at home is a good predictor for 

many variables 

From several bivariate analyses we can see the relationships between variables. 

Owning how many English picturebooks is a direct mediator which reflects 

parents’ motivation for English picturebook reading and also was a good 

predictor for many other variables. From the comparison table below, we can 

see the Spearman’s correlation reveals a strong positive correlation between the 

number of English picturebooks owned at home and the frequency of English 

picturebook reading (r =0.58, p<.01). The Pearson correlation coefficient 

revealed a strong positive correlation between how many English picturebooks 

were owned and how long parents read English picturebooks to their children (r 

= 0.57, p<.01) each time. Together this means the more books the family owns, 

the more often parents read to their children, and the more time the parents 

spend reading to their children each time.  

However, the relationship between how many English picturebooks the 

family own and English picturebook enjoyment scale show a moderate 

correlation, the Pearson correlation is r = 0.33, p<.01. In other words, English 

picturebooks enjoyment is not strongly determined by how many books they 

own. Family income (Spearman’s rho = 0.156, p<.01) had a smaller explanatory 

power in terms of the number of English picturebooks owned at home. We can 

also see evidence from seven observation families. Xiaotian’s family reported 

the lowest family income while owning the most English picturebooks (more 
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than 500). Anna’s family belonged to the highest income group in this study but 

owned the second lowest number of English picturebooks (20-100 English 

picturebooks) among the seven families. This demonstrates what I mentioned in 

chapter 2 that economic capital could not explain everything, sometimes we 

also need to consider cultural capital or other elements which may influence a 

family’s educational practice. 

Figure 3 The relationship between the number of English picturebooks at 

home and other variables 
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4.5.3 The more frequently parents read to children in English, the more the 

children like to read in English 

From children’s perspective, the enjoyment of English picturebook shared 

reading and its relationship to English language levels are demonstrated from 

the data. The Pearson correlation coefficient revealed a moderately positive 

correlation between the reported frequency of English picturebook reading and 

children’s English picturebooks enjoyment (r = 0.47, p<0.01). That means, the 

more frequently parents read to their children, the more the children like to read 

English picturebooks. Data also reveals that the more frequently parents read to 

their children, the higher the English levels the children are likely to have. 

Children’s English level from “can speak simple conversation” to “independent 

reader” are mostly from the groups of parents who read “Almost every day” or 

“2-4 times a week”. Most parents think their children like English picturebook 

reading. Those who think their children do not like English picturebook reading 

(likeness =1) are mostly from the low English level group. To summarize, the 

more they shared together, the better the children liked to read English 

picturebooks; the more they shared together, the better the children’s English 

ability.  However, there are a few children, although their English is at a high 

level, whose parents think they do not like English reading. 
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4.5.4 Entertaining children is not an important factor when choosing 

English picturebooks  

Other additional factors that may impact motivation emerged from the data. 

When choosing an English picturebook, out of 518 parents, as we mentioned 

earlier, 153 parents prioritized  “English level”, 103 parents chose “friends or 

internet group’s recommendation”, however, none of the parents chose “I think 

this book is funny” as their first choice (multiple choice, 2 out of 518 parents 

chose it as a second choice). When choosing English picturebooks, Chinese 

parents in this study regarded recreational characteristics as the least important 

reason. Comparing them with several UK studies, we can see clear differences. 

In one study (Heath, 1982), when parents talk about books, adults take “learning 

to love books”, “learning what books can do for you”, and “learning to entertain 

yourself” as important reasons. Another study (Audet et al., 2008) demonstrates 

that many parents do not agree that the purpose of shared reading is to learn 

how to read, they take “enjoying books” and “being with the child” as more 

important factors than “fostering reading” and “promoting development”.  

Furthermore, Chinese parents who read English picturebooks to their 

children seldom mention comic books while in a UK study (Maynard et al., 

2008), “cartoon-style funny comics”, “cartoon-style funny” books or “comics 

related to TV shows” were the most popular kind with all three children’s age 

groups and for Key Stage 1 children (from early years to Year 2 in the UK, 4-6 

years old) as many as 71% of pupils read comics.  
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4.5.5 The absence among parents of childhood memories of shared reading 

Another difference lies in the memories of parents. In this study, parents do not 

choose an English picturebook because of personal memories of or attachment 

to it. Most Chinese parents have few picturebook memories from when they 

were children, few parents chose “because I liked this book when I was a kid”. 

This was also confirmed by seven parents’ interviews, when I asked about their 

picturebook memories in their childhood, only Xiaotian’s mother mentioned she 

read similar picturebooks, the Little Golden Series, when she was a primary 

school student. Other parents said they did not have any memories of being read 

to. 

 

4.6 Summarize parents’ motivation  

To summarize, I gathered evidence to show that Chinese parents are motivated 

by the expectation that their children will improve their language ability; be 

competitive in future academic and job markets; and they would gain 

knowledge from English picturebooks and other benefits such as enjoying the 

aesthetic quality of the books. Their motivation was also largely aroused by 

their social group and network. Motivational factors, parents’ expectations and 

reading behaviour might be influenced by intrinsic and extrinsic social and 

educational factors; however, entertaining children is not included. A family’s 

literacy environment (frequency, how many books they own at home.) reflects 
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parents’ motivation towards shared reading and the effort they make in terms of 

reading.  
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Chapter 5 Book choices 

 

5.1 Whose favourite book? 

This chapter explores how parents choose books for their children and compares 

parents’ and children’s favourite English picturebook choices from my data. 

Many parents’ and children’s favourite books are similar, but there are still 

some differences, between parents and children, or between the parent and the 

child in the same family. The chapter will also probe into issues behind these 

differences.  

 

5.1.1 Where do parents get information from?  

Questionnaire data shows where parents get their information about English 

picturebooks from. First of all, the parents’ primary source of information is 

from friends or WeChat groups’ recommendations. The questionnaire data 

shows 70% of parents said they choose an English picturebook because it was 

recommended by a friend or an Internet group. 72% of parents have joined 

Internet reading groups and follow at least one WeChat public platform to gain 

information about books. Anna’s mother said she mainly bought books from Ivy 

Daddy’s recommendation and his online shop. Some 55% of parents considered 

book or magazine recommendation lists. About half the parents did online 

searches when they looked for an English picturebook, while none of the 
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parents had memories of being read to English picturebooks when they were 

kids or chose the answer “I liked this book when I was a kid”.  

Data (Maynard et al., 2008) from the UK indicates that when asked who 

chose their books, the majority of KS1 children chose “someone in a shop”, 

followed by “I chose it by myself”. However, from my questionnaire data, only 

27% of parents would go to a bookshop to buy an English picturebook, most of 

them purchased English picturebooks online. English picturebook purchasing in 

China shows greater reliance on parents’ social circles rather than the 

professionals in bookshops. 

During the interview, parents confirmed that they follow some reading 

expert online to choose books; however, both Xiaoxia’s mother, Anna’s mother 

and Weiwei’s mother mentioned that they do not blindly listen to them, this was 

just a starting point. Weiwei’s mother said “If I don’t have anything in mind”, 

then she would consider the recommendation. That means when Weiwei’s 

mother has no idea what to buy, then she will take a reading expert’s advice. 

However, parents claimed that they made their own decisions. They check for 

publication information and also other people’s reviews. Xiaoxia’s mother gave 

an example: once she checked a book series recommended by a famous blogger, 

but those books made her feel that “the books are just like a textbook to teach 

English and I don’t like this kind of books”, so she decided not to buy them. 

Xiaoxia’s mother said she usually checks what the publication house is and 

often looks for award-winning books. 
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Parents also consult many reading book recommendation lists, which I 

mentioned before. These books introduce classic or popular English 

picturebooks with a short introduction for each book, mostly based on the 

author’s personal experiences. People who write these books are mothers, rarely 

fathers, English teachers, or reading promoters, and an increasing number of 

people from academia. For example, among the seven families, Xiaoxia’s 

mother said she bought the whole set of 100 picturebooks that an English 

picturebook promoter from Taiwan- Liao Caixin recommended. Xiaotian’s 

mother also mentioned that she would consult the popular Liao Caixin or Wu 

Minlan’s book lists when she wanted to buy some books. 

 

5.1.2 Books are mainly chosen by parents     

In the literature review, I stated that the picturebook market is full of adults 

involved in the process of creating, marketing, purchasing and choosing books. 

Regarding who chose English picturebooks for their children and what kinds of 

books they chose, there was evidence from my questionnaire data. As I 

mentioned earlier, instead of borrowing an English picturebook from a library, 

most of the Chinese parents in this study purchased books through an online 

bookshop. That means parents were the primary final decision maker about 

what books to purchase.   

In the UK, school and public libraries were the dominant sources of 

books that gave British children more opportunity to choose a book by 
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themselves since there was no additional cost.  In China, it is a financial 

decision which parents felt they could not hand over to children. 

Overwhelmingly, children in the UK said they chose books mainly by 

themselves and mothers and other adult females were important figures who 

decided which books to purchase (Maynard et al., 2008). However, in the same 

study, although mothers and other family members play a vital role, children 

reported that they prefer to read the book they chose themselves.   

In my study, when parents and children chose a book to read from a 

bookshelf, about half of the parents (247/516) considered children’s interests 

but picked the books by parents. Some 18% of parents reported that they would 

let their children choose. Some 12% of parents directly chose what they thought 

would be appropriate books for their children without asking children’s 

opinions. As already mentioned in the literature review in chapter 2 relating to 

didacticism, I would like to argue in the discussion section that although some 

parents let children choose and did consider children’s interests, book choice 

and interaction is still a didactic process.  

 

5.1.3 Parents’ preferences 

Questionnaire data reveals that parents (66%) like to buy series of books in my 

study. Series of books are a group of similar books with familiar characters. 

Frequently mentioned are the Peppa Pig series, the Thomas the Tank Engine 

series and the Maisy series. Once children are familiar with a character, they 
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tend to ask for more; parents feel they can save time on book searching by 

buying many series of books for their children. A survey conducted by NCRCL 

(Maynard et al., 2008)) found a similar level of popularity of series of books. It 

showed that in each age group, the majority of children said that the reason they 

chose these books was because they were part of a series at least “sometimes”. 

It shows that series of books were popular with children of all ages, and the 

popularity increased as these respondents got older (Maynard et al., 2008). In 

China’s English picturebook market, I observed as a marketing strategy, that 

online bookshops always put the advertisement of series of books in the most 

prominent place on the website to tempt parents to buy the whole series and 

spend more. Another reason was choosing a series of books saves time spent on 

book searching. It was convenient for Chinese parents who are not as familiar 

with English picturebooks as native speakers are. 

The second and third popular options were phonics or graded reading 

books (53% parents), toy or pop-up books (43%) and early concept books (the 

alphabet, counting, mathematical concepts, word books) (40%). I will reveal the 

titles of these books in the favourite books lists later. I found Anna and 

Weiwei’s family had some phonics picturebooks on their bookshelves. 

Yueyue’s mother said she had some phonics books in her private library, and 

some older children’s parents asked for this type of book.  

Parents, in the interviews, also stated that they like to choose factual, 

information books to enrich their children’s vision and to help them to gain 
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encyclopedic knowledge. Anna’s mother said that, when choosing what to buy, 

she considered the themes and topics first, to see if these were some topics 

missing at home and, if so, she would then buy them to expand her collection. 

She hoped Anna could gain knowledge from different areas. Xiaoxia’s mother 

said she liked to purchase such books from the publisher, Scholastic. Xiaoxia’s 

mother and Weiwei’s mother emphasised that they had more storybooks than 

informational books, and Weiwei’s mother added that storybooks already 

include many facts and information such as animals, and sea creatures. Xiaoxia, 

Anna, Weiwei and Yueyue’s families all have some books about numbers, the 

alphabets, shapes and colours.  

The parents of the interviewed families value the English picturebooks’ 

aesthetic and physical appearance. They can recognise the painting style of the 

pictures and have their own artistic preferences and appreciate the richness of 

the illustrations. Xiaoxia’s mother said, “Oil painting, watercolour, collage and 

Chinese brush drawing are all visual stimulation to children, I think it is 

flourishing in the children’s minds and will sprout out someday”. Xiaoxia’s 

mother pays close attention to the visual message. She mentioned that in the 

book Sophie gets Angry, the red colour represented “angry”. She also liked the 

exaggerated way of representing letters of the alphabet, for example, “F is for 

flower” and the full page is the flower. She said everyone is different, and some 

people learn from visual messages as visual learners, which showed her 

knowledge about VARK (Visual/Auditory/Read or Write/Kinesthetic) learning 
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styles (Fleming & Mills, 1992) and she respected these differences. Both 

Xiaotian’s mother and Yueyue’s mother mentioned that they liked beautiful 

pictures and pictures that make people feel warm. Xiaotian’s mother said she 

liked the “watercolour” feel. Weiwei’s mother said that she liked “beautiful” 

books as well and wanted Weiwei to be edified by beautiful pictures. It seems 

parents have a strong sense of the importance of an aesthetic education. 

Many parents emphasised that the books they choose for their children 

must be connected to children’s lives and fit the children’s cognitive and 

linguistic levels. Qiqi’s mother firstly checked whether the English picturebook 

had many words. She would not choose an English picturebook with many 

words in it. Xiaohu’s mother mentioned that they read English picturebooks 

when Xiaohu was already familiar with the Chinese versions. She said it would 

be an easy start since Xiaohu already knew the story. Yueyue’s mother’s 

opinion was a little different. She thought the cognitive level was more 

important than the language level. She said if children understand much of the 

story, even if the language was challenging, parents could still read with their 

children, it all depended on finding something children would have an interest 

in. Some parents liked interactive picturebooks and rhyming books particularly. 

Yueyue’s mother gave several titles as an example of this type, such as I am the 

Music Man, Brown Bear, Brown Bear, What do You See and Five Little 

Monkeys. She said these are books her daughter can play with. She also 

mentioned that Yueyue liked the English rhyming words that would be lost in 
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translation; which was the reason she chose English picturebooks rather than 

translations.  

Several parents choose books because of their children’s “needs” and 

developmental stage. For example, Anna’ mother bought books which 

encouraged children to brush their teeth carefully, and Weiwei’s mother and 

Qiqi’s mother said they would look for such books as well; Yueyue’s mother 

had such books about brushing teeth, potty training, going to sleep and getting 

dressed and she thought these books could set good examples for children. 

Xiaohu’s mother emphasised that these books can enable children to learn 

common sense and to understand some social rules. Interestingly, when talking 

about the book, No David, Xiaohu’s mother said it would make children learn 

the rules and realise what “bad” behaviours were; however, Xiaoxia’s mother 

said the opposite — she worried that this book would encourage children to 

copy the “bad” behaviours. Nevertheless, they all admitted that picturebooks 

had an influence on children and considered the possible impacts carefully. 

Some parents said they like affective stories and stories that made them 

think about the meaning of life. Qiqi’s mother thought it might be too profound 

for children. She said she once shared a book about death with Qiqi which 

moved her, but Qiqi had no discernible response to it. Xiaohu’s mother said that 

she also liked heart-warming stories. Parents said they liked picturebooks that 

educated them on how to be a good parent. Xiaoxia’s mother mentioned two 

books, one is Sophie Gets Angry and said that she understood children’s 
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emotions, and every child needs to express themselves. Mr. Grumpy’s Outing 

impressed on her how to treat children.  

Finally, parents frequently mentioned their favourite author. Qiqi’s 

mother said Eric Carle while Xiaotian’s mother said John Birmingham and 

David Shannon were her favourite authors. Some parents search for books by a 

specific author. 

Compared with the previous literature about parents’ preferences in 

terms of books which I summarised in chapter 2, my study confirms some 

results from previous literature. For example, from my study, I can see parents 

like educational books, award-winning books, informational books, and books 

which reflect children’s lives. However, we can see more new findings from my 

study, such as Chinese parents like series books, phonics books, graded level 

books and books that suit children’s “needs”. These findings will add more 

dimensions to understand parents’ and children’s book choices. Furthermore, 

looking back at the data about parents’ reading motivation from chapter 4, the 

parents’ book choices I summarised here, again confirmed parents’ motivation. 

For example, phonics and graded level books reflected their motivation related 

to English learning. On the other hand, parents liked to choose books which 

suited their children’s developmental period, facts and informational books 

confirmed that parents like their children to gain knowledge from books. 
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5.1.4 Children’s preferences in terms of book choices 

There is some overlap between children’s and parents’ book choices, although 

the reason was slightly different from my study. Firstly, children judge books 

primarily by the covers and pictures rather than the words and parents consider 

the aesthetic value of picturebooks. Similar to previous literature that I 

mentioned in chapter 2, almost all of the parents in the interviews confirmed 

that their children liked vibrant and colourful pictures. Xiaoxia’s mother gave 

an opposite example of Dr.Seuss’s books, and she said Xiaoxia thought the 

pictures were too simple so she did not like that book.   

Secondly, both children and parents liked interactive books and 

repeating rhymes that they could have fun with. Yueyue was the youngest child 

among the observation families, and Yueyue’s mother particularly loved this 

kind of book. She mentioned Yueyue liked the books of Pat the Bunny, Peek a 

Book which was very interactive. Xiaotian’s mother said Xiaotian treated 

English picturebooks as toys, Xiaotian liked the pop-up books and liked to play 

with them. Xiaoxia’s mother mentioned Xiaoxia liked Peppa Goes Swimming 

and The Napping House because these were “predictable” and could bring 

children a “sense of security”. Children also liked some activity books, for 

example, Xiaoxia and Weiwei liked maze books, and the I Spy game book, 

while their parents did not seem to count these as “books”. 

Thirdly, some children liked to play with early concept books (numbers, 

the alphabet, shapes, etc.). Xiaotian’s mother said Xiaotian liked to count the 
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numbers in English picturebooks and he was not “reading” but “counting”. 

Yueyue’s mother said some older children in her library liked this kind of book 

as it was like “playing” games. However, although parents considered it 

important to gain knowledge from books, children seldom think this way. 

Yueyue’s mother thought parents’ encouragement was important so that 

children could gain a sense of achievement.  

Fourthly, similar to parents’ preference of thinking about children’s 

cognitive and linguistic level, from the parents’ interviews, it seems children 

only liked the books they could understand to some extent so that they did not 

feel frustrated. Anna’s mother said if she read too many words in an English 

picturebook, Anna would quickly turn the pages. Qiqi’s mother said Qiqi 

showed a bored face if one English picturebook was beyond her language level. 

Weiwei’s mother added Chinese explanations when they read the Peppa Pig 

book together, otherwise “she would not listen to” it. 

Children in the interviewed families also showed some differences from 

their parents’ preferences as I mentioned previously. For example, parents in 

this study liked to buy series of books, however, Xiaotian’s mother said 

Xiaotian usually only liked one or two of them; no children among the 

interviewed families showed an interest in phonics and graded levels books; 

developmental needs were not considered by the children; according to the 

parents’ interviews, children found it hard to express which book moved them. 
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Few children mentioned their favourite author in our study, but parents in the 

interviews did mention their favourite author of English picturebooks.   

On the other hand, children had other book preferences that were seldom 

mentioned by parents in my study. Firstly, children liked to read books about 

popular characters, either cute, smart, heroic or funny, mostly very gender 

oriented ones — the books they perceive to represent their own gender, for 

example Peppa Pig, Paw Petrol, Frozen, and Maisy books. Parents did not 

mention these. If they did, they chose these because the “children like them”. 

Children sometimes were obsessed with a particular theme in books. Xiaoxia is 

fascinated by rabbits, and Xiaohu was interested in any train books, Anna 

bought many books about fairies and princesses, and Xiaotian liked bugs, 

monsters or hero books. This confirmed what I mentioned in the literature 

review in Chapter 2, indicating that many children choose books because they 

have seen the book on TV or video; this also suggests that TV and film 

adaptations might encourage reading. Data from this study confirmed this 

preference for children’s book choices. Secondly, from my data, children liked 

adventure stories, humorous stories and animal stories which is also consistent 

with previous literature that I summarised in chapter 2. Anna liked books that 

made her laugh; Xiaotian liked the exciting stories. If it were a “boring and 

ordinary” story, he would not read it. Thirdly, children liked to read a book 

again if they liked it or would refuse to read a book if they did not like it. 

Xiaotian’s mother said Xiaotian refused to read many books at home which he 
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had only read once, while other books, Xiaotian read repeatedly. Because there 

were many new books Xiaotian had only read once or had not read yet, her 

mother “wasted a lot of money”. 

 

5.2 Comparing parents’ and children’s favourite book titles 

Parents’ familiarity of book titles and the authors of storybooks is an indicator 

of children’s exposure to books (Zhang & Koda, 2011). In this study, parents 

were asked to write down their favourite English picturebooks, what they think 

their children’s favourite books are and which books they have shared recently. 

Table 4 gives the top 20 parents’ and children’s favourite books, and provides 

full details (the last three rows have the same counts, so I put 21 titles for each 

category). 
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Table 4 Top 20 Favourite English Picturebooks Titles 

 

Parents’ favourite books How 
many 
parents 
mentio
ned it 

Children’s favourite 
books 

How 
many 
parents 
mentio
ned it 

The books they have 
recently shared 

How 
many 
parents 
mentio
ned it 

1 Peppa Pig 112 Peppa Pig 119 Peppa Pig 99 

2 Brown Bear, Brown 
Bear, What Do You See 60 Brown Bear, Brown 

Bear, What Do You See 66 Oxford Reading Tree 
series 53 

3 Oxford Reading Tree 
series 45 Oxford Reading Tree 

series 33 Brown Bear, Brown 
Bear, What Do You See 29 

4 Dear Zoo 40 The Very Hungry 
Caterpillar 28 Maisy series 25 

5 The Very Hungry 
Caterpillar 38 Dear Zoo 27 No, David 24 

6 No, David 28 No, David 23 Dear Zoo 23 

7 Five Little Monkeys 24 Elephant and Piggie 
series 18 Five Little Monkeys 17 

8 I Can Read series 23 Maisy series 18 The Very Hungry 
Caterpillar 16 

9 Guess How Much I 
Love You 19 Thomas the Tank 

Engine series 17 Pearson Leveled 
Reading 14 

10 Goodnight Moon 17 Five Little Monkeys 16 From Head to Toe 11 

11 Elephant and Piggie 
series 16 Spot series 14 Thomas the Tank 

Engine series 11 

12 Magic School Bus 15 I Am a Bunny 10 Elephant and Piggie 
series 11 

13 Maisy series 14 The wheels on the bus 10 I Can Read series 10 

14 Spot series 13 I Can Read series 10 Magic School Bus 10 

15 Mother Goose 12 Honey English 6 Heinemann Reading 
series 10 

16 Pearson Leveled 
Reading 11 Pat the Bunny 5 Goodnight, Moon 9 

17 Pete the Cat 11 Go away, Mr. Wolf 5 I Am a Bunny 8 

18 Thomas the Tank 
Engine series 10 Litter Critter series 4 My Mum 8 

19 I Am a Bunny 9 Snow White 3 Mother Goose 8 

20 Little Critter series 9 Three Little Pigs 3 Spot series 7 

21 My Dad 9 Dora the Explorer 3 The Berenstain Bears 6 
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5.2.1 Books welcomed by parents and children 

There are some overlapping titles in all three categories, several of the same 

books tended to come up several times for all three categories. The Peppa Pig 

series overwhelmingly occupied the top position for all categories. By many 

picturebook scholars’ standards, the Peppa Pig series are commercial products, 

which does not have the aesthetic quality that good picturebooks have. This 

corresponds to what was mentioned earlier that parents prefer series of books 

and children like cute, funny characters. Nevertheless, the character read most 

by Chinese families is Peppa Pig. Weiwei’s mother read several Peppa Pig 

picturebooks to her during the observation sessions. When I asked the reason, 

the parents mentioned “My kid likes this character” and “I think it is not too 

difficult”. The Peppa Pig series has the characteristics that children like and 

parents also feel confident to read them. 

Children seem to like child-like animal characters (Nodelman, Hamer, & 

Reimer, 2017). Children like characters who they want to be like, either smart 

or brave, to face and overcome challenges, and who are similar to them. 

Nodelman (Nodelman, Hamer, & Reimer, 2017) observes that these kinds of 

books are the books that people felt most comfortable with. He discovers that a 

large proportion of “picture books on the best-seller lists provided by newspaper, 

book-trade organs, and online booksellers in the United States, the United 

Kingdom, and Canada were about animals that talked and acted like human 

children” (p.6). Nodelman links it with “avoiding the depiction of the races of 
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completely human children” (Nodelman, Hamer, & Reimer, 2017:7). Animal 

characters are more “universal” than children’s characters who unavoidably 

have ethnic features in the way they are drawn and written. These 

anthropomorphic characters “translate” more readily than pictures of children 

from other countries where people look different and this overcomes any 

cultural differences. I agree with this because children think child-like animals 

are like themselves, and so it is natural to put themselves into the characters’ 

position and arouse the children’s empathy. The depiction in Peppa Pig is the 

story children are familiar with, for example, going to nursery school and 

playing hide and seek. Another plausible reason is that the Peppa Pig books are 

stories told from a child’s perspective and successfully represent children’s 

feelings and thoughts. For example, in one book, the animal children like to 

jump in muddy puddles or get excited when Peppa could get a plaster. 

From the list, Dear Zoo, Five Little Monkeys, the Elephant and Piggie 

series, the Maisy series and I Am a Bunny book all belong to this type which has 

child-like animal characters. As I mentioned before, Peppa Pig is popular also 

because it is accessible on TV. If these stories also appear on TV or the Internet, 

parents can read these books to extend their children’s book-related experiences. 

From the parents’ interviews, it seems that children are interested in characters 

they have already established a relationship with; they like characters that are 

shown across various media. 
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The Very Hungry Caterpillar also has children’s characteristics — the 

caterpillar is addicted to eating and is playful. Brown Bear, Brown Bear, What 

Do You See is another top-tier book mentioned by parents on the 

list. Similarly, Mourão’s study (2015) found the most popular picturebooks used 

in primary foreign language classes were The Very Hungry Caterpillar and 

Brown Bear, Brown Bear, What Do You See. This is not by chance. Firstly, 

these titles correspond with the theme or vocabulary of early English 

programmes, as Mourão (2017) summarises, for example, they include colours, 

animals, days of the week, food and life cycles. Secondly, these titles contain 

rhyming narrative, which is easy for children to chant to. For example, Five 

Little Monkeys Jumping on the Bed is a rhyming, anthropomorphic narrative. 

Thirdly, these books have repetitive and predictable texts. The repeated rhymes 

are easy to follow even for English as a second language children, which 

enables children to predict and begin to join in the reading (Trelease, 2006). In 

classroom setting, Mourão (2016) summarises that predictability and repetition 

in picturebook texts is the reason why language teachers select them as a 

classroom resource.  Some parents may choose to repeatedly read a narrow 

range of books to scaffold children’s language development in that “repetition” 

is essential for language learning. The Five Little Monkeys series also has 

repetitive text patterns, which is welcomed by both parents and children. These 

reasons why these titles were selected as classroom and family shared reading 

resources are similar. 
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The Oxford Reading Tree is another series welcomed by parents and 

children, and it seems to be read frequently at home. I analysed why parents like 

to read graded level books previously, data from this list and observation 

confirms parents’ motivation. One of our observation families — Weiwei’s 

family (4 years and 10 month old girl, who reads traditional Chinese classics) 

— read more than five books from the Oxford Reading Tree series at one shared 

book reading session. Although the books in this series are graded level books 

which are aimed at teaching phonics and reading skills, it has amusing plots 

with main characters who have magic power. It is an excellent example of 

books which have a good balance of entertainment and educational purpose.  

The list also shows that children like unique designs like pop-up books 

and flip-flap books. Where’s Spot and other Spot stories are books with a 

cumulative plot text pattern and a flip-flap design. This corresponds to parents’ 

answers in the questionnaire.   

As I mentioned in the previous chapter, earlier studies show that many 

native English speaking children love to read comics, while this is not the 

choice for Chinese parents. I found few comic titles in my data. It confirms that 

parents did not show any interest in entertaining children through books and 

children did not have the freedom to choose those comics that may have 

interested them. 

When compared with the most popular English picturebooks from 

English speaking countries, we can see the differences. Julia Donaldson’s books, 
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which are popular in any children’s bookshop in the UK, did not appear on this 

list. The reason is probably the language barrier — as the vocabulary use and 

the rhymes are difficult for a second language learner to understand.  I take 

Montag and his colleagues’ study (2015) from the United States as another 

reference. He analysed the corpora of children’s picturebooks and chose the 100 

most popular ones. These titles are from librarians’ recommendations, the 

bestseller books on Amazon, and the circulation statistics from the Infant and 

Preschool sections (0 to 60 months) of the Monroe County Public Library. 

When I compare this list and the list in this study, I can find that about half of 

the books on my list also appear on Montag’s list. These are: 

1. Brown Bear, Brown Bear, What Do You See? by Bill Martin Jr. 

2. Dear Zoo by Rod Campbell 

3. The Very Hungry Caterpillar by Eric Carle 

4. No, David! By David Shannon 

5. Guess How Much I Love You by Sam Mcbratney 

6. Goodnight Moon by Margaret Wise Brown 

7. Elephant and Piggie by Mo Willems 

8. Pete the Cat by James Dean 

9. The Maisy series by Lucy Cousins  

Montag’s list is an American- based list; it has many of the American 

author Dr. Seuss’s books on it while my list does not.  My list also has many 

UK-based authors, for example, Antony Browne’s books and Thomas the Tank 
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Engine series, while Montag’s list does not. Nevertheless, this comparison 

shows children’s reading materials are highly globalized.  

 

5.2.2 The different book choices for parents and children 

There are some differences between these three categories. Three graded level 

series of books (the Oxford Reading Tree series, the I Can Read series and 

Pearson Levelled Reading) are mentioned by parents’ as their favourite book 

titles, while children only mentioned one — the Oxford Reading Tree. This 

shows that parents value picturebooks’ educational potential more than children 

do, which also confirms parents’ motivation for their children to gain language 

abilities through English picturebook reading that I discussed in chapter 4. 

From this list, we can also find that parents tend to choose picturebooks 

which have a limited number of English words on each page and with simple 

word-image relationships.  Parents with a relatively low English ability may 

find engaging with the linguistically rich picturebooks challenging. Children 

seem to have no sense of the difficulty of the language and the length of a book. 

From observation, I found that mother of Weiwei (4 years and 10 month old girl, 

who read traditional Chinese classics) and mother of Xiaohu (5 years and 11 

month old boy, who goes to English language school twice a week) refused to 

read two books, for the same reason — “this is too long” or “this is too difficult.” 

When I asked them what the obstacles were of reading English picturebooks, 
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the parents answered that their child stopped reading when he or she found “It is 

difficult to understand because of the language”.     

As I discussed previously, children’s book choice is controlled by 

parents to some extent. Qiqi’s mother said she liked all the books at home 

because she bought them. However, from the parents’ interviews, many parents 

said their preferences for books were influenced by their children, so the 

influences were mutual. Xiaoxia’s mother analysed the reason, “because if I like 

a book, I will read it with passion, so Xiaoxia will like it as well”. Xiaotian’s 

mother said she liked beautiful picturebooks while Xiaotian liked books about 

“poo” or “monsters” and she has to read such books with Xiaotian.  

 

5.3 Summary about parents’ and children’s book choices 

To summarise, I have made many comparisons in this section between parents 

and children’s book choices; previous studies and my data; booklist from my 

data and lists from other previous studies. It further demonstrates that parents’ 

motivation in chapter 4 is reflected in their book choices in this chapter. After 

understanding these similarities and differences, I will further argue in chapter 7 

that there are no “right” books or “right” choices for English shared reading.  
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Chapter 6 Findings — Interaction patterns and children’s responses 

 

In this chapter, I present how parents and children shared English picturebooks 

and explore their interactive behaviour patterns. I will also look into children’s 

responses to these reading patterns and compare the English language shared 

reading with their Chinese shared reading interaction. The data is mainly based 

on observations of seven families, and some supporting evidence is from 

parents’ interviews and questionnaires. 

 

6.1 General parent-child interaction features 

 

6.1.1 Communicate in mixed languages 

Firstly, I would like to give some general data about English picturebook shared 

reading from the quantitative data. It shows what the parents’ primary 

communication language is, why they were interrupted or distracted during 

reading, and who decides which book to read. 

From the data of 565 parents, variances in shared reading tend to have 

been more significant in the foreign language than in their first language shared 

reading possibly because of the higher variations of English language 

environment at home and parents’ varying English levels. When these parents 

read an English picturebook to their children in this study, the questionnaire 
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data shows that 72% of families read English with Chinese explanations while 

12% of parents only read in English. Most children (63%) responded to their 

parents in Chinese and English; 20% of children only responded in Chinese, the 

remaining children responded in English. There is an overlap between my study 

and Brickman’s study (2003) on Spanish families’ English picturebook shared 

reading. In Brickman’s study, the parents also read in English and mostly gave 

explanations in their mother tongue-Spanish. In my study, children who 

responded only in Chinese or gave no response were from the “English level 

beginner” group or the “can only say a few words” group, in other words, those 

children who spoke limited English. Children who had a limited English ability 

tended to only respond in Chinese even while reading English picturebooks. 

This data from the survey was also confirmed in my observations. Among 

observation families, most parents tended to read the picturebooks in English 

and ask questions and give explanations in Chinese. From observations of the 

seven families, I found that only Xiaoxia’s (2 year 9-month-old girl) family read 

English picturebooks almost all in English, Xiaotian’s (4 years 4 month old boy) 

and Anna’s (4 years 2 month old girl) families responded to English 

picturebooks mostly in English. Qiqi (4 years 1 month old girl), Weiwei (4 

years 10 month old girl), and Xiaohu (5 years 11 month old boy) who have a 

lower English speaking level (reported by their parents in the questionnaire) 

tended to respond more in Chinese. Yueyue (18 months), who was just starting 

to talk, responded using both Chinese and English words. 
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6.1.2 Parents initiate more interaction questions  

Overall, in all the observational reading sessions, parents initiated more 

questions and communication than the children. Parents reported that when they 

shared a book with their children, they were most likely to ask children to point 

to characters, places and objects (47%); other parents encouraged children to 

imitate actions or words (41%); 30% of parents liked to ask children if they 

understood or not by asking “Wh-” (Why? Who? When? How?) questions. 

There were several parents (24%) who said they did not ask any questions, only 

read the English picturebooks to their children and fewer parents (12%) would 

ask their children for a Chinese explanation. There are variations of interaction 

questions for different families, I will present the seven families with their 

different interaction focus separately and how they asked different types of 

questions, later in this chapter. 

 

6.1.3 Reading was interrupted because of language barrier 

Apart from parental reasons, from the questionnaire data it can be seen that 

during English picturebook reading, the children stopped or were distracted 

because of these reasons: finding details in the book (37%); asking parents the 

Chinese meaning of a word or sentence (28%); pointing out something related 

to their own life or showing no interest in a book; or children finding it 

challenging to understand because of the language and saying they would like to 
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read it in Chinese. However, according to parents, for the lower English level 

group (beginning level to simple conversation level), English picturebook 

reading was more likely to have been interrupted by language problems: the 

most common reasons were “My children find it difficult to understand because 

of the language” and “Children ask me the Chinese meaning of a word or 

sentence”. Therefore, the language barrier is the main reason that parent-child 

shared reading was interrupted. Except for the general data above, we will see 

the details and more variations of interaction patterns when we look into the 

interaction processes of the seven families. 

 

6.1.4 Most parents listen to children about book choices 

Parents may have more power when deciding which book to buy but have less 

control over which books to read at home. The selection of which book to read 

is an important process to observe. I asked “Who chose the picturebooks each 

time” in the questionnaire. The results show 48% of families said parents and 

children decided together; 32% of families reported that, on the whole, it was 

the parents who chose the books to read and another 19% of families stated that 

the children chose the books to read each time. During the observation, I found 

a similar situation — most of the parents discussed the book choice with the 

children. Xiaotian’s mother said Xiaotian refused to read the books she chose 

for him, so she let him pick out the books. 
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6.1.5 Categorisation of the question types 

Finally, in this part, to better understand the interaction patterns in the following 

section, I present the categories of question types here with a full list and give 

some examples from my data. I consulted Anderson and his colleagues’ study 

(2012) about question types during shared reading but added new categories 

according to my observation. The standard of the cognitive level is to see the 

distance from the information that books can directly provide. I also consulted 

Ard and Beverly’s (2004) standards relating to questions in shared reading. If 

children can find the answer directly from books or by repeated reading, I 

categorise this as “low” cognitive level, for example, confirmation literacy and 

management questions are classified as low cognitive demand questions; 

clarification or prediction, comprehension, association and aesthetic questions 

were classified as high cognitive demand questions. For the high cognitive level, 

I describe these questions as “complicated” or “cognitively demanding” 

questions in the following part.  
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Table 5 Question Types 

Question type Examples from my study Cognitive 
demanding level 

Confirmation (ask for agreement 
or disagreement, solicit Yes/No 
answers, mostly Yes) 

“He doesn’t like rain, does he?” 
 “They are looking out [of the 
window], aren’t they?” 

Low 

Literacy (about decoding, phonics 
skill or the meaning in another 
language)  

 “Can you read this part? Which 
words?” 
“What is the third one? Pack, 
right? What is the fourth one?” 

Low 

Management (draw attention, turn 
the page, discipline, negotiate 
book choice) 

Will you tell me which book 
we’re going to read first? 
Can you sit up? 

Low 

“Wh” questions (what, where, 
when, who, why, about 
knowledge and facts) 

“See who is inside this box?” 
George is sad. Why? Medium 

Completion, reasoning, and 
explanation (ask to complete the 
story or elaboration), ask to 
mimic the action 

“We are going to catch a-” 
“The Mama called the doctor, 
the doctor said-” 
Can you shake your head? 

Medium 

Clarification or Prediction 
(information about the characters 
and events, guess the plot or 
ending) 

What is she looking at? 
Do you think George is smart 
now? 

High 

Comprehension (how, and other) What does “disappointed” 
mean? High 

Association (connect to personal 
experience or other books) 

What should you do if you think 
someone is great? 
What makes you angry? 

High 

Aesthetic (attitude, feelings about 
book) What do you think of this book? High 

 

 

6.2 Five foreign language shared reading interaction patterns  

Data from my study again demonstrated the diversity in shared reading across 

families. The general features above provide us with the bigger picture of the 

English picturebook shared reading scenes in Chinese families. In previous 
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studies (Shapiro, Anderson, & Anderson, 1997; Anderson et al., 2012) about 

family shared reading, there was considerable diversity across the parent-child 

dyads even within relatively homogeneous samples. This diversity has also been 

demonstrated in this study. After categorising the coding from qualitative data 

(see appendix 3 for an example of the coding process), five foreign language 

shared reading foci emerged from the data:  

1. Literal focus: Parents and children are engaged in exact translation; 

2. Literacy focus: Parents and children are engaged in developing 

reading skills; 

3. Literary focus: Parents and children are engaged in reading pleasure; 

4. Exploratory focus: Parents and children are engaged in knowledge 

and discovery; 

5. Digital focus: Parents and children are engaged in interaction with 

technology. 

I follow the sequence of children’s engagement levels (Literal focus is 

least engaged and Exploratory focus is most engaged) during shared reading 

based on what I observed. It is also the sequence of moving from close reading 

or reading skills to an emotionally responsive reading. For each focus, I will 

firstly (1) explain the general features of each interaction focus; (2) point out 

what kinds of books parents and children usually choose; (3) what language 

parents and children speak during the reading process; (4) how they negotiate 

the book choices; (5) point out their physical proximity; (6) what questions they 



 

228 
 

ask during shared reading and give examples to support these key features and 

summarise at the end. To evaluate the children’s responses and enjoyment of 

books, I judged from their general engagement, cooperation and book interest 

from my observation.  

 

6.2.1 Literal focus: Parents and children are engaged in exact translation 

(Xiaohu’s and Weiwei’s families) 

The Literal focus of English picturebook shared reading among Chinese 

families means parents and children are engaged in exact translation and 

meaning confirmation. When a parent reads an English picturebook, this parent 

becomes accustomed to translating the words or sentences into the mother 

tongue immediately. Parents generally translate it themselves and sometimes 

they ask the children to translate. Just like eating, sitting or playing, ways of 

talking about books are as much a part of learned behaviour. Children 

internalise what is learned from these reading experiences. Sometimes children 

learn the habit of translating every sentence or word after their parents read it. 

Children have a keen sense that English shared reading is to translate and 

confirm the meaning. The Literal focus is to confirm the meaning of the words 

in their mother tongue. By making sure children understand the meaning of 

English picturebooks, in the interview, as Weiwei’s mother reported, parents 

feel that their reading is “effective and useful”.  

Families who follow this pattern like to choose a large number of graded 
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level books. When they select trade picturebooks like No David, or the Elephant 

and Piggie series, they use these for the purpose-translation and confirming the 

meaning. However, what picturebook scholars value — the counterpoint, irony, 

words and interplay are ignored in this reading pattern. For example, when 

Xiaohu’s father shared the book No David and the Elephant and Piggie book, 

they continuously focused on translating every sentence and sometimes he 

asked Xiaohu (5 years 11 month old boy) to translate it. Parents in these 

families tended to speak little English and more Chinese during reading, so 

children receive more Chinese input. Generally, parents tend to restrict book-

related talking while concentrating on the print word in the books. In Xiaohu’s 

and Weiwei’s (4 years 10 month old girls) families, their parents or teachers 

picked up the picturebooks for them. In one reading session, Xiaohu’s teacher 

gave him homework to read several books, focusing on phonics; in another 

session, Xiaohu’s father picked up the books for him, which made the 

negotiation simpler. Physically, parents and children kept a certain distance to 

keep a basic level of discipline. Parents tended to ask for confirmation, 

management questions and literacy questions. Children showed boredom and 

reluctance to read at most times. Here I will further present the details and 

obvious features of this interaction focus.  

6.2.1.1 Translating after every page 

For this interaction pattern, parents liked to translate themselves or asked the 

children to translate sometimes. Children gained the habit of translating and 
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sometimes translated the book by themselves without waiting for their parents’ 

request. Xiaohu went to an English language school twice a week and his father 

was a high school teacher, and their shared reading was very typical of this 

pattern. 

For all the dialogues in this study, the transcription is to be read as 

follows: words in bold signal my translation into English of dialogue held in 

Chinese by the participants. Words in regular font are a transcription of the 

English used by the participants in the original discussion. Words between 

inverted commas are quotations from picturebooks. Words in brackets signal 

my comments or descriptions of non-verbal information. This marking system 

is consistent all through the coding data. Here is a typical reading dialogue of 

the reading of one of the Elephant and Piggie books: 

Father — “Ready to play outside? Yes they are. We are going to do 

everything today. We are going to run.” What does “run” mean?  

Xiaohu — I don’t know. (Dad does the action of running.) Run. 

Father — “We are going to skip.” Skip. “We are going to jump.” Jump. 

“Nothing can stop us.” Nothing can stop us. 

As we can see from the dialogue, after Xiaohu’s father read the sentence 

from the book, he tried to translate it into Chinese, sometimes he translated the 

whole sentence and sometimes only the keywords. We can also see this pattern 

from another example: 

Father — “Today we are flying.” Today we are flying. “No, you are not 
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flying.” 

Xiaohu — You are not flying. 

We can see that after his father read “Today we are flying”, he translated 

it immediately. Then his father continued to read “No, you are not flying.” 

Parents like to ask the child to translate the words or sentence into their mother 

tongue. Xiaohu was asked to translate or say the Chinese words. For example, 

his father read “But one little monkey spoiled it,” and asked, “But one little 

monkey, did what?” Xiaohu’s father was expecting Xiaohu to say the Chinese 

meaning or the word “spoil”. Xiaohu’s father sometimes asked the Chinese 

meaning more directly. He asked “But my birthday is tomorrow. What is 

tomorrow? What is run?”  

Weiwei’s mother did a similar thing. She asked straightforward 

questions, such as “How do you say that in Chinese?” or “What do you think 

it means? Look and guess what it is.” or “Do you know the meaning of this?” 

The parents seemed to expect the children to know the Chinese meaning of each 

word. Those translations are mostly literal. Some words are not easy to translate; 

it also requires the children’s Chinese ability to make verbalisations. If it is 

difficult, parents continue to give children lots of examples or other words with 

similar meanings to inspire the children. Parents seemed to know where the 

balance was, they knew their children’s ability and did not mean to frustrate 

them. Sometimes I felt some words were quite tricky, but in most situations, the 

children could complete the task. The reason why parents positively engage in 
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translation activities is probably from the parents’ own experience when they 

were at school.  In the English class they were asked to do many of these tasks 

as an important foreign language evaluation standard. 

Consequently, children gained the habit of translating straightaway after 

reading. When Anna (4 years 2 month old girl) read a sentence from an English 

picturebook, she said: “That means in the summer, I like to lay in the sun 

and watch” in Chinese. She sometimes began with “that means” and said the 

Chinese translation by herself. Xiaohu understood his father’s expectation and 

translated the word into Chinese. He seemed familiar with this pattern and 

sometimes translated it by himself before his father asked him to do so. When 

he correctly translated, he gained a sense of achievement and frequently 

received praise from his parent. Children tended to translate the words or 

sentences into Chinese by themselves proudly after the parents’ English reading. 

After his father’s reading, Xiaohu said: “That means letting him be quiet.” 

After hearing the English word “run”, Xiaohu responded in Chinese “run”. This 

translation sometimes was bidirectional. After Weiwei’s mother said the 

Chinese word or sentence like “Friday, Dad”, “it is a monster”, Weiwei 

translated it into English immediately without hesitation. 

Not every child liked their parents to translate. Weiwei liked to read 

without translation. When her mother started to explain the words in Chinese, 

Weiwei said: “No, just read it.” So children may not always want parents to 

translate. Instead, Weiwei seemed to want to enjoy the flow of the words and 
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the story, but her mother became used to translating it.  

6.2.1.2 Parents like to point to the word and ask children to read 

For this shared reading pattern, parents point to the words rather than the 

pictures most of the time while reading. Except for meaning confirmation, 

decoding or recognising the words is another purpose of this reading pattern. 

Sometimes Xiaohu’s father pointed to the words and let Xiaohu read. Xiaohu’s 

father pointed to the words of “No, David” and asked, “What is this?” When 

Xiaohu read another graded level book on a smartphone, Xiaohu used his 

fingers to follow almost every single word. 

 “Shared reading” means mostly reading by parents. However, in this 

reading pattern, parents like to ask children to read by themselves or read after 

the parents. By doing this, parents wanted to check whether their child could 

decode the words or know the meaning of what they had read. Xiaohu’s father 

said: “Can you say it after me? ‘No David’”, pointed at the words and let 

Xiaohu read. Weiwei’s mother did a similar thing but more directly. She said: 

“OK, say it in English”; “OK, what colour is it? Say it in English” or “I’ll 

point to the colours, can you say the names in English?” In this way, parents 

encouraged children to speak in English. Parents did not seem to consider the 

ambiguity of those words, and they usually had a prescriptive answer in mind.  

6.2.1.3 Ask for confirmation and other low cognitive questions 

Consequently, children frequently asked for confirmation and some 

management or literacy questions in order to comprehend the text being read. 
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For example, in this pattern, questions usually ended with “Right?” and their 

parents expected their children to answer “Yes” or “No” or already have an 

answer in mind.  Xiaohu’s father kept asking confirmation questions all through 

the reading process. It was the most frequent questioning type for this reading 

pattern. When they read the Elephant and Piggie book, he confirmed Xiaohu’s 

understanding with questions like these: “He doesn’t like rain, right?”, “They 

are poor, right? They are playing games, right? ”, “He doesn’t believe it; he 

wants to have a try, right?” In another book, Xiaohu’s father asked “It is the 

elephant’s nose, right? It is the end, he is sitting on his head, right?”; “He 

wants to try again, right?” Weiwei’s mother also asked a few confirmation 

questions: “They are looking outside, right?” or “Orange means orange the 

fruit, and the colour, right? Ok. Let me ask you another colour.” Xiaohu’s 

father also asked Yes or No questions, for example, he asked: “Does he like the 

rain?”, “Is it raining now?”  

On the other hand, children liked to ask the Chinese meaning of the 

words in the English picturebooks. Xiaohu often asked “What is this word?” 

and expected his parent to tell him the Chinese meaning. Parents ask the same 

literacy questions, for example, “What is this word?”, or management 

questions to maintain discipline, for example, “Can you sit properly?” but they 

seldom asked complicated or open questions. 

6.2.1.4 Children’s responses: reluctance and boredom  

In this reading pattern, I observed that both the children and parents seemed to 
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regard reading English picturebooks as a kind of “study” or “homework”, 

mostly sitting at a table rather than on the bed or the sofa. For this Literal focus, 

the consistent translation impulse and parallel data from questionnaire shows 

that 72% families read English with Chinese explanation causing more code-

switching in languages and possibly cause more of a mental burden for the 

children. Although the general data from the questionnaire told us that most 

children showed a great deal of interest in reading English picturebooks (4.01/5), 

for this pattern, I did not see a great deal of interest in English shared book 

reading from the children. Children from these families who belong to this 

reading pattern showed they were reluctant to read English picturebooks. 

Xiaohu was sometimes unwilling to continue reading and checked how many 

pages were left or what the time was. He frequently complained the chair was 

not working, or the table was wobbly. He also stated “I want to write words” 

to bring an end to the reading. Xiaohu had other excuses for not reading English 

books, for example, “I want Daddy to read to me”, or saying “but this one 

has many pages”, or he directly refused by saying “I don’t want to read” 

several times during one reading session.  

Xiaohu’s father also seemed to regard it as homework. He realised 

Xiaohu’s frustration too. He tried to encourage Xiaohu to continue to read. He 

said: “This one is easy, shall we read this one? This is our last book, OK?” 

or “We will soon finish this book.” They carried on reading and finished all the 

reading “tasks” (by Xiaohu’s father) on that day although a very short book 
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took them nearly an hour. Parents seemed relaxed after finishing all the reading, 

but they did think this was the parents’ “responsibility” or “investment”. 

Another girl, Weiwei’s response was similar; she sometimes wanted to stop 

reading and showed her dance skills during shared reading; sometimes she paid 

attention to the scenery outside the window. Their one reading session of five 

books lasted 45 minutes with many distractions. 

6.2.1.5 Summary 

For this reading pattern, parents like to point to the words and translate after 

every word or sentence. Children’s interest in English picturebooks is not 

observably as high as parents reported their children’s general interest was 

toward English picturebooks from the questionnaire data. Although parents 

confirmed children’s understanding of books, this kind of understanding is 

literal understanding by translation, different from the comprehension pattern 

we are going to discuss later in other interaction foci.      

 

6.2.2 Literacy focus: Parents and children are engaged in developing 

reading skills 

(Weiwei’s, Anna’s and Qiqi’s families and Xiaohu with his mother) 

This pattern is the most prevalent among the families I observed. In this pattern, 

children’s attention towards the printed text was deliberately attracted by their 

parents, which is opposite to many mother tongue, shared reading empirical 

studies. In the mother tongue context, Evans and his colleagues’ (2008) study 
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shows that children (aged between 3 and 5 years old) spend most of their time 

looking at pictures rather than at the words printed in books. However, shared 

book reading in this pattern focuses on knowledge of letters, numbers, phonic 

skills and the names of essential items given in the text rather than in the 

pictures or the narrative story of the book. In the current pattern, the parents’ 

focus is obviously on the words. Children sometimes look at the details in the 

illustrations to confirm the meaning of the words rather than explore the details 

of the pictures.   

Families using this pattern also like to choose a large number of graded 

level books and low linguistic level English picturebooks, which are easy for 

the children to read compared with the mainstream trade picturebooks in 

English speaking countries. Parents in these families tended to speak both 

Chinese and English equally, and parents sometimes translated and explained in 

Chinese. Parents did not elaborate on the story but concentrated on the printed 

words. Families using this focus selected the picturebooks for the children to 

choose from. When they chose the books before reading, they spent time 

negotiating how many books they would read for the reading session and which 

books were too “difficult”.  Parents and children kept a certain distance, both 

sitting at a table, which looked like a formal “study”. Parents liked to ask 

children some confirmation questions, literacy questions about pronunciation, 

and how to decode the words. They tested children’s phonics skills during 

reading and also the meaning of the words. Children sometimes showed 
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frustration during the reading and were not willing to continue. 

6.2.2.1 Reading skills focused reading  

From my observation, I found that the parents’ goal was to improve decoding 

skills and orthographic or phonics knowledge. Accordingly, parents tended to 

choose books that attracted the children’s attention and initiated conversations 

about the printed word (e.g. alphabet books, phonics books) or engaged in 

activities that drew the children’s attention to the printed words during reading. 

Families who focused on reading skills during shared reading tended to read a 

large number of graded level books without entertaining narratives since these 

books are not designed for this purpose. These graded level books were words 

centred within a simple narrative story. A typical sentence in the book Xiaohu’s 

reading was:  

 “What’s this? It is a cat. What’s this? It’s a kite.”  

And some more quotes from Weiwei’s reading book: 

 “Go away, floppy, we are skipping. Go away, floppy. We are painting.”  

 “Come, look at this. Come, look at this. It is a monster. Come, look at 

this. It is a big dinosaur. Come, look at this, is it a big giant? No, I am 

Dad.”  

We can see the storyline is not as exciting as a narrative storybook as in 

other trade picturebooks. In this interaction pattern, the parents’ focus was on 

the decoding skills; they chose lots of graded level books and used picturebooks 

with a lower linguistic requirement for this purpose. Pronouncing or decoding 
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the words was the goal of this reading pattern. Weiwei’s mother asked Weiwei 

to copy the actions of the book, for example jumping. Sometimes they both did 

the actions. Her purpose was to confirm whether Weiwei understood the 

meaning of the word.   

The reading process in this reading pattern is the children read first, and 

parents provide assistance. When Xiaohu was decoding the digital graded level 

book, he read almost all the content. When children were struggling with 

recognising words, parents liked to read it out, then ask children to read after 

them, point to the words or help the children to decode the English words. 

Xiaohu’s father frequently asked Xiaohu to read after him like this: 

 “Let’s practise. Read after me, OK? Back.” 

 “Let’s read it together, OK? Let me teach you first.”  

Sometimes he corrected Xiaohu’s pronunciation: “No, it is a dock. O is 

ooo.” When Xiaohu was frustrated with reading, he helped to point to the words 

and said:  

 “I point, you read, OK? This is B, back. Ready?” 

When Xiaohu stopped, his father continued to offer help:  

 “Which ones can’t you read? This is b, back, p, pack.” 

Xiaohu’s mother and Weiwei’s mother also helped their children to 

decode the words. When Weiwei’s mother started to read, Weiwei sometimes 

joined her mother and they read together. Here is a quote from my observation: 

 Mother- Shall I read to you?  “This is a mud pie.” (both read together) 
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 Weiwei-“Putting water, messing sand, tip it out, pat it flat, this is a mud 

pie. Not a hat.”  

Weiwei’s mother would wait for two or three seconds if Weiwei could 

not decode and whispered the word in a low voice. Xiaohu’s mother did the 

same. Anna’s mother helped Anna to turn the pages. Most often, Anna read the 

words, sometimes the parents and children read together. When Anna was 

struggling, her mother read it out and Anna repeated. 

The reading process also depended on what kind of book they were 

reading. When Xiaohu and his father shared the traditional picturebooks rather 

than the graded level books, his father read most of the book and sometimes 

asked him to read. When they read the book No, David, Xiaohu only read the 

easily decoded part, “No David. No. Come back. Here, David.” or “Get down.” 

Sometimes he struggled to read. When they shared graded level books, his 

father asked Xiaohu to read by himself from the beginning.  

6.2.2.2 Focusing on words and encouraging children to read 

Families belonging to this reading pattern liked to point to the words rather than 

the pictures most of the time because their focus was predominantly on the 

words. Parents liked to point to the words when reading and some children 

formed the habit of using their finger to trace the words when reading. Qiqi got 

used to pointing to the words all through her reading, no matter whether it was a 

Chinese picturebook or an English picturebook, Weiwei’s mother pointed to the 

words when she read. Here is a reading scene of Weiwei and her mother. 
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(Mother read without pointing or looking at the words, Weiwei looked at 

the pictures. Mum read a long paragraph for another two minutes, 

Weiwei looked at the pictures and waited, Weiwei sometimes turned to 

the next page and back.) 

Weiwei — I know the words already. 

Mum — OK. Read the words to me. 

In this reading scene, Weiwei clearly knew her mother’s expectation. 

Evans and his colleagues’ study (2008) shows that during shared reading, when 

children’s focus was drawn to the print words in the book, the time that they 

spent looking at the words increased. Clay’s studies (1982, 2000) show that as 

children’s understanding of letters/sounds/words increases, then they turn to the 

text rather than the pictures. In general, focusing on words will discourage 

children from looking at the pictures.   

Children’s natural focus is on the pictures and children constantly resist 

reading the words. When Weiwei’s mother suggested reading an English 

picturebook, Weiwei said: “I don’t want to read, I just want to see the 

pictures”, or “I want to see (pictures), not reading.” Weiwei often noticed 

some details from pictures, for example, the lip colour and lipstick in a Peppa 

Pig book. Here is another quote from Weiwei when she was not willing to read 

the words after her mother and she turned her attention to the detail in the 

pictures in a Peppa Pig book: 

“No, No! I won’t. I want to tell the story. Look at her boots. She is 
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jumping in the muddy puddles. Red, yellow and purple.” 

“You see, here is the cloud (tracing the shape of cloud). Here is a 

little messy.” 

“Look, her glasses have fallen down. Then, George put her glasses.” 

In this reading pattern, parents and children kept negotiating and 

engaging in a power struggle. Parents constantly drew attention to the words 

while children looked at details in the pictures whenever possible. 

6.2.2.3 Asking literacy questions but less interaction 

 I observed that for this shared reading pattern, parents like to ask children 

literacy questions about how to decode the words, test children’s phonic skills 

or ask confirmation questions. On the other hand, children like to ask questions 

about pronunciation, how to decode and the meaning of the words, which is 

different from first language shared reading. In first language shared reading, 

Yaden, Smolkin and MacGillivray (1993) found that 3 to 6-year-olds asked less 

than 10% of the questions concerning print conventions and forms during 

shared reading. However, a previous study (Anderson et al., 2012) revealed that 

“children who had observed a model asking print-related questions asked more 

of such questions than children who had not seen this modelling” (p.1142). This 

is similar to what I observed in this pattern that asking print-related questions is 

a learned behaviour. Xiaohu’s father liked to test his child’s phonics skills and 

correct his pronunciation. He pointed to the words and asked: 

 “What is the third one? Pack, right? What is the fourth one?”  
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Xiaohu’s father also pointed out that Xiaohu mixed English words with 

Chinese Pinyin letters (Pinyin is the system of transcribing the sounds of 

Chinese characters using the Roman alphabet, but it is pronounced slightly 

differently): 

 “Good, the problem is some ‘a’ sounds. Sack, back, you pronounce 

like Pinyin, A (ahh), right?” 

Weiwei’s mother often asked her to say some Chinese words in English: 

“You can say red in English, say the name of the colour again.” She 

sometimes taught Weiwei first and asked her to repeat it. Children ask similar 

questions about pronunciation and meaning. Qiqi (4 years and 1 month old girl) 

asked what “super” meant when her mother read the word.  

Parents following this reading pattern tended to continually encourage 

the children to read by themselves. Parents liked to ask children to read it aloud 

or repeat it after the parents. Xiaohu’s father tried to encourage Xiaohu:  

 “Tell me first what you can’t read. I think you can read it all. Cake, 

pack, back. You can do it by yourself. Do you want to earn 100 

points?” 

Sometimes Xiaohu’s father tried to increase his motivation by sending 

the reading to his teacher and aiming for 100 points (Xiaohu’s parents would 

send Xiaohu’s reading recording to his teacher by smartphone. If he read it all 

correctly, his teacher would give him 100 points in the class). Xiaohu’s father 

constantly encouraged him during the reading process: “Very good, you can do 



 

244 
 

it all, right? Can you read this part? Which words? You can see it first. At 

least you know this bit by yourself.”  

Weiwei’s mother did the same thing. She said to Weiwei: “You can 

read this one, right?” Or “I remember you can read this one. Try. (They 

changed to another book) You can read this one well.” Weiwei’s mother did 

not like to interrupt Weiwei’s reading and said: “I won’t say anything, read by 

yourself.” However, although Weiwei’s mother let her read, Weiwei did not 

want to read by herself. She said to her mother: “I want you to read this one to 

me”, asking her mother to read to her instead. Although when Weiwei read in 

Chinese, she still pointed to the words and read by herself, she seemed more 

confident with Chinese picturebook reading (or reading the Chinese characters) 

in that she knows a large number of Chinese characters for her age.   

Generally speaking, in this pattern, children were not encouraged to ask 

lots of questions; children were discouraged from asking wide-ranging 

questions and the questions that parents asked appeared to have a low cognitive 

demand. When Qiqi asked her mother what “disappear” meant, she simply gave 

one equivalent Chinese word to her without explanation. Weiwei had many 

comments about the books they were sharing.  For example, she said, “I like 

this team”, “I want to be her (points to a picture)” or “He is painting on the 

wall. Why are there some hands?” but her mother did not elaborate on that 

and most of the time continued reading. Qiqi’s mother read the book Papa, 

Please Get a Moon for Me and another graded level picturebook. She often read 
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the text for more than a minute without any interaction, questioning, or adding 

her own words. When Qiqi’s parent was interrupted by questions or requests for 

explanations, Qiqi was told: “Just read”, “Just go on”. Instead of discussing 

the story, their focus was reading through the text and solving the language 

problems. It seems parents discouraged the interaction in shared reading and 

children were expected to decode, listen and wait. 

6.2.2.4 Spending a long time on book negotiating 

When they chose books to read, parents firstly picked up several books and 

asked the children to choose from them. Parents asked many management 

questions. Their negotiating was focused on how many books they would read, 

or the children complained that some books were “difficult” to read. Weiwei’s 

mother said: “You can pick from these” or she would choose some first and 

say: “Shall we read these?” Xiaohu’s father would suggest one of the books 

already on the table. When Xiaohu was not willing to read, he suggested: 

“Want to play? Just one more book, OK?” Xiaohu’s father had a clear sense 

that this book was in English or in Chinese rather than focusing on the story 

itself by saying: “You can choose a book to read. A Chinese one,” or “Let’s 

read an English picturebook, you have learnt one today, this one is about 

the favourite season. Shall we read that? Look carefully.”  

Xiaohu’s father judged these English picturebooks by “easy” or 

“difficult” depending on the English language level, for example: 

 “This one is easy, shall we read this one?” 
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 “How about this book? A little difficult.” 

Weiwei’s mother also had the concept of “simple” or not, and she said: 

“I will find a simpler one then we can read together”. Their criteria seemed 

to relate to the number of words on each page.  If the words took up more than 

two lines, Weiwei’s mother said it was “difficult”. Weiwei’s mother sometimes 

refused to read a book because:  

 “I can’t read this one. I need to study first”. 

 “This one is too difficult.”  

Weiwei’s mother continually suggested books to read, but she would 

give some restrictions:  

“Shall we read this one, Kipper’s Diary? Would you like to read this 

one? You can choose two. The Mud Pie. Hook and Duck. These have 

not been read yet.” 

However, children had their preferred books, so they spent more than 10 

minutes on book negotiation. Xiaohu sometimes said the name of the book and 

pointed out the book that he wanted to read. After Weiwei began to read a book, 

she started with "Tom…" then she put it down and said: “No. I want to read…”  

After browsing through several books on the table, she chose a book from those: 

“I have read this one and this one. (Still browsing the books). Not this one. 

We will learn this one.” Although the parents had already selected some books 

for them to choose from, the children were not totally satisfied and negotiated 

with their parents on the choice of book.  Here both Xiaohu’s father and 
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Weiwei’s mother used the word “learn” instead of “read” when they chose a 

book, which echoes the attitude that parents in this pattern regard reading as a 

kind of “study” or “homework” as I am going to discuss next. 

6.2.2.5 Strict parental discipline  

According to this reading pattern, parents and children tend to regard English 

picturebook reading as a kind of “study” or “homework”, and parents have an 

idea of how many books they need to “complete” each day. Weiwei’s mother 

said “We will learn this one” instead of “read” at the beginning of a reading 

session. They were more likely to sit by a study table, rather than on a bed or 

couch, for a formal study session. Weiwei’s family, Qiqi’s family, Xiaohu’s 

family all chose to sit by an appropriate children’s study table to read these 

books. Parents tended to emphasise parental discipline. Parents set some 

restrictions on reading posture or sometimes used a negative tone of voice 

during reading, for example: “Please sit well,” or “Sit on your chair.” 

Xiaohu’s mother and Weiwei’s mother reminded them many times to “sit well” 

or “properly”. Xiaohu’s father spent a considerable amount of time on 

discipline: 

“Don’t waste time. What time is it now? After reading this, only one 

book, we will finish. Are you biting your fingernails? This is the last 

time. Read by yourself, don’t ask me.”  

Weiwei’s mother told Weiwei not to move her legs, hold her book 

properly, not move and emphasised their task for that day. “We should read all 
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these books before bedtime, all of these.” During one of Anna’s reading 

sessions, I observed that when Anna was playing with her socks, her mother 

stopped her. Another time, Anna’s mother reminded her not to bite her 

fingernails while reading. This adds empirical evidence to the didactic reading 

process, which I discussed in chapter two. Namely, parents in this reading focus 

type adopt a didactic, expert role; they encourage children to decode rather than 

have a free story discussion and maintain discipline which can spoil the 

atmosphere. 

6.2.2.6 Children’s responses: frustration and an unwillingness to continue  

During this focus pattern, parents regularly help children to decode English 

words. However, this parental help sometimes causes children’s frustration. 

When Xiaohu struggled with reading sentences, he gradually lost his patience. 

Xiaohu wanted to get 100 points from his English teacher, and whenever he did 

not read well, he said: “I can’t get 100 points, I can’t get 100 points again.” 

The first time, he pretended to cry, later on, he started to cry, he was frustrated 

at not doing well. He was struggling with “Kite” and “Cat”, he said:  

“I don’t know how to read it. I always want to read Kite instead of 

Cat.”   

“Ahh. I read it wrong. I read Cat as Kite.” 

He did not pay attention to what his father said and continued to try 

saying these two words many times: “This doesn’t count, let’s do it again. 

Let’s start.” Xiaohu’s father encouraged him to do it again and said: “Let’s do 
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it again. I can read to you first, OK? Once. This one? OK. Back, sack, neck.” 

Xiaohu covered his face and pretended to cry (I asked Xiaohu’s mother if we 

should stop the reading session. However, she said this was a common 

occurrence and they did not need to stop). His father continued: “Let me teach 

you once, OK? Just try, OK? What is this called? L, i, what is it?” They 

carried on to the end although Xiaohu was very frustrated.   

Children are not necessarily happy with their parents’ help. When 

Xiaohu decided to reread it, he was not pleased with his parent’s support and 

asked his father not to remind him anymore or to say the words quietly. Xiaohu 

reminded his mother: “Sometimes, Daddy says words quietly.” Their reading 

process is like this: “Cat, beginning letter is C, Kite, (mum whispers) beginning 

letter is K. (wait) (Mother whispers cat)”.  Weiwei was the same. After her 

mother reminded her of the pronunciation, she said: “Close your mouth” and 

covered her mother’s mouth with her hands.  

Consequently, in this reading pattern, children’s frustration caused their 

low motivation for English picturebook reading. As in this Literacy focus 

pattern, children also showed a low level of interest in shared reading. Weiwei 

expressed her opinion frankly saying: “No, No! I won’t,” Or “I would like to 

read this one, why are these books so small? So small. I can’t read, I can’t.” 

and walked away. When her mother called her back to read saying: “Do you 

want to know the story? What is it talking about?” Weiwei answered: “I 

don’t want to know”. Rather than reading, Weiwei wanted to play chess during 
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the reading time and showed me that she could play chess. 

6.2.2.7 Summary 

To date, as a shared reading strategy, research on print referencing (drawing 

attention to the printed words) has mainly involved teachers in a school setting 

(Justice et al., 2010). Parents or digital book designers use some strategies to 

encourage print-focused reading. Parents’ praise, teacher’s marks and rewards 

on the iPad were the primary motivators. Xiaohu read again and again, recorded 

it and sent it to the teacher to gain 100 points. Anna liked to read on the iPad 

because she could get a star reward if she read correctly. For Anna’s mother, 

this pattern was welcome, “Anna likes it, and I don’t think it is a bad thing” 

as she repeatedly says in the interview. But this expectation is far more 

instrumental and practical. Parent and child dyads belonging to this reading 

pattern were committed because they had clear expectations regarding possible 

benefits. They expected their child to improve their decoding skills, rather than 

using the occasion to construct meaning. Most of the books were elementary 

and scholastic but lacked exciting storylines. In this interaction focus, shared 

reading was seen as merely an exercise of acquiring reading skills. The parents’ 

emphasis was on decoding or reading accuracy, not on comprehension.  

To summarise, the contradiction of children paying attention to pictures 

and their parents’ emphasis on the decoding of words caused the possible 

reluctance to read in this pattern. Because of the inconsistency, although there 

was no apparent conflict, the reading process seemed long and full of 
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negotiation. Parents regard picturebooks as word or character reading materials. 

The reading process is frequently interrupted by the children trying to recognise 

the words. Few parents or children discuss the storyline of the book, or the 

picturebooks they chose lack storylines. In this reading pattern, children often 

show no sign of prediction, comprehension and linking the story with their life 

or other books, and the adults make no effort to explore the story and the details 

in the pictures. Some families using this pattern ask children to read instead of 

the parents and the parents’ role changes to that of facilitator. When children 

read the books, they frequently stop, and the stories are broken up into small 

bits of information and word clusters.  

 

6.2.3 Literary focus: Parents and children are engaged in reading pleasure 

(Xiaoxia’s family, Xiaotian’s family, Yueyue’s family) 

The behaviour of this shared reading pattern is analogous to the first language 

shared reading, especially for reading to very young children who connect 

words and sounds naturally. Parents use physical and facial expressions, sounds, 

and pictures to help children understand the basic concepts. Parents pronounce 

sounds and turn them into “words” which connect to the pictures. Clay’s 

seminal work (1982, 2000) on children’s concepts about “print” reveals that 

young children rely on images to carry the message because they are not yet 

able to read the print. The parents direct the children’s attention to the book and 

label items or read the sentences on the page. Sometimes parents repeat the 
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words and expand them into well-formed sentences in English or Chinese. If the 

content seems too complicated, parents tell the story in short sentences using 

simple language, frequently with what-explanations. In this reading pattern, 

parents regard enjoying books and consolidating the parent-child bonds as a 

priority. However, in the process, children gain linguistic input naturally.  

Parents and children using this focus pattern read trade picturebooks, 

pop-up books, toy books, anything they find interesting. They seldom read 

graded level books. Parents are flexible with the book choice and, usually allow 

the children to decide which books to read although sometimes they choose the 

books in advance. They speak English together as often as possible, sometimes 

with quick and straightforward Chinese explanations. When they explain 

English words in Chinese, they do not use direct translation. Picturebooks at 

home are within reach of the children, and mostly children decide what to read. 

From the reading environment, I can see these families have a lot of child-

friendly furniture and bookshelves, which allow children to choose the books 

for themselves. Their living rooms are full of books decorated with colourful 

and literary-based stimuli. Parents read the picturebooks to children and do not 

ask the children to read, which makes the reading process more relaxed. 

Children usually sit on their parent’s lap, and both of them sit on a sofa, bed or 

in other relaxed places. Parents sometimes ask “Wh” questions to help children 

to engage with the story; they also like to ask completion and explanation 

questions, for example, they ask children to mimic the action or complete the 
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sentence. Generally, children seem to enjoy the shared reading process and it is 

full of positive interaction and laughter.  

6.2.3.1 Enjoy the books-read with a lively voice and mimic the actions  

Parents’ focus in this pattern is natural language input, having fun with their 

children and cultivating a love of books, and most importantly, building the 

parent-child bond through shared reading. By observing these families, I found 

parents using lively, sometimes exaggerated voices to read. Xiaoxia’s mother 

was typical. She read “I am scared. The thunder and lighting,” and mimicked 

the sound of lightning and thunder. Her intonation and voice changed frequently 

according to the content of the book. Xiaoxia’s mother showed a clear 

difference in reading voice and the speaking voice of characters in the book. 

When Xiaotian’s mother read the Peppa Pig book to him, “Today, Peppa and 

George are very excited. They are going on holiday.” She used a different 

voices for each character and sang a song from the book. Yueyue’s mother read 

a baby book to him and played a Peek-a-boo game with him. She also mimicked 

a baby voice.  

Parents like to mimic the actions of the book as well. Xiaohu’s and 

Weiwei’s parents occasionally mimicked the action when they shared the book. 

Xiaoxia’s mother did this more frequently. She pretended to cry or yawn, did 

the action of “bite, open the door”, almost all through the reading process. She 

emphasised the verbs such as “ripped” and “hopped”. She also made the sound 

“tunk, tunk, tunk.” Xiaotian’s mother behaved in a similar way when she shared 
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the book with Xiaotian. Yueyue’s mother constantly tried to attract Yueyue’s 

attention during reading. She mimicked the eating sound when she read “dinner 

time.” Their reading required more attention-catching efforts and performance 

since Yueyue was the youngest, which made reading a holistic experience. His 

mother did this:  

“It’s a bowl.” (Yueyue walks away) “Banana (louder voice) Yueyue. 

Look at the caterpillar. (mimic the sound) Caterpillar wants to have 

dinner, too. Growl. If you see a lion (mum does the action).” 

Parents also encourage the child to mimic the action or play with the 

book. Xiaoxia’s mother asked: 

“Can you do peek-a-boo to the cat? Can you make a face like this? 

(point to the picture) Can you make a funny face? (Mother models the 

action.) That’s silly, can you do it? Can you play like this? Can you do 

this? Can you make him smile? His mouth is open. Say open wide?”  

In this way, she asked Xiaoxia to mimic the action approximately ten 

times for each book. Sometimes she showed the action to her first. When they 

shared the Peppa Goes Swimming book, they did the swimming actions together, 

and they said: 

“Yes. Trying to kick her legs. Good. Can you help her? Kicking her legs? 

Yes, good, that’s great. Where is her float? Maybe this is her float. This 

is her float. You hold on to this float and kick her legs. Is that fun?”  

Yueyue was 18 months old, and he had just begun to express himself 
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using words in both English and Chinese. However, his mother encouraged him 

to say or do the actions during the reading. His mother said: “This is a football. 

Can you say ‘football’? Would you kick? Open it, OK? Oh, Elephant.” Or asked 

Yueyue to lift the flap: “What is here? Can you lift the flap?” I observed once 

that Anna’s mother asked Anna to pretend to “pick the flowers” while reading, 

but this did not happen as frequently as with Xiaoxia’s and Yueyue’s mothers.  

Like the first two foci, if parents use a specific reading strategy, children 

also learn it. Children learn to listen, waiting for the appropriate pause to show 

off their book knowledge. They have learned how to interact with books and 

just like what their parents do. Children regularly practise these learned 

interaction patterns in the dyadic situation. They like to mimic the action of the 

book characters or play with the book and sometimes use gestures with 

verbalisations.  Xiaoxia liked to play the Peek-a-boo game, and she pretended to 

cry when her mother turned the pages when the book character was sad. Instead 

of allowing the child to cuddle herself, she sometimes let her cuddle a toy — a 

soft bunny to mimic the action of a book character and said: “Little rabbit does 

like this, Aah, aah.” or “Little rabbit does like this”. Yueyue, although he 

sometimes walked away when his mother shared the book with him, came back 

and mimicked some actions from the book. Yueyue and his mother had more 

interactions when they shared English picturebooks.  Yueyue held the book and 

did the action of driving, making driving sounds; he also mimicked the action of 

brushing his teeth. His mother said “You can use your little finger” and Yueyue 
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pretended to brush his teeth using a pen. 

6.2.3.2 Point to the pictures rather than to the words 

In this pattern, parent-child dyads engage in a minimal exploration of the words 

in the books. This pattern suggests that the focus is rarely on the print 

knowledge; the focus is linking the sound with the pictures; words are only the 

format of sound or represent the pictures. Children rely on the image to 

construct meaning. Parents point to the pictures rather than the words for a 

pointing and naming game that functions as a language acquisition device. By 

doing this, young children understand many concepts which can be applied in 

real life, such as daily life experience, animal knowledge or social experiences. 

When parents explain the English story to their children, Xiaoxia’s 

mother and Xiaotian’s mother explain it in English. Xiaoxia sometimes asked 

the Chinese meaning of some English words, such as “What is this called?” or 

“What is this? What does it mean?” Instead of translating the word, Xiaoxia’s 

mother would explain it in a long sentence in Chinese rather than use Chinese 

equivalent words directly. For example, Xiaoxia asked: “What is disappointed?” 

Xiaoxia’s mother answered using a Chinese explanation: “Disappointed means 

if you want yoghurt, but you can’t find it in your lunch box, you will feel 

‘disappointed’ Do you understand?” 

Xiaoxia’s mother also uses Xiaoxia’s favourite soft toy to explain. When 

she explained “disappointed” another time, she said: “If you want a rabbit to 

come to our home, it was a promise. But the rabbit didn’t come. So you feel 
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very dis-.” Yueyue’s mother read: “Now it’s dinner time” and instead of using 

the translation, she explained: “They are going to eat.” If we consult translation 

strategies, Xiaoxia’s mother’s translation strategy is foreignisation rather than 

domestication, free translation rather than literal translation (Venuti, 1995). 

After explaining some words in Chinese, Xiaoxia’s mother remembered what 

she said, and used this word again. For example, she said: “The first one looks 

‘sha hu hu’ (silly), right?” She had just explained “sha hu hu” to Xiaoxia 2 

minutes previously.   

Rather than explaining it in her own words, Xiaoxia’s mother pointed to 

the pictures while reading. When she read “Creepy carrots! In the shed!” she 

pointed to the picture of the “shed” and explained it in Chinese. Yueyue’s 

mother showed Yueyue in the picture what “Knock the door” and “Open the 

door” were. Pointing to the pictures while reading assisted the children to 

identify and understand the book content. In this reading pattern, the adult 

points to pictures more often, they pay little attention to decoding words. I did 

not see Xiaoxia’s or Yueyue’s mother pointing at words at all. Xiaoxia’s mother 

always pointed to the pictures all through the reading process. When they sang 

aloud: “See the tractor driver loading the trailer”, they sang it slowly, the 

mother and Xiaoxia both pointed to the vehicles in the picture. Children respond 

to parents and could identify visual clues related to the story, describing a story 

element or picture. Xiaoxia found that the character in a book was looking at his 

shoes and told her mother about this. Xiaoxia then found a little bird in the book 
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and discussed it with her mother. Xiaoxia often asked questions like “What is 

he looking at?”, “Who is this?”, or “Whose little tongue is it?” Their focus 

was on the story narrative and visual details.      

6.2.3.3 Asking “Wh” questions about illustrations and story narrative 

Parents’ questions tended to focus on the illustrations and story narrative. 

Parents emphasised the story narrative and meaning, asking “Wh” questions, 

providing answers with more questions, and responding to what the child said. 

The what-explanation was to pick out topic sentences, summarise the plot, and 

ask for simple predictions related to the stories, and so on. By asking questions, 

parents attempted to elaborate on the text and encourage the children using 

more sophisticated words in order to generate more talk. The majority of 

questions parents asked were knowledge, completion and explanation questions, 

with a few complicated comprehension questions, for example, Yueyue’s 

mother asked him: “See who is inside this box?” When Yueyue and his mother 

saw a baby’s face in a book, Yueyue’s mother said: 

“There is a little boy, he wants mummy’s hugs. Where is mummy? 

Mummy is here. Hug, mummy. There is a ball. Peek-a-boo. Ball. Kick 

the ball”.  

Yueyue’s mother provided more information than the words in the book. 

Parents also make simple requests for the children to label the items and sing 

the nursery rhymes with them. However, parents do not insist on a correct 

answer. When the children’s answer was unexpected, parents just kept the flow 
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of reading going and ignored the minor errors. Both parents and children 

accepted the book and book-related activities as entertainment. Children 

listened most of the time, looked at the pictures sometimes, and frequently 

answered questions. From the time the children started to talk, and responded to 

the content of the books, they showed knowledge of books. Most questions 

asked by children focused on the pictures, followed by questions about the story. 

Either the parents or the children constantly interrupted the story with questions 

and comments. Parents asked few questions about the print words.  

Although Yueyue or Xiaoxia was the only child in the family, these 

parents sounded very professional dealing with children. This may relate to 

Yueyue’s and Xiaoxia’s mothers’ jobs. Yueyue’s mother was an editor and 

owned a private library. Xiaoxia’s mother was an English teacher in a private 

education company and chose to do her job part-time after giving birth to 

Xiaoxia. As educational practitioners, these parents had an advantage when 

playing or educating their own children. When they shared picturebooks with 

their children, it was very natural for them to interact with them with pleasure 

while still offering guidance.   

6.2.3.4 Children are freer to choose books 

Parents and children spent quite a long time on their book choice before reading. 

Parents asked the children’s opinion on the books and the children displayed 

initiative when selecting the books. The book choice was freer compared to the 

first two shared reading patterns. Xiaoxia’s mother picked up some books from 
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the bookshelf and asked Xiaoxia’s opinion on each book. They continued 

discussing before and even while reading. Xiaoxia’s mother often asked: “Will 

you tell me which book we’re going to read first?” or “What shall we read 

next? You can choose.” She encouraged Xiaoxia to get the book from the 

bookshelf by herself. When Xiaoxia’s mother had some book titles in mind, she 

asked “What do you think?” and continually suggested a title after reading 

each book: 

“Which one? Get it by yourself. How about I am a Bunny? We 

haven’t read it for ages. Or these? How about Papa and Moon? (no) 

OK, choose for yourself. Dear Zoo? Choose one. Or Little Lamb? 

How about reading this one instead? Into the Forest? Did He Meet a 

Wolf? 

And We are Going on a Bear Hunt. OK? (Xiaoxia nods). 

How about The Napping House? OK. You can take one or two. The 

Tunnel or Into the Forest? Is that OK? Or Five Little Monkeys? Is that 

OK? Are there any other books you would like to read? How about 

the book about swimming? 

What else? How about Peppa Pig? Or The Napping House? Or The 

Tunnel? 

We are Going on a Bear Hunt. OK? How about Down by the Station? 

No? Five Little Monkeys?”   

So almost every book they read was a book that Xiaoxia had agreed with. 
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Yueyue was 18 months old and could not say very much, but his mother also 

asked him for his opinion on books: “Shall we read from the beginning? This 

one, caterpillar, which one? Piglet? Hug.” She consistently suggested book titles 

as well: “Which one do you like best? This little baby? Little bear? 

Caterpillar? Gomi’s book?”  

Families belonging to this reading pattern chose from a wide range of 

picturebooks. They read popular trade English picturebooks most of the time. 

These books range from a single object on each page to picturebooks with 

narratives. A typical book consisted of numbers or letters, nursery rhymes or 

“real-life” stories about family life (for example, going to nursery, playing with 

pets and toys, or going on an outing). For younger children, like Yueyue or 

Xiaoxia, parents liked to choose books that children can participate in or 

interact with: books that children can respond to, answer questions about, point 

to objects, provide labels, make animal sounds and touch. Parents also like to 

choose a book that children can play with, such as a pop-up or flip-flop book or 

a sound book or toy books.  

Children have their own opinions on the books. Xiaoxia often suggested 

book titles to her mother saying “This one. Cat book.” or “Peppa Goes 

Swimming.” She was familiar with her bookshelf and could reach the books she 

wanted from the bookshelf by herself. Although Xiaoxia’s mother also selected 

some books to read, they did not regard them as a “must”. Xiaoxia was free to 

choose from the bookshelf. Yueyue was only 18 months old, when his mother 
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asked what kind of books he would like to read, he said “bus”. Parents usually 

tended to read what their children chose. 

Unlike the first two foci previously, parents in this pattern seldom 

choose graded level books or books which resemble an English textbook. 

Xiaoxia's mother in the interview said: 

I don’t like the series of books a WeChat public platform 

recommended. They are like textbooks teaching English. I think 

they are not as interesting as storybooks. They may destroy 

children’s interest in reading English picturebooks and the children 

might feel they are studying or being tested. 

Xiaoxia’s mother thought that to sustain children’s interest in English 

picturebooks was more important than learning some English words. This 

concept influenced her own book choices, and therefore she did not set many 

restrictions on Xiaoxia’s book choice.  

6.2.3.5 Parents sustain children’s interest and wait for children’s responses 

Parents tried to sustain their children’s interest and attention while they 

patiently read by using child-adjusted language and expressions or by speaking 

as if they were a toy character or book character. Xiaoxia’s mother often said: 

“Look at this,” or used confirmation comments such as “That’s a good idea, 

right?” or “Everybody is happy, right?” She always looked at Xiaoxia and 

confirmed Xiaoxia’s response. When Xiaoxia was distracted, she brought her 

attention back to the reading by saying “Little bunny says you read with 
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Mummy” and carried Xiaoxia back to the sofa. When Xiaoxia was distracted by 

the soft toy bunny, her mother said: “Little bunny is listening to the story 

carefully, just like you”, or “Little bunny is looking at the girl, right?” Xiaoxia’s 

mother used many engaging skills with her listener, which may be related to her 

professional experience as an English teacher previously, although she mainly 

taught teenagers and university students.  

During the reading, Xiaoxia’s mother waited for and confirmed 

Xiaoxia’s response frequently. For example, after she asked: “What colour did 

his shoes turn into?” she waited for two seconds for Xiaoxia’s response. In the 

Literal focus pattern, I seldom saw this kind of patience, either the parents or the 

children translated straightaway. Parents continuously praised and encouraged 

their children when they answered questions or responded to the book. After 

Xiaoxia sang the tractor song, Xiaoxia’s mother said with a surprised voice: 

“You can sing that! Great!”  

Yueyue was the youngest among the seven families. Yueyue’s mother 

needed to attract his attention. He often ran away, and she often brought him 

back to sit on her lap using these words:  

“Come over, hug. Hug. Big hug. Ahh. (Yueyue came and embraced her, 

but wanted to walk away again). I am going to go through here. Look at 

the little mouse. (Yueyue walked back.) 

Mummy hug you. 

It’s time to eat. Would you turn the page? 
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Come here and help me to open it. 

See what is inside this purple box. (Yueyue walked back and opened 

the flap). 

Who is he? Little bear is building the blocks. Hug, come to mummy. 

Little bear is hugging, hug me, OK? Little mouse’s mummy said, 

come over, dear. What are the little mice doing? Let’s read it 

together. Yueyue.” 

Yueyue’s mother sometimes asked Yueyue to say hello to the baby in 

the book or play with the books. Yueyue’s mother used a character from the 

books to attract his attention. When Yueyue wanted to walk away, his mother 

hugged him, sat back and said: “This baby wants to play.” Or “Let’s stay with 

the caterpillar, the caterpillar wants to read a book, too. Look at this.” 

Then she started to mimic the eating sound.     

I also observed that in this reading pattern, parents attempted to maintain 

physical proximity with the child. Rather than sitting at a table as in the two 

previous reading patterns, most parents tucked the children cosily in their arms. 

Xiaoxia naturally sat by her mother’s side, sometimes she sat on her mother’s 

lap. While reading, if Xiaoxia walked away, her mother brought her back again. 

Xiaotian (4 year and 4-month-old boy) was the same. He climbed onto his 

mother’s lap before reading. Yueyue’s mother invited him to sit on her lap: 

“Would you like to sit on my lap and read this book? Come over, OK?” 

This shows, during this focus type, it is natural to build a parent-child bond and 
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promote physical proximity. 

6.2.3.6 Children’s responses — show interest in books and many 

interactions 

I observed that children showed interest in books in this interaction pattern, and 

there were many interactions during reading. Children often asked parents to 

read books to them. I observed that Xiaoxia picked up a book and read it 

silently to herself when her mother was not reading to her, which I did not see 

happen in the first two foci. Children repeated their parent’s words, did the 

actions, sang, pointed to the pictures and commented in words or short 

sentences. When Xiaoxia’s mother explained to her what “disappointed” meant, 

she responded: “Disappointed is Wa ahh.” Xiaoxia answered most of her 

mother’s questions using words or short sentences and did the actions that her 

mother asked her to do. For example, her mother asked: “How do you sleep?” 

Xiaoxia then pretended to sleep. Xiaoxia sometimes pointed to the picture or 

did the action to answer her mother’s questions. When her mother asked her 

what “under” meant, Xiaoxia pointed to the pictures to show her. When they 

shared the Peppa Goes Swimming book, she did most of the swimming actions. 

She kicked her legs, used her hands to make waves, and made a “honk, honk” 

sounds.  Xiaoxia also joined her mother in singing the tractor song and Down by 

the Station song, and they pointed to the pictures together while singing. When 

Xiaoxia’s mother said the first half-sentence and let Xiaoxia complete it, 

Xiaoxia naturally said it without hesitation. Xiaoxia could memorise the texts 
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and often knew when to turn the pages. She often held the book in her lap, 

started from the cover, and often read the title and showed that she was 

“reading”. Xiaoxia also frequently asked her mother questions, mostly “Wh” 

questions. She asked: 

 “What is the rabbit talking about? What is she looking at? 

What did he say? 

Who is this? 

What is Daddy pig doing?” 

Xiaoxia’s questions were about the understanding of the story. She 

showed great interest in the books and, by asking questions, she initiated many 

interactions with her mother. 

Yueyue, who is 18 months old, is at the first stage of building a 

relationship with books. Yueyue was just learning to have a concept of books 

and develop reading etiquette (sit down, hold books properly). He was 

sometimes reluctant to continue reading or was easily distracted by other things, 

and often walked away during eading. His mother said: “He is not in a reading 

mood.” However, Yueyue started to express verbally; he could respond by 

pointing to the pictures. When Yueyue’s mother read: “Look at the baby,” 

Yueyue pointed at the baby’s face and waved to the baby. When they read the 

book Dear Zoo together, Yueyue shouted “Elephant!” When he saw the pop-up 

parts of the book, he lifted the flaps. He played Peek-a-boo games with his 

mother, put his fingers into the holes in the books and copied some words from 
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his mother, such as “snake”, “long long” or “lion”. Yueyue’s mother said in the 

interview that she was surprised that sometimes Yueyue took out the books and 

read by himself for more than two minutes without moving before he was even 

one year old. Yueyue was starting to build a positive relationship with books. 

6.2.3.7 Summary 

The children in this study have not started school yet and are expected to 

develop an emerging reading habit at home, and it is critical for them to build 

their first relationship with books. In contrast to the first and second shared 

reading patterns in which children were reluctant to read English picturebooks, 

both parents and children in this pattern have enthusiasm towards picturebooks 

reading. Children and parents’ questions in this focus pattern tend to focus on 

pictures and narratives with little attention to print knowledge. In this reading 

pattern, young children gain access to meaning and content, and become 

immersed in meaningful words and contexts in the books, and seek information 

from images as well as the spoken language. We can also see children paying 

great attention to the details of the book and they sometimes ask parents the 

Chinese meaning of a word or sentence. This reading pattern (followed mainly 

by Xiaoxia’s, Yueyue’s and Xiaotian’s family) is analogous to first language 

reading described in many previous studies or the mass media. Reading together 

is seen as a pleasant activity. I observed a great deal of interaction in this 

reading pattern and both the parents and the children were book lovers who paid 

less attention to the words.    
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6.2.4 Exploratory focus: Parents and children are engaged in knowledge 

and discovery 

(Xiaotian’s family, Xiaoxia’s family) 

I observed that this pattern was typical among the seven observation families 

when parents shared picturebooks with their children in Chinese, it was not so 

prevalent when they shared English picturebooks.  Most of Xiaotian’s and 

Xiaoxia’s English reading activities were typical of this pattern. In this pattern, 

parents and children discuss the details of pictures, predict the plot, express their 

opinions towards characters and have complicated discussions. Observation of 

parent-child dialogue in this pattern shows a high cognitive engagement of 

children compared to other patterns. After introducing a book, parents 

sometimes asked the child to recall the story by asking “Remember XX?” to 

make “semiotic intertext” with other stories or authors. The focus of this 

reading pattern is comprehension and to gain direct or indirect pleasure from the 

reading. The purpose of this focus is similar to the principles of “reading for 

pleasure” which I discussed in chapter 2. In general, parents and children ask 

more complicated questions like clarification or prediction, and other 

comprehension, aesthetic and association questions.  

In this interaction focus, parents usually choose various trade 

picturebooks, rather than graded level books. Parents are flexible in choosing 

English picturebooks and do not consider whether they are “difficult” or not. 
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They naturally discuss the book in English on most occasions. Sometimes when 

the discussion becomes deep and complicated, they discuss it in Chinese. Many 

families belonging to this focus pattern read more English picturebooks than 

Chinese ones. Parents give children more freedom to choose the books. Usually, 

children directly take the books from the bookshelf by themselves. The reading 

environment is usually inviting.  An abundance of picturebooks of various types 

are accessible to these children in their homes. Xiaoxia’s mother encouraged her 

to take books from the bookshelf by herself. Xiaotian seemed very familiar with 

the bookshelf. He took some books out and gave them to his mother naturally. 

Parents and children kept in close physical proximity, sitting on the sofa or bed 

and the atmosphere looked relaxed and joyful. Both parents and children were 

enthusiastic towards books and shared reading seemed a pleasant activity for 

them. 

6.2.4.1 Reading for comprehension and exploration with rich details 

including pictures 

In this reading pattern, parents like to elaborate on the text and pictures. They 

sometimes explain the content in English, encourage their child to think about 

the non-literal aspects of the story.  “Jealous” is a complicated word for three-

year-olds. When Xiaoxia’s mother read the word “jealous”, she explained it in 

great detail. She said: 

“Is she jealous? Why? She is jealous of her brother, right? Her dad is 

hugging her brother. They are so scared and surprised. The little monkey 
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fell off his bed. He bumped his head.”  

Parents also regard picturebooks as a toy and a plaything, becoming 

aware of multimodality and creating their own. When Xiaoxia shared a toy 

book with her mother, they spent a little while working out how to tie the 

shoelaces in the book:  

“Step 1, 2, 3, 4, this is step 1, step 2, step 3, 4. OK, first, you are going 

to do step 1. Step 1, just like this. Mummy helps you. OK? (Mum helps) 

Step 1, and step 2, step 3, 4. (Saying and doing) Did you see it? ” 

Xiaotian’s mother shared Dear Zoo with him when they read: “He was 

too jumpy,” Xiaotian’s mother added more information and said “It jumped 

here and there. So the frog is jumping away from this book. Maybe to a 

pond, right?” 

Parents elaborate on the texts or pictures by connecting them to other 

books. Parents are familiar with different books and can connect books with 

intertextual talk. They make semiotic intertextual connections during shared 

reading. When Yueyue’s mother read a baby book, she sang another similar 

finger song naturally: 

“Shall I sing a song for you? One little finger, tap, tap, put your finger 

up, put your finger down, put it on your head.”   

Parents also relate the book’s content and children’s responses to 

personal experiences or made connections between the theme of the book to 

something which occurred outside the book. Yueyue’s mother connected the 
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book with Yueyue’s personal experiences to help him understand. The books 

Yueyue shared with his mother had few words. However, Yueyue’s mother 

explained the content with lots of details and connected it to their own 

experience. She said to Yueyue:  

“Would you like to hug? (Yueyue turns the page) Little mouse’s 

mummy is coming. What is he playing? Mummy is chasing. Mummy, 

hug me. What is this? Tree. The little mouse is two years old.” 

When they read a book about food, Yueyue’s mother asked him:  

“What would you like to eat? Watermelon? Chocolate cake? 

Caterpillar eats so much. It’s a bowl. Banana. Yueyue. Look at the 

caterpillar. (Mimic the sound) Caterpillar wants to have dinner, too”.  

When Yueyue’s mother invited Yueyue to read a baby book, she said: 

“We just had breakfast, didn’t we? Let’s see what this baby has eaten, 

OK? ” In this way, children naturally start to build the concept of intertextuality 

and self-identification. 

Adults in this focus reward and encourage “book talk” to suspend reality, 

sometimes it is not even directly relevant to the book or the ongoing 

conversation. These dialogues may sound very familiar in first language shared 

reading talks. When Xiaoxia and her mother were reading the book Creepy 

Carrots, she said: “Little rabbit likes to eat carrots, not a biscuit, so you want to 

give a biscuit to mummy, right?” When they read the word “shy”, Xiaoxia’s 

mother said to her: “Are you shy? For example, when you meet someone you 
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don’t know. Are you shy? You are not shy, right? You are good at handling 

this.” When she explained the word “jealous” from the book, Xiaoxia’s mother 

connected it to Xiaoxia’s own life. Xiaoxia’s mother said: “For example, I 

would like to eat a biscuit, you give that biscuit to the rabbit, not me, I feel 

jealous.” Xiaoxia also said when the character from a book came to their home, 

she would give him the truck. Children use the knowledge of what books or 

characters do to legitimise their behaviour. 

Children in this focus can actively draw on their knowledge of other 

books, known as “semiotic intertext”; and use their life experiences to reflect on 

the story they encounter in a new picturebook, known as “autobiographical 

intertext” (Torr, 2007). Both Xiaotian and his mother could connect different 

books. When Xiaotian mentioned a book during shared reading, his mother said: 

“It is that book about a caterpillar, every day it eats something, until one 

day...it became a cocoon, and it flew out. He is talking about that. Crawling 

for several days and flying away.” I gave a snowman soft toy to Xiaotian, his 

mother then spoke about the The Snowman Story book and recalled why the 

snowman melted at the end of that book. It seems that picturebooks and book 

talk are part of their daily life; parents may not have the clear intention to 

extend their children’s literary and literacy ability. However, children 

internalise these easily through book talk. 

This evidence confirms what I discussed in chapter 2 that children 

engage in both semiotic intertext or autobiographical intertext during English 
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shared reading (Torr, 2007). In the previous Literary focus, I also found much 

evidence of autobiographical intertext and autobiographical intertext occurs 

slightly more often than semiotic intertext; in this Exploratory focus, I found as 

many semiotic intertexts as autobiographical intertexts. Sipe (1999) emphasised 

that personal interpretations and responses are vital for children to learn “how to 

move through from the efferent to the aesthetic stages” (p.58). For these 

children, stories are a way to organise book experience and life experience by 

personalising connections. Xiaoxia demonstrated more autobiographical 

intertexts than semiotic intertexts while Xiaotian showed both because of his 

rich literary experience.   

6.2.4.2 Free to alternate between words and pictures 

For the first two foci, parents and children pay attention to words rather than 

pictures; for the Literary focus, parents and children pay more attention to the 

details in the pictures. In this focus pattern, parents and children’s foci are both 

pictures and words (mostly from listening to the words rather than decoding) as 

a whole to create the story and to facilitate the child’s comprehension of the 

story.  

Children and parents freely talk about the characters, pictures, plot or 

feelings given in the book regardless of the language. Parents and children 

sometimes point to the pictures to draw attention to the details. Parents are free 

to alternate between pictures and words. With their rich book experiences, 

children have the linguistic and literary ability to do likewise. The parents’ and 
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children’s goal is story comprehension and gaining pleasure from the book. So 

parents seem to be very flexible in terms of embracing any reading strategies 

but naturally engage in rich talk with their children.  

6.2.4.3 What kind of questions do they ask 

The Exploratory focus involves more complicated questions such as 

clarification or prediction questions, comprehension questions or a simplified 

retelling of stories, aesthetic questions about personal opinions and association 

questions linking to the reader’s personal life and other books. In these reading 

episodes, both children and parents asked for more explanations or gave more 

effective commentaries. Parents’ questions were more cognitively demanding. 

This pattern displays several characteristics of Dialogue Reading skills 

(Whitehurst et al., 1994) as I introduced in chapter 2.  

Parents in the study frequently solicited predictions or asked the child to 

recall information or to complete the story. Although Xiaotian asked fewer 

questions overall than his mother, he tended to ask more complex questions 

such as comprehension questions. In contrast, his mother tended to ask about his 

understanding of what was being read. When Xiaoxia and her mother shared the 

book We are Going on a Bear Hunt together, for the repeating rhymes, 

Xiaoxia’s mother let her complete the sentences. When Xiaoxia’s mother said: 

“We are going on a-”, “We got to go-”, “we are going to catch a-”, or “We can’t 

go-”, “What a beautiful day. We are not-”, Xiaoxia finished the sentences 

correctly without hesitation.  
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The same pattern was observed when they shared the book Five Little 

Monkeys Jumping on the Bed. When Xiaoxia’s mother said: “Five Little 

Monkeys brush their-” or “The Mama called the doctor, the doctor said-”, 

Xiaoxia always completed the sentences. Parents ask children “Wh” questions 

(what, where, when, why, how, who) freely and discuss together accordingly. 

Xiaoxia’s mother asked almost all types of Wh-questions, for example, “Her 

dad is hugging her brother. Who else is playing in the tree?”, “George, where is 

George?”, “Tell me what ‘muddy tractor’ is?” or “George is sad. Why?” 

Xiaotian’s mother posed more challenging or open-ended questions such as 

“What is very heavy?” “So it is broken a little bit. Can you keep a snake at 

home?” or “Where is the spring? Let’s find the spring. This one?” 

Children often made comments and posed questions about the story and 

related topics, they took the initiative or asked adults to answer their questions. I 

found more cognitively demanding questions and more initial interactions from 

children in this pattern. Xiaoxia asked many questions when she and her mother 

shared English picturebooks. Xiaoxia asked most of the questions in Chinese, 

but it demonstrated that she could understand the stories in English very well. 

Her questions included: “What is this cat looking at?”, “What is this rabbit 

doing?” “Mummy, why doesn’t Peppa Pig put one foot in?” When Xiaotian 

saw a picture, he said: “They will block the people behind them.” He had his 

idea about the story and said: “They can see outside the window.”  

Parents were patient with the children’s questions and paused to answer 
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them. Parents made an effort to evaluate, expand, repeat, comment on the 

child’s responses, elaborate on the child’s ideas or offer open-ended questions. 

Xiaoxia’s mother always encouraged interaction, and continually suggested 

books to read, but did not push her to read what she wanted to read. Xiaoxia 

asked her mother what the character in the book was talking about, and her 

mother answered patiently:  

“What is he saying? He is saying I have many feelings, sometimes I am 

happy, sometimes I feel excited, sometimes I feel frustrated, sometimes 

I feel bored or scared. These are all feelings.” 

When Xiaoxia asked what the character was doing, her mother 

explained: “She is checking whether someone is following him, whether 

someone is stealing the carrots.” I sometimes did not know what Xiaoxia or 

Xiaotian were talking about because it was not in the book, but their mothers 

responded immediately. Even if it was just a word, the mothers knew what they 

meant.  

6.2.4.4 Children’s responses: show great interest and be able to predict, 

pose questions and make comments  

Children belonging to this interaction focus tend to request more information 

about the book or a similar book, or ask to reread the book. Xiaoxia asked to 

read the same book again or another book in the same series, and said the name 

of that book — “I want that button one.” Xiaotian asked to read more: “and 

then these books, can we read another book?” and did not want to finish 
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reading. It happened quite often that parents wanted to finish reading, but the 

children requested more. When Xiaotian’s mother said: “I feel miserable. This 

book is so long. There are three stories in this book. Shall we just read one 

story from this book?” Xiaotian said: “No, all the stories in this book.” It 

shows that children are enthusiastic book lovers and regard shared reading as a 

pleasant activity.    

Children belonging to this reading pattern are able to predict what will 

happen next, mostly based on visual clues. They can spontaneously offer ideas 

about the story. Children tend to ask questions about facts, pose clarification 

questions or enquire about the narrative elements like the setting, characters and 

plot. Children can recall information from the story. Xiaoxia could complete the 

sentences that her mother read. She sometimes turned to the previous page to 

double-check the details. When Xiaoxia’s mother asked her why George did not 

jump into the pool, she answered: “Because he doesn’t want to dive into the 

pool and swim.” This was the information from the previous page. Xiaoxia 

recalled earlier pages and said: “He stepped on this cat’s water.” Xiaoxia 

could also predict the plot and said: “The little squirrel left. Go home.” 

Xiaoxia was guessing what the character was doing and said: “He is hiding.” 

Xiaoxia pointed to the picture and said: “His dad is sleeping there. (Mum 

laughs) After he wakes up, he will play with him.” She guessed George’s 

feelings and said George was sad. Similarly, during one reading session, 

Xiaotian said: “It should be here,” or “He is lost”, predicting the plot. 
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Families belonging to this reading pattern have a rich knowledge about 

books and a rich knowledge from books. During free talking, his mother gave 

Xiaotian some facts. For example, she explained how the caterpillar became a 

butterfly. When we were coming back from the kindergarten, Xiaotian and his 

mother talked about the 24 solar terms in the traditional Chinese calendar, and 

Xiaotian knew a poem about it.   

This suggests that children immersed in this interaction focus pattern are 

able to not only take meaning from books, but also to talk about them. In 

general, the parent-child talk was warm and cognitively enriching. Many skills 

and interactions were similar to descriptions in previous literature about first 

language shared reading. Halliday (1975) summarised four types of response in 

first language reading and I was able to find evidence of all of them in my study: 

(1) Informative response-children compared the pictures in the book with the 

real world; (2) Heuristic response- children think about the causes of the 

pictures and predict the outcomes from the pictures; (3) Imaginative response-

children immerse themselves in the world of the book and use their own words 

to describe it; (4) Personal response-children connect their own experiences 

with the book, talk about the book and evaluate it.  

6.2.4.5 Summary  

This interaction focus usually develops from the previous focus — the Literary 

focus which is analogous to first language input reading pattern. Sometimes this 

transition is related to age; sometimes, it is about the accumulation of reading 
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experiences. Between my two observations of Xiaoxia, there was a gap of 3 

months. The first session of Xiaoxia’s reading was when she was 30 months old. 

The second one was when she was 33 months old. There is a significant 

difference between these two videos, Xiaoxia and her mother spoke more 

English in the second session, asked more complicated questions and there was 

a great deal of interaction. Immersion in the previous shared reading pattern, the 

Literary focus reading pattern, at a certain age and with more reading 

experience, children gradually become active participants in shared reading 

interactions.  They speak more frequently, ask more questions, initiate more 

book talk, and then this exploratory focus pattern becomes natural.   

 

6.2.5 Digital focus: Parents and children are engaged in interaction with 

technology 

(Anna’s family, Xiaohu’s and other families) 

The families I observed did not only exhibit one focus. I found that almost all 

families in the observation stage used digital learning resources and other 

technology to a greater or lesser extent to facilitate reading. Parents provided 

digital resources for their children. Resources provided by modern educational 

technology include a reading pen, digital books, apps on a tablet or smartphone, 

and CDs or videos. Strictly speaking, this is not typical “shared reading”, 

however, from the questionnaires, observations and interviews, many parents 

mentioned that they used a reading pen, CD, app or video as part of their 
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English shared reading activity. Xiaohu’s family used a smartphone, Anna was 

provided with an iPad to read by herself; and Xiaotian owned a reading Pad 

called TellyBear. Parents sit next to the children, helping the child when needed, 

sometimes praising them and encouraging them to interact with the devices.  

The parents’ focus is to cultivate independent digital users and intervene 

as little as possible. They seldom communicate the book contents, and children 

prefer to become immersed with the device and the content by themselves. 

Some parents in these families have limited English levels and consider that 

these tools make up for the deficiency. Other parents have competent English 

ability. However, they say “I am not confident with my pronunciation” and 

also seek out digital tools. Parents expect digital resources to assist them to 

exploit the potential of language learning or reading and reduce the amount of 

effort they have to make.   

6.2.5.1 A large disparity in the digital books they read  

Anna likes to read digital English picturebooks on her iPad. Rather than read 

with her mother, she preferred to “read” by herself. These digitalised books are 

not only E-readers similar to Kindle, Anna uses a reading app which has an 

audio function. It also has the function of monitoring her pronunciation and 

asking her to repeat. When Anna pronounced a word correctly, the colour on the 

screen turned blue and she received a star award, and then Anna could turn the 

page. If the colour were black, she would reread the word until the screen turned 

blue. Anna sometimes became obsessed with it and continually repeated the 
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word until the colour changed. As her mother explained, there are also some 

simple interactions on this app. Anna showed great interest in doing this 

repeatedly, she played and interacted with the device in this way. Anna 

sometimes spoke to the iPad, and when she received the gold coin reward, she 

felt excited and showed what she had received to her mother. According to her 

mother, apart from the incentives on the iPad, her motivation was also derived 

from her sense of control — she could operate it by herself; turn the pages by 

herself and progress at her own pace. Anna wanted to improve her 

pronunciation this way because the iPad told her what was right or wrong. Her 

mother gave this app positive feedback and commented that Anna liked to play 

with it, and this was not a “bad” thing. Anna’s kindergarten also gave out 

English picturebooks with scanning codes on them, and they can scan them and 

read or listen to these digital books.  

I observed that other families also used digital picturebooks and other 

reading apps. Every child’s digital device has different types of digital resources. 

Xiaotian’s TellyBear had more than 100 picturebooks on it. Xiaotian could click 

on the words and hear them read out in English or Chinese. It also had a 

touching pen to click on the screen. TellyBear could record the mother’s or 

father’s reading voice, and Xiaotian could read along with the pictures. 

Xiaohu’s digital English picturebook resources were mainly from his English 

teacher; most of them were graded level digital books. When I asked Qiqi’s 

mother what kinds of digital English reading or picturebooks she was using, she 
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answered that they were using an app called Dona English and said she thought 

the app is produced by a company called New Oriental, which is well-known in 

the English teaching field. Qiqi’s mother downloaded an app with graded level 

books on it.  However, she found it was too challenging for Qiqi and so she did 

not use it very often. Yueyue’s mother also said she had some digital 

picturebooks on her phone and she plans to let Yueyue read them when he gets 

older.  

On the other hand, from the results of the questionnaire, 11 parents, 

whose English level is beginner, and 43 parents, who can only speak “simple 

words”, read to their children every day. A parallel finding from the 

observations is that with digital resources, these parents could make shared 

reading in English happen. 

6.2.5.2 Children listen to CDs or audio files 

Parents allow children to listen to CDs or audio files regularly. Many parents in 

the interviews said their children spent more time listening than reading because 

the parents consider that listening is critical to obtain natural language input. 

The concept of “Moerduo” (literally, ‘to grind the ears’, means learning from 

listening, originally from Stephen Krashen’s concept of comprehensible 

language input) has been a widespread educational practice in relation to 

language learning and is frequently mentioned by parents and the mass media. 

This also echoes what I mentioned in chapter 1 that parents realise that there is a 

“critical period” (Meisel, 2011) for second language acquisition. 
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Anna’s mother said: “I let her listen to the audios of these books at 

home. I read less, but she listens a lot.” Xiaotian frequently listened to CD or 

audio recordings. When I asked his mother if she bought the English 

picturebooks with CDs on purpose, she admitted that she had, if the book came 

with an audio file. She usually downloaded it onto an MP3 player and played it 

every day for a few minutes. Yueyue’s mother also mentioned that they listened 

frequently, more often than they watched a cartoon. Weiwei’s English teacher 

sent audio files to Weiwei’s mother and she encouraged Weiwei to listen as 

often as possible. Weiwei’s mother said they spent more time listening than 

reading. Yueyue’s mother agreed. Qiqi also listened to the audio version of 

book recordings and songs, such as Mother Goose and Christmas songs 

recommended by the WeChat platform. At bedtime, Weiwei’s listening routine 

was as follows: they listened to the traditional Chinese classics, one or two 

stories told by the famous story-teller Uncle Kai, and two or three Oxford 

Reading Tree series recordings. Most children listened to these audio files 

without books, while some children liked to listen while looking at the books. 

Almost all parents among these seven families downloaded several 

picturebooks or story-telling apps, or directly streamed picturebooks from their 

smartphone. Most of these apps originate in China and are aimed at language 

learners rather than native speakers. There are some digital stories based on 

books; others are original stories which only have digital versions. According to 

questionnaire data, parents joined several WeChat platforms to gain information 



 

284 
 

about reading or listening to stories provided by these WeChat platforms. Li’s 

(2016) compararive study in China shows that parents from cities gain the 

parenting and educational information mainly from the internet and parenting 

books while parents in the countryside obtain information from the older 

generation and kindergarten. Similarly, in my study, app resources and WeChat 

platforms were the two primary sources parents obtained picturebook 

information from. Qiqi’s mother used several of them. She also mentioned 

Jiliguala (a famous English learning resource app, downloaded 1 million times 

according to the company’s report), which had lots of digital books on it. She 

joined the WeChat platform, for example, New Oriental English to obtain 

information about English picturebooks and English learning. Xiaohu relied on 

his teacher’s knowledge about apps and received some recommendations but 

had not used any at the time of the study.  

6.2.5.3 Reading pen 

Xiaoxia’s mother and Xiaotian’s mother both mentioned the electronic Reading 

pen. The reader points it at the paper books (the books look like ordinary books, 

however, they have an invisible code printed on them) which allows the pen to 

read out the words. Each reading pen can only be used on certain books, for 

example, the same series, or books from the same publisher. After removing the 

top from the pen, the children point to the sentence on the paper and the pen 

will sing or read it out. According to the parents in the interviews, many popular 

picturebooks have been produced in the reading pen version (for example, many 
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Graded Level series, Anthony Browne’s books, various versions of Mother 

Goose and nursery rhymes books) with the reading pen sign on the cover. Many 

of these versions of the picturebooks can only be found in the Chinese or East 

Asian market.  

Xiaoxia had a green caterpillar-shaped pen, and her mother said she 

usually used it for the children’s magazine High Five, which is from the USA, 

and a few books including a dictionary. Xiaoxia’s mother bought another 

reading pen only for Pearson books, and she said it was not compatible with 

books from other publishers. Despite this investment, Xiaoxia’s mother said 

they did not use the reading pen very often. Xiaotian’s mother said she preferred 

the reading pen more than the CDs because when she became tired, she allowed 

Xiaotian to listen to nursery rhymes with the books and Xiaotian could do it 

without his parents’ assistance. 

6.2.5.4 Children watch book-related cartoons 

Most families watched cartoons related to the books they were reading at the 

same time. Qiqi had read and watched Dora the Explorer, and the Mickey 

Mouse series; Qiqi’s mother said Qiqi showed greater interest in the books if 

she had previously watched the cartoon. Xiaohu watched the cartoon of Peter 

Rabbit and also read the books. They listened to the cartoon when they were 

driving and repeated it many times according to his mother’s interview. His 

mother said Xiaohu liked that and he could remember many of the words from 

these stories. Xiaohu’s mother said that she found paper books were better than 
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cartoons for his eyes and more efficient for learning, so she did not allow 

Xiaohu to watch too much.  

When I asked the parents whether they thought their children could 

understand the English language cartoons. Anna’s mother told me that she 

found Anna could follow the plot. She gave me an example. One Mickey 

Mouse episode was about Mickey trying to find his lamb. There were four tools 

Mickey could use, and the children had to work out what kind of lamb it was 

and what tools they could use, where the lambs were and they had to solve other 

problems. Anna’s mother sometimes watched the cartoon with her and said 

Anna could understand what was happening. However, Anna’s mother also 

thought it depended on how difficult the language in the cartoon was. Anna’s 

mother also observed that Anna did not understand several words in the Mickey 

Mouse cartoon. Weiwei’s mother said that she thought Weiwei could 

understand the dialogue in English language cartoons. Weiwei read the Peppa 

Pig books and watched the Peppa Pig cartoon. She also liked the Sophia series 

and the Little Pony series.  

Anna did not have any strong preferences in terms of the language 

choice of a cartoon. Anna’s mother mentioned that when there was a choice of 

an English language cartoon or the Chinese version, she would say, she wanted 

to watch the Chinese version. If Anna’s mother said they were going to watch 

the English one, Anna accepted her mother’s decision. She would not refuse to 

watch an English cartoon because of the language. She liked several English 
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cartoons such as Paw Patrol, Frozen, which is also popular in English speaking 

countries. Xiaotian’s mother was sure that Xiaotian could understand the 

English cartoons and said Xiaotian could translate them by himself. According 

to his mother, Xiaotian liked all the cartoons, from Peter the Wolf, which had 

only a few words, to Polly the Police Car, which had long dialogues. Xiaotian’s 

mother was amazed that Xiaotian even liked the cartoons which he did not 

understand. Xiaotian watched the German version of The Story of the Mole, 

French Hanbang Dad and Japanese Astro Boy, he concentrated hard and seemed 

contented. Xiaotian’s mother did not understand these languages; however, she 

was trying to give him a broad exposure to different languages. Xiaotian’s 

mother said she did not know why he liked them and guessed that perhaps 

watching cartoons did not require him to “use his brain” so much or he relied 

on the pictures to understand the storyline.  

From the interview, parents seemed to have a hierarchy of media in 

terms of its perceived usefulness for language learning or its educational 

function in general. Within popular culture, parents believed books were the 

best, and then audios for listening, then cartoons or videos, and finally, games. 

Parents allowed unrestricted time for books and audios but restricted the time 

children spent watching cartoons. Most parents controlled their children’s 

screen time, as almost all parents in the interview worried about their children’s 

eyesight if they spent too much time looking at a screen. Weiwei’s mother did 

not allow her daughter to read digital books because she said it was bad for her 
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eyes; instead, Weiwei spent more time listening. This is a common worry in 

China. The hours that children spend in school are long and outdoor playtime is 

short. The need to protect children’s eyes is promoted by schools and the mass 

media. Reducing screen time is one among many solutions suggested.    

Other parents thought it was an age-related issue, and considered that, 

for children under the age of two, it was not advisable to allow them to access 

digital devices. In Weiwei’s mother’s opinion, there were other essential 

activities to do, such as playing with friends in the neighbourhood. Although 

Anna read from her iPad almost every day, her mother said she was also 

controlling the screen time.  Xiaotian’s mother said he could watch The 

Octonauts and Paw Patrol every day, but he could only watch two 23-minute 

episodes. Yueyue’s mother downloaded several apps, songs or videos, but she 

said she only let him watch for 5 minutes per day because he was only 18 

months old. Yueyue’s mother thought book apps and watching cartoons on a 

smartphone were for older children.  

Xiaoxia’s mother did not allow her to watch cartoons for the reason 

given above — she was too young and it was detrimental to her eyesight. 

However, she said Xiaoxia could watch it when she became older. She also 

worried it was easy to become addicted to it and it was hard to stop once she 

started. Xiaoxia’s mother stated that three years old was an appropriate age to 

watch cartoons.   

6.2.5.5 Some parents prefer not to rely on digital resources  
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However, Xiaoxia’s mother said she did not want to rely on CDs, professional 

recordings or digital picturebooks for shared reading. She said she only has two 

apps called Haibao and Jiliguala. She used Haibao most frequently and listened 

to songs or several audio recordings of picturebooks. She thought some book 

recordings by native speakers were very useful. Apart from Haibao, she said she 

only had the audio edition of Mother Goose and a few other books. She 

explained that whether or not an English language picturebook had an audio file 

did not affect her decision to buy the book. I asked the reason why Xiaoxia’s 

mother did not use digital resources, and she mentioned that a CD is different 

from a mother’s voice. She said that she had learned from several books that a 

mother’s voice was the most beautiful voice for a baby. Rather than let Xiaoxia 

listen to them, Xiaoxia’s mother said she used the audio files herself as study 

tools because when she was unsure of how to sing a song, she learned it from 

the audio file first and then sang it to Xiaoxia.  

Parents using digital resources for fostering language learning or easing 

the parents’ burden is frequent. Most parents, however, controlled the screen 

time; and some parents thought the child’s parents’ voices were more beneficial 

for their young children. I found there were some coincidences. Families which 

used the first and second shared reading pattern were more likely to rely on 

digital resources because they were more focussed on language skills; families 

which followed the third and fourth shared reading pattern relied less on digital 

resources because they also valued the physical bond and the reading pleasure 
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which they perceived could only be gained from traditional shared reading. 

6.2.5.6 Children’s responses: a sense of control and achievement 

Almost all children like digital resources, some of them actively prefer to read 

digital versions rather than paper versions. Anna’s mother said it was because 

Anna had a sense of control and achievement through reading and playing at her 

own pace on the iPad. She also mentioned that the instant reward was another 

reason. For example, Anna could win golden coins immediately after reading 

every sentence. Xiaotian’s mother said it was because when they read or played 

on the iPad or smartphone, the children do not use their brain so much, so they 

feel more relaxed.  

Besides, I found a similar physical posture as Yuill and Martin (2016) 

observed when parents and children read digital books. They explain that this is 

because digital books at the moment are not designed for shared reading but 

personal reading. As Yuill and Martin (2016) describe, when children read from 

a digital device, they hold the device in a “head-down” posture, similar to other 

solo activities such as playing video games or web browsing. In comparison, 

when parent-child read a traditional paper book, it seems natural that the parent 

opens the page to invite the child to join and “curve inwards and share”. 

Therefore, when children read from the screen rather than paper, the warmth of 

the parent-child interactions decreased significantly: there was less laughter, 

less communication and fewer shows of affection.  

6.2.5.7 Summary 
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To summarise, digital picturebooks used in the current study varied; most of 

these books are simply digitalised forms of the paper edition while some of 

them have more interactive functions. Most families used at least one type of 

digital resource. Children in this current study, in common with children in 

many other countries, used tablets or smartphones extensively. What they 

watched and read from digital resources confirmed that popular culture was 

highly globalised.  

In the literature review, I stated that an increasing number of studies 

recently demonstrate that digital reading could be beneficial when there is a 

mediate adult to assist with story comprehension and vocabulary outcomes 

(Shamir et al., 2012; Takacs et al., 2014). From the data, we can see that 

Chinese parents take full advantage of digital resources to make up for their 

disadvantages in English language ability. However, some parents value the 

parent-child bond more than the possible benefits, so they do not rely on digital 

resources. 

 

6.3 Summary of five shared reading foci                

According to Lancy, Draper and Boyce’s (1989) classification, parents are 

classified as either expansionist or reductionist. Comparing with my 

classification, parents who have a Literal focus or Literacy focus are 

reductionists in that these patterns have focused goals. The reductionists see 

reading time as an exercise or test and force children to use their skills in 
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decoding or error correction (Lancy, Draper & Boyce, 1989). Parents who have 

a Literary focus or Exploratory focus are expansionists. The expansionists 

emphasise parent-child collaboration and parents respond to children’s 

responses, are in close physical proximity with their children, and involve 

children in the process of shared reading; while the reductionists discourage 

parent-child interaction and instead focused on specific reading skills. As I 

mentioned in chapter 2, according to Rosenblatt’s (1978) and Sipe’s (1999) 

concepts, Literal and Literacy foci are related to an “efferent stance” while 

Literary and Exploratory foci show the characteristics of what they call an 

“aesthetic stance”. Additionally, I found consistency between parents’ 

behaviour and children’s learned behaviour and responses. Briefly, the parents’ 

understanding of shared reading, to a large degree, determines how they interact 

with children.  

Among these foci during English shared reading in this study, we can 

see from the features of the foci and the children’s responses that several foci 

tend to discourage reading whereas some foci are associated with encouraging 

children to read. Lancy, Draper and Boyce (1989) also found that the 

expansionists’ children were anxious to learn and enjoyed reading; however, 

children who have reductionist parents tended to finish the books quickly and 

did not find reading with their parents an enjoyable experience. These children’s 

responses and behaviours were confirmed by this current study. 
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These five different foci have internal connections. Many families who 

belong to the Literal focus interaction type also belong to or become the 

Literacy focus type in that the parents’ principles are similar.  They regard 

literal understanding and literacy skills as a priority. The Literal focus could be 

found at any age for the children, while the Literacy focus was mostly found in 

older children who are more than 4 or 5 years old. On the other hand, the 

Literary focus often develops into the next stage, the Exploratory focus, because 

the principles of the parents belonging to both foci — reading is for pleasure. 

The Literary focus can be taken as the pre-stage or precondition of the 

Exploratory focus because it is also related to the children’s age. With natural 

cognitive development, children who immersed themselves with parents in 

literary shared reading find it easy to go onto the Exploratory interaction focus 

when they become older. Further, parents with different foci have a different 

understanding of digital reading. Parents who adopt the Literal and Literacy 

focus pattern use more digital resources while parents who adopt the Literary 

and Exploratory foci rely less on digital tools. 

Different concepts towards English shared reading are reflected by the 

parents’ and children’s choice of reading place. For the first two foci — the 

Literal and Literacy focus, the parent-child dyads chose to sit by a children’s 

study table to read these books, while the families who follow the Literary and 

Exploratory interaction foci tend to be more relaxed, sitting on a sofa or bed and 

had a close physical attachment. Children’s responses are different towards 
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these five foci. For the first two foci — Literal and Literacy-focused children 

tend to regard reading as a task and frequently show reluctance to read, while 

the families who follow the Literary, Exploratory and Digital interaction foci 

seemed to enjoy reading more and generally asked to continue.  

The different patterns of the seven families and different patterns when 

they read in a different language echo to Golden and Gerber’s (1990) 

description of shared reading as a semiotic event, which is shaped by the parents 

and children with a particular text. Although these five patterns have distinct 

characteristics, however, in a real reading scene, one particular family may 

show the features of more than one of these five patterns. It could depend on 

who reads to their children and sometimes it is because of the reading materials. 

For example, when Xiaohu and his father read graded level books, they mostly 

applied a Literal and Literacy focus and spent less time on the illustrations, 

while when they read the book of No, David and the Five Little Monkeys series 

book, which had a livelier story and vibrant illustrations, they were more likely 

to discuss the illustrations and what happened in the story. These seven families 

all belong to a broad range of middle-class families, none of them is struggling 

to survive and, to a greater or lesser extent, have the time and money to invest in 

their children’s education and to provide educational resources. Children were 

exposed to books, and most of them owned many books. None of the parents 

approved of intensive learning at an early age, and several parents said they did 

not want to push their children too soon. Parents in this study perceived 
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themselves to be doing just what they thought was beneficial for their children. 

Sometimes there may be no clear-cut distinction, but we can see some typical 

characteristics of these patterns.  

 

6.4 The difference between English and Chinese shared reading foci 

 

6.4.1 General comparison  

Exploring these foci of families’ English language picturebook shared reading 

and comparing it to the families’ shared reading in Chinese helps us to 

understand their general reading strategies and reading choices. Shared reading 

was estimated by children’s comprehensive language and cognitive 

development, both Chinese and English in this study. Current practices were 

used to explore cross-language skills by identifying reading patterns across both 

languages. I applied the same features I described in each focus from the parents’ 

and children’s English shared reading behaviour and used these features to 

observe these families’ Chinese shared reading. By allocating the families to 

these five foci, I found that when families read Chinese and English 

picturebooks, some families applied the same strategy and showed the same 

interaction focus, however, some families did not. Weiwei’s mother 

concentrated on recognising the words in the picturebooks no matter whether 

they were in English or Chinese. Anna’s father explored the details in the 

picturebooks and focused on Anna’s comprehension when he read Chinese 
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picturebooks to her, while they focused on reading skills when they read 

English picturebooks. A comparison of all seven families is given in table 6 

below. 

Table 6 The interaction foci of the seven families in English and Chinese 

Names Focus of shared reading in English  Focus of shared reading in Chinese 

Xiaoxia  Literary focus and Exploratory focus  Literary focus and Exploratory focus  

Xiaotian Exploratory focus  Exploratory focus 

Anna  Literacy focus  Exploratory focus 

Yueyue  Literary focus  Literary focus 

Qiqi  Literacy focus Literacy focus 

Xiaohu Literal focus Exploratory focus 

Weiwei Literacy focus  Literacy focus  

 

6.4.2 Comparison of shared reading foci when reading in different 

languages  

Shared reading for most families in this study included two languages. Most of 

the families read in the two languages in the same session while some families 

read either only in Chinese or English. In real reading scenarios, it was very 

common that some families read picturebooks in two languages, or some 

families had separate Chinese and English picturebook reading times; or one 

parent read in English, and the other parent read in Chinese. For most of the 
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population in China, it is customary for more families to read in the mother 

language. On the other hand, in this study, there were some parents who only 

read in English (for example, in the same family, Xiaoxia’s mother only reads 

to her in English, while her grandparents read to her in Chinese). Among the 

seven observation families, the amount of reading in the two languages also 

differed.  Xiaoxia read overwhelmingly more English picturebooks than 

Chinese ones. Anna, Xiaotian, Qiqi and Weiwei read a similar number in both 

languages. Yueyue read slightly more English picturebooks, and Xiaohu read 

more Chinese picturebooks than English ones.  

After comparing shared reading in Chinese and English for these 

families as table 6 suggested, I found that most families (Xiaotian’s, Xiaoxia’s, 

Yueyue’s, Qiqi’s and Weiwei’s families) showed a similar focus both in 

Chinese and English picturebook shared reading, while some families (Anna’s 

and Xiaohu’s families) did not. Understanding these differences and similarities 

and looking further into the reasons will help us to better understand the parents’ 

and children’s behaviour and perceptions. I will present the families who read in 

a similar way below. 
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6.4.3 Families used a similar focus when they undertook shared reading in 

both languages  

6.4.3.1 Parents’ understanding of shared reading determines their 

behaviour no matter the language  

These five families (Xiaotian’s, Xiaoxia’s, Yueyue’s, Qiqi’s and Weiwei’s 

families) showed more similarities than differences during shared reading in 

different languages. The parents’ understanding of shared reading and parenting 

had an influence on both languages. For example, Weiwei’s and Qiqi’s mothers 

regarded gaining literacy skills as the most important purpose of shared reading. 

I mentioned that their focus was a Literacy focus and they concentrated on word 

recognition when they read English picturebooks together. When Weiwei’s 

mother read a Chinese picturebook to her, her goal was the same — to 

recognise words. She usually started like this when she shared a translated 

Chinese picturebook Guess How Much I Love You together:  

“Let’s read this book. Guess How Much I Love You. Let’s see how 

many words you can recognise, OK?” 

When Weiwei’s mother read Chinese picturebooks to her, she would 

often ask: “Do you know this character?” or “Can you recognise any 

character? Sit down and point, point to the words one by one carefully.” 

Weiwei’s mother liked to ask Weiwei to read after her. Weiwei learnt this habit 

and asked her mother when she could not read the Chinese characters, “Is this 

Shen?” and she pointed to the Chinese character.  
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Qiqi and her mother’s English shared reading also showed the features 

of a Literacy focus. This was the same for her shared reading in Chinese. Qiqi’s 

mother sustained the pattern to allow Qiqi to remember the words when they 

read in Chinese. Her mother read: “She is my little- (then she waited for a 

response) sister,” and then she asked Qiqi: “Who is she? She is my-”. Qiqi’s 

mother hoped Qiqi would remember the Chinese words. Shared reading for 

Xiaotian, Xiaoxia and their parents showed characteristics of an Exploratory 

focus, which is reading for pleasure in both languages. They explored the details 

of the book, asked open and complicated questions, often connected the story to 

their lives and laughed during Chinese shared reading. 

Yueyue’s mother regarded picturebooks as playthings that she could use 

to play and interact with Yueyue. No matter whether in Chinese or English, she 

chose books that she could play with and make some exaggerated actions. Other 

parents were rather strict no matter which language they were sharing. Their 

body language was similar, regardless of the language. When Weiwei read 

books with her mother, she sat at a distance from the table. Her mother often 

reminded her: “Move your chair (Weiwei was too far away from the book.) 

Come here,” all through the reading session in both languages. Xiaotian and his 

mother took shared reading to be a pleasant interaction process and Xiaotian sat 

close to his mother throughout the reading session. 
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6.4.3.2 Children’s attitudes and responses towards books are similar no 

matter the language  

From the parents’ answers in the questionnaire, children’s enthusiasm towards 

or enjoyment of books in the two languages was similar among all the 

questionnaire participants. I asked parents to report children’s enjoyment of 

Chinese picturebook reading and English picturebook reading on a scale of 1 to 

5. Among the 516 parents who answered, only 6 children liked English 

picturebooks more than Chinese picturebooks. Almost all children liked reading 

Chinese picturebooks the same or slightly more compared to reading English 

picturebooks. The average difference from my data is 0.68 (the average Chinese 

picturebook enjoyment score was 4.69/5 points, the average English 

picturebook enjoyment score was 4.01/5). Among families who read English 

picturebooks, it was rare that children enjoyed reading in one language and did 

not like to read in the other language. It is easy to transfer this love of books 

between languages among young children. That means, to be an English 

picturebook reader, children have to be a book reader first. It seems that 

cultivating a love of books at an early age is easier in either language. 

Considering the children in my data were mostly preschoolers, some parents 

claimed that it would be hard to push their children to read in a foreign language 

if they had not done it when they were younger.  

Xiaotian seemed to enjoy reading in both languages, preferring to read 

Chinese picturebooks slightly more than English ones. Qiqi’s picturebook 
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enjoyment from the questionnaire was below average in both languages. 

Weiwei’s interest in books was also relatively low in both languages. From my 

observation, she preferred to watch cartoons rather than do shared reading. 

Weiwei sometimes looked bored and looked at her watch or her nails, looked 

outside or tried to turn the page before her mother had finished reading it, no 

matter which language her mother was reading in. Weiwei’s mother often read 

for two minutes without interaction while reading Chinese picturebooks.   

Children do not necessarily like to read in their native language more; it 

depends on the content of the story. Anna did not insist on reading in Chinese, 

and she accepted her mother’s explanation — “Some stories happen outside 

China, so the book is in English”. Yueyue did not yet understand the concept 

of a foreign language and his mother tongue. For him, it was just a book. 

Weiwei’s preference in picturebooks was Chinese picturebooks first, then 

English picturebooks and lastly traditional Chinese texts. Her mother’s 

preference seemed to be the opposite. Weiwei generally had little enthusiasm 

for storybooks. When her mother asked her to read a storybook with her, 

regardless of the language, she preferred to solve the maze problem in an 

activity book. She liked to find the details in the pictures in an activity book 

rather than read with her mother. Her mother urged her: “OK. Promise me. 

After we find this, we’ll read a book, OK?”  Neither Weiwei’s mother nor 

Weiwei regarded the activity book as a “book”. It does not necessarily mean 

that the parents and children had more interaction if they read in their mother 
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tongue either. Qiqi gave little response (she smiled or nodded) when her mother 

read Chinese picturebooks to her. Qiqi’s mother and Qiqi had little interaction, 

no matter whether they were reading English or Chinese picturebooks.     

In the interview, Weiwei’s mother stated that learning traditional 

Chinese texts (Confucian classics, which I mentioned in chapter 2) was most 

important to do on a daily basis. “That’s what we lack”, she said. When 

Weiwei played by herself or laid down on the bed, her mother continued to read 

by herself. Sometimes, noticing that Weiwei was not willing to read, Weiwei’s 

mother said: “Then I will read first.” Weiwei’s mother also regarded this as 

work. She sent Weiwei to a traditional Chinese private family school (Sishu) to 

learn traditional Chinese texts daily. However, Weiwei consistently showed that 

she did not want to read the traditional texts. Weiwei’s mother knew that 

Weiwei did not like to read the traditional texts. When she let Weiwei read 

English picturebooks, she said: “Pick two English picturebooks. If you don’t 

read these, we will read Yi Jing (the name of a traditional Chinese classic).” 

She knew that Weiwei preferred English picturebooks to traditional texts. When 

they finished reading an English picturebook, Weiwei asked for more books. 

When her mother suggested reading Yi Jing, Weiwei said: “No, I won’t.” She 

had other excuses for not reading the traditional texts, for example: “I want to 

practise dancing. (After a minute) I want to sit here,” or “I haven’t had a 

rest yet” (Weiwei lay on the bed), or sometimes Weiwei jumped from the chair 

to the bed. In the interview, I asked Weiwei’s mother whether she thought 
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Weiwei could understand the traditional Chinese texts such as The Three 

Character Classic, Weiwei’s mother said “No”. However, Weiwei’s mother 

said she would finally understand it and quote it when she grew up and would 

find it useful for her life, as her mother did. 

From the observation, I noticed three possible reasons why Weiwei did 

not regard reading traditional Chinese texts to be an enjoyable activity. Firstly, 

there were no pictures; secondly, when they read traditional Chinese texts, they 

usually read for more than 2 minutes without any interruption or interaction; 

thirdly, Weiwei and her mother had separate but identical books, and they 

usually pointed to the text and read it together. Weiwei’s mother often tested her 

on whether she could recognise the Chinese words, which made the reading 

process rather stressful. In the same reading session, if this stress continued, I 

found Weiwei began to refuse to read other books. From my observation, I 

could see that if children’s interest in books is discouraged in one language, this 

may transfer to another language. 

6.4.3.3 Reading or interaction processes are similar 

For the five families I observed, the parents’ reading habits or shared reading 

skills were similar when they read in different languages. Xiaotian’s mother 

read in lively and diverse voices in both languages. She mimicked the sounds 

and voices of different characters while reading. She and Xiaotian laughed a 

great deal while reading.  Xiaotian became excited when reading in either 

language. Qiqi’s mother did not ask many questions when they read Chinese 
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picturebooks and there was little interaction. During a shared reading in both 

languages, Qiqi’s mother asked some simple confirmation questions, such as: 

“They are all beautiful, right? Do you like this pink star?” or asked a few 

discussion questions: “What do you think? What is this?” Qiqi also asked a 

few questions during the reading session in both languages. Qiqi’s mother 

would answer Qiqi’s questions using short, simple words. For example, she 

explained why an animal was called a crocodile duck by saying: “He is a 

crocodile, but he lives with ducks.” 

As well as encouraging their children to read English picturebooks by 

themselves, Weiwei’s and Xiaohu’s parents also encouraged them to read 

Chinese picturebooks by themselves. When Weiwei’s mother read Chinese 

picturebooks to her, she also liked to point to the words and ask: “What is this?” 

(She pointed to the words). Weiwei herself learnt the habit of tracing the 

character while she read Chinese picturebooks. She said: “I can read another 

character.” She knew this fitted in with her mother’s expectations.  

Yueyue’s mother read in a similar style when she read English or 

Chinese picturebooks to him. Yueyue’s mother read in a casual manner. 

Sometimes it was hard for me to tell what her explanation was and what the 

words in the book were. She had the patience to keep introducing books to 

Yueyue. When Yueyue walked away from book reading and played for 20 

minutes, his mother tried again and said: “Shall we read a book now? Which 

one would you like? Would you like to choose by yourself? One, two, three. 
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Choose from these.” She mixed English picturebooks and Chinese 

picturebooks and let Yueyue choose from them. It seemed that Yueyue did not 

have the concept of books in different languages, English or Chinese, he 

regarded them as the same and chose them randomly. Yueyue’s mother 

continued asking Yueyue questions such as:  

“Where does little mouse want to go? Shall we go through together? 

(Yueyue walked away)”, or “Is that a hat? (Yueyue shook his head). 

Then what is it? Is that a sock?” (Yueyue shook his head again). 

Yueyue walked away and came back, time and again, and he had no 

preferences in terms of the language of the books.  

6.4.3.4 Families shared reading is similar in focus, but the details differ 

However, as I pointed out before, every reading activity is different.  For the 

five families who used a similar focus when they shared English or Chinese 

picturebooks, even if it was same child and the same home environment, the 

children’s responses could be slightly different depending on the book, the 

person who read it to them, or simply the children’s mood. Although their 

general shared reading focus was similar for these five families, regardless of 

which language they read in, the details were different. Firstly, I noticed many 

parents paid attention to the details when they read in Chinese but not in English. 

For example, Xiaotian’s and Qiqi’s mothers gave more books’ publication 

information to the children. For instance, Xiaotian’s mother gave him the 

publisher’s information when they read Chinese picturebooks:  
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“Caterpillar Train, written by Uchida, illustrated by Nishimura, 

translated by Xun Ying, published by Beijing Science and 

Technology Press.”  

Qiqi’s mother read the publisher’s information as well when they shared 

Chinese picturebooks. I asked the reason why giving such information to the 

children was necessary. One parent told me some reading promoters do so to 

emphasise the author’s and illustrator’s names to allow children to build a 

concept of copyright. Xiaotian’s mother gave Xiaotian more time to discuss 

other details more freely when they read in Chinese, such as the map or the train 

timetable. They even discussed the names of train stations. When Xiaotian 

could not remember the station names, his mother reminded him with hints and 

they made up more names for train stations together.  Although Xiaotian and his 

mother discussed details of the story in their English shared reading, it 

happened less often than in their Chinese reading. Weiwei and her mother also 

liked to give names to the characters in some books when they read in Chinese 

rather than in English. 

In Chinese shared reading, Yueyue’s mother explained more of the 

content of the books and connected the storyline with other books or Chinese 

nursery rhymes, known as semiotic intertext which I found less often in their 

English shared reading. When she saw a bunny in a baby book, she sang a 

Chinese nursery rhyme about the bunny. Yueyue and his mother did the actions 

in this nursery rhyme, and both of them looked happy.  
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6.4.3.5 Parents asked more complicated questions when reading in Chinese 

When these five families read Chinese picturebooks, most of them had more 

discussion than during English picturebook shared reading. Parents asked more 

complex questions, they were also patient and confident when answering the 

children’s questions. Xiaotian asked her mother why mummy whale and daddy 

whale did not always need water in a book; she gave Xiaotian her answer:  

“Because they are adults. They can live without water for a while. 

Because the baby whale is sick, he needs more water. What do you 

think? See, I think warm water is not good for the baby whale.” 

When they read the translation of the book The Smartest Giant in Town 

in Chinese, Xiaotian’s mother asked:  

“How did he walk into the shop? I doubt it seriously. He couldn’t fit 

into the shop. What do you think? If you were George, how would 

you help this dog?”  

She doubted that the giant could go into a little shop because of his giant 

body and asked Xiaotian’s opinion on it. Xiaotian’s mother asked more “Why” 

questions which needed to be answered using general knowledge rather than 

information from books:  

 “Why can he fly away? Do you know where tadpoles sleep?”   

 “What is on Locust’s eyes? Why does he have such big eyes? 

(Xiaotian shook his head) What is he doing?” 
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 “They are grown-up frogs. Tadpoles are babies. Is this their bed? 

Why is it fastened to the tree?” 

Xiaotian’s mother asked more questions when they read in Chinese. 

Xiaotian’s mother encouraged him to predict the story and said: “I think he 

brought something that can be used as a sleeping bag. Think about that.” 

When Xiaotian gave a similar answer to the book, his mother did not forget to 

praise him: “He thinks the same as you. Oh, yes, there are socks!” (In a 

surprised voice). Xiaotian’s mother also asked Xiaotian something he may 

know better than his mother and praised him afterwards: “Right, you are right. 

They are staff.” Rather than giving a simple explanation, when Yueyue’s 

mother read Chinese picturebooks to him, she asked relatively more questions 

like this: “After having some food, what does he want to do? He wants to go 

out and play. They go to find the little crocodile.” These examples are many; 

because of the lower language barrier for both parents and children, parents are 

freer and more confident to ask more demanding questions when they shared 

Chinese picturebooks together, although their interaction approach was similar.   

6.4.3.6 Connecting to real-life experience  

When these five families read Chinese picturebooks, they internalised and 

connected with their life more often, compared with their English shared 

reading. Both Xiaotian and his mother related the stories to their life naturally. 

His mother said: “He has more than one uniform, like your Daddy’s 

uniform. Usually, there are several uniforms for one person.” Xiaotian did a 
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similar thing, and he said: “One day I saw a green and purple caterpillar. 

This is a big one. The green caterpillar is small.” He also mentioned a glove 

in a book was similar to one he lost.  

Weiwei and her mother’s shared reading in English and Chinese mainly 

focused on Literacy skills, while when they read in Chinese, I sometimes found 

they connected the stories to real life experiences. Weiwei read a book which 

talked about children not going with strangers. Her mother then discussed with 

her at length who could pick her up from kindergarten. Weiwei’s mother asked: 

“Apart from Daddy and Mummy, in our family, without our permission, 

who can you go with after school?” Weiwei gave some names. Her mother 

continued to set some rules such as “Someone you know her or his name” or 

“Unless mummy tells you in advance” and asked her:  

“But I didn’t tell you in advance. Can you? (Weiwei shook her head) 

Right.  No. Can you go with the guard in front of our building? 

Although we see him every day, right? You must ask mummy’s 

permission. Your sister, uncle, aunt, grandpa, grandma is OK.”  

They were not only reading books, they were also discussing life 

experience and preparing for the future.  

6.4.3.7 Children’s responses — more questions and predictions when 

reading Chinese picturebooks  

It is not surprising that children would ask more questions when they read 

Chinese picturebooks even for these five families who applied a similar 
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interactional focus. Weiwei asked slightly more questions when she read in 

Chinese with her mother, and she asked questions such as: “How about the 

garden? Is it there?” Or “What is it?” Xiaotian asked more complicated or 

open questions and he had his own understanding about the stories. He asked 

his mother: “Who lives here? Why is the snail here? He has a big head, so he 

runs into the shop.” When he saw a character wearing a uniform, he said: “He 

is a postman.” He noticed details like the clothes of the protagonist and said: 

“He is still wearing the vest.”  On the next page, he said: “He changed into 

another vest.” When he read that two worms were sitting on a leaf, he made his 

own story for them: “These two are dating. They are enjoying the moonlight. 

They are called sea worms.” His mother asked then: “How do you know they 

are called sea worms?” They then had a discussion about the names of the 

worms.  

Weiwei had a few confirmation questions when she read English 

picturebooks while she asked more complicated questions when she read 

Chinese picturebooks with her mother. Weiwei asked: “Why is her bed so big? 

(She pointed to the pictures) Why does he want to kill him?” Qiqi was the 

same, when she read in English, she had few questions; when she read in 

Chinese, she asked more. When they read a traditional Chinese tale The 

Cowherd and the Girl Weaver together, Qiqi asked: “Why does he want to kill 

her? Why does Niulang carry his children in the basket?” Then her mother 
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gave her thoughts about this traditional tale; their question eliciting pattern is 

bidirectional process.   

 

6.4.4 Families who applied a different focus when they did shared reading 

in different languages 

6.4.4.1 Different focus of shared reading in different languages  

There are families who used distinctly different strategies when they read in 

different languages. Anna and Xiaohu’s families had an evidently different 

focus. These families showed more differences than similarities when they read 

in the two languages.  

Anna read Chinese picturebooks and English picturebooks differently. 

Anna’s English shared reading focused on reading skills, as we discussed 

previously. Anna’s Chinese shared reading showed the characteristics of the 

exploratory focus. When Anna and her father read Chinese picturebooks 

together, her father made the sound of animals or actions and tickled her 

sometimes. In Chinese picturebook shared reading, Anna’s father paid little 

attention to identifying the Chinese characters as Weiwei’s mother did. Anna’s 

father often pointed to the pictures and did not emphasise the words as Anna’s 

mother did when reading English picturebooks. Anna smiled most of the time. 

When they read the words: “I love popcorn”, both her father and Anna 

pretended to eat. When they read: “The aeroplane is taking off.” they made the 

sound and used hand gestures. Obviously shared reading in Chinese was a 
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pleasant activity for them. Anna’s father showed other advanced shared reading 

skills. He asked complicated questions and encouraged Anna to think about the 

answers. Anna’s father often elaborated on the text and also challenged her. He 

always urged Anna to stand in the protagonist’s shoes and think about what she 

would do if she were the protagonist. They discussed with each other what they 

would do if they faced the same problem. For example, Anna’s father asked her: 

“He found he is not tall enough, what he should do?” Anna’s father waited 

for a while for Anna’s response. Here was another typical reading from her 

father:     

“Yes, the smoke (make the sound). Do you know the reason? It has 

run out of oil. This little boy was left on the moon. What should he 

do? This is the earth, right? He found himself on the moon. What 

should he do? Scared and lonely. Soon, the battery in his torch will 

run out.’ He’s got a torch, but the battery will run out soon. What 

should he do? If the battery in the torch runs out, it will become 

totally dark.” 

This was a very typical exploratory focus as discussed in the English 

shared reading section. Anna’s father frequently made connections with real life.  

 “So he put on his clothes, bags, glasses. Do his glasses look like your 

swimming goggles? I guess he is going travelling. (Looking at Anna) 

Or he’s going to the kindergarten? Or Eton (the name of the 

kindergarten where Anna goes)? Let’s see? OK, he is a big boy. He 
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likes the iPad.” 

He mentioned Anna’s swimming goggles, the kindergarten’s name Anna 

goes to and the iPad that Anna is familiar with. I did not see these connections 

being made in Anna’s English shared reading. Anna liked to make the sounds of 

animals and do the actions too. During Anna’s Chinese shared reading, I found 

that she had a rich general knowledge. When her father said the aeroplane 

became a dot in the sky, Anna said: “(Jindayuanxiao) The closer, the smaller, 

no, if the objects are closer, they look bigger; the further away, the smaller 

they look.” She showed sophisticated physical imaging knowledge which I did 

not find in her English reading with her mother.  

Xiaohu’s English reading focused on translation and reading skills while 

his Chinese reading also showed the characteristics of exploratory focus. 

Xiaohu’s mother asked complicated and open questions. For example, Xiaohu’s 

mother asked “Does he think the sea is beautiful? What season is it?” 

“Yellow is the Yangtze River, right?” She asked him some general knowledge 

questions like “When the stars and the moon come out, what time is it?” 

They also discussed whether frogs need to hibernate or not: “Hedgehog needs a 

winter sleep, I remember. Frogs need winter sleep, too.” She also 

encouraged Xiaohu to predict the ending to the story and often asked Xiaohu 

what would happen next. Xiaohu was a little bit frustrated when he read in 

English with his parents while when they read in Chinese, he showed a more 

positive attitude, talked more and there was more interaction.  
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6.4.4.2 Why the parents used different strategies when reading in different 

languages  

These families who used different shared reading strategies tended to regard 

Chinese shared reading as a pleasure while English picturebook reading was 

regarded as “an investment”, “study” or “homework” similar to other extra-

curricular activities in “concerted cultivation” (Lareau, 2011). For them, shared 

reading in English is not just the unconscious transmission of cultural capital as 

I discussed in chapter 2, it is a conscious educational activity with a specific 

purpose.  

It was also partly because different parents had responsibility for the 

shared reading activities in the two languages and they had different approaches. 

In Anna’s case, her father mostly read in Chinese and her mother read in 

English; in Xiaohu’s case, his mother read in Chinese and both parents read to 

him in English. From my observation, I could see that a different person was 

more likely to have a different focus compared to being read to by the same 

person in different languages. That is why Anna and Xiaohu had different 

experiences of shared reading in the two different languages. The book choices 

were different too for Chinese reading. Both Xiaohu and Anna’s families chose 

relatively cognitively demanding Chinese picturebooks, while for both Niniu 

and Anna’s English shared reading, the books were either graded level books or 

trade picturebooks with a limited number of words. For cognitively demanding 

Chinese picturebooks, it was more natural for them to ask more complicated 
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questions and to have more in-depth discussions.  

 

6.4.5 The importance of reading in Chinese  

In the study of 565 families, most children were reported to like reading 

Chinese picturebooks more than English picturebooks. Even for Xiaotian, 

whose parents’ focus was Exploratory and who did not have many obstacles in 

reading English, preferred Chinese picturebook reading. When his mother asked 

him which language he would like to choose, he said: “Chinese, Chinese. I 

want to read Chinese books.” His mother explained that maybe it was because 

he could gain more cognitive pleasure from Chinese picturebooks. He could 

read more exciting and sophisticated Chinese text than in the English ones. 

Xiaotian’s mother gave the example of when he was reading The Magic School 

Bus in English, and he thought it was alright, while when he read The Monster 

in the Forbidden City in Chinese, he became excited about it. Since generally 

the children asked more questions and parents elaborated more when they 

shared Chinese picturebooks, reading in the mother tongue is essential for 

general language development and cultural belonging. Many children read 

English picturebooks after they have read their Chinese translations. Although 

the importance of mother tongue reading is beyond the scope of this study, as I 

demonstrated before, to be an English picturebook lover, children first have to 

love books generally.    
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6.4.6 Summary of parent-child interaction foci 

In this chapter, I demonstrated that motivation drives book choice and the 

interaction process between children and parents. The book choice and 

interaction reflect the motivation. I attempted to answer the research question 

about parent-child interaction patterns and demonstrate how parents and 

children interact during English shared reading by categorising into five foci 

and describing what the children’s responses were towards each reading focus 

pattern. After classifying the five different foci when parents shared English 

picturebooks with their children, I applied these five foci to their Chinese shared 

reading and studied the similarities and differences. The typology including 

these five foci of shared reading goes beyond foreign language shared reading.  

It not only applies to second language or foreign language shared reading, but 

also applies to general shared reading, although mother tongue shared reading is 

more likely to have a literary or exploratory focus. 

Nevertheless, a Literal focus or Literacy focus in mother tongue shared 

reading can be found in some cultures or in some families, for example, in some 

families in China from my study. Despite these differences in detail, when 

parent-child dyads read in different languages, most families (5 out of 7) during 

my observation, their approach towards shared reading is similar. Parents’ 

attitudes, whether they regard shared reading as a literacy learning tool or 

pleasure, determines which interaction focus they use. 

Shapiro and his colleagues (1997) conducted a study in a relatively 
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homogeneous group. Considerable variation was found in the ways that 

different parent-child dyads shared the same picturebooks. The results in this 

study were similar.  Every shared reading event in my study was a combination 

of factors, depending on the books, and the book knowledge or experiences that 

parents and children bring to the reading event. In the next chapter, I will 

discuss the further influences and implications when we look at English shared 

book reading foci and the link with parents’ motivation, parenting styles and 

parents’ and children’s book choices.  
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Chapter 7 Discussion 

 

In this chapter, I will discuss the pedagogical, social and philosophical aspects 

of foreign language shared reading based on the findings discussed in the 

previous chapters.  

The findings to my first research question about parents’ motivation 

were discussed in chapter 4. It shows that parents’ motivation for reading 

picturebooks in English with their children is mainly because parents would like 

their children to learn the English language and to be competitive in the future 

in terms of their academic life and the future job market. I will link this 

motivation to the new image of Chinese parenting and the social gap reflected 

in shared reading in this chapter as this phenomenon of reading English 

picturebooks is part of a larger phenomenon in China of parents taking a 

scholarly interest in parenting.  

My second research question is about parents’ and children’s book 

choices — how parents choose English picturebooks for their children and what 

kinds of picturebooks parents and children like. From the findings in chapter 4, 

we can see that parents are quite normative in their way of choosing books and 

what they believe about books and reading. They aim to find the “right” or 

“useful” books for their children, while children are different — resisting this 

power in their own ways. In this part, I will argue that there are no “appropriate 

books” or “right” books for foreign language shared reading. 
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In chapter 6, I presented five foreign language shared reading patterns 

and answered my third research question about how parents and children 

interact with each other during shared reading and what the children’s responses 

are.  Some of the interaction foci, for example the Literal focus and Literacy 

focus, in terms of parents’ behaviour and children’s responses, have been linked 

with didactic behaviour. On the other hand, the Literary focus and Exploratory 

focus are easily related to the characteristics of reading for pleasure. From my 

data, we can see that many families displayed more than one focus. Similar to 

“right books”, I will argue in this part that, there is no single appropriate 

interaction focus. I will then explore didactic reading and reading for pleasure, 

and point out that there is no clear distinction between these two and the binary 

of “didactic” or “pleasurable” reading is problematic. “Reading for pleasure” in 

foreign language shared reading is also possible and fun. The other interaction 

focus from my data is the Digital focus. I will demonstrate in this chapter that 

digital reading is not something to be feared as parents first thought — at least 

for English language shared reading.  

There are common characteristics in terms of which kinds of books 

parents or children like, as well as what kind of interaction behaviour is 

favoured by children. However, this study challenged many dichotomous 

categories about shared reading, such as “right” or “wrong” and “pleasurable” 

or “didactic”. This new phenomenon in China demonstrates that shared reading 

is a personal experience, reflecting parents and children’s holistic understanding 
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towards parenting, education and the world. As can be seen, there are more 

similarities than differences in parents’ shared reading in different languages, 

and readers’ fundamental need to gain pleasure from reading goes beyond 

language, culture and media. 

 

7.1 Parents’ motivation and Chinese Parenting 

 

7.1.1 Parents’ motivation and stereotypes reflect Chinese parenting 

From the findings in chapter 4 about the first research question relating to 

parents’ motivation, the data shows that although parents do value other 

characteristics of shared reading in English, their most significant motivation is 

aimed at their children’s English language acquisition, and ultimately, giving 

them a head start in future competition. Accordingly, most parents among my 

observation families read graded level English picturebooks, used a Literacy 

focus which emphasises the learning of phonics or decoding skills from English 

shared reading. From my data, the most prevalent interaction focus pattern was 

the Literacy focus. Generally speaking, by choosing the most “useful” books 

and focusing on literal and literacy skills, parents want their children to be 

competitive in the academic field or in the future job market. To achieve this, 

parents attempt to acquaint themselves with the latest parenting or educational 

theories. According to my observation and interviews, parents are consciously 
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inculcating those values into their parenting practice, which again echoes with 

Lareau’s (2011) “concerted cultivation” practice. 

When Chinese parents read with children in English, most of them have 

a clear purpose and goal, and this motivation is easily related to other labels 

pertaining to Chinese parents. “Tiger mother” (Chua, 2011), “authoritative” 

(Baumrind, 1971, 1978), “pushy parent” (Beauvais, 2017), “intensive mothering” 

(Hays, 1996) are some labels that have frequently been linked with Asian 

parents especially the mothers. In journalist Didi Tang’s (2019) words, China is 

“the land of tiger Mums and tiger Dads”.  It is consistent with the fact that 

overwhelmingly more mothers than fathers were self-selected to involve 

themselves in the study. 

Parents attempt to broaden their children’s horizons and develop their 

potential through exposure to as many valued organised activities as possible; 

sharing English picturebooks is one of these “concerted cultivation” activities 

(Lareau, 2011). The Literacy focus and these labels or stereotypes partly reflect 

extreme parental efforts and investments in children to excel in various domains, 

including the foundation of academic success — literacy and reading skills. 

Among the seven families in this study, parents spend an average of one hour 

every day with children on shared reading, not to mention the money they have 

invested in purchasing English picturebooks. Parents take this effort as “reading 

training” like any other “concerted cultivation” activities. Many parents started 

to learn English themselves in order to read to their children as Qiqi’s mother 
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said in the interview. Other parents like Yueyue’s mother checked the meaning 

of the words in the dictionary first; Xiaoxia’s parents learned to sing the nursery 

rhymes first. As the famous “Read to your bunny” (Wells, 1999) poem 

describes, shared reading is about physical and emotional attachment between 

parents and children.  When these two images — pushy parents and relaxed 

shared reading meet together, it is not surprising that parents with these labels in 

shared reading easily turn to more Literal or Literacy focused reading which is 

aimed at gaining reading and decoding skills.  

 

7.1.2 Chinese parenting in the competitive society 

Looking into the cultural origins of Chinese parenting will facilitate an 

understanding of parents’ motivation and behaviour in shared reading. The 

Confucian influence states that children should obey their parent and is 

combined with the moral concept of filial piety. The rising new middle-class 

parents are afraid of their children “dropping out” or “falling” from the middle 

class (Ehrenreich, 1989). From a sociological perspective, the contemporary 

Chinese parent is a syncretic product — at the intersection of traditional 

Chinese parenting and contemporary “globalised middle class” parenting 

practices.  

All seven sets of parents in my study were born under the “One-Child 

Policy” and experienced Gaokao (University entrance exam, reintroduced in 

1978), most of them were the only child in their family. They had a good 
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education compared to their parents and have finally achieved a stable life. 

Parents owe their success to their education and triumphed over other peers in 

the school entrance exams, especially Gaokao. Due to their own experience, 

they would like to ensure their children have a good start in another generation 

of competition.  

No matter parents’ motivation, book choice and interaction focus, are all 

the reflections of their parenting philosophies. In my sample, most of the 

parents are urban middle-class parents. It might not be possible to modify 

parents’ reading focus easily; after all, it is modifying their parenting concept. 

For example, parents who apply Literacy focus think gaining reading skills is 

the most important aspect for their children. In a highly competitive Chinese 

society due to the huge population, on the one hand, parents want their children 

to be competitive and ensure they obtain a job in the future; on the other hand, 

an increasing number of parents are educated to treat children equally and listen 

to their children’s views. To be more competitive, parents put considerable 

parental investment into their children, emotionally and economically, as they 

do in shared reading. At the same time, parental attachment and encouragement 

of children’s motivated behaviour has a significant effect on educational 

activities.  
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7.1.3 “Pushy parent” or “ideal parenting”? 

However, the point here is that “pushy parenting” or “intensive parenting” is 

difficult to distinguish from ‘ideal parenting’ (Beauvais, 2017), the boundaries 

are blurred. In some cultures, some behaviours are prevalent and acceptable 

while in other cultures they are not. In Lareau’s (2011) study, parents who are 

engaging in “concerted cultivation” are expected to be closely involved with 

children’s school work, and this parenting style is usually thought of as “pushy”. 

According to Beauvais (2017), “pushy parenting” and “ideal parenting” are 

“two sides of the same coin. This distinction, of course, does not dwell outside 

of ideology and, like the term ‘pushy parent’, it cannot be disconnected from its 

sociocultural context and class implications” (p.6). As many parents did during 

shared reading in my study, we can see this parenting approach is intense but 

highly supportive. This struggle and its reflections in educational activities such 

as shared reading continues to attract my academic interest.  

Parents want their children to achieve in a highly competitive society; at 

the same time, their parenting style is influenced by Western educational 

philosophy. In the interview, almost every parent mentioned several parenting 

books they have read. Xiaohu’s mother mentioned Emile; Anna’s mother 

mentioned the Montessori books, which are quite popular among Chinese 

parents, and the American Parenting Encyclopedia; Xiaotian’s mother even 

joined an educational reading group and she read almost all the popular or 

academic parenting books published in that year. These parenting books are 
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translated from English or mainly European languages and become part of 

modern Chinese parenting philosophy. Since the opening up reform in 1978, 

Western psychology including parenting books have become popular in China, 

and consequently, most parenting books in bookshops nowadays are translated 

ones. Influenced by these parenting books, Chinese parents have learned to 

balance emotional attachment and intensive parenting. The “One child policy” 

further generated a dramatic change in the parent-child relationship in China. As 

Li (2018) observes, traditional Chinese parenting has been continuously 

challenged and Chinese parents now increasingly demonstrate warmth during 

parent-child interactions such as in the shared reading event. 

 

7.1.4 The new parenting image reflected in shared reading 

Currently, Chinese parents struggle between their high expectations and 

motivation for their children’s academic success, and the new parenting 

philosophy to cultivate close bonds with their children or to give them a happy 

childhood. This struggle was reflected in Xiaohu and Weiwei’s reading scenes I 

presented in the previous chapter.  The children were sometimes frustrated with 

and sometimes showed affection to their parents. Even for these two families, 

during the shared reading, parents were still patient, encouraging, and tried to 

listen to the children, and the children sometimes showed a sense of 

achievement. In my study, Xiaohu’s family shared reading interaction showed 

the characteristics of Literal focus and Literacy focus, which was very 



 

326 
 

academic-focused.  However, Xiaohu’s father kissed him before they started 

reading, which is quite a new image for a father compared to the last generation. 

Traditionally, the image of the father is of a strict, stern parent who seldom 

shows physical or emotional attachment to their children but with an emphasis 

on benevolence. It is quite different from the traditional Chinese fathers 

depicted in previous literature (Li, 2018). Many parents in previous generations 

believed a famous Chinese saying: “a tough father fosters a dutiful son, but a 

kind mother makes a wastrel” and hid their emotional attachment and a father 

kissing his children was rarely seen. At the same time, when Xiaohu was 

frustrated with reading in English and almost began to cry, his parents insisted 

on finishing the reading task even if they had already read more than five times 

that day. Parents feel this is their responsibility and know the process is 

emotionally intensive. During shared reading, most children showed a close 

relationship with their mothers and fathers, and they naturally sat on their 

parents’ lap. Xiaoxia’s mum hugged her before reading. Parents said “I love 

you”, “You are beautiful” naturally during the reading sessions, which was not 

common in the past, especially for fathers. Anna did not see her parents as the 

authority; she corrected her mother’s pronunciation of “bird”, and her mother 

happily accepted it.  

From observations of shared reading, we can see the traditional image 

and the stereotype of Chinese parenting is changing. Evidence from the current 

study confirmed the recent empirical research about new Chinese parenting (Li, 
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2007; Lu & Chang, 2013; Li & Jankowiak, 2016; Li, 2018). Unlike the 

stereotypes and mass media which demonstrate a traditional authoritative 

parenting style of Chinese parents, all parents in this study made considerable 

efforts to develop an emotionally intimate relationship with their children; they 

were willing to express their love through verbal or physical means; they were 

self-reflective, eager to learn whatever they thought good for their children, 

invested heavily in education and held high expectations for their children’s 

academic achievement.  

Maybe it is not easy or simple to label Chinese parenting as “pushy” or 

“ideal”, however, more importantly, my study on shared reading demonstrates 

that contemporary Chinese parenting is reflective parenting with a thirst for 

understanding and adjustment. Consequently, we cannot simply link parents’ 

motivation, Literal focus or Literacy focus with “pushy parent” or “authoritative” 

labels. Chinese parents have strong motivation, and are purposeful during 

English shared reading, but still show love and emotional attachment.  

 

7.2 The further gap of the social class in English shared reading  

Parents’ motivation to read picturebooks in English to their children in China is 

related to parenting style and class capital, but not only “Economic Capital”, it 

is also related to “Cultural Capital” or “transnational cultural capital” as I 

pointed out in Chapter 2. I would also like to discuss, from the evidence in my 
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study, whether lower-income families have the opportunity to be involved with 

Anglophone picturebook reading or whether it is economically restricted. 

Parenting and interactional behaviour during shared reading are easily 

related to social class in previous literature, which was discussed in chapter 2 

(Ninio, 1980; Heath, 1983, 1986; Vincent & Ball, 2007; Carlson, Gerhards, & 

Hans, 2017). I also mentioned that the home literacy environment is a better 

indicator than the parents’ income of children’s literacy development (Hamilton 

et al., 2016). However, the home literacy environment itself is also a class-

related factor. Parents, who invest time or money in their children’s educational 

attainment, including the shared reading activity, provide a pleasant home 

literacy environment and are mostly middle-class parents. In my study, all the 

parents I observed can provide resources, time or money, and a positive home 

literacy environment for their children. When children’s literature scholar 

Nodelman (Nodelman, Hamer, & Reimer, 2017) looked back at his family’s 

reading experience, it was evident to him how very middle-class his cultural 

assumptions and approach were. This study and I probably also use a middle 

class approach — the reason for this phenomenon drew my academic attention, 

my position or role in this study, and the participants I recruited. 

Is reading English picturebooks a “class behaviour” in China? From the 

data collected in this study, despite the large variety in the sample, the families 

involved in this study and the seven observational families are homogeneous in 

terms of social, cultural and economic levels. Most of the families were 
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relatively well educated and affluent. Anna’s kindergarten is named after 

“Eton”, the most prestigious British boarding school, which is Anglophile and 

elitist. From my data, there is also a geographical gap, parents from cities and 

Eastern China read more English picturebooks to children than parents from 

other parts of China. We can see English picturebooks and digital books are 

highly classed. Most parents from my sample make an effort to read to their 

children in Chinese or English before they begin formal schooling. The unequal 

access to resources at home during a shared reading event and the reproduction 

or accumulation of advantage may enlarge the gap between the middle class and 

less privileged families. 

In the questionnaire data, there were a few parents who said they almost 

never read English picturebooks to their children. The high cost of picturebooks, 

English picturebooks in particular, the lack of public libraries, parents thinking 

their children were “too young to read in English”, and the lack of a person who 

was keen on reading to the children were the main barriers to English shared 

reading according to parents’ answers in the questionnaire. According to Elley’s 

(1996) study, parents with limited literacy skills are reported to be an obstacle to 

promoting shared reading to children. Some parents are not keen on reading to 

children, or they feel it is the school’s responsibility to teach their children to 

read. Since libraries are the prime candidate for book borrowing, the private 

libraries (small scale, owned by individuals, most of them mothers who were 

passionate about children reading and where readers need to pay to borrow 
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books) in many cities as I have mentioned several times in this study are a 

positive supplement to the resources. Due to different reasons, including parents’ 

work commitments and time constraints, many children do not have the chance 

to be read to by their parents so their main literacy education is at school (Earl 

& Maynard, 2006). Schools may offer alternative means of accessing books for 

those who do not own books at home. Schools can provide various picturebooks, 

not only curriculum-related books for children, which may decrease children’s 

interest in reading (Krashen, 2004). It is vital for school teachers to raise 

awareness of shared reading patterns and identify the shared reading interaction 

patterns that children have gained and make pedagogical decisions accordingly 

in the classroom. The cumulative knowledge gained from family shared reading 

studies could facilitate the home and school partnership in terms of children’s 

literacy education.  

Digital books may seem one way of providing access to equal learning 

opportunities. However, I doubt that digital resources are the way to reduce this 

gap or the educational divide between different social classes from my 

observation. In foreign language reading, the situation becomes more 

complicated and may even exacerbate the gap. Firstly, quality digital resources, 

the devices and quality apps, are currently expensive. Secondly, digital 

resources, especially English picturebooks need to be filtered and chosen, which 

requires constant support, whereas socially-disadvantaged students are the same 

group who lack this resource or “cultural capital”. Thirdly, digital reading itself 
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has its limitations, relying totally on it may cause other issues.  Strategies are 

needed in order to address the new equality gap in terms of using technology.  

However, “Economic Capital” or family income, from the Pearson 

correlation as we saw in chapter 4, was not the strongest indicator in this study. 

An example is from Xiaotian’s family. The family income is the lowest among 

the seven families and yet they owned the largest number of English 

picturebooks and read more often, displaying many positive shared reading 

skills. Xiaotian’s mother, had previously studied in the UK, spoke fluent 

English, and saw book reading to be an activity as natural as “eating”, and who 

had high “Cultural Capital” or “transnational cultural capital”. A study 

conducted by Chinese scholars (Wu, Huang & Huang, 2017) confirmed that 

Chinese middle class parents take advantage of “cultural capital” and use it to 

benefit their children’s education. Together with “Economic Capital” or social 

class, “Cultural Capital” and “Transnational Cultural Capital” are the 

background we need to probe into when we research shared reading. From a 

bigger social scope, this shared reading phenomenon is the reflection of the 

emergence of a globalised intellectual, plurilingual middle class or a middle 

class to-be.  

 

7.3 Are there “right” books for English shared reading for Chinese families?  

From the findings in chapter 5 in terms of my research question relating to 

parents’ and children’s book choices, we can see that parents and children have 
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different favourite books and parents have a certain control over book buying. 

On the one hand, children’s literature scholars promote reading “real picture 

books”, breaking the mould of thematic-based selection, and encouraging the 

reading of books for enjoyment and enrichment with no specific language 

teaching aim (Dunn, 1997, 2002).  In the EFL classroom setting, using original 

unabridged children’s and young adult (YA) literature in place of truncated 

artificial texts is encouraged (Bland, 2013b). On the other hand, in the interview 

and the WeChat parents’ group, parents continuously ask what kind of books 

they “should” read to their children.  Parents are afraid of reading the “wrong” 

books to their children and consult reading experts’ recommendations: they are 

anxious about their book choices. The origin of children’s literature is rooted in 

the religious view that reading good books might make children better people. 

Now, although this concept belongs to the past, the educational motivation still 

drives parents to look for the “right” books for children.  

The Reading report (2019), by educational publisher Scholastic, begins 

with the words: “reading the Right (my emphasis) book can help every child 

feel seen and heard”.  This expression means educational publishers believe that 

there are “right” books for children and they believe in their standards and 

expertise to produce the “right books”.  This kind of half-academic half-

marketing report is aimed at finding out what children and parents think “right” 

books are and responding to their needs. In general, this also shows that anxious 

parents want to find the ‘right’ way of parenting. From the parents’ perspective, 
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“right” in terms of shared reading means books are “functional”, which enable 

children to gain literacy skills, correct children’s “bad” behaviour, or books 

children can learn something from. In my questionnaire data, none of the 

parents chose “I think this book is funny” as the main criteria for choosing 

books for their children; so instead of choosing the books that children would 

most likely enjoy, parents tended to choose books that they thought were “good” 

or “useful” for children.  

Now, this belief is extending to Anglophone picturebook reading. The 

parents consulted reading experts and the Wechat platform, which resulted in 

the families having similar books at home. The parents asked me what kind of 

picturebooks they should read to their children; they also asked me during the 

interviews if they had done anything inappropriate during the shared reading. 

From the parents’ perspective in this study, that means choosing “useful” books 

and using the most effective way for English acquisition, or their children’s 

education in general, to ensure their children’s future. This anxiety related to 

educational competition is reflected in shared reading. This echoes what 

Oziewicz (2015) called “academic capitalism”. There are book lists created by 

authoritative, educational opinion leaders, “must-read” books listed by many 

reading promoters; there are books directly linked to school curriculum or are 

schoolwork orientated; there are also book categories according to age, themes 

and moral topics to maximise the benefit of reading like an profit-maximizing 

enterprise. 
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Looking for the right answer is probably rooted in the Chinese 

educational system (Yang, 2011; Song, 2016; Zhang, 2018). Yang (2011) points 

out that a Chinese college graduate would have taken 600 tests and completed 

daily worksheets during their school life. In the school system, to be 

competitive in the exams, parents as former students were trained to quickly 

find the right answer among three or four possible choices even for language or 

literature subjects, guessing the author’s intention or “correctly” summarising 

the content of the text. However, reception-theory which values personal 

interpretation has already changed the tradition in many literature education 

systems. However, in China, children in the state school system are still 

expected to give the only “correct” answers: the accurate mathematical number, 

the precise name, the only “correct translation” in foreign language education. 

Parents want answers or instructions that leave little space for different options. 

All of these answers are subject to evaluations which still dominate in some 

areas. Here is another example. Inside almost all picturebooks published in 

China, there are many pages of supplementary materials — known as a reading 

guidebook, which is rarely seen in other markets, normally written by 

influential educational experts or reading promoters, telling parents how to read 

this picturebook or why this book is excellent, and the number of words in the 

reading guidebook considerably exceed the number of words in the 

picturebooks. On the one hand, it shows that parents believe in experts or 
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authoritative opinions; on the other hand, parents are afraid that their reading or 

explanation may not be the “right” interpretation according to the experts. 

Consequently, children and their teachers frequently refrain from 

contributing different opinions. To find the right answer, to gain a better score is 

an effective way to be competitive (Li, 2007; Song, 2016). With their 

experience of being competitive, when these students grow up and become 

parents themselves, they want the most efficient answer and look for the most 

“right” book for their children (Song, 2016). However, picturebooks are varied 

and there are more than three or four choices unlike in the exam papers. In 

terms of “functional”, graded level books have their functions; series of books 

are loved by children who like these characters; traditional Chinese texts have 

deep cultural values and digital picturebooks have advantages that traditional 

books cannot compete with. Looking for the “right books” is not a simple task, 

rather it is an impossible task. Instead, children explore and make their own 

book choices.  

Another concern here is parents emphasising the reading of one 

particular kind of book and taking this as the only “right” kind of book to read. 

This approach is questionable. Parents are sometimes unaware and are simply 

driven by the book advertisement, marketing or reading promoters, which is 

reflected in their book choices in my data. This means that children miss the 

chance to access different books and fail to find their real “right” books. Parents’ 

comments relating to one book were contradictory in my study. Xiaoxia’s 
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mother worried the book No, David would encourage children to copy the bad 

behaviour in the book so she was discouraged from reading the book to Xiaoxia 

while Xiaohu’s mother thought this same book would remind children that this 

behaviour was unacceptable.  I believe that looking for the “right book”, for the 

single standard, is a myth, not only because children respond to books 

differently but also because parents read and interact with the same picturebook 

with children differently.  

Further, if parents have a great number of graded level English 

picturebooks at home, they cannot afford other books and do not have time to 

read various trade picturebooks. From my findings, parents obtain information 

about books, especially English picturebooks, from WeChat groups or WeChat 

public platforms, which has a marketing or commercial aim. Parents’ book 

knowledge is unavoidably controlled somehow. Considering the fact that many 

parents may have difficulty remembering or spelling the names of the English 

picturebooks, the range of English picturebooks still seems limited comparing 

with the number of picturebooks available on the market. Although there are 

educational mediators, who encourage reading a wide range of books, many of 

these WeChat public platforms urge parents to buy as many books as possible. 

Clearly, series of books or phonics series of books are ideal for this purpose. 

Because this generation of parents in China have seldom had the experience of 

being read to when they were children, they have no or few memories of the 

pleasure of encountering a “favourite book”.  
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Who is deciding this “right” criterion and who is following this is a 

power struggle not only between parents and children, but also between 

different parenting philosophies. The importance of reading books, in general, is 

recognised by schools, the government, and many parents. However, there are 

still some limitations or controlling by adults on children’s book choices. My 

research question concerning parents’ and children’s book choices is indeed not 

only about books, but about the power struggle between parents and children, 

about parents’ parenting philosophy exerted on the children and the children’s 

agency to resist it. This power struggle in shared reading is continuously 

happening; it also gives children the chance to build their aesthetic sense and 

critical literacy towards books. 

 

7.4 Is there a “right” focus of English shared reading for Chinese families?  

My third research question concerning parent-child interaction patterns in 

shared reading was discussed in chapter 6. It is not only the book choice that 

affects children’s interest in books, as I demonstrated in chapter 6; how parents 

and children interact and how they mediate the text is also crucial.  Data from 

chapter 6 also confirms what I discussed in chapter 2 about previous 

monolingual shared reading research (Whitehurst et al., 1988; DeBruin-Parecki, 

1999; Hamilton, 2013).  It shows that high quality parent-child interaction 

promotes children’s engagement in reading, helps the children to better 

understand the conventions of books and improves literacy skills.  
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From the observations I discussed in chapter 6, we can see the 

connection between parents’ interaction focus and children’s responses which 

make shared reading, to some extent, predictable. In the current study, some 

parents showed advanced interactional skills during shared reading; and some 

parents just read from the text and translated; some children enjoyed reading 

with their parents; while other children were reluctant to read. When I compared 

the interaction focus for Chinese families’ during English and Chinese 

picturebook shared reading in chapter 6, it was clear that parents’ understanding 

of picturebooks and shared reading, in general, determines their interaction 

focus. In Literal focus and Literacy focus reading patterns, parents read many 

graded level books, focus on confirming the meaning of words and reading 

skills, not children’s reading interests but their reading “needs”.  If parents read 

trade picturebooks in this way, they select books for the topic or theme.  The 

images merely provide visual support for the comprehension of the story. 

Parents seldom undertook foreign language reading for the pure joy of reading. 

Meanwhile for Literary focus or Exploratory focus shared reading, parents were 

more likely to see shared reading as an aesthetic pleasure and relationship 

bonding or pure joy, which is close to Rosenblatt (1978) and Sipe’s (1999) 

promotion of reading for “aesthetic stance” or “literary literacy” (Lütge, 2012; 

Bland, 2013b) or Nikolajeva’s “reading for meaning” (2014) that allows 

cognition affective engagement “for the reader to employ their cognitive skills” 

(p.181). 
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However, this does not mean there is a right or wrong interaction style, 

or a didactic style is necessarily worse. As I discussed in chapter 2, the 

definition of “didactic” is also changing. The families in my study showed more 

than one interaction focus in the current study. Literal focus or confirming the 

meaning is essential sometimes; otherwise, it will discourage children from 

reading if the children do not understand the main storyline of the book. 

Literacy focus or reading skills focused reading helps children to develop their 

decoding skills and vocabulary and is a way for children to progress from 

shared reading to independent reading. As DeBruin-Parecki (1999) summarises, 

it appears that basic interactive reading skills include:  

Mutual questioning and responding, making stories relevant to the 

child’s life, giving praise and feedback, explaining, physically sharing 

the book, monitoring a child’s understanding, and adjusting mutual 

dialogue to acknowledge this understanding are all behaviors that 

enhance children’s literacy skills and comprehension (p.5-6).  

From the observations of these seven families, some families in my 

study did apply these shared reading skills. This study confirms these shared 

reading skills in the previous first language shared reading studies (Arnold & 

Whitehurst, 1994; DeBruin-Parecki, 1999), which are also essential and 

beneficial in foreign language shared reading. My findings also show that there 

are overwhelmingly more similarities than differences in the response to a 

picturebook in a child’s first language or additional language.  
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Making parents aware of their interaction style and constantly adjusting 

it according to children’s responses, interests and cognitive level is critical. 

Some parents do value the joy of shared reading but use a Literal focus or 

Literacy focus unconsciously. Parents can become aware of their reading 

behaviour and then make the best choices for their children and themselves. In 

addition, children’s responses to different foci are important, not only for 

cultivating life-long foreign language readers but also to make the shared 

reading more efficient.  

To summarise, although some foci may discourage children’s interest in 

reading, there is no single “right” interaction focus or style for foreign language 

shared reading. According to children’s own needs and responses, families tend 

to use a combination of different interaction foci. As in first language shared 

reading, for foreign language shared reading, it is also vital for parents to be 

fully aware of their reading behaviour then make their own choices. 

 

7.5 Didactic English shared reading and reading for pleasure  

 

7.5.1 The didactic English picturebook shared reading  

I summarised the inseparable relationship and historical trait between didactic 

or educational intention and children’s literature in chapter 2; this didactic 

intention is also found in shared reading activities. Although many parents 

stated they allowed their children to choose the books in this study, I would 
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argue that the shared reading interaction process is still a didactic process, 

surrounded and controlled by adults. I discussed in chapter 2 that adults hold the 

power to decide which book to read and data from my study further 

demonstrated this power. 

Parents’ power is more evident for picturebook shared reading in a 

foreign language. Most parents in this study buy English picturebooks from the 

Internet, which is mainly the adults’ world. For families who show Literal and 

Literacy focus, at the beginning of the reading process, parents firstly tend to 

choose several books for children to choose from. From the results, we can see 

that families belong to these two foci and read many graded levels books, partly 

because of the publishers’ marketing strategy and the parents’ limited sources of 

information such as WeChat groups, and partly because there is no clear 

distinction between school materials and home reading materials for Chinese 

families. Graded level books are taken as typical school reading materials in 

many English-speaking countries. In my study, many parents regard graded 

level picturebooks as the same as picturebooks and some families only have 

graded level books at home, which leaves them with few financial resources to 

invest in other trade picturebooks. 

During the interaction process, parents have a clear goal about what they 

want to gain from English picturebook reading, and they put this into practice 

by controlling the shared reading experience. Shared reading which shows 

characteristics of a Literal focus concentrates on understanding the meaning of 
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words. For a Literacy focus, parents frequently teach their child the alphabet, 

colours, or numbers during reading, which shows that shared reading is for 

improving reading and literacy skills. It indicates the fact that Chinese parents 

who take these two approaches tend to regard Anglophone picturebooks as 

language learning tools, and neglect other aspects of picturebooks such as the 

literature, or the aesthetic and cultural messages. This finding is consistent with 

growing evidence from studies relating to monolingual children, pointing out 

that parents tend to adopt a direct and didactic approach to promote their 

children’s literacy skills at home (Evans, Fox, Cresmaso, & McKinnon, 2004; 

Evans & Saint-Aubin, 2005; Hood et al., 2008; Stephenson, Parrila, Georgiou, 

& Kirby, 2008; Silinskas et al., 2010). This English shared reading experience 

for children seems didactic, and parents are the dominant power when choosing, 

purchasing and reading English picturebooks among Chinese families. 

However, many children’s writers have expressed concerns about a 

decline in reading for pleasure when the focus is on children’s literacy skills. 

For example, Pullman (2003) said in The Guardian:  

In a constant search for things to test, we’re forgetting the true purpose, 

the true nature of reading and writing; and in forcing these things to 

happen in a way that divorces them from pleasure, we are creating a 

generation of children who might be able to make the right noises when 

they see print, but who hate reading and feel nothing but hostility for 

literature. 
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In Stuart Dredge’s article (2015) in The Guardian, the bookshop owner 

De Guia criticises schools which mainly use the phonics system to teach reading; 

she is concerned that reading may merely seem like a chore to some children. 

She states that if children come from a family who enjoys reading at home, 

teaching reading skills could be dull. Giving too many of these reading 

materials, rather than giving children a choice to read what they want to read, 

may discourage children from reading voluntarily and dilute their original 

interest in reading (Krashen 1993, 2004). It has been found that there is no harm 

in these teaching sessions being short in duration and with a wide variety of 

learning contexts (Martini & Sénéchal, 2012), however in the current study, the 

same teaching activities often ran through the whole shared reading process and 

the children began to feel frustrated. There is a warning that as children grow up, 

their reading frequency, enjoyment and sense of the importance of reading 

decline (Scholastic, 2019), they gradually lose connection with reading and 

books. Parents seem to strive to achieve immediate results rather than long-term 

effects. In China, if children only read Literal or Literacy focused books, 

reading in English may become a burden or be seen as another piece of 

homework. While parents’ specific goals may bring some instant results such as 

improving decoding skills, they may also deter children from reading 

picturebooks and they may see reading as boring and a chore. The children may 

struggle to find the incentive to read.  
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7.5.2 Children’s resistance to didactic reading  

However, in the west, traditional didactic education has progressed or been 

challenged by child-centred educational philosophy proponents such as John 

Locke, Jean-Jacques Rousseau and John Dewey and their arguments were 

finally taken to the policy-making level in both North America and Britain. 

Their ideas were taken up and experimented on by fellow theorists and 

practitioners and that dramatically altered the educational landscape. Anglo-

American policymakers first began to take seriously some of the claims made 

by proponents of so-called progressive education. Therefore, the belief that 

education consists of a process of indoctrination wherein the older generation 

transmits information or experience to the younger generation has become an 

outdated one.  

Child readers are not merely passive, or powerless victims of adult 

power. Sainsbury (2013:7) used the terms “liberty” or “positive didactic drive” 

meaning the freedom not to be overpowered. Scholars in children’s literature 

have pointed out that young readers may have their agency and might read 

against the text (Nodelman, 2000). The shared reading scene is not a one-way, 

linear transaction, children are entitled to express themselves and read critically. 

It is consistent with Dewey’s (1938) belief of children as questioners and active 

agents. From this shared reading study, the parents’ parenting approach is 

changing, and children consistently resist this didactic or educational reading. In 

this study, children prefer to choose their own books, refuse some books, look at 
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the pictures rather than the words, show boredom when reading some books and 

ask to re-read others. They fight for their rights during shared reading. 

Children’s different responses and their resistance are one proof of this. Xiaoxia 

and Xiaohu resist during shared reading in their own way, sometimes by 

verbally refusing it and sometimes by suggesting something else to do. In the 

Literal and Literacy focus, parents continuously draw attention to words while 

children keep finding the details in the pictures; most children in this study 

would prefer to choose the books by themselves. They resist their parents’ 

power in various ways.  

 

7.5.3 The challenges of reading for pleasure in China 

If the second language shared reading does not affect reading for pleasure, my 

next consideration concerns social context and educational tradition. Reading 

for pleasure has been challenged by my data in the Chinese social context, 

where the didactic teaching tradition is strong (Zhang, 2018).  

Firstly, although things are changing, reading for pleasure is generally 

not supported by the educational curriculum in China (Sun, 2018; Zhang, 2018; 

Chen & Wang, 2019). It has been discouraged for several reasons — reading 

tests, resources, popular media and recreational activities such as computer 

games and television. In Henri, Warning and Angel’s (2011) study about CY-

SFF (The Chen Yet-Sen Family Foundation) projects — reading intervention 

projects on reading for pleasure in developing countries, the biggest obstacle 
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found by the researchers was that many people believe that rural China is 

arguably not the place to indulge in reading for pleasure and the policy-makers 

maintain that literacy education is to improve children’s reading abilities. When 

these children enter school, their formal English study is mainly focused on one 

or two textbooks which are full of inauthentic situations as vehicles to teach 

grammar and structured sentences or dialogues. Some schools also provide 

picturebooks but these still focus on decoding and reading skills. The 

educational evaluation system for the English language is textbook and 

grammar oriented, which forces teachers only to focus on the English textbooks 

with poor quality literature (Bland, 2013b).  

The second obstacle is that reading for pleasure is not widely understood 

and exploited by parents (Song, 2016). Reading for pleasure may also be 

discouraged by parents at home. Partly due to the heavy burden of homework, 

many parents regard homework or textbooks as a priority; they even forbid 

children to read other “leisure books” because this is not “study”.  An example 

of this is Weiwei’s mother asking her to read a “book” rather than a maze book. 

In terms of foreign language shared reading, if it is not school-work oriented, 

some parents think it is a “waste of time” or inefficient, so parents focus on 

meaning and reading skills which are more measurable than free reading. In the 

current study, Xiaohu and Weiwei’s reading is not a pleasurable experience as 

their parents consistently ask them to read or recognise the words. 

However, in the data from the current study, in Chinese or English, 
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parents can use a pleasure-oriented reading — Literary or Exploratory focus 

during shared reading in the Chinese context, and children’s responses are 

similar to mother tongue shared reading in English speaking countries. Wang’s 

(2011) summary of the positive results of reading promotion activities during 

the first decade of the century further illustrates this. Other studies related to 

reading for pleasure in China provide possible solutions and strategies (Sun, 

2018; Zhang, 2018). They demonstrate that although social practice or 

educational tradition may have influenced and put pressure on parents, shared 

reading interaction patterns are ultimately about personal choice and 

interpersonal relationships.  

 

7.5.4 Reading for pleasure is possible in foreign language shared reading  

I pointed out the importance of reading for pleasure previously in chapter 2. The 

concept of reading for pleasure is much more widespread when children are 

reading mother tongue picturebooks and reading at home rather than reading in 

a foreign language or classroom setting. 

Many practitioners and parents doubt the benefit of reading for pleasure 

in a foreign language because of the efficiency, resources or language barrier 

(Dun & Cai, 2007). An overwhelming finding from this study is that children 

enjoy reading in English and Chinese. Most parents reported that their children 

think reading is fun and essential.  There was a minority of children who felt 

shared reading did not interest them. I would argue that reading for pleasure is 
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still important when parents and children take part in shared reading in a foreign 

language. From my comparison of English and Chinese shared reading, there 

are parents who show the characteristics of a Literary or Exploratory focus 

when they read in English, while exhibiting Literal or Literacy focus when they 

share Chinese picturebooks. This again echoes my discussion in chapter 2 about 

Bland’s (2013b) distinction between “general literacy”, which is a more didactic 

approach of emphasising decoding and comprehension skills in any language, 

and “literary literacy”, which emerges only from extensive reading and includes 

“visual literacy” and “critical cultural literacy” where picturebooks are the 

perfect medium to convey these, no matter the language. 

My observations also show that reading in Chinese did not necessarily 

mean more interaction or discussion. Rather than the language barrier, the 

critical element which decides which reading approach or focus underlines 

parents’ attitudes toward shared reading, or in general, is their parenting 

approach. No matter the language, parents who applied a Literal focus or 

Literacy focus did not take reading for pleasure as the first principle of shared 

reading. Data from this current study demonstrates that shared reading in a 

foreign language could be fun. In English picturebook reading among Chinese 

families, this is still the case. The Literary focus and Exploratory focus show 

that it is possible to enjoy shared reading in a second or foreign language. 

Developing “literary literacy” (Bland, 2013b) through shared reading in English 

is possible, as Yueyue’s and Xiaotian’s family demonstrated during my 
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observation. It also shows that reading in a foreign language is not only practice 

in a school setting or reading class, but is also possible at home. On the other 

hand, it can provide school teachers with some interaction patterns and evidence 

of foreign language reading interaction. Foreign language or second language 

shared reading can also use the principle of reading for pleasure and benefit 

from it. 

The first principle of reading for pleasure in foreign language shared 

reading is allowing children to choose the book they would like to read. Parents 

should at least try to let children have the right to choose and get involved in 

book choosing. In English speaking countries, the National Literacy Trust’s 

study in the UK shows children’s reading material for leisure was freely chosen, 

based on the children’s interests and the texts were ones that they felt competent 

to read (Clark, Torsi & Strong, 2005). This is in common with Scholastic’s 

(2019) Kids & Family Reading Report, and one thing which remains constant in 

this report is: when children choose their own books, they read. Although 

“freely chosen” is questionable, in that children are still choosing books from 

the books someone has already selected for them, allowing children to feel “free” 

to choose is something that should be encouraged. According to the Clark, Torsi 

and Strong’s report (2005), children feel free to choose from the bookshop, 

school and public libraries, or follow peers’ or female family members’ 

recommendations. Worthy, Moorman and Turner (1999) suggest that for 

primary school-age children in the UK, “there is an ever-increasing gap between 
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student preferences and materials that schools provide and recommend” (p.23) 

and children are not able to find what they like to read in school. Similarly, in 

my study, the books many parents choose are related to school materials such as 

graded level books.  

Parents in these foci demonstrated that reading is not a burden but fun 

no matter the language. The second principle of reading for pleasure is to 

identify the interaction patterns and skills, for example, using the strategies and 

skills in the categories in this study, and apply the focus which has the 

characteristic of reading for pleasure. Although literary and exploratory foci 

need more parents’ involvement and patience, from children’s responses and the 

interaction between parents and children, foreign or second language shared 

reading can also benefit from reading for pleasure. Xiaoxia’s, Yueyue’s and 

Xiaotian’s families enjoyed reading in English and it encouraged the parent-

child interaction through shared reading. The difference in children’s responses 

is clear: when a pleasure-oriented reading focus or a skills-oriented focus was 

used among these seven families in this study. I observed both parents and 

children who used a Literal focus and Literacy focus finished picturebooks as 

quickly as possible, and children did not find the reading enjoyable. While 

families in Literary focus and Exploratory focus were more likely to enjoy 

reading and have more interaction with the children; the children were more 

likely to ask to read more. 

To summarise, the five interaction foci from the current study can be 
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used to identify parents’ behaviour and make them aware of other ways of 

interacting with children in a foreign language context or shared reading in 

general. Similar to the first language shared reading intervention studies I 

mentioned in chapter 2 (Hargrave & Sénéchal, 2000; Chow et at., 2008; Sim et 

al., 2014), reading for pleasure is possible in foreign language shared reading as 

long as positive shared reading strategies are used, for example, parents could 

provide not only the books relating to the school curriculum but allow the child 

to choose their own reading book; read in a more relaxed way; use more stress-

free interaction; show the pleasure of reading; add fun to reading and increase 

their child’s motivation to read.  

 

7.5.5 Breaking the boundary of didactic reading and reading for pleasure 

Although children’s literature and the shared reading process is didactic, I do 

not believe reading for pleasure is entirely contradictory to didactic instructional 

reading. In contrast to reading for pleasure, didacticism in shared reading means 

parents are reading with a specific or instructional purpose. Shared reading with 

purpose can be easily seen as a didactic activity.   

However, if didactic or instructional reading means educational 

intention and purposeful reading, reading for pleasure also has its purpose. 

Reading for pleasure is a notion that sometimes can be misleading. “Pleasure” is 

not the ultimate purpose for “pleasure’s” own sake. Many reading for pleasure 

studies (Clark & Rumbold, 2006; Clark & Douglas, 2011; Department for 
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Education, 2012) list the goals of reading for pleasure, for example, improving 

academic success and building a relationship with books and nurturing a life-

long interest in reading. The difference lies in instant influence or long-term 

influence, the purpose of either one is to encourage children to read and love 

reading. From this point of view, these two are not contradictory in nature, 

instead they are complementary and positively reinforce each other. According 

to the evidence from this current study, parents combined different foci when 

they shared English picturebooks. Shared reading has an aesthetic demand for 

leisure or entertainment, and also has a pedagogical function, they are not 

mutually exclusive. Most adults who purchase books for children realise that the 

materials must teach as well as please, and echoes the slogan — “learning 

through playing” or “playing is learning”.            

There is a pedagogical doubt that reading for pure pleasure in a second 

language prior to fluency. However, reading for pleasure and academic 

language study is not contradictory. Many linguistic studies (Day & Bamford, 

1998; Krashen, 2004; Bland, 2013b) demonstrate the benefits of extensive 

reading in a second language. From my study, although Xiaotian, Xiaoxia, 

Yueyue did not know the alphabet, or how to spell or decode the printed words 

in books yet, there is no doubt that when they begin to learn these in a formal 

way, their earlier experience will provide them with a “head start” in many 

ways. Reading for pleasure in a second language and extensive second language 

reading provide the essential foundations of academic language studies, for 
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example, cultural awareness and general knowledge about the world, sufficient 

natural and comprehensible input, reader autonomy and reading efficiency, 

which are all critical for language or literature studies.  

It has been said that children’s literature has always been intended to 

instruct and to delight (Demers & Moyles, 1982) or in Rudd’s (2004:29) words 

“instruction and entertainment”. Rosenblatt (1978) suggests that aesthetic and 

efferent reading are not simple binaries and Emer O’Sullivan (2004:193) 

comments that “the literary and pedagogical” value in children’s literature 

simultaneously exist. The same text read by a different person, or the same 

person reading but on different occasions could afford both kinds of reading.  

We can see many pieces of evidence from the current study which demonstrate 

this. We cannot say that reading with a Literary focus or Exploratory focus in 

shared reading did not teach anything, or reading with a Literal focus or 

Literacy focus in shared reading did not provide enjoyment. From the children’s 

responses and my analysis in the previous chapter, we can see that many 

families show characteristics of more than one focus. Some parents try to make 

shared reading enjoyable while encouraging their children to gain literacy skills 

consciously or unconsciously, therefore, shared reading has more than one 

approach — for pleasure as well as for information. Didacticism is not 

necessarily a negative thing, especially in foreign language shared reading. 

Therefore, by discarding the strict dividing line between didactic reading and 
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reading for pleasure will make shared reading a more relaxed and tailored 

experience. 

 

7.6 Digital resources can be beneficial in foreign language shared reading 

In chapter 2, I discussed parents’ fear of digital reading and pointed out some 

advantages of reading on digital devices, especially for foreign language shared 

reading. As one of the five interaction patterns, how parents and children 

engage with digital resources was further demonstrated in chapter 6. Digital 

reading is, and continues to be, a controversial topic; there are no easy answers 

to it. In the previous chapter, evidence from this current study shows that digital 

reading is an integral part of shared reading among Chinese families when they 

read picturebooks in English.  

 

7.6.1 Digital reading can be combined with paper reading in shared 

reading 

In chapter 2, I introduced the research that multimedia stories could be an 

effective way to scaffold children’s reading (Takacs et al., 2014). From my 

observation, I found that digital tools and paper reading were not mutually 

exclusive. There are beneficial aspects of digital reading, so the parent can 

complement books rather than replacing them. For example, Xiaoxia’s mother 

said she learned from digital resources, Anna’s mother said Anna enjoyed 

reading from her iPad and also learned a lot. Many children in this study read a 
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book and then listened to the book recording many times; other children liked to 

use a reading pen to make a sound like playing a game. With the prevalence of 

digital reading, the concept of “reading” may change. Children are reading even 

when they are not explicitly reading the paper books, digital books or book apps 

on the devices (Dredge, 2015). We should be more open-minded, as long as we 

keep reading relevant. In this study, observation data reveals another way of 

reading — parents sit next to children, helping the child when needed, 

sometimes praising and encouraging them to interact with digital devices.  

 

7.6.2 Parents’ involvement is vital for digital shared reading 

Although studies show there are advantages of digital reading such as word 

comprehension, I found the differences between print reading and screen 

reading lie in other aspects.  

The first difference is about physical posture. I compared the different 

posture when parent-child read from digital picturebooks or paper books. The 

former seems a solo activity; the latter is an engaging and affective experience. 

From my observation, when children were reading digitally, they adopted a 

curled-up position; consequently, they had less communication and interaction 

with parents compared with paper book reading. By also observing parents’ and 

children’s physical position when reading from a book and digital reading, I 

found digital reading results in the detachment of parents and children. When 

Anna was using her iPad, she preferred to read by herself; any interaction 
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seemed a distraction to her. Such behaviour and postures reflect both the 

physical characteristics of the device and the reading habits which relate to the 

devices. Reading digital books changes reading from a potentially shared event 

to a more individual activity (Yuill & Martin, 2016).  

Secondly, from my data, when parents and children read on a digital 

device or from a paper book, their comments were different. Reading from a 

book was associated with the engagement of the children with the story or with 

maternal talk; while reading on devices elicited more mechanical or technical 

questions about reading.  

If the cognitive measure of recall and story comprehension is similar for 

paper and digital reading, other aspects that I believe are significant to parent-

child shared reading are also different: mother-child attachment and warmth, 

parents’ comments, physical posture and habits tied to the use of technology 

and paper. Shared reading is not only about books, but also about parent-child 

attachment and social development, which is equally or more important. Since it 

has been said that digital reading is beneficial in many ways when parents are 

involved in the reading process (Dredge, 2015), parents should not rely on 

digital resources completely; their involvement is still important. 

 

7.6.3 The need for more digital technology designed for English shared 

reading 

Therefore, thinking about how digital technology can be used for sharing is 
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needed, as long as such digital books encourage connection to the social world, 

rather than detaching from it. The screen size could be changed, two screens 

could be used, and parents could become more involved in digital reading.  

Digital reading could be used for the same story but different roles could be 

assigned to parents and children. For example, Xiaotian’s Tellybear can record 

his mother’s voice and he could read with his mother in this way. For the issue 

of paper versus digital reading, co-reading may be the key to reconnect parents 

and children with this new device. The answer lies in how it is used. 

 

7.6.4 Digital resources for English picturebook reading 

Digital books could be used to positively facilitate less confident parents in 

shared reading as the Chinese parents did in this current study. From my 

interviews, due to their unfamiliarity with English, Chinese parents in this study 

thought that the English reading by a native speaker in on the iPad or audio files 

was better than their reading. Some parents believe these tools make up for their 

lack of language skills.  Xiaoxia’s mother had an alternative strategy — she 

learned from these native readings first and then read to Xiaoxia herself. 

English lessons taught by native speakers are another huge market in China now, 

online or in the classroom. Many parents in the interviews thought digital books 

read by a native speaker were efficient and saved money rather than taking 

English lessons. Digital tools lessen their physical and economic burden.  

On a broader level, digital books offer the potential for much easier 
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production of international variations of the same book in the global market. 

Digital English storybooks can more effectively connect remote areas and 

disadvantaged children. In this study, parents from small cities stated they had 

equal access to these digital resources. Considering the benefits of digital 

resources in terms of improving comprehension, pronunciation, and motivation 

for English picturebook reading, digital resources are complementary; the point 

is always the person and how they use it. 

 

7.7 Summary 

In this chapter, by analysing the findings of the research questions from a 

pedagogical and metacritical approach, I tried to further deconstruct this new 

phenomenon of shared reading. Indeed, shared reading can be a learned skill 

and a conscious behaviour, either from parents’ own childhood experience or 

training.  Shared reading is also an unconscious skill; it is the reflection of 

parents’ parenting philosophy and children’s responses, no matter the language. 

It is also a personal combination determining readers’ responses to a particular 

text, at a specific time, within a particular context and in different languages.   
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Chapter 8 Conclusion and implications 

 

8.1 What was learned from this study? The answers to the research 

questions   

In summary, chapters 4 to 6 presented the findings according to my three 

research questions respectively — about parents’ motivation, parents and 

children’s book choices and parent-child interaction patterns during shared 

reading. From the findings and further analysis, we have learned that Chinese 

parents’ most significant motivation is for their child to learn the English 

language through English picturebooks; parents and children have different 

book choices when it comes to English picturebooks; parents are more likely to 

choose graded level books; children are more likely to choose the characters 

they are familiar with; different families have different priorities in terms of 

English picturebook reading; some focus on improving literacy skills, and some  

focus on enjoying the books in general; most Chinese families had a similar 

focus when they read English picturebooks and Chinese picturebooks, but the 

difference is the level of engagement and detail. 

Chapter 7 tried to push further, to probe the social and pedagogical 

aspects behind these findings. We also learned that because of Chinese parents’ 

motivation in terms of children’s language learning and educational ambition, 

they look for the “right” books or “right focus” for children. I arugued in 

chapter 7 that the “right books” or “right focus” was questionable. English 
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picturebook choices and shared reading in Chinese families are class related; 

many shared reading sessions show more than one interaction focus, so didactic 

reading and reading for pleasure are not necessarily contradictory. Foreign 

language reading can happen not only in the classroom but in families and also 

“for pleasure” according to the evidence of this study; and digital reading is an 

essential part of English shared reading for Chinese parents. The study 

demonstrated that shared reading is a culturally specific event; it has universal 

characteristics no matter the language or cultural differences. This new 

phenomenon also shows us the characteristics of Chinese parenting, which is 

not easy to label using existing literature; and picturebook reading and parenting 

are becoming globalised. All of these create a general picture of Chinese 

families’ Anglophone shared reading — a socially dynamic event. 

 

8.2 Limitations and future study  

My mixed-methods approach is certainly not the only rigorous or best way to 

study a new phenomenon. There are limitations to this current study that are 

noteworthy, and there are many possibilities for future research. Firstly, this 

study did not consider the genres of picturebooks, such as fiction and non-

fiction, narrative or information books, which may bring different interaction 

behaviours as previous literature suggests in the first language shared reading 

research (Anderson et al., 2004).  

Secondly, my observation samples were small, and only a few samples 
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were from each age range; I did categorise children and parents’ gender and 

gained data, however, I did not measure age differences, gender differences, 

between mothers and fathers, and boys’ and girls’ in terms of book preferences 

and interaction patterns in this study. It is beyond the scope of this study. 

However, previous studies show children’s gender may have much more 

influence on book choices when they get older (Clark, Torsi & Strong, 2005); 

and the differences between parents’ genders in terms of book choices were 

statistically significant (Baker, 2013). These aspects of shared reading are still 

to be assessed. Since in this study, far fewer fathers than mothers took part, 

some caution is needed in the interpretation of these findings before 

generalising these results. Baker’s (2013) study indicates that there were many 

differences between how fathers and mothers share books with children, an area 

that is worthy investigation. The complexity of gender in parenting and socio-

cultural diversity in terms of book choices are also promising areas for future 

research, which I would like to continue investigating. In the follow-up analysis 

and study, I would like to consider further that these elements may have an 

influence on parent-child interaction patterns.  

Thirdly, for future studies, from the perspective of methodology, another 

limitation of this study is the lack of information concerning whether parents’ 

interaction patterns continue into later developmental periods or if they adapt to 

children’s changing developmental period. Although this study used an 

ethnographic approach, due to the limited length of time and the range of 
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families from different backgrounds, more comprehensive data and longitudinal 

observation is needed to observe parents’ changing patterns and the influence of 

that on children’s long-term response and influences. It was also difficult to 

ascertain the reliability of parents’ self-reporting of many behaviour during the 

shared reading of books with children, whether they allowed children to choose 

the book and other reported behaviour.   

Fourth, more studies investigating from children’s perspectives are also 

needed. For example, focus groups of children and parents, interviewing 

children, and allowing children to lead the research process would reveal more 

about children’s attitudes to shared reading. In the long term, reading books 

about people from other languages and cultures certainly increases cross-

cultural understanding and acculturation. Chinese children know about western 

festivals, family and social life from English picturebooks which convey 

cultural meanings. These possible influences deserve more attention from 

researchers. Further, taking this study as an example, shared reading research 

demands interdisciplinary cooperation from different scholarly perspectives.  

Lastly, based on the data drawn from 575 Anglophone picturebook 

reading families, further discussion into social equality and social class 

reflection of Anglophone picturebook reading in China needs to be undertaken. 

The respondents in my study are homogeneous in many ways, so my study 

needs replications and further extensions with a more broad range of settings 

and groups. Future studies should broaden the scope of social, economic 
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backgrounds and disadvantaged children (for example, low-income families, 

children with learning difficulties or children with risks for developmental 

disorders).  

 

8.3 Strengths of this study 

I believe that the findings of this study are significant for several reasons. Firstly, 

this study investigated shared reading studies in the context of globalisation and 

digitalisation, which is the irreversible trend for all aspects of education and life. 

The present findings which focus on foreign language shared reading provides 

insight into shared reading and extends our understanding of shared reading in 

an increasingly globalised world and for a digital native generation.  

Secondly, this study was among the first to explore family shared 

reading in a foreign language context, which addresses a significant research 

gap. The findings of this study could have reciprocal effects on second language 

reading and first language shared reading. Results from this study show that 

foreign language acquisition can also be gained from family shared reading 

when reading for pleasure.  

Thirdly, this current study explored the motivation of parents as parents 

are also important participants in shared reading. This aspect was lacking in 

previous shared reading research. It extends the voluminous research on shared 

reading by focusing on parents’ motivation and book choices. I compared 

parents and children’s favourite books and further linked back to parents’ 
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motivation to examine parents’ practice. This research makes the connections 

between parents’ motivation; the book choices involved in foreign language 

shared reading which places the understating of children’s behaviours in a wider 

context. 

Fourth, the study also extends and refines the previous shared reading 

studies by taking it to a broader and more comprehensive concept of literacy 

and reading; it draws from a wide range of picturebooks and interaction theories, 

parenting theories, and social capital theory. 

Fifth, this study broke many binary boundaries. It questioned the 

dichotomy of didactic reading and reading for pleasure by showing that it could 

coexist in Chinese parents’ English shared reading practices. It also challenged 

the binary category of parenting theory of “authoritative” and “authoritarian” by 

adding more parenting practice to demonstrate the complexity and richness of 

parenting. It also showed it is problematic to tell which picturebook is “right” or 

“wrong”, or which interaction focus is “right” or “wrong” in shared reading 

practice. 

Sixth, rather than a linear relationship, data from current study extended 

previous home literacy studies by demonstrating a more complicated 

relationship between shared reading interactions and children’s literacy 

development. Shared reading has a different focus which may bring different 

results and different responses towards books. The significance of this study 

also lies in its comprehensive view of shared reading in a different social 
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context. The findings show the diversity in shared reading behaviour across 

different families, social contexts and languages. At the same time, many 

common characteristics about shared reading and children’s responses are 

universal, regardless of the language. 

Finally, but most importantly, it explored what constitutes shared 

reading and presents a new grounded theory that (a) synthesises and identifies 

parents’ interaction patterns and (b) also focuses on young children’s responses 

to these foci. I hope to develop a theoretic tool that could be flexible and 

updatable — that could be applied to understand and analyse various types of 

interaction in different contexts and that may stand the test of time. The present 

findings have extended our understanding of foreign language shared reading by 

showing that parents’ interaction behaviour can be categorised along five 

dimensions, namely:  

1. Literal focus: Parents and children are engaged in exact translation; 

2. Literacy focus: Parents and children are engaged in developing reading skills; 

3. Literary focus: Parents and children are engaged in reading for pleasure; 

4. Exploratory focus: Parents and children are engaged in knowledge and 

discovery; 

5. Digital focus: Parents and children are engaged in interaction with technology. 

The major theoretical construct of this study is to reveal these foci of 

foreign language shared reading, which is part of shared reading interaction 

patterns in general, and compare them with their Chinese shared reading 
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practice to further identify family’s shared reading practice. As in the example 

of using these foci to apply to Chinese children’s mother language reading in 

chapter 6, these interaction foci go beyond second language shared reading; 

they can also be applied to first language shared reading or shared reading in 

general. 

 

8.4 Implications of this study  

Firstly, the results related to shared reading interaction patterns will add to the 

studies of contemporary Chinese children’s literature, which currently focus on 

the history of that literature and a close analysis of texts, by opening it up to a 

new area: the field of reader motivation, reader’s response and parent-child 

interaction.  

Secondly, this study aims to contribute to Anglophone picturebook 

research in a second language context, which is currently lacking. By 

comparing English picturebook shared reading with Chinese picturebook shared 

reading, the differences could lead to additional questions about the similarities 

and differences of reading in a different language, which could bring insights 

and aid in developing a strategy for first and second language acquisition, or 

language acquisition in general. 

Thirdly, there are implications for language teachers, parents and 

educational practitioners, who may gain insight from the study regarding home 

literacy in second language development. Evidence from home literacy practice 



 

367 
 

will also give clues and inspiration for school settings. It will assist school 

teachers to work more productively with parents and children to determine 

where to put efforts or resources into children’s reading at school. Implications 

about Anglophone picturebook reading by Chinese children may expand into 

how to improve the interaction level. There are also implications for policy-

makers to design and conduct early literacy intervention programmes; 

especially for children from disadvantaged background whose families may not 

have the awareness or resources to engage and support children in family shared 

reading events. 
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Appendix 1 The questionnaire 

 

Questionnaire 

Understanding the motivation and interaction of Anglophone picturebook reading among 

Chinese families.  (Tick one only except for the ones which are indicated as “multiple 

choice”) 

 

Part 1 Personal and language background 

1 Gender: Female ☐   Male ☐                  2 Age ____        3 City ____ 

4 Child 1 (oldest) Date of birth    ____               Gender: Female ☐   Male ☐    

 

 Child 2 (If applicable) 

 Date of birth    ____                                               Gender: Female ☐   Male ☐  

 (If applicable) Do you have more than two children? If yes, please write down the date of 

birth and gender of your youngest child.  

________________ ________________ ________________  

 

5 What is your current English level? (Multiple choice if applicable) 

A. Limited or total beginner                              B. Simple conversation level 

C. Passed University level 4                              D. Passed University level 6 

E. Proficient or has majored in English             F. I have lived in an English-speaking country. 

If so, specify for how long? ____ 

G, I have taken the IELTS test. Score; ____ 

H, I have taken the TOEFL test.  Score; ____   

I, Other, please state briefly___________ 
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6 What is your children’s current English level? (Multiple choice) 

A. They only listen, they can’t say anything   B. They can only say a few words 

C.  They can speak several words                     D. They can hold a simple conversation and 

know several words 

E. They can hold a daily conversation             F. They are a fluent speaker, but not an 

independent reader 

G. They are a fluent speaker and an independent reader 

H. Other situation, please state briefly_________ 

 

7 Which language picturebooks do you read at home to your children? (Multiple choice if 

applicable) 

A. Neither Chinese nor English picturebooks 

B. Always Chinese                               C. We read more Chinese than English 

D. Half English, half Chinese               E. We read more English than Chinese 

F. English as often as possible              G. Other languages, please state briefly_________ 

 

Part 2 Reading and language habits 

8 How often do you read English language picturebooks to your children?  

A. Almost every day                              B. 2-4 times a week 

C. Once a week                                      D. 2-3 times a month 

E. Once a month                                     F. Less than once a month 

G. Only a few times until now               H. Never (see below) 

(If you chose H of Question 8, please go to question 9, then go to question 30 to finish).    
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9 If you chose H, why don’t you read an English picturebook to your children? (Multiple 

choice, select as many as applicable) 

A. We only read Chinese language picturebooks, I would like my children to read Chinese 

picturebooks first. 

B. My English is poor. 

C. I don’t have any information about English language picturebooks. 

D. I don’t know how to choose English language picturebooks. 

E. I don’t have time. 

F. My child is too small to read foreign language books. 

G. other _________ 

 

10 Do you go to the library to borrow children’s picturebooks? 

A. No 

B. Yes, how often? (For example, once a week, once every two weeks...) _________ 

 

11 How many English language picturebooks do you own at home? 

A. Less than 20         B. 21-100       C. 101-200 

D. 201-500               E. More than 500  

 

12 How long do you read to your children each time? 

A. Less than 10 minutes                  B. 11-20 minutes 

C. 21-30 minutes                             D. 31-60 minutes 

E.  More than 1 hour 

 

13 What are the main reasons for you to choose English language picturebooks, rather than 
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Chinese language picturebooks? (Multiple choice) 

A. To learn the language, to gain linguistic skills. 

B. English language picturebooks are of good quality (paper, ink, binding, print) 

C. English language picturebooks have more toy books, they look attractive and interesting to 

children (toy books, pop-up books) 

D. English language picturebooks have better illustrations and better aesthetics  

E. I don’t trust translations, it will lose some meaning and features compared with the 

original edition 

F. To know western culture, gain international communication skills 

G. I like this book, but the Chinese edition does not exist 

H.  Another reason, please state_____ 

 

14 Which language do you use when you read English language picturebooks to your 

children? 

A. Only English                             B. Mostly English with Chinese explanations 

C. I mostly translate to Chinese, with a few English words 

D. I translate everything into Chinese  

 

15 When reading English language picturebooks to your children, what kind of questions do 

you ask? (Multiple choice） 

A. I don’t ask any questions, I only read. 

B.  I ask my child/ren to point to characters, places and objects. 

C. I ask my child/ren if they understand or not (Why? Who? How?) 

D. I ask my child/ren to predict the stories. 

E. I ask for a Chinese explanation of words or sentences. 
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F. I ask my child/ren if they are enjoying themselves (the story, the characters, the place) 

G. I ask my child/ren to imitate the actions or words.  

H. Other questions, please state_____ 

 

16 In which languages do your children respond to you when you read English language 

picturebooks to your children? 

A. English                                    B. English and Chinese 

C. Chinese only                           D. There is no response or other 

 

17 During English picturebook reading, what are the most frequent reasons for being 

interrupted? (Multiple choice, choose a maximum of three reasons). 

A. My children do not interrupt me, he or she listens to me.  

B. My children ask me the Chinese meaning of a word or sentence, then go on. 

C. When my children show no interest in this book. 

D. My children find it difficult to understand because of the language. 

E. My children point out something related to their own life. 

F. My children find small details in the book. 

G. My children find other books that they want to read. 

H. My children think my or my partner’s reading is not entertaining enough. 

I. he reading time is too long, the children feel tired and turn to other activities. 

J. My children are distracted by other things (such as TV, cartoons, food, brothers and sisters, 

etc.) 

K. Other reasons, please give an example ____________ 

 

18 Who chooses the picturebooks each time, you or your children? 
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A. Mostly me                             B. Half and half 

C. Mostly the children               D. Hard to say  

 

19 Apart from you, is there anybody else who reads English language picturebooks to your 

children?  

A. No, only me 

B. Yes, ____ (For example, the other parent) 

 

20 Do you think your children enjoy reading picturebooks? (5 scale rating, 1 is not very 

much, 5 is they like reading very much) 

Picturebooks in general (including Chinese): 1 2 3 4 5 

English language picturebooks: 1 2 3 4 5  

 

Part 3 Consumer habits 

21 Where do you get information about choosing an English language picturebook? (Multiple 

choice, choose a maximum of 3 categories) 

A. Other family members choose it 

B. I browse in a bookshop and choose 

C. Recommendations by a book, magazine, or library and then I search for it 

D. Recommendations by a friend or an Internet group (for example, QQ, Wechat group) 

E. Online search or online bookshop 

F. Other, please indicate ___________ 

 

22 Have you joined or do you belong to any Internet reading group (for example, Wechat)? If 

yes, please state 
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A. Yes, for example, ___________ 

B. Yes, but I don’t remember 

C.  No 

 

23 If you saw the 10 books below, which ones might you buy for your children? (Choose 1 to 

5 books. Imagine you haven’t read about them or already bought them).  

(Images of online book choice) 

 
 

  
 

 
  

  

 

24 What are the reasons for you to decide to buy or borrow a picturebook? (Rating by 

dragging online, 1 is the main consideration, 2 is the next, etc... choose 5 reasons) 

A. Reasonable price 

B. I have heard of this book (from friends, internet group) 

C. I think this book is suitable for my children’s level of English  

D. I think I can read this book to my children without difficulty or with the help of a CD 

E. I know my children very well, he or she may like this book 

F. My children would choose this one, I respect his or her choice 

G. This book is beautifully designed. I, as a parent, like it as well 
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H. I think this book is funny 

I. I think this book may help my children to build good habits, or this book can educate my 

children (no fighting, be polite, potty training, school entry preparation) 

J. Children can learn some knowledge of English from this book 

 

25 What kinds of other activities or tools do you do relate to picturebook reading? 

(Sequencing 1-3 activities most often) 

A. I mainly read to my children 

B. My children mainly read by themselves 

C. We use an electronic pen to read 

D. We listen to CDs or audio resources of picturebooks 

E. We watch a cartoon or video related to picturebooks 

F. We play games or make a craft related to picturebooks 

G. We read digital books, use software or apps related to picturebooks 

H. We go to a reading class or learning centre 

I. We get online training about picturebook reading 

J. We watch or perform the drama from picturebooks 

 

26 What kind of English language picturebooks do you mostly buy? (Choose a maximum of 

3 categories) 

A. Books about knowledge (alphabet, counting, maths concepts, word book) 

B. Fairytales, story books, fiction                              

C. Phonics or graded reading books 

D. A book series                                       

E. Toy books, games books (including plastic books, toy books, pop-up books) 
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F. Non-fiction (science, plants, animals, history, geography, biography) 

G. Other, please state ___________ 

 

27 Please write down your top 3 favourite English language picturebooks. 

1 ________________________ 

2 ________________________ 

3 ________________________ 

 

28 Please write down your children’s top 3 favourite English language picturebooks. 

1 ________________________ 

2 ________________________ 

3 ________________________ 

 

29 Please write down the titles of 3 English language picturebooks you and your children 

shared most recently. 

1 ________________________ 

2 ________________________ 

3 ________________________ 

 

30 What is your annual family income? (Including investments or rental income? 1 pound=9 

Yuan) 

A. Less than 50,000 Yuan                    B. 50,001 to 100,000 Yuan 

C. 100,001 to 200,000 Yuan        D. 200,001 to 500,000 Yuan 

E. More than 500,000 Yuan                 F. I’d rather not say 
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31 What is your highest level of education? 

A. Secondary      B. College      C. Master’s       D. Doctorate    

E. Other ________________     F. I’d rather not say 

 

32 Would you like to take part in the following observation and interview parts? 

      Yes ☐     (Go to question 33 if choose “yes” ）      

       No ☐     (Go to submission page) 

 

33 If you answered ‘yes’ to question 32, please leave your contact information. If you 

answered ‘no’, please ignore this. 

Name: ____________________               Mobile: ______________________ 

 

Thank you very much for your cooperation. 
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Appendix 2 The interview questions 

 

Part 1 About the parent English learning and reading experience  

Could you tell me your English learning experience? 

About English, which aspect do you think you are good at? I mean speaking or reading or 

writing? Or are they the same?  

Do you read English books? Is there any book you still remember or liked? 

Do you read in Chinese? Do you like reading? 

Did you read picturebooks when you were a child? Did you own it or borrow it? 

 

Part 2 About the parenting style, the family environment, the reading environment 

Could you tell me your child’s reading experience and habits? 

How many Chinese or English language picturebooks do you have at home? 

When did you begin reading English language picturebooks to your children? Why?  

Do you know a lot of families who read English books to their children? Did other parents 

influence you? 

How long do you read to your children every day? How many Chinese or English language 

picturebooks have you read? 

Are there other family members involved with reading activities？ 

What’s Daddy’s role in the children’s educational choices. 

Have you joined in other educational activities? 

 

Part 3 About the reading process 

Who chooses books everyday？ 

If you don’t explain it in Chinese, do you think s/he can understand the story? 
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Do you think s/he understands the story because s/he sees the pictures or listens to the words? 

If s/he doesn’t want to read any more, but wants to play instead, what would you do? Let 

him/her play for a while? 

When your child chooses a book, can she or he tell which one is a Chinese picturebook and 

which one is an English picturebook, or do they choose a book based on whether the story is 

fun or not? 

Does s/he react differently when s/he reads a Chinese or English language picturebook? For 

example, when reading in Chinese, are there more interactions or responses? 

Does s/he have a reading partner, such as friends from the library?  

Does s/he participate in any storytelling activities with other children? Or only on a parent-

child basis?  

 

Part 4 About book consumption 

Do you go to the library? 

Where do you buy English language picturebooks from? 

How do you choose a book? Do you consider recommendations from Wechat group? 

I asked you in the questionnaire about your book choice. You said you liked artistic books. 

What kind of book do you think is “artistic”? 

I gave you a mock book choice exercise in the questionnaire. Why did you choose the 

National Geographic book and a book about space? Do you think these books would enrich 

her/his knowledge? 

What kind of storybook do you like? (Genre, character, length) Why do you prefer Dear Zoo 

rather than No, David? 

 

Part 5 About apps，electronic books and reading pens 
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Do you use any app and electronic books? What kind of app do you use?  

So do you prefer picturebooks with CDs or audio files? 

Do you have a reading pen at home? 

 

Part 6 About book choice  

Do you like books which help children to acquire new knowledge, such as words? 

Does your child like any particular character? 

Do you think s/he understands English stories?  

What kind of Chinese books does s/he like? 

Does s/he like a particular author or style? 

Do you choose guided reading books? Do you think they are different from picturebooks? 

 

Part 7 About educational plan  

What kind of kindergarten do you plan to send Xiaoxia to? 

Will you look for a kindergarten with a native English-speaker teacher? 

Do you have any future educational plans for Xiaoxia, for example, studying abroad? 

How about English reading or English, do you have any plans? What do you think of 

independent reading? 

OK, do you plan to teach her phonics? 

Do you want to teach Xiaoxia phonics by yourself or at a private institution? Do you think a 

mother can be a good teacher? 

You said you plan to send Xiaoxia to study abroad. Would you also consider sending Xiaoxia 

to an international school before that? 

Do you plan to teach Xiaoxia any Chinese words before primary school? 
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Appendix 3 Example of coding process 
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