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The quantity and quality of language children experience in their interactions with parents and
whānau during their earliest months and years has a profound and potentially lasting influence
on their language and cognitive development.1
There are many ways to support this aspect of children’s
development. One of these is through shared reading with
parents, whānau and other caregivers. While most children
learn to read after they begin school, learning about
reading ideally begins much, much earlier. Children learn
from reading long before they learn to read.

Why start early?

As with other areas of development, children’s later
literacy outcomes are influenced by both their genes and
experiences.2 While some think of reading as something
that begins for children after they’ve begun school, the
greatest period of neural plasticity occurs before a child
is 5 years old.3 That makes the early years the ideal time
to provide experiences that will support children’s later
development. A large body of research indicates that
“literacy begins at birth.”4 Early language and literacy
experiences are of critical importance as they lay the
foundation for a child’s later abilities.5 The American
Academy of Pediatricians (AAP) recommend that parents
begin reading to their baby on a daily basis from birth.6
Shared reading with parents and whānau is an
important component of a stimulating home literacy
environment (HLE), which enhances the development
of emerging literacy skills.7 These skills are developing
long before children begin to learn to read themselves,
and are the foundation for fluent, accurate reading with
comprehension.8 These skills include: an interest in books,
enjoyment of books, alphabet knowledge, vocabulary,
phonological awareness, and an understanding of print.9
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The earlier parents begin
reading with their children,
and the more books children
are exposed to, the better
their later outcomes in many
aspects of literacy.
The earlier parents begin reading with their children, and
the more books children are exposed to, the better their
later outcomes in many aspects of literacy.10 Children who
lack these early experiences are at greater risk of later
illiteracy.11

‘The rich get richer and the poor get poorer.’

By starting to read with their children from a very young
age, parents and whānau are beginning a “causal spiral”.
Shared reading contributes to a greater interest in books,
stimulating the child’s language and reading development.
This leads, in turn, to increased exposure to a wider range
of books, enhanced language development and more
fluent reading later. Early patterns of reading tend to
continue as a child develops.12

This continued literacy exposure, and the skills it brings
about, tend to grow and increase over time with each
layer building on what has gone before. This is an
interactive process. Parent’s language impacts children’s
skills, and children’s skills in turn influence the language
parents expose them to.13

Early input is particularly
important but there are
still benefits for continued
parent involvement with
reading once children have
begun school.

On the other hand, for those children who have not had
such rich early literacy experiences, their relative lack of
skills may result in a reduced likelihood of further reading
and the possibility of developing reading difficulties, with
a widening gap between them and their peers. This has
often been referred to as the Matthew effect, whereby the
‘rich get richer and the poor get poorer.’14
These differences in early exposure accrue, and by the
time children are in school “children with vocabularies
of fewer than 2000 words may be learning alongside
children with vocabularies of 10 000 words”.15 Children
with smaller vocabularies are likely to find the process
of learning to read more difficult than their peers, as they
are having to learn the meanings of many words at the
same time as learning their sound patterns and written
form.16

Benefits of Shared Reading

There is no shortage of research indicating the benefits of
shared reading. In fact, the tricky part is to stop reading,
and begin writing!
1.

Early input is particularly important but there are still
benefits for continued parent involvement with reading
once children have begun school.17 Reading in the home
environment continues to be associated with improved
achievement at school. Stronger effects can be seen
for those children who are struggling with reading who
benefit more from increased practice.18

Richness of language
Everyday conversations between parents and their
children are tremendously important for language
development, however the language used in books
is richer and more varied than that used in everyday
speech.24 This means that a child who has a parent
read with them is frequently being exposed to a wider
vocabulary than a child who is not read to often.25
When comparing an individual book with a
conversation, books contain more unique, rare and
challenging words26 and three times the number of low
frequency words.27 When adults speak with children
about 85% of their words are from the 1000 highest
frequency words, compared to written language in
which around 60% are these high-frequency words.28

NZ children: Frequency of shared reading

Data from Growing Up in NZ found just over half the
babies were being read to at least once daily by their
mothers at 9 months of age.19 This increased as the
children grew and by 2 years of age approximately two
thirds of mothers reported reading books to their child
at least once a day.20 Partners’ frequency of reading also
increased, from almost a quarter at 9 months21 to half
the partners at 2 years22 reading to their children at least
daily. At 4 years, 59% of mothers reported reading to their
child at least daily.23

As well as a broader vocabulary the language of books
is likely to be more grammatically correct and cover
a wider range of subjects than those that arise in
everyday conversations, which may be limited by the
here-and-now.29 Topics covered in books may lead to
further conversations between parent and child.30
Parents’ conversations during book reading tend
to focus on the meaning of the book, and relatively
infrequently on the text.31
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3.

Social emotional benefits
The benefits of shared reading extend much further
than cognitive and language development, also
enhancing children’s social and emotional skills.
Through books children have the opportunity to learn
about themselves and others,41 as stories in books
essentially simulate a variety of social situations they
might otherwise not experience.42
Books can be used to help children cope with a
variety of difficult situations. Either as part of therapy
with a professional, or with parents, whānau and
other caregivers.43 Examples include books exploring
situations of death, parental separation, disability and
the arrival of a new sibling.
Shared reading of picture books provides a unique
opportunity to think and talk about the feelings and
behaviours of book characters that may be less likely
to occur in faster-moving, real-life social situations.44
Parents tend to use more talk about mental states
during shared reading than at other times45 which
is associated with an increase in children’s social
understanding.46

This meaning-related talk during reading was
associated with improved language skills. In
particular, having parents relate the story to children’s
own experiences was associated with greater
vocabulary skills.32 The use of what’s known as
decontextualized language is important. This means
conversation “that goes beyond the information in
the text or illustrations” including connecting events
in the story the child’s past experiences, providing
explanations and making inferences about the story
characters’ emotions.33
A child’s early vocabulary, at around the time of
beginning school, is an important predictor of
their reading and comprehension later on in their
schooling.34
2.

Emergent literacy skills
Many studies support the important role of shared
reading for children’s emerging literacy skills.
The seemingly simple act of a parent reading with
a baby or toddler promotes the development of
many early literacy skills.35 These include alphabet
knowledge, vocabulary, paying attention, listening
ability, phonological awareness, recognising print, the
structure of a narrative, page turning, book and text
orientation.36 These are all skills that enable a child to
transition more successfully to school.37

Reading and the Brain

Research has identified for some time specific brain
regions which are involved with different aspects of
language.47 Although there are neurological pathways for
language development, there are no specific neural circuits
for reading.48 However, the brain’s plasticity allows it to
adapt to various circumstances and change the function
of particular cells.49 Therefore later success in reading
depends upon reshaping existing neural networks involved
in vision and oral language from a young age.50
Recent research suggests that reading comprehension
involves a greater number of brain areas than previously
thought 51 and that “reading may well be a ‘whole brain’
mental exercise”.52
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The more often young children are read to at home
the better their ability to retell stories is likely to be.
This indicates that frequent opportunities to hear
stories improves children’s awareness of the structure
of stories.38 Shared reading is also associated with
improved comprehension.39
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“Much of written language is not found in day-today spoken language. When children begin reading
independently, they will encounter many new words
that they have not experienced in spoken language.
Thus, spoken language alone does not prepare the
child for the written language of books”.40
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A number of studies indicate that this way of sharing
books with young children, at around 2- to 3-years
of age, can further increase the beneficial effects of
reading, although children at risk did not gain as much
as other children.66
Research with low–income Latino families found the
reverse, with parents’ use of a more story-telling and
less interactive shared reading styles associated with
enhanced emergent literacy skills for their children.
Studies such as this indicate the importance of
considering the child and family’s cultural background.
One way of reading is not necessarily the best for
all children.67 What works best may differ between
cultural, linguistic and socioeconomic groups.68
Children often enjoy their favourite stories being
repeated. And repeated. While parents might
sometimes wish for a change, research indicates that
children can benefit from repeated reading of the
same book,69 including increased word learning70 and
recall.71
Comprehending what is being read involves many areas of
the brain, including those involved with perception, action
and emotion.53

2.

What happens is that the words and phrases being read
become a simulation of what’s being described in the
book. This simulation occurs in the neural systems usually
used for the described activity. So, descriptions of visual
imagery activate brain regions used in visual perception;54
descriptions of physical actions produce activity in
the brain regions involved in planning and controlling
movement;55 and highly emotive book situations activate
the neural systems used for processing emotions.56
A study looking at children’s home reading environment
and the activation of brain regions supporting literacy
and language skills57 found that children with higher
home literacy scores58 had more activation in semantic
processing regions whilst listening to a story, than children
with lower home literacy scores. This is thought to be
related to an improved ability to visualise and understand
what is happening in the story, using mental imagery.59
Simply put, they have had more practise in skills that are
crucial to learning at school.

Quality of Reading

Research indicates that both the quantity and quality
of shared reading experiences can impact children’s
emerging literacy outcomes.60 Quality can be viewed along
two dimensions - with both instructional and emotional
dimensions of quality related to children’s literacy
outcomes, as well as to each other.61
1.

Instructional aspects
A typical reading interaction involves the parent
reading and the child listening. In dialogic reading, on
the other hand, parents use a variety of techniques
to engage children and encourage their more active
participation in the shared reading,62 including asking
questions, linking aspects of the story to the child’s
own experiences, expanding on or retelling the story
as needed.63 In other words, “dialogic reading involves
reading with, rather than to, children”.64
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Emotional environment
The emotional environment is an important,
albeit lesser studied, aspect of the shared reading
experience. Aspects such as the warmth and sensitivity
of the parent and their responsiveness to their child’s
interests have been found to be associated with
children’s language and emerging literacy skills. So
too have behaviours likely to enhance their child’s
enjoyment of reading, “including reading with
expression and excitement”.72 It is likely that frequent
shared reading experiences will “increase parent’s
sensitivity to their children’s linguistic skills, enabling
them to match their reading strategies to their
children’s linguistic ability”.73
Children who are securely attached were more likely
to be read to frequently by their mothers.74 Not only
are insecurely attached children much less likely to
be read to, but they are more easily distracted during
the reading and more likely to be disciplined by their
mothers to attend to the story.
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One way of reading is
not necessarily the best
for all children. What works
best may differ between
cultural, linguistic and
socioeconomic groups.

The authors suggest that the security of the
attachment relationship influences the child’s ability to
explore the language of books, as securely attached
children are better “able to strike a balance between
attachment and exploration”.75
One study found cultural differences in the type of talk
that parents used during shared reading. Whilst the
types of talk were associated with different outcomes,
the emotional quality of the reading interaction was
important for both groups of children.76

The Role of Illustrations

Talk between parent and child during reading commonly
includes discussing the pictures in the book.77 Young
children are much more likely to look at a book’s
illustrations than its text when being read to,78 and
doing so is associated with enhanced memory and
comprehension.79 This suggests that children’s preference
for looking at illustrations during story reading may be an
important feature of their early literacy development, rather
than something to avoid.80

Children at heightened risk

A number of factors can decrease the likelihood that a
child will experience a rich early literacy environment.
These factors include families experiencing multiple
risks, children with disabilities, and those at family risk of
language or reading difficulties, including dyslexia.
A small study of disadvantaged mothers found that
whilst many knew that shared reading was good for their
babies, most did not understand why this was so.81 It has
been suggested that while mothers may recognise the
importance of literacy skills, and want to support their
baby’s development, they don’t necessarily feel capable
of providing this themselves, and may also underestimate
their young child’s ability to benefit from literacy activities
at a young age.82
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As with other aspects of children’s development, the wider
context of the child’s and family’s life is very influential.
Research may hone in on one aspect of a child’s
experience, but everyday life is less straight-forward. An
Australian longitudinal study found a consistent association
between the number of risks a child was exposed to, and
the absence of parental book reading.83 Risks included
low family income, single parent family, low maternal
education, and maternal psychological distress. As the
number of risks increased, the likelihood of not being read
to increased substantially. The authors suggested that the
lack of book reading “may serve as a red flag for multiple
disadvantages,”84 and that for parents in high risk situations
the associated stress and other priorities may make it
difficult for parents to spend the time reading with their
child.85
Although less studied, research suggests that children
with disabilities have a less rich literacy environment and
significantly fewer literacy experiences with their parents
than typically developing children.86 Although the home
learning environment(HLE) is associated with improved
early literacy development, children with intellectual
disabilities had HLE that differed in many ways from that of
their non-disabled peers.87

Family risk for language impairment

Children with language impairments come from a wide
variety of homes in terms of the amount of shared book
reading they’ve experienced. In some instances, literacy
deficits may be a consequence of a family environment.
In others, deficits may occur despite a supportive home
environment.88
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Conclusions

The quantity and quality of the early language children
experience has significant implications for their
development. There is abundant literature indicating that
shared reading, between parents/whānau and child, is
one important way to support this.
Early experiences of being read with are particularly
important as these early experiences lay the foundations
for later development. The importance of reading with
children from infancy is sometimes underestimated.
The sooner shared reading starts the better; as benefits
accrue for some children, so do gaps for others who miss
this early exposure. These gaps tend to widen as children
progress through their school years.
The benefits of shared reading include exposure to richer,
more varied language; development of emerging literacy
skills; and improved social emotional skills.

As with other aspects
of children’s development,
the wider context of the
child’s and family’s life is
very influential.

Whilst shared reading may not always be enough
to prevent language impairments, is it an important
component, for those children at risk.89 However, a lack of
shared reading further disadvantages the emerging literacy
of those children at risk for language impairment.90 Children
whose parents have dyslexia may have less frequent
shared reading experiences.91 Children who develop
reading difficulties need continued literacy exposure and
appropriate interventions as early as possible.92

Risks associated with poor literacy skills

Greater literacy skills have been associated with earning a
higher income, better jobs, improved physical and mental
health.93 Conversely, public health consequences of
illiteracy include increased likelihood of academic failure,
crime, poverty, substance abuse, teen pregnancy, obesity
and depression.94
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