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G€avleborg, G€avle, Sweden

Abstract

Purpose: The aims of the present study were twofold: first, to investigate reading and screen time habits in a large clinical
sample of caregivers of children with speech, language and communication needs (SLCN) before and after an 8 week
intervention focussed on daily joint book reading and, second, to capture the caregivers’ experiences of the activity.
Method: Preschool aged children with SLCN and their caregivers were consecutively recruited during their first visit to the
department of Speech and Language Pathology, G€avle County Hospital, Sweden. They participated in a survey-based inter-
view before and after receiving an intervention with recommendations of at least 10minutes of daily book reading with an
interactional focus, as an add-on to ordinary speech-language pathology services. The results were analysed using descriptive
statistics of the answers to the questions in the interview, as well as a thematic analysis of free-text comments.
Result: The 135 families who participated in the pre-intervention interview survey reported variable reading frequency
and screen time. The post-intervention interview survey was completed by 107 families. The results demonstrated signifi-
cant increases in reading frequency and reading time, and a significant decrease in screen time per day. Caregivers also
reported positive experiences of the daily interactive book reading.
Conclusion: The results of this study demonstrate that a speech-language pathologist-(SLP) managed, caregiver-led book
reading intervention is feasible and might have a positive impact on reading, other factors related to reading, and screen
time in families of children with SLCN.

Keywords: interactive book reading; screen time; speech; language and communication needs

Introduction

Parent-child book reading has positive effects on sev-

eral aspects of child development (Dickinson,

Griffith, Michnick Golinkoff, & Hirsh-Pasek, 2012;

Powell, Diamond, Burchinal, & Koehler, 2010; Sim

& Berthelsen, 2014). It is well established that read-

ing to young children increases their language abil-

ities, their short- and long-term learning capacity and

their emergent literacy skills (Duursma, Augustyn, &

Zuckerman, 2008; Hoyne & Egan, 2019). There is

also a strong link between book reading to young chil-

dren and vocabulary learning, since the activity ena-

bles the children to encounter new words in a

meaningful context, accompanied by scenes and illus-

trations (Lowman, Stone, & Guo, 2018; Snell,

Hindman, & Wasik, 2015). Studies indicate that chil-

dren who are exposed to daily book reading will hear

nearly 300,000 more unique words before the age of

five than those who are never read to (Logan, Justice,

Yumuş, & Chaparro-Moreno, 2019).

Apart from the relationship between the quantity

of reading and developmental gains, there is also evi-

dence that the quality of book reading might yield fur-

ther positive effects on children’s language and

literacy development (Clemens & Kegel, 2021;

Goldin-Meadow et al., 2014). Various book reading

methods are described in the literature, e.g. dialogical

reading (increasing adult-child dialogue around the

text with the use of specific prompts), interactive

reading (involving deviations from the text with book-

related talk) to provide specific information on, for
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example, new words), shared interactive reading

(involving an array of techniques to engage the child)

and digital reading (involving online material) (e.g.

Mol, Bus, Jong, & Smeets, 2008; Trivette & Dunst,

2007). Overall, research into different book reading

strategies/techniques demonstrates that book reading

that involves higher levels of interaction between the

adult and the child seems to contribute more to child-

ren’s expressive and receptive language development

than traditional reading (Şimşek & Işıko�glu Erdo�gan,
2021). Additionally, in order for the reading interven-

tion to be successful, it is essential that the book used

motivates the child (and the parent) to engage in joint

activity. It is also important that the book is develop-

mentally appropriate and has attractive illustrations

(Harris, 2008).

Further research is needed, but small studies

including school-aged children with speech, lan-

guage, and communication needs (SLCN) suggest

that interactive book reading, carried out in a school

setting, might be a promising word learning interven-

tion (Storkel et al., 2019). Kaderavek, Pentimoni and

Justice (2014) demonstrated that teachers produced

significantly more language and literacy facilitating

behaviours during reading to children with SLCN as

compared to caregiver readers. According to the

results of a study of 59 children with SLCN, they

spent less time reading books with parents compared

to their peers with typical development, which in part

could be explained by the finding that the caregivers

of children with SLCN often have language and liter-

acy difficulties compared to other parents (Kalnak,

Peyrard-Janvid, Sahl�en, & Forssberg, 2012). It has

also been shown that caregivers of children with

SLCN are less emotionally supportive (Skibbe,

Moody, Justice, & McGinty, 2010) and ask less open-

ended questions (Crowe, 2000) when reading

storybooks and that they are less likely to view home

literacy experiences as important (Skibbe, Justice,

Zucker, & McGinty, 2008). Previous results of stud-

ies of caregiver-implemented reading interventions

targeting children with SLCN demonstrated that the

language outcomes are mixed. Positive effects on

word learning and production of different words dur-

ing reading have been demonstrated (Crowe, Norris,

& Hoffman, 2004; Dale, Crain-Thoreson, Notari-

Syverson, & Cole, 1996) as well as moderate

improvements of child engagement and verbal par-

ticipation (Lavelli et al., 2019). However, outcomes

on other language measures such as conversational

participation and mean length of utterances were not

as evident, and further research is needed (Lavelli

et al., 2019). A meta-analysis on children learning

English as a second language demonstrated a modest

amount of growth in language and literacy skills after

shared book reading interventions and that improve-

ments were smaller in children with SLCN compared

with children with a typical development (Fitton,

McIlraith, & Wood, 2018). It may be difficult for

caregivers to know how and when to use strategies to

create a fruitful reading experience (Crowe, 2000).

Lavelli et al. (2019) discussed limited duration and

intensity, as well as the number of strategies employed

as potential barriers to learning and implementing

strategies of shared book reading by caregivers of chil-

dren with SLCN.

Several studies have found a connection between

book reading and socio-economic status (SES), since

children from low-income homes have more limited

experiences with books prior to starting school and

have fewer books at home (Kreider, Morin, Miller, &

Bush, 2011). There are cultural differences in both

the frequency and quality of caregiver-child book

reading, closely related to the caregivers’ personal lit-

eracy skills. There is an over representation of minor-

ity children in poverty statistics (Kreider et al., 2011).

A connection has been found between the absence of

book reading and multiple psychosocial risk factors in

a child’s home learning environment (Taylor,

Zubrick, & Christensen, 2016). Despite the docu-

mented benefits, the time spent by caregivers on book

reading to their young children seems to have

decreased over the past decade. According to a

British survey from 2018, 51% of preschool children

were read to daily, as compared to 69% in 2013

(Nielsen Book Research, 2018). A Swedish survey

from 2019 showed that 57% of children aged 0–4

years were read to daily and that parents wished to

read more than they believed they had time for

(LegiLexi Foundation, 2019). In a similar Swedish

investigation from 2003, 74% of the parents read to

their children daily (L€asr€orelsen, 2013). All previ-

ously mentioned surveys involve interview data from

randomised families; however, sample compositions

might account for observed differences. One reason

for the assumed reduction in the amount of time

spent on book reading over the past decade might be

the competition from tablets, smartphones and other

screens, in addition to television and video games.

Not only book reading, but all face-to-face interaction

is compromised by time spent on screens (Uhls et al.,

2014). There is now growing evidence that screen

time is associated with adverse health, both physical

and mental. In a study by Madigan, Browne, Racine,

Mori, and Tough (2019), the results showed that

higher levels of screen time at 24 and 36 months were

significantly associated with poorer performance in

behavioural, cognitive, and social development at 36

months. In a cross-sectional study including 893 chil-

dren a positive correlation was found between hand-

held screen time and communication delays (van den

Heuvel et al., 2019). Further, in a survey with more

than 1000 parents of toddlers, the researchers found

that children who watched more videos said fewer

words (Zimmerman, Christakis, & Meltzoff, 2007).

Even though the World Health Organisation (WHO,

2019) recommends a 1-hour limit for preschool aged

children over 2 years of age and discourages screen
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time altogether for children under 2 years, it appears

that caregivers do not follow the proposed guidelines

(Vanderloo & Tucker, 2015).

In their daily encounters with children with

SLCN, speech-language pathologists (SLPs) target a

population that is likely to derive a particular benefit

from being read to. Although there is reason to

believe that general advice on book reading is fre-

quently given in Swedish speech-language pathology

services, there is a lack of a systematic approach.

There is a limited number of studies targeting reading

interventions towards children with SLCN, especially

studies also including caregivers’ compliance to and

experiences of home-based reading intervention. The

ambition of the present study is to contribute to

this field.

Study aim

The aims of the present study were twofold: first, to

investigate reading and screen time habits in a large

clinical sample of caregivers of children with SLCN

before and after an 8 week intervention focussed on

daily joint book reading and, second, to capture the

caregivers’ experiences of the activity.

Ethical considerations

The intervention provided in the study was an add-

on to ordinary speech-language pathology services.

The study was approved by the Swedish Ethical

Review Authority, No. 2019-04828

Method

Participants and procedure

In Sweden, children with SLCN are identified and

referred to speech-language pathology services at lan-

guage screenings at various key ages provided by the

publicly financed child health care services, which

reach 99% of all children (Wettergren et al., 2016).

The present study invited consecutive families whose

children were referred to speech-language pathology

services at the department of Speech and Language

Pathology, G€avle County Hospital, with the goal of

obtaining data from at least 100 consenting families.

To ensure that the clinic’s population was fully repre-

sented, all caregivers/children who met the inclusion

criteria, preschool children (aged two–six years) with

SLCN, were included. In total, the caregivers of 135

children responded to a pre-intervention survey

regarding reading to their children, children’s interest

and screen time, caregivers’ own reading habits and

visits to library before starting the reading interven-

tion. The children were 92 boys (68%) and 43 girls

(32%), with a mean age of 3.6 years (median 3.5

years; SD 0.5 years). Eighty-eight (65%) of the chil-

dren were monolingual Swedish speakers and 47 chil-

dren (35%) had another cultural background

involving other languages, with Arabic, Somali, and

Tigrinya being the most common.

The caregivers received information about the study

from their speech-language pathologist (SLP) during

their visit to the clinic, and if they were positive about

participation in the evaluation, their written consent

was obtained. The prescribed joint book reading inter-

vention was included as an add-on to the standard

assessment procedure, regardless of whether caregivers

agreed to participate in the study or not. The five par-

ticipating SLPs working with children in the clinic had

at least seven years of experience from working with

children with SLCN. They received a one-day work-

shop held by the first author with discussions and

training on how to implement the intervention.

Materials

Two interview surveys (pre- and post-intervention)

were developed through a collaboration between the

researchers, a group of three experienced clinicians

and a cultural strategist working with library develop-

ment. Two SLPs piloted the surveys on five families

and provided feedback on content and format, which

led to minor changes.

The questions in the pre-intervention survey were

included in the ordinary verbal caregiver-interview, a

standard procedure in paediatric speech and language

assessments. All questions were in Swedish. The SLPs

posed the multiple-choice questions, filled in the forms

and transcribed additional comments verbatim. The

interview survey consisted of seven questions request-

ing information about reading frequency, daily average

reading time, the child’s interest, experience of finding

books, children’s screen time frequency, daily average

screen time, library visits and caregivers’ own reading

habits (see Supplementary Material Appendix I for

details). Some caregivers were talkative and the pro-

cedure yielded a rich amount of additional informa-

tion in the free-text fields provided for each question.

The interview survey took about 10–15minutes to

complete. Some of the conversations were held with

the assistance of a professional interpreter, depending

on if need of interpreter was indicated in the referral.

In these cases, the SLP filled in the forms in Swedish

according to the interpreters’ translation.

The post-intervention interview survey was either

scheduled at the child’s ordinary follow-up appoint-

ment at the clinic, or by a telephone interview con-

ducted by the SLP eight weeks after they received the

intervention. The format depended on the child’s

additional intervention, since several of the children

were scheduled for further assessments, caregiver

communicative education or intensive speech/lan-

guage therapy. The post-intervention interview sur-

vey focussed on reading, experiences of the reading

activity and the child’s participation during the inter-

vention period and included several questions that

were correspondent with the initial survey (reading

frequency/time, child’s interest and screen time

Prescribed Joint Book Reading 3
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frequency/time; see Supplementary Material

Appendix II). Regardless of outcomes, all participants

thereafter received a book gift in appreciation of their

participation and were encouraged by the SLP to

maintain the daily book reading activity.

Intervention

The pre-intervention interview survey was followed

by an introduction to the joint book reading interven-

tion, typically at the same appointment or at one dir-

ectly following. The program emphasised an

interactive, responsive style of reading with the child,

primarily inspired by “Interactive shared book read-

ing” as described by Trivette and Dunst (2007):

“shared book reading with various strategies available

to engage the child in the activity and encourage the

child’s contributions”. The method involved various

techniques to enhance interaction during reading.

This approach did not rely as heavily on children’s

involvement as dialogic reading, although it did

emphasise reading with and not to children (Trivette

& Dunst, 2007, p. 2). The reading method was intro-

duced by a five-minute instruction video (available in

Swedish, Arabic, Somali or Tigrinya), which also

could be accessed via the County Council’s webpage

(County Council of G€avleborg, 2022). Based on the

caregivers’ previous experience of book reading

(ascertained in the surveys), the SLPs demonstrated

how to engage the child in the joint book reading

activity, e.g. the possibility of talking about, and

describing, the pictures instead of just reading the

words; how to focus on the words and on the pictures;

how to ask questions, particularly “Wh-questions”

about the story being read; how to make sounds and

noises; and, in a few cases, tangible information on

how to hold the book and sit with the child while

reading. Furthermore, information was given on how

to use elaborations and prompting expansions and

how to introduce and summarise the book to the

child. Since both the participating caregivers and the

children were heterogeneous in terms of age, linguis-

tic and general development, cultural and educational

background and previous reading experience, the

content and length of this part of the instruction var-

ied substantially. Recommendations of appropriate

books in terms of level of difficulty and stories and

pictures that promoted opportunities for rich respon-

sive interactions were given. To a large extent, the

caregivers were advised to pick book rich of pictures

with limited text and simple language. Furthermore,

child’s interest in a topic as a basis for the book being

chosen was emphasised. Also, information about the

library was provided, both orally and in writing. The

SLPs had a range of Swedish children’s books, chosen

by a library developer and a group of SLPs, to dem-

onstrate to the caregivers during the visits. However,

an important principle behind the joint book reading

intervention was that it is possible to engage in book

reading from almost any book with pictures. This was

particularly important for bilingual families with

access to few books in their native tongue, of whom

many had reported that they had to read to their chil-

dren in Swedish. Hence, the importance of joint book

reading in their native tongue were emphasised.

Furthermore, the SLPs had a talk about child screen

time with each family based on the WHO recommen-

dations. More explicit advice on screen time limits

were given to those who had reported lengthy

amounts of daily screen time exceeding two hours.

Finally, a folder in plain language was given to the

caregivers, setting out the essential aspects of joint

book reading in bullet points, also containing contact

information and the SLP’s written information on

book recommendations (County Council of

G€avleborg, 2022). The caregivers were encouraged

to visit the library and to show the folder to a librarian

in the children’s section, to get help with finding

appropriate books. The caregivers were then carefully

told to read for at least 10minutes on a daily basis,

and that a follow-up interview would take place after

approximately eight weeks. All-in-all approximately

30–45minutes were spent on the introduction to the

joint book reading intervention.

Analysis

The first author compiled all the paper-based sur-

vey responses also including free-text comments

from the participating SLPs. All children were

given a code number and data was transferred to a

secure server. The data were expressed with

descriptive statistics. Due to the skewed distribu-

tion and ordinal data, non-parametric methods

were used: a two-tailed Wilcoxon signed-rank test

for comparisons of reading habits, children’s inter-

est, screen time frequency and screen time before

and after intervention. p-values <0.05 were consid-

ered statistically significant and effect sizes 0.5–0.8

were considered medium to strong (Cohen, 1988).

All statistical analyses were performed using SPSS
# Windows version 27.

Additionally, a thematic analysis was conducted

by the first author for identifying patterns within

the qualitative data of the free-text comments given

in Swedish (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The first step

of the analyses was the first author getting familiar

with the data by reading the transcriptions of the

free-text comments. Next, comments were organ-

ised relating to the themes that corresponded with

the survey questions. Only themes that yielded

more than 20 comments were included. However, a

majority of the comments aligned with identified

themes. Thereafter sub-themes were identified

under each theme and thereafter reviewed and ana-

lysed. The thematic analysis was cross-checked by

the second author and verbatim quotes, translated

into English by the first author, are provided to

illustrate the major themes.
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Result

Before the intervention

Fifteen caregivers (11%) said in their responses that

they never read to their children. The other 120 care-

givers reported variable reading frequency and vari-

able time spent reading per day with a mean of

11.4minutes (SD 9.5). A daily use of screens was

seen in a vast majority (91.1%) of the participating

children. Only one caregiver (<1%) reported no use

of screens at all. The daily average screen time for the

other 134 children ranges from 10 to 360 minutes,

with a mean time of 124minutes (SD 81). Results

from the other questions regarding reading habits are

presented in Table I.

Themes identified pre-intervention

Thematic analysis of the optional free-text data from

the pre-intervention questions that yielded more than

20 comments identified five themes with sub-themes,

see Table II. Verbatim quotes are provided to illus-

trate the major themes.

Child’s interest

The comments showed that while 13 children took

their own initiative throughout book reading, twenty

(15%) were not interested in the activity and walked

away during the reading or only managed to listen for

a while before losing focus. One caregiver stated: “He

is not interested in reading with us, he can only pay atten-

tion when he reads with his grandma.”

Finding appropriate books

The comments given in connection to the question

about finding books indicate that 22 children pre-

ferred books on specific topics such as vehicles or ani-

mals, whereas 10 preferred books without any text.

One caregiver commented that: “out of 200 books in

our house, he is only interested in five.”

Screen time

Nine children had constant access to different types

of screens, but others (8 children) were restricted to

television/videos only. One caregiver stated: “We need

to have his Ipad at the dining table, otherwise he won’t

Table I. Family book reading and screen time habits, results from the pre-intervention survey, numbers (%), n¼135.

Question areas
Alternative

1
Alternative

2
Alternative

3
Alternative

4
Alternative

5
Alternative

6

Frequency
of reading

Never 1–3 times/month 1–2 times/week 3–4 times/week 5–6 times/week Daily

15 (11.1 %) 22 (16.3 %) 20 (14.8 %) 23 (17 %) 11 (8.1 %) 45 (33.3 %)
Child’s interest in

book reading
Not interested Somewhat

interested
Interested Very interested

13 (9.6 %) 28 (20.7 %) 41 (30.4 %) 53 (39.3 %)
Finding

appropriate
books

Very hard Hard Fairly easy Very easy

16 (11.9 %) 25 (18.5 %) 59 (43.7 %) 35 (25.9 %)
Visits to libraries Never 1–3 times/year Monthly Once a week

65 (48.1 %) 36 (26.7%) 28 (20.7 %) 6 (4.4 %)
Screen

time frequency
Never 1–3 times/month 1–2 times/week 3–4 times/week 5–6 times/week Daily

1 (0.7 %) 1 (0.7 %) 2 (1.5 %) 4 (3 %) 4 (3 %) 123 (91.1 %)
Caregivers’ own

reading
habits
(1audiobooks)

Never 1–3 times/month 1–2 times/week 3–4 times/week 5–6 times/week Daily

82 (60.7 %) 17 (12.6 %) 9 (6.7 %) 6 (4.4 %) 3 (2.2 %) 18 (13.3 %)

Table II. Themes and subthemes related to the questions in the pre-intervention interview survey identified in analysis of the

free-text data.

Main Theme Sub-themes
No of

comments

Children’s interest Children taking own initiative
Children not interested
Children interested for a while and then losing interest

13
12
8

Finding appropriate books Children preferring books on specific topics
Children preferring books without text

22
10

screen time Constant access to screens
TV/videos only
YouTube as tool for learning

9
8
5

Library visits Frequent visitors
Not visiting/no knowledge of what the library could offer
Preferring buying own books

13
5

13
Caregivers’ own reading Not finding time

Using audio-books
Having reading difficulties/dyslexia

18
12
5

Prescribed Joint Book Reading 5



eat.” Five caregivers used YouTube videos to teach

their children letters or English.

Library visits

With regards to library visits, comments demon-

strated that 13 participants were regular library visi-

tors and frequently used their services/children’s

activities, whereas 13 said that they preferred to buy

their own books. Five stated that they had never been

to the library and one participant said: “I did not

know that they had books in Arabic, I have never been

there even though we live nearby.”

Caregivers’ own reading

When asked about their own reading habits, 18 of the

caregivers (13%) reported that they wanted to read

but did not have the time. A quote from one of them

was: “We both love to read, but it’s impossible to find the

time with small children in the house.”

Twelve reported that they regularly listened to

audio books. Five of the caregivers stated that they

had dyslexia or some other disability that presented

an impediment to their own reading.

After the intervention

A total of 107 caregivers from the 135 families

enrolled (79%) also provided answers to the post-

intervention questionnaire. Attrition was mainly

because the work with the post-intervention survey

was stopped after reaching 110 respondents. In three

of these cases, the SLPs did not succeed in re-con-

tacting the caregivers. Among the attending respond-

ents, 70 were boys (65%) and 37 were girls (35%).

Seventy-four (69%) were monolingual Swedish

speakers and 33 (31%) had a bilingual background.

For the follow-up survey, diagnostic information was

gathered from the children’s medical records. Fifty-

nine (55%) of the children were considered to have

developmental language disorders, 17 (16%) had

other linguistic problems, not yet specified, 13 (12%)

had speech sound disorders and 11 (10%) did not

fulfil the criteria for any speech-language pathology

diagnosis. All 107 respondents now stated that they

were reading to their children at least a couple of

times per month, compared to 89% before the inter-

vention. A majority of the participants (53.3%) stated

that they read on a daily basis and another 17.8%

that they read 5–6 times/week. Also, the reported

daily mean reading time had increased by 5.5

minutes, from 11.4 minutes (SD 9.5) to 16.9 minutes

(SD 9.3) and this difference was statistically signifi-

cant (p < 0.001). Reported screen time frequency did

not change, but the mean daily average screen time

decreased significantly from a mean of 119 (SD 79)

minutes to 88.7 (SD 70.2) minutes (p < 0.001).

Results from the other questions regarding reading

habits are presented in Table III.

The Wilcoxon signed-rank test demonstrated

strong significant differences between four out of five

recurring variables with medium to high effect sizes,

see Table IV. There was no difference in screen time

prevalence before and after the intervention.

Themes identified post-intervention

In the thematic analysis of the optional free-text data

from the post-intervention interview survey six

themes with sub-themes were identified, see Table V.

Table III. Post-intervention family book reading and screen time habits, results from the post-intervention survey, numbers

(%), n¼107.

Question areas
Alternative

1
Alternative

2
Alternative

3
Alternative

4
Alternative

5
Alternative

6

Frequency of reading
during the
intervention

Never 1–3 times/month 1–2 times/week 3–4 times/week 5–6 times/week Daily

0 6 (5.6 %) 8 (7.5 %) 17 (15.9 %) 19 (17.8 %) 57 (53.3 %)
Child’s interest

during
book reading

Not interested Somewhat
interested

Interested Very interested

0 2 (1.9 %) 21 (19.6%) 84 (78.5%)
Finding

appropriate books
Very hard Hard Fairly easy Very easy

2 (1.9%) 22 (20.6) 39 (36.4%) 44 (41.1%)
Joint experiences

of reading
Hard/tough OK Fun/rewarding

3 (2.8 %) 30 (28 %) 73 (68.2 %)
Usage of tools

provided by
the SLP

No Yes, often Yes, every time

7 (6.5%) 50 (46.7%) 50 (46.7%)
Caregivers’

perception of
child’s language

No change Yes, some
improvement

Yes, a great
improvement

12 (11.2%) 47 (43.9%) 48 (44.9%)
Visits to libraries No visits Yes, once Yes, a couple

of times
54 (50.5%) 9 (8.4%) 44 (41%)

Screen time
frequency

Never 1–3 times/month 1–2 times/week 3–4 times/week 5–6 times/week Daily

1 (0.9%) 3 (2.8%) 2 (1.9%) 6 (5.6%) 4 (3.7%) 91 (85%)
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Supporting quotes for each theme are pre-

sented below.

Change in interest and change in frequency

Eighteen (17%) caregivers reported that their children

had a greater interest in book reading now in compari-

son to before the intervention. However, 10 (9%)

caregivers reported that their children had problems

remaining focussed during reading. Twenty-eight

(26%) caregivers said that their children initiated read-

ing more often now and 10 reported that they had

read often but that the children had wanted to read

even more. A quote that shed light on this was: “We

try to read every other day now and wish we could read

more, but it is hard to find the time with three children, two

of whom have special needs.”

Use of tools suggested by the SLP

Subthemes on the usage of tools provided by the

SLPs demonstrate that the interactive part of the

intervention was reported as the biggest improve-

ment, commented by 21 caregivers. Ten caregivers

said that the concrete proposals on appropriate books

constituted the most important message. Nine of the

bilingual caregivers commented on the recommenda-

tion as regards reading/talking about the pictures in

their native tongue as the most meaningful experi-

ence. One of them said: “His younger brother has also

benefited from the book reading activity.”

Access to books

Thirteen caregivers commented that they had left the

folder at their library and had got books based on the

recommendations. One caregiver commented: “I

have got myself a library card now.” Other subthemes

were that they had the books they needed at home or

that they got books from a book club or hambur-

ger restaurant.

Screen time

There were in total 30 comments on screen time.

Sixteen caregivers reported that they had been more

restrictive about screen-time after receiving advice

from the SLP. Five said that they wished that they

could be more restrictive. One caregiver said: “Using

the tablet is the only activity that makes my hyperactive

child calm down.” However, nine caregivers reported

an increase in screens/constant availability of screens.

Speech and language development

When asked whether they noticed any difference in

their child’s speech and language, seventeen com-

ments of improved vocabulary, intelligibility and pro-

nunciation were given. One father made the following

comment: “We also took some training pictures from the

SLP to work with at home. We got a picture of a gun, and

he was supposed to say /k/, but all he said was “bang” –

we did not understand how to use them. It is the joint book

reading and the modelling correction that has worked as

training at home.”

Discussion

The present study was conducted to examine book

reading and screen time habits of a consecutive sam-

ple of caregivers of children with SLCN before and

after an 8 week joint book reading intervention by the

Table V. Themes and subthemes related to the questions in the post-intervention interview survey identified in analysis of the free-

text data.

Main theme Sub-themes
No of

comments

Change in interest Children more interested now than before 18
Children still only interested for a while and then losing interest 10

Change in reading frequency Initiated reading more often 28
An increased frequency but wanted to read even more 10

Use of tools suggested by the SLP Interactive reading style 21
Book recommendations 10
Reading/talking about the pictures in their native tongue 9

Access to books From the library 13
Books at home 10
Books from hamburger restaurants and book clubs 10

Screen-time Caregivers being more restrictive about screen-time now 16
Caregivers wishing, they could be more restrictive 5
Caregivers using screens even more now 9

Language development during the intervention Improved vocabulary 7
Improved intelligibility 6
Better pronunciation 4

Table IV. Results (mean, SD, p-value, z-value and effect size) for comparable items before and after the intervention.

Before the intervention After the intervention
Mean (SD) Mean (SD) p-value z-value Effect size

Frequency of reading 3.96 (1.85) 5.06 (1.2) <0.001 –5.365 –0.51865
Reading time (minutes) per session 11.41 (6.57) 17.03 (9.4) <0.001 –5.541 –0.53567
Interest in book reading 2.99 (1.24) 3.76 (0.47) <0.001 –8.105 –0.78354
Screen time frequency 5.8 (0.58) 5.64 (0.99) ns –1.474 –0.1425
Daily average screen time 123.07 (102.12) 91.21 (74.9) <0.001 –3.674 –0.35518
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use of two interview surveys, one pre-intervention

and one post-intervention. A second purpose was to

capture the caregivers’ experiences of the activity.

The target group has previously been assumed to

spend less time on book reading than their peers with

typical development (Kalnak et al., 2012).

Book reading, screen time habits and experiences

of the library varied considerably among the 135 fam-

ilies enrolled in the present study. However, the

reported reading frequency pre-intervention indi-

cated meagre reading in comparison to the results

from national reading surveys (e.g. LegiLexi

Foundation, 2019; Nielsen Book Research, 2018).

Moreover, the results from the pre-intervention inter-

view survey revealed that a majority of the caregivers

never pursued book reading of their own, and nearly

half said that they never visit the library. These find-

ings are consistent with previous research discussing

that caregivers of children with SLCN are less likely

to view home literacy experiences as important

(Skibbe et al., 2008). Five caregivers in the present

study spontaneously commented on own reading

problems/dyslexia, aligning well with studies indicat-

ing language and literacy difficulties among caregivers

of children with SLCN as potential reasons for lim-

ited reading (Kalnak et al., 2012). Low reading fre-

quencies have been demonstrated to be associated

with poor socio-economic status (Kreider et al.,

2011) and have also been discussed as a red flag for

multiple disadvantages (Taylor et al., 2016). All in all,

the results from the present study verified what has

previously been reported: that the caregivers of chil-

dren with SLCN might need encouragement and

support to be able to implement interactive book

reading regarding both the frequency of the reading

(Lavelli et al., 2019) and the strategies employed

(Kaderavek, Pentimonti, & Justice, 2014). Together,

these aspects emphasise the need for SLPs to provide

individualised advice on book reading (and associated

factors), as well as an intervention that is partially

customised for each particular family.

After eight weeks of prescribed joint book reading

intervention, significant improvements to several

parameters were reported by the caregivers in the

interview survey: increase in reading frequency,

increase in reading time and improvements in the

children’s interest. Previous research on the outcomes

of caregiver-implemented reading interventions tar-

geting children with SLCN are mixed, demonstrating

improvements of word-learning and production

(Crowe et al., 2004; Dale et al., 1996), moderate

advances of child engagement and no evident

improvements of conversational participation and

mean length of utterance (Lavelli et al., 2019). In the

present study, most of the caregivers found the strat-

egies of the intervention helpful or very helpful, and

very few reported that their children were only some-

what interested in the reading activity. It has been

demonstrated that caregivers of children with SLCN

are less emotionally supportive (Skibbe et al., 2010)

and ask less open-ended questions during book read-

ing compared to other caregivers (Crowe, 2000).

Customised advice on these issues are key ingredients

of the joint book reading intervention which might

have contributed to the reported positive outcomes.

It has previously been described that appropriate

books in terms of reading level and text complexity

might enhance children’s literacy engagement

(Kaderavek et al., 2014) alongside with books that

capture the child’s interest (Trivette & Dunst, 2007).

The caregivers’ comments highlighted the benefits of

the advice about appropriate books, indicating that

many had previously chosen books that were too

advanced. It might then seem a bit contradictory that

10 caregivers commented that their children were not

being able to concentrate during book reading. One

explanation to this could be that the caregivers separ-

ate the question of the children’s interest from their

ability to attend to the activity. Additionally, nine

comments from the caregivers with Swedish as their

second language revealed that they had now started

reading in their mother tongue, emphasising the

importance of thorough advice on this.

Retrospectively, it is difficult to say whether there was

a key factor for the reported benefits within the inter-

vention. The thematic analyses indicate that the

“joint” or interactive component (the explicit advice

on how to interact while reading) was of predominant

significance, particularly since it may be difficult for

caregivers to know how and when to use strategies to

create a fruitful reading experience (Crowe, 2000). It

has previously been reported that interactive reading

techniques and procedures pave the way for routine,

everyday book reading with typically developed chil-

dren (Trivette & Dunst, 2007) and that book related

talk and dialogue support children’s engagement

(Fitton, McIlraith, & Wood, 2018). These positive

effects, however, seem to be more moderate in studies

involving children with SLCN and their caregivers

(Fitton et al., 2018; Lavelli et al., 2019). As to the

results of the present study, it might be the case that

the number and the level of strategies and advice

employed was sufficient for the caregivers.

Screens and screen time are potential threats to

interaction in general and to book reading (both care-

giver-child book reading and to the caregiver’s own

reading). The children enrolled in the present study

spent a substantial time/day in front of screens, with a

mean well exceeding the WHO recommendation of

one hour for this particular age group (2019), also

post-intervention. In the pre-intervention survey, 75

children were reported to spend� two hours per day

in front of their screens, and the SLPs were able, in

those cases, to provide more explicit information

about screen time based on the WHO recommenda-

tions, as a part of the intervention. At the time of the

post-intervention interview survey, screen time fre-

quency was equivalent. Nonetheless, there was a
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significant decrease in the daily time spent in front of

screens. Still, it must be noted that 30 children were

reported to use screens� two hours per day and 13

children had a screen time exceeding three hours. A

growing body of research discuss the correlation

between screen time and poorer language develop-

ment (e.g. van den Heuvel et al., 2019; Madigan

et al., 2019). The free-text comments indicate that

several caregivers seem to be torn between their

knowledge of the disadvantages of screen time and

the fact that the screens facilitate their everyday lives.

Altogether, it is important that SLPs routinely ask

families of children with SLCN about screen time

and screen time habits and provide thorough advice

as a standard procedure.

Even though this study was not a feasibility study

in its own right, this is an important issue to discuss.

If speech-language pathology treatment is provided

by thorough proxies such as caregivers, it is required

that methodical instructions are given by an experi-

enced SLP and that caregivers have sufficient time

and dedication (Roulstone et al., 2015). Previous

studies have demonstrated discouraging results of

indirect treatment approaches unless those carrying

out the intervention are well-trained, supported and

monitored by the SLP (Ebbels, McCartney, Slonims,

Dockrell, & Frazier Norbury, 2019). One might dis-

cuss if joint book reading has an advantage over sev-

eral other home-based linguistic exercises such as

vocabulary card games, through occurring in a more

ecologically valid context, at least for many families.

Altogether, the reported outcomes of the intervention

and the caregivers’ free-text comments indicate that

the prescribed joint book reading intervention was

acceptable. It was also possible to carry out the inter-

vention within ordinary clinical conditions and the

package can be said to be culturally adaptable. Thus,

prescribed joint book reading can be discussed to be a

feasible method to include in speech-language path-

ology services towards children with SLCN. Given

the positive outcome of this pragmatic study, further

rigorously designed controlled studies reporting pre-

and post-intervention results on language measures

to evaluate the effectiveness of this intervention pack-

age is needed.

Limitations

Several limitations to the present study deserve to be

acknowledged. Since the results are self-reported by

the caregivers, there is a risk that the reports on read-

ing and screen time pre- and post-intervention do not

reflect the actual circumstances in some cases, even

though the SLPs informed all the participants about

their medical confidentiality. It would have been

beneficial to measure the quality of the interactions in

the reading pre- and post-intervention and to observe

and measure the change in parents’ book reading

practices, which could be directions for future

research. There was also an increased risk of

reporting biases when letting the treating SLPs com-

plete the survey. This is a clear limitation, but the pro-

cedure facilitated the collecting of information from a

representative sample of the families of children with

SLCN that come to speech-language pathology clin-

ics in Sweden. The option of giving the caregivers a

survey to fill in anonymously was initially considered.

However, that procedure would have ruled out a pro-

portion of the caregivers, since individuals of lower

SES are less likely to participate in surveys than indi-

viduals of a higher SES (Demarest et al., 2013). It

must also be noted as limitation that the surveys

would have benefitted from including also neutral

options for some questions.

Another limitation is that the SLP-led demonstra-

tions of joint book reading were not explicitly defined

or structured in terms of length and explicit content

(in terms of what exactly to say). Besides the film and

the folder, the SLPs were instructed to go through

the components of joint book reading on a level that

suited the actual caregivers’ previous experience of

reading, focussing on interaction, daily reading, and

books of a suitable level. Although this was a key

ingredient of the intervention, it also opens up for

individual interpretations. Three families did not

show up on their follow-up visits and were not reach-

able on telephone, thus constituting true loss of data.

They all had in common that they were families in

need for an interpreter and with little reading experi-

ence pre-intervention. One might discuss compliance

bias associated with this attrition. There is an ongoing

discussion of the importance of cultural safety to

achieve equitable education or care delivery (Curtis

et al., 2019). It would have been advantageous to

examine the impact of the SLPs’ own culture on the

clinical interactions in order to acknowledging bar-

riers to clinical effectiveness, something that could be

a direction for future research.

An additional comment is that the intervention

mostly took place during the Covid-19 pandemic.

Although there were no lockdowns or changes in the

Swedish public health policy for children, the pan-

demic might have been a restraining factor regarding

library visits. It might also have favoured reading fre-

quency and screen time since families probably spent

more time at home. Finally, it is impossible to derive

the improvements in caregivers’ perceptions of the

child’s language from the prescribed joint book read-

ing, since some were enrolled in other SLP-led inter-

vention program during the 8 week period. It is also

impossible to rule out general language development

in part of the children. Longer term follow-up is

needed to determine whether these apparent changes

in book reading habits were limited to the time frame

of the intervention or not.

Implications

Many caregivers of children with SLCN need support

to improve their frequency of book reading and

Prescribed Joint Book Reading 9



reduce screen time. Therefore it is important that

SLPs in healthcare settings provide systematic and

individualised advice about joint book reading, other

factors related to reading and screen time and pro-

mote daily reading. It is likely that all early childhood

professionals working with children with SLCN with

rather simple means can encourage caregivers to

employ interactive book reading together with their

children and at the same time reduce screen time.

Given the previous reports on the benefits of a holistic

approach to working with children with low levels of

book reading (e.g. Taylor et al., 2016), a close collab-

oration between SLPs and other professionals sup-

porting these children, in nurseries, libraries and

healthcare institutions, is crucial.

Conclusion

The results of the present study indicate that an SLP-

managed, caregiver-led joint book reading interven-

tion might have a positive impact on reading, factors

related to reading and screen time for children with

SLCN. Caregivers reported acceptance and positive

experiences which further add to the conclusion that

the intervention is feasible and can be included within

speech-language pathology services at low cost. More

research is needed in order to trace the key ingre-

dients of the joint book reading intervention and

long-term effects.
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