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Abstract
Language skills during the preschool years are important for cognitive and social development, learning, and well-
being, especially for children that are less proficient in the language that peers and teachers use for communication and
teaching, known as the majority language. The overall aim of this thesis is to explore the effect of a practice-embedded
introduction of dialogic reading in preschool, a method that engages children in conversation, using language-promoting
strategies. Teachers performed dialogic reading for 85 five-year-old children in preschools. Children's linguistic progress
was observed, while also recording their self-reported state of well-being. Based on the theme of language and well-being
in early education, three studies were conducted.

In Study I, a British well-being measure for young students, “How I Feel About My School (HIFAMS),” was translated,
validated, and assessed for psychometric properties. In total, N = 228 children self-reported their well-being in early
education. Study I included a combined sample of school-aged children (n = 143) and a preschool sample (n = 85), where
the latter also participated in Study II and Study III. Study I confirmed a one-factor structure of HIFMAS in a confirmatory
factor analysis with good model fit. The results showed that the HIFAMS can be used in Sweden to measure child well-
being in preschool and early school years.

In Study II, structural equation modeling was used to examine the relationship between language skills and self-reported
well-being among preschoolers (N = 85). The assessment of language skills comprised both narrative and vocabulary
abilities, while well-being was measured by HIFAMS. Language background (home language exposure) and gender were
examined in relation to language abilities and well-being. Study II discovered no association between language skills and
well-being. Children with a non-Swedish language use at home (additional language learners) displayed similar narrative
skills but had less vocabulary. The results of Study II align with previous research, highlighting the significance of extensive
language exposure for children whose home language differs from the language encountered in preschool.

In Study III, language development and child well-being were analyzed after a dialogic reading intervention. Ten
preschool teachers delivered the intervention in small groups (four to eight children). The teachers performed the dialogic
reading during two periods, and the children at each preschool were randomized to attend direct (group A) or delayed
intervention (group B). The outcome measures were the same as in Study II and assessed pre-, mid-, and post-intervention.
Study III showed that children improved their language skills after engaging in a dialogic reading intervention, with
improvements regardless of language background. The well-being remained steady during the course of the trial.

Taken together, the results of these three studies indicate that language development in terms of vocabulary can be
promoted by dialogic reading, and children that are additional language learners show a similar progression as their peers.
Furthermore, these studies show that self-reported well-being can be measured in the early education context and that
children’s self-perceived well-being in preschool was not associated with early language skills. The implications of these
studies and the significance of the results for educational practice are addressed.
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Abstract 

Language skills during the preschool years are important for cognitive and 

social development, learning, and well-being, especially for children that are 

less proficient in the language that peers and teachers use for communication 

and teaching, known as the majority language. The overall aim of this thesis 

is to explore the effect of a practice-embedded introduction of dialogic reading 

in preschool, a method that engages children in conversation, using language-

promoting strategies. Teachers performed dialogic reading for 85 five-year-

old children in preschools. Children’s linguistic progress was observed, while 

also recording their self-reported state of well-being. Based on the theme of 

language and well-being in early education, three studies were conducted.  

In Study I, a British well-being measure for young students, “How I Feel 

About My School (HIFAMS),” was translated, validated, and assessed for 

psychometric properties. In total, N = 228 children self-reported their well-

being in early education. Study I included a combined sample of school-aged 

children (n = 143) and a preschool sample (n = 85), where the latter also par-

ticipated in Study II and Study III. Study I confirmed a one-factor structure of 

HIFMAS in a confirmatory factor analysis with good model fit. The results 

showed that the HIFAMS can be used in Sweden to measure child well-being 

in preschool and early school years. 

In Study II, structural equation modeling was used to examine the relation-

ship between language skills and self-reported well-being among preschoolers 

(N = 85). The assessment of language skills comprised both narrative and vo-

cabulary abilities, while well-being was measured by HIFAMS. Language 

background (home language exposure) and gender were examined in relation 

to language abilities and well-being. Study II discovered no association be-

tween language skills and well-being. Children with a non-Swedish language 

use at home (additional language learners) displayed similar narrative skills 

but had less vocabulary. The results of Study II align with previous research, 

highlighting the significance of extensive language exposure for children 

whose home language differs from the language encountered in preschool. 



In Study III, language development and child well-being were analyzed af-

ter a dialogic reading intervention. Ten preschool teachers delivered the inter-

vention in small groups (four to eight children). The teachers performed the 

dialogic reading during two periods, and the children at each preschool were 

randomized to attend direct (group A) or delayed intervention (group B). The 

outcome measures were the same as in Study II and assessed pre-, mid-, and 

post-intervention. Study III showed that children improved their language 

skills after engaging in a dialogic reading intervention, with improvements 

regardless of language background. The well-being remained steady during 

the course of the trial. 

Taken together, the results of these three studies indicate that language de-

velopment in terms of vocabulary can be promoted by dialogic reading, and 

children that are additional language learners show a similar progression as 

their peers. Furthermore, these studies show that self-reported well-being can 

be measured in the early education context and that children’s self-perceived 

well-being in preschool was not associated with early language skills. The im-

plications of these studies and the significance of the results for educational 

practice are addressed. 

 

Keywords: dialogic reading, language development, early childhood edu-

cation, child well-being, vocabulary, narrative skills, professional devel-

opment, universal intervention   
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Chapter 1: Introduction and aims 

During early childhood education and all subsequent stages of life, language 

drives socialization, learning, and thinking. In other words, language has a 

wide influence on several aspects of life that affect the ability to communicate 

with others. It is widely acknowledged that language proficiency plays a cru-

cial role in the emotional and behavioral advancement of children (e.g., Girard 

et al., 2017; Hendry et al., 2016; Rose et al., 2018). Language has also been 

linked to well-being, especially for children with limited language skills (Law, 

Charlton, & Asmussen, 2017). In relation to the signs of declining quality in 

early childhood education, teachers need effective tools and methods to sup-

port and understand the development of child language and well-being. Early 

intervention actions have the potential to support teachers in their practice as 

well as children's developmental trajectory. 

In the current thesis, I will, through practice-embedded research, explore 

and illuminate the relationship between language skills and the well-being of 

children aged five, based on a sample with a high proportion of additional 

language learners. I will explain this link through the three studies. Study I is 

a validation study in the Swedish context for a measure to assess children's 

self-reported well-being in a combined preschool and school sample of 228 

participants. Study II explores the connection between language and well-be-

ing for the preschool sample of 85 children. Language skills are examined by 

vocabulary breadth and depth and the narrative of telling and comprehension. 

The relationship between language and well-being is further explored by as-

sessing its relationship with gender and language background. In Study III, 

the 85 preschool children were cluster randomized to direct or delayed reading 

intervention, aiming to examine effects on language development with a con-

comitant assessment of well-being. The intervention conducted in Study III is 

part of a professional development program under the concept of early inter-

vention within special education. Throughout the thesis and within each study, 

potential gender differences are examined. Exploring gender and potential dif-

ferences is motivated by the gender equality goals as stated by the Organiza-

tion for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD, 2017b) and United 

Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF, 2021). 
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Aims and objectives 

The overall aim of the present thesis was to explore the effect of a language 

intervention in preschool for children aged five after their teachers had under-

gone professional development. This general aim stems from challenges in 

practice, where teachers request effective practices to support language devel-

opment, particularly for children that learn Swedish as an additional language. 

Intensive book reading is used as a language intervention in an inclusive pre-

school setting, where all children attend and can potentially benefit from par-

ticipation. Guided by principles of sustainability, this introduction to intensive 

book reading is supported by special education teachers while teachers per-

form the intervention. The overall aim was in line with an inclusive approach, 

targeting a universal level of special education support. The exploration of the 

intervention scope includes both general and targeted aspects of language 

skills that are part of the intervention and the self-perceived well-being in the 

preschool environment (See Figure 1 for an overview). 

Aims of each study 

Aim of Study I 

Study I, which examined self-reported well-being in the early educational con-

text, aimed to explore how children perceive their preschool environment in 

terms of well-being from a subjective perspective.  

Aim of Study II 

In Study II, regarding the self-reported well-being and language skills in pre-

school, the purpose was to examine the relationship between language and 

well-being for a sample with a high concentration of additional language 

learners. The focus was to examine the influence of language background and 

gender on language skills and well-being. 

Aim of Study III 

The aim of Study III, concerning early intervention in preschool, was to eval-

uate the effects of a short, intensive universal language dialogic reading inter-

vention for five-year-old children involving daily picture book reading in 

small groups, implemented by regular preschool teachers who received pro-

fessional development prior to the intervention and coaching during it. The 

effects of the intervention were tested on standardized vocabulary measures, 
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vocabulary depth, and narrative skills. Another aim was to explore the influ-

ence of gender and language background in relation to attending dialogic read-

ing classes. 

 
Figure 1 

An overview of the research included in this thesis 

 

Note. ECE = Early Childhood Education  
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Rationale 

Early childhood education of high quality has the potential to provide positive 

long-term outcomes for children, especially those from disadvantaged back-

grounds (Heckman, 2006; Sylva et al., 2010; Taguma et al., 2013). And for a 

long period, Swedish early childhood education has been described as having 

the highest standards (OECD, 2001, 2015). However, over the last decade, 

there have been signs of declining preschool education quality and equity in 

Sweden (SOU, 2020; SSI, 2017, 2018). The identified issues include, but are 

not limited to: teaching, the absence of systematic evaluations of quality, a 

lack of everyday methods that are built on empirical and scientific knowledge, 

and a lack of professional development (SSI, 2018). This inequity is particu-

larly concerning with regard to children that do not encounter the language of 

instruction at home (i.e. another language use in home than the one used for 

teaching in school) living in areas of social disadvantage, as they have been 

found to lag behind already in the second grade of primary school (Fälth et al., 

2022). Data suggest that this gap persists during compulsory school, with ap-

proximately 40% of children with another first language than Swedish in 

grades 4 to 9 exhibiting weak reading comprehension compared to their ma-

jority speaking peers (Mullis et al., 2023; OECD, 2013, 2019a; Swedish Na-

tional Agency for Education, 2017). To lessen the early signs of inequity, one 

possible solution is to improve the quality of early childhood education and 

equip children with the necessary skills for further academic learning and 

achievement. 

During preschool age, the development of oral language skills is important 

as it lays the foundation for learning to learn (Eadie, 2022; McKean & Reilly, 

2023). Prominent features of an oral language-promoting environment consist 

of sustained conversation where teachers initiate interaction and prompt more 

verbal responses from children (Hansen & Broekhuizen, 2021; Hindman et 

al., 2022; Justice et al., 2018). These practices may occur in shared reading, 

specifically in dialogic reading (Whitehurst et al., 1988). Dialogic reading is 

an evidence-based practice that is widely used internationally and to the great-

est extent in the USA (Kennedy & McLoughlin, 2023; Pillinger & Vardy, 

2022; Towson et al., 2017). Despite being considered an evidence-based prac-

tice (What Works Clearinghouse, 2007), there are still several questions that 

require further exploration and study. One concerns the lack of consistency in 

the reporting on teacher training and introduction. Regarding teacher training 

and introduction, few studies have combined all the recommended practices 

of dialogic reading (Towson et al., 2017). Furthermore, the level of fidelity is 
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not clearly reported, i.e., to what extent the practices have been carried out as 

intended. As a result, it is difficult to determine the methods’ effectiveness. 

Another aspect of dialogic reading that requires further investigation is the 

inconsistent quality of previous studies, which encompass both the design 

(previous lack of randomized trials) and outcome measures (high concentra-

tion on only vocabulary). 

Research suggests that intentional teaching targeting specific learning-ori-

ented goals is most effective in developing child language and literacy (Sher-

idan & Gjems, 2017; Siraj et al., 2023). An engaged teacher creates a support-

ive learning environment by planning activities with educational intent while 

taking account of children's interests, experiences, and curiosity. To accom-

plish this, it is imperative that educators have a thorough understanding of 

developmentally appropriate teaching strategies that facilitate the achieve-

ment of language and learning objectives within the curriculum. (Nasiopoulou 

et al., 2023). 

Promoting children's oral languages in preschool through dialogic reading 

is important from two perspectives. First, it has the potential to strengthen the 

oral language skills that will be necessary in the present for socializing and 

learning, but also from the longer perspective it is important for building a 

foundation for further development. Second, exploring the introduction of di-

alogic reading is also beneficial for teachers. Through their exposure to lan-

guage-enhancing strategies, teachers become informed of the techniques and 

methodologies necessary for language development. This includes under-

standing the essence of these practices, how to plan their implementation, and 

how to execute them effectively. The introduction of dialogic reading in pre-

school also provides teachers with a tangible example of teaching, which is a 

recent concept in Swedish early childhood education. 

Delimitations 

The current thesis has a collective focus on language development and well-

being in preschool, meaning that other forms of support are not mutually ex-

clusive in relation to dialogic reading. Thus, special education is presented 

from the perspective of proactive actions to minimize the need for future sup-

port provision. The dialogic reading in this thesis is considered a universal 

intervention that can be offered to all children, whereas other forms of support 

can and will be necessary on an individual level. 
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Chapter 2: Background 

 

 

In this chapter, I will define and contextualize key concepts of this thesis, per-

tinent to understanding its overall composition. The purpose of this section is 

to build a framework for how inclusive special education in early childhood 

can be understood. To begin with, language and well-being are described, 

along with some of their associated aspects in relation to early childhood. 

Then, I will introduce early childhood education, special education, and the 

current knowledge about reading in preschool. The final part of this chapter 

concerns the description of the intervention method that is central to this the-

sis, dialogic reading. I will also demonstrate how these concepts relate to prior 

research, and their relationship to the Swedish Education Act, curriculum for 

the preschool (Lpfö2018), and international assessment from the OECD.  

Language development 

Language is a system of communication that is suggested to begin its devel-

opment even before birth and affects several aspects of our everyday lives. 

Language permeates human life, from the social realm of establishing friend-

ships to the intricate description of abstract constructs. In other words, lan-

guage is a system that we use as a tool for communication. The language sys-

tem can be subdivided into entities of phonology, morphology, semantics, 

syntax, and pragmatics. All of these components are used in an interplay with 

the receiver of a communicative intent. 

Language development is thought to be the result of an interplay between 

contextual and genetic components (Bergelson et al., 2023; Dale et al., 2015; 

Levickis et al., 2023; Pinto et al., 2013; Weisleder & Fernald, 2013). Language 

development is furthermore linked to socioeconomic background, as meas-

ured by parental income and education (Hoff, 2003; Huttenlocher et al., 2010; 

Janus & Duku, 2007; Lervåg et al., 2019). During the preschool years, lan-

guage ability seems to be represented by a unitary construct (Hjetland et al., 
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2020) that, during school years, may become multidimensional (Foorman et 

al., 2015; Language and Reading Research Consortium, 2015). We will also, 

in a coming section, return to language development for children who learn 

several languages during their lives. 

By following language development from an early age to later stages in 

life, longitudinal research has identified that language development is difficult 

to predict, at least from the first few years in life. This means that the so-called 

late talker at the age of two by default cannot be expected to have language 

difficulties two years later (Law, Charlton, Dockrell, et al., 2017; Rescorla, 

2011). Furthermore, it is suggested that the language abilities of children un-

der the age of four are largely influenced by factors that are not subject to 

modification through training or intervention. These factors include social dis-

advantage, cultural heritage, and gender (McKean et al., 2015). However, 

from the age of four, relative language ability, compared to peers, appears to 

be more stable and to better function as a predictor for the trajectory of lan-

guage development (Bornstein et al., 2014; Snowling et al., 2016). In addition, 

it appears that language development can be improved by factors such as ex-

posure to shared reading starting at the age of four (McKean et al., 2015).  

As language develops in interaction with others, a language-rich environ-

ment at home and preschool has the potential to influence its development 

(e.g., Hansen & Broekhuizen, 2021; Schmerse et al., 2018). A rich language 

environment comprises both structural and behavioral components, such as 

more diverse and complex language output from adults and creating opportu-

nities for children to participate in dialog (Cabell et al., 2015; Justice et al., 

2018; Sylva et al., 2010). 

Together, these findings concerning environmental impact suggest that lan-

guage development is malleable during the preschool years and that children 

are able to benefit from environmental stimuli, such as book reading (Hulme 

et al., 2020). I will now review concepts that will be utilized in this thesis to 

monitor language development in early childhood. 

Vocabulary 

By the age of five, a child's vocabulary can reach up to 10,000 words. This 

means that early childhood (i.e., from birth to age five, OECD, 2009) is a cru-

cial period for vocabulary development. Vocabulary acquisition entails asso-

ciating a label (the word) with a specific meaning, which typically requires 

multiple exposures. The amount of exposure needed for vocabulary develop-

ment varies. The cumulative aspect is one factor that contributes to the rapid 
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development of vocabulary in early childhood. This means that the more 

words a child knows, the easier it is for them to learn unfamiliar words. How-

ever, some studies have shown that children as young as 24 months can learn 

words from a single exposure, although retention is limited if the word is not 

repeated (Horst & Samuelson, 2008; Munro et al., 2012). Children appear to 

implicitly utilize various strategies during vocabulary development, including 

detecting statistical patterns and making generalizations (Gertner et al., 2006; 

Srinivasan et al., 2017). 

One can further divide the process of vocabulary development into the 

words that are explicitly learned and the words that one encounters and learns 

in passing, known as incidental learning (McLeod & McDade, 2011). Alt-

hough incidental learning happens without specific instruction, it still de-

mands attention, and merely overhearing words may not suffice (Shneidman 

et al., 2013). Longitudinal data further suggests that decontextualized talk, be-

yond the here and now, and parental use of sophisticated words are related to 

early vocabulary development (Anderson et al., 2021; Rowe, 2012).  

One way to conceptualize vocabulary knowledge is through aspects of 

breadth and depth. Breadth corresponds to the number of words in the vocab-

ulary, whereas depth represents the richness of these representations (Hadley 

& Dickinson, 2020). Vocabulary depth, therefore, adds a conceptual quality 

to the meaning of a word in the mental lexicon. The assessment of vocabulary 

skills follows the principles of breadth and depth, with adjustments depending 

on the child's age. During the early stages of language development, parental 

reports can be used to approximate the vocabulary breadth of a child (e.g., 

MacArthur-Bates Communicative Development Inventories, Fenson et al., 

2012). This method has proven useful until the age of four in Sweden (Eriks-

son, 2017). Because of the increasing size of child vocabulary, parental reports 

have become less accurate, and other forms of formal vocabulary assessment 

exist. Standardized receptive measures such as the Peabody Picture Vocabu-

lary Test or the British Picture Vocabulary Scale are commonly used to assess 

vocabulary breadth in children aged three and above, targeting a variety of 

words they may know at that age (Hoffman et al., 2014). One way to assess 

vocabulary depth is by having the child define words or respond to yes-or-no 

questions (Duff, 2019). 

Well-developed vocabulary skills during early childhood have been linked 

to later outcomes, including reading comprehension (Perfetti, 2007) and aca-

demic achievement (Bleses et al., 2016). A recent meta-analysis suggests that 

vocabulary comprehension along with grammar skills comprise a linguistic 

comprehension construct that contributes to reading comprehension (Hjetland 
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et al., 2020). In relation to early vocabulary skills and reading development, 

Stanovich (1986) has popularized the concept of a Matthew-effect, i.e., chil-

dren with relatively high vocabulary skills acquire the reading competence 

more quickly and further develop their vocabulary through print exposure. 

Stanovich (1986) suggests the opposite effect for children with limited vocab-

ulary. Varying progressions of vocabulary development are suggested to be 

inflated during the school years as the learning progresses from learning to 

read to the reading to learn state (Buckingham et al., 2013; Dolean et al., 

2019). Some studies have observed that girls demonstrate greater vocabulary 

skills at an early age (Huttenlocher et al., 1991; Rydland & Grøver, 2020), 

which may be due to greater variability among boys, and these gender differ-

ences typically diminish with age (Rinaldi et al., 2023). 

One way to organize vocabulary is through a pyramid model within a tiered 

system (Beck et al., 2013). Tier 1, located at the base of the pyramid, contains 

basic words that occur in everyday life and rarely require explicit instruction 

(e.g., hot, cat, door, slow). Tier 2 is at the mid-section, represented by words 

that more commonly occur in text than in spoken language, e.g., repeat, treat-

ment, exceptional, extend. As Tier 2 words occur less frequently in spoken 

language compared to Tier 1, they may require explicit instruction. Tier 2 

words are domain-general, allowing them to be used in various contexts and 

demonstrating high usability. At the top of the pyramid is Tier 3, which cor-

responds to words with unique features, such as reverent, cascade, periscope, 

and surplus. These Tier 3 words have a specific meaning, often attached to a 

certain field, practice, or school subject. For the young learner with a need to 

develop their vocabulary, it is recommended to offer explicit instruction of 

words that correspond to the second and third tiers (Beck et al., 2013; Zucker, 

Cabell, & Pico, 2021). 

Given its central role during early childhood, the current thesis's studies 

will cover both aspects of vocabulary breadth and depth. 

Narrative skills 

Narrative ability concerns the skills to tell a story in a meaningful format for 

the listener. This format is achieved by expressing the events and characters 

in a story so that they make sense, i.e., a new event in the plot hinges on a 

previous event while also accounting for the listener's perspective. In addition, 

to be able to tell a story, the narrator must have a basic set of language skills, 

including vocabulary and syntax (Viberg, 2001). Given this complex nature, 
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narratives place a great load on cognitive skills, where both perspective-tak-

ing, language, and memory are simultaneously allocated (Berman & Slobin, 

1994; Boudreau, 2008). A narrative can include the past, present, and future 

and can describe both fiction and reality. The earliest signs of a narrative are 

two clauses that are connected with a temporal marker (Labov & Waletzky, 

1967) and can be contrasted with a description, where a narrative includes a 

protagonist, i.e., an agent (Stein & Policastro, 1984). From the age of three to 

four years, children can produce a narrative based on a pictorial aid, although 

narratives before age four are often fragmented, meaning that the characters, 

objects, and actions may be described but not in a stringent fashion. At four to 

five years, causality markers appear that are used to link different parts of a 

story and improve cohesion (Lindgren & Vogels, 2018). At ages eight to nine, 

a complete narrative sequence emerges, in which the telling is more like adult 

storytelling in terms of organization. 

Several different approaches exist to elicit a narrative. As previously men-

tioned, storytelling can be based on pictures, but it can also be created from 

personal stories that relate to individual experiences and thus bear resem-

blance to spontaneous narrative discourse that occurs in everyday conversa-

tions (Bliss & McCabe, 2012). In a personal narrative, the narrator is relatively 

free and can use any type of word or way to present a story. On the other hand, 

in personal narratives, story generation is more reliant on memory and cogni-

tive structures, i.e., the narrative schema. Another aspect of personal narra-

tives is their limitations in terms of comparability and feasibility for children 

with language difficulties (Botting, 2002; Wellman et al., 2011). Eliciting nar-

ratives from pictures makes story generation more comparable across and be-

tween individuals. 

Narratives can be viewed as an ecologically valid format for language as-

sessment. Given that storytelling occurs in many cultures and can produce a 

rich representation of a child's current linguistic abilities. The analysis of nar-

rative ability can concern the examination of tense and cohesive devices, 

known as microstructure (i.e., specific linguistic level features such as noun 

phrases, see Justice et al., 2006) and/or the overall organization of the story, 

known as macrostructure (Heilmann, Miller, & Nockerts, 2010). Typical tar-

gets in the analysis of microstructure concern the mean length of utterances, 

the number of words, the type of words, the number of different words, and 

syntactic complexity (Gillam et al., 2018; Justice et al., 2006). The macro-

structure is possible to analyze through something called story grammar 

(Bohnacker, 2016). Story grammar serves as a framework for both narrative 

comprehension and narrative production. The macrostructure is assessed by 
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the presence of story grammar components that reflect the plot's organization 

and may include the goal, attempt, and outcome (Berman & Slobin, 1994; 

Bohnacker, 2016). The goal describes the problem that precedes the action; 

the attempt is the action taken to battle the problem; and the outcome is the 

resolution of the problem. This complete structure (goal-attempt-outcome) is 

an episode and matches the narrative sequence that is manifested for eight to 

nine-year-old children. 

The advantage of studying the macrostructure is that it is thought to be lan-

guage-independent (Boerma & Blom, 2017; Curenton & Justice, 2004); in 

other words, regardless of language background, the ability to structure the 

narrative is thought to be universal. Hence, using a narrative assessment of 

macrostructure instead of solely relying on vocabulary may decrease biases in 

samples from diverse cultural and linguistic backgrounds (Boerma et al., 

2016; Boerma & Blom, 2017). Vocabulary development is dependent on lan-

guage exposure in that particular language, leading to lower vocabulary skills 

for children with less language specific exposure. Several measures that target 

the macrostructure of narrative exist, where the Frog Story (Mayer, 1969) and 

Renfrew Bus Story (Renfrew, 1997) are most commonly used in research. 

However, the Frog Story only includes a few items, making it prone to ceiling 

effects (Fiestas & Peña, 2004; Klop, 2011), and the Bus Story tends to over-

identify children with additional language backgrounds (Pankratz et al., 

2007). Therefore, other measures may be necessary to capture the early story-

telling capacities of the child. For instance, the Narrative Scoring Scheme 

(Heilmann, Miller, Nockerts, et al., 2010) was originally developed for the 

Frog story but can be used for any narrative. Another measure is the Multilin-

gual Assessment Instrument for Narratives (MAIN), which originates from a 

collaboration aiming to improve language assessment for children with more 

than one language (Gagarina et al., 2012). MAIN aims to overcome some lim-

itations with previous narrative tests by having a scoring structure less prone 

to ceiling effects and offering multiple episodes (goal-attempt-outcome se-

quence). MAIN consists of four six-picture stories with two comparable sto-

ries in scoring (cat/dog vs. bird/goat). No specific cut-off or criteria are avail-

able, but the instrument has been employed as an outcome measure to assess 

language development after a book-reading intervention in Norway (Grøver 

et al., 2020). Their results indicated a progression in narrative comprehension 

skills compared to the control group, whereas narrative telling scores in-

creased in both the control and intervention groups. 

No specific cut-off values exist for MAIN, although it has been used in 

Sweden on both monolingual (Lindgren, 2018, 2019) and bilingual 
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(Bohnacker, 2016; Lindgren, 2018; Öberg, 2020; Öztekin, 2019) five-year-

old samples. Lower socioeconomic status (as measured by parental education) 

has been associated in one study with lower scores on MAIN (Öztekin, 2019), 

but most studies in Sweden have included children from relatively high soci-

oeconomic backgrounds. Apart from socioeconomic status, there also seems 

to be an age effect of MAIN where older children present higher scores, even 

when only examining studies of five-year-olds. A summary of the previous 

studies of MAIN in Swedish for five-year-old children has been published in 

the appendix of Riad et al. (2023) and is presented below (Table 1). 

 

Table 1 

Overview of the studies including study design, number of participants, design and 

data analysis 

 

Study SES1 
Language 

background 

Mean 

age 
N 

Telling 

mean 

(SD) 

Compre-

hension 

mean (SD) 

Bohnacker, 

2016 
High 

Bilingual 

(Swe-Eng) 
5;4 19 5.7 (1.7) 7.1 (1.8) 

Lindgren, 

2018b 
High 

Bilingual 

(Swe-Ger) 
5;5 16 

6.20 

(1.82) 
6.27 (2.71) 

Öztekin, 

20192 

2/3 Low 

1/3 High 

Bilingual 

(Swe-Tur) 
5;5 23 4.3 (2.8) 5.3 (2.3) 

Lindgren, 

2018b 
High 

Monolin-

gual (Swe) 
5;6 24 

6.33 

(1.97) 
6.73 (2.04) 

Lindgren, 

2019 

Mid-

high 

Monolin-

gual (Swe) 
5;10 17 7.4 (2.0) 8.10 (1.6) 

Note. 1SES = Socioeconomic status based on United Nations ISCED 2011 

classification; 2This sample is partly reported in Lindgren, 2018b. Swe: Swe-

dish; Eng.: English; Ger: German; Tur: Turkish. 

 

Acquisition of more than one language  

In a global perspective, it is today common to be exposed to several languages 

during one’s childhood, known as being bi- or multilingual (hereafter the term 

multilingual will be used to describe children with more than one lan-

guage)(Cenoz & Gorter, 2023). The definition of a multilingual may vary, but 
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the bottom line is that the person is able to use or understand more than one 

language in either verbal or written form (Peña et al., 2022). Growing up with 

several languages means that the child may encounter one language in society 

or school that can be referred to as the majority language. The majority lan-

guage is hence of great importance in terms of access and opportunities in life, 

for instance when the majority language is the language of instruction in edu-

cation. In contrast to the majority language, the multilingual child also en-

counters another language in the home setting. A minority language that 

mostly occurs in the home may contribute to cultural, societal, and genera-

tional bonds (De Houwer, 2015). Multilingual children need to build up lan-

guage systems for all their languages, including grammar, phonology, and vo-

cabulary. In general, the same principle of language development concerning 

the importance of exposure, also applies to multilingual children (Hut-

tenlocher et al., 1991). Despite the common belief, the early language devel-

opment of multilingual children is not slower than for monolinguals. Multi-

lingual children seem to produce their first words and combine these in short 

phrases around the same time as monolinguals, yet this may only occur in one 

of the languages (Hoff et al., 2012). According to a study by Thordardottir 

(2019), the amount of language input may be even more important than the 

timing of introducing the additional language. In practice, this means that the 

multilingual child benefits from meeting different speakers of the minority 

language to encounter a rich representation of sentence constructions and vo-

cabulary (Gollan et al., 2015; Velázquez, 2018). Multilingual development 

seems to begin in the mother’s womb, where language exposure may affect a 

child's predisposition for language development. Byers-Heinlein et al. (2010) 

showed for instance, that newborn children had equal preference when their 

mothers spoke two languages during pregnancy. Alternatively, when only ex-

posed to one language during a multilingual mother’s pregnancy, the children 

only preferred that particular language. Hence, early exposure affects the pre-

disposition even before birth. Language development for multilinguals has 

also been associated with myths, such as the conception that learning an addi-

tional language will cause language delay or confusion for the child (Hakuta, 

1986). During the last few decades, studies have also examined the potential 

benefits of developing several languages, such as increased cognitive abilities 

(Bialystok, 2017; Prior & MacWhinney, 2010). However, a recent large-scale 

study (Dick et al., 2019) and a meta-analysis (Gunnerud et al., 2020) could 

only find modest advantages in terms of overall executive functioning for mul-

tilinguals compared to monolinguals.  
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In Sweden, it is difficult to exactly determine the number of speakers of a 

specific language as this is not part of the official statistics. Yet there is readily 

available data concerning immigration background. About 38% of children 

aged 0 to 18 are reported as having an immigrant background, meaning that 

they either were born in a foreign country or both of the parents were born in 

another country than Sweden (Statistics Sweden, 2020). Therefore, preschool 

can be the first context where children with immigrant background encounter 

the majority language, Swedish. Children with an immigrant background pre-

sent lower average language skills in the majority language at 15 years of age 

in the Program for International Student Assessment (PISA) (OECD, 2006; 

Schnepf, 2007). However, as presented by Agirdag and Vanlaar (2018), this 

suggested performance gap at 15 years of age is heavily influenced by socio-

economic status (SES). When controlled for SES, the gap diminishes or is 

reduced by half. The study included results from 17 countries in the OECD, 

including Denmark, Finland, and Germany. For younger students at 10 years 

of age, the international assessment Progress in International Reading Literacy 

Study (PIRLS) addresses attitudes toward literacy and reading comprehen-

sion. Since the first PIRLS in 2001, both higher and lower performance have 

decreased in Sweden and in the most recent study in 2021, there were differ-

ences related to language background (IEA, 2023). Children coming from 

homes that always speak the test-language in PIRLS (Swedish) have signifi-

cantly higher performance compared to students that do not always speak 

Swedish in the home. Moreover, this significant difference is the second high-

est among all 24 countries attending PIRLS 2021 (the Swedish National 

Agency for Education [SNAE], 2023). Although these results are not fine-

grained concerning language background, they highlight that we need to in-

vestigate the opportunities and conditions for language development within 

the education system in Sweden. 

The language development of multilinguals during early childhood has 

been studied to some extent in Sweden. For instance, Salameh et al. (2004) 

followed the grammatical development of 22 Arabic-Swedish-speaking chil-

dren with and without developmental language disorder over 10 months. They 

concluded that language development was similar for both groups, yet the de-

velopment in both languages was slower for children with developmental lan-

guage disorders. Some studies have also explored the parallel development of 

two languages (e.g., Bernardini & Schlyter, 2004; Granfeldt, 2000). More re-

cently, Holmström (2015) presented data on vocabulary development for 88 

children, aged five to nine year, including monolingual and multilingual (Ar-
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abic-Swedish) children with both developmental language disorder and typi-

cal language development. The results acknowledged the importance of as-

sessing vocabulary competency in both languages for bilinguals when only 

vocabulary is used as an outcome measure. In general, previous studies of 

language development for children with minority language backgrounds in 

Sweden have been rather small in terms of sample sizes, but as mentioned in 

the previous section, narrative ability has been examined more closely during 

the last few years. 

However, a recent cohort study in Sweden indicated that students with for-

eign background (corresponding to that one or two caregivers being born in 

another country) performed on a par with children from a monolingual back-

ground in long-term outcomes, such as university degree or employment 

(Mood & Jonsson, 2023). Their study further suggested that the lower perfor-

mance for children with multilingual background in PISA and other interna-

tional comparisons, can be attributed to immigrant children arriving after the 

age of 12. Research on immigrant language development suggests that obtain-

ing proficiency to complete lower secondary or secondary levels (ISCED 2 to 

ICSED 3) takes five to ten years (Hakuta et al., 2000; Thomas & Collier, 

2002). In practice, this means that some immigrants will struggle to complete 

secondary levels of education and will be reliant on adult education to be able 

to apply to university. Nevertheless, from 2011 onwards Sweden has received 

an increased amount immigrants, partly due to the civil war in Syria, and by 

the year 2022, about 20% of the population had immigrated to Sweden during 

their lifetime (Statistics Sweden, 2022b). We will return to theories of lan-

guage development in the theory section (Chapter 3), but some important 

things are necessary to mention at this point. Language development is sug-

gested to be dependent on both linguistic input and opportunities to exercise 

language skills with a more competent speaker (Hoff, 2006). Having none or 

few peers that have acquired sufficient language skills may hence affect lan-

guage development (Oller & Eilers, 2002). 

Recent studies of preschool environments also suggest different interaction 

patterns occur between children than perhaps expected. One recent example 

is that in some preschools, children have been observed to adopt English as a 

lingua franca, which means they are using a language that none of the children 

have as their first or native language (Larsson et al., 2022). Although this phe-

nomenon was also present in monolingual environments, the dominance of 

English was stronger in areas of linguistic diversity. Another language aspect 

that affects the language environment in preschool concerns what languages 

should be used and when. As several languages are represented and used 
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within the preschool group, teachers may be faced with difficulties concerning 

how to both support the majority language of Swedish, while still supporting 

the use of the home languages (Puskás & Björk-Willén, 2017a). 

With the aforementioned importance of vocabulary skills, having lower 

language skills from the beginning of education can be considered a risk factor 

for a range of outcomes, including lower reading comprehension (Lee, 2011; 

Lervåg & Aukrust, 2010; Quinn et al., 2015) and academic achievement 

(Bleses et al., 2016). According to the threshold hypothesis put forth by Cum-

mins (1979, 2000), children exposed to two languages will perform on par 

with their majority-speaking peers once they have mastered the language of 

instruction. This hypothesis has also been confirmed in a large-scale study of 

17,000 English speakers (Ardasheva et al., 2012). In sum, early language skills 

seem to be crucial at the beginning of education for all children and in partic-

ular for multilinguals.  

Additional language learner 

In the current thesis, the term ‘additional language learner’ will be used, which 

is comparable to the term ‘English as an additional language’ (Strand & Hes-

sel, 2018; UK, Department of Education, 2020). ‘Additional language learner’ 

refers to children coming from a home where none of the caregivers have 

Swedish as their native language, and hence the children encounter Swedish 

as an additional language in preschool. In the current thesis, the additional 

language learners will be contrasted against their peers at preschool that have 

at least one caregiver who speaks Swedish as a native language. Children with 

one caregiver having Swedish as a native language therefore include children 

that are monolingual but also multilingual. The term ‘additional language 

learner’ in this thesis is used to distinguish them from children with at least 

one caregiver who is a native speaker of Swedish. 

 

  

Well-being 

In a historical context, the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the 

Child ([UNCRC], United Nations, 1989) can be viewed as the impetus for an 

increased focus on child well-being during the last three decades (Ben-Arieh, 

2008). Several countries, including Sweden, have both ratified the UNCRC 

and adopted its statutes in national legislation (Lundy et al., 2012; Swedish 

Parliament, 2018). The UNCRC positions children as citizens with their own 
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rights. For instance, they have a right to be involved in decisions that concern 

them. The UNCRC states that governments must provide children with edu-

cation (article 28) and teach children about health and well-being (article 24) 

(United Nations, 1989). Thus, well-being and its importance for children are 

underscored by policy and legislation. But apart from national interest, the 

primary wish of caregivers is typically their child's well-being (Seligman et 

al., 2009). Given its prominent position as caregivers’ main priority and its 

status in policy, one would expect a consensus on what this well-being refers 

to.  

The concept of well-being is multi-faceted, and one definition is the fol-

lowing: the presence of positive affect and a lack of negative emotions coupled 

with a perceived satisfaction with one’s life (Diener, 1984). In addition, well-

being is also related to health, quality of life, and happiness (Ben-Arieh et al., 

2014). The World Health Organization further broadens the concept by de-

scribing health from a holistic perspective that is shaped by physical, mental 

and social well-being and not only the absence of sickness (WHO, 2018). This 

holistic view does not limit well-being to a certain time or place and under-

scores that multiple experiences shape health and well-being. At the same 

time, well-being may be affected by context. For instance, well-being can be 

seen as a balanced state where personal resources match the challenges and 

demands of life (Dodge et al., 2012).  

Well-being is furthermore defined by two distinct perspectives, as happi-

ness and pleasure (hedonic well-being) or as the realization of one's potential 

(eudaimonic well-being). In the hedonic tradition the state of feeling well and 

being happy is the goal in itself, while in the eudaimonic perspective on hap-

piness, well-being is rather a consequence of living in line with one’s values 

(Ryan & Deci, 2001; Waterman et al., 2010). Returning to the measurement 

of well-being, one can either focus on external (objective) indicators or rely 

on internal indicators (subjective measures). Objective measures may include 

maltreatment, , environment, and safety, whereas subjective measures focus 

on how the individual perceives their situation (Voukelatou et al., 2021). A 

common ground for both the hedonic and eudaimonic perspectives of well-

being resides in the primary-perspective, i.e., it can only be based upon per-

sonal experiences. 

However, subjective measures, where the child rates their own well-being 

are scarce (Cho & Yu, 2020; Fane et al., 2020; Pollard & Lee, 2003). The lack 

of self-report measures of child well-being has been attributed to perceptions 

that children have too limited language or cognitive abilities to evaluate their 

well-being themselves (Ben-Arieh et al., 2014; Fane et al., 2020). In addition, 
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some studies have indicated that children may apply response strategies in 

well-being assessment, for instance by providing the answer they think is de-

sired by the adult (Borgers et al., 2004; Krosnick, 1991). This has led to reli-

ance on proxy measures, where an adult evaluates the child's well-being 

(Mashford-Scott et al., 2012). Two difficulties are attached to the proxy meas-

ure of child well-being. First, they tend to over-identify boys, with lower well-

being and particularly children with externalizing behaviors (Loades & 

Mastroyannopoulou, 2010; Stensen et al., 2022). This means that the lower 

well-being of children with internalizing behaviors and girls is at risk of being 

undiscovered. The second complication with proxy measures concerns the va-

lidity problem, i.e., how should one interpret child well-being when the child 

and adult accounts of child well-being diverge (Axford et al., 2014; Collishaw 

et al., 2009; Mashford-Scott et al., 2012). 

In the emerging field of positive psychology, there is a greater focus on 

child happiness (Cooke et al., 2016) compared to the previous focus, which 

was on objective measures such as mere survival (Ben-Arieh, 2008). Positive 

psychology has a strength-based approach and focuses on factors that contrib-

ute to “the good life” in terms of thriving, subjective well-being and happiness 

(Keyes, 2003). This represents a movement toward positive aspects of life and 

away from the previous focus on negative features of mental health and infir-

mity. Through the influence of positive psychology, happiness has been a way 

to measure and operationalize well-being for young children (Cho & Yu, 

2020; Pollard & Lee, 2003). Happiness is an emotion that children usually 

recognize at age five (Lewis & Michalson, 1983), and has been found to have 

correlations with various life skills such as prosocial behavior, creativity, 

problem-solving, and coping (Lewis et al., 2009; Lyubomirsky et al., 2005). 

Given that a majority of children within OECD countries attend preschool 

(OECD, 2022) and spend significant time in this institution, the interest in 

well-being in an early childhood education context has increased. Some 

measures have been developed during the last decade that target children’s 

own account of their well-being, particularly in an early childhood education 

context (Allen et al., 2018; Sandseter & Seland, 2016). To overcome the reli-

ance on proxy measures and potential response strategies, certain adaptations 

of self-reported well-being for young children are possible. These adaptations 

include response scales with fewer options and visual aids to improve the ac-

curacy of child questionnaire assessment (de Leeuw et al., 2004; Fane et al., 

2020; Montserrat et al., 2021). 
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Competing interests of learning and well-being? 

Along with increased interest in child health and well-being, the relationship 

between well-being in school contexts has gained attention. Although well-

being may not foster learning by itself, it has been described as acting as a 

positive influence on learning (Hascher, 2008; Shoshani & Slone, 2017). In a 

meta-analysis of the relationship between well-being and academic perfor-

mance, a positive association was found (Kaya & Erdem, 2021). In addition, 

the association between well-being and academic performance seems to de-

crease with age (Amholt et al., 2020; Kaya & Erdem, 2021). In other words, 

well-being during the early years of education may be of greater importance 

for learning and performance. Swedish data indicate that girls tend to report 

lower well-being in school contexts compared to boys, with a general decreas-

ing trend of well-being over time for all children, based on two cohorts (Klapp 

et al., 2023). Still, the knowledge about gender differences in well-being in 

school is inconclusive. Knowledge about child well-being for younger chil-

dren in Sweden is scarce and not systematically monitored. For instance, the 

Ombudsman for Children in Sweden conducted a cross-sectional survey of 

child well-being for 219 five-year-olds (Barnombudsmannen, 2019), and a 

majority (92%) reported positive feelings in relation to preschool. However, 

about 25% reported negative feelings upon arrival at preschool. A key foun-

dation for further understanding and supporting child health and well-being in 

preschool is finding effective measures. A validated measure within the edu-

cational setting is advantageous for assessing policy, provisions, and special-

ized educational interventions. Furthermore, assessing and understanding 

well-being from a child’s point of view is not only part of future well-becom-

ing (Ben-Arieh, 2008) but meaningful in the present to fulfill the standards of 

the Education Act and legislation. The current thesis aims to further contribute 

to knowledge about well-being by further exploring how children self-report 

their well-being in the early stages of education. 

Early childhood education 

Swedish early childhood education is governed by the Swedish Education Act 

(2010), with the Curriculum for the Preschool (SNAE, 2019a) providing fur-

ther guidance on the content. The Swedish preschool is organized by munici-

palities and available for all children from 12 months, meaning that children 

with and without special educational needs attend the same groups. The over-

all aim of preschool is to enable two caregivers to work while being parents 
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and offer children a universal early intervention (Broman et al., 2015). A typ-

ical preschool in Sweden is subdivided into units such as for younger children 

(one to three years old) or older children (three to five years old) (Williams et 

al., 2019). Each unit consists of about 15 children, and the staffing ratio is 

approximately 1:5 (SNAE, 2023a). The physical space of both indoors and 

outdoors is arranged to foster curiosity and support interaction with peers 

(Westberg, 2021). The indoor environment does not have any dedicated class-

rooms but rather smaller rooms for activities, which enable the adults to split 

the unit into even smaller groups of children, when for instance, having struc-

tured activities, such as reading. A fundamental part of Swedish early child-

hood education is the elevated status of play as a means for development, 

learning, and well-being (SNAE, 2019a). Yet the word teaching [un-

dervisning, in Swedish] emerged in the curriculum in 2011 and several initia-

tives have been raised to support and strengthen teachers in early childhood 

education to teach (e.g., Swedish Institute for Educational Research, [SIER] 

2019). 

Still, the current curriculum describes the child as an agent, and their learn-

ing and development should be encouraged by interest and willingness to ex-

plore (SNAE, 2019a). This is also reflected in practice, where free play is the 

most common activity (Coelho et al., 2021). The focus on free play as a means 

for learning and development is also reported from preschools in Norway, in-

dicating a common ground of values and priorities (Einarsdottir et al., 2015; 

Storli & Hansen Sandseter, 2019). 

Since 2009 it has been possible to establish preschool services that are in-

dependent (private), partly commercially driven, and partly subsidized by mu-

nicipalities, and about 20% of all children attend these preschools (Korpi, 

2015). According to the National Agency of Education, there are some struc-

tural differences between independent and municipal preschools. For instance, 

the proportion of qualified teachers is higher in municipal preschools (42%) 

compared to private preschools (29%) (SNAE, 2020). Early childhood educa-

tion is a part of the Swedish welfare system, where the fee is subsidized. For 

instance, when children turn three years old, they are entitled to 15 hours of 

free early childhood education per week. Comparing Sweden to other OECD 

countries, the country is in the top five, with the highest expenditure per child 

on early childhood education (OECD, 2022). The attendance rate for children 

aged four to five is high, with 95% attending, compared to the OECD average 

of 87% (OECD, 2022). 

In broad terms, Swedish early childhood education is considered of high 

quality (OECD, 2017a). Yet evaluations show that there is local inconsistency 
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in terms of preschool quality (Garvis & Lunneblad, 2018; Nasiopoulou et al., 

2023; Persson, 2015; Sheridan, 2009; SSI, 2018). Basic concepts to define 

preschool quality can be derived from structural features and process quality 

(Slot, 2018). The Structural features refers to current conditions within pre-

school such as teacher-child ratio or teacher’s education. These structural fea-

tures may have a knock-on effect on the process quality, which include what 

teachers or children actually do on a daily basis in preschool. The process 

quality may include interaction patterns between peers and adults and learning 

opportunities. On a structural level, 25% of the children in preschool are esti-

mated to have a foreign background (SOU, 2020), yet the regional distribution 

of language background varies, even in each preschool. Due to segregation, 

some preschools have a high concentration of children with a minority lan-

guage background whereas others only have Swedish-speaking children. Sta-

tistics Sweden also shows that children with a foreign background, have lower 

attendance rates at preschool (Statistics Sweden, 2022a). Moreover, pre-

schools in segregated areas are reported to have a lower proportion of qualified 

preschool teachers (Garvis & Lunneblad, 2018), and the teachers in these pre-

schools in general have lower language skills in Swedish (SOU, 2020). As a 

result, some children may seldom encounter Swedish spoken by a native 

speaker in an early childhood education context.  

On process level of quality, children in Swedish preschool are also reported 

to mostly talk to a single peer but seldom to a teacher (Åström et al., 2020; 

Coelho et al., 2021). This indicates that children may encounter a limited 

amount of linguistic input during a day in preschool, mostly from peers. In 

these senses, language development is to some extent dependent on the lan-

guage abilities of that peer. Focusing on opportunities for interaction seem 

important in preschool environment. According to recent reviews, features of 

the process quality, such as teacher practices during the preschool day may be 

more relevant than structural aspects in relation to child outcomes in early 

childhood education (Hadley et al., 2023; Walker et al., 2020). For instance, 

Hadley et al. (2022) identified two discrete set of teacher behaviors, that pro-

mote child language skills. The first was the use of an Emergent Academic 

Language register that included a more diverse use of words and talk beyond 

here and now. The second set of behaviors, Bridge Language, can be summa-

rized as different forms of scaffolding, where the teacher uses different forms 

of questions and prompts to elicit more verbal interaction from the child. The 

adult is thereby a communicative bridge between the child’s current language 

competencies and the language practices that will be relevant and used in an 
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academic context. Suggested approaches of translating these registers in prac-

tice, is to offer teachers professional development with a holistic focus, rather 

than concentration on a discrete set of behaviors (Hadley et al., 2022).  

Professional development 

In-service training, or professional development, has the overall aim of im-

proving teacher practice and child outcomes (Dunst, 2015; Snyder et al., 

2011). Professional development means that further training is undertaken as 

part of an additional education that adds to a previous degree to improve pro-

fessional competency (Bruder, 2016). The rights to professional development 

in Sweden for preschool teachers are not regulated in any jurisdiction per se, 

but collective bargain deals underscore the importance of quality and devel-

opment at work (The Swedish Association of Local Authorities and Regions 

[SALAR], 2022) and the curriculum states that early childhood education 

should be based on scientific grounds (Skolverket, 2018). In 2011, a specific 

license for teachers was introduced, but the standards do not mention any ob-

ligations or rights to professional development (Swedish Parliament, 2011).  

Therefore, a great responsibility for professional development is assigned to 

the principal, who according to the Education Act is responsible for providing 

teachers with the right preconditions for teaching and education (Swedish Ed-

ucation Act (2010:800), 2010). According to international comparison, the 

amount of professional development in Sweden is comparatively low, as 

measured by the Teaching and Learning International Survey (TALIS) 

(OECD, 2019b).  

 
Figure 2  

Theory of change for professional development, inspired by Bruder, 2016 

 

To achieve a high quality of early childhood education, particular efforts have 

been made to improve teacher practices in Sweden. This can be interpreted as 

a response to the aforementioned inconsistencies in terms of preschool quality 

(Garvis & Lunneblad, 2018; SNAE, 2012, 2017; SSI, 2018). Several state-
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governed initiatives have been launched, such as Collaboration for School Im-

provement (Swedish Department of Education, 2015), and professional devel-

opment programs (SNAE, 2021) and courses (SNAE, n.d.) arranged and 

funded by the Swedish National Agency for Education. However, recent eval-

uations have shown modest to negative outcomes for children when primary 

school teachers were involved in professional development (e.g., Lindvall et 

al., 2023). This problem can also be described as the research-to-practice gap 

and the known difficulties of implementing new practices (Cook & Odom, 

2013; Odom, 2009).  

Effective and sustainable professional development may be composed of 

several features, i.e., structures to transfer the theory into practice. In turn, 

children and students benefit from the new teacher practices (see Figure 2), 

and continue to do so after the researchers leave the site (Størksen et al., 2021). 

The work of improving knowledge to gain improved practice is thus a process 

rather than something obtained at a specific time-point or by a single action 

(Durlak & DuPre, 2008; Ogden & Fixsen, 2014). During this process, a com-

prehensive effort is needed where the whole organization is involved, from 

principals and potential stakeholders, to practitioners (Bleses et al., 2023; 

Metz & Bartley, 2012).  

A suggested structure for high-quality implementation has been offered in 

terms of professional development programs (e.g., Dunst, 2015). To accom-

plish a sustainable change of practice, Dunst (2015) suggests a model of facil-

itators including, improved knowledge base, opportunities to practice 

knowledge in an ecologically valid context, discussing experiences with oth-

ers, receiving feedback from a mentor or coach, receiving continuous feed-

back from the coach, and distributing the practice of the newly acquired skills. 

In preschool, professional development focused on language and literacy was, 

according to meta-analysis, more effective with a longer duration of up to one 

year (Brunsek et al., 2020). Moreover, the same study indicated that closely 

aligned measures that mirrored the professional development content, and in-

cluded coaching, provided higher effect sizes for language and literacy. The 

importance of coaching has also been corroborated by a meta-analysis, where 

the coach observes the professional and provides feedback to improve profes-

sional practice (Kraft et al., 2018). The coaching should preferably include a 

repeated cycle of observation, feedback and practice (Kraft et al., 2018; Sims 

& Fletcher-Wood, 2021; Størksen et al., 2021). 
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Reading in preschool 

The motive for reading to children and its connection to language develop-

ment is widely researched, with known links to expressive and receptive lan-

guage (Dowdall et al., 2020; Fitton et al., 2018) and cognitive development 

such as theory of mind (Grøver et al., 2020; Martucci, 2016; Smadja et al., 

2021). Furthermore, reading aloud is part of the Swedish national curriculum 

(SNAE, 2019a) and specifically endorsed as a language developing practice 

for children with minority language backgrounds (Puskás & Björk-Willén, 

2017b). The quality of reading aloud can be interpreted by both studying 

teacher and child interaction as well as monitoring language and literacy out-

comes (Pentimonti et al., 2021; Weadman et al., 2023). 

Over the past decade, there has been an increased focus on preschool read-

ing behavior and its quality in Sweden. In general terms, preschool teachers 

acknowledge the importance of reading both as a measure for language devel-

opment as well as for world learning, i.e., concept development (Alatalo et al., 

2023). Reading activities also seem to occur in preschool on a regular basis. 

Yet the purpose and quality of shared reading in early childhood education 

may vary. For instance, book reading may not be part of a language-promoting 

strategy but rather a part of children’s daily rest (reading rest) or to solve or-

ganizational strain, i.e., that reading occurs so staff can have their breaks or 

prepare other activities (Damber, 2015). Furthermore, teachers report that they 

do not have sufficient time for planning shared reading as part of a systematic 

strategy to promote language development (Norling, 2014). Another sug-

gested barrier to the limited quality of reading in preschool is related to 

knowledge and competency (Alatalo & Westlund, 2021). A general shortcom-

ing concerning literacy practices in Swedish early childhood education has 

also been reflected in a recent observational study, where accessibility to 

books as well as reading practices varied (Dahlström et al., 2023). To summa-

rize, book reading in Swedish preschool occurs frequently, but it seems un-

structured and not planned in a way to optimize language development. The 

identified barriers concern both a lack of practical knowledge of how to best 

stimulate language, and organizational matters that hinder planning and per-

forming reading in small groups. The state-governed initiative to improve lit-

eracy (SNAE, 2021) included reading in preschool with professional develop-

ment. However, the impact of the initiative has not been evaluated yet.  

Some advantages of structured and repeated reading concern cognitive pro-

cessing. Horst (2015) exemplifies this by describing the total novelty for chil-

dren during the first reading of a book. Vocabulary, story plot, characters, 
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rhyme, and perspective (first or third person) are all content information that 

children need to comprehend and familiarize themselves with. As these as-

pects become known, cognitive capacity can be freed and devoted to more 

complex details in the story, allowing them to relate the content to their own 

experiences (Horst, 2015). When children are familiar with the story, this may 

also be associated with a sense of competency, where the child can respond, 

provide feedback, and predict what is coming next. Story competency may 

foster engagement in story reading (Rodriguez Leon & Payler, 2021) that 

leads to extended conversation, which is known to foster language develop-

ment (Cohrssen et al., 2016; Walsh & Hodge, 2018). In particular, the extra-

textual talk, i.e., when teachers and children engage in dialog beyond the text, 

seems beneficial (Blewitt & Langan, 2016; Dickinson et al., 2014). The extra-

textual talk involves asking children questions that elicit more responses as 

well as scaffolding the understanding of the story by discussing the story plot, 

story events, and specific vocabulary (Pentimonti et al., 2021). More specifi-

cally, Grøver et al. (2022) found that teachers more often provided word ex-

planations, used more complex language i.e., increased the number of multi-

clause utterances, and increased the number of different words they used after 

attending professional development with a focus on extra-textual strategies 

during shared reading. 

The reading in preschool can either be conducted in a whole group or with 

a smaller group of three to six children. The advantages of reading in small 

groups are related to both the engagement in the book reading as well as social 

aspects related to attending a social context with fewer participants. Attending 

small group literacy activities has also been suggested to influence other as-

pects. For instance, West et al. (2022) reported improved attention and behav-

ior regulation, such as waiting patiently for one’s turn, after four to five-year-

old children attended a small group literacy intervention. Particularly interest-

ing was that they could not observe a mediating effect of language, where the 

increased language skills could not explain the behavioral or cognitive im-

provement. Small group activities seem, in other words, to be beneficial in 

terms of linguistic exposure but consequently also yield positive outcomes for 

children. Recent meta-analysis additionally supports the small group format 

for language intervention, as studies organized with small groups (fewer than 

10 children) reported higher effect sizes (Rogde et al., 2019). Due to limita-

tions in the reported data, the meta-analysis could not present any sub-analysis 

concerning children with second language backgrounds. However, language 

activities in small groups can be favorable for children with a second language 
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background, as the teacher can potentially assist their participation in conver-

sation with peers (Åström & Almqvist, 2022; Lepola et al., 2022). Moreover, 

small group readings can make second language learners more inclined to talk 

(Neu, 2013), as small group activities such as reading nurture trustful relation-

ships between peers and adults (Clasen & Jensen de López, 2017; Gillanders, 

2007; Houen et al., 2022; Puskás, 2017).  

The particular importance of reading in preschool can also be viewed 

through a lens of equity, where not all caregivers may have the skills or con-

fidence to perform reading (Mol et al., 2008; Reese, 2012). A Norwegian 

study reported that 33% of caregivers never read to their children during the 

past week (Stangeland et al., 2023). In Sweden, according to a study by Le-

gilexi (2019), 57% of caregivers reported reading to their children aged 0 to 

four on a daily basis. This percentage is lower compared to similar public polls 

conducted in 2003 and 2014, where 74% of caregivers reported daily reading 

to their children aged 0 to 9. Some studies have examined potential barriers 

and facilitators of parental shared reading, specifically in socioeconomically 

disadvantaged neighborhoods (Celik et al., 2023; Hume et al., 2015; Preece & 

Levy, 2018). As described in Celik et al. (2023), parents and caregivers are 

aware of the importance of reading, but other factors affect the frequency. On 

one hand, lack of time and perceived child disinterest in reading are described 

as obstacles. On the other hand, perceived child enjoyment in reading was 

described as a facilitator for performing shared reading (Preece & Levy, 

2018). It is also suggested that caregivers who do not enjoy book reading 

themselves are less likely to read (Grolig, 2020; Neuman et al., 2018). Ho-

wever, Hume et al. (2015) showed that literacy exposure improved child rea-

ding interest, despite low initial curiosity. This indicates that enjoyment and 

interest can be the result of repeated exposure to books and reading. Given the 

high attendance rates in Swedish early childhood education, offering reading 

in preschool can not only boost the child’s language but foster an interest in 

reading, thereby removing one potential obstacle for parental reading, and in-

creasing the total literacy exposure.  

Dialogic reading 

Dialogic reading is a specific form of shared reading that aims to develop the 

child’s language by eliciting conversation between the child and adult (White-

hurst et al., 1988). It differs from other forms of shared reading, as it is more 

scripted and includes the systematic framework of PEER and CROWD (Tow-

son et al., 2017). The PEER and CROWD mnemonics represent the desired 
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verbal prompts that the adult uses to create engagement and dialog (White-

hurst et al., 1994). The PEER mnemonic outlines the adult actions of Prompt-

ing, Evaluating, Expanding, and Repeating and mirrors the interaction with 

children. Prompting is represented by the second acronym CROWD and un-

derscores that the adult is the communicative bridge that may (if needed) ig-

nite discussion. Evaluating can be described as an action where the adult af-

firms that he or she has heard what the child says and rephrases the infor-

mation. Evaluation goes together with the Expansion, where the adults add 

information to the response that the child has provided. So if the child's re-

sponse is two words, then the adults mirror that with a three- or four-word 

sentence (Whitehurst et al., 1994). Repeating refers to the adult asking the 

child to repeat a word or piece of information from the book with their own 

words.  

The CROWD acronym represents different types of questions. Completion 

queries aim to close a sentence, while Recall prompts recollection of details. 

Open-ended questions encourage discussion about the story or the central vo-

cabulary. Meanwhile, “Wh-questions” concern topics such as what, when, 

where, who, and why. Distancing questions aid in contextualizing the content 

or topics of the book, prompting reflection on personal experiences (White-

hurst et al., 1994). One distinctive feature of dialogic reading, apart from the 

framework of PEER and CROWD, is the practice of repeated readings of the 

same book. The repeated reading is further subdivided into three stages. Dur-

ing the first few readings of the book, the children will establish a general 

understanding of the story (Flynn, 2011). Then, in the second and third stages, 

more advanced prompts (Open-ended, Wh-questions, and Distancing) are 

gradually included. These prompts not only reflect the content of the book but 

also encourage personal reflection from children. Hence, the dialogic reading 

is built upon progression, where the acquired story knowledge and vocabulary 

will be used to elaborate and extend the conversation. 

An appropriate book for dialogic reading should contain a moderate 

amount of textual content and have rich, vivid images that inspire discussion 

(Flynn, 2011). If there is too much text, the reading may take too long and 

strain the child's attention span and thus limit the possibilities for interaction. 

Recent study that focused on verbal interaction during reading, suggested that 

books at medium difficulty resulted in more advanced questions from teachers 

and elicited most child participation (Nicolopoulou et al., 2023). When select-

ing books for dialogic reading, they should be determined in relation to the 

targeted sample and could include analysis of syntactic complexity (Zhao et 

al., 2022) or instances of perspective shifts (Nicolopoulou et al., 2023). 
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 The procedure of dialogic reading may also involve target words that the 

adult explicitly explains to children. These targeted words should be central 

to the story and match a tier-2 or tier-3 level, i.e., words that can be used in 

several contexts and that more commonly occur in written than spoken lan-

guage (Beck et al., 2013; Zucker, Cabell, & Pico, 2021). 

The studied outcomes of dialogic reading concern oral language skills in 

general and vocabulary in particular (Flack et al., 2018; Pillinger & Vardy, 

2022; Wasik et al., 2016). The vocabulary measures have included both stand-

ardized tests of breadth as well as study-specific measures of depth. The tests 

of depth have in several cases been taught in the intervention and thereby offer 

a near measure, offering a more sensitive way to capture vocabulary develop-

ment (Hadley & Dickinson, 2020). The reported effect size from studies per-

formed in small groups with the teacher as the implementer of reading, ranges 

from 0.21 to 0.41 (Cohen’s d) concerning standardized vocabulary, and 0.3 

for standardized measures (Wasik et al., 2016). But important aspects to con-

sider in terms of study-specific or near measures are the composition of words, 

for instance, nouns are thought to be easier to learn (Byrnes & Wasik, 2019; 

Fenson et al., 1994). In addition, only examining the effect size may mask the 

practical utility of the result (Wasik et al., 2016). For instance, an effect size 

of 0.66 (Cohen’s d) corresponds to learning one out of 10 words, and this 

outcome needs to be compared to time invested and alternative activities. 

Apart from vocabulary, dialogic reading may have a positive impact on 

other language skills such as narrative ability (Grolig et al., 2020; Lever & 

Sénéchal, 2011; Reese et al., 2010) and grammar or phonological skills (Mol 

et al., 2009; Swanson et al., 2011; Trivette & Dunst, 2007). Recent studies of 

dialogic reading have also included non-linguistic measures and have sug-

gested a positive influence on cognitive measures such as attention (Vally et 

al., 2015) and cognitive control (Twait et al., 2019). These cognitive outcomes 

measures are in line with a recent neuroscience study indicating increased ac-

tivity in cortical areas associated with executive functioning, complex lan-

guage, and socioemotional processing, for children attending high-quality 

shared reading classes (Hutton et al., 2017). In the social domain, dialogic 

reading has also been reported to increase socioemotional skills of engage-

ment and enjoyment for the child (Fleury et al., 2014; Pillinger & Wood, 

2014), reduce stress for parents, and can create stronger bonds between chil-

dren and adults (Canfield et al., 2020; Ganotice et al., 2017; Jimenez et al., 

2019). 

The pre-intervention training for teachers engaged in dialogic reading has 

historically varied, ranging from 0 to 15 sessions, with each session lasting 15 
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to 90 minutes (Towson et al., 2017). The number of reading sessions per-

formed during intervention and their respective lengths have also differed, 

ranging from two weeks up to one year, with each reading session lasting be-

tween five and 20 minutes (Pillinger & Vardy, 2022). Given this variability, 

it is not possible to conclude on an optimal dosage or training related to dia-

logic reading. However, for children with developmental language disorder, 

six readings of the same book, with six receptions of a target word at each 

reading have been suggested as the optimal dosage (Storkel et al., 2017, 2019). 

The modal dosage reported is nevertheless five to 15 minutes of reading, de-

livered daily over six weeks (Pillinger & Vardy, 2022). 

A recent review has highlighted four areas that have received limited atten-

tion in relation to shared reading. These include child outcomes in grammar, 

narrative, socioemotional or socio-cognitive skills, and world knowledge 

(Grøver et al., 2023). Although both narrative abilities and socioemotional 

skills were studied, the respective studies used different outcomes, making 

comparisons inconclusive. Both grammar and narrative abilities can be de-

scribed as more complex language measures compared to vocabulary, that 

may have better predictive value, such as for future reading performance (Na-

tional Early Literacy Panel [NELP], 2008). World knowledge is closely tied 

to language experiences, where book reading offers a medium to interpret and 

gain knowledge about the world and develop vocabulary. In other words, the 

books in shared reading are relevant to consider in light of what they offer in 

terms of world knowledge (Snow, 2017). 

Dialogic reading is an evidenced-based practice (What Works Clearing-

house, 2007) that corresponds to both Tier-1 and Tier-2 in the Multi-Tiered 

Systems of Support prevention model, meaning that it is suitable as a universal 

and extended activity (Wackerle-Hollman et al., 2021). In some studies, dia-

logic reading has been implemented as tier-1 instruction (for all children) 

complemented by extended individual, or small group activity (e.g., Rogde et 

al., 2016; Zucker, Cabell, Petscher, et al., 2021). 

During the last decade, dialogic reading or similar semi-structured shared 

reading have been researched in the Nordic countries. A central theme for all 

these studies is a general focus on a) introducing the practice of dialogic read-

ing in early childhood education, and b) doing so with particular attention to 

implementation aspects. For instance, coaches have been engaged to support 

the introduction of dialogic reading practices to maintain a high degree of fi-

delity. These coaches have been part of the research team with on-site visits, 

and offered four to eight coaching sessions (Grøver et al., 2020; Lepola et al., 

2022). Another approach has been to follow-up on the implementation by 
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phone (Rogde et al., 2016). The pre-intervention training for teachers has not 

been clearly reported but ranges from a single-day workshop to two days 

(Grøver et al., 2020).  

Previous Nordic studies have, to a large extent used structural equation 

modeling (SEM) to examine the language development of children after 

shared reading. In SEM, a theoretical model is suggested and is subsequently 

analyzed against the data-set based on variance and covariance matrices. The 

outcome provides an estimate of how well the suggested model is represented 

in the data-set, through fit indices. Using SEM, Grøver et al. (2020), found a 

treatment effect of shared reading in taught/targeted vocabulary (d = 0.66, p 

<.001), perspective-taking skills (d = 0.41, p <.001) and grammar (d = 0.31, p 

<.007). Moreover, Rogde et al. (2016) reported in their SEM study a signifi-

cant effect on taught/targeted vocabulary (d = 0.55, p =.001) and the standard-

ized expressive measure (d = 0.55, p =.000). None of these studies reported a 

significant effect on standardized expressive vocabulary (such as BPVS). 

However, Hagen et al., (2017), (which was a scale-up study from Rogde et al., 

2016) found significant effects on language measures after dialogic reading (d 

= 0.56***), including standardized vocabulary, and for outcomes targeted 

within the intervention (d = 0.66). It should be noted that all of these studies 

involved an intensity of book reading of three times a week, while the Rogde 

and Grøver studies were comparable in length (16 vs. 18 weeks respectively), 

and the intervention in Hagen progressed over 30 weeks. A sustained shared 

reading intervention appears to impact both targeted language measures and 

distal language outcomes that are not specifically targeted. Stretching over a 

longer intervention period of 7 months, Grøver et al. (2022) showed that teach-

ers that were subject to professional development improved their communica-

tive pattern during shared reading. Teacher talk improved their diversity of 

word types, use of word explanations, and ratio of multi-clause utterances, 

where the latter was associated with increased child vocabulary skills. This 

can also be considered in light of the results from Lepola et al. (2022), where 

they describe that it took almost two years of teacher training and coaching to 

achieve a general high quality in teachers’ readings. Based on the Nordic stud-

ies, how a more intensive delivery format can affect child outcomes is still 

unknown. Further examination of the aspects of introducing the dialogic read-

ing practice should also consider more extensive coaching and whether this 

coaching is organized in-house by the respective early childhood education 

entities themselves. 
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Summary 

Language skills are crucial during early childhood for effective communica-

tion with peers and adults. In other words, language skills can impact social 

aspects of life, such as friendships and well-being. During preschool age, chil-

dren establish fundamental language skills that contribute to their learning and 

development. Well-being from a child’s perspective is scarcely researched, 

but the topic has received increased attention during the last three decades 

through the Convention on the Rights of the Child. Positive feelings in school 

may act as a bias for learning, and some studies indicate that children with 

lower language skills have a lower degree of well-being. Early language de-

velopment depends on both language use and interaction with more proficient 

speakers. Rich language encounters during preschool are crucial for children 

who have limited exposure to the majority language used in preschool. One 

way to support language development is through book reading, particularly 

when adults interact with children through questions and encouragement. 

Planned reading, including deliberate book selection and questioning, can be 

even more effective for stimulating language development. However, book 

reading in Swedish preschools is infrequent and lacks a structured approach. 

Preschool teachers report that the quality of reading sessions with children 

could be improved by focusing on language development and allowing suffi-

cient time for planning and organization. One effective method to promote 

oral language skills is dialogic reading, which involves engaging children in 

conversation during the reading process. Due to its focus on language devel-

opment, dialogic reading can be viewed as part of a universal intervention that 

benefits all children and ensures high quality in preschool. Introducing new 

practices in preschool requires a scaffolding structure so that professional de-

velopment can lead to sustainable change of practice. To evaluate language 

development effectively, the assessment must include several measures of dif-

ferent language domains. Including multiple language measures is particularly 

important when assessing a sample of children with diverse language back-

grounds, when it is only possible to assess one language. 
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Chapter 3: Theoretical foundation 

This chapter will cover the theoretical underpinnings that together shape the 

body of research that is the foundation that this thesis depends on. First, I will 

introduce language development and how social contexts are intertwined. This 

will be achieved by describing the usage-based and interactionist perspectives 

on language development. Then I will address the common ground between 

language skills and well-being by describing the cascading effects of devel-

opment. Finally, I will connect the language development theories with dia-

logic reading, which is the pinnacle of this thesis. 

Theories of Language development  

A typically developing child acquires language seemingly without any ef-

fort during childhood. However, no unifying theory has been put forward that 

fully explains the process of language development. A helpful way to concep-

tualize language is through a view of a system with a particular set of rules 

that one has to acquire. In broad terms, language development can be under-

stood as part of an innate ability that is independent from exposure. Another 

contrasting view claims that language development is related to aspects of use 

and exposure (emergentist approaches) described in interactionist or usage-

based perspectives. Together, the emergentist approaches adhere to the idea 

that language development is the result of generalizations from language ex-

posure rather than emerging from an independent predisposition. Central to 

the emergentist theories of language development is the combination of input 

and interaction that together shape and contribute to language development 

(Lieven, 2019). I will now describe the usage-based and interactionist per-

spectives on language development. These are chosen due to their connection 

to the framework of dialogic reading and the social aspects that connect lan-

guage and well-being. 
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Usage-based language development 

According to the usage-based theory of language development, two particular 

sets of skills shape early language development: intention-reading and pattern-

finding (Tomasello, 2003). Intention-reading concerns the ability to under-

stand how language is used (pragmatics) and, more specifically, to share at-

tention with others and comprehend their actions of communication. Inten-

tion-reading skills emerge at the age of nine to 12 months. The second set of 

skills, pattern-finding, concern the ability to conceptualize categories of ob-

jects and events into meaningful sequences (Tomasello, 2003). A limited abil-

ity to implicitly learn these patterns has been suggested as an explanation for 

developmental language disorder (Plante & Gómez, 2018; Ullman & Pierpont, 

2005), although this is still debated (Conway et al., 2019; West et al., 2018). 

Based on pattern-finding, the child extracts linguistic patterns from language 

output, and this happens implicitly, i.e., without any specific explanation. The 

typical language development, (regardless of the underlying acquisition mech-

anism) is dependent on input. This is seen in several aspects of language (e.g., 

grammar and semantics) and is claimed to be important for both first language 

learners (Ambridge et al., 2015) and second language learners (Ellis et al., 

2016).  

Interactionist perspectives on language development 

Rooted in the sociocultural perspectives of human development, the interac-

tionist perspective on language development has similarities with the afore-

mentioned usage-based theory. From an interactionist point of view, language 

development is dependent on interaction, particularly with more competent 

others (Vygotsky, 1978). This interaction comprises dialogs, conversations, 

and interactions with more language-competent peers or adults. This interac-

tion in language learning is conceptualized in the proximal zone of develop-

ment. Within this proximal zone, a more language-competent person can offer 

the language learner a challenge that is just beyond their current competence 

(Siraj-Blatchford, 2009). Theoretically, this challenge contributes to the de-

velopment of language skills beyond their current level. A central aspect is for 

the competent person to offer enough support and scaffold the language 

learner to an extent where the challenge is optimal. Too much challenge or 

lack of scaffolding, and the learner cannot benefit from teaching, it is too dif-

ficult. When there is a lack of challenge, the language learner will only be 

faced with content already mastered, and no progression will occur. This also 

means that cognitive and linguistic development alter the proximal zone, as 
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competence increases. The interactionist perspective also positions language 

development within a cultural context, meaning that how language is used and 

by whom shape its growth. 

Cascading effects of development 

The concept of cascading effects of development refers to the relationships 

between different developmental domains such as language development and 

social capabilities. By influencing and producing changes in a domain with an 

early intervention in one domain, changes within the same or another domain 

can emerge (Masten & Cicchetti, 2010). This ripple effect can be applied to 

the concepts of language and well-being. Advances in language skills may 

affect well-being. A cascading effect within the language domain has been 

described in relation to language-promoting practices. Through programs such 

as Hanen (Manolson, 1992) caregivers are instructed to change their commu-

nicative interaction with their child to boost language development. Such pro-

grams target caregivers for children who are identified as late-talkers. These 

supporting language practices are based on following child interest to promote 

sustained back-and-forth dialog, deliberately increasing the response to child 

communication, and limiting adult talk and directive questions (Suttora et al., 

2021). These language-promoting strategies can be seen as a conceptualiza-

tion of the interactionist perspective on language development that leads to 

improved language skills for the child. 

The connection between well-being and language 

In the context of early childhood, language has been described as an indicator 

of well-being (Law, Charlton, & Asmussen, 2017). Limited language skills 

may, in other words, influence life, to an extent that they affect children’s 

happiness. One example is the known connection between language skills and 

externalizing behavior (hyperactivity or aggression) (Bornstein et al., 2013). 

When language skills increase, externalizing behaviors decrease (Brownlie et 

al., 2004; Van Daal et al., 2007). Children with developmental language dis-

order experience challenges in socializing with their peers due to their limited 

communication skills (Brinton et al., 2004; Conti-Ramsden et al., 2013; 

Lloyd-Esenkaya et al., 2020). In addition to impacting child well-being during 

early life stages, children diagnosed with developmental language disorder 

have an increased risk of reduced well-being as adolescents and adults (Law 

et al., 2009; Schoon et al., 2010).  

Apart from language disabilities, children with restricted language skills in 

terms of second language learners may also be at risk for lower well-being. 
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This conclusion comes from mainly two lines of research; one that can focus 

on child well-being and social competencies in relation to language skills 

(Collins et al., 2011; Jurkic et al., 2023; Pistella et al., 2020; von Grünigen et 

al., 2012), and another focusing on how multilinguals use their language in 

relation to family and society (De Houwer, 2015, 2017). For instance, children 

with an immigrant background may have a higher risk of being bullied by 

peers (Pistella et al., 2020; von Grünigen et al., 2012). In relation to language 

usage, De Houwer underscores the importance of providing young multilin-

guals with a harmonious language development for their well-being. This har-

mony is offered when children and their families can use their minority lan-

guage without meeting obstacles in contact with the surrounding society that 

uses the majority language. This view is also supported by research pointing 

to higher well-being for children that are exposed to their minority language 

in different settings (Sun, 2019). Moreover, it seems that multilinguals with 

proficiency in both of their languages display signs of higher well-being (Mül-

ler et al., 2020). Through the OECD (2020), early childhood education has 

been suggested as an important arena for promoting both language and well-

being. The link between well-being and learning behaviors has been suggested 

by exploratory studies (e.g., Shoshani & Slone, 2017b), yet how language 

skills may vary in relation to well-being is an area that requires further re-

search. 

Special education  

Special education is a multi-professional field of practice and research and can 

occur at several stages of life, from birth to adulthood. A central theme in 

special education concerns the conditions for learning, participation, and de-

velopment. As this theme exists in several contexts, the field is not limited to 

the education setting. For instance, special education is used in early interven-

tions for children born pre-term in the form of guided practices for caregivers 

(Baraldi et al., 2020) or may concern the conditions for participation in society 

for persons with intellectual disability (Huus et al., 2021). In addition, special 

education is more than just focusing on the individual and includes group, 

environmental, and organizational aspects such as the social climate in the 

classroom (Allodi, 2010) or environmental adaptations necessary to meet the 

needs of persons with autism (Bejnö et al., 2019). Given these various con-

texts, special education is dependent on a multitude of perspectives to under-
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stand human conditions for learning and development. The multiple perspec-

tives derive from learning theories (e.g., sociocultural), neuroscience, sociol-

ogy etc. (Odom, 2016). For all these different contexts and theories to unite, 

Skrtic, (1995) stated that special education needs a critical pragmatism i.e., 

that different perspectives and professions are needed to reach the ultimate 

goal of supporting the person in need. In practice, this means that disability 

can be simultaneously understood in a medical model as well as from contex-

tual factors i.e., a social construction.  

In a historical view, education and special education have faced criticism 

for not providing the answers needed for either policy-makers or practitioners 

(see Pring, 2000). However, during the last 25 years, significant changes have 

occurred in the field of special education. These changes concern new per-

spectives such as inclusive education, advancements in education technology, 

and a greater focus on evidence-based practices. A starting point of a new era 

can be traced to both the introduction of the United Nation’s standard for per-

sons with disabilities (UN, 1993) and The Individuals with Disabilities Edu-

cation Act (Individuals with Disabilities Act, 2004) in the U.S. Jointly they 

have contributed to moving special education from a model that endorsed seg-

regated provision for students with disabilities, to one that encourages inclu-

sive practices within the general education setting (Florian, 2014).  

The new era of special education that has a focus on all students, not only 

those with disability, poses new questions from the practitioners’ point of view 

(Florian, 2014). In an inclusive agenda, where all students are to be offered 

high-quality education within the regular classroom, teachers need to be 

equipped with adequate competency and skills (Haug, 2017; Shepherd et al., 

2016). To meet this demand for increased competency, the field of educational 

research also needs to adjust its methods. Snow (2015), outlines the new 

movement of educational research, and the way forward to meet the demands 

from teachers. One of the key principles in the new movement is the shift from 

theoretically motivated lines of research to instead direct research by the 

“problems of practice”. This is a fundamental game-changer given that re-

search has previously been to some extent guided by its own questions. In the 

USA, Snow (2015) identified the instigation of the Strategic Education Re-

search Partnership by the National Research Council as the starting point in 

2003. Thereafter, several projects followed, based on practice-embedded re-

search questions and resulting in more ecologically valid results for teachers. 

Through a partnership between research and practice, the practice defines the 

most urgent problems, whereas academia contributes with the most scientifi-

cally sound ways to examine or solve the problems (Donovan et al., 2013). 
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Apart from defining the questions of urgency, teachers should also be the 

agents, i.e., implementers of the new practices (Snow, 2015).  

In Sweden, a similar trend can be observed from governmental initiative of 

ULF (Government Office, 2017), endorsing collaboration between schools 

and academia, leading to the establishment of the Swedish Institute for Edu-

cational Research in 2015 (SIER, 2020). It is essential to understand the defi-

nition and purpose of this new direction. An explanation of the term ‘practice-

embedded research’ in Sweden is offered in the report “Joint research” (SOU 

2018:19), stating that research should aim to develop educational practice, that 

in turn will lead to higher standards, in line with evidence-based practices. 

Therefore, there is a drive to enhance practice, preferably through rigorous 

scientific validation. 

Until this point, special education has not been explicitly defined but in the 

coming subsection I will use two concepts to explain special education within 

the current thesis. From the aforementioned new era of special education, the 

Multi-Tiered Systems of Support has contributed to the development of spe-

cial education (e.g., Hemmeter et al., 2016; Pentimonti et al., 2017; Sandall, 

2019). The Multi-Tiered Systems of Support is a framework that outlines how 

to address children with special educational needs and can be seen as an un-

derstanding of inclusive practices and early intervention. I will first describe 

early intervention and then return to the Multi-Tiered Systems of Support. 

Early intervention 

The concept of early intervention originated from an American context (Pool 

et al., 2008) and may refer to either preventative or compensatory measures 

(Vik & Hausstätter, 2014). The preventative intervention targets a broad pop-

ulation, known as universal programs, for children with known at-risk status 

for developmental difficulties or disadvantaged backgrounds (e.g., socioeco-

nomically). The compensatory intervention is reactive, meaning that it is ini-

tiated as soon as any difficulties are discovered. Hence, early intervention in-

cludes a broad population, with or without specific diagnoses, and children 

coming from a disadvantaged background. 

Both preventative and compensatory interventions are typically delivered 

before formal school begins i.e., from birth until the age of five (Shonkoff & 

Meisels, 2000). In economic models by Heckman (2006) it is argued that the 

cost-benefit justifies early societal investments: By early intervention, the tra-

jectory of development can be improved. The most radical opposite could be 

described as a “wait and see” approach, leading to late intervention, with less 
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return of interest and at a higher cost (Heckman, 2006). From a child’s point 

of view, late intervention also means that the children must fail substantially, 

which may affect their attitude toward school and learning (Gersten & Keat-

ing, 1987; Reschly, 2010; UK Department for Education, 2021)  

The importance of early intervention is also established within the Nordic 

countries (Broman et al., 2015; Vik & Hausstätter, 2014) and although these 

nations have more comprehensive societal investments during early childhood 

compared to the USA, the Heckman effect of early intervention is still observ-

able (see Rosholm et al., 2021). In policy, early intervention has gained in-

creased attention during the last decade and has broad support in both the Nor-

dic Welfare Center (Marklund et al., 2012; Nordic Welfare Center, 2020), 

Nordic Council of Ministers (Daníelsdóttir & Ingudóttir, 2022) as well as from 

Swedish national agencies (e.g., Swedish Agency for Health Technology As-

sessment and Assessment of Social Services, 2022; The National Agency for 

Special Needs Education and Schools, 2023; The Public Health Agency of 

Sweden, 2020).  

Concerning the research field, Educational science and Pedagogy in several 

universities have had a tradition of qualitative methods (Broman et al., 2015), 

and compared to other Scandinavian countries, Sweden has conducted a lim-

ited number of Randomized Controlled Trials (Pontoppidan et al., 2018). 

Hence international methods and intervention programs that are established as 

evidence-based practices have rarely been conducted in a Swedish education 

setting with a high degree of control (Frankenberg et al., 2019). Pontoppidan 

et al., (2018) suggests that Sweden has historically been lacking in govern-

mental initiatives that support both early intervention and randomized trials, 

compared to other Scandinavian countries. Nevertheless, an increasing num-

ber of randomized controlled trials of early intervention have been conducted 

in the Swedish education setting (e.g., Eninger et al., 2021; Fridell et al., 2023; 

Lindström-Sandahl et al., 2023; Nordström et al., 2019; Wolff & Gustafsson, 

2022).  

Although part of structured programs, early interventions that target liter-

acy and language are designed to reflect everyday interaction between child 

and adult. A systematic review (Greenwood et al., 2020), summarized as fol-

lows: 

For example, most interventions aimed at improving child communication and 

language learning outcomes are based on naturalistic conversation models that 

emphasize using the child’s interest and initiations as opportunities to model 

and prompt language use during and across daily contexts. (p.231) 
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Thus, early language interventions support the intentions outlined in the na-

tional curriculum, i.e., that adults should encourage child curiosity and inter-

est. Broström (2017) actually suggests that this is the way forward, namely to 

embed learning (teaching) in play or playful activities. Core values to guide 

this embedded learning are to create activities of interaction, communication 

and that children perceive these as meaningful (Broström, 2017).  

When introducing new practices through early intervention, these methods 

need to align with teacher perspectives and offer a sound balance between 

flexibility and fit (Bleses et al., 2018; Harn et al., 2013), i.e., flexibility as in 

opportunities for teachers to adapt the intervention to meet local conditions, 

and fit as in providing enough fidelity to actually offer the essence of the in-

tervention. One way to improve the fidelity is to introduce self-monitoring 

components as part of the intervention (Scheibel et al., 2023). By targeting 

specific goals or actions, the receiver of a professional development is hence 

required to reflect upon their practice and levels of achievement. Pairing early 

intervention with sufficient implementation is more likely to lead to child im-

provement (Størksen et al., 2021). Moreover, well-implemented studies have 

also been associated with higher gains for children (Hulme et al., 2020). We 

will now turn to a model of support that can organize how early intervention 

is delivered. 

Multi-tiered system of support 

The Multi-Tiered Systems of Support framework provides a service delivery 

structure for providing support with special education needs. It offers a com-

prehensive perspective on the child and learning environment, including not 

only the socioemotional aspects of the child but also teachers’ professional 

development. The main goal of the Multi-Tiered Systems of Support is to pro-

vide all children with high-quality education, thereby reducing the need for 

special education (Wackerle-Hollman et al., 2021). As a visual representation 

of the Multi-Tiered Systems of Support framework, four pillars can represent 

its foundational structure (Schaffer, 2023). These four include, screening, 

data-based decision-making, progress monitoring and a multilevel prevention 

system. 

The multilevel prevention system comprises evidence-based interventions 

that in turn can be delivered at multiple levels. This part of the Multi-Tiered 

Systems of Support aligns with the response-to-intervention framework, 

where support is organized by distinctive levels such as building blocks (San-

dall, 2019) or by a three-level pyramid (Fox et al., 2010). According to the 
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pyramid structure, the foundation is the Tier-1 that corresponds to a universal 

level of support for all students (Schaffer, 2023). The Tier-1 in the Multi-

Tiered Systems of Support presumes a high quality of instruction and teaching 

provided by skilled staff. When children do not meet the expected develop-

ment after attending Tier-1 instruction, the Tier-2 follows. At this second 

level, some children (approximately 15%) receive additional support that 

serves as a complement to the Tier-1 instruction. The Tier-2 support is often 

delivered in a small group, offering extended instructions that enable more 

tailored support. The top level of this prevention system is the Tier-3, com-

prising individualized and intensive support for a relatively small proportion 

of children (approximately 5%). Tier-1 typically involves a contact with a spe-

cialist such as a Speech-language Pathologist (see, Lindsay et al., 2012). 

However, there are some considerations attached to implementing the 

Multi-Tiered Systems of Support. For instance, there is a scarcity of measures 

that preschool professionals can use for screening and progress monitoring 

(Wackerle-Hollman et al., 2021). One reason for this lack of screening mate-

rials is the relative recency of the Multi-tiered system of support in early edu-

cation, where this model has been more used and researched at the school-age 

level (Odom & Fettig, 2013).  

According to recent review, the tier-1 level of language intervention in pre-

school setting may need further examination with particular focus on teacher 

training and addressing more culturally and linguistically diverse samples 

(Walker et al., 2020). Yet some interventions with tiered instruction are advo-

cated by the U.S. department of education (What Works Clearinghouse) such 

as dialogic reading for language development (Whitehurst et al., 1988) and 

Building Blocks for math (Clements & Sarama, 2011). 
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Chapter 4: Methodological overview 

The current chapter will provide a description of the employed methods to 

fulfill the aims that were presented at the end of the background section.  

The research included in this study all involved empirical data. Study I com-

prised a combined sample of preschool children and children attending the 

first years of primary education. The participants in Study II comprised only 

the preschool sample and Study III also included their preschool staff. In Table 

1, an overview of all studies is presented, along with their respective sample, 

study design, and data analysis. The research process included the following 

stages: (a) identifying the problem(s) of practice and designing a practice-em-

bedded study design (b) obtaining ethical approval and piloting the instru-

ments; (b) recruiting preschools with teachers to attend professional develop-

ment (c) informing about the research and retrieving consent from participants 

(d) executing a professional development program (e) conducting the data col-

lection and supporting teachers in executing the intervention. All these stages 

will be described into more detail during this chapter. 
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Table 2 

Overview of the studies including study design, number of participants, design and 

data analysis 

Study Title Partici-

pants 

Instru-

ment(s) 

Design Data analysis 

I 

How I Feel 

About My 

School—Adapta-

tion and Valida-

tion of an Educa-

tional Well-Being 

Measure among 

Young Children 

in Sweden 

Children 

in pre-

school 

and pri-

mary 

years (N 

= 228) 

HI-

FAMS 

Cross-sec-

tional evalu-

ation of va-

lidity and re-

liability as-

sessment 

Confirmatory 

factor analysis, 

Kendall’s tau b 

correlation, in-

ternal con-

sistency 

II 

Language skills 

and well-being in 

early childhood 

education and 

care: a cross-sec-

tional exploration 

in a Swedish con-

text 

Children 

(N = 85) 

HI-

FAMS, 

MAIN, 

Vocab-

ulary 

Depth, 

BPVS-

II 

Cross-sec-

tional analy-

sis of rela-

tionship be-

tween lan-

guage skills 

and well-be-

ing, with 

sub-group 

analyses for 

gender and 

language 

background 

Structural equa-

tion modeling, 

Person correla-

tion, independ-

ent samples t-

test, invariance 

test, Monte 

Carlo simulation 

of power 

III 

Dialogic Reading 

in Preschool: A 

Pragmatic Ran-

domized Trial 

Enrolling Addi-

tional Language 

Learners 

Children 

(n = 85) 

teachers 

(n = 10) 

HI-

FAMS, 

MAIN, 

Vocab-

ulary 

Depth, 

BPVS-

II 

Randomized 

experimental 

study with 

switching 

replications 

MANOVA, Re-

peated measures 

MANOVA, Ef-

fect size d Re-

peated 

Measures, 

pooled 

Note. HIFAMS = How I Feel About My School; MAIN = Multilingual Assess-

ment Instrument for Narratives; BPVS-II = British Picture Vocabulary Scale, 

second version; MANOVA = Multivariate analysis of variance. 
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Instruments 

Well-being 

To assess child well-being, we employed a self-report measure. How I Feel 

About My School (HIFAMS) is a seven-item questionnaire that targets the 

child’s subjective well-being in the school context. The questions concern the 

well-being related to teacher, peers, classroom, playground, the transition to 

school, during work, and overall school satisfaction. The responses are pro-

vided on a three-level scale of Sad, OK and Happy, coded respectively as 0, 

1, and 2 points. The total score ranges from 0 to 14. HIFAMS was originally 

developed in the UK for children aged four to 12 (Ford, 2013). The validation 

study of HIFAMS reports modest test-retest reliability over two weeks [Spear-

man’s correlation (rs) =.62; 95% CI: 0.54 - 0.69], and modest internal con-

sistency (Cronbach’s alpha α =.62) (Allen et al., 2018). Furthermore, the study 

has revealed that girls scored on average 0.37 points higher than boys in the 

HIFAMS assessment, which was conducted on a sample of 2345 children be-

tween the ages of four and eight. A total of 4.9% of the variance was attributed 

to differences between schools, while the remaining 95.1% was attributed to 

differences among students within schools. Concerning face validity, children 

with suspected lower well-being have reported themselves as less happy (Al-

len et al., 2018; May et al., 2020). These children were at risk of exclusion 

from school or exhibited signs of difficulties with attention and increased ac-

tivity levels. HIFAMS including its Swedish version is further described in 

article 1 (Riad et al., 2021). Research assistants, described under the section 

data collection, scored the child responses. 

Narrative skills 

To measure the narrative ability the Multilingual Assessment Instrument for 

Narratives (MAIN) was used (Gagarina et al., 2012). MAIN originates from a 

European Collaboration in Science and Technology Action IS0804 and as-

sesses aspects of macrostructure, which corresponds to the overall organiza-

tion of the narrative and how the different parts are linked. MAIN aims to 

overcome some limitations with previous narrative tests. MAIN has a scoring 

structure without ceiling effects and offers multiple episodes with the same 
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structure: goal-attempt-outcome sequence. MAIN consists of four six-picture 

stories with two comparable stories in scoring (cat/dog vs. bird/goat). The ad-

vantage of MAIN is that bilingual children can be assessed in both their lan-

guages without a training effect, due to the comparable stories. In the current 

project, the bird and goat story were used. During the first part of assessment 

with MAIN, the child is encouraged to tell a story guided by the pictures. Then 

the telling is followed by comprehension questions where the child is asked 

questions about the story such as the characters’ intentions or feelings. Scoring 

ranges from 0 to 17 for telling and 0 to 10 for comprehension. Only certain 

prompts are allowed by the test leader to minimize their influence on the 

child’s narrative. To ensure correct scoring of MAIN, all sessions were audio-

recorded and subsequently transcribed verbatim. All scoring was performed 

by the author and was assessed for interrater reliability, by an external rater 

(Riad et al., 2023). The external rater was a speech-language pathologist with 

seven years of clinical experience. This rater scored a randomized sample of 

about 20% of the data. The respective scoring was analyzed using Cohen's 

kappa () with a mean of .72 for telling, and .92 for the comprehension scale. 

Internal consistency was assessed with Cronbach’s alpha, resulting in values 

of .59 and .67 for telling and comprehension, respectively. 

 

Vocabulary depth  

To assess word learning from the taught words in the books, a custom measure 

was developed, measuring vocabulary depth. All taught words were written 

on small cards and collected in a jar that children were instructed to choose 

from. One at a time, the test leader recited what the card said and asked the 

child to tell something about it, and to explain the meaning of the word. The 

child randomly picked up 18 small cards from the jar out of the total 36 taught 

words. The child response was coded according to the scale of 0 to 3. Using 

the targeted word “starving”, one point was given for showcasing the word or 

giving a simple example (e.g., pointing to the stomach), two points were 

awarded from a good example or explanation (e.g. “One is hungry”), and three 

points for a synonymous description or definition of the word (e.g., “Starving 

means that you have not eaten in several weeks”). No points were assigned 

for an incorrect or unrelated response. This test was also audio-recorded in 

order to ensure correct scoring and also interrater reliability (Riad et al., 2023). 

The possible total score ranged from 0 to 54. All scoring was performed by 

the author and was assessed for interrater reliability by an external rater (Riad 
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et al., 2023). The external rater was a speech-language pathologist with eight 

years of clinical experience. This rater scored a randomized sample of about 

20% of the data. The respective scoring was analyzed using Cohen's kappa 

() with a mean value of .71. Internal consistency was assessed with 

Cronbach’s alpha and yielded .73. 

 

Standardized vocabulary 

The British Picture Vocabulary Scale second version (BPVS-II) is a standard-

ized receptive vocabulary measure (Dunn et al., 1997). Due to its well-estab-

lished use in Norway (e.g., Grøver et al., 2020; Karlsen et al., 2017; Klem et 

al., 2016; Rogde et al., 2016) and the lack of an equivalent norm-referenced 

test in Swedish, the BPVS-II was translated in order to be adopted in this study 

and is successively reported in article 2 and article 3. Based on the Norwegian 

standardization (Lyster et al., 2010), the BPVS-II was translated to Swedish 

from Norwegian by a native speaker of Norwegian with high proficiency in 

Swedish. The test was subsequently retranslated into Norwegian, and the re-

sults were discussed by the research group to check for similarities and poten-

tial language inconsistencies between the English, Norwegian, and Swedish 

versions. Scores ranged from 0 to 144. During the assessment reported in ar-

ticle 2 and article 3, the standard procedure described in the BPVS-II manual 

was applied (Dunn et al., 1997). Cronbach’s alpha reliability for the Swedish 

version was 0.94. The translation and use for this study were approved by The 

Licensor GL-assessment. All instruments, including BPVS-II, are presented 

in Table 3, with a brief description of the targeted ability and their use in the 

study. 
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Pilot testing 

All the included instruments were piloted prior to the data collection. The pi-

loting ensured that all the instruments were feasible in terms of child attention 

span and that the instructions were sufficient to perform testing, particularly 

for the study-specific measure of vocabulary depth. The piloting was per-

formed on children of the same age (five years old) that were not taking part 

in the studies. After piloting all assessments, a standardized manual was cre-

ated to ensure that the same procedure was adopted on all assessment occa-

sions. Other measures were considered and piloted but excluded, for instance 

due to feasibility issues as they included too many loose objects such as small 

toys or cards. In sum, the pilot testing confirmed that the included measures 

were appropriate for the targeted sample in term of feasibility.  

The preschools 

The nine preschools included in Studies I, II and III were located in large cities 

(n = 2), medium-sized cities (n = 3), and commuting municipalities (n = 4), as 

per the official classification of municipalities (Swedish Association of Local 

Table 3  

Measures of language and well-being 

Test/material Targeted ability Study 

How I Feel About My School 

(Allen et al., 2018) 

Subjective child well-being 

in the school context 

I-III 

Multilingual Assessment Instru-

ment for Narratives (Gagarina et 

al., 2012) 

Narrative telling and narra-

tive comprehension on 

macrostructure 

II-III 

Vocabulary Depth (Study-spe-

cific) 

Taught vocabulary II-III 

British Picture Vocabulary Scale 

(Dunn et al., 1997) 

Receptive vocabulary II-III 
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Authorities and Regions, 2016). The number of children in each class [av-

delning, in Swedish] varied between four and 13 children. None of the pre-

schools were enrolled in the national initiative for improved reading in pre-

school [Läslyftet, in Swedish] (SNAE, 2021). The SES-level at the respective 

preschool was retrieved from the Swedish National Agency of Education, 

based on the most proximal compulsory school in relation to each preschool 

(SNAE, 2019b). The SES index is a composite measure of caregiver income, 

education, social security compensation, and eligibility for secondary educa-

tion. The index ranges from 20 to 596, with a mean of 106. 

Participants 

Teachers 

Nine preschool teachers plus one childcare worker (hereafter described as 

teachers) were recruited for the study. The majority of teachers had over a 

decade of experience (n = 9), with one teacher reporting two to five years of 

working experience. Three of the teachers indicated fluency in an additional 

language other than Swedish (bi/multilingual) 
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Children 

Study I included a combined sample of preschool children (n = 85) and chil-

dren in primary school (n = 143). The primary school children were recruited 

from four schools located in districts with different socioeconomic character-

istics; large cities and commuting municipalities (SALAR, 2016). The pri-

mary school sample was enrolled in a socioemotional climate intervention and 

its recruitment and data collection are described in detail elsewhere (Wikman, 

2023).  

The preschool children (n = 85) in Studies I, II and III attended their final 

year at nine preschools. All five-year-old children in these settings were of-

fered participation and no exclusion criteria were applied. Caregivers provided 

Table 4 

Descriptive data of participants at each preschool 

 Preschool 

class 

SES index n-partici-

pants 

n-additional 

language 

learners 

Group 

alloca-

tion 

  A B 

 1 91 7 5 4 3 

 2 209 9 7 5 4 

 3 209 14 10 8 6 

 4 209 7 4 4 3 

 5 104 6 4 3 3 

 6 98 8 3 4 4 

 7 154 7 7 3 4 

 8 152 12 3 6 6 

 9 259 11 11 5 6 

 10 259 4 4 4 - 

Total 10 x̄ 174 85 58 46 39 

Note. A higher SES index indicates an increased level of disadvantage 

within the school district, min-max = 20- 596; n-ALL = Total number of 

Additional Language Learners, children with no caregiver being a native 

speaker of Swedish.  
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written consent; information about the study was available in Swedish, Eng-

lish and Arabic (Swedish version available in the appendix). In total, 85 chil-

dren provided written consent. They had a mean age of 5.29 (SD = 0.25) at 

the first assessment. Forty-nine (58%) were female, and 58 (68%) had no care-

giver with Swedish as their native language. The children with at least one 

caregiver with Swedish as a native language were in the minority (n = 27, 

32%). The data concerning language background was provided by the respec-

tive preschool. The need for additional information concerning language back-

ground and socioeconomic status derived from a low response rate on the care-

giver questionnaire. The randomization is further described in the next section 

but was made based on blocks of gender and equal group size at each pre-

school. Additional information concerning the participants is presented in Ta-

ble 4. 

Data collection 

The data in Studies I, II and III was collected by the author and research as-

sistants. The primary school data in Study I was collected by Wikman (see 

Wikman, 2023). The research assistants were recruited via advertisements 

aimed at graduate students of psychology and speech-language pathology. 

These students were deliberately selected based on their experience of child 

assessment during their studies. The research assistants received a two-hour 

instruction session on the assessment, guided by an assessment manual. The 

two-hour instruction included a description of the allowed strategies for 

prompts when eliciting child responses and the rights of the children. Prior to 

meeting any child, all research assistants provided external assurance of hav-

ing no previous conviction. Part of the data collection was also done by the 

teachers as they reported their reading practices, in terms of applied techniques 

of PEER and CROWD, and which children had attended the reading sessions. 

 

Data analysis 

Studies I, II and III included descriptive statistics, correlations, assessment of 

reliability and inspection of normality, through SPSS (version 28-29). Studies 

I and II applied structural equation modeling (SEM) and were conducted in 

Mplus version 8.4 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2017).  
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Latent modeling of variables allows comparison between different scales 

and has the advantage of error-free measurement of these relationships (Little, 

2013). The SEM studies and model tested in the respective studies followed 

recommended practices and were guided by existing theory and modification 

indices (Brown, 2015). As we were agnostic towards the nature of the rela-

tionship between language and well-being, SEM for Study II was appropriate 

(Little, 2013). This agnostic assumption was guided by the theories of devel-

opmental cascades where change in one domain can alter the other (Masten & 

Cicchetti, 2010). Model fit was determined based on conventional fit indices: 

the comparative fit index (CFI), root mean square error of approximation 

(RMSEA), standardized root mean square residual (SRMR). Cut-off values 

were CFI > 0.95, RMSEA ≤ 0.08, SRMR ≤ 0.08 (Hu & Bentler, 1999; Kline, 

2016). Exact fit was determined based on nonsignificant Chi-square (p >.05). 

In addition, residuals and potential model weaknesses were inspected. 

In Study I, the weighted least square mean and variance adjusted 

(WLSMV) estimator was used. This was decided as appropriate as the data 

for Study I was not normally distributed and WLSMV is recommended for 

categorical data (Brown, 2015). Since a previous study by Allen et al. (2018) 

reported a single factor structure and this solution is the most parsimonious, 

this model was tested. The one-factor structure was estimated with exact fit 

Chi-square (p >.05). Other models were also tested but showed a poor model 

fit. 

For Study II the maximum likelihood estimator (ML) was used for the full 

model whereas the models containing categorical data used WLSMV. To 

maintain sufficient power, the parceling technique was applied, meaning that 

items were averaged into bundles rather than using all individual items (Little 

et al., 2002). The parcels were then used in the structural model to increase 

power, as the participants per item increased. In addition, fewer items in the 

model also enabled a more parsimonious model, meaning that there were 

fewer free parameters to estimate. Parceling was applied for MAIN where 

items from the telling scale (A2-A16) comprised one parcel, and the compre-

hension scale was divided into two parcels of IST (items D2, D5, and D8) and 

GOAL (D1, D4, and D7). Items A0, A1 and D10 were excluded as they were 

not part of a similar macrostructure and D3, D6, and D9 were excluded as they 

were not independent observations. 

BPVS-II (in total 120 items) and Vocabulary depth (in total 36 items) were 

parceled into three equal bundles by randomization (40 and 12 items in each 

parcel respectively). 
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Study III concerned a multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) and 

had a repeated measures MANOVA design, using SPSS (version 29). As the 

initial baseline equivalence was established by MANOVA, the data analysis 

progressed with a repeated measures MANOVA (Barkaoui, 2014). In the re-

peated measures MANOVA, time was set as a within-subject factor, whereas 

the language background, gender and intervention group were between-sub-

jects factors. The measure of vocabulary depth was transformed by square root 

and then met criteria of normality. Standardized residuals were used to inspect 

normality in each variable. When other criteria of ANOVA were not met, such 

as sphericity, the data was analyzed by adjusted values (Greenhouse & 

Geisser, 1959; Huynh & Feldt, 1976; Mauchly, 1940). 

Missing data and attrition 

Study I had 14% of missing data, mainly due to sampling errors. Study III had 

16% of missing data mainly due to absence during the testing period. Before 

imputation, missing data was analyzed and inspected and deemed to be at least 

Missing at Random (MAR). In Study I and Study III the missing data was 

remediated with multiple imputation in SPSS using the Monte Carlo Markov 

Chain. 

For Study II, missing data was imputed by Mplus through Full Information 

Maximum Likelihood (FIML). FIML is considered to be appropriate for both 

data that is Missing Completely at Random (MCAR) and Missing at Random 

(MAR) (Enders & Bandalos, 2001). 

Fidelity, validity and reliability 

A central aspect of determining the effectiveness of an intervention study con-

cerns the fidelity, i.e., whether the intervention has been delivered in line with 

the study protocol (Gearing et al., 2011). Fidelity may furthermore concern 

several parts of the study including study design, training prior to intervention, 

intervention delivery and intervention receipt. Concerning the design, the 

teachers included in Study III, received a manual with the targeted goals of 

the intervention (PEER and CROWD) and additional material was available 

through the project website. For the training prior to the intervention, the 

teachers attended a professional development program that will be described 

in the coming section. The intervention delivery was examined by teachers’ 

self-reported checklists and through observation by special education teach-

ers. Through the teacher checklists the intervention receipt was monitored and 

the individual dosage of dialogic reading was measured.  
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Turning to the language assessment, there is a shortage of language tests in 

Swedish that have been thoroughly examined concerning both reliability and 

validity. Even tests that have been norm-referenced, may not sufficiently rep-

resent cultural and linguistic variability among children (e.g., Andersson et 

al., 2019). Therefore, the included language tests in the current thesis have 

been analyzed in terms of reliability through both internal consistency and 

interrater scores. Furthermore, the language tests have presented significant 

correlations (Study II) that accord with the unitary construct of language dur-

ing preschool age (Hjetland et al., 2020). 

For the language testing, it is also likely that children improved their scoring 

to some extent as a result of multiple testing (Scharfen et al., 2018). At the 

same time, the randomization compensates for the regression to the mean 

(Barnett et al., 2005), and the multiple testing allows monitoring the develop-

ment in both groups when not attending dialogic reading.  

The assessment of well-being could have benefited from a concurrent 

measure, for instance provided by the preschool teachers. However, no other 

similar tool that measures subjective well-being in preschool was readily 

available. One option would have been an objective measure such as a strength 

and difficulties questionnaire that had been examined in a preschool context 

by teachers (e.g., Dahlberg et al., 2020). However, it was deemed not feasible 

to add further instructions to the teachers.  

Ethical considerations 

The study was approved by the Swedish Ethical Review Authority, concern-

ing the preschool sample (#2019-02977). The school sample in Study I was 

reviewed by the Swedish Ethical Review Authority (#2019-03058). 

Prior to all preschool assessments the children were presented with a picture 

of the person that would conduct the assessment. In addition, all the children 

were explicitly informed, in child-friendly language that they could withdraw 

at any time they wished. A few children also acted on this and actually left the 

assessment. During the assessment, children were placed with easy access to 

a means to leave the room. When audio was recorded during the assessment 

(MAIN and vocabulary depth) children were explicitly informed about this. If 

any research assistant encountered anything unusual, for instance in relation 

to asking about child well-being, they were instructed to report this to the pro-

ject owner coordinator Eva Siljehag. Introducing new practices in preschool 
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meant an increased workload for the teachers. To ensure a good working en-

vironment, the agreement with the principals meant that teachers received 

time for planning. In addition, the principals underscored the importance of a 

joint effort by the whole staff. As the teachers were filmed by the special ed-

ucation teachers, they also provided consent.  

The data collected was coded to maintain teacher and student confidentiality. 

All audio-recorded data was stored in a secure location. 

Description of the work presented in Study III 

With respect to Study III, I will now present its underlying work. This is done 

to provide an understanding of the process and one of the important founda-

tions of this thesis. This presentation will include how the practice-embedded 

research was conducted, along with the professional development program. 

Practice-embedded educational research 

This thesis and its research originates from a research-to-practice network or-

ganized by Stockholm University, Department of Special Education (Siljehag 

& Allodi Westling, 2019). The network is focused on inclusive education and 

early intervention in preschool and the network was attended by practitioners 

from early childhood education and researchers. Responding to practitioners' 

requests for methods of early intervention and particularly about procedures 

to develop language and social skills in early childhood education, a project 

was started. Guided by implementation science frameworks (Dunst, 2015; 

Metz & Bartley, 2012) the project of Social Interaction in play time and lan-

guage activities: Early interventions in inclusive Early Childhood Education 

for children with Special Educational Needs (Siljehag, 2023) was organized 

through a structure that both ensured high-quality research while also enabling 

the teachers to contribute as active participants. In addition, the term ‘practice-

embedded’ in this project meant that the teachers were involved in several 

decisions concerning the research, including books to read, target words in the 

book and study design, which I will return to. The initial steps of the problems 

of practice framing this research are described in Figure 3. 
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Figure 3 

Vital steps in the practice-embedded research of the current thesis 

 

Note. ECE = Early Childhood Education; ALL = Additional language learners. 

As reading aligns with reported teacher practice in early childhood education 

(Alatalo & Westlund, 2021) and shared reading is supported by international 

literature as effective for stimulating language, and particularly for additional 

language learners, the dialogic reading approach was suggested, tested in prac-

tice and deemed feasible. Within the research-to-practice network the method 

of dialogic reading was discussed concerning its applicability in the Swedish 

context.  

A rich amount of material was available on the internet to learn more about 

the method, for instance the CONNECT module at the Frank Porter Graham 

Institute (Buysse et al., 2011) and other resources. The employers of the prac-

titioners in the research-to-practice network were then contacted by the re-

searchers, ending in a bilateral agreement of interest and an application for 

funding that after some attempts was received from the Swedish Institute for 

Educational Research.  

The collaboration between research and practice consisted of one munici-

pal school district and an independent school service provider, established in 
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several municipalities. From these preschools the teachers were offered par-

ticipation, while three special education teachers were also recruited to work 

part-time on the project. The special education teachers were knowledgeable 

in their respective organizational structures and familiar with the preschools, 

teachers and principals. The research project involved several actors, starting 

with a board of research, comprising researchers and the special education 

teachers. The special education teachers also performed the teacher coaching 

and had direct communication with principals and the teachers through the 

coaching. The next layer concerned the principals from the respective pre-

school, that organized the reading on a local level, and ensured the dialogic 

reading was prioritized at instances of sick-leave and staff being absent. The 

principals had, as well as direct contact with teachers and special education 

teachers, also contact with the board of research. The teachers that were to 

perform the reading, had contact with all layers. The intervention, with arrows 

of communication is illustrated in Figure 4. 
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Figure 4 

The organization of the research project by a concept map 

 

 

Note. Board = Board of research including researchers and special education teach-

ers; SE teachers = Special education teachers. 

Professional development 

The professional development consisted of three different parts. First, the 

teachers received training in a workshop format of three sessions and two ad-

ditional meetings over the course of eight months. The workshops are de-

scribed in more detail in the Appendix of Riad et al. (Submitted manuscript).  

During the workshops the teachers were offered a mix of theoretical and 

practical encounters with dialogic reading. The theoretical part included ex-

amining the CONNECT modules (Buysse et al., 2011) and reading a trans-

lated version of the practice-oriented journal article of Flynn (2011).  

The teachers also attended a video-meeting with a Norwegian researcher 

that previously performed randomized trial of dialogic reading, with the pos-

sibility to ask questions. The practical part included homework in between the 

workshop where teachers were asked to perform dialogic reading on other 
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children than were later included in the study. During workshops the dialogic 

reading was performed as embedded practice as role-play with specific target 

areas of dialogic reading techniques (PEER and CROWD). Prior to the inter-

vention start, the teachers also performed a pilot week of dialogic reading, 

with other children but with the same books and content as intended for the 

study. During this period the teachers were introduced to various support ma-

terial including checklists, manual and examples of child-friendly definitions 

of target words. Additional information about the project was offered on the 

project blog where all material was available. 

The second part of the professional development activities was the coach-

ing. The coaching occurred as the intervention was initiated and was offered 

in person three times for all teachers and as weekly follow-up by phone. Dur-

ing the coaching the teachers could watch and discuss with the coach video-

recordings of their own dialogic reading session. The video-recordings were 

made by the project coaches (who were special education teachers participat-

ing in the project). The teachers were also encouraged to describe with the 

coaches the potential issues of concern they had experienced during the dia-

logic reading, for instance how to increase child engagement. The aim of the 

coaching was to give constructive feedback that would contribute to improv-

ing the quality and fidelity of the application. 

The third part concerns the personal reflection that the teachers were to 

conduct after each session. After each dialogic reading, the teachers reported 

on the techniques of PEER and CROWD, the children attending, as well as 

potential incidents that could affect the outcome, such as disruptions from 

other children. Moreover, the teachers kept a personal log of reflections where 

they were encouraged to reflect upon their dialogic reading practices. 

The special education teachers 

The three special education teachers were employed by the preschools and 

received financial compensation from the project for their part-time work on 

the project. This included, apart from the coaching, being members of the re-

search team, in which they participated in decision-making, planning, and as-

sisted with communication among all stakeholders involved in the study. The 

special education teachers varied in their level of experience in special educa-

tion, ranging from three to 20 years (3, 20 and 20 respectively). To enhance 

their coaching abilities, the teachers participated in three training sessions and 

attended an additional coaching session with as international partner, an expe-

rienced researcher with expertise in the coaching and implementation field. 
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Switching replications design 

As a result of the practice-embedded research, we discussed the research de-

sign with the teachers. Although we could not guarantee any benefits of dia-

logic reading, the teachers believed that it could be beneficial and expressed 

concern at the thought that some children would be allocated to the control 

group and would miss the chance to improve their language skills. As the chil-

dren were five years old, they could not receive the intervention later as a wait-

list control group, since they would move to another educational setting soon. 

From this ethical point of view the teachers advocated another research design, 

without a control group, so all children could receive the dialogic reading. As 

a result, the Switching replications design (Edmonds & Kennedy, 2017) was 

suggested. Depending on structure the switching replications design is an ex-

perimental design, where all participants receive the intervention, while hav-

ing one of the group in turn act as a control group (Shadish et al., 2002). In 

Table 5, a schema for the switching replications design is presented.  

 

 
Table 5 

Study design, switching replication with random group assignment 

Group Pretest DR Mid-test DR Post-test 

A O1 X O2 - O3 

B O1 - O2 X O3 

Note. DR = Dialogic Reading of 25 sessions; A and B = group allocation; 

O1-O3 = assessment over the course of three time points. 

Randomization 

The children were randomized into A and B groups with blocks on gender and 

equivalent group sizes, i.e., in a preschool with eight children, four were ran-

domized to group A, and four to group B, with as equal gender distribution as 

possible in respective group. It was not possible to randomize the allocation 

with a block on language background as some preschools were only attended 

by additional language learners. During the dialogic reading periods the teach-

ers delivered reading every day for five consecutive weeks. Each test period 
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was set to two weeks, however two additional weeks were necessary after the 

mid-test due to the Christmas holidays.  

The dialogic reading – the books, target words and local 

adaptations 

The teachers were instructed to use the techniques of PEER and CROWD and 

to read the six chosen picture books, five days a week for five consecutive 

weeks. The books were jointly chosen based on criteria of having rich pictures 

and being of appropriate length for the children (Wasik et al., 2016; Zucker, 

Cabell, & Pico, 2021). Too much text in the book would reduce the talking 

time for the children, while too long stories would challenge the attention span 

of the children. Furthermore, the books should include an engaging story, ra-

ther than just contain semantic content (pointing and naming). The story is 

important as it is used as a pivot for discussions in the Open-ended, Wh- and 

Distancing questions. The books were chosen together with the teachers as 

they could judge the type of books that would be suitable for the targeted sam-

ple. We also specifically aimed to offer children new experiences by using 

books that it would be unlikely they had encountered previously.  

After selecting the included books for the dialogic reading, we identified 

words that would be suitable for the targeted population, following the princi-

ples of tier 2 and tier 3 words (Beck et al., 2013; Zucker, Cabell, & Pico, 

2021). The target words comprised a mix of nouns, verbs and adjectives, of-

fering a variety of words that would be useful in several contexts. All included 

books and examples of target words are presented in Table 6. Teachers had 

different local circumstances in terms of physical space, group sizes and local 

organization. Therefore, when the reading was executed during the day, the 

placement of children and other local adaptations were decided by the teach-

ers. Each reading session were expected to last 20-25 minutes. All the included 

books are available in the appendix of Study III (Riad et al., accepted manu-

script). The target words were also decided in tandem with the teachers. Be-

fore the intervention the teachers were provided with the target words and po-

tential child-friendly descriptions of them. The teachers were not informed 

about the testing and hence were not explicitly informed that the target words 

were part of the assessment. The same teacher delivered the intervention for 

both intervention group A and group B (see Figure 5). 
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Figure 5 

CONSORT Flowchart of participants in preschool sample 
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Table 6 

Included books and examples of target words 

Book Plot Tags 
Example of target 

word, with Eng-

lish translation in 

brackets 

Arnes stora, läs-

kiga tänder, Jar-

vis, 1985 

The crocodile scares the 

other animals with his 

teeth, yet one day the 

teeth are lost. 

Friend-

ship, 

emotions 

Rutin [Routine] 

Alla tre på ut-

flykt med för-

skolan ärtan, 

Nillson Thore, 

2019 

The story describes the 

routines at preschool 

when going on a small 

outing. 

Discov-

ery, rou-

tines 

Varsin  

[One for each] 

Allt det här kan 

jag, Rottböll & 

Johansson, 2014 

Written with rhyme-

based descriptions of 

capabilities of a child 

through an animate 

context. 

Animals, 

self-effi-

cacy 

Obehagligt 

[Unpleasant] 

Knuttes hus, 

Lindgren & 

Adbåge, 2017 

The child Knutte cannot 

stand the situation at 

home, so he moves to a 

new house where ani-

mals come to visit and 

move in. 

Self-effi-

cacy, 

emotions 

Repetera [Repeat] 

Nisse på 

stranden, Land-

ström, 1992 

Nisse visits the beach, 

but it does not turn out 

as intended. 

Unex-

pected, 

emotions 

Överge 

[Abandon] 

Varför gråter 

pappan, Murray 

Brodin & Jo-

hansson, 2019 

Two children observe a 

crying man and hypoth-

esize why he is upset. 

Fantasy, 

emotions 
Föredrar [Prefer] 
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Chapter 5: Results 

Main results of Study I 

This cross-sectional study aimed to validate the HIFAMS in a Swedish early 

education context. Two-hundred-twenty-eight children completed HIFAMS 

during November-December 2019. Inter-item correlation ranged between .39 

and .53 (p <.001). One exception was however item 4, concerning the well-

being at the playground. This item has shown some divergent tendencies in a 

previous study in the UK (Allen et al., 2018). The mean reported well-being 

score was 10.82 of the maximum 14. A one-factor structure was assessed 

through confirmatory factor analysis and endorsed by exact fit (χ2 >.05) and 

good model fit (χ2 = 16.572; df = 14; p =.280; RMSEA = 0.029; CI = 

0.000−0.074; CFI = 0.99; SRMR = 0.049). Standardized factor loadings were 

all significant (p <.001) and ranged from .39 to .70. 

Subsequently dummy variables of gender and age were added to the model 

to assess their respective influence on HIFAMS. In contrast to a previous UK 

study, no significant gender differences were observed, although girls had a 

higher mean score. Concerning the dummy variable of age, significant differ-

ences were observed. Children in school reported a significantly higher mean 

score on HIFAMS compared to preschool children, indicating that older chil-

dren had a higher well-being. The final model with both dummy variables 

included yielded an excellent model fit (χ2 = 29.701; df = 26; p =.280; RMSEA 

= 0.025; CI = 0.000−0.074; CFI = 0.99; SRMR = 0.049). Internal consistency 

as per Cronbach’s alpha was 0.63. 
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Figure 6 

Path-model of HIFAMS, Swedish version, with standardized estimates 

 
 

 

Main results of Study II 

The purpose of this cross-sectional study was to explore the relationship be-

tween language skills and well-being in the 85 preschool children, i.e., prior 

to the intervention. The relationship between language and well-being was 

analyzed through structural equation modeling, conducted in a step-by-step 

fashion. First language and well-being were examined in separated CFAs be-

fore being examined jointly in a full model. A two-factor model for well-being 

was best represented by the data, offering good fit (χ2 = 9.802, df = 8, p =.280, 

RMSEA = 0.054, CI90 = 0.000 − 0.151, CFI = 0.95, and SRMR = 0.079), 

with significant factor loadings (p <.05) ranging from r =.39 to.77. The two-

factor model was divided by two constructs named WBG (well-being general) 

and WBP (Well-being related to people), based on their respective item infor-

mation. The only language model was employed with parcels of BPVS, vo-

cabulary depth and MAIN to create stable measures and increase power. A 

two-factor model of narrative and vocabulary as latent constructs showed a 

good fit to the data (χ2 = 32.515, df = 26, p =.177, RMSEA = 0.057, CI = 0.000 

− 0.112, CFI = 0.982, SRMR = 0.059). The two models of well-being and 

language were subsequently combined in a joint model, obtaining a good fit 
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in relation to the data (χ2 = 105.103, df = 88, p =.102, RMSEA = 0.050, CI = 

0.000 − 0.083, CFI = 0.955, SRMR = 0.077). Yet none of the well-being 

measures indicated a significant correlation with any of the language con-

structs (p >.05). The well-being constructs did indicate a relationship (r =.33); 

however, this was not significant (p =.17). 

We also wanted to explore the influence of gender and language back-

ground, and these were added as covariates (coded boys = 0, girls = 1 and at 

least one caregiver native speaker = 0, additional language learner = 1, respec-

tively). Adding the dummy variable of language background indicated a sig-

nificant negative score on vocabulary for additional language learners (Vo-

cabulary on Language Background: d = −0.932, p < 0.001). Gender did not 

indicate any significant regressions on the constructs but was closest in rela-

tion to narrative abilities (Narrative on gender: d = 0.43, p =.07). This meant 

that language background did not affect narrative ability as measured per 

macrostructure (MAIN) but influenced vocabulary scores (BPVS-II and vo-

cabulary depth). Due to the sample size, it was not possible to perform multi-

group analysis for the full model, but the results were corroborated through 

invariance testing (supporting metric, configural and scalar invariance) and 

Monte Carlo simulation to assess power, and multi-group analysis construct-

by-construct. The additional information received showed a negative correla-

tion between child well-being related to people and narrative ability for chil-

dren, with at least one caregiver being a native speaker (r = −.74, p = < 0.001). 

Figure 5 represents the path-model published in (Riad et al., 2023). One final 

important note about Study II is that we could not establish any association in 

the SEM between language and well-being, nor in the complete correlation 

matrix. Yet one significant correlation between well-being and language was 

discovered for the children, with at least one caregiver being a native speaker. 

Their telling scores in MAIN showed a significant negative correlation con-

cerning well-being related to people (WBP). 
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Figure 7 

Path-model with standardized estimates of language skills and well-being, with lan-

guage background added as a dummy variable  
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Main results of Study III 

This study aimed to evaluate the effects of dialogic reading by measuring lan-

guage skills in tandem with well-being. The average dosage was 18.57 reading 

sessions and teachers reported their fidelity to range between 60.9 and 85.5% 

(see Table 7). 

 

Table 7 

Teacher-reported practices in percent of respective occurrence 

 
P E E R  C R O W D 

Period 

A+B (%) 
85.8 81.4 68 76.35  75.9 66.7 60.9 83.45 74.2 

Note. PEER = Prompt, Evaluate, Expand, Repeat; CROWD = Complete, 

Recall, Open-ended, Wh-question, Distancing. 

Baseline equivalence between intervention groups (A and B) was first as-

sessed in two MANOVAs, one for language measures (MAIN, BPVS and vo-

cabulary depth) and one for well-being (HIFAMS; WBG and WBP). The fixed 

factors of gender and group did not show any significant baseline differences, 

indicating successful randomization. However, language background showed 

significant group differences related to vocabulary. This difference was dis-

covered in Study II and expected and not possible to adjust for, as some pre-

schools were only attended by additional language learners. The well-being 

MANOVA indicated nonsignificant (p >.05) group differences related to in-

tervention group, gender, or language background. 

Then a repeated measures MANOVA was conducted with language back-

ground, group assignment, and gender as between-subjects factors. The results 

showed significant, large improvements in the custom measure vocabulary 

depth (partial eta squared =.299, p = <.001), see Figure 8. 
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Figure 8  

Vocabulary depth with mean scores of Group A (n= 44) vs. Group B (n= 37) on 

three occasions 

 
Note. Error bars represent standard errors; the mean scores of Vocabulary 

depth are square root adjusted to meet criteria of normality. 

 

Examining the graphs (Figure 9) with the trend line for the respective group, 

an increased mean score adjacent to engaging in dialogic reading is observa-

ble. For the telling mean score, the development was more complex, but with 

a significant intervention effect for group B. Narrative comprehension in-

creased in the same fashion as O1 and O2, indicating a test effect.  

The standardized vocabulary remained under constant development for 

both groups during the observed time points, and its progression could not be 

associated with engaging in dialogic reading. 

Well-being remained, in general terms, constant during the observed time 

points (O1-O3). Initial differences between intervention groups (A vs. B) in 

general well-being (WBG) were observed at O1 but converged to O3. For gen-

der (girls vs. boys), a diverging trend was observed between O2 and O3 where 

girls tended to report higher and boys lower mean scores of well-being related 

to people (WBP). An ad hoc analysis also indicated a positive association be-

tween well-being reported at O2 and O3, and engaging in dialogic reading ses-

sions. 
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Figure 9 

Mean score development for children with a native language background (n = 27) 

and additional language learners (n = 58) in vocabulary and narrative skills 

Additional language learners showed similar progress in all language 

measures compared to their peers that had at least one caregiver with Swedish 

as their native language. Each measure was also estimated for effect size, us-

ing a repeated measures corrected estimate (see Table 8). 
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Table 8 

Inferential statistics for pretest (O1) and post-tests for additional language learn-

ers 

 
 Pre (O1)  Post (O2/O3)  Effect size 

Scale n M (SD)  M (SD)  ES (CI-95%)  

Vocabulary 

depth 
56 2.29 (.91)  2.99 (1.07)  1.19 (0.795 - 

1.581) 

BPVS-II 
56 41.89 

(12.32) 

 46.42 

(15.59) 

 0.59 (0.219 - 

0.972) 

MAIN Telling 
56 0.26 (.13)  0.30 (.13)  0.33 (-0.043 - 

0.702) 

MAIN 

Compr. 
56 0.47 (.21)  0.68 (.23)  1.01 (0.616 - 

1.404) 

Note. BPVS-II = British Picture Vocabulary Scale; MAIN Telling = The Mul-

tilingual Assessment Instrument for Narratives, narrative production; 

MAIN Compr. = The Multilingual Assessment Instrument for Narratives, 

narrative comprehension; ES = Effect size d Repeated Measures, pooled. 
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Chapter 6: Discussion  

This dissertation presents research on the concurrent relations between lan-

guage skills and subjective well-being in Swedish preschool for children aged 

five. The language data was collected through several tests that provide both 

proximal data that is sensitive to change as well as rich linguistic data from 

narrative telling and comprehension paired with child self-reported well-being 

in preschool.  

Study I 

Sweden has recently adopted the statutes of the United Nations Convention 

on the Rights of the Child as part of the national legislation (Swedish Parlia-

ment, 2018). The convention stresses that the opinions of children need to be 

considered and valued. Yet there is a lack of measures that target how children 

feel from a subjective perspective (Cho & Yu, 2020; Pollard & Lee, 2003). To 

fulfill the agenda of adhering to the voice of children, a validated measure in 

the educational context is useful for evaluating policies and regulations, as 

well as for mediating special educational interventions. In this cross-sectional 

exploration we aimed to explore how children perceive their preschool envi-

ronment in terms of well-being from a subjective perspective. The short an-

swer is that HIFAMS is a potential option for assessing self-reported child 

well-being, although additional studies are needed to confirm its usefulness in 

Swedish early education. The further exploration of HIFAMS could include 

testing both its reliability in terms of test-retest as well as using it with a con-

current measure. Similar measures of child well-being are being developed, 

such as Sandseter and Seland (2016). The virtues of HIFAMS lie in its 

straightforward construction and adapted response scale that compensate for 

some concerns when assessing child subjective well-being (Fane, 2017; Fane 

et al., 2020). The volatile state of well-being for young children and the some-

what lower factor loading on item 4 may indicate that the scale should prefer-

ably be used as a unit rather than for a close analysis of specific items. The 

HIFAMS measure taps into a relatively recent field of research on subjective 
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well-being for young children, with few similar measures and a limited 

knowledge base. The use of HIFAMS in early childhood education can be 

seen as a screening tool, where additional interviews with the child are neces-

sary to discover more details of their feelings and well-being. 

Study II 

Language skills during early childhood are central for communication and for 

establishing relationships with peers. Given that language has a central posi-

tion in terms of social encounters, it may also influence aspects of well-being. 

Previous studies of children with limited language skills such as immigrants, 

indicate that they have a risk for lower well-being compared to peers. For 

Study II, the aims were: to examine the relationship between language and 

well-being for a sample with a high concentration of additional language 

learners, and to examine the influence of language background and gender 

concerning language skills and well-being. We found that the concepts were 

not related in this study, but discovered that narrative language abilities among 

additional language learners and children with majority language were com-

parable in their macrostructure. Yet additional language learners showed sig-

nificantly lower vocabulary skills compared to peers. This study provided a 

solid basis for the assumption of the usefulness of a macrostructure to compare 

language abilities when only the majority language is possible to measure. 

Another topic of importance is the lower scores in standardized vocabulary 

compared to Norwegian studies of BPVS-II and Swedish studies of MAIN. 

Collectively, this indicates that the sample may benefit from a universal lan-

guage intervention and not only additional language learners. 

Study III 

Shared reading in preschool may offer an opportunity for language develop-

ment where adults model and engage children in conversation. Yet current 

reports show that reading in Swedish preschool does not occur as part of a 

language developing strategy nor is pre-planned, leading to potentially less 

effective reading sessions. For the final Study III the aims were to: Evaluate 

the effects of a short, intensive universal language dialogic reading interven-

tion for five-year-old children involving daily picture book reading in small 

groups, implemented by regular preschool teachers who received professional 

development prior and coaching during the intervention. The effects of the 
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intervention were tested on standardized vocabulary measure, vocabulary 

depth and narrative skills. The purpose was also to explore the influence of 

gender and language background in relation to engaging in dialogic reading. 

The study revealed improved language performances in the proximal measure 

that was relatively sensitive to change. Also, narrative telling skills were im-

proved for intervention group B, whose progression can be attributed to en-

gaging in dialogic reading. The narrative comprehension as well as the recep-

tive language measures indicated improvement, but their progress could not 

be directly attributed to engaging in dialogic reading. Furthermore, the study 

revealed that additional language learners showed similar progression when 

engaging in dialogic reading as their peers, indicating the universal usefulness 

of dialogic reading. 

Limitations 

To begin with, Study I only comprised a single measure of well-being and the 

validity of the findings would have improved by an additional concurrent 

measure. Due to the scarcity of readily available measures, the additional 

measure would have been an objective assessment, i.e., rated by an adult such 

as caregiver, teacher or research assistant. However, this would also deviate 

from the target of getting a first-person perspective of well-being.  

Concerning the language measures, there is in general a shortage of vali-

dated, norm-referenced measures that are suitable for the targeted population. 

However as pointed out in recent review, the aspects of socio-cognitive skills, 

grammar and world knowledge, warrant further investigation in relation to 

shared reading (Grøver et al., 2023).  

Study II and Study III had the common limitation of the low response rate 

to the caregiver questionnaire. Consequently, there was a limited coverage of 

socioeconomic background and language behaviors performed at home. Alt-

hough the coarser measure of socioeconomic-index was used, based on the 

nearest compulsory school, a more fine-grained measure had strengthened the 

results. In the current thesis, the experiences and views of the teachers taking 

part in the professional development are not reported. This information is col-

lected but not yet completely analyzed. 

Although this thesis is focusing on the development of the majority language, 

it does not consider this focus as mutually exclusive for the existence of a 

parallel track of language-promoting strategies where the additional languages 

are used and applied in early childhood education. In fact, as several sources 
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in this thesis claim, development and maintenance of additional languages, 

apart from the majority language, contribute to well-being (De Houwer, 2015; 

Müller et al., 2020; Sun, 2019). Language means culture, heritage and social 

access. Yet the current thesis only scopes the challenges of offering language 

development in the majority language as used in education and society. Addi-

tional measures of language development could have contributed to the re-

sults. Suggestions for such measures will be brought up during the next sec-

tion. Furthermore, the dialogic reading is evaluated through the child outcome 

measures and although some additional data concerning the teacher’s perspec-

tive has been collected, they are not reported here due to the limited timeframe 

of the PhD program. 

General discussion 

The overall aim of this thesis was to explore the effects of a teacher-mediated 

activity that stimulates language, conducted in Swedish early childhood edu-

cation. Given the brief history and scarcity of intervention studies in Swedish 

early childhood education and, in particular, universal studies that target all 

children, the current thesis breaks new ground in the Swedish preschool con-

text. The thesis included a controlled study of dialogic reading in a preschool 

setting, performed by teachers. It also included a cross-sectional exploration 

of the relationship between children’s language skills and their self-reported 

well-being. The well-being measure, in turn, was novel and investigated in a 

cross-sectional study after translation. 

The findings of this thesis demonstrate that dialogic reading is a useful 

method in Swedish early childhood education that can support language de-

velopment. In addition, the findings showed that the children improved their 

language skills after a comparatively intensive and short intervention period. 

The findings have also demonstrated that the subjective well-being measure 

of HIFAMS can capture previously less studied aspects of the Swedish edu-

cational environment. Furthermore, the results show that for younger children 

(of preschool age), the HIFAMS may be best represented by two constructs 

related to general features of well-being and related to people. Additionally, 

according to HIFAMS, well-being was constant in relation to engaging in the 

dialogic reading. 

According to emergentist perspectives, two components are essential for 

language development: communicating with a more competent speaker who 

can model the language, and offering children experiences where they can take 
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part in language interaction (Hoff, 2006). The quality within these interactions 

between adult-child interaction (e.g. when adult offers vocabulary instruc-

tions, feedback and language modeling) seems particularly important for mul-

tilingual children with limited majority language exposure in home setting 

(Kohl et al., 2019). When translating this knowledge into practice, two adult 

behaviors have been associated with increased language skills. The first is to 

engage children in multi-turn conversation (Cabell et al., 2015), and the sec-

ond is to use prompts that encourage active participation by children (Justice 

et al., 2018). In dialogic reading, multi-turn conversation and active participa-

tion are elicited by the scripted interaction of PEER and CROWD. Shared 

reading can be effective even with more loosely scripted instructions, pro-

vided that teachers are offered a support structure for introducing these new 

practices, including professional development with a specified set of books, 

and target words with examples of child-friendly definitions (Grøver et al., 

2020). In other words, a systematic structure around the reading sessions 

seems an important component for realizing repeated shared reading that gen-

erates language improvements. Offering a tangible, manualized method tar-

gets some of the observed barriers to shared reading in preschool, such as lo-

gistical and practical challenges (Alatalo & Westlund, 2021; Damber, 2015). 

The results of this thesis truly come to life in the context of overcoming 

these obstacles, i.e., not utilizing book reading as a language-promoting strat-

egy, not having enough time for planning, and lacking a structure for carrying 

out repeated reading because organizational issues and practical difficulties 

are difficult for the individual teacher to overcome. Apart from the manualized 

and pre-planned material, the principals, special education teachers, and all 

teachers were engaged in the study (See figure 4). On the organizational level, 

the principals enabled the reading by prioritizing the reading activities in re-

lation to other events and ensuring sufficient staffing to perform small group 

activities. The special education teachers were engaged in practical and organ-

izational support to improve the quality of the reading (coaching) as well as 

to function as a connection between research and practice. The teachers were 

engaged to the extent that they all received information about the project, and 

after the current study, they were offered the opportunity to participate in a 

follow-up study the following year. Through this organizational engagement 

in the dialogic reading, both logistical and practical challenges could be solved 

and ownership of the new reading practice could be strengthened (Størksen et 

al., 2021). Central to this ownership and general acceptance among teachers 

was the dialogic reading with the practice-embedded design that corresponded 

to their problems of practice (Snow, 2015). A sign of this ownership is the 
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additional 75 staff that have received training in dialogic reading, organized 

by the municipal school district and an independent school service provider. 

These teachers are in addition to the 25 teachers who participated in Study III 

and a related study. The successful partnership has also been documented else-

where (Siljehag, 2023; Siljehag et al., 2022; Siljehag & Westling Allodi, 

2023). 

Following the theory of change presented in Figure 2, improved teacher 

practices from professional development will lead to improved students out-

comes. Starting with the professional development, it comprised several com-

ponents known to support implementation, including workshops with embed-

ded practice, reflection after each reading session, on-site coaching, and 

weekly follow-up by the special education teachers, summing up to 25 hours, 

distributed over eight months. The effectiveness of an intervention may de-

pend on the fidelity with which educators implement it (Bleses et al., 2023). 

The reported fidelity of the dialogic reading was within the range of 60.9 to 

85.5% for the targeted practices, which can be considered acceptable (Durlak 

& DuPre, 2008). The primary sources used to improve fidelity were the short 

checklist, the more extensive personal log, and the support offered by special 

education teachers. From the short reports on the checklists, the first reading 

sessions were described as difficult by several teachers, but gradually they 

became more positive in their accounts, mainly due to their ability to engage 

all or some specific child in the reading. Their reflections also mirrored an 

increased confidence in their skills, indicating self-efficacy, i.e., believing that 

they could perform the dialogic reading as intended. Using self-reflection as a 

tool to improve fidelity, assimilate self-monitoring where the teacher is re-

peatedly reminded about the targeted practices. It seems that the more effort 

the teacher put in to assessing their own behaviors, the better the student out-

comes (Scheibel et al., 2023). By combining the short checklist and the per-

sonal log, the teacher’s in the current study indeed had multiple opportunities 

to analyze and reflect that likely supported their fidelity.  

 

The study design and the measures of change 

Since the works of Whitehurst et al. (1988), few studies have examined the 

optimal dosage of shared reading, expect studies focusing on specific sub-

populations such as children with developmental language disorders (Storkel 

et al., 2017, 2019). The study design and specifically the mode of intervention 

in the current thesis are, to some extent, different from the Norwegian studies, 
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as these combined the dialogic reading with additional language activities. In 

Grøver et al. (2020), the teachers were offered play themes in line with the 

books they read, and caregivers were instructed to read the same book to their 

children in the language used in the home setting. Furthermore, Rogde et al. 

(2016) and Hagen et al. (2017) complemented the dialogic reading with indi-

vidual sessions that particularly focused on the target words. Therefore, an 

additional study could examine the standalone effect of a longer duration of 

only dialogic reading in order to determine the relative effect of additional 

activities. On the topic of the duration and distribution of the language inter-

vention, Bleses et al., (2018) said there should be 30 minutes of reading twice 

a week for 20 weeks, which corresponds to almost a doubled intervention dos-

age to the one performed in Study III. Still, it was not realistic, at this intro-

ductory stage, to expect the teachers to attend and deliver the intervention over 

a longer period of time. A longer intervention period at this stage could, for 

example, have compromised the fidelity. Some advantages can also be sug-

gested for delivering the intervention in an intensive, everyday format. First, 

the children were immersed in repeated reading, which in turn facilitated the 

consolidation of new words. Second, because of the intensive format, children 

could miss a few sessions due to sickness and still receive the majority of the 

intervention (the mean attendance was around 75%). Third, the teachers were 

also immersed in the method of doing the daily reading, which helped to es-

tablish the new practices. 

Another dimension of the intervention concerns the outcome measures 

used and their potential to capture meaningful changes in language develop-

ment. It is possible that instruments are not sensitive or specified in a way that 

they can assess the change in language development for children. For instance, 

several studies have shown that standardized vocabulary measures are fairly 

robust against intervention (Grøver et al., 2020; Rogde et al., 2016). However, 

recent meta-analyses point out that important and meaningful gains can be 

made from an oral language intervention, including standardized measures 

(Rogde et al., 2019). The central aspects related to successful language inter-

vention are suggested to be the high quality of implementation and the use of 

small group settings (Hulme et al., 2020). Study III has to some extent met 

these criteria, with a rigorous introduction and group sizes ranging from three 

to eight children. 

One feature that we were not able to fully capture through our studies was 

the social aspects of dialogic reading. To recapitulate, previous literature sug-

gests that relationships between caregiver and child (Canfield et al., 2020; 

Ganotice et al., 2017; Jimenez et al., 2019), as well as relationships between 
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peers, can improve after shared reading (Clasen & Jensen de López, 2017). 

The HIFAMS includes items that target feelings toward peers, the teacher, and 

during an activity (which requires interaction with adults and peers). Through 

an ad hoc analysis in Study III, a significant positive correlation was noticed 

between the social aspects of HIFAMS and engaging in dialogic reading. In 

practice, this means that participating in dialogic reading can have a positive 

impact on relationships and possibly affect the social climate. According to 

teachers' accounts, the reading contributed to peer relations among children. 

For example, increased verbal participation even outside of the reading ses-

sions, and children attending the same reading group increased their interper-

sonal interaction in everyday activities. This type of positive additional effect 

may further strengthen the possibilities for children to interact and develop 

their language skills. Given that the reading sessions only account for a portion 

of the preschooler's overall time of a school day, it might be worthwhile to 

investigate in a subsequent study whether dialogic reading contributes to in-

creased interaction. 

Child well-being 

For a long time, limited attention has been devoted to subjective child well-

being. Instead, the wording ‘subjective’ has been used while relying on care-

giver or teacher accounts. Only by assessing children or asking how they are 

feeling can their subjective perceptions be understood (Axford et al., 2014). 

The concept of child well-being has gradually shifted from objective aspects 

of bare survival to also include aspects of modern society, such as quality of 

life. Furthermore, the perspective on child well-being has evolved from pri-

marily focusing on their future effects (known as ‘well-becoming’) to instead 

valuing their well-being in the present (Ben-Arieh, 2008). Recent changes, 

including the ratification and adoption of the UNCRC, require Sweden, along 

with other countries, to develop new and effective ways of monitoring child 

well-being i.e., if we are to adhere to the Convention. However, health per-

spectives still dominate the conception of well-being in preschool settings; for 

instance, the curriculum only mentions well-being in relation to physical ac-

tivities (SNAE, 2019a). As a result, the HIFAMS measure contributes by high-

lighting well-being as an important area in its own right. 

During HIFAMS trials, some children have offered spontaneous motiva-

tions for their self-reports of preschool. As described in Study I, one child 

provided a “sad” response due to feelings of being separated from his mother. 

This indicates not only that the child has provided an answer that is relevant 
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to the question, but also that he was capable of generalizing the feelings related 

to that situation. Moreover, this description also emphasizes that the HIFAMS 

corresponds to a first tier of screening that can be used for further discussion 

with the child. The use of “Sad” is correct in terms of response, but the under-

lying thoughts would have passed unknown if the child had not explicitly de-

scribed the feeling. The HIFAMS may require additional investigation with 

respect to various child age groups since distinct latent variables of the instru-

ments were found in the SEM models in Study II and III. 

In a broader sense, child well-being at the group level can be considered an 

indicator of quality in the learning environment. Still, well-being is not static 

and results from an interaction with the environment. Today, aspects of pre-

school quality are oftentimes defined by objective indicators such as the num-

ber of qualified staff, the ratio of children per teacher, and the level of satis-

faction from teachers or caregivers (e.g., SSI, 2018; Swedish Association of 

Local Authorities and Regions, 2024; Williams et al., 2019). All these aspects 

are obviously important for comparing quantitative aspects and facets that, in 

turn, can guide policy. Yet descriptions of well-being can function as means 

to inform policy. For instance, Sandseter and Sandseter and Seland, (2018), in 

their study of well-being in preschool, stressed the importance of establishing 

secure bonds between children and practitioners in preschool. They also found 

that social well-being, such as positive perceptions of peers and the social cli-

mate in preschool, was related to general subjective well-being. These results 

can inform policy, such as guidelines for an adequate size of groups where 

teachers can nurture and develop these social bonds. 

Universal intervention of special education 

The current thesis and the included studies stem from the problems of practice 

(Snow, 2015), as preschool teachers requested a method to support language 

development at a universal level. Since several reports indicate that the quality 

of Swedish preschool varies (Garvis & Lunneblad, 2018; SSI, 2018), universal 

methods that support the general quality may be a solution. Still, it is necessary 

to consider what aspects of quality that may contribute to improved outcomes 

for children in early childhood education. As previously mentioned it seems 

beneficial to focus on aspects of process quality e.g. how teachers interact with 

children (Hadley et al., 2022; Walker et al., 2020). Meanwhile, recent obser-

vations in Swedish settings indicate that a child may have few interactions 

with peers or adults during a day in preschool (Åström et al., 2020; Coelho et 

al., 2021) or even not use the majority language when interacting with peers 
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(Larsson et al., 2022). Under these circumstances, a method that offers rich 

language exchanges contributes to both quality and equity (Dahlström et al., 

2023). Still, each reading session only lasted about 20 minutes, which only 

made up a small proportion of the day. In light of the total time spent in pre-

school, the results of this thesis are hopeful, showing that relatively brief ex-

posure can affect language development. 

Central to the introduction of dialogic reading were the special education 

teachers. Through their on-site coaching, the teachers received recurring feed-

back on their performance, which supported the implementation of the reading 

practices (Dunst, 2015). Sims and Fletcher-Wood (2021), suggest that the un-

derlying reason for the usefulness of coaching in teachers’ professional devel-

opment relates to its similarities with aspects known to support behavior 

change. These aspects refer to the repeated practice of the new skill in an eco-

logically valid context, the classroom, to overwrite old behaviors. However, 

coaching may involve mixed feelings, as some teachers were initially skepti-

cal about being videotaped and observed. These reluctant feelings have also 

been reported by Lepola et al. (2022), where several teachers declined partic-

ipation due to reluctance about being recorded. In the matter of video-based 

coaching, it was beneficial that the special education teachers were already 

familiar with the teachers, and none of our teachers declined to be videotaped. 

The introduction of dialogic reading as a universal intervention has several 

advantages. To begin with, reading is part of the preschool curriculum, but 

more significant is that teachers value shared reading as important (Alatalo & 

Westlund, 2021). Given that teachers think highly of shared reading, it is also 

likely that they are more interested and motivated in performing reading ac-

tivities. This thesis shows that dialogic reading is possible to introduce without 

any additional staffing or external financing. With the universal application of 

the method, there is also a sense of fairness, as all children can participate. 

Fairness was also explicitly stated as important for the teachers that partici-

pated in the professional development, as they disagreed with a randomized 

trial with a control group. Moreover, the dialogic format is interactive, and it 

highlights that book reading should not only be part of a reading rest (Damber, 

2015) but should involve active participation from children for optimal lan-

guage benefits. The dialogic reading is also tangible within the framework of 

PEER and CROWD, as is the additional focus on vocabulary development. 

The distinct framework and targeted practices clearly show what is expected 

from the teachers, and although it is likely that several of these actions are 

familiar and currently used, they are not used in a systematic or deliberate 
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fashion. With the relatively recent introduction of teaching in the early child-

hood and care curriculum, this evidence-based practice offers a language-pro-

moting strategy that matches the needs expressed by teachers. 

Another advantage of dialogic reading is that teachers like it, perhaps due 

to the fact that it builds on following a child’s lead and interests. Finally, dia-

logic reading can produce visible results for the teacher. In addition to the new 

social connections between peers who previously had little interaction, teacher 

accounts also describe increased verbal participation from children and the use 

of target words outside of reading sessions. A future study will also further 

examine the correlation between the reported practices of reading behaviors 

and recordings. 

Future directions 

The number of studies that aim to promote language skills in preschool is 

scarce, particularly those that are conducted with an inclusive format. The in-

terest in early intervention in preschool is increasing, and teachers need effec-

tive methods to improve quality and deliver teaching that can foster language 

development. Following the results of this thesis, implications for educational 

practice and research are recommended. 

Educational implications 

For teachers working in early childhood education, our findings suggest that 

dialogic reading can be introduced in the Swedish preschool environment and 

can contribute to the language development of children. The benefits of dia-

logic reading concern the structured way of reading, where the adult focuses 

on engaging children in conversation and supporting their attempts through 

dialog. In addition, special education teachers may have a central role in in-

troducing new evidence-based practices in early childhood education, for in-

stance, through on-site coaching. Our findings also suggests that The HI-

FAMS can be used to measure how children perceive their well-being in early 

childhood education. 

Implications for research 

Dialogic reading is promising in the Swedish context, where a relatively short 

and intensive reading improved the language skills of a sample of children 

with a high proportion of children with a different language background than 

Swedish. Furthermore, the findings show that with sufficient support from 

principals and guidance for special education teachers, this method could be 

introduced without additional funding. 



84 

Another aspect that may warrant further investigation is social interaction 

related to dialogic reading, such as participation and interaction with peers. 

The teachers acknowledged new interaction patterns between children who 

attended reading sessions together. If dialogic reading also creates additional 

opportunities for interaction, this will probably support language develop-

ment. It would also be useful to explore the social interaction pattern related 

to the teachers to see if the teachers can generalize the language-promoting 

strategies to other situations in preschool, such as circle time or during meals. 

Concerning narrative abilities, our findings suggest that dialogic reading is 

effective for language development in terms of targeted vocabulary and, to 

some extent, narrative telling abilities. The assessment of narratives provides 

a wealth of linguistic data that it is possible to further explore in terms of both 

micro- and macrostructural aspects. 

Although we presented some of the data concerning teacher views, it is also 

beneficial to evaluate the model in terms of implementation. Inspired by im-

plementation science, several facilitators or potential barriers may exist to in-

troducing shared reading in preschool. 

Another factor that would be useful to consider in further research is read-

ing quality. In Study III, we relied on the judgment of experienced special 

education teachers. When this type of experience, or perhaps tacit knowledge, 

is not available, an instrument would guide the judgment of reading quality. 

Well-being in preschool needs further exploration, and the measure of HI-

FAMS can be one way to contribute to this investigation. 

To corroborate its usefulness, HIFAMS needs to be additionally tested with 

both older and younger samples than those presented in this thesis. Further 

studies with HIFAMS could also target populations with suspected lower 

well-being in early education. 

Conclusions 

The conclusions in this thesis can be summarized as follows: 

 

(1) Dialogic reading can be introduced in Swedish preschools and may offer 

a systematic way to present rich language exposure for children. (2) The re-

sults of dialogic reading are promising, showing that teachers can introduce 

the method with support from special education teachers. (3) Given the pre-

vious shortage of intervention studies in the Swedish early childhood educa-

tion context, this study shows that it is possible to perform randomized trials 
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with a practice-embedded design. (4) It is possible to perform dialogic read-

ing in Swedish preschools with organizational support and it is probably pos-

sible to introduce it on a larger scale if teachers are offered support to imple-

ment it. (5) Special education teachers can have a central role in terms of the 

early implementation of new, evidence-based practices. (6) Dialogic reading 

showed positive effects on language development after only 25 sessions de-

livered over five weeks. (7) Children with a minority language background 

show comparable levels of narrative skills in the majority language as their 

peers, indicating that comparatively low vocabulary skills can be supported 

by sufficient language exposure. (8) Monitoring well-being in early educa-

tion is possible, where the HIFAMS can be used to capture self-reported as-

pects of the school environment. (9) The HIFAMS requires further studies 

that target different age groups, ideally including samples with suspected 

lower well-being. (10) The relationship between well-being and language 

could not be established in this thesis, but engaging in dialogic reading may 

influence social aspects of peer interaction. (11) Additional studies of dia-

logic reading should also include measures covering opportunities for lan-

guage interaction outside of the reading session. 
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Swedish abstract 

Språklig förmåga är av stor betydelse under förskoleåldern för utveckling, in-

lärning och välbefinnande, i synnerhet för barn med lägre språklig förmåga i 

majoritetsspråket som används av kamrater och lärare vid kommunikation och 

lärtillfällen. Det övergripande syftet med denna avhandling är att undersöka 

effekten av ett verksamhetsnära införande av specifik läsmetod som kallas di-

alogisk läsning där de vuxna engagerar barnen i läsningen genom att använda 

språkutvecklande strategier. Lärare genomförde dialogisk läsning för 85 

femåringar i förskolan. Barnens språkliga förmåga mättes samtidigt som bar-

nens självrapporterade sitt välbefinnande. Baserat på temat språk och välbe-

finnande i förskolan genomfördes tre studier. För studie I översattes, valide-

rades och utvärderades ett brittiskt mått på välbefinnande för unga elever, 

"How I Feel About My School (HIFAMS)", med avseende på psykometriska 

egenskaper. Totalt 228 barn självrapporterade sitt välbefinnande i förskolan. 

Studie I omfattade ett kombinerat urval av barn i skolåldern (n = 143) och 

förskolebarn (n = 85), där de senare även var deltagare i studie II och studie 

III. Resultaten från studie I berkräftade en enfaktorsstruktur för HIFMAS, i en 

konfirmatorisk faktoranalys, med god modellanpassning. Studie I visade att 

HIFAMS kan användas i en svensk utbildningskontext och att den korta en-

käten kan användas för att mäta barns välbefinnande i förskolan och i de tidiga 

skolåren. 

Studie II var en tvärsnittsstudie som undersökte sambandet mellan språk-

färdigheter och självrapporterat välbefinnande genom strukturell ekvations-

modellering för samma urval av förskolebarn som i delstudie I (N = 85). Be-

dömningen av språkfärdigheter omfattade både narrativ förmåga och ordför-

råd, och välbefinnande mättes med HIFAMS. Språkfärdigheterna och välbe-

finnandet undersöktes ytterligare genom deras respektive påverkan av 

språkbakgrund (språkexponering i hemmiljön) och kön. I studie II fann man 

inget samband mellan språkfärdigheter och välbefinnande. Resultaten för barn 

med annan språkbakgrund än svenska indikerade jämförbara nivåer av narra-

tiv förmåga, men lägre ordförrådskunskap jämfört med kamrater med svensk 

språkbakgrund. Resultaten från studie II är i linje med tidigare forskning och 
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understryker vikten av en rik språklig exponering för barn med en annan 

språklig exponering i hemmet än den som används i förskolan. 

Studie III analyserade effekten av en dialogisk läsintervention avseende 

språkutveckling, samtidigt som elevernas välbefinnande följdes upp. Den di-

alogiska läsinterventionen var ett resultat av ett professionellt utvecklingspro-

gram som syftade till att förbättra den muntliga språkförmågan hos förskole-

barnen. Insatsen genomfördes i små grupper (4 till 8 barn) av tio förskollärare. 

Lärarna läste böcker under två perioder och barnen på varje förskola rando-

miserades till att delta i direkt (grupp A) eller fördröjd intervention (grupp B). 

Utfallsmåtten var detsamma som i studie II och bedömdes före, under och 

efter interventionen. Studie III visade att barnen förbättrade sina språkkun-

skaper efter att ha deltagit i en dialogisk läsintervention, med förbättringar 

oberoende av språkbakgrund. 

Sammantaget visar resultaten från dessa tre studier att språkutveckling i 

form av ordförråd kan främjas genom dialogisk läsning och att barn med an-

nan språkbakgrund än svenska visar jämförbar utveckling som sina jämnåriga. 

Vidare visar dessa studier att självrapporterat välbefinnande kan mätas i för-

skolan och att barns självupplevda välbefinnande i förskolan inte var förknip-

pat med tidiga språkkunskaper. Implikationer av dessa studier och betydelsen 

av resultaten för pedagogisk praktik kommer att behandlas. 

 

Nyckelord: högläsning med mer dialog, språkutveckling, förskola, barns 

välmående, ordförråd, berättarförmåga, professionsutveckling, univer-

sella insatser 
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