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Abstract 
Bergström, Emma (2025). Playful reading: Fostering parent-infant 
interaction and communication through interactive shared reading 
(Lekfull läsning: Att främja samspel och kommunikation mellan föräldrar 
och spädbarn genom interaktiv högläsning), Linnaeus University 
Dissertations No 586/2025, ISBN: 978-91-8082-352-4 (print), 978-91-
8082-353-1 (pdf). 

Shared reading is associated with benefits for language development and 
parent-child emotional connection. This thesis examines interactive shared 
reading, including full-term and preterm infants, focusing on parenting 
practices, parent-infant interaction, and communication. Four studies were 
conducted using methodological pluralism.  
 
Study I, a two-part feasibility study, developed and evaluated an 
interactive shared reading intervention for preverbal infants. Subjects 
included 11 dyads randomly selected from a larger sample. Part one was 
descriptive, using interviews to establish feasibility. Caregivers described 
changes in reading behaviors and infant responses. Part two included a 
within-subject pretest-posttest intervention design to explore gains in 
cognitive and language abilities. Some improvements in language were 
observed; no changes were found in cognitive development.  
 
Study II was a quasi-experimental study with between-group and within-
group comparisons, as well as comparisons to standard scores. An 
extended intervention group (n = 11), receiving more sessions, was 
randomly selected from treatment-as-usual (TAU). The extended group 
was compared to the TAU group (n = 77). No significant between-group 
differences in language were found. Both groups improved in symbolic 
language post-intervention compared to standard scores; effect size 
analysis favored the extended intervention. Within-group analysis 
indicated gains in symbolic language for TAU.  
 
Study III used a qualitative design to explore parents’ experiences of the 
reading intervention one year post-intervention. The 11 caregivers from 
previous studies were interviewed, and responses were analyzed using 
reflexive thematic analysis with a descriptive inductive approach. Two 
main themes emerged: playful reading and discovering my baby’s way of 



communicating, each with two subthemes. Reading together was described 
as enjoyable, and parents reported becoming more attuned to their infant.  
 
Study IV introduced the intervention to three parents and their preterm 
children in a convergent mixed-methods study, combining a single-subject 
A-B design with time delay and a semi-structured interview. Findings 
suggest that interactive shared reading can foster communication and 
mutual interactions.  
 
A conceptual model integrating findings across all studies was developed. 
Results indicated that interactive shared reading has the potential to nurture 
parent-infant relationships, support parenting practices, and enhance early 
communication.  
 
Keywords: interactive shared reading, infants, preterm, parenting, parent-
infant interaction, early communication, intervention, Dialogic Reading 



Sammanfattning 
I tidigare studier har högläsning visats främja små barns språkutveckling 
samtidigt som samspelet mellan förälder och barn fördjupas. I denna 
avhandling undersöks interaktiv högläsning mellan föräldrar och spädbarn, 
både fullgångna och för tidigt födda, med fokus på föräldraförmåga, 
samspel mellan förälder och barn samt kommunikation. Fyra studier 
genomfördes med metodologisk pluralism. 
 
Studie I var en tvådelad genomförbarhetsstudie som utvecklade och 
prövade en intervention för interaktiv högläsning med preverbala 
spädbarn. Elva föräldra-barnpar valdes slumpmässigt från ett större urval. 
Den första delen var deskriptiv, baserad på föräldraintervjuer, syftade till 
att fastställa genomförbarheten. Föräldrarna beskrev förändrade läsvanor 
och att de upplevde tydligare respons från barnen. Del två omfattade en 
inomgruppsdesign med mätning före och efter interventionen för att 
undersöka eventuella förbättringar i spädbarnens kognitiva och språkliga 
förmågor. Viss språklig förändring noterades, men ingen förändring i 
kognitiv utveckling. 
 
Studie II var en kvasi-experimentell studie med jämförelser mellan och 
inom grupper samt mot standardpoäng. Elva personer slumpades till en 
utökad interventionsgrupp (fler sessioner) från dem som fick ordinarie 
insatser (TAU). Gruppen jämfördes mot de 77 som fortsatte med TAU. 
Inga signifikanta språkliga skillnader förekom mellan grupperna. 
Resultaten visade att båda grupperna förbättrade sitt symboliska språk, 
jämfört med standardpoäng; effektstorlek indikerade fördelar med den 
utökade interventionen. Inomgruppsanalys visade förbättrat symbolspråk 
för TAU-gruppen.  
 
Studie III använde en kvalitativ design för att utforska föräldrars 
erfarenheter ett år efter interventionen. De elva tidigare deltagarna 
intervjuades och materialet analyserades med reflexiv tematisk analys med 
en deskriptiv induktiv ansats. Två huvudteman identifierades: lekfull 
läsning och att upptäcka mitt barns sätt att kommunicera, med två 
underteman vardera. Föräldrarna beskrev läsningen som lustfylld och 
betonade ökad förståelse och lyhördhet för barnets signaler.  
 



Studie IV prövade interventionen med tre föräldrar och deras för tidigt 
födda barn i en konvergent mixed-metods-design, som inkluderade en 
single-subject A-B design med tidsfördröjning och semistrukturerade 
intervjuer. Resultaten indikerade att interaktiv högläsning kan bidra till att 
främja kommunikation och samspel mellan förälder och barn. 
 
En konceptuell modell utvecklades från sammantagna resultat. Delad 
interaktiv högläsning kan potentiellt stärka relationen mellan föräldern och 
barn, stödja föräldraförmågor och främja tidig kommunikation.  
 
 
Nyckelord: interaktiv högläsning, spädbarn, prematur, föräldraförmåga, 
samspel, tidig kommunikation, intervention, Dialogic Reading 
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Preface 
Reading books together is a common parent-child activity. The research 

field regarding shared reading between parents and children covers several 

areas, ranging from child developmental gains to parenting stress, and many 

aspects in between. Traditionally, the parent reads the text while the child 

passively listens. Dialogic Reading, by contrast, is an interactive approach 

to shared reading in which the parent uses specific techniques to encourage 

the child’s active participation. The interactive method is recommended 

over traditional reading as the method better supports children's language 

development (Mol et al., 2008).  

Shared reading is a well-researched area, with most studies pointing to 

positive outcomes. Nevertheless, a survey conducted in Sweden by 

Nordlund and Svedjedal (2020) reports that the time spent on shared reading 

activities has declined over the past decade. Given the benefits of shared 

reading, this report is troublesome and highlights the importance of 

providing well-designed reading programs for all families with young 

children.  

The thesis aims to explore how a simple and accessible activity, such as 

shared reading, can foster parenting practices, strengthen parent-infant 

interaction, and support early communication. To achieve this goal, the 

thesis employed methodological pluralism, including quantitative, 

qualitative, and mixed-method approaches.  

Positioning of the Thesis 

The thesis is situated within the field of psychology, specifically focusing 

on parenting practices, early parent-infant relationships, and preverbal infant 

communicative development. The studies included in the thesis adopt an 

exploratory approach. 
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The Structure of the Thesis 

Interactive shared reading is positioned as a unifying framework throughout 

the four studies included in the thesis. The thesis begins with a theoretical 

overview, followed by a background section covering dialogic reading and 

its counterpart for preverbal infants, interactive shared reading. After the 

literature review, the four research articles are presented, each followed by 

a methodological discussion. Lastly, a discussion of the findings, a text on 

clinical implications, and suggestions for future studies are provided.  

The Start of the Journey… 

Shared reading has been extensively studied in toddlers and preschool-aged 

children. However, its application during the preverbal stage of infancy 

remains comparatively under-researched. The majority of conducted studies 

have primarily focused on infant-related variables, with less attention on 

how shared reading may relate to parenting practices and the parent-infant 

relationship. Given that shared reading inherently involves two participants, 

the parent and the infant, within a relational context, it is reasonable to 

assume that its effects may extend beyond child developmental outcomes.  

Dialogic reading, a well-established and studied approach to shared 

reading, has demonstrated effects on language development in children (Mol 

et al., 2008; Whitehurst et al., 1988) and has more recently been applied to 

younger children aged between one and two years old, with promising 

results (Cooper et al., 2014; Murray et al., 2016; Vally et al., 2015). 

Nevertheless, research urges that sharing books should start during the first 

year of life (DeBaryshe, 1993; Muhinyi & Rowe, 2019; Niklas et al., 2016). 

Sharing books dialogically assumes a certain level of verbal participation 

and may therefore be less suitable for infants in the preverbal stage. This 

implies the need to develop an intervention that maintains the interactive 

nature of dialogic reading while being appropriately tailored to the 

developmental proficiency of infants.  

In response, this thesis presents an interactive shared reading intervention 

developed specifically for preverbal infants and their caregivers (Study I). 

The intervention includes several different instructions; however, 

specifically, three shared reading techniques are aimed at establishing 
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interaction between the parent and the infant. One of the key techniques 

taught to parents was to “follow the child’s interest” during the reading 

activity. This powerful instruction guides parents to shift focus from the text 

to observing the infant. It encourages parents to attend to, interpret, and 

respond to the infant’s behaviors and communication. The second technique 

involved facilitating joint attention by positioning the infant to promote eye 

contact during the reading activity. Finally, parents were encouraged to 

create an enjoyable experience during book sharing. These three 

instructions, follow the infant’s interest, engage in visual connection, and 

have fun, can be viewed as an intervention that extends beyond sharing a 

picture-book to an intervention in parenting practices intended to promote 

the parent-infant relationship within the context of the reading activity.  

Framing the Thesis: Scope and Definitions 
The thesis primarily comprises a literature review focused on dialogic 

reading and its counterpart for infants, interactive shared reading. Only in a 

few instances does the review draw on research that discusses shared 

reading in a more general sense. 

Numerous theoretical constructs have been developed to explain and 

understand parenting practices. For this thesis, two key constructs have been 

selected: sensitive parenting and mentalization. These concepts offer a 

theoretical framework for how parents interpret infants’ cues 

(mentalization) and respond to them appropriately (sensitive parenting). 

Both constructs are complex and have been extensively studied in the 

literature. Importantly, in the literature, they serve as elements in the 

development of child attachment. Since the children included are below the 

age at which attachment relationships are typically considered to be fully 

established, attachment theory falls outside the primary scope of this thesis. 

Nonetheless, its relevance to shared reading is briefly considered concerning 

the quality of the shared reading experience.    

This thesis focuses on parents and their infants. The terms parents and 

caregivers are used interchangeably throughout the thesis to refer to the 

primary adults involved in the child’s upbringing. In studies I, II, and III, 

the infants were aged 8-18 months. Study IV includes infants born preterm; 

at the start of the study, they were 14-15 months (12-13 months corrected 

age). As the thesis involves infants, the literature review and background 

text focus on children under the age of two, with few exceptions. Further, 
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any text regarding language development is centered around 

communication, which includes non-verbal communication, such as 

gestures, and verbal communication, such as onomatopoeia or other 

vocalizations.

… and the End of the Journey

The outcomes from the four studies included in this thesis have been 

conceptualized into a model that visually represents the interactive 

processes between parents and infants during shared reading. The model is 

briefly introduced at this point to provide the reader with a foundation and 

indicate the overall direction of the thesis (see Figure 1).

Figure 1. A conceptual model depicting the interactive process between a parent and an 

infant within the interactive shared reading activity.

The shared reading activity is symbolized by a large oval, within which both 

the parent and the infant are positioned. At the top of the circle, joint 

attention is depicted through interconnecting lines that link the parent and 

the infant, representing their mutual focus. A double-headed arrow 

indicating a bidirectional interaction connects the two, emphasizing that 

both participants are actively engaged and mutually influencing each other 

Parent

Sensitive Parenting

Responsiveness

Parental Mentalization

JOINT ATTENTION

BIDIRECTIONAL INTERACTION

Parent-Infant Relationship

Infant

Early Communication

Pro-Social Behavior
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within the reading experience. When sharing books interactively, the parent 

and the infant each practice and develop certain qualities, as listed. Finally, 

arrows from the parent and the infant illustrate how interactive shared 

reading influences the parent-infant relationship. The model will reappear 

in the result section, where it is described in detail, and will be further 

incorporated into the discussion.  

  



10 

Introduction 
The interaction between a parent and their infant plays a critical role in the 

infant’s emotional and social development throughout life (Kochanska, 

2001). The quality of this early bond is foundational to the development of 

attachment, the emotional bond that forms between a child and their primary 

caregivers and provides a basis for security and exploration (Ainsworth et 

al., 1969; Bowlby, 1969). During the period in which the attachment 

relationship is shaped, both the parent and the infant bring unique qualities 

to the relationship. On the one hand, aspects of parenting such as sensitivity 

and parental mentalization foster emotional connection (Zeegers et al., 

2017). On the other hand, the infant contributes with early communicative 

behaviors and a growing capacity for social interaction (Iverson & Goldin-

Meadow, 2005; Vaughan Van Hecke et al., 2007). Contingent interactions 

between a parent and their infant, within a playful activity, can support the 

development of secure attachment (Pons-Salvador et al., 2025). A secure 

attachment relationship has consistently been linked to a range of positive 

outcomes for children, including emotion regulation, social competence, 

language, and cognitive growth (Deneault et al., 2023; Groh et al, 2014; 

Waters et al., 2010 ).  

The following sections introduce theoretical perspectives on early parent-

infant relationships, addressing key parenting practices, infant 

developmental capacities, and the role of shared reading. The text begins 

with joint attention within the parent-infant interaction. It continues by 

outlining parenting practices such as sensitive parenting and parental 

mentalization. The text then shifts focus to the infant, describing emerging 

abilities in communication and pro-social behavior. Given that the thesis 

includes an article on preterm infants, the reader will learn more about 

developmental concerns in communication and parenting regarding this 

population. Finally, because interactive shared reading is positioned in this 

thesis as a context that can foster parenting practices, infant development, 

and the parent-infant relationship, a comprehensive overview of dialogic 

reading and interactive shared reading is presented. 
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Joint Attention 

Newborns are inherently focused on faces that initiate eye contact (Farroni 

et al., 2002). From an early age, infants are inclined to engage with others 

through shared emotional and intentional experiences (Tronick, 1989). As 

infants grow, they begin to develop the ability to follow another person’s 

gaze, with this skill becoming consistent around six to eight months of age 

(Gredebäck et al., 2010; Mundy et al., 2007). During the latter part of the 

infant’s first year, once gaze following is established, the infant develops 

the ability to share attention (Mundy et al., 2007).  

Joint attention refers to an infant’s ability to share focus with another 

person, on the same object or event, and is embedded within a social, 

reciprocal context (Carpenter et al., 1998). This shared attention has been 

identified to play a key role in early communication and language 

development, and it helps infants connect words to objects through social 

interaction (Carpenter et al., 1998; Morales et al., 2000). Further, it is also 

connected to infant social development and interaction (Carpenter et al., 

1998).  

Joint attention can be divided into two separate functions: Responding to 

joint attention and initiating joint attention (Mundy et al., 2007). Responding 

to joint attention refers to the infant’s ability to respond to another’s attempt 

at mutual attention. This ability develops between nine and fifteen months 

of age. Responding to joint attention has been related to early language 

acquisition (Morales et al., 2000; Mundy et al., 2007). When adults label 

objects during attention-driven interactions, they provide meaningful 

opportunities for vocabulary growth (Masek et al., 2021). Infants’ sensitivity 

to adult cues, such as pointing and gaze, allows them to comprehend the 

target of the adult’s intentions (Çetinçelik et al., 2021; Morales et al., 2000). 

 On the other hand, initiating joint attention refers to the infant’s actions 

intended to capture another individual's attention, developing when the 

infant is between twelve to fifteen months (Mundy et al., 2007). The ability 

to invite joint attentional episodes is related to social and behavioral 

competence (Vaughan Van Hecke, 2007). In addition to its role in language 

development, it is closely associated with the expression of positive 

emotions and the demonstration of social abilities (Mundy et al., 2007; 

Vaughan Van Hecke, 2007).  
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Joint attention reflects a mechanism that enables coordinated social 

interaction, laying the groundwork for later development of social cognition 

and communication (Mundy & Newell, 2007). These abilities emerge within 

reciprocal interactions between infants and caregivers, in which both 

partners actively influence and respond to one another’s cues (Feldman, 

2007; Masek et al., 2021). In this context, joint attention not only supports 

shared focus but also facilitates the development of bidirectional interaction.  

Bidirectional Interaction  

Mutually coordinated interactions between infants and adults are possible 

due to the emotional and communicative capacities of both partners 

(Tronick, 1989). Interactions between infants and adults, as early as three 

months of age, are bidirectional and mutual. Infants participate in social 

exchanges, adjusting their behaviors in response to their caregiver's 

affective cues and interactions (Cohn & Tronick, 1987). According to Cohn 

& Tronick (1988), the bidirectional interaction follows a mutually 

responsive structure where both the infant and the caregiver are 

continuously acting and reacting to one another’s behaviors and affective 

signals. Caregivers' ability to pick up on infants’ interactions and their part 

in the bidirectional interaction is supported and driven by parenting practices 

such as sensitive parenting and parental mentalization (Slade, 2005; Zeegers 

et al., 2017).  

Parenting Practices 

Sensitive Parenting 

Caregiver sensitivity is the accurate, prompt, and affective response to 

children’s signals (Ainsworth et al., 1969; De Wolff & Van Ijzendoorn, 

1997). A sensitive caregiver uses information from the child’s behavior to 

understand their internal mental states, and the parent’s attuned responses 

guide long-term relational patterns (Meins et al., 2001). Not only is 

caregiver sensitivity identified to influence attachment quality, but 

sensitivity in combination with attachment quality connects to child 

language and cognitive development (Denault et al., 2023; Madigan et al., 

2019). In the literature, several constructs lie close to or are used 

interchangeably with sensitive parenting; one such construct is 
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responsiveness (Van den Boom, 1997). Sensitivity can be seen as an 

overarching term, and responsiveness as a sub-element (Dunst & Kassow, 

2008).   

Responsiveness and Parent Contingent Response 

Responsiveness, which refers to how quickly one reacts to the infant’s 

signals, is considered a key aspect of sensitivity (Dunst & Kassow, 2008). 

Several responsive behaviors can be observed within a shared reading 

activity. Dunst and Kassow (2008) outlined ten characteristics of 

responsiveness, dividing them into two categories: five explicit and five 

implicit. These explicit responsive behaviors included caregiver/child 

synchrony, caregiver/child mutuality, response quality, caregiver 

responsiveness, and response contiguity. Caregiver-child synchrony refers 

to reciprocal and rewarding interactions, while mutuality highlights the 

quality of shared attention and emotional regulation between caregiver and 

child. Response quality concerns the caregiver’s ability to accurately 

perceive and respond to the child’s signals. Caregiver responsiveness 

focuses on the appropriateness and consistency of reaction to the child’s 

behavior, and response contiguity describes the promptness and frequency 

of these responses. 

Dunst and Kassow (2008) continue to describe implicit responsiveness. 

Implicit constructs refer to caregiver behaviors intended to guide or 

influence the child but are not directly contingent on the child’s immediate 

actions. These include physical contact, cooperation, support, positive 

attitude, and stimulation. Physical contact includes both its quantity and 

quality; cooperation reflects the caregivers’ non-intrusiveness; support 

describes the caregivers’ attentiveness and role as a secure base; and 

stimulation refers to affective and cognitive encouragement provided by the 

caregiver. 

In the literature, responsiveness is at times operationalized as contingent 

responding, with the two terms used interchangeably to describe caregivers’ 

prompt and appropriate reactions to infant signals (Levickis et al., 2023; 

Tamis-LeMonda et al., 2001). Similarly defined, parent contingent response 

refers to a caregiver’s immediate and appropriate reaction to an infant’s 

communicative signals (Masek et al., 2021; Topping et al., 2013). Studies 

have shown that infants whose caregivers provide contingent verbal 

feedback produce more adult-like vocalizations than those who receive 
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delayed or non-contingent responses (Goldstein et al., 2003; Goldstein & 

Schwade, 2008), and these responses support infant language development 

(Donnellan et al., 2020; Paavola-Ruotsalainen et al., 2018). Caregiver 

behaviors that are sensitive to infants’ cues also facilitate reciprocal, 

engaging interactions that form the foundation for language learning 

(Tamis-LeMonda et al., 2001). When caregivers respond to their child’s 

vocalizations or their focus of attention, they promote opportunities for 

conversational turn-taking and expose their child to linguistically relevant 

input (Carpenter et al., 1998; Tomasello & Farrar, 1986). Such 

responsiveness is strongly associated with a range of expressive language 

outcomes, including the use of communicative gestures, vocabulary growth, 

multi-word utterances, and decontextualized language (Leigh et al., 2011; 

Paavola et al., 2006; Tamis-LeMonda et al., 2001). Furthermore, parents 

who consistently respond in a contingent manner tend to be more verbally 

and socially engaged, creating a richer language environment for the child. 

Children in these settings are more likely to achieve language milestones 

earlier, suggesting that contingent parental responses not only facilitate 

immediate communicative exchanges but also have lasting effects on the 

child’s language development over time (Hoff, 2006; Tamis-LeMonda et 

al., 2014). 

Parental Mentalization 

Mentalization refers to the capacity to understand and interpret both one’s 

own and others’ mental states, such as intentions, emotions, thoughts, 

desires, and beliefs, to make sense of and to predict behaviors (Slade et al., 

2005). Furthermore, mentalization fosters social connections by allowing 

individuals to interpret and respond to underlying emotions and intentions 

rather than merely reacting to observable behaviors (Fonagy et al., 2002; 

Slade et al., 2005). Parental mentalization refers to a parent’s ability to 

recognize and interpret their child’s internal states while demonstrating 

appropriate awareness of their emotions, thoughts, and feelings (Sharp & 

Fonagy, 2008; Zeegers et al., 2017). Parental mentalization contributes to 

the development of a secure parent-child relationship (Slade et al., 2005; 

Zeegers et al., 2017). It involves perceiving the child as an individual and 

understanding their behaviors in terms of underlying intentions (Fonagy et 

al., 2002; Fonagy & Allison, 2013; Wendelboe et al., 2024). When parents 

are attuned to their child’s mental states, they can more accurately interpret 
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communicative signals and respond appropriately with comfort or support 

(Slade, 2005). 

Parental mentalization not only involves consideration for the child’s 

internal states but also takes into account the child’s developmental stage 

when interpreting communication. At the same time, parents become aware 

of their own affective states and how these influence both the child and the 

parent-child dynamic (Slade et al., 2005). This awareness enables parents to 

appropriately mirror their child’s emotions, fostering the child’s ability to 

understand their own internal experiences and those of others (Sharp & 

Fonagy, 2008). A high capacity for mentalization is associated with higher-

quality parent-infant interactions during the first year postpartum 

(Wendelboe et al., 2024). 

Research suggests that parental mentalization and reflective parenting 

follow a developmental trajectory. The transition to parenthood is an intense 

period, during which parents adapt to the demands of caregiving (Bornstein, 

2019; Lindblom et al., 2022). While verbal expressions of a parent’s mental 

representations of their child may hold developmental significance for older 

children, it is unlikely that preverbal infants can experience such verbalized 

mentalizing in a meaningful way (Shai & Belsky, 2011; Shai et al., 2022). 

Fonagy and Luyten (2009) extended the idea of mentalization by theorizing 

the existence of explicit (verbal) mentalizing and implicit (non-conscious, 

non-verbal) mentalization. The concept of parental embodied mentalization 

highlights how internal states are communicated through the body, not 

merely with words (Fonagy & Luyten, 2009). 

Parental Embodied Mentalization 

Parental Embodied Mentalization is grounded in non-verbal parent-infant 

communication and emphasizes how bodily movements convey internal 

states (Shai & Belsky, 2011). It refers to a parent’s capacity to interpret an 

infant’s mental state, such as wishes, desires, and preferences, by observing 

the infant’s whole-body movements and adjusting their bodily responses 

accordingly (Shai & Belsky, 2011). Non-verbal whole-body movements 

include features such as directionality, tension and flow, and tempo. 

Directionality refers to the trend of a body movement, whether it is oriented 

towards or away from a stimulus. Movement toward a stimulus typically 

indicates interest while moving away suggests discomfort or avoidance 

(Kestenberg-Amighi et al., 1999, as cited in Shai and Belsky, 2011). Tension 



16 

and flow relate to muscle tone, where low tension is associated with pleasure 

and happiness (Davis, 1978, as cited in Shai and Belsky, 2011), and high 

tension reflects distress (Papousek & Papousek, 1987, as cited in Shai and 

Belsky, 2011). Tempo, or the rhythm of movement, can also convey internal 

states; faster movements often signal excitement, while slower movement 

suggests calmness (Kestenberg-Amighi et al, 1999, as cited in Shai and 

Belsky, 2011).  

Embodied Mentalization involves a dynamic, interactive process in 

which both parent and infant act and react to each other’s kinesthetic 

expressions (Shai & Belsky, 2011). According to Shai and Belsky (2011), 

parents with a high capacity for embodied mentalization can recognize and 

respond to the infant’s bodily cues of distress, interest, or playfulness. 

Through their attuned bodily responses, these parents communicate to the 

infant that both positive and negative internal states can be safely shared in 

their interactions. This is seen to foster a sense of security and trust in the 

caregiver. Conversely, a parent with low embodied mentalizing capacity, 

who struggles to read or understand the infant’s kinesthetic communication, 

may leave the infant with a reduced capacity to understand their internal self 

(Shai & Belsky, 2011).  

Understanding Parental Embodied Mentalization not only highlights the 

importance of the caregiver’s bodily attunement but also draws attention to 

the infant’s contributions in the dyadic interaction, expressed not only 

through implicit whole-body movements but also through early 

communicative abilities. 

Infants 

Usage-Based Theory of Language Development  

Various theories attempt to explain how most children, seemingly 

effortlessly, acquire and develop language. One influential framework is the 

usage-based theory, with Michael Tomasello as one of its leading 

proponents. Central to this theory is the idea that language emerges from 

meaningful communicative interactions, shaped by children’s general 

cognitive skills and active participation in shared social contexts (Ghalebi 

& Sadighi, 2015). According to Tomasello (2003), two fundamental 

learning mechanisms underpin language development through this 
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approach: intention-reading and pattern-finding. Intention-reading enables 

children to infer the goals and communicative intentions of others, while 

pattern-finding allows them to extract recurring linguistic structures from 

the input they receive (Tomasello, 2003). These cognitive skills support 

children in constructing a system of language based on patterns and 

functions they encounter in real-life communication.  

The usage-based approach emphasizes that language acquisition 

originates in communicative functions. Even before producing words, 

infants engage in joint attention, coordinating their focus with others on 

objects or events, a process that provides a foundation for later language 

development (Ghalebi & Sdighi, 2015; Tomasello, 2001). Through gestures 

such as pointing, infants participate in shared communication and interpret 

the intentions of others. This prelinguistic interaction lays the groundwork 

for acquiring more conventional forms of language (Ghalebi & Sadighi, 

2015).  A key aspect of the usage-based theory is that children learn 

language from whole utterances, not isolated words. Language is rarely 

encountered in discrete units; rather, children are exposed to emotionally 

and socially rich utterances embedded in natural interactions  (Tomasello, 

2011). These utterances serve to convey referential meaning and broader 

communicative motives. To acquire language, children need to identify the 

meaningful parts of what is said and connect them to what is communicated 

during shared interactions. Vocabulary learning, therefore, is not a simple 

action of association, but a process of interpreting speaker intent and 

understanding context (Tomasello, 2011).  

Building on these experiences, children gradually acquire constructions, 

pairings of linguistic form and communicative function, that are central to 

the usage-based approach. Early constructions are often concrete, reflecting 

how children have heard specific words used in particular contexts (e.g., 

more juice). Over time, children begin to generalize utterances, identifying 

past patterns (Ghalebi & Sadighi, 2015; Tomasello, 2003). In summary, 

usage-based theory presents language acquisition as a socially grounded and 

cognitively driven process. Children are not passive recipients of input; they 

are active participants who, through intention-reading, pattern-finding, and 

repeated exposure to meaningful communication, construct a system of 

language grounded in use (Tomasello, 2003).  

The usage-based theory of language acquisition aligns particularly well 

with interactive shared reading, an activity characterized by repetition, joint 
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attention, and social interaction. Shared reading offers infants repeated 

exposure to meaningful language embedded in interpersonal exchanges. It 

naturally fosters joint attentional episodes, supports intention-reading as 

children interpret caregivers’ cues and expressions, and provides recurring 

linguistic patterns.  

Infant Communication 

During the first two years of life, infants undergo a transformation in how 

they communicate. Even before they acquire spoken language, they express 

themselves through non-verbal behaviors such as gaze, facial expressions, 

vocalizations, and gestural intentions (Capone & McGregor, 2004). 

Furthermore, from the first months of life, infants engage in proto-

conversations, turn-taking, and back-and-forth exchanges with caregivers 

that resemble dialogue and serve as practice in interactive timing and rhythm 

(Nguyen et al, 2023; Yoo et al., 2018).  

Another key aspect of early communication is infants’ use of gestures to 

express needs, direct attention, and share experiences. An example of this 

developmental progression is the transformation from reaching into pointing 

during interactions. Initially, infants reach for objects in their environment, 

but between 9 and 15 months, this behavior becomes symbolic in the form 

of intentionally pointing (Carpenter et al., 1998; Ramezoni & Liszkowski, 

2016). This shift requires the infant’s abilities to include intention-reading 

and understanding of expectations (Tomasello et al., 2007; Carpendale & 

Carpendale, 2010). Deictic gestures, such as pointing and showing, precede 

the first spoken words (Veena & Bellur, 2015). When an infant points to an 

object, it often elicits a caregiver’s response (Goldin-Meadow & Alibali, 

2013; Özçalışkan & Dimitrova, 2013). As gesture skills improve, infants 

begin using symbolic gestures, gestures that represent specific meanings, 

sometimes even without contextual support. These include iconic gestures 

(ex., flapping arms to represent a bird) and conventional gestures (ex, 

nodding for yes) as well as gestures imitating play behaviors (Capone & 

McGregor, 2004; Caselli et al., 2012). To perform these advanced gestures, 

the infant's motor control and cognitive skills must have reached a certain 

developmental level (Rodríguez, 2022). In addition, to carry meaning, the 

gestures must be responded to by a caregiver who interprets and elaborates 

on them (Goldstein & Schwade, 2008; Shai & Belsky, 2011). Hence, the 

interaction in early communication cannot be overlooked. Caregivers tend 
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to respond more when infants use clear gesturing during interactions 

(Vallotton, 2009). 

The use of gestures during infancy has been shown to correlate positively 

with later vocabulary development, spoken language proficiency, and social 

skills during the preschool years (Morin-Lessard et al., 2021; Rowe & 

Goldin-Meadow, 2009). Infants who use more gestures tend to develop 

larger expressive and receptive vocabularies and are more proficient in 

spoken language skills during the preschool years (Colonnesi et al, 2010; 

Goodwyn et al., 2000; Iverson & Goldin-Meadow, 2005; Morin-Lessard et 

al., 2021). Parents who encourage and respond to these early communicative 

behaviors tend to provide a more language-rich environment, further 

supporting the child’s language development (Goodwyn et al., 2000; Rowe 

& Goldin-Meadow, 2009).  

A third communicative strategy in early parent-infant interaction is the 

use of onomatopoeia, sound-words that mimic the noises associated with 

specific objects or actions, such as choo-choo for a train (Laing, 2019). 

Parents easily integrate onomatopoeia into daily interactions with infants 

(Laing, 2014; Laing et al., 2017). Due to their playful, repetitive, and salient 

nature, onomatopoeic expressions serve as accessible tools for infants to 

engage in early conversations (Laing, 2019). Research suggests that 

onomatopoeia supports language acquisition by helping infants form 

associations between speech sounds and the objects or events they represent 

(Imai & Kita, 2014).  

In sum, infant communication during the first two years is a dynamic and 

interactive process. It evolves from simple behaviors, such as eye gaze and 

reaching, to more intentional and symbolic forms, including gestures and 

sound-symbolic vocalizations. These communicative acts are meaningful 

within the early parent-infant interaction and easy to incorporate into 

everyday home-based activities such as shared reading in the preverbal 

phase. 

Children Born Preterm 

Up to this point, the text has focused on infants who follow expected 

trajectories in development. Another group of children who warrant specific 

attention are those born preterm. Preterm birth is defined by the World 

Health Organization (WHO, 2023) as delivery before 37 weeks of gestation. 

It is associated with increased risks of developmental challenges in 
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linguistic, attention, cognitive, emotional, social, communicative, and motor 

domains (Belanger, 2021; Månsson & Stjernqvist, 2014; Neri et al., 2021; 

Serenius et al., 2023). The earlier the baby is born, the greater the risk of 

developmental difficulties (Foster-Cohen et al., 2007; Sansavini et al., 

2014).  

Children born preterm have an increased risk of language impairments in 

the preschool years (Charkaluk et al., 2019; Sansavini et al., 2010). Children 

born before 28 weeks of gestation are classified as being born extremely 

early and have been found to use limited canonical babbling, limited 

imitation, and may have difficulty distinguishing speech sounds (Neri et al., 

2021; Strandberg et al., 2024). At 2.5 years, these children display 

significantly lower language development as compared to children born full-

term (Månsson & Stjernqvist, 2014). These language difficulties can remain 

as the child develops and may persist into adolescence (Adams-Chapman et 

al., 2015; Sansavini et al., 2010; Vohr, 2014).  

Beyond the direct impact on the child, premature birth also places 

significant stress on parents, and high parental stress may hinder parent-

infant interactions and their relationship (Ionio et al., 2016; Muller-Nix et 

al., 2004; Steinhardt et al., 2015). Caregivers of premature infants may 

experience negative emotions and uncertainty regarding the relationship to 

and communicative interaction with their preterm infants (Van Schalkwyk 

et al., 2020). Intervention programs are recommended to improve parents’ 

involvement early in the infant’s care (Ionio et al., 2016) and can provide 

support in social interaction between parents and their infants. Interventions 

where parents are physically close to the preterm infant improve parents' 

ability to interpret and respond to the infant's cues (Van Schalkwyk et al., 

2020. One intervention studied in the neonatal intensive care unit (NICU) is 

book-reading, which seems beneficial both during the NICU period and 

post-discharge (Boissel et al., 2022; Farran et al., 2025; Neri et al., 2021; 

Zuccarini et al., 2020).  

  



21 

 

Dialogic Reading 

Early communication and language development emerge within the context 

of close social relationships. One common everyday activity where the 

infants’ communicative abilities and parental caregiving practices naturally 

intersect is within shared book reading. Traditional shared reading, in which 

the parent reads the text verbatim, tends to place the child in a passive 

listening role. In contrast, dialogic reading involves the parent using specific 

techniques to actively engage the child in the reading process. The idea is 

that the child gradually takes the lead in storytelling, while the adult 

provides support and guidance on the use of reading strategies  (Pillinger & 

Vardy, 2022). This active participation by the child naturally encourages the 

use and practice of verbal language. 

Dialogic reading was introduced by Whitehurst and colleagues in 1988, 

with the aim of examining a set of stimulating reading behaviors and their 

effect on child language development. The method is built on three core 

principles: (a) using evocative techniques in the shared reading activity to 

promote and encourage the child’s verbal participation, (b) enhancing the 

child’s responses through expansions and corrective modeling, and (c) 

gradually increasing language complexity following the child’s language 

proficiency (Whitehurst et al., 1988). In the original study, 29 typically 

developing children, between 21 and 35 months old, with expected language 

proficiency, were divided into two groups. The intervention included two 

sessions and lasted four weeks. Outcomes showed significant improvements 

in expressive language, including longer utterances and more frequent use 

of phrases compared to the control group (Whitehurst et al., 1988).  

Parent Strategies and Developmental Outcomes 

For younger children, aged two to three, parents are taught reading 

techniques that fit with the child’s developmental level. Parents are taught 

to ask “what” questions and to follow up with additional questions after the 

child responds. In the next step, the parent is to repeat what the child says, 

offer help as needed, and give praise to any active participation from the 

child. After learning the dialogic structure, the parent is introduced to open-

ended questions and expanding the child’s responses. Parents are 

encouraged to create reading sessions that are fun and enjoyable 

(Zevenbergen & Whitehurst, 2003).  
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For older children, aged four to five, the reading strategies become more 

advanced. Parents of older children are taught techniques that further 

promote rich parent-child dialogue. Two acronyms, PEER and CROWD, 

are used to help parents remember the approach. PEER represents the order 

of the techniques: prompt, evaluate, expand, and repeat. CROWD reminds 

parents of the prompts: completion, recall, open-ended questions, WH-

questions (what, when, where, why, and how), and distancing (Pillinger & 

Vardy, 2022; Zevenbergen & Whitehurst, 2003).  

Several meta-analyses have examined the effects of dialogic reading 

interventions, with reported effect sizes ranging from low to moderate. Bus 

et al. (1995) conducted a meta-analysis of cross-sectional observational 

studies and reported an overall effect size of d=0.59. Mol et al. (2008) found 

an overall effect size of d=0.42; expressive language gains were greater than 

receptive language. More recently, Dowdall et al. (2020) reported an effect 

size of d=0.41 for expressive language and d=0.26 for receptive language. 

In addition, this meta-analysis revealed a notably high effect size for 

parental book-sharing competence (d=1.01). The results also showed that 

longer intervention time was associated with more favorable outcomes 

(Dowdall et al., 2020).   

Since the development of dialogic reading, numerous studies have 

investigated its effects across a range of child developmental variables and 

in various contexts. In a recent review of 46 studies, Pillinger and Vardy 

(2022) outlined differences in program design and reported outcomes 

related to literacy, social-emotional development, and cognitive skills. 

Although the original design of the dialogic reading model only included 

two intervention sessions (Whitehurst et al., 1988), many subsequent studies 

have modified this structure. These adjustments include changes in the 

number of sessions, the length of each session, the interval between sessions, 

and the overall duration of the program (Pillinger & Vardy, 2022).  

Reading dialogically has been shown to positively influence receptive 

vocabulary (Pillinger & Vardy, 2022; Pillinger & Wood, 2014; Simsek & 

Erdogan, 2015) and expressive vocabulary (Arnold et al., 1994; Huebner, 

2000; Pillinger & Vardy, 2022; Simsek & Erdogan, 2015; Whitehuret et al., 

1988). Additional reported benefits of dialogic reading intervention include 

improvement in phonological awareness, rhyme recognition, and early word 

reading skills (Pillinger & Vardy, 2022). Parents often approach shared 

reading intending to boost the child’s language development (Whitehurst et 

al., 1988). In fact, the picture book is ideal when introducing novel 
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vocabulary (Ece Demir-Lira et al., 2019; Montag et al., 2015; Shahaeian et 

al., 2018), and parents use both formal and informal teaching strategies 

while reading (Sénéchal & LeFevre, 2002). Moreover, the language used by 

parents during shared reading is typically more complex than that used in 

other types of parent-child interaction (Clemens & Kegel, 2021). The 

dialogic reading method appears especially effective for children aged two 

to three in terms of language gains. It is hypothesized that older children 

may benefit less from the structured nature of dialogic reading, as they are 

generally capable of understanding narratives independently without the 

same level of adult support (Mol et al., 2008). 

Several methodological limitations have been noted in existing studies. 

One concern is the limited scope of language measures used, particularly for 

expressive language. Most instruments measure basic linguistic abilities, 

with fewer capturing more complex aspects such as grammar and listening 

comprehension (Pillinger & Vardy, 2022). Another issue is the lack of 

fidelity reporting in many early studies, making it unclear how consistently 

parents implemented the reading techniques (Pillinger & Vardy, 2022; 

Towson et al., 2017). 

Shared Reading with Infants 

Dialogic reading, with its unique method of involving the child in the 

reading activity through evocative techniques and dialogue, is designed for 

children who are beginning to use verbal responses or are already proficient 

in doing so. Furthermore, it supports children who are developing early 

reasoning abilities (Whitehurst et al., 1988). However, regarding child 

language development, it is recommended to initiate shared reading during 

the child’s first year (DeBaryshe, 1993; Muhini &Rowe, 2019; Nicklas et 

al., 2016). Recently, research groups have studied the impact of sharing 

books interactively or by using the dialogic reading method with parents 

together with their infants and toddlers (Chang et al., 2023; Cooper et al., 

2014; Murray et al., 2016; Salley et al., 2022, 2024; Vally et al., 2015). 

Furthermore, several studies focus on other outcomes, such as aspects 

concerning the parent, or the interaction and relationship between the parent 

and the infant.  
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Interactive Shared Reading with Infants 

Previous research has shown that parents tend to intuitively adjust their 

communicative behaviors to align with their child’s developmental stage.  

(Chang and Luo, 2020; Leung et al., 2021; Sénéchal et al., 1995). This 

adaptive approach is relevant in the context of shared reading. In a recent 

study, Chang et al. (2023) investigated how parents of 12-month-old infants 

applied dialogic reading techniques originally developed for four to five-

year-old children. Parents predominantly used reading techniques that 

permitted non-verbal responses, such as pointing, while avoiding strategies 

that required more advanced verbal abilities. 

In a series of studies conducted with families with limited socioeconomic 

resources in South Africa, parents and caregivers were informed, instructed, 

modeled, and coached on the dialogic reading method. The intervention 

program was given in a group setting as well as individually coached 

sessions once a week for eight consecutive weeks. Infants in the experiment 

group improved on attention and language abilities when compared to the 

control group (Cooper et al., 2014; Vally et al., 2015). Interestingly, infants 

who participated in the experiment group showed improvement in pro-social 

behavior and the ability to imitate (Murray et al., 2016), although in a recent 

study, pro-social outcomes were not replicated (Murray et al., 2023).  

Parental Experiences with Interactive Shared Reading 

Parents generally respond positively to participating in shared reading 

intervention programs (Zevenbergen et al., 2018). Caregivers who are taught 

interactive reading techniques often find them accessible and express 

appreciation for the enriched experience of book-sharing (Salley et al., 

2022). Participation in such reading programs has been shown to enhance 

parents’ book-sharing competence (Dowdall et al., 2020, 2021). 

Nevertheless, some parents may experience frustration and difficulty both 

during the learning process and when attempting to implement the reading 

techniques with their infants (Kotaman, 2007; Zevenbergen et al., 2018).  

Studies reporting positive outcomes in parenting practices following 

participation in shared reading programs identify a range of beneficial 

effects. These include increased caregiver sensitivity, elaborations, and 

reciprocity during reading with their infants, behaviors that also extend into 

playtime interactions (Canfield et al., 2020; Cooper et al., 2014; Dowdall et 

al., 2021; Murray et al., 2016). Following program participation, parents 
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became more sensitive to their infants’ interests and communicative cues 

and incorporated more elaborate language while reading (Dowdall et al., 

2021; Murray et al., 2016).  Additionally, parents developed stronger book-

sharing skills, quickly assimilated reading strategies, and, over time, 

improved their reading techniques when using the same book (Salley et al., 

2022). As noted earlier, parents naturally adapt their reading behaviors to 

align with their infant’s language development (Chang and Luo, 2020; 

Leung et al., 2021; Sénéchal et al., 1995). With younger infants, parents are 

more likely to ask questions that encourage non-verbal responses (Chang et 

al., 2023), while with older children, they use more complex strategies that 

elicit longer verbal responses (Zevenbergen & Whiehurst, 2003).  

Besides changes observed within the reading activity, other benefits 

emerge. Reading aloud with children is generally perceived as more 

enjoyable than reading aloud alone (Rabinowitz et al., 2021). Additionally, 

shared reading has been linked to reductions in parenting stress and 

improvements in positive parenting behaviors such as less harsh parenting 

(Canfield et al., 2020; Dowdall et al., 2021; Huebner, 2000; Jimenez et al., 

2019). Furthermore, a longitudinal study found that early book sharing 

correlates with increased parental sensitivity and warmth beyond the reading 

context (Jimenez et al., 2019). Participation in dialogic reading programs 

has also been associated with a greater sense of parental satisfaction and 

overall improved communication with the child (Ganotice et al., 2017). 

Relational Benefits of Shared Reading 

Parents identify and describe relational and emotional gains from sharing 

books with their infants. Reading together provides a calming activity that 

fosters conversation and strengthens closeness between parent and child 

(Bergman Deitcher et al., 2019; Egan et al., 2025; Kucirkova & Grøver, 

2024; Zevenbergen et al., 2018). Parents report feelings of emotional 

connection and physical closeness with their child during the reading 

activity. (Bergman Deitcher et al., 2019; Brown et al., 2017; Egan et al., 

2021; Zevenbergen et al., 2018) and contributes to intimacy and bonding 

(Kucirkova & Grøver, 2024).  

For both parents and infants, shared reading has been found to increase 

emotions and excitement (Avelar et al., 2022). Children’s enjoyment 

reinforces parent motivation, creating a positive cycle of interaction 

(Kucirkova & Grøver, 2024; Preece & Levy, 2020). Further, interactive 
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shared reading enhances reciprocity within the parent-infant relationship. 

Post-intervention assessments show increased responsiveness between 

parents and children (Dowdall et al., 2021). Even in challenging contexts, 

such as when infants are born preterm and families spend time in neonatal 

intensive care units, parents report that shared reading provides a sense of 

intimacy, normality, and connection during an otherwise stressful 

experience (Lariviére & Rennick, 2011).  

Overall Aim of the Thesis 

This thesis aims to study how interactive shared reading, developed for 

preverbal infants, can serve as a tool to support parenting practices, 

strengthen the parent-infant relationship, and enhance infant language 

development. This thesis includes studies where either full-term or preterm 

infants participate. A novel reading intervention, inspired by dialogic 

reading principles, was designed and developed to match the 

developmental abilities of preverbal infants. This thesis adopts 

methodological pluralism by integrating quantitative, qualitative, and 

mixed-methods approaches, and it is guided by an explorative approach.  
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Method 
In this thesis, four studies were conducted using methodological 

pluralism. A shared feature across all studies was the use of an interactive 

reading intervention, which served as a tool to explore various outcomes for 

the infants and their caregivers.   

First, a broad literature search was conducted to identify behaviors 

parents use to support infant language development. The identified 

behaviors were transformed into shared reading techniques, and these lay 

the foundation for an interactive shared reading intervention suitable for 

preverbal infants. Study I was a within-group feasibility study, including 

two parts. Data consisted of pre- and post-intervention assessments and 

parent interviews. 

Study II, a quasi-experimental study, continued to examine interactive 

shared reading by comparing infant language outcomes between the newly 

developed extended intervention and a brief intervention provided at the 

child health services (Treatment as Usual). Data were collected through pre- 

and post-intervention assessments.  

Parent interviews aimed to explore long-term experiences of the 

intervention, as well as descriptions of sharing books interactively. To gain 

a more comprehensive understanding of the intervention, Study III used a 

qualitative approach. 

Following the overall positive outcomes from the first three studies, the 

final study turned from infants with expected developmental trajectories to 

children with a higher risk of developmental vulnerabilities. Study IV 

explored the interactive shared reading techniques together with parents and 

their children born preterm.  

For a methodological overview, see Table 1. 
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Table 1 

Summary of methods for studies I-IV 

 

 

  

 

Study Design Participants Intervention Assessment 

Instruments 

Data Analysis 

I Two-part within-

group feasibility 

study, including 

interviews and a 

pre-and post-

intervention 

assessment. 

n=11 dyads 4 sessions delivered 

bi-monthly when 

infants were 10, 12, 

14, and 16 months 

old. 

Semi-

structured 

interview,  

CSBS DP-

ITC*, and 

BAYLEY-III** 

Descriptive 

compilation of 

responses and 

one-tailed 

paired 

samples t-test 

II Quasi-

experimental 

study, pre- and 

post-intervention 

assessment, 

within- and 

between-group 

comparisons. 

Total: 88 

Two-

session 

group n=77 

dyads; Six-

session 

group n=11 

dyads. 

Two-session group – 

at 8 months and 18 

months. 

Six-session group at 

8, 10, 12, 14, 16, and 

18 months. 

CSBS DP-

ITC* 

Independent 

sample t-test, 

one-sample t-

test, 

and paired 

samples t-test. 

Effect size. 

III Qualitative study: 

reflexive thematic 

analysis. 

n=11 dyads See intervention for 

Study I. 

Semi-

structured 

interview 

Descriptive, 

inductive 

approach with 

semantic 

coding. 

IV Convergent 

mixed-methods 

design combining 

single-subject A-

B design with 

time delay and 

reflexive thematic 

analysis 

n=3 dyads 4 baseline sessions, 

10 intervention 

sessions, delivered 3 

times per week, and 

1 maintenance 

session. 

 

Video coding 

and semi-

structured 

interview 

Visual 

analysis, 

mean, 

standard 

deviation, and 

NAP***. A 

deductive 

approach. 

Synthesis of 

both data sets. 

*Communication and Symbolic Behavior Scales Developmental Profile Infant-Toddler Checklist 

(Wetherby & Prizant, 2002).  

**Bayley Scales of Infant and Toddler Development, Third Edition (Bayley, 2006). 

***Non-overlap of All Pairs (Parker & Vannest, 2009). 
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Participants 

Participants in Studies I, II, and III were a convenience sample recruited 

through the Swedish child health services, representing typically developing 

infants. Recruitment was carried out with the assistance of nurses at eight 

child health care centers located in both urban and rural areas. The inclusion 

criteria required parents to have sufficient comprehension of the Swedish 

language to complete the study questionnaires, and all infants were eight 

months old at the time of recruitment. From the 89 dyads who completed 

questionnaires, 12 were randomly selected and invited to participate in the 

extended intervention. One family discontinued, resulting in 11 dyads 

completing the extended intervention and contributing data to Studies I, II, 

and III. The remaining 77 dyads received Treatment as Usual, a brief 

universal intervention, and were included in Study II.  

Participants in study IV consisted of three parent-infant dyads recruited 

through social media and word of mouth. The inclusion criteria were 

children born before 37 weeks of gestational age and between 9 and 14 

months old (corrected age) at the time of the study. Parents were also 

required to have sufficient Swedish language proficiency to follow the 

intervention instructions. See Figure 2 for a visual representation of 

participating dyads.  
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Figure 2. Flowchart of participating parent-infant dyads and withdrawals.
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Ethical Considerations 

Ethical approval for Studies I, II, and III was granted by the Ethical Review 

Board in Linköping (Drn: 2017/ 582-31). The Ethical Review Board in 

Linköping granted permission for study IV (Drn: 2023-06328-01). 

All participants received both written and verbal information about the 

study procedures and were informed of their right to withdraw at any time 

without consequence.  Informed consent was obtained from all participating 

parents. To ensure anonymity during data collection and analysis, each 

participant was assigned a unique identification code. All data were handled 

and stored in accordance with Linnaeus University guidelines.  

The intervention included information, instructions, modeling, and 

coaching. Since the reading techniques were based on naturally occurring 

interactions and behaviors between parents and their infants, no special 

ethical concerns were raised regarding their content. However, particular 

attention was given to the involvement of preverbal infants in Studies I, II, 

and IV. Intervention coaches providing the extended intervention conducted 

home visits. To safeguard infant well-being, intervention activities did not 

begin until the infant appeared familiar with the coach and showed signs of 

readiness for social interaction. During sessions, coaching was paused or 

discontinued if the infant showed any signs of tiredness or discomfort. In 

such cases, remaining instructions were delivered verbally to the 

participating parent.  

Regarding data collection, most data in all four studies were collected 

from parents. However, in Study I, one-on-one testing with infants did occur 

and was conducted at times when the infants were the most alert. 

Furthermore, the assessment was conducted by trained clinical 

psychologists. In study IV, the children participated in video recordings. The 

recordings were conducted in a way that minimized any interference in the 

reading sessions. All recordings were stored in accordance with guidelines.  

In the design of Study II, which compared brief and extended versions of 

the intervention, all participating dyads received some form of shared 

reading instruction. Although the intensity of intervention varied between 

groups, the brief intervention group received the universal program offered 

through child health services, corresponding to standard care. Hence, all 

families received information, instructions, and support. 
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It was not anticipated that any part of the intervention or the interviews 

would cause distress or discomfort to any participating parent or infant. 

Nevertheless, in the event of any unease, the child-health service nurses and 

affiliated clinical psychologists were available for referral. 

Finally, the team engaged in regular discussions about the multiple roles 

held by the author of this thesis and any potential implications these roles 

might have on data collection, outcomes, analyses, or impact on the 

participating dyads. The author was responsible for planning and designing 

the interventions, as well as serving as the coach during home sessions and 

conducting participant interviews. While additional individuals contributed 

to data collection in Studies II and IV and served as coaches for two dyads 

in Study IV, the author maintained a central role in many aspects of the 

research processes. These overlapping responsibilities were thoroughly and 

continuously considered. 
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Summary of the Studies  

Study I  

Aim and Research Questions 

The first study aimed to explore the feasibility of the interactive shared 

reading intervention tailored to preverbal infants’ language development. it 

also aimed to explore its potential effects on cognitive and language 

development. As a feasibility study, the primary aim was to gain insight into 

the process, implementation, and preliminary outcomes of the intervention 

(Orsmond & Cohn, 2015). Another goal was to explore whether parent 

questionnaires and/or one-on-one testing were appropriate for assessing 

outcomes. The research questions were: 1) How do parents express the 

feasibility of the interactive shared reading techniques that are designed to 

match the infant’s language developmental level? 2) Do shared interactive 

reading techniques lead to any potential gains in infants’ cognitive, 

expressive, or receptive language development? and 3) Can potential effects 

from the intervention be assessed using one-on-one testing and/or parent 

questionnaires?  

Method 

This study included two parts and employed a within-group, pre- and post-

intervention assessment design involving 11 parent-infant dyads. 

Participants were randomly selected from a larger convenience sample. At 

the time of the first assessment, the infants were between 8 and 9 months 

old. Post-intervention assessments were conducted when the infants were 

between 18-19 months old. In their homes, parents answered a questionnaire 

regarding participant characteristics and the Communication and Symbolic 

Behavior Scales Developmental Profile Infant-Toddler Checklist (Wetherby 

& Prizant, 2002). Further, infants' language and cognitive abilities were 

assessed one-on-one using the Bayley Scales of Infant and Toddler 

Development, Third Edition (Bayley, 2006). The BAYLEY-III was 

administered by two clinical psychologists trained in the instrument: one 

conducted the assessment pre-intervention, and the other post-intervention. 
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Additionally, six months post-intervention, parents participated in a semi-

structured interview.  

Intervention Content 

The intervention consisted of four sessions, including interactive reading 

techniques, delivered every two months, when the infants were 10, 12, 14, 

and 16 months old. Intervention sessions lasted about 40-60 minutes. In the 

sessions, parents were instructed to provide a positive and engaging 

atmosphere. Further, caregivers were asked to follow the child’s interests 

while employing a variety of strategies, including pointing and naming 

objects, describing and expanding upon illustrations, posing simple 

questions, and relating story content to the child’s own experiences. Parents 

were asked to integrate and encourage communicative cues such as 

vocalizations, onomatopoeia, gestures, and pointing to enhance interaction. 

Infant participation was encouraged through pauses, and parents were 

instructed to provide positive and contingent feedback.  

Data Analysis 

The semi-structured interview served as data for research question 1. An 

explorative descriptive approach compiled the answers to interview 

questions.  Research questions 2 and 3 were answered using quantitative 

data analysis. A one-tailed paired-sample t-test was conducted on infant 

language and cognitive outcomes.   

Results  

The feasibility of the intervention was confirmed through parents’ 

responses. Changes in parent reading behaviors were reported, along with 

positive experiences using the reading techniques and an overall enjoyment 

of the interactive reading activity. Additionally, parents noted changes in 

their children’s behavior when the new techniques were applied. Regular 

coaching sessions were seen as helpful, not only for their informative 

content but also for serving as timely reminders to maintain or resume 

shared reading. Finally, parents also described relational benefits connected 

to the intervention and interactive reading.  

Quantitative outcomes suggested positive changes in language 

development (expressive and receptive language as assessed by BAYLEY-
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III and symbolic language from CSBS DP ITC). Non-significant outcomes 

were observed on cognitive development from BAYLEY-III and the speech 

language subscale from CSBS DP ITC. Furthermore, the parent 

questionnaire and one-on-one testing appear to be viable assessment 

methods.    

Methodological Considerations 

In this first study, the developed reading intervention was implemented to 

examine its practical effectiveness with parents and their infants. The 

participants completed all intervention sessions and assessments, 

contributing to the overall completeness of the data. Although participants 

in this study were randomly selected, which strengthens internal validity by 

reducing selection bias, they were drawn from a larger convenience sample, 

which in turn limits generalizability.  

Implementation fidelity was high: a single coach conducted all sessions 

for all dyads, following a protocol with clear session instructions and 

content. This consistency helped ensure that the program was delivered as 

intended.  

During the planning phase, the team acknowledged that the design could 

be strengthened by having parents log their reading sessions and note which 

techniques they used throughout the study. However, this approach was 

deemed impractical given the two-month interval between sessions and 

concerns about participants’ consistency in completing such records.  

Furthermore, because the intervention encouraged non-verbal 

communication in infant participation, using an instrument that assessed all 

forms of communication, verbal as well as non-verbal, could have provided 

a more accurate picture of language developmental outcomes.  

The absence of a control group limits the strength of causal inferences, 

rendering the results exploratory. Including a control group would have 

allowed for both within- and between-group analyses, offering deeper 

insight into potential outcomes. While this was beyond the scope of the 

current feasibility study, incorporating a control group in future research 

designs would strengthen interpretability and causal inference. 

While the absence of a control group limits causal inference, the pre-post 

assessment design still allows for valuable within-subject comparisons, 

provided that repeated measures do not introduce bias through memory 

effects. It is highly unlikely that infants retain specific procedural or task-
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related memories over extended periods. Research shows that the long-term 

memory in infants aged 9  months typically lasts for four weeks (Carver & 

Bauer, 2001). Therefore, using the same assessment tool at 9 and 18 months 

is methodologically sound, as the ten-month interval exceeds the established 

memory interval for risk of test-retest contamination.  

Two trained psychologists administered the Bayley-III assessment, with 

one conducting the pre-intervention testing and another the post-

intervention testing. This strategy was deliberately employed to minimize 

potential observer and scoring bias. However, the introduction of a new 

assessor post-intervention may instead have introduced subtle changes in 

the testing environment, mainly through infants’ reactions to an unfamiliar 

examiner. When assessing infants, it is important to account for external 

factors that can influence performance, such as fatigue, hunger, or 

insecurity.  

Study II 

Aim and Research Questions 

The second study aimed to examine changes in infant language development 

when parents and their infants participate in an interactive shared reading 

program. The dyads participated in either an extended six-session 

intervention or a brief two-session intervention (Treatment as Usual, TAU). 

The research questions were: 1) Are there any differences between the two 

intervention groups’ outcomes pre- and post-intervention, and how do these 

outcomes compare to standard scores on social communication, expressive 

language, and symbolic language? 2) Are there any changes within each 

intervention group in social communication, expressive language, and 

symbolic language when comparing pre-intervention to post-intervention 

scores? 

Method 

The study employed a quasi-experimental design with pre- and post-

intervention assessments, enabling both within- and between-group 

comparisons. The brief, two-session intervention group (TAU) included 77 

parent-infant dyads, while the group receiving an extended intervention, the 

six-session group, consisted of 11 dyads randomly selected from the two-
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session group. These 11 dyads also participated in Study I,  the feasibility 

study. All dyads received intervention sessions at 8 and 18 months through 

the regular child health visits. In addition to these universally provided 

sessions, the six-session group received four additional bi-monthly home 

visits at 10, 12, 14, and 16 months, sessions conducted by a member of the 

research team.  

All participating parents completed a participant characteristics 

questionnaire and the Communication and Symbolic Behavior Scale 

Developmental Profile Infant-Toddler Checklist (Wetherby & Prizant, 

2002), at pre-intervention (Time 1) and post-intervention (Time 2).  

Intervention Content 

The first and the final sessions were conducted via the child health services 

and given to participants in both groups. Instructions included pointing to 

and talking about illustrations, using varied voices and gestures. Caregivers 

were encouraged to ask simple questions, praise the infant’s participation, 

and create an enjoyable atmosphere during reading. Besides these two 

interventions, participants in the extended six-session group also received 

the four additional sessions; see the “intervention content” section for study 

I for details. The two-session group sessions were brief, lasting about 5-10 

minutes each, whereas the extended sessions lasted 40-60 minutes each.  

Data Analysis 

The first research question was addressed using an independent samples t-

test on the social, speech, and symbolic composite subscales at Times 1 and 

2. Additionally, one-sample t-tests were conducted on all variables at Times 

1 and 2. Standard scores were used for comparison (Wetherby & Prizant, 

2002). The second research question was examined using a paired samples 

t-test on the subscales to compare outcomes within groups at Times 1 and 2. 

Effect sizes were calculated for all analyses.   

Results 

The results indicated no significant differences between the groups, either 

pre- or post-intervention, on the social, speech, or symbolic language 

subscales. When comparing infants’ outcomes to standard scores, post-
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intervention results on the Symbolic subscale were significant for both 

intervention groups. Within-group analysis further revealed a significant 

improvement in symbolic language for the two-session group. The findings 

suggest that the shared reading techniques taught to caregivers primarily 

support change in infant symbolic language.  

Effect size analysis reinforced the practical significance of these results. 

A moderate effect size in symbolic language development was observed 

when comparing the six-session group to the two-session group, favoring 

the extended intervention. Relative to standard scores, the two-session group 

demonstrated a moderate effect size post-intervention on the symbolic 

subscale, while the six-session group showed a very large effect size on the 

same measure. Additionally, within-group analysis revealed a large effect 

size for the six-session group and a moderate effect size for the two-session 

group. Together, these findings suggest that increased session frequency 

may offer additional developmental benefits for symbolic language 

outcomes in infants.  

Methodological Considerations 

One concern in intervention research includes balancing ethical concerns 

with methodological rigor. An optimal design would have included the two-

session group, the six-session group, and a control group. However, 

withholding support from a strict control group was deemed ethically 

problematic, as families would miss potentially beneficial guidance during 

a critical period in their child’s early development. Alternative designs, such 

as a wait-list control, were also considered, but then rejected; the 10-month 

wait for intervention would have delayed participation beyond the preverbal 

stage targeted by the intervention. Consequently, the study compared two 

groups: a brief, two-session group intervention representing treatment-as-

usual (TAU) and an extended, six-session intervention group. As Kazdin 

(2015) notes, using a TAU group is a valid comparison, while it also ensures 

all families receive some support.  

A notable concern in this study is the unequal group sizes (11 vs. 77 

dyads). This imbalance arose due to practical constraints, including limited 

personnel and resources, which restricted the number of families that could 

receive the extended six-session intervention. Such an imbalance reduces 

the statistical power, increases the influence of outliers, and may 
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compromise the between-group comparisons. Future studies should aim for 

more balanced groups to improve the overall design.  

Furthermore, participants were recruited through convenience sampling, 

which may have introduced participatory bias, as parents with a stronger 

interest in shared reading and child development may have been more likely 

to accept the study invitation. Nevertheless, the random selection of 

participants for the extended intervention served to mitigate this concern to 

some extent by strengthening internal validity for this group. 

Practical and longitudinal reasons guided the selection of CSBS-DP ITC 

(Wetherby & Prizant, 2002). Limited personnel and funding made 

individual assessments unfeasible, making a parent-report tool the most 

viable option. The long-term design required an instrument suitable for both 

8 and 18-month assessments to allow within-group and between-group 

comparisons. Furthermore, the literature review supported its use for 

assessing early language development via parent reports (Eadie et al., 2010). 

Despite these justifications, the choice of instrument presents some 

methodological limitations. The CSBS-DP ITC, while standardized and 

practical, includes a limited number of items per variable, suitable for 

identifying early language delays (Eadie et al., 2010), making it less 

sensitive to subtle changes in development. Hence, an instrument assessing 

infant verbal and preverbal communication (gestures, vocalizations, and 

words) may have been a better choice, considering that the intervention was 

designed to enhance this broad way of communicating. 

Finally, the study was conducted within a specific regional child health 

system; the findings may not generalize to populations with different 

healthcare or cultural practices regarding shared reading. 
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Study III 

Aim and Research Questions 

This study aimed to understand how parents describe their participation in 

an interactive shared reading intervention. The research question asks: How 

do parents experience using the interactive reading techniques with their 

infants? 

Method 

To answer the research question, the third study used a qualitative design. 

The study held a social constructionist ontology and a constructivist 

epistemology. It included the 11 parents who participated in the extended 

intervention in studies I and II. A semi-structured interview was conducted 

when the infants were approximately 30 months old, twelve months post-

intervention.  

Intervention Content 

This study included the same intervention content as described in study I. 

Data Analysis 

The analysis was conducted using Reflexive Thematic Analysis with a 

descriptive, inductive approach with semantic coding (Braun & Clarke, 

2022). The analytic process began with data familiarization through 

repeated reading of transcripts and listening to recordings. Sentences were 

initially coded based on the content of parents’ statements, with codes later 

refined and labeled. Data was finally organized into two broader descriptive 

themes with relevant subthemes. 
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Results 

The qualitative analysis yielded two primary themes. The first theme, 

Playful Reading, encompassed two subthemes: the parents’ pleasure of 

reading in the interactive approach, and sharing a moment of emotional 

closeness together with my infant. Within this theme, parents reported that 

transitioning to an interactive reading style enhanced their enjoyment and 

engagement in the activity. They described feeling a greater sense of 

freedom when not constrained by the written text, which allowed reading to 

become more meaningful and enjoyable. Additionally, the activity fostered 

emotional closeness, creating affectionate and calming moments that served 

to strengthen the parent-infant bond.  

The second theme, Discovering and Learning My Baby’s Way of 

Communicating, comprised the subthemes: observe and ascribe 

significance to the infant’s communication, and feelings of wonder and 

amazement attributed to the infant’s capabilities. Parents noted 

improvements in their infants' communicative behaviors following 

engagement in interactive reading. They attributed these developments to 

the infants’ active participation in shared book-reading sessions. Several 

parents expressed a sense of wonder at their child’s growing verbal and 

expressive abilities, noting that the program and their shared reading 

experiences heightened their sensitivity to and awareness of their child’s 

communicative cues. In some cases, the reading sessions were described as 

opportunities for infants to express emotions and convey ideas, further 

emphasizing the communicative richness of the interaction.  

Methodological Considerations 

Study III adhered to reflexive thematic analysis processes. The research 

team began by engaging in discussions to articulate and adopt a clear 

philosophical framework, grounded in a social constructionist ontology and 

a constructivist epistemology. Reflexivity was actively addressed through 

conscious discussions on the professional background of the research team. 

As clinical psychologists, the authors brought a preunderstanding of the 

importance of nurturing early parent-child relationships, which, without the 

discussions, may have influenced the analysis. Maintaining awareness of 

such preunderstandings was central to guiding the analytic process and 
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ensuring the language used aligned with the study’s descriptive and 

inductive approach.  

Further, the team considered the multiple roles held by the first author 

before the study. The consistency may have fostered a bearing relationship 

with the participating parents and facilitated open dialogue during the 

interviews. However, the relationship may also have influenced the 

interviews, including the added risk of social desirability bias.  

Finally, the 12-month interval between the conclusion of the intervention 

and the interviews introduced both challenges and opportunities. While this 

delay enabled exploration of how shared reading practices evolved beyond 

the intervention, it also introduced the possibility of recall bias.   

Study IV 

Aim and Research Questions 

Study IV aimed to incorporate quantitative and qualitative research 

methods, integrating the findings to achieve a comprehensive picture of 

interactive shared reading provided for parents and preterm infants. The 

research questions were (1) How do the reading behaviors of caregivers and 

their preterm-born children change during the intervention? How do 

caregivers describe their experiences with the techniques used? (2) In what 

ways does the parent-child interaction during shared reading change 

throughout the intervention? How do caregivers perceive and describe these 

changes? (3) How does integrating quantitative and qualitative data enhance 

the understanding of the outcomes of the intervention? 

Method 

This study used a convergent mixed-methods design, including a single-

subject A-B design with time delay and a semi-structured interview. The 

quantitative phase consisted of four baseline sessions immediately followed 

by ten intervention sessions. One maintenance session occurred 5-6 weeks 

post-intervention. In each session, the parent and child were videotaped 

while sharing books for three minutes. Each recording was coded for parent 

and infant variables: infant eye gaze, use of gestures, use of onomatopoeia, 

dialogue, parent behaviors and vocalizations used to capture the child’s 

attention, and finally, parents' responsiveness. The qualitative phase 
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consisted of a semi-structured interview conducted during the maintenance 

phase, in conjunction with the final intervention session. Interviews lasted 

between 20-30 minutes. 

Fidelity was secured in several ways. First, the intervention was guided 

by a detailed manual. Coding of the targeted behaviors followed an 

instruction manual to ensure consistency and validity. In each intervention 

session, newly introduced reading techniques were provided both verbally, 

through modelling, and in laminated memory cards. Each session ended 

with a review of all previously introduced techniques. Furthermore, parents 

documented their reading activities between sessions regarding techniques 

used and frequency of reading.  

Intervention Content 

Caregivers were encouraged to position the child to allow eye contact, talk 

about illustrations that interested the child, and use pointing, gestures, varied 

voices, sounds, and onomatopoeia to enhance the reading. Techniques also 

included pausing to wait for the child’s response or imitation, providing 

positive feedback, naming objects, expanding child contributions, and 

asking simple questions to encourage participation. Parents were further 

encouraged to discuss actions and emotions depicted in the illustrations. 

Data Analysis 

Video-coding was conducted by event recording, noting the frequency of 

behaviors. Coded behaviors were analyzed using visual analysis, with 

attention to level, trend, slope, and variability (Kratochwill et al., 2013; Zhan 

& Ottenbacker, 2001). In addition, mean and standard deviation were 

computed for all variables at baseline and the intervention phase. Further, 

the non-overlap of all pairs was calculated (Parker & Vannest, 2009). 

Interrater reliability was calculated using the Intraclass Correlation 

Coefficient to determine the reliability of the coding process (Koo & Li, 

2016). 

The interviews were analyzed using reflexive thematic analysis (Braun & 

Clarke, 2022), employing a deductive approach. The analysis began with 

the familiarization of materials. Initial codes were refined and organized 

concerning the research questions. Through ongoing discussions and 
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reflective feedback, the codes were consolidated into one overarching 

theme.   

Finally, data from both quantitative and qualitative phases were 

integrated through merging (Fetters et al., 2013) to present a synthesis of 

findings and provide a richer understanding of the intervention.  

Results 

Quantitative findings for all dyads highlighted changes in either variability, 

trend, slope, or level regarding eye-gaze, gestures, and /or onomatopoeia, 

and dialogue. For eye-gaze, gestures, onomatopoeia, dialogue, and parent 

responsiveness, moderate to high NAP scores were found. Qualitative 

findings echoed these patterns. For the qualitative data, one theme emerged: 

Shared reading is about connecting with my child. Parents confirmed using 

the reading techniques, which increased their child’s communication. The 

merged results support findings for infant communication and parent-child 

dialogue as well as eye-gaze and parent responsiveness. Furthermore, 

qualitative findings revealed gains in parenting skills as well as emotional 

and relational changes.    

Methodological Considerations 

The advantage of using a mixed-methods design is that it yields 

comprehensive results that neither quantitative nor qualitative approaches 

could produce on their own (Johnson & Onquegbuzie, 2004). Furthermore, 

this design aligns well with the thesis’s aim of pursuing methodological 

pluralism.  

The fourth study built upon accumulated knowledge from studies I-III. 

Several decisions were made during the planning phase of the study to 

enhance fidelity regarding implementing the intervention, as well as 

collecting and analyzing data. For example, video recording and coding of 

targeted behaviors present methodological challenges. To mitigate potential 

design weaknesses, detailed manuals for both the intervention and coding 

procedures were developed and strictly followed. Coding was independently 

conducted by two members of the research team and intra-class correlation 

analysis indicated good reliability.  

The selection of a single-subject design was appropriate for this 

exploratory clinical study. While a multiple baseline design with staggered 
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baselines would have strengthened the robustness of the quantitative phase, 

it was not feasible due to practical constraints related to recruitment and 

participant burden. Moreover, given the rapid developmental changes 

occurring in children at this age, delaying data collection for later 

participants might have introduced confounding developmental effects. 

Consequently, the study employed a single-subject A-B design with time 

delay, which has gained recognition as a suitable approach for clinical 

research (Ottenbacher, 1986, as cited in Zhan & Ottenbacher, 2001). 

Although the A-B design with time delay does not control for threats 

concerning internal validity, the inclusion of a qualitative component helped 

to mitigate this limitation through the merging of data sets. Integrating 

qualitative data not only confirmed the quantitative results but also captured 

parenting practices and regional gains, providing a more nuanced 

understanding of the intervention.  

Summary of Study Results 

Findings from Study I confirm the feasibility of the intervention and the 

selected reading techniques. Preliminary results suggest a change in 

expressive, receptive, and symbolic aspects of infant language development, 

but non-significant results on cognitive development. Both one-on-one 

testing and parent questionnaires were feasible for assessing language 

outcomes. 

Study II revealed no significant between-group differences at either pre- 

or post-intervention on the social, speech, or symbolic language subscales. 

However, when compared to standard scores, both groups demonstrated 

significant post-intervention gains on the symbolic subscale. Within-group 

analysis showed a significant improvement in symbolic language for the 

two-session group. Effect size estimates underscored the practical 

importance of these findings and favored the extended intervention group. 

Overall, the results suggest that the reading techniques primarily enhance 

symbolic language development in infants and that increased session 

frequency may imply additional benefits.  

In study III, interviews explored parents’ experiences of learning and 

engaging in interactive shared reading. Two themes emerged after analysis. 

The first theme was related to the theatrical, enjoyable, and emotional 

aspects of sharing books. Parents described how the reading was a playful 
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and interactive experience that strengthened their emotional connection with 

their infant. The second theme reflected on parents’ understanding and 

appreciation of their infant’s communicative abilities.  

In the fourth study, quantitative data showed increases in children’s use 

of communicative gestures, gaze toward the parent, and enhanced parent-

child dialogue. In qualitative findings, analysis revealed one theme related 

to the connection between parents and children. Parents described reading 

as a chance to be emotionally connected to their infant. Parents also 

described a deeper understanding of their children’s communication and 

how this enhanced the interaction and their enjoyment during shared 

reading. The qualitative data supported the findings from the quantitative 

phase as well as enhanced understanding of parenting and relational gains 

in shared reading. The combined findings showed increases in infant 

communication and parent responsiveness. 

A Conceptual Model of Interactive Shared 

Reading  

The combined findings from the four studies form the foundation for a 

conceptual model of interactive shared reading, developed inductively 

through a synthesis of both quantitative and qualitative data. The empirical 

findings from the studies align closely with the components of the model. 

This model visually represents the central processes in parent-infant 

interactions while jointly sharing books. It highlights shared reading as a 

dynamic, relationship-centered activity that fosters individual development 

while strengthening parent-infant interaction, see Figure 1.  
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Figure 1. A conceptual model depicting the interactive process between a parent and an 

infant within the shared reading activity.

In the model, the large oval symbolizes the shared reading activity. Joint 

attention, positioned at the top of the model, acts as a link connecting the 

parent and the infant. Joint attention was present in study outcomes, mainly 

through parents’ responses regarding the infants’ increased attention and 

contact (Studies I, III, IV). The text is in bold lettering, indicating its 

importance. The vertical line illustrates how joint attention functions as a 

mechanism that enables and facilitates bidirectional interaction between the 

parent and the infant. This interaction emerged as a key aspect of interactive 

shared reading, which is why it is highlighted in bold letters (study III and 

IV).

The infant and the parent, connected by a bidirectional, dual-headed 

arrow, are positioned side by side at the same level, highlighting their equal 

importance when reading interactively. The dual-headed arrow represents a 

continuous, reciprocal interaction occurring throughout the reading activity. 

This interaction was mainly found in the quantitative observations and 

parental descriptions (Studies III and IV).

The mutual engagement when reading interactively supports 

developmental gains for both parent and infant. For parents, these gains

include increased sensitivity, more frequent use of contingent responses, and 

enhanced parental mentalization as described in parent responses and 

Parent

Sensitive Parenting

Responsiveness

Parental Mentalization

JOINT ATTENTION

BIDIRECTIONAL INTERACTION

Parent-Infant Relationship

Infant

Early Communication

Pro-Social Behavior
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observed in parenting behaviors (Studies I, III, and IV). For infants, changes 

were observed in communication and early pro-social behaviors. These 

changes were found in standardized assessments and parent interview 

responses (Studies I, II, III, IV).  

The arrows leading from the parent and the infant towards the “parent-

infant relationship” illustrate how their individual gains and reciprocal 

interaction within the reading activity influence their relationship. The gains 

in the parent-infant relationship were found qualitatively in parents’ 

responses describing emotional intimacy and warmth, as well as visually in 

their mutual interaction (Studies I, III, IV). 
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Discussion 
This thesis examined how interactive shared reading can function as a tool 

to support parenting practices, strengthen the parent-infant relationship, and 

promote early communication. Drawing on the principles of dialogic 

reading, a novel intervention was developed and implemented with parents 

and their preverbal infants. By guiding parents to follow their child’s 

interests, encourage joint attention, and foster an enjoyable reading 

experience, the focus of shared reading shifts from the written text to the 

infant’s cues and engagement. Furthermore, adding other evocative reading 

techniques encourages infants’ active participation. 

This thesis included both full-term infants and preterm infants. As the 

findings were largely consistent across the two groups, the discussion 

addresses them together, with a short section at the end dedicated to 

interventions for infants at risk of developmental delays.  

Interactive Shared Reading and Parenting 

Practices 

The positive changes in parenting practices, as indicated in the model, are 

reflected in both quantitative and qualitative outcomes. The back-and-forth 

nature of interactive reading provided repeated opportunities to practice 

parenting abilities such as sensitivity, contingent responses, and 

mentalization. Caregivers adapted their reading by attending to their child’s 

developmental proficiency, communicative cues, and expressed interests, 

and many increased their responsiveness to the child’s active engagement 

(Studies I, III, and IV). Parents’ shifted focus led to observing, being amazed 

by, and increased focus on their child’s communicative intentions (Studies 

III and IV). Thus, interactive shared reading becomes more than a literacy 

activity; it serves as a structured and emotionally rich context for parents to 

observe, interpret, and respond to their infants’ communication in real time.  

Responsiveness, a core aspect of sensitive parenting, includes both 

observable and implicit behaviors (Dunst and Kassow, 2008). Physical 

closeness is a natural element of reading books with small children, 

particularly with infants who require physical support. Nevertheless, before 
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the intervention, parents seated their children with the infant’s back against 

them, hindering eye contact (Study IV). Reseating the infant to promote 

interaction emerged as a key strategy to increase the turn-taking of sharing 

picture books interactively. This strategy provided a foundation for the 

remaining outcomes in this thesis to emerge. Moreover, other aspects of 

responsiveness reflect parents’ skills in interaction and engagement, many 

of which became evident as other reading techniques were applied. 

Observable behaviors, such as reciprocity, mutuality, and responses, were 

documented in both qualitative and quantitative findings (Studies III and 

IV). Implicit aspects such as cooperation and positive affect contributed to 

the emotional quality of the shared reading experience (Studies I, III, IV). 

In addition, contingent responding, an important aspect of sensitive 

parenting, emerged and increased for some parents throughout the 

intervention (Study IV). In research, timely and appropriate verbal and 

behavioral responses support early child language development and 

vocabulary growth (Tamis-LeMonda et al., 2014; Wengman & Forssmann, 

2025). As parents themselves intentionally use shared reading as a means to 

teach language and expose children to novel vocabulary (Ece Demir-Lira et 

al., 2019; Montag et al., 2015; Sénéchal & LeFevre, 2002; Shahaeian et al., 

2018), responding contingently, and improving sensitive behaviors further 

build on shared reading as a language-boosting activity.  

Beyond sensitive parenting, this thesis also highlights improvements in 

parental mentalization. Parents described becoming aware of their infants’ 

communicative capacities, interpreting non-verbal behaviors as expressions 

of emotional understanding (Study III). As parents became more attuned, 

enabling them to adapt the reading activity to match the infant’s interests 

and developmental proficiency, they demonstrated a more active and 

deepened mentalizing capacity (Study III and IV).   

Despite the ease of implementation and its potential importance, 

relatively few studies were found during the literature search that have 

intentionally studied sensitive parenting practices during book-sharing 

activities with preverbal infants. Two studies were found that reported 

increased parental sensitivity following book-sharing interventions 

(Dowdall et al., 2021; Murray et al., 2016). However, closely related to 

sensitive parenting, other studies have reported that caregivers naturally 

adjust their reading and interaction to their child’s developmental level 

(Chang & Luo, 2020; Leung et al., 2021; Sénéchal et al., 1995). Although 
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such adjustments may imply mentalizing and sensitive parenting abilities, 

these studies have not explicitly linked the outcomes to parenting practices.  

In conclusion, as parents became more attuned to their infants’ internal 

states, their interactions evolved into more reciprocal and responsive 

exchanges. The instructions and the repetitive nature of interactive shared 

reading provided a structured interaction in which parents could apply and 

practice vital parenting skills (Study I, III, IV). 

Joint Attention  

In the model, joint attention is positioned at the top, connecting the parent 

and the infant. It holds a primary function in the shared reading activity. In 

the studies included in this thesis, parents were instructed to actively 

promote joint attention by repositioning the infant and employing various 

reading strategies. Joint attention between parents and infants was described 

by parents and observed in studies I, III, and IV. Parents expressed their 

infant’s engagement through increased focus, eye contact, and presence 

when sharing books (Studies III, IV). This was confirmed in the 

observations conducted in study IV. Furthermore, infants were active 

participants, often responding to episodes of joint attention by non-verbal 

and verbal answers (Studies I and IV).  

Shared reading has proven particularly effective in fostering joint 

attention between the parent and the child (Chang & Luo, 2020; Sénéchal et 

al., 1995). Joint attention has previously been connected to language 

development and vocabulary size (Beuker et al., 2013; Carpenter et al., 

1998; Markus et al., 2000; Morales et al., 2000). Specifically, children's 

responses to others’ attention-getting behaviors have been linked to the 

development of early receptive and expressive language skills (Brooks & 

Meltzoff, 2008; Morales et al., 2000; Mundy & Gomes, 1998). These are in 

line with the communicative findings from Studies I, II, III, and IV, and will 

be discussed further in the text concerning infant communication. 

According to Vaughan Van Hecke (2007), joint attention includes two 

parts: responding to and initiating joint attention. In this thesis, infants were 

more frequently observed responding to joint attention than initiating joint 

attention (Study IV), suggesting that parents remained the primary initiators 

during the shared reading activities. The ability to respond to joint attention 

typically emerges earlier than the ability to initiate it (Mundy & Gomes, 
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1998; Vaughan Van Hecke, 2007). The infants in these studies were within 

the age range (9-15 months) where responding to joint attention is 

developmentally expected. Nevertheless, the implementation of the reading 

program itself may further explain this observation. At the outset, parents 

received all instructions and were responsible for integrating the reading 

techniques. Naturally, infants responded to these cues as they adjusted to the 

new reading format (Study IV).  

The other component, initiating joint attention, involves behaviors 

intended to attract another’s focus (Vaughan Van Hecke, 2007). Although 

not as frequently observed or described in the findings, infants did initiate 

joint attention through pointing and making appropriate sounds (Studies I, 

III, and IV). In addition to its impact on language acquisition, initiating joint 

attention is closely associated with positive affect and social competence 

(Vaughan Van Hecke, 2007). Results from this thesis mirror previous 

findings. Parents reported instances where their children initiated joint 

attentional episodes (Studies I, III, and IV), and both parental reports and 

visual data confirm that the social and relational dimension of joint attention 

develops (Studies I, III, and IV). 

 Although strategies such as repositioning the infant, using pointing and 

verbal labeling, as well as pausing to encourage participation were 

employed to promote joint attention and lead to increased infant responses, 

these strategies alone did not fully explain the positive experiences or 

parents’ motivation to continue shared reading practices (Studies III, IV). 

Parents emphasized that the interaction between themselves and their infants 

was important regarding their enjoyment and continuously using the 

interactive reading techniques (Studies I, III, and IV).  

Bidirectional Interaction 

The bidirectional interaction between the parent and the infant, central to the 

model, is supported by both quantitative results, such as changes in response 

patterns and increased dialogue (Study IV), and qualitative accounts of 

mutual engagement (Studies I, III, and IV). This mutual interaction created 

a positive feedback loop, enhancing enjoyment and deepening the 

connection between the parent and the infant (Studies III and IV). Parents 

reported that their infants became active participants, often using gestures 

and onomatopoeia in response to the interactive reading techniques (Studies 

I, III, and IV). In turn, parents adapted their reading to better align with their 
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infant’s interests and developmental abilities (Studies III and IV). 

Furthermore, across different dyads, parents’ and infants’ communicative 

behaviors showed parallel patterns, suggesting a bidirectional process in 

which the interaction is mutual and reciprocal (Study IV).  

To the author’s knowledge, bidirectional interaction in shared reading has 

not yet been a primary focus in existing research. However, studies of 

parent-infant exchanges in other relational contexts have shown that infants 

actively participate and respond to social cues from adults, contributing to 

reciprocal engagement and social interaction (Cohn & Tronick, 1988; Kayah 

et al., 2022). Children’s emotional responses are shaped by interactions with 

engaged caregivers (Avelar et al., 2022), and parents’ enjoyment and 

motivation are closely linked to their infant’s enjoyment (Kucirkova & 

Grøver, 2024; Preece & Levey, 2020). These emotional and communicative 

exchanges provide a context for both learning and relationship-building to 

occur simultaneously in both participants.  

This framework of reciprocal interaction is particularly valuable for 

understanding shared reading, not as a unidirected instructional task, but as 

a mutual experience in which both caregiver and child contribute 

meaningfully. Adopting a bidirectional model positions shared reading as a 

dynamic co-constructive experience where both participants shape the 

interaction and both benefit from it. In the conceptual model (Figure 1), this 

is symbolized by placing the parent and infant side by side, linked by a 

double-headed arrow, representing their mutual, reciprocal participation. 

The quality of the interaction is shaped by the back-and-forth nature of 

communication, where each partner continuously responds to and reinforces 

the other’s cues.  

Infant Communication and Pro-Social 

Behaviors 

While earlier sections have focused on parenting practices and the dynamics 

of parent-infant interaction, the conceptual model also highlights 

developmental changes in the infants. Post-intervention assessments 

showed changes in symbolic and receptive language (Studies I and II), 

communicative gestures, and the use of onomatopoeia (Studies I and IV), as 

well as changes in expressive language (Study I).  Among infants with 
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typical developmental trajectories, even a brief intervention may change 

infant symbolic language (Study II).  

Symbolic language changes were more prominent than expressive 

language development. A variety of factors can shed light on this finding. 

First, expressive language typically follows receptive development in 

preverbal infants. Second, the duration of the intervention may have been 

too brief to yield measurable changes in expressive vocabulary. Third, the 

interactive reading techniques may have more effectively supported 

symbolic and non-verbal communication. Finally, as noted in the 

methodological considerations of Study II, the standardized assessment tool 

may have lacked the sensitivity to capture the full range of infants’ 

expressive abilities. 

 Qualitative parent responses emphasized how the infant’s expressive 

communications developed throughout the intervention, as evident in the 

infant’s active participation. While standardized assessments focused 

primarily on expressive vocabulary, parent interviews revealed a broader 

and more nuanced picture of communicative development. Parents reported 

noticeable increases in their infants’ communicative behaviors, including 

vocalizations, gestures, and onomatopoeia, as they implemented the reading 

techniques (Studies I, III, and IV). These reports suggest that infants may 

have made more significant communication gains than were captured by 

formal assessment instruments. Caregiver-initiated reading strategies, such 

as pausing to create space for infant participation, encouraging imitation of 

gestures and onomatopoeia, and responding to infant-initiated cues, enabled 

the infants to become active contributors in the reading process. The 

qualitative findings on expressive communication and the quantitative 

findings regarding symbolic language align with meta-analysis confirming 

the positive effects of interactive shared reading on language outcomes 

(Dowdall et al., 2020; Mol et al, 2008). Findings are also supported with 

prior intervention studies involving infants (Muhinyi & Rowe, 2019; 

O’Farelly et al., 2018), although they contrast with findings from Goldfeld 

et al. (2011). 

The infants’ active participation can also be understood through the 

usage-based theory of language development. According to this view, 

infants learn language in social interactions through intention-reading and 

pattern-finding (Tomasello, 2001). Although not directly examined in the 

studies, it may be hypothesized that infants’ responses reflect their ability to 

read and act on parents’ intentions during the reading activity. The social 
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and mutual interaction and its importance to language gains find further 

support in discussions regarding the parent and infant’s interaction while 

reading together. Despite the strong historical emphasis on joint attention as 

a cornerstone of early language development, this view has recently been 

challenged (Wengman & Forssman, 2025).  The lack of a unified definition 

has created inconsistencies in research findings, comparisons, and practical 

implications (Gabouer & Bortfeld, 2021). Hence, attention is instead given 

to parental contingent responses, which are believed to play a vital role in 

infant receptive language development (Wengman & Forssman, 2025). The 

studies in this thesis demonstrate that bidirectional interaction facilitates 

infant communicative gains through parenting practices, such as contingent 

responses (Study IV). In this context, the positive feedback loop provided 

by contingent responses is gaining recognition as a key mechanism in child 

language development. The timely and responsive interactions may offer a 

more consistent and observable pathway to language learning than joint 

attention alone (Wengman & Forssman, 2025).  

Infants are part of complex social environments and rely on caregivers’ 

guidance. Within a secure attachment relationship, a caregiver’s contingent 

responsiveness nurtures learning (Fonagy et al., 2019). However, recent 

perspectives on child learning and development go beyond visual and verbal 

parenting practices, instead emphasizing the importance of non-verbal 

relational interactions. Shai et al. (2022) highlight this through the theory of 

parental embodied mentalization, which refers to a parent’s capacity to 

perceive and respond to an infant’s internal state via non-verbal, bodily-

based communication (Shai & Belsky, 2011, 2017; Shai & Fonagy, 2014). 

Shai et al. (2022) reason that such interactions support the development of 

epistemic trust, the infant’s belief that information conveyed by an attuned 

and trustworthy caregiver is personally relevant (Fonagy & Allison, 2014; 

Fonagy et al., 2019).  Mechanisms such as eye contact, turn-taking, warm 

responses, and bodily attunement create an emotionally safe environment 

for the infant in which the parent signals communicative intent (Egyed et 

al., 2013; Fonagy et al., 2019; Gergely & Csibra, 2005; Madigan et al., 

2019). The findings from this thesis can be seen in light of Shai et al.’s 

(2022) discussion that early language development is driven, not by the 

quantity of verbal input alone, but by relational exchanges. From this 

perspective, interactive shared reading can be understood not as a tool for 

language stimulation but instead as a relationally grounded experience in 
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which infants can feel safe, emotionally connected, and first, then, become 

open to language learning (Shai et al., 2022).  

Further, findings within this thesis suggest that the benefits of shared 

reading extend beyond communication and language to the early signs of 

pro-social development (Studies I, III, and IV). Pro-social behaviors are 

defined as voluntary actions intended to benefit others, such as helping, 

comforting, sharing, and cooperation, and typically emerge during the 

second year of life (Brownell, 2013; Eisenberg, 2006). While infants in this 

thesis, at the start of interventions, were too young to demonstrate fully 

developed pro-social behaviors, parents in study III described moments of 

cooperation and social interactions during reading. In addition, one 

component of the intervention encouraged parents to discuss emotions and 

emotional actions depicted in the picture books (Studies I and IV). In 

response, some infants used body language to mirror the same emotions, 

which can be interpreted as an early display of emotional understanding 

(Study III). This sensitivity to emotional content resonates with research on 

older children. For example, Chen et al. (2025) found that children aged 4-

5 who listened to stories with social themes displayed increased pro-social 

behaviors. Although the infants in this thesis were not yet at that 

developmental stage, their embodied responses to emotional content do 

imply understanding of emotional content within a picture book when 

guided by a parent's storytelling. Hence, book conversations involving 

emotional themes can begin early in life, potentially supporting pro-social 

development.  

Despite these indications of pro-social behaviors within the shared 

reading activity, it is under-researched. Previous studies have produced 

inconsistent results. For example, Murray et al. (2016) found increased pro-

social behaviors among infants who participated in a dialogic reading 

intervention, whereas a more recent study did not replicate these findings 

(Murray et al., 2023).  

Parent-Infant Relationship 

Findings suggest that shared book reading strengthens the parent-infant 

relationship. As illustrated in the model (See Figure 1), factors such as 

parental sensitivity, mentalization, contingent responses, infant 

communication, and pro-social behaviors appear to interact bidirectionally, 

contributing to the continuous development of these abilities and emotional 
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closeness between caregiver and infant. Both quantitative and qualitative 

data point to improvements in the parent-infant relationship as a result of the 

intervention (studies I, III, and IV). These gains were especially prominent 

in the interviews, which revealed themes of emotional intimacy, warmth, 

and calmness during reading. Parents expressed that reading together 

became an activity that fostered both emotional and physical closeness, 

reinforcing their connection with their infants (Studies I, III, IV). Further, 

parents described the reading activity as a calm and emotionally fulfilling 

experience where they felt more connected to their child (Study III). These 

findings are supported by prior research demonstrating that shared reading 

promotes parent-infant bonding by facilitating physical and emotional 

closeness through shared attention and responsiveness (Bergman Deitcher 

et al., 2019; Egan et al., 2025; Kucirkova and Grøver, 2024; Zevenbergen et 

al., 2018). Shared reading has been associated with heightened emotional 

experiences and positive reinforcement for both parent and child (Avelar et 

al., 2022; Kucirkova & Grøver, 2024). Moreover, research highlights that 

shared reading is an affect-rich activity, encompassing both verbal and non-

verbal exchanges that enhance the emotional connection between caregiver 

and infant (Zuckerman and Needlman, 2020).  

Shared Reading and Infants Born Preterm 

In studies I, II, and III, participating infants were drawn from the general 

population, and aimed at infants following expected developmental 

trajectories. Based on the promising findings of the intervention on these 

groups, a natural next step was to examine its effect on more vulnerable 

populations in a clinical study. In study IV, parents and infants born preterm 

were invited to take part in the reading intervention. Both parents and 

preterm infants may face challenges (Charkaluk et al., 2019; Foster-Cohen 

et al., 2007; Korja et al., 2008; Muller-Nix et al, 2004; Neri et al., 2021; 

Sansavini et al., 2010; Singer et al., 2003). These participants took part in 

an extended intervention, which included home visits three times each week 

for five weeks. From a public health perspective, extended interventions 

may be particularly warranted for vulnerable groups, where early support 

may mitigate developmental risks and strengthen parenting capacities. 

Findings from study IV mirrored those of studies I, II, and III: parents 

quickly learned the novel reading techniques and applied them to the reading 
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activity with their infants. Taken together, the findings indicate that this is a 

suitable age to introduce the intervention, as both full-term and preterm 

infants were able to engage effectively, suggesting that the approach 

supports early communication and parenting practices across groups. 

Strengths and Limitations 
Besides the methodological considerations discussed for each study, the 

thesis as a whole needs reflection on its strengths and limitations. First, the 

author's multiple roles throughout the work can be viewed as both a strength 

and a limitation. Close involvement facilitated a deep understanding of all 

phases involved in each study. On the other hand, it raises the possibility of 

researcher and confirmation bias.  

The main strength of the thesis lies in the use of methodological 

pluralism. By integrating quantitative, qualitative, and mixed-method 

studies, the combined outcomes provide a comprehensive picture. 

Furthermore, the use of multiple data collection methods, including 

standardized one-on-one assessments, parental reports, interviews, and 

observational data, strengthened the interpretation of the findings. Studies I, 

II, and III were initiated concurrently, and insights gained during the 

research process influenced the planning of study IV, particularly through 

the use of multiple fidelity strategies, which helped ensure robustness.   

This thesis also includes limitations. In study II, the unequal group sizes, 

combined with the lack of a control group, limited the interpretation of 

results. Consequently, the outcomes should be seen as indications, aligning 

with the explorative nature of the thesis, rather than evidence of the 

intervention’s effect. Nevertheless, in study II, a sound methodological 

decision within these constraints was the random selection of participants 

from the larger convenience sample for the smaller six-session group. 

Furthermore, the inclusion of a single-subject design was appropriate 

given the clinical orientation of the study. Moreover, it aligned with the 

explorative aims of the thesis and the principle of methodological pluralism. 

Nonetheless, reliance on a simple A-B design with time delay, rather than a 

more rigorous multiple-baseline design, represents a methodological 

limitation. This decision, while grounded in practical and participatory 

constraints, inevitably reduced the strength of causal inferences that could 

be drawn from the findings. The addition of a qualitative phase provided a 
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complementary perspective, offering contextual depth and enabling a more 

comprehensive understanding of the observed outcomes.  

At the outset of the thesis, the chosen assessment instrument, CSBS DP 

ITC, was well-suited as it covered the infants’ age range and addressed key 

aspects of language acquisition. However, as the focus on preverbal 

communication became more central, certain limitations became apparent, 

particularly its inability to capture early communicative behaviors. The 

inclusion of parent interviews in studies I, III, and IV helped to address this 

gap by providing valuable insights into infants’ expressive communicative 

development. 

Finally, participant recruitment was conducted in both rural areas and 

small cities, intending to add some diversity to the sample. Nevertheless, the 

reliance on convenience sampling limits the generalizability of the findings.  

Clinical Implications 
The findings of this thesis suggest that the newly developed interactive 

shared reading intervention is feasible, and the combined outcomes indicate 

changes in infant symbolic language, receptive language, and expressive 

communication. Beyond language development, the extended intervention 

was shown to support core parenting abilities and promote parent-infant 

interactions. In this way, shared reading can be viewed not only as a tool for 

enhancing early language but also as a relationship-based intervention 

accessible to a wide range of families. The added value of shared reading 

for parents aligns with findings of Canfield et al. (2020) and Jimenez et al. 

(2019), who demonstrate that reading together influences parenting style, 

parent well-being, and the quality of parent-child interaction.  

One key instruction given to parents was to shift focus from the text to 

the infant. The principle of following the child’s lead is central to other 

evidence-based early interventions that strengthen parent-child 

relationships. In the Attachment and Biobehavioral Catch-up (ABC) 

intervention, developed by Dozier and colleagues, parents are coached to 

notice and respond to their child’s cues (Dozier et al., 2017). This program 

promotes sensitive, contingent caregiving and supports secure attachment, 

particularly in children who have experienced early adversity. A similar 

emphasis is found in Wait, Watch, and Wonder (WWW), a parent-infant 
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approach in which caregivers observe (watch), refrain from directing (wait), 

and reflect on the child’s emotional communication (wonder) during child-

led play (Cohen et al., 1999). In WWW, following the child’s lead 

strengthens attachment and enhances parental reflective capacity and 

emotional attunement.  

Both ABC and WWW interventions are resource-intensive, requiring 

multiple sessions delivered by highly trained professionals, and are therefore 

reserved for families with considerable difficulties. Thus, their accessibility 

for families with more subtle or emerging challenges is limited.  

The findings of this thesis suggest that interactive shared reading may 

help to bridge this gap by incorporating the same principle of following the 

child’s lead within a format that is easily integrated into everyday routines. 

Guided shared reading can be delivered within universal programs or early 

childhood education services, hence extending access to a broader 

population.  

Finally, the role of intervention coaches (in this thesis, nurses from child 

health services and members of the research team) was of importance to the 

families. Parent interviews emphasized the supportive function of these 

coaches (Studies I and III), whose visits acted as reminders to maintain 

regular reading routines, shared knowledge about child development, and 

demonstrated age-appropriate reading strategies (Studies I, III, and IV). 

These findings align with previous research highlighting the value of 

individualized coaching and relational support (Dyne et al., 2025; Preece & 

Levey, 2020). Thus, when designing and implementing interactive shared 

reading programs, it is essential to recognize the role of the coach in 

facilitating engagement, building parent confidence, and reinforcing 

consistent practice.  
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Conclusions 
In summary, the conceptual model (Figure 1) helps to integrate the 

individual findings from the studies into a comprehensive picture, where 

interactive reading emerges as a tool for the enhancement of 

communication, relational development, and an activity suitable for 

practicing parenting skills. Furthermore, the outcomes from the studies 

suggest that bidirectional interaction may play a more central role in the 

shared reading experience than joint attention alone. While joint attention 

provides the foundation for shared reading, it is the reciprocal nature of the 

interaction that accounts for the positive experiences, the gains in parenting 

practices, and the infant’s communicative and early pro-social development. 

The conceptual model, derived from the combined findings,  positions 

parents and infants side-by-side, highlighting the equal and active roles they 

play in the reading activity, mutually reinforcing their behaviors.  

Future Studies 
This thesis had an explorative approach. Findings were encouraging, with 

outcomes indicating gains in parenting practices, developmental outcomes 

in infants, and strengthened interactions in the reading activity. The next 

natural step is to conduct studies with robust research designs to understand 

any true effects, both short-term and long-term, on children with expected 

developmental trajectories. Furthermore, future studies should study the 

early intervention on children at elevated risk for language delays, 

developmental concerns, or parent-infant dyads with relational strains. 

Tailoring interventions to address specific risk populations could provide 

critical insight into how to support these populations effectively.  

One important area of research concerns the role of fathers/co-parents in 

shared reading. Fathers’ engagement in shared reading is associated with 

improved father-child relationship quality and supports children’s emerging 

language skills through their interaction (Cutler & Palkovitz, 2020). While 

the studies within this thesis, due to a convenience sample, predominantly 
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included mothers, further research is needed to examine how fathers/co-

parents engage in interactive shared reading and how this may influence 

parent-infant relationship development and child outcomes (Cutler, 2023).  

The studies included in this thesis excluded participants with limited 

proficiency in Swedish. Future research should examine the intervention in 

families from other cultural and linguistic contexts to shed light on its 

broader applicability and generalizability.   

Longitudinal research is also warranted to evaluate any long-term 

developmental benefits of early interactive shared reading interventions. 

Child variables could include potential gains in language development 

across childhood, school readiness, academic achievement, and socio-

emotional functioning. Furthermore, exploration of the parent-child 

relationship, over time, would help determine whether gains in parental 

sensitivity and mentalization persist and any potential effect on attachment 

quality development.  

Finally, a recent proposed hypothesis suggests that parental embodied 

mentalization, the caregiver’s ability to intuitively and appropriately 

respond to the infant’s bodily cues, plays a central role in infant learning 

(Shai et al., 2022). Parents with high embodied mentalization naturally react 

to the infant’s actions in a way that makes the infant feel understood and 

safe. As a result, the infant’s epistemic trust increases, and the infant 

becomes more open to learning (Shai et al., 2022).  Studying the effects of 

parental embodied mentalization within the context of interactive shared 

reading would be a valuable direction for future research. One interesting 

research project would be to study naturally occurring bodily based 

interactions within the reading activity and connect to infant and parent 

development. A potential intervention could teach parents to be aware of 

and use parental embodied mentalizing in the shared reading activity to see 

any potential gains in infant development. Relational aspects and parenting 

practices may be more influential in regards to infant learning than the 

evocative reading techniques used to encourage infant active participation. 

This hypothesis warrants further investigation to deepen the understanding 

of how relational and parenting factors influence shared reading experiences 

and infant language development.   
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