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Abstract  

The present study examined parent-infant didactic behaviors during a joint picture book 

reading task, comparing monolingual and bilingual 18- and 24-month-old infants and 

their parents under naturalistic conditions. The objective was to discern differences 

between monolingual and bilingual as well as 18- and 24-month-old dyads in measures of 

interactional behaviors and global PCI quality. There existed no significant differences 

between monolingual and bilingual dyads in either set of measures. However, at the 18- 

and 24-month stages as well as longitudinally, various behavioral and PCI measures 

correlated significantly with one another. As well, parents of 18-month-old infants fell 

under high- and low-quality scaffolding clusters, which in turn significantly predicted 

infant pointing and word frequencies. Longitudinal analyses indicated that PCI quality 

during joint book reading remains relatively stable over a six-month period of major 

language development. Implications for book reading and bilingual development are 

discussed. 
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Joint Picture Book Reading in Monolingual and Bilingual Parent-Child Dyads:  

The Role of Parent-Child Interactional Quality 

Up to two-thirds of children around the world are raised in a bilingual linguistic 

environment (Werker & Byers-Heinlein, 2008). As such, there exists a demand for 

psychological research into the cognitive advantages conferred to bilingual children and 

how the acquisition of multiple languages occurs (Diamond, 2010). This is especially 

pertinent for bilingual children under 3 years of age, known as “crib bilinguals, for whom 

dramatic changes in language processing occur. In recent years, researchers have begun 

to theorize a variety of cognitive functions that are influenced by and work constructively 

with bilingualism to provide a variety of cognitive advantages. Kovacs & Mehler (2009) 

theorize that crib bilinguals, who acquire two languages simultaneously at roughly the 

same pace as their monolingual peers, are able to do so by adapting and becoming more 

flexible learners. Psychologists have discovered a range of such advantages, ranging from 

precocious development of control and selection abilities (Bialystok, 1999; Kovacs & 

Mehler, 2009) to enhanced executive functioning (Poulin-Dubois et al., 2011) at as early 

as 24 months in age.  

To fully comprehend the advantages conferred to bilingual infants, however, it is 

necessary to understand the ways in which those languages are initially acquired and how 

parent-child dyadic interactions influence this acquisition. One field of such research is in 

studies on joint book reading, a commonplace practice among families throughout the 

developed world. Research on joint book reading has important ramifications for how 

young children learn and benefit psychologically from book reading with their caregivers. 

Researchers have demonstrated the importance of joint book reading on linguistic 



BILINGUALISM AND JOINT BOOK READING 4 

	  
	  

	  

outcomes (Crain-Thoreson & Dale, 1992; Justice & Kaderavck, 2002; Ninio, 1983; Ninio 

and Bruner, 1978; Whitehurst et al., 1988) as well as cognitive gains during the preschool 

years (Bus, van Ijzendoorn & Pellegrini, 1995; Fletcher and Reese, 2004; Raikes et al., 

2006). On a holistic level, Crain-Thoreson & Dale (1992) demonstrated that 24-month 

old children’s responses during book reading sessions predicted their later language 

abilities six months and 2 ½ years later as well as knowledge of print conventions at 4 ½ 

years of age. Meanwhile, DeBaryshe (1993) found with 24-month old children that early 

exposure to picture book reading was the most important predictor of oral language skills, 

and in particular, that exposure was associated with high receptive language scores with 

less impact on expressive skills. Additionally, the importance of labeling behaviors - 

single referents to objects or people – and question asking towards the development of 

receptive and expressive vocabulary has been covered across several studies (Justice, 

2002; Senechal, 1997). Justice (2002) demonstrated that parent’s labeling of novel words 

helped their four-year-old children’s receptive word learning more so than did 

questioning. Meanwhile, Senechal (1997) found that in dyads with three- and four-year-

old children, answering questions during book reading facilitated expressive vocabulary 

acquisition more so than through passive labeling encounters. Put together, these findings 

suggest that certain parental book reading behaviors can promote different types of 

language learning in developing infants.  

As such, joint attention to representation materials during parent-child dyadic 

interactions, such as towards a book during a joint reading session, arguably serves as an 

ideal context for infants in the beginning stages of language acquisition. Given the variety 

of novel objects and situations that appear in picture books, children who regularly read 
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with their parents are exposed to an unprecedented array of lexical items that would not 

otherwise appear in their quotidian lives. To supplement sheer amount of exposure, 

however, is the quality of social engagement in children’s extracting linguistic and 

literacy benefits from book reading. 

As a leading researcher in parent-child interactional quality and infant 

development, Bornstein has conducted myriad studies into the ways in which the two are 

related and the importance of such interactions on the cognitive and linguistic 

development of their infants (Bornstein, 1985; Bornstein & Tamis-LeMonda, 1989; 

Ruddy and Bornstein, 1982). Ruddy and Bornstein (1982) found that quality maternal 

stimulation through attention getting at age 4 months was associated with speaking 

vocabulary at 12 months, while Tamis-LeMonda et al. (1996) found that maternal 

responsiveness to infant vocalizations at 13 months predicted later language ability at 21 

months of age. Meanwhile, in a longitudinal study of parent-infant dyads, Bornstein 

(1985) found that amount of “caretaker didactics” was a moderately good predictor of 

toddlers’ language development eight months later, as well as children’s long-term 

intellectual attainment nearly three years later. Applying these findings to a book reading 

interaction, one could theorize that stimulating didactic behaviors and responsiveness 

during joint book reading would expectedly have advantageous effects on their infants’ 

cognitive and linguistic development.  

Studies on parent-child interactions during joint picture book reading have shown 

that parents utilize a variety of common strategies to complement the activity, many of 

which promote later literacy (Reese & Cox, 1999). As Bus, Leseman and Keultjes (2000) 

argue, because book reading is an activity “embedded in the social-emotional quality of 
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parent-child interaction,” (p. 72) it is necessary to analyze joint book reading sessions 

through the lens of parent-child interactions and its quality. Vygotsky (1978) poses 

theories of the social underpinnings of cognitive skills, and his theory of scaffolding in 

particular is relevant towards dyadic interactions during book reading sessions. For 

instance, parents may direct the child’s attention to a specific portion of the book and 

further scaffold it with verbal input to enhance the infant’s processing of the information. 

These parental behaviors would expectedly be tailored to the infants’ receptive and 

productive abilities at their respective stage of development.  (DeLoache & DeMendoza, 

1987) Parents may initially engage their younger children in labeling pictures or 

answering basic open-ended questions. With older children, parents may ask them to read 

simple words or extrapolate the book’s narrative to their life to adjust to the appropriate 

cognitive level of their children. Numerous studies have indeed demonstrated these exact 

trends: that mothers of younger children are more likely to provide information about and 

label objects, whereas those of older children more frequently question them and provide 

feedback (DeLoache & DeMendoza, 1987; Murphy, 1978; Ninio and Bruner, 1978; 

Reese et al., 2003; Senechal, Cornell & Broda, 1995).  

Ninio and Bruner (1978) extrapolated from a longitudinal case study of one 

mother-infant dyad that parents engage in relatively predictable routines of behavior 

during book-reading sessions. In particular, they noted the commonality of scaffolding 

behaviors that assisted in comprehending different uses of language and acquiring 

symbolic understanding of the storybook. Beginning at 18 months of age, infants reach 

levels of referencing such as pointing and using both verbal and nonverbal symbols (Bus 

& van Ijzendoorn, 1997). Children of this age also use pointing and labeling to mark 
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interest in certain portions of the book, with parents instigating such activities by 

pointing, asking open-ended and tag questions, labeling, and commenting. Senechal, 

Cornell & Broda (1995) studied parent-child dyads of 9-, 17-, and 27-month old infants 

during book reading sessions, and found that the quality of parent verbalizations was 

adjusted to the age of the child. Specifically, more attention-getting statements and 

elaborations were used towards younger infants while questions and feedback were more 

prevalent with older infants. Additionally, in comparison to wordbooks, significantly 

more parental verbal behaviors as well as infant vocalizations occurred with wordless 

books, the latter type of which was used in the present study. Regarding pointing 

behaviors, Murphy (1978) found that parents use pointing to label pictures with 9- and 

14-month-old infants, and later for asking for labels with 20- and 24-month-olds.  

In their investigations of book reading behaviors in 12-, 15-, and 18-month old 

infant dyads, DeLoache and DeMendoza (1987) found that with older children, mothers 

engage in more question asking and provide more complex information, thereby 

following orientation styles to best direct the child’s attention. By this stage in 

development, infants produce and comprehend significantly more words, resulting in 

increased frequency of word and phrase production as well as more complex parental 

responses corresponding to their infants’ language abilities (Ninio & Bruner, 1976). 

Taken together, these findings suggest that parents, whether intentionally or not, are 

sensitive to and thus adapt their explanatory style to the linguistic abilities of their infants 

to best facilitate learning.  

In addition to research findings on parental scaffolding behaviors during joint 

book reading sessions tailored to infant age, other research has found that parents adapt 
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certain interactional behavior types that, in turn, influence their infant’s developmental 

trajectories. Haden, Reese and Fivush (1996) conducted a longitudinal study on mothers’ 

structuring with 40- to 58-month-old children during shared book reading sessions. The 

researchers found that upon conducting a cluster analysis based on types of extratexual 

comments used during unfamiliar book reading, three stylistic groups emerged: 

Describers, Collaborators, and Comprehenders. Describers displayed significantly higher 

amounts of descriptions and elaborative vocabulary, while Collaborators made more 

confirmations of their children’s contributions. Finally, Comprehenders produced more 

high-demand extratexual talk to develop their children’s knowledge of print concepts and 

literacy. Upon being tested one year later, children of these mothers were found to have 

developed different linguistic advantages depending on their mother’s cluster type. 

Specifically, children of “comprehender” mothers scored highest on receptive vocabulary 

and comprehension measures at age six, while children of “collaborator” mothers scores 

highest on a letter recognition test. In contrast, children of “describer” mothers scored 

significantly lower on measures of receptive vocabulary, word recognition and story 

comprehension than children of parents belonging to the other two stylistic groups. Put 

together, these findings suggest that adult reading style may significantly influence 

children’s later literacy success.    

In their recent synthesis of research findings from 21 studies involving 1,275 

infants ranging from 12 to 42 months of age, Trivette, Dunst and Gorman (2010) 

discovered eleven common characteristics found in joint, shared, or dialogic book 

reading sessions, including attention-getting, labeling, and open-ended questions. Their 

holistic analysis further showed that experiential references and positive feedback were 
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most strongly related to total language scores. All in all, they concluded that strategies 

utilized by parents during joint book reading sessions to engage and promote children’s 

participation directly facilitated their early expressive language development, a key 

conclusion with many implications for parents of young children (Trivette et al., 2010). 

Recent studies have focused on comparing book reading behaviors between ethnic 

groups, and in turn may shed light on how culturally varied bilingual dyads may differ in 

reading and scaffolding styles from monolingual dyads. In their study of low SES Dutch 

and ethnic minority dyads in the Netherlands, Bus, Lesman & Keultjes (2000) found that 

parents from ethnic minorities stress the importance of book reading for learning 

vocabulary or reading conventions more than for pleasure; Surinamese-Dutch parents 

displayed greater amounts of restrictiveness and discipline during the reading session 

than Turkish-Dutch or Dutch parents. As well, the researchers cite previous research 

findings that culturally divergent groups often differ in educational beliefs and, as a 

result, differ in their ways of responding and supporting their children during activities 

such as book reading. In another comparative study of book-reading conversation 

between Japanese and American mother-child dyads, Murase et al. (2005) found that 

Japanese dyads follow a more interdependent, osmosis model whereas American dyads 

follow a more instructional model characterized by elaborative question asking. These 

findings were in line with previous research pertaining to cultural differences in learning 

and socialization styles between Japan and the U.S. (Azuma, 1994). The researchers thus 

conclude that parental book reading styles should be considered in the context of the 

cultural influences that imbue the overall book reading task. 
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Despite the breadth of literature on infant joint book reading and parent-child 

interactions, no known research has examined parent-child interactions as assessed 

through joint book reading in crib bilinguals. As Walsh (2009) states, “novel vocabulary 

acquisition in the context of a shared storybook reading has largely been studied with 

monolingual English learners. Consequently, there is a dearth of research in this literature 

with bilingual preschoolers” (p. 42). Evidently, there exists a need to comparatively 

examine monolingual versus bilingual parent-child dyads during book reading sessions to 

gain a more comprehensive understanding of children language acquisition and literacy 

skills.  

The present study examined how parent-child interactions vary between 

monolingual and bilingual parent-child dyads during a joint book reading task and the 

extent to which those interactions may change with infant age or language exposure.  

General Methods 

Participants 

Parents were recruited through community fairs, flyers and other means of 

advertising, and were contacted from a participant database to take part in the study for a 

small gift. Children were recruited on the basis of their linguistic background, whether 

monolingual or bilingual. All monolinguals were raised with English, with the exception 

of one 18-month monolingual Portuguese infant and one 24-month monolingual Spanish 

infant. Bilingualism was defined as having at least one parent with a non-native English-

speaking parent, having that parent speak to them predominantly in the minority language 

at home, and being raised since birth with two languages (“crib bilinguals”). The range of 

L2 exposure for the bilingual group was between 25% and 50%. There was a diverse mix 
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of L2 languages, including Spanish (18 mo. n = 8; 24 mo. n = 6), Portuguese (18 mo. n = 

3), Hebrew (18 mo. n = 2; 24 mo. n = 1), German (18 mo. n = 3; 24 mo. n = 1), Korean 

(18 mo. n = 1), and Cantonese (18 mo. n = 1; 24 mo. n = 1). Participants were part of an 

ongoing study that also included measures of deferred imitation and executive 

functioning. 

Apparatus 

Parents were also asked to complete the MacArthur Communicative Development 

Inventory: Words and Sentences Short Form (MCDI; Fenson et al., 2000). This language 

inventory serves as a measure of children’s general productive vocabulary. For the 

bilingual participants, caregivers were asked to fill out the same form for both languages. 

Because of the wide variety of languages, a language-appropriate MCDI was not feasible, 

but as in previous studies with bilingual infants, productive vocabulary of both languages 

was taken into account when comparing vocabulary (Pearson, Fernandez, & Oller, 1993).  

The picture books used in the present study were “Good Night Gorilla” by Peggy 

Rathmann, and the picture books “ABCs” and “From 1 to 10” by Richard Scarry. These 

particular books were selected due to their variety of colorful objects, animals, numbers, 

and vehicles in different scenarios to stimulate interest in the infants while providing 

opportunities for scaffolding behaviors in the parents. All words and phrases were 

covered with tape to facilitate a variety of parental behaviors unconstrained from written 

text (Senechal, Cornell & Broda, 1995), such as labeling in one or both languages 

(doublets) and parent teaching strategies and narratives (Pellegrini et al., 1990).   
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Design 

A 3 (Age: 18-, 24-months, longitudinal) x 2 (Language: monolingual, bilingual) 

quasi-experimental mixed design was used. Vocabulary scores of each child were 

measured through the MacArthur Communicative Development Inventory: Words and 

Sentences Short Form (MCDI), and parent education and SES were additionally included 

as covariates in the analysis. The present study was divided into three sub-experiments, 

all of which were designed to assess frequency of parent-child interactional behaviors as 

well as parent-child interaction quality during a 5-minute, unstructured joint book reading 

session. Study 1 involved 18-month-old infants and their parents, Study 2 with 24-month-

old infants and their parents, and Study 3 with a select number of dyads followed 

longitudinally. The following outlines the general procedure shared by all participants 

involved, followed by details of each study. 

General Procedure 

Parents of both the 18-month and 24-month old participants were asked to partake 

in an unstructured five-minute joint book reading session as they normally would at 

home. For longitudinal participants, two visits were conducted six months apart. Parents 

were asked to choose from one of three pre-selected picture books for the five-minute 

free reading session. Upon settling down and being offered the three picture books, either 

the parent or child would select one book and parse through it together as their leisure. 

During the 5 minute interval when children were finished with one book, they would self-

select another book or have their parent select another for them. All sessions were 

videotaped for later coding purposes with the consent of the parent. 
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Study 1: 18-Month Olds 

Methods 

The final 18-month-old sample (M = 80 weeks, 4 days; SD = 2 weeks) included 

35 participants (17 female, 18 male), with 17 classified as monolingual and 18 as 

bilingual. Families were of middle to upper middle socioeconomic class (M = 75.44/100, 

SD = 15.72) and average parental educational attainment surpassed that of a four-year 

college (M = 17.43 years, SD = 1.34). Ethnically, 21 infants were Caucasian, 11 of mixed 

racial descent, and one of African-American, Asian and Latino descent respectively.   

Results 

Coding  

Coding of the book reading sessions was two-fold: initial transcriptions of the 

parent-child dialogue and coding of frequencies of specific behaviors, and secondary 

coding of global parent-child interactional measures. All videos were coded utilizing the 

software Noldus Observer XT. The five-minute transcriptions were written out 

simultaneously with specific interactional measures such that specific words within the 

dialogue would correspond to certain behavioral measures (ex. “watermelon” as “Label”)  

Parental Codes 

Parental coded interactional measures were based on previous joint book reading 

studies (DeLoache & DeMendoza, 1987; Haden, Reese, & Fivush, 1996; Reese, Cox, 

Harte, & McAnally, 2003) and included the following measures: 

Labeling: Labels were considered a single referent provided to the infant, such as 

animals, objects, and colors.  
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Questions: The following types of questions were included in the coding scheme 

and were defined as the following: open-ended “wh” questions, or those beginning with 

what, who, when, or how, such as: “Where is the kittie?” or “What does a cow say?”; 

yes-no questions, such as: “Do you see the monkey?” or “Is the armadillo in the cage?”; 

and tag questions, such as: “That car is big, isn’t it?”  Questioning type was of interest 

because Ninio and Bruner (1978) showed that question type is modified as a function of 

increasing infant age from rhetorical imbedded questions to direct questions to identify 

labels.  

Experiential References: Experiential references were defined as utterances that 

referred to a previous or future experience in which the infant will directly partake, such 

as: “See the kite, just like the one we flew yesterday.” 

Attention Getting Statements: Attention getting statements were defined as 

utterances that engaged the attention of the infant, usually coupled with a gasp and/or 

point, such as: “Look!” 

Story Telling: The story code was defined as any narrative-based utterance that 

tied together varying portions of the book in a story-like way, such as: “Then the monkey 

stole the keys from the zookeeper and let out the lion from his cage.”  

Praise: Priase was defined as any positive utterance directed towards the infant 

after successful pointing or verbalization, such as: “Great job!” or “Very good.” 

Parental pointing: Additionally, a code for parental pointing, a behavior 

important for attention directing, (Murphy, 1978) was included.  

Doublet code: For bilingual parent-child dyads, an additional “doublet” code was 

added for cases in which the parent or child used lexical items in another language. 
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Infant Codes 

Infant interactional measures included the following: 

Infant vocalizations: Any vocalization made by the infant that was directly related 

to the book reading task. 

Infant words: Any comprehendible word uttered by the infant, either as an 

imitation of the parent’s utterance or as an answer to a parent question. 

Infant pointing: As with the parents, a code for infant pointing was included. 

Global Dyadic Measures 

After completing the transcriptions and coding of behavior frequencies, secondary 

coding of the global measures was conducted. The global measures were divided into the 

two main subheadings of PCI Responsiveness and PCI Cognitive, and were compiled 

from various research studies on parent-child interactions during book reading sessions 

(Bornstein, 1985; Bornstein & Tamis-LeMonda, 1989; Bus, Leseman & Keultjes, 2000; 

DeLoache & DeMendoza, 1987; Reese et al., 2003;; Senechal, Cornell & Broda, 1995).  

Under the heading of PCI Responsiveness, parents were rated on a 1-5 scale on 

the following three dimensions (Appendix A): Shared Focus – the sense of togetherness 

and joint focus on the book reading task between parent and child – Parental Warmth – 

the degree of sensitivity that the parent displays toward his or her infant’s affective cues, 

such as appropriateness of reactions, positive affect and tone of voice – and Turn Taking 

– the amount of verbal and nonverbal back-and-forth interaction between the parent and 

infant. Among the 5-point scale, ratings could range from a score of 1, signifying no 

quality interaction whatsoever, to a score of 3, signifying moderate degrees of interactive 
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quality and responsiveness, to a score of 5, signifying consistent high-quality emotional 

responsiveness and sense of togetherness throughout the entire interaction.  

Under the heading of PCI Cognitive (Appendix B), parents were rated on a 1-3 

scale on the following two dimensions: Amount of Structure – the degree to which the 

parent provides structure to the reading task, including organizing the child’s attention 

and involvement – and Strategy Use with Verbal Support – how often the mother utilizes 

nonverbal structuring such as pointing or repositioning to supplement the verbal support. 

Among the 3-point scale, ratings could vary from a score of 1, signifying scant to no use, 

to a score of 2, signifying occasional use, to a score of 3, signifying frequent use.  

Intercoder Reliability  

For PCI Responsivity measures, a Pearson correlation yielded an interobserver reliability 

coefficient of .75 based on 25% of the sessions for 18- and 24-month olds. For PCI 

Cognitive measures, a Pearson correlation yielded an interobserver reliability coefficient 

of .79 based on 25% of the sessions for both age groups. 

Preliminary Analyses 

There were no significant differences between monolingual and bilingual parent-

child dyads on the frequency of questions, labeling, experiential references, story telling, 

praise, parent and infant pointing, and infant vocalization and words, as shown in Table 

1. However, under the subheading of PCI Cognitive, monolingual dyads experienced 

significantly higher Structure than did bilingual dyads, t(33) = 2.10, p < .05. 

Table 2 displays correlations between frequency measures and the global 

interactional measures. Parental measures of labeling, parental pointing, and all of the 

five global measures (parental warmth, turn taking, shared focus, structure, and strategy 
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use) were highly correlated with one another and were corrected with infant vocalization 

and infant word use.  As well, the PCI Responsivity and PCI Cognitive composite scores 

correlated significantly between one another, r(33) = .622, p < .01. 

Based on analyses from previous research (Barr et al., 2008; Haden et al., 1996; 

Ninio, 1980), a cluster analysis was conducted to ascertain whether the dyads would 

separate into distinct groups of behavioral frequencies to measure degrees of parental 

scaffolding. Entered into the cluster analysis were the following three types of 

interactional measures: questions – comprised of tag questions, open-ended questions and 

yes-no questions – labels, and parental points. These three measures were selected 

because of their high frequencies within book reading sessions (DeLoache & 

DeMendoza, 1987) and their varying frequency depending on distinct parental reading 

styles found by the researchers. Two distinct clusters of scaffolding quality emerged, as 

displayed in Table 3, with a low scaffold Cluster 1 (n = 19; 10 monolingual, 9 bilingual) 

and a high scaffold Cluster 2 (n = 16; 7 monolingual, 9 bilingual). 

Multiple regression analyses were conducted to ascertain whether these two 

dyadic clusters and PCI responsiveness and PCI cognitive composites would be 

predictive of the frequency of two infant behavioral measures: infant pointing and words. 

Table 4 presents the results of the regression analysis for infant pointing frequency. 

Specifically, the type of cluster and PCI Responsivity measures were significantly 

predictive of infant pointing. Cluster type significantly predicted pointing frequency, β = 

.330, p < .05, as did the PCI Responsivity measure, β = .667, p < .001. The results of the 

regression for infant word frequency are also presented in Table 4. For words, PCI 

Responsivity again significantly predicted infant word frequency, β = .481, p < .05, while 
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cluster type was near significant a predictor, β = .321, p = .056. However, none of the 

three measures were predictive of English MCDI scores. 

With these clusters, we notice contrasting effects: that infant pointing frequency 

was positively related to cluster type, t = 2.15, p < .05; specifically, that the high scaffold 

cluster predicted higher pointing frequency. Meanwhile, infant word frequency was 

negatively related to cluster type, t = -1.983, p < .05; in other words, that the low scaffold 

cluster predicted higher word frequency.  

Study 2: 24-Month Olds 

Methods 

The final 24-month-old sample (M = 107 weeks, 1 day; SD = 2 weeks, 3 days) 

included 26 participants (11 female, 15 male), with 17 classified as monolingual and 9 as 

bilingual. Families were of middle to upper middle socioeconomic class, and average 

parental educational attainment surpassed that of a four-year college (M = 17.54 years, 

SD = 1.03). Ethnically, 17 infants were Caucasian, 8 of mixed racial descent, and one of 

Latino descent.   

Results 

The same coding scheme was utilized and same statistical analyses were 

conducted for the 24 month-old group as were with the 18 month-old group. There were 

no significant differences between monolingual and bilingual parent-child dyads in the 

frequency measures, individual global behavior measures or composite PCI Responsivity 

and Cognitive scores.  

First order correlations between frequencies of parent behaviors (e.g. labels, 

questions) with the global behavioral measures again yielded various statistically 
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significant results, shown in Table 5. Among the behaviors most frequently correlated to 

other measures were infant word frequency and turn taking. The two PCI groups – 

Responsivity and Cognitive – were again correlated significantly with one another, r(24) 

= .609, p < .01.  

Due to the fact that there were relatively fewer behaviors that correlated with one 

another, a regression was conducted using behavioral measures that correlated with 

frequency of infant word use, specifically turn taking and questions. Table 6 shows the 

results of this regression analysis. Both of these correlated behaviors were significantly 

predictive of their children’s word frequency, β = .401, p < .05; β = .494, p < .01. 

However, turn taking and questions did not predict English MCDI scores.  
 

Study 3: Longitudinal Dyads 

Methods 

The final study examined longitudinally studied infants who were tested at the 18-

and 24-month periods to determine correlations that existed among time-associated 

factors; a total of 17 infants were involved. The same statistical analyses for the 18- and 

24 month-old groups were conducted; however, regression analyses could not be 

conducted due to a low N. The longitudinal sample was taken from the above two sets of 

18- and 24-month olds, and included 17 participants (6 female, 11 male). 11 were 

classified as monolingual and 6 as bilingual. Longitudinally studied infants were visited 

at 18-months of age and again at 24-months. The vast majority of families were of middle 

to upper middle socioeconomic class. Average parental educational attainment surpassed 

that of a four-year college (M = 16.71 years, SD = 3). Ethnically, 11 infants were 

Caucasian and 6 were of mixed racial descent. 
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Results 

Table 7 presents first order correlations conducted among the frequency measures 

and the global measures at 18- and 24-months. Several of the interactional and global 

measures correlated significantly with one another: parental question asking at 18 months 

was significantly correlated with PCI Cognitive scores at 24 months, r(15) = .623, p < 

.01, PCI Cognitive scores at the two stages were significantly correlated with one 

another, r(15) = .65, p < .01, and infant word frequencies at 18 months was significantly 

correlated with word frequencies 6 months later, r(17) = .618, p < .01. From this, one can 

infer that certain interactional measures remained stable between the two stages, as well 

as that some measures recorded at 18-months of age have correlated, though not 

necessarily causal, relationships with measures at the 24-month stage. Additional 

correlations were conducted between the interactional and global measures and the Spin 

The Pots executive functioning test, but none revealed significant relationships.  

Discussion 
 

Research over the past three decades has supported the proposition that joint book 

reading tasks between parents and their infants have implications for the cognitive, 

linguistic and literacy development of children during the early stages of development 

(Bus et al., 1995; DeBaryshe, 1993; Justice & Kaderavek, 2002; Ninio, 1983; Senechal, 

1997; Trivette et al., 2010; Whitehurst et al., 1988). As well, book reading serves as an 

ideal environment to study the scaffolding quality of parent-child interactions (Bornstein 

& Tamis-LeMonda, 1989; Reese et al., 2003) and how they may differ depending on 

infant age (Haden et al., 1996) or between monolingual and bilingual dyads. The latter 

point was the focus of the present study and the element yet to be studied in the literature.  
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Past cross-cultural studies of book reading have suggested that parents of 

differing cultural backgrounds conceptualize and go about book reading in different ways 

(Bus et al., 2000; Murase et al., 2005). However, applications of this research to the 

bilingual dyads of the present study were not apparent. Specifically, it was evidenced that 

PCI quality was insignificantly different between monolingual and bilingual parent-child 

dyads. The one exception to this finding was significantly higher Structure ratings for 18-

month monolingual dyads than for 18-month bilingual dyads. However, given the 

problematic “Goldilocks” nature of the Structure ratings – with the lower two values 

indicating either too little or too much structure, and the highest value indicating an 

appropriate amount – the statistical analyses for this index should not be taken at full 

value. Thus overlooking this exception, the finding suggests that monolingual parent-

child dyads do not engage any more frequently in interactional behaviors or in better or 

worse quality PCI than do bilinguals. Logically, the same fact thus holds true for 

bilinguals: that bilingual parent-child dyads do not exhibit any more frequent 

interactional behaviors nor demonstrate exceptionally different PCI quality than their 

monolingual counterparts. However, this conclusion does not come with great surprise: 

whether an infant is raised in a monolingual versus bilingual linguistic environment 

should not have any bearing on the frequency nor quality of parental interactions with 

that infant.  

Upon reviewing the transcripts of the book reading sessions and comparing 

bilingual dyads against their monolingual counterparts, there were generally few to no 

instances of code switching wherein the reading parent would switch from one language 

to another during instances of labeling, questioning or general commentary. A recent 
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study by Byers-Heinlein (2012) found that language mixing by bilingual parents was 

associated with significantly smaller comprehension vocabularies in 18 month-old 

children and marginally smaller production vocabularies by two years of age. Perhaps 

recent stigma against utilizing code switching with young children with the fear of 

confusing them instigated this trend. Regardless, it can be concluded that for bilingual 

parents as well, joint book reading appears to serve as a monolingual task in the native 

language of the parent. Future research into the language usage and switching behaviors 

of both bilingual parents may yield intriguing findings into this question.  

Beyond questions of bilingualism, there were a variety of differences in correlated 

measures within the sets of 18- and 24-month old dyads. Specifically in the younger age 

group, parents fell into distinct low- or high-quality scaffold clusters that were 

proportionally balanced between monolinguals and bilinguals. These clusters in turn 

predicted frequency of infant pointing and words, with more pointing exhibited in the 

high scaffold group but more words in the low scaffold group. These findings are 

somewhat consistent with past findings on scaffolding quality and its effects on infant 

responsiveness, (Barr et al., 2008; Haden et al., 1996; Reese et al., 2003) though the 

young age of the participants must be taken into account. Murphy (1978) cautions that 

pointing gestures and their intended motives vary enormously by age as well as by 

situation; that perhaps 18-month-old infants lack maturity in control and true motivation 

to use pointing as an attention-eliciting behavior. That said, one would expect that with 

higher quality parental scaffolding, infants would instigate more pointing sparked by an 

interest and curiosity that would be less elicited in instances of low quality scaffolding. In 

contrast, infant word frequency was negatively predicted by scaffold quality, suggesting 



BILINGUALISM AND JOINT BOOK READING 23 

	  
	  

	  

that infants were attempting to verbally elicit responses from their low engaging parents 

through greater word frequency. A third regression analysis at the 24-month stage found 

that turn taking quality and question-asking frequency was predictive of infant word 

frequency, this time at an age when word production is much greater.  

Collectively, these findings introduce an important aspect of didactic joint book 

reading tasks: that PCI behaviors occur in a bidirectional manner. In other words, 

mothers evoke certain responses from their infants, who then respond in ways that elicit 

certain behaviors back from their mothers. Such back-and-forth interaction has been 

demonstrated to have long-lasting implications for infants’ language production and 

comprehension abilities (Bornstein, 1985; DeBaryshe, 1993; Haden et al., 1996; Justice, 

2002; Ruddy & Bornstein, 1982; Tamis-LeMonda et al., 1996) during a key period of 

development.  

Analyzing the correlational data at the 18- and 24-month periods as well as 

longitudinally, various behavioral and global measures of PCI correlated significantly. 

Arguably the most significant of these results was that the PCI Responsivity measure 

correlated significantly with the PCI Cognitive measure in both 18- and 24-month-old 

infants as well as longitudinally. This suggests that parents who display high levels of 

responsiveness-evoking behaviors engage in high levels of cognitively stimulating 

behaviors as well, and these PCI styles remain stable across early toddlerhood (Haden et 

al., 1996). This latter finding aligns with previous research (Ninio & Bruner, 1978; 

DeLoache & DeMendoza, 1987; Senechal et al., 1995) pointing to parental adjustment of 

interactional behaviors – from attention-getting and simple labeling at earlier ages to 

more complex question asking and feedback at older ages – that reflect parental 
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sensitivity to the appropriate level of scaffolding necessary for the infant’s developmental 

stage. All in all, one can deduce that parent-child interactional qualities not only remain 

stable across time, but are also maintained within scaffolding type.   

Limitations and Implications  
 
 The most prominent of limitations of the present study was the small sample size, 

resulting in cautious interpretation of the results. As well, the vast majority of participants 

came from medium to high SES, was highly educated, and was not especially ethnically 

diverse. As such, conclusions drawn from this pool of participants cannot be applied to 

the greater international population of monolingual and bilingual parent-infant dyads who 

partake in joint book reading. Considering that nearly two-thirds of children around the 

world are raised in a bilingual linguistic environment (Werker & Byers-Heinlein, 2008), 

future comparative book reading studies must take into account this diversity of dyads to 

achieve maximum validity. A final potential limitation involved potential demand 

characteristics influencing the parents to act in an engaging manner and display positive 

affect during the five-minute session as well as the potential effects that the researcher 

had on the infant’s behavior. However, due to the fact that the session occurred in the 

comfort of the participants’ own homes in their natural book reading environment, as 

well as that the infants had participated in numerous tasks with the researcher prior to the 

reading session, this last limitation was not of particular concern.   

 Possible implications of this research are the following. Book reading exists as a 

medium for parents to stimulate, teach, and thereby enhance the comprehension and 

production skills of their infants in the first years of life. As children read through 

enriching picture books, they are exposed the importance of literacy while learning about 
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and reinforcing aspects of the world that they do not typically experience. Examples of 

the latter could include labels such as animals or objects, behaviors such as painting a 

picture or flying a kite, and types of interpersonal interactions such as sharing or keeping 

a secret. On a holistic level, book reading can also serve as a means of cultural 

transmission, especially for bilingual families in which parents originate from different 

countries and cultural backgrounds. Exposure to cultural items not present in the country 

of residence through picture books serves a vital role in transmitting and maintaining 

cultural knowledge beginning at an early age.    

Conclusions 

The present study demonstrated that parent-child interactional behaviors during joint 

book reading do not differ significantly between monolingual and bilingual dyads. An 

unprecedented finding was that bilingual parents do not exhibit code switching behaviors 

during book reading with their infants, but rather adapt a near-monolingual reading 

strategy in their native language. It was also shown that PCI quality during such sessions 

differs between dyads and that PCI measures are maintained longitudinally during a vital 

part of infant development. Given the increasing globalization of the world, research into 

bilingual child development and its associated practices – undoubtedly among them, book 

reading – is evermore pressing. Should future lines of research follow this study, the 

possible implications for bilingual development and education as well as for parenting 

advice would be as numerous as far-reaching.    
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TABLE 1 
 
Frequency of Behaviors produced by Monolinguals and Bilingual Dyads during Book 
Reading Interactions 

 
 

 

 

    N M SD 
Tag Questions  monolingual 17 1.00 1.28 

bilingual 18 0.50 1.20 

Y/N Questions  monolingual 17 9.24 6.61 

bilingual 18 7.72 7.51 

Open Ended Questions monolingual 17 12.29 6.85 

bilingual 18 12.78 12.64 

Label monolingual 17 39.94 17.66 

bilingual 18 47.67 25.40 

Experiential References monolingual 17 0.71 1.05 

bilingual 18 0.89 2.14 

Attention Getting monolingual 17 10.65 8.85 

bilingual 18 8.33 7.57 

Praise monolingual 17 1.24 1.44 

bilingual 18 1.44 1.69 

Story monolingual 17 9.71 11.24 

bilingual 18 7.17 7.66 

Parent Pointing monolingual 17 21.29 9.07 

bilingual 18 20.89 9.37 

Infant Vocalization monolingual 17 10.18 5.64 

bilingual 18 9.33 8.06 

Infant Pointing monolingual 17 8.00 4.78 

bilingual 18 10.06 8.80 

Infant Word monolingual 17 5.29 5.02 

bilingual 18 3.67 4.04 
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TABLE 2 

First Order Correlations between Frequency Measures and Global Measures for 18 month-olds 

            ADULT                                          INFANT         

     **p < .01, *p < .05, † p < .10 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 10. 11. 

1. Label −           

2. Parent Pointing .71** −          

3. Turn Taking .30 .24 −         

4. Shared Focus .46** .53** .36* −        

5. Structure .39* .47** .55** .39* −       

6. Strategy Use .58** .79** .38* .27 .48** −      

7. PCI Responsivity .46** .45** .88** .70** .61** .44** −     

8. PCI Cognitive .54** .69** .55** .39* .92** .80** .62** −    

9. Infant Vocalization .27 .16 .66** .31 .45** .19 .64** .40* −   

10. Infant Pointing .54** .28 .40* .45** .15 .20 .52** .19 .30 −  

11. Infant Word -.07 .04 .65** .14 .21 .28 .48** .28 .53** .12 − 

12. English MCDI -.43* -.34* .19 -.23 -.07 -.19 .04 -.13 .31 -.02 .40* 
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TABLE 3 

Mean (± 1SD) Number of Questions, Labels and Points as a function of Cluster Analysis 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note distribution of monolinguals and bilinguals were near equal across scaffold. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                           Cluster 

Low Scaffold  

M 

High Scaffold  

M 

n                19 16 

Mono/Bilingual n              10 / 9              7 / 9 

Questions 13.32 31.75 

Label 28 63 

Parent Pointing 17 26 



BILINGUALISM AND JOINT BOOK READING 34 

	  
	  

	  

TABLE 4 

Regression Analysis of 18 mo. Infant Pointing and Infant words as a function of Cluster 
Type and PCI Measures 
 

 

 

**p < .01, *p < .05, † p < .10 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Infant Pointing Infant Words 

Model 
 

Standardized 
Coefficients 

Beta 
t  
 

Standardized 
Coefficients 

Beta 

 
t 

  

Cluster Number of Case 

 

.33 

 

2.15* 

 

.32 

 

-1.98* 

PCI Responsivity .67 3.70** .48 2.53 

PCI Cognitive -.35 -1.83 .10 .50 
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TABLE 5 

24 mo. First Order Correlations Among Interactional and Global Measures  

            ADULT              INFANT    

 

 

1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 10. 

1. Parent Pointing −          

2. Turn Taking .106 −         

3. Parental Warmth .490* .166 −        

4. Shared Focus .113 .441* -.102 −       

5. Structure .119 .597** .200 .113 −      

6. Questions .126 .187 -.052 -.098 .256 −     

7. PCI Responsivity .300 .855** .418* .711** .589** .040 −    

8. PCI Cognitive .128 .547** .265 .395* .952** .178 .609** −   

9. Infant Vocalization -.252 .277 -.395* -.040 .118 .012 -.008 .136 −  

10. Infant Pointing .106 -.146 -.146 .256 .179 .123 .275 .162 .163 − 

11. Infant Word -.021 -.328 -.328 .320 .522** .569** .320 .356 .078 .395* 
 

**p < .01, *p < .05, † p < .10 
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TABLE 6 

Regression Analysis of 24 mo. Infant Words as a function of Turn Taking and Questions 

 

 

 

 

 

*

**p < .01, *p < .05, † p < .10 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Model 
Standardized 
Coefficients t 

Beta 

 

 

Turn Taking 
 

.40 

 

2.62* 

Questions .50 3.23** 
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TABLE 7 

Longitudinal First Order Correlations Among Interactional and Global Measures 

                                           ADULT                       INFANT   

 

 **p < .01, *p < .05, † p < .10 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 

1. Questions 18 −     

2. Questions 24       .33 −    

3. PCI Cognitive 18 .50* .49* −   

4. PCI Cognitive 24 .62** .40 .65** −  

5. Infant Word 18 .01 .38 .350 .43 − 

6. Infant Word 24 .02 .65** .41 .36 .62** 
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APPENDIX A 
 

PCI Responsiveness Measures 
 

Shared Focus  
Sense of togetherness, joint focus on the task at hand and on “the same page,” parent is 
able to engage infant 
 

1 -‐ Parent and child are doing completely different things for most of session 
-‐ Child focused on off-task play 
-‐ Parent is not engaged nor is trying to maintain infant attention 
-‐ ~ 0% of session 

 
2 -‐ One member of the dyad is trying to engage the other, sometimes 

unsuccessful 
-‐ Only occasional shared focus 
-‐ Child is often off-task and mom does poor job of reengaging child  
-‐ ~25% of session 

 
3 -‐ Dyad share focus and interaction to a moderate degree (about half of the 

time) 
-‐ They disengage but come back regularly to one another 
-‐ ~50% of session 

 
4 -‐ Dyad is periodically distracted but is generally engaged and share focus for 

the majority of the session 
-‐ High amount of interaction  
-‐ ~75% of session 

 
5 -‐ Consistent high-quality interaction btw. parent and child 

-‐ Strong sense of togetherness and unity 
-‐ Mom keeps child engaged in task  
-‐ ~100% of session 

 
Parental Warmth 
Degree of sensitivity that parent displays to infant’s affective cues, including: promptness 
& appropriateness of reactions, amount of physical affection, positive affect and tone of 
voice 
 

1 -‐ Parent gets frustrated frequently with the child 
-‐ Parent offers no praise or encouragement during task 
-‐ Parent never comforting when child gets frustrated/scared 

 
2 -‐ Parent occasionally gets frustrated with the child 

-‐ Parent offers little encouragement and praise 
-‐ Parent somewhat comforting when child gets frustrated/scared 
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3 -‐ Parent is neutral towards the child 
-‐ Parent interacts with the child but with little emotion 
-‐ Parent does not display negativity towards the child 

 
4 -‐ Parent uses engaging style with child during some of the session 

-‐ Parent shows some warmth and enthusiasm in interactions with/toward 
child 

-‐ Parent shows some affection and praise toward the child 
-‐ Above behaviors occur about 75% of the time 

 
5 -‐ Parent uses extremely engaging style with child throughout session 

-‐ Parent shows a high level of warmth and enthusiasm in interactions with 
and toward the child 

-‐ Parent encourages and praises child throughout session 
 
Turn Taking  
Amount of back-and-forth interaction – verbal or nonverbal – and lead taking between 
parent and infant 
 

1 -‐ Parent and child share no back and forth “communication” (verbal or 
nonverbal).  
 

2 -‐ Parent and child have minimal back and forth “communication” (verbal or 
nonverbal)  

-‐ Turn taking occurs ~ 25% of session 
 

3 -‐ Parent and child have decent back and forth “communication” (verbal or 
nonverbal)  

-‐ Turn taking occurs ~ 50% of session 
 

4 -‐ Parent and child communicate and take turns well 
-‐ Turn taking occurs ~ 75% of session 

 
5 -‐ Parent adjusts styles to meet child’s wants and needs 

-‐ Parent appropriately responds to child’s requests and interests  
-‐ Parent and child have mutual and fluent communication 
-‐ Turn taking occurs ~ 100% of session 
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APPENDIX B 
 

PCI Cognitive Measures  
  

Amount of Structure  
How often parent is providing structure (organizing child’s attention, motivation, and 
involvement) and teaching the task 
 

1 Too little structure in task 
2 Too much structure in task  
3 Just right amount of structure in task 

 
 
Strategy Use with Verbal Support  
How often parent utilizes nonverbal structuring – such as finger pointing or repositioning 
of child/book – to supplement verbal support  
 

1 Rarely uses nonverbal structuring with verbal support 
2 Sporadically uses nonverbal structuring with verbal support 
3 Often uses nonverbal structuring with verbal support 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


