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ABSTRACT 

MISCUES AND FEEDBACK DURING SHARED ALPHABET BOOK READING: 

RELATIONS WITH CHILD LITERACY SKILLS AND BOOK FEATURES 

Bronwen Davis Advisor: 
University of Guelph, 2008 Dr. Mary Ann Evans 

Storybook reading research has demonstrated that parents employ particular styles in 

responding to their child's reading errors, and that these styles relate to literacy outcomes. 

Absent is a consideration of alphabet books. This study explored parent-child dyads 

reading an alphabet book to examine the errors children make, the nature of parental 

feedback, and whether miscues and feedback relate to literacy skills and to book features. 

Preliteracy skills were assessed in 52 non-literate senior kindergarten children. Parent-

child dyads were audiotaped reading an alphabet book. Findings suggest that children use 

their literacy skill-base to guide them through an alphabet book. Parents appear to use 

alphabet books as a way of fostering their child's literacy. Type of miscue influenced 

parental feedback. Book features predicted miscue type. Findings highlight the need to 

consider the child's current skill-base, parent-child interactions, and book features to 

understand the role of alphabet books in early literacy development. 
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Miscues and Feedback During Shared Alphabet Book Reading: 

Relations with Child Literacy Skills and Book Features 

Research has consistently highlighted three essential skills in the early stages of 

reading development: phonemic awareness, letter name knowledge, and letter sound 

knowledge. Phonemic awareness refers to the ability to hear, identify, and manipulate 

phonemes (the smallest sound units of spoken words) in spoken language (National 

Reading Panel; NRP, 2000). Knowing letter names and knowing the sounds letters 

represent are typically highly correlated, thus, research suggests they are overlapping, yet 

different, abilities (Evans, Bell, Shaw, Moretti, & Page, 2006; McBride-Chang, 1999). 

Levels of these three skills when a child enters kindergarten are the best predictors of 

reading development and later school success (Adams, 1990; Bus & van IJzendoorn, 

1999; Castles & Colheart, 2004; Foulin, 2005; McBride-Chang, 1999; NRP, 2000; Share, 

Jorm, Maclean, & Matthews, 1984). 

Parents have repeatedly been encouraged to read regularly to their children from 

an early age (Anderson, Hiebert, Wilkinson, & Scott, 1985; Literacy and Numeracy 

Secretariat, 2007; Ontario Ministry of Education, 2001). Yet, research has not 

consistently demonstrated this practice promotes literacy development (Stahl, 2003). 

Meta-analyses based on data which did not control for parent education or child abilities 

have found that the amount of time parents spend reading to their children explains only 

8% of the variance in child print literacy outcomes (Bus, Van IJzendoorn, & Pellegrini, 

1995; Scarborough & Dorbrich, 1994). Among others, one explanation for the small 

gains in print specific skills from shared reading may be the very limited amount of time 

children spend looking at the print; on average, children who are not yet readers spend a 

1 



mere three seconds across a three minute book focused on the print (Evans & Saint-

Aubin, 2005). 

Activities other than shared reading appear to be more effective in promoting 

emergent literacy skills. Specifically, Evans, Shaw and Bell (2000) found that storybook 

exposure was not predictive of early literacy skills, but reports of frequency of engaging 

with their child in specific activities involving letters significantly predicted knowledge 

of letter names and sounds, as well as phonological sensitivity, after controlling for child 

age, parent education, and child cognitive ability. Similarly, Sen6chal and LeFevre 

(2002) found that formal literacy activities, those in which the primary focus is the print 

such as direct teaching about letters and their sounds, related to children's emergent 

literacy skills. In contrast, informal literacy activities, those in which the primary goal is 

the message content rather than the print, as in storybook reading, predicted children's 

language outcomes, specifically receptive vocabulary. 

Absent in these studies is a consideration of alphabet books as a specific subset of 

children's literature which offer a unique combination of both formal and informal 

literacy activities. While storybooks form the majority of shared book readings with 

young children, alphabet books are also popular choices during this parent-child activity. 

They are often among the first books purchased by parents (Zeece, 1996) and in a sample 

studied by Mason (1980), 37 of 38 four-year old children had at least one alphabet book 

in their home libraries, with the majority owning several. The purpose of this study is to 

contribute to the scarce body of knowledge on shared alphabet book reading through 

examination of the features of alphabet books and the parent and child reading 

behaviours associated with them. 
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Alphabet Books Defined 

As a general definition, alphabet books are picture books with a uniform format 

that present the letters of the alphabet in sequence from A to Z (Chaney, 1993). There 

exists substantial variation within the genre, perhaps because alphabet books vary in their 

purposes. Some are not intended to teach the alphabet at all, but are rather used as a 

framework to present, for instance, artwork or information on a particular subject 

(Russell, 2001). For example, artist Graeme Base's Animalia (1987) is far more a visual 

experience through extravagant illustrations than a didactic letter knowledge book. Mis 

for Maple: A Canadian Alphabet (Ulmer, 2001) aims to teach detailed Canadian 

information to children who can already read as it includes paragraphs of text on various 

words such as Dionne Quints, Klondike, and Ojibwa. While even the earliest alphabet 

books endeavored to teach letter names and sounds, the primary purposes often included 

moral and religious instruction as demonstrated in the late 17th century New England 

Primer's versus: "A: In Adam's Fall/ We Sinned all. B (Bible): Thy life to Mend. This 

Book Attend" (Bodmer, 1989,115). 

Nevertheless, a considerable number of alphabet books are intended for young 

audiences with the primary purpose to teach alphabet-related knowledge. Yet, variation 

exists even within this subset of books. Letters are sometimes presented alone on a page 

with a single corresponding word and picture that begins with the target letter (for 

example see MacDonald, Alphabatics, 1986). Other authors present letters with phrases 

or even sentences emphasizing the target letter. A prime example is Dr. Seuss 's ABC 

(1963): "Big Q little q. What begins with Q? The quick Queen of Quincy and her 

quacking quaker-oo." The alphabet book in its most conventional, English-language form 
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presents a repeating phrase including a letter with a corresponding word (i.e. A is for 

apple). It is the conventional form that is examined in this study. 

The Value of Alphabet Books 

Alphabet books are a reasonably common topic in publications within the fields 

of education and children's literature. However, most of the literature overlooks the 

alphabet book's role in the development of skills for the emergent reader, focusing 

instead on promoting benefits for the more developed reader, such as vocabulary or 

subject-knowledge acquisition (Chaney, 1993; Cooper, 1996; Russell, 2001; Sutherland, 

Monson, & Arbuthnot, 1981; Thompson, 1992; Yopp & Yopp, 2000). The alphabet 

book's ability to teach letter knowledge and increase phonemic awareness is assumed. Is 

this assumption accurate? 

It seems reasonable to expect children to acquire valuable knowledge through 

exposure to alphabet books, which include clear presentation of letters in graphic form, 

letter names, and letter sounds in corresponding words. However, grasping this 

knowledge would, to some extent, require children to attend to the print. Though children 

spend very little time looking at the text during storybook readings (Evans & Saint-

Aubin, 2005; ROy-Charland, Saint-Aubin, & Evans, 2007), preschoolers do spend more 

time fixated on the text when the print is made salient (Justice, Skibbe, Canning, & 

Lankford, 2005). There may be particular value in alphabet books because the text is 

typically more salient than in storybooks; they contain very few words per page, present 

letters in isolation from the rest of the visual display, and frequently increase the font size 

or change the colour of target letters, many features which have been identified as aspects 

of print salient text (Smolkin, Yaden, Brown, & Hofius, 1992). Providing further support, 

4 



children make more print-related comments when reading alphabet books as compared to 

other genres (Smolkin et al., 1992). However, in tracking their eye-movements, Saint-

Aubin and Evans (2008) found that the amount of time five-year old children spend 

looking at the letters while reading an alphabet book depended on their current letter 

knowledge. Thus, in order for alphabet books to draw preschoolers' attention to print, 

children may first require a critical mass of letter knowledge. 

Greenewald and Kulig (1995) investigated the ostensible ability of alphabet books 

to teach the names of letters to young children. Results revealed that five-year old 

children who listened to their teacher read alphabet books daily for 17 days made 

significantly greater gains in letter name knowledge than those who instead listened to 

readings of storybooks. Murray, Stahl, and Ivey (1996) also investigated children's 

outcomes of listening to readings of conventional alphabet books, storybooks, or letter 

name books (i.e., letters and pictures presented without example words) in a kindergarten 

classroom over a period of three weeks. In contrast to the letter knowledge gains specific 

to the alphabet book condition as reported by Greenewald and Kulig (1995), Murray and 

colleagues (1996) found that children in all three groups showed gains in letter 

knowledge, though children in the alphabet book condition did show greater increases in 

phonemic awareness than did the other two groups. Although both Greenewald and Kulig 

(1995) and Murray et al. (1996) report beneficial outcomes from alphabet book reading, 

their specific findings are not entirely consistent, and suggest influential variables may 

have been overlooked. For example, the different literacy gains across studies may be 

attributable to the nature of interactions during the book readings (i.e., emphasizing letter 

names, letter sounds, or vocabulary to varying degrees), to features of the specific 
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alphabet books read in each study, or to both. Interactions during shared book reading are 

first discussed below, followed by a consideration of alphabet book features. 

Interactions During Shared Storybook and Alphabet Book Reading 

Teacher reading styles. To examine the effects of alphabet book reading styles on 

child literacy outcomes, Brabham, Murray, and Bowden (2006) compared the outcomes 

of training kindergarten teachers to read alphabet books emphasizing either phonemes or 

the meanings of words. After a two-week period during which teachers read one alphabet 

book per day and children practiced independently at an assigned audiotape or CD-ROM 

media center, children receiving the phoneme emphasis reading combined with practice 

reading the alphabet book while listening to audiotapes showed significantly greater 

gains on phoneme identities. Brabham and colleagues (2006) conclude that reading 

alphabet books aloud with a phoneme emphasis produces greater gains in phonemic 

awareness than reading them aloud with a meaning emphasis. There is a noteworthy 

limitation of the applicability of these findings; teachers in both conditions reported that 

reading an alphabet book daily became boring for both them as reader and their students 

as listeners. Thus, this study turned to how parents typically read alphabet books with 

their children. 

Parent reading styles. Several studies have demonstrated that when reading 

storybooks with their children, parents differ in the number and type of comments they 

provide outside of the text, and that these styles are relatively consistent over time 

(Haden, Reese, & Fivush, 1996; Hammett, Van Kleeck, & Huberty, 2003). Stadler and 

McEvoy (2003) compared naturally occurring parental behaviours while reading alphabet 

books versus storybooks. Parents showed more phonological awareness behaviours (e.g., 
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highlighting a rhyme) and print concept behaviours (e.g., pointing to letters) while 

reading the alphabet book, and demonstrated more content behaviours (e.g., discussing 

characters) while reading the storybook. Child behaviours and literacy skills were not 

measured, thus, the child's influence on parental behaviours was not assessed. 

Feedback styles during shared storybook reading. As children take on the role of 

reader, they make oral reading errors, which are referred to as miscues. Once a child 

begins to read, parental feedback to child miscues is the most common form of 

interaction during shared book reading (Bergin, Lancy, & Draper, 1994). Teachers 

reading with a full class, or even a small group of children, are limited in how they can 

respond to each child's literacy needs, and ignore on average 40% to 60% of student 

miscues (Allington, 1980). In contrast, parents ignore only 2% to 4% of child miscues 

(Evans, Barraball, & Eberle, 1998), highlighting the potential importance of parental 

feedback for the early reader. 

During shared storybook reading, Mansell, Evans & Hamilton-Hulak (2005) 

identified two distinct groups of parents based on their feedback styles: Code coaxers 

primarily helped their child sound out the unknown word while word suppliers tended to 

provide the corrected word to the child. These findings correspond with groups described 

by Stoltz and Fischel (2003) who found that those parents who did not ignore their 

child's miscues either employed strategies to help them decode the word or simply 

supplied the miscued word. Feedback styles have been demonstrated to be relatively 

stable overtime, however, they vary depending on the child's grade (Mansell et al., 2005). 

Style of parental feedback during shared storybook reading has been related to 

child language and literacy outcomes. Stoltz and Fischel (2003) found that children of 
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parents who provided strategies to figure out the miscued word did not perform as well 

on measures of reading ability as children of parents who ignored their miscues. The data 

were collected concurrently and may reflect a tendency of parents of poorer readers to 

provide strategies to increase their child's reading skills rather than the feedback causing 

poof literacy outcomes. In a longitudinal study following children from kindergarten 

through grade two in which initial alphabetic skill was first controlled for, Evans, 

Mansell, and Shaw (2006) found that both typically developing and at-risk readers of 

code coaxer parents demonstrated better decoding skills than children of word supplier 

parents. 

Feedback styles during shared alphabet book reading. Very little research has 

examined how parents respond to child miscues while reading an alphabet book. The 

simple and predictable format of conventional alphabet books allows the pre-literate child 

one of the first opportunities to take on the role of 'reader'. Subsequently, these reading 

attempts may then lead to the first occasions for parents to respond to miscues. As 

parental feedback to early reader miscues has been shown to influence subsequent 

reading (Evans et al, 2006), feedback to pre-reader miscues may guide children to adopt 

beneficial reading strategies early in their literacy development. Quantitative research on 

parental feedback to children's miscues during alphabet book readings is entirely absent. 

Qualitative analyses have suggested that pre-literate children often adopt the 

phrase "letter is for object" during typical alphabet book readings, but initially associate 

the letters with the objects in the illustrations rather than with the printed words (Smolkin 

& Yaden, 1992; Yaden, Smolken, & MacGillivray, 1993). Common miscues include 

labelling the wrong image or providing an alternate name for an object. In their 
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examination of two preschoolers, Yaden et al. (1993) conclude that young children are 

unable to make the intended connections between letters and beginning sounds of target 

words, and that parents are unaware of their child's misunderstandings. Although Yaden 

and colleagues (1993) present a detailed qualitative study, only two preschoolers were 

observed. Thus, it seemed desirable to examine child miscues and parent feedback during 

alphabet book reading quantitatively and with a larger sample. In systematically 

describing how parents and children typically engage in shared alphabet book reading, 

this study aimed to provide an initial basis for understanding the role of alphabet books in 

early literacy development. 

Alphabet Book Features 

Research has demonstrated that some book features affect children's reading 

behaviours (e.g., salient print increases child's focus on the text; Justice et al., 2005). 

Thus, features of particular alphabet books may influence how children and parents 

respond to them. Very specific criteria have been established for alphabet books for the 

young child. These include using easily identifiable objects that are meaningful to the 

child, having only one or two objects per page, avoiding items that have several 

appropriate names (i.e., rabbit and bunny), and using the most commonly used sounds of 

individual letters rather than blends (i.e. gr in grape), digraphs (i.e. ph in pheasant) or 

silent letters (i.e. k in knife; Criscoe, 1988; Cooper, 1996; Huck et al., 2004; Russell, 

2001; Schoenfeld, 1986; Sutherland et al., 1981). Children's literature experts argue that 

these criteria provide the clarity necessary for the beginning reader to connect the letters 

with letter sounds, and if not followed, the didactic purpose of the alphabet book is 

defeated. There are no publications indicating that these criteria have been systematically 
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studied to examine whether or not they serve their purpose. Although Smolkin and Yaden 

(1992) observed a young child's confusion who declares "O is for mouse" rather than the 

less familiar opossum, such confusion may lead to profitable parent-child discussion 

about letters and their sounds. Thus, this study aimed to investigate how parents respond 

when children make mistakes during alphabet book readings, and additionally, whether 

child miscues relate to violations in the established alphabet book criteria. 

Study Overview 

This study examined parent-child dyads reading an alphabet book together to 

investigate three primary goals. The first purpose was to examine child miscues during 

alphabet book reading. While the errors children make when they take on the role of 

reader have been investigated in the shared storybook reading research (Evans et al., 

1998, Evans et al, 2003, Mansell et al., 2005), the miscues that non-literate children make 

during alphabet book readings has not yet been systematically studied. This research 

examined the frequency of child miscues and their relations to the child's current levels 

of phonemic awareness, letter name knowledge, and letter sound knowledge. 

Secondly, the study aimed to determine what occurs after a child mislabels an 

object during parent-child shared alphabet book reading. Research from shared storybook 

reading demonstrates that parents vary in their feedback within the narrative genre; 

ignoring the miscues, prompting a repeat attempt, helping the child determine the word 

through graphophonemic or context clues, or supplying the correct term (Evans et al., 

1998). Although alphabet books allow for a unique type of miscue involving a pre-literate 

child mislabeling an image, similar parental feedback approaches may be observed, 

varying in both the level and focus of support. The present research examined the types 
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of parental feedback to child miscues during alphabet book reading, explored possible 

relations between feedback and children's literacy skills, and investigated whether certain 

feedback approaches relate to specific types of child miscues. 

The third goal of this research was to examine the role of particular alphabet book 

features, specifically variations in the saliency of illustrated objects and familiarity of 

words. Although children's literature experts claim that children are confused when 

images are difficult to label due to unclear illustrations or unfamiliar words, these 

features have not yet been systematically studied or connected to child behaviours. 

Therefore, it seemed desirable to investigate the effects of object saliency and word 

familiarity on the child's response to the display for each letter to determine whether 

child miscues relate to violations in defined alphabet book criteria. 

Method 

Participants 

Participants were drawn from two cohorts of children and their parents 

participating in a larger, three-year longitudinal study of emergent literacy spanning 

junior kindergarten through to grade one. Informational letters along with consent forms 

were sent home to the junior kindergarten students of, four Southwestern Ontario boards 

of education. The present study focuses on children during their senior kindergarten 

year, which began in 2005 for one cohort and 2006 for the other. Of the initial 142 

participating children and families, 23 were excluded from the present study due to 

attrition or illness at the time of the senior kindergarten testing or home visits in which 

shared book reading was observed. Because the current study is primarily interested in 

non-readers' miscues during alphabet book readings (i.e. children who cannot read the 
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print), children who attained raw scores of three or above on the Word Identification 

subtest of the Woodcock Reading Mastery Test - Revised (Woodcock, 1998) in 

November of senior kindergarten were excluded from analyses. Two additional 

participants were dropped because of audiotaping problems. One participant was dropped 

because the transcript revealed the parent read the entire alphabet book to the child. The 

final sample included 52 children (26 boys and 26 girls) and their families. 

The majority of participating parents were mothers. In two of the dyads, the 

participating parents were fathers. One child read the alphabet book with both mother and 

father present. All parents indicated on a parental survey that English was the dominant 

language spoken in the home, with four families additionally reporting speaking a second 

language. English was also indicated as the predominant language in the books children 

spend time looking at, with two parents indicating their children also spend time with 

books in a second language. 

Measures 

Word Identification subtest of The Woodcock Reading Mastery Test-Revised 

(WRMT-R-WI; Woodcock, 1998). The WRMT-R-WI is a test of word reading that 

requires the child to accurately read words in isolation out loud. Each child is presented 

with a list of words, which becomes progressively more difficult. Participants who 

attained raw scores of three or above were excluded to ensure the remaining sample 

consisted of non-readers. The WRMT-R-WI has an overall internal consistency reliability 

coefficient of .98. 

Expressive One-Word Picture Vocabulary Test, Third Edition (EOWPVT; 

Brownell, 2000). The EOWPVT was administered to gain a score of expressive 
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vocabulary for each child. An examiner presents pictures to participants and asks them to 

say one word that names each picture. The EOWPVT yields a corrected test-retest 

reliability statistic of .89 for participants aged four to seven. 

Pre-Reading Inventory of Phonological Awareness (PIPA; Dodd, Crosbie, 

Mcintosh, Teitzel, & Ozanne, 2003). The Rhyme Awareness and Alliteration Awareness 

subtests of the PIP A were used to gain a score of two separate phonemic awareness 

abilities. For both subtests, an examiner read sets of four words out loud to participants, 

each word accompanied by corresponding coloured images. Children are asked to point 

to the picture of the non-rhyming word during the Rhyme Awareness subtest and point to 

the picture of the word that does not begin with the same sound during the Alliteration 

Awareness subtest. The Letter Sound Knowledge subtest of the PIP A was also 

administered as a measure of the child's letter sound knowledge. Children are presented 

with pages containing lowercase letters alone and in combinations and asked to say what 

sound each makes. The Rhyme Awareness, Alliteration Awareness, and Letter Sound 

Knowledge subtests of the PIPA have test-retest reliability coefficients of .80, .83, and 

.97, respectively. Averaged across age groups, both Rhyme Awareness and Alliteration 

Awareness subtests have split-half reliability coefficients of .82. The Letter Sound 

Knowledge subtest has a split-half reliability coefficient of .96. 

Letter name knowledge. To assess letter name knowledge, children were 

presented a white page containing all 26 letters in random order, written in black font, 

and in lowercase form. Children were asked to say the name of each letter. 

Alphabet book. The alphabet book chosen for use in the current study was ABC: A 

Child's First Alphabet Book (Jay, 2003). The printed text follows the pattern "letter is for 

13 



object' (letter and object appearing in bold) except for one variation for the letter X. Book 

features appearing on, and interactions occurring while looking at the X page were thus 

excluded from all analyses. Each letter has one page to itself excluding C, L, S, and Z 

which all have a two-page spread. In addition to the patterned sentence, each letter is 

presented in upper- and lower-case form, bolded, and in slightly larger font. The text 

appears at the bottom of the page for the majority of letters, in the middle of the page for 

three letters (C, L, and S), and on the top of the page for one letter (Z). The text is 

separated from the corresponding illustration and placed on a white background on most 

pages but is directly superimposed over the illustrations for seven letters (C, /, L, R, S, U, 

and Z). The object in print is illustrated in a scene containing other objects, many also 

beginning with the target letter (i.e. the illustration corresponding with 'a is for apple' 

consists of a scene with an apple, airplane, ant, and artist). Illustration size, complexity, 

and background vary per page. The book is loosely thematically organized in that some 

illustrated features appear in multiple illustrations throughout the book (i.e. an explorer 

found on 13 of the pages). 

Procedure 

School visit School visits occurred during the fall of the child's senior 

kindergarten year. A trained research assistant arrived at the child's school, took the child 

briefly out of the classroom to a separate room, and administered the WRMT-R-WI 

(Woodcock, 1998), the Rhyme Awareness, Alliteration Awareness, and Letter Sound 

Knowledge subtests from the PIPA (Dodd et al., 2003), and the Letter Name Knowledge 

task to each child individually. 

Home visit. Home visits occurred one to three months after the school visit during 
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the winter of the child's senior kindergarten year. Families were phoned to arrange a 

convenient time for the home visit to take place. An observer arrived at the family's 

home, asked the participating parent and child to set up where they would normally 

engage in shared book reading, and observed the parent-child dyads during the activity. 

Visits were audiotaped and the observer recorded any non-verbal behaviour such as 

pointing to pictures, letters, or words on a facsimile of the pages. The dyads were 

presented with,42?C: A Child's First Alphabet Book (Jay, 2003) as well as a selection of 

narrative storybooks, and were asked to read through the books as they normally would. 

Sessions typically lasted less than an hour and families were given a gift certificate to a 

local bookstore upon completion to thank them for their participation. Parents were also 

given a questionnaire to assess demographic information and home literacy practices. 

Transcription and Coding 

The recordings of the alphabet book readings were transcribed verbatim using the 

CLAN format used in the Child Language Data Exchange System (CHILDES; 

MacWhinney, 2000). Transcripts were coded for how the child labeled each target item, 

for all instances of parental feedback following child mislabels of target objects, and for 

all spontaneous parental utterances. 

Child labels. Based on the nature of the particular alphabet book used as well as a 

brief examination of a few transcripts, six distinct categories Were developed to 

encompass all possible accurate and inaccurate attempts of children to label the target 

object (i.e., the illustrated item listed in the text). Correct labels refer to those beginning 

with the target letter. Incorrect labels may be semantically accurate, but refer to words 

beginning with letters other than the target letter. The six categories with explanations 
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and examples from the page 'A is for apple' are as follows (all excluding the first 

category are considered miscues): 

1) Correct: Labeling the correct object with the correct label (e.g., A is for apple). 

2) Mispronunciation: Incorrect attempt to read target word or target word said with 

small error such as an added plural (e.g., A is for ape-less; A is for apples). 

3) Correct label/Incorrect object: Labeling an object not in print that begins with the 

correct target letter (e.g., A is for ant). 

4) Incorrect label/Correct object: Labeling the target object with an alternate name 

than the one in print (e.g., A is for fruit). 

5) Incorrect label/Incorrect object: Labeling an object not in print that begins with 

non-target letter (e.g., A is for balloon). 

6) No attempt: Child is silent or indicates he or she does not know (e.g., A is for.. .1 

don't know this one). 

Parental feedback. Due to the scarce existing research examining parent 

responses to miscues during alphabet book reading, the current study looked to the shared 

storybook reading literature to guide the coding of parent verbal and non-verbal 

feedback. Six parental feedback categories were adopted from those developed by Evans 

et al. (1998), and altered slightly to apply to the alphabet book genre: 

1) Try Again: Encouraging the child to try again without providing any explicit hint. 

2) Text Direction: Encouraging the child to look at the printed text. 

3) Graphophonemic Clue: 

a. Letter detail: Pointing out a particular letter detail, combination of letters, 

or complete word. 
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b. Letter sound detail: Pointing out a particular sound of a letter or letter 

combination, or stretching out the miscued word for the child to hear its 

component sounds. 

4) Context Clue: 

a. General context: Providing a clue from outside of the text such as personal 

experience. 

b. Picture context: Drawing the child's attention to the illustration 

representing the miscued word. 

5) Word Supply: Supplying the miscued word. 

6) Ignore: Ignoring the child's miscue. 

Parent spontaneous utterances. During the alphabet book reading, parents may 

also provide remarks that do not follow a child miscue that, for example, may also draw 

the child's attention to specific letters or letter sound associations. All instances of 

spontaneous parental utterances and behaviours (i.e., not proceeded by a miscue) that 

correspond with the letter detail and letter sound detail graphophonemic clue categories 

were coded as spontaneous graphophonemic comments. All other spontaneous utterances 

were coded as teaching a book concept (e.g. describing role of author and illustrator), 

enhancing the enjoyment of shared-reading (e.g., pointing out an illustration), or 

promoting comprehension (e.g., connecting to child's experience or defining a word). 

Due to the nature of the alphabet book read in this study, a fifth category, illustration 

phonemics, was added to code for instances when the parent labeled, or directed the child 

to label other illustrations on the page beginning with the target letter. 
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Reliability of coding. Approximately 20% of the transcripts (11 transcripts of the 

total 52) were coded by a second judge to assess the reliability of the coding scheme. The 

principal investigator (BD) coded a total of 291 child labeling attempts and 447 parental 

feedback and spontaneous utterances, of which the second coder missed 11 (3.78%) and 

30 (6.71 %), respectively. Good interrater agreement "was found with Cohen's kappa 

statistics of .94 for child labeling attempts and .90 for parental feedback and spontaneous 

utterances. Cohen's kappa statistics for each individual coding category range from .70 to 

perfect agreement (see Tables 1,3, and 4). 

Book Feature Coding 

The number of children making each type of miscue was calculated per page of 

the alphabet book. Each page was given a score of saliency of the illustrated object and 

familiarity of the word naming that object. 

Object saliency. Degree of saliency refers to how prominent the target object 

appears in the illustration, and is affected by a variety of characteristics including size, 

location, and background colour. A rating system to assess object saliency was developed 

for the current study. Eight independent judges (four psychology professors and students 

and four non-psychology students) rated the saliency of each of the 25 target items in 

ABC: A Child's First Alphabet Book (Jay, 2003) on a four-point scale (1 = no salience 

and 4 = high salience). See Appendix A to view the instruction sheet presented to judges, 

including full descriptions of the four categories. Interrater reliability was acceptable with 

a Cronbach's alpha of .85. Averaged across the eight judges, saliency ratings for each 

page range from 1.88 to 4.00. 
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Word familiarity. An index of word familiarity was attained by looking up all 

target words in a book listing the frequency of words in printed material across various 

grades (Carroll, Davies, & Richman, 1971). Familiarity was calculated by summing the 

frequencies in grade three materials of the target word and any of its close variations 

(e.g., plurals and possessives). 

Results 

Preliminary Analyses 

On average, parents reported reading alphabet books with their children two to 

three times per month. Eight percent of parents indicated never engaging in this activity, 

while 5% reported reading alphabet books with their child almost every day. Reported 

frequency of shared alphabet book reading did not significantly correlate with child 

literacy skills, child labeling attempts, or parental feedback variables. 

Table 1 presents descriptive statistics for all child variables as well as reliability 

coefficients for each object labeling category. Preliminary independent samples Mests 

between male (n = 26) and female (n = 26) children and between participants in Cohort 1 

(n - 36) and Cohort 2 (n = 16), with a Bonferroni correction, revealed no significant 

differences in any of the study variables. Gender and cohort differences are not 

considered further. 

See Appendix B for the intercorrelations between the raw scores of rhyme 

awareness, alliteration awareness, letter sound knowledge, letter name knowledge, and 

expressive vocabulary. Despite the high correlation between letter name and letter sound 

knowledge, it was decided to maintain the two as separate measures of alphabetic 

knowledge based on past research (McBride-Chang, 1999). 
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Table 1 

Descriptive Statistics for Child Variables: Literacy Skills and Object Labeling Attempts 

Child variables M (SD) % (SD) K 

Literacy skills 

Rhyme awareness 

Alliteration awareness 

Letter sound knowledge 

Letter name knowledge 

Expressive vocabulary 

6.87 

5.94 

17.13 

20.75 

63.88 

(2.66) 

(3.30) 

{5.83) 

(5.21) 

(10.74) 

Labeling attempts b 

Correct label/Correct object 

Mispronunciation 

Correct label/Incorrect object 

Incorrect label/Correct object 

Incorrect label/Incorrect object 

No attempt 

14.15 

1.37 

2.40 

1.21 

1.48 

3.44 

(2.88) 

(1.01) 

(1.50) 

(1.47) 

(1.44) 

(2.56) 

58.60 

5.73 

9.97 

4.98 

6.18 

14.54 

(10.85) 

(4.41) 

(6.23) 

(5.92) 

(5.83) 

(11.08) 

.99 

.87 

.93 

.86 

.87 

.98 

Note. N= 52. 

a Figures for each child literacy measure represent raw scores. 

Mean percentages for each labeling category were calculated as a proportion of the total number 

of initial attempts made by each child to label target objects. Figures reported here reflect the 

mean percentages across all children. 
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Child Labels 

Descriptive statistics. To explore the different ways children correctly and 

incorrectly label objects during alphabet book reading, each type of initial labeling 

attempt was tallied per participant (collapsed across letters) and calculated as a 

percentage of the total number of labeling attempts made by each child. Percentages were 

used to account for instances when the parent provided the target word before allowing 

the child to first respond. Table 1 presents the tallied means, percentages, standard 

deviations, and reliability coefficients. 

Associations between child labeling attempts and child literacy skills. Expressive 

vocabulary significantly correlated with the proportion of initial correct labeling attempts, 

r(50) = .35, p = .01, and with the proportion of initial no attempts, r(50) = -.32, p = .02. 

To maintain consistency, expressive vocabulary was controlled for in all analyses 

between labeling attempts and literacy skills. 

Table 2 presents the partial correlations of each child literacy variable with the 

various types of object labeling attempts, controlling for expressive vocabulary. Correct 

attempts significantly correlated with alliteration awareness. Children who made a higher 

proportion of correct labels were better able to identify initial phonemes in words. 

Significant negative correlations were found between incorrect label/correct 

object miscues and alliteration awareness, letter sound knowledge, and letter name 

knowledge. Children who made a higher proportion of errors in which they provided a 

label for the target object beginning with an incorrect letter had lower levels of 

alliteration awareness, letter sound knowledge, and letter name knowledge. The three 

literacy skills were entered as simultaneous predictors into a two-step hierarchical 
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multiple regression, after first entering expressive vocabulary in Step 1. The overall 

model predicted 28% of the variance in the proportion of incorrect label/correct object 

miscues, F(4,47) = 4.48, p = .004. Alliteration awareness (B = -0.006, SEB = 0.003, p = 

-32,p = 0.03), letter sound knowledge (B = -0.002, SEB = 0.002, p = -.22, ns), and letter 

name knowledge (B = -0.001, SEB = 0.002, p = -.07, ns) simultaneously predicted an 

additional 21% of the variance in the proportion of incorrect label/correct object miscues, 

above and beyond what was predicted by expressive vocabulary alone (B = 0.001, SEB = 

0.01, p = -.25, ns), &R = .21, AF(3,47) = 4.58, p = .007. Expressive vocabulary did not 

predict a unique amount of variance with alliteration awareness, letter sound knowledge, 

and letter name knowledge included in the model {B = -0.000, SEB = 0.001, p = -.08, 

ns). 

Incorrect label/incorrect object miscues and alliteration awareness significantly 

correlated. Children who made a higher proportion of errors in which they used a word 

with the incorrect letter to label an incorrect object had lower levels of alliteration 

awareness. 

Analyses also revealed significant negative correlations between no attempt 

miscues and rhyme awareness and letter name knowledge. Children who gave no 

responses a higher proportion of the time had lower levels of rhyme awareness and letter 

name knowledge. Rhyme awareness and letter name knowledge were entered as 

simultaneous predictors into a two-step hierarchical multiple regression, after first 

entering expressive vocabulary in Step 1. The overall model predicted 22% of the 

variance in the proportion of no attempt miscues, F(3,48) = 4.46, p = .008. Rhyme 

awareness {B = -0.009, SE B = 0.006, p = -.22, ns) and letter name knowledge (B = -
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0.005, SEB = 0.003, |3 = -.23, ns) simultaneously predicted an additional 12% of the 

variance in the proportion of no attempt miscues, above and beyond what was predicted 

by expressive vocabulary alone (B = -0.003, SEB = 0.001, p = -.32, p = .02), &R = .12, 

AF(2,48) = 3.63, p = .03. Expressive vocabulary did not predict a unique amount of 

variance when the other two literacy skills were included in the model (B = -0.002, SEB 

= 0.001, P = -.20, ns) 

The incorrect labeling attempts of mispronunciations or using the correct target 

object to label an object not in print did not yield significant relations with any of child 

literacy skills. 

Parental Feedback 

Descriptive statistics. Only 21 of 587 coded mislabels (both initial labels as well 

as secondary attempts made after initial feedback was provided) were ignored by parents 

(approximately 4%). The majority (62%) of these ignored mislabels were 

mispronunciations. 

To explore the different ways parents respond to their child's incorrect labeling 

attempts during alphabet book reading, each type of feedback was tallied per participant 

(collapsed across letters) and calculated as a proportion of the total number of feedback 

statements and behaviours made. See Table 3 for descriptive statistics and reliability 

coefficients. 
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Table 3 

Descriptive Statistics and Reliability of Parental Feedback 

Feedback 

Try again 

Text direction 

Graphophonemic clue 

Letter detail 

Letter sound detail 

Context clue 

General context 

Picture context 

Word supply 

M 

1.13 

0.94 

2.81 

0.17 

2.63 

2.58 

1.00 

1.58 

2.21 

(SD) 

(1.22) 

(1.04) 

(2.15) 

(0.43) 

(2.02) 

(2.15) 

(1.37) 

(1.45) 

(2.37) 

% 

6.46 

7.87 

37.18 

4.36 

32.82 

25.30 

10.22 

15.08 

23.20 

(SD) 

(5.84) 

(8.29) 

(19.84) 

(6.07) 

(18.45) 

(16.18) 

(9.44) 

(10.01) 

(16.81) 

K 

.86 

.97 

.82 

.91 

.92 

.88 

.95 

Note. JV= 52. Mean percentages for each category were calculated as a proportion of the total 

number of feedback utterances and behaviours made by each parent. Figures reported here reflect 

the mean percentages across all parents. 

Associations between parental feedback and child literacy skills. Correlations 

were calculated to investigate whether parental tendencies to use particular types of 

feedback relate to their child's literacy skills (see Table 4). Text direction feedback 

significantly related to children's letter name knowledge. Parents who provided a higher 

proportion of text direction feedback had children who knew more letter names. Word 

supply significantly correlated with letter sound knowledge and letter name knowledge. 

Children of parents whose feedback consisted of more instances in which they provided 
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the word had lower levels of letter sound and letter name knowledge. No other feedback 

categories yielded significant relations with child literacy skills. 

Table 4 

Correlations Between Parental Feedback Categories and Child Literacy Skills 

Feedback 

Rhyme Alliteration Letter sound Letter name 

awareness awareness knowledge knowledge 

Try again 

Text direction 

Graphophonemic clue 

Context clue 

Word supply 

.10 

.13 

.07 

-.01 

-.18 

.25 

.03 

.05 

-.07 

-.10 

-.08 

.09 

.18 

.09 

-.31* 

-.01 

.34* 

.23 

-.13 

-.31* 

Note. N= 52. 

*p<.05. 

Influence of child miscues on parental feedback. To determine whether parental 

feedback decisions were influenced by type of child miscue, a repeated measures analysis 

of variance was conducted examining the first feedback behaviour or statement that 

parents provided following each type of miscue. Dividing each parental feedback 

category between the different child miscues resulted in very small frequencies. Thus, try 

again, text direction, graphophonemic clues, and context clues were collapsed into a 

larger sustaining feedback category and compared with terminal feedback (Word 
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Supply). Descriptive statistics of each feedback category separated by type of miscue are 

presented in Table 5. 

Table 5 

Descriptive Statistics of First Parental Feedback Following Each Child Miscue 

Sustaining Terminal 

Miscue M (SD) M (SD) 

Mispronunciation 0.73 (0.93) 0.42 (0.75) 

Correct label/Incorrect object 1.96 (1.39) 0.37 (0.82) 

Incorrect label/Correct object 0.79 (1.30) 0.40 (0.69) 

Incorrect label/Incorrect object 1.27 (1.16) 0.19 (0.53) 

No attempt 2.69 (2.20) 0.75 (1.10) 

Note. N= 52. 

A repeated 5 (Miscue) X 2 (Feedback) ANOVA revealed a main effect of Miscue 

F(l, 51) = 15.48,/? < .001, rip2 = .23 and a main effect of Feedback, F(l, 51) = 68.85, p < 

.001, T|p = .57. These were qualified by a significant Miscue X Feedback interaction, 

F(l, 51) = 11.52,/? = .001, rjp2 = .19. Five paired samples t tests, with a Bonferroni 

correction, revealed three significant differences between the amount of initial sustaining 

versus terminal feedback provided. Parents provided more sustaining rather than terminal 

feedback following instances when their child used the correct letter to label an incorrect 

object, t{5\) = 6.70,/? < .001, d = 1.40, when their child used the incorrect letter to label 

an incorrect object, f(51) = 7.18,/?< .001, d= 1.20, and when their child gave no 

27 



response, t(5\) = 5.95,p < .001, d = 1.12. The amount of sustaining versus terminal 

feedback provided immediately following either mispronunciations or incorrect 

letter/correct object mislabels were not significantly different. 

Feedback versus spontaneous utterances. The total number of each type of 

spontaneous utterance made by parents while looking through the alphabet book was 

calculated. Table 6 presents the descriptive statistics and reliability coefficients for each 

category. 

Table 6 

Descriptive Statistics and Reliability of Spontaneous Parental Utterances 

Spontaneous utterances 

Graphophonemic knowledge 

Letter-detail 

Letter sound detail 

Book concepts 

Enjoyment 

Comprehension 

Illustration phonemics 

M 

5.00 

1.90 

3.10 

0.85 

5.94 

3.21 

9.12 

(SD) 

(6.60) 

(3.32) 

(4.70) 

(1.14) 

(7.94) 

(3.84) 

(13.54) 

K 

.70 

.78 

1.00 

.88 

.93 

.90 

Note. N= 52. 

To ensure the relevance of examining how parents respond to child miscues in 

shared-alphabet book reading, parental feedback was compared to parental remarks made 

spontaneously, specifically those related to letter and letter sound details. A paired 
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samples Mest revealed that parents provided a significantly greater amount of 

graphophonemic utterances and behaviours following a miscue (M= 10.96; SD = 11.89) 

than spontaneously throughout alphabet book reading, t(51) = 3.51, p = .001. Total 

graphophonemic feedback did not relate to total graphophonemic spontaneous utterances 

when either raw correlations were conducted, r(50) = .22, ns, or when number of child 

miscues were controlled for, r(50) = .17, ns. None of the feedback categories yielded 

significant correlations with any of the spontaneous utterance categories. 

Analyses of Book Features 

Descriptive statistics. The mean saliency rating of the 25 alphabet book pages was 

3.24 (SD = 0.67), with four pages receiving overall perfect saliency scores (salience 

rating = 4.00), and four pages receiving overall low saliency scores (saliency rating < 

2.50). The mean familiarity score of the 25 alphabet book pages was 130.48 (SD = 

161.99), with five pages receiving high familiarity scores (familiarity > 200.00), and six 

pages receiving low familiarity scores (familiarity < 10.00). 

The predictive power of saliency and familiarity on child miscues. Three separate 

multiple regression analyses were conducted to determine whether object saliency and 

word familiarity predicted type of child miscue. Due to extreme violations of normality 

of distribution and the small sample size, a square root transformation was applied to all 

familiarity index scores, resulting in a mean of 9.07 (SD = 7.09). Miscues were collapsed 

to form three outcome variables: a) Correct Object (M= 5.36, SD — 7.74; included 

mispronunciations and incorrect letter/correct object labels; b) Incorrect Object (M= 

8.12, SD = 10.27; included correct letter/incorrect object and incorrect letter/incorrect 
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object); and c) No attempt (M= 7.16, SD = 7.00). Table 7 presents intercorrelations 

between predictor and outcome variables. 

Table 7 

Bivariate Correlations of Book Features andMiscue Type 

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 

Saliency .30 -.04 -.70** -.40* 

Familiarity -.49* -.27 -.73** 

Correct object miscue -.01 .40* 

Incorrect object miscue .18 

No attempt miscue 

Note. N =25. 

*p<.05. **p<.001. 

Saliency and familiarity were entered as simultaneous predictors into all three 

regression models. The first overall model significantly predicted 25% of the variance in 

the number of children making correct object miscues, F(2,22) = 3.64,/? = 0.04. As seen 

in Table 8, word familiarity, f(24) = -2.69, p = .01, but not object saliency, f(24) = 0.61, 

ns, accounted for a unique amount of variance in correct object miscues. Alphabet book 

pages with lower word familiarity scores predicted more children making errors in which 

they mispronounced or provided an alternate label for the correct target object. 

The second overall model significantly predicted 49% of the variance in the 

number of children making incorrect object miscues, F(2,22) = 10.59, p = 0.001. Object 
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saliency, t(24) = -4.24, p< .001 , but not word familiarity, t(24) = -0.43, ns, accounted for 

a unique amount of variance in incorrect object miscues (see Table 8). The saliency of the 

target object predicted the number of children making incorrect object miscues such that 

lower saliency scores predicted more children making miscues in which they labeled an 

object other than the target object. 

The third overall model was also significant, F(2,22) = 14.78,/? < 0.001, 

predicting 57% of the variance in the number of children making no attempt miscues. 

Word familiarity, t(24) = -4.63, p < .001, but not object saliency, t(24) = -1.32, ns, 

accounted for a significant amount of unique variance in no attempt miscues (see Table 

8). Alphabet book pages with lower word familiarity scores predicted a greater number of 

children making no labeling attempts on those pages. 
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Table.8 

Summary of Simultaneous Regression Analysis for Variables Predicting Correct Object 

Mis cues, Incorrect Object Miscues, and No Attempt Miscues (N = 25) 

Miscues B SEB p 

Correct object 

Saliency 

Familiarity 

Incorrect object 

Saliency 

Familiarity 

No attempt 

Saliency 

Familiarity 

* p < .05 level (2-tailed). **p< .001 level (2-tailed). 

Discussion 

Through systematic examination of parent-child dyads reading an alphabet book 

together, this study revealed several findings. First, children make distinct types of 

miscues in their attempt to label target objects throughout an alphabet book, which 

differentially relate to their concurrent levels of early literacy skills. Secondly, parents 

respond in several different ways to their child's miscues. Parental feedback decisions 

appear somewhat related to their child's literacy skill-base, and are significantly 

1.36 

-0.57 

•10.33 

-0.10 

-2.01 

-0.67 

2.23 

0.21 

2.44 

0.23 

1.52 

0.14 

.12 

-.52* 

-.68** 

-.07 

-.19 

-.68** 
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influenced by the type of preceding miscue. Finally, specific features of the alphabet 

book play a role in how children respond to the display for each letter; degree of object 

saliency and word familiarity predict the number of children who make specific types of 

miscues on each page. 

Child Labels 

When reading an alphabet book with a parent, children's attempts to label target 

objects could be reliably coded into distinct categories (considering specific book 

features) and differentially related to early literacy skills. Conventional English-language 

alphabet books follow the pattern 'letter is for object' in which the object begins with the 

target letter, rather than highlight the letter sound at the end or middle of the word. 

Children with higher levels of alliteration awareness provided a greater proportion of 

initial correct labels, while those with lower levels made more miscues in which they 

provided a label that did not begin with the intended letter. Despite negative associations 

between both letter knowledge skills and children providing alternate words to label 

target objects, neither letter sound nor name knowledge were significant predictors of 

these miscues, or explained additional variance beyond alliteration awareness. Children 

who have not secured word onset detection were not yet able to understand that A is not 

for balloon or Fis not for flowers, and, thus, were less able to accurately complete the 

task of reading an alphabet book. 

The proportion of instances that a child provided no labeling attempt negatively 

correlated with rhyme awareness and letter name knowledge. Phonological sensitivity 

develops in a consistent, but overlapping order (Anthony, Lonigan, Driscoll, Phillips, & 

Burgess, 2003); syllable detection (such as is needed in the rhyme awareness task) tends 
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to develop before onset detection (such as is needed for the alliteration awareness task). 

Letter name knowledge tends to develop earlier than letter sound knowledge (Evans et 

al., 2006). Thus, these findings suggest that children with the least developed early 

literacy skills may be less likely to venture an attempt to label the target object due to the 

limited skills available for them to utilize. Whether this early interaction in which 

children turn to their parent for support persists to form a stable pattern in which they do 

not self-employ word reading strategies would be useful to examine in the future. 

According to van Kleeck (1998), non-reading five-year olds have typically moved 

from a print meaning stage of preliteracy in which they primarily learn that books convey 

meaning, how to tell stories, and expand vocabulary, to a print form and early form-

meaning correspondences stage, in which, in addition to print meaning, they learn about 

letter names, corresponding letter sounds, and develop phonemic awareness. The findings 

of this study suggest that although preliterate five-year olds tend to look to the 

illustrations to 'read' an alphabet book, they are not only in a preliteracy stage in which 

they are learning letter names, letter sounds and phonemic awareness, they are utilizing 

this early knowledge to guide them. Considering the reciprocal relationship between 

expectations and performance, in which past success (failure) influences future 

expectations, and high (low) expectations of success lead to strong (weak) performance 

(Bandura, 1978), these early successful (unsuccessful) reading attempts may exert 

particular influence in literacy development and motivation to read. 

Parent Feedback 

Ignores during alphabet book reading. This study observed parents ignoring 4% 

of their child's miscues, which is consistent with previously reported figures (Evans et 
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al., 1998), and much less than the 40% to 60% of student miscues ignored by teachers 

(Allirigton, 1980). Parents appear vigilant of their child's reading and tend to demand a 

high level of accuracy, despite the sample of children being limited to non-readers and 

being a year younger than the six-year old participants studied by Evans et al. (1998). 

Moreover, parents demand high accuracy in spite of their reports that their primary goals 

when engaging in shared-reading with their kindergarten children are to bond by sharing 

quality time with their child, and to increase their child's enjoyment of reading and 

interest in books (Audet, Evans, Williamson, Reynolds, 2008). 

Feedback during shared alphabet book reading. The feedback parents provide to 

their children while reading an alphabet book can be reliably coded into similar 

categories as has been done by Evans and colleagues (1998) when examining shared-

storybook reading, although the current study coded feedback directing the child to look 

at the print as a distinct category rather than considering it an encouragement to try again. 

The percentage of graphophonemic, text direction, and try again feedback observed here 

with preliterate children looking at an alphabet book reflect comparable figures reported 

in past shared-storybook reading research with beginning readers (Evans et al., 1998, 

Mansell et al., 2005). During shared-alphabet book reading, parents spend a substantial 

amount of their feedback drawing their child's attention to the print or to a specific letter 

sound detail. Audet et al. (2008) found that parents of children in grade one, a year in 

which reading development is a particular focus in the classroom, endorse the goal of 

teaching their child to read more than parents of younger and older children did. The 

similar proportion of graphophonemic clues provided to preliterate children in this study 
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suggests that parents may believe alphabet books are way to foster their child's literacy, 

and read this genre with their child in a way that reflects the goal of developing reading. 

With respect to context clues, approximately 25% of all feedback provided by 

parents to their kindergarten children in this sample was of this type. In contrast, when 

parents read a storybook with their grade-one children, Evans and colleagues (1998) 

found approximately 13% of all feedback to be context clues. This difference is 

consistent with that of Mansell et al. (2005), who found within a longitudinal sample, that 

parents provided more context clues to their kindergarten children than they did to their 

grade-one children. A higher use of context clues with younger children may reflect more 

words being directly displayed in illustrations (e.g., more nouns and fewer pronouns and 

verbs), thus allowing the parent to use this feedback. This is particularly true in the 

alphabet book which has a close text-illustration correspondence. Alternatively, Mansell 

et al. (2005) suggest the shift in feedback may indicate that parents are sensitive to their 

child's current ability, an explanation supported by their finding that parents also 

decreased their use of supplying the miscued word, another very supportive form of 

feedback, as their child developed. In contrast, parents appeared to supply the word less 

often in the current study when reading an alphabet book with their kindergarten children 

(23% of all feedback), than observed by Evans et al. (1998) during shared storybook 

reading with grade one children (36% of all feedback), or by Mansell et al. (2005) with 

both grade-one (45%) and kindergarten (50%) children. 

Van Kleeck (1998) proposes that when children are in the print-form and form-

meaning correspondences stage of preliteracy, parents maintain meaning-focused 

behaviours when reading storybooks but increase the use of print-focused behaviours 
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when reading alphabet books. Thus, parents may hold different goals for shared-alphabet 

book reading that relate to teaching letter knowledge. Furthermore, without the need to 

maintain the flow of a storyline, parents may be more willing to place higher demands on 

their children and provide less supportive feedback. The comparisons made here come 

from several studies, and thus, the interpretations offered must be considered with 

caution, and should be addressed within the same sample in future research. 

Feedback and literacy skills. Children whose parents provided a greater 

proportion of feedback that specifically directed their attention to the print knew more 

letter names, while children whose parents provided a greater proportion of feedback in 

which they supplied the word knew fewer letter sounds and fewer letter names. The 

findings are consistent with Evans et al. (2006) who demonstrated children of parents 

who tend to respond to miscues by supplying the word, have lower subsequent word 

reading skills than children whose parents respond with graphophonemic clues. Parents 

who more often supplied the word during alphabet book reading may not provide as 

much feedback that helps the child secure letter sound and letter name knowledge, while 

parents who redirect their child's attention to focus on the print may foster the acquisition 

of letter knowledge from increasing the direct, focused exposure to print. Research 

examining the most commonly known alphabet letters by young children suggests those 

with high exposure are better known (Evans et al., 2006). Differences in literacy skills 

may be emerging based on parental feedback as early as five years of age. While the 

correlational data do not permit firm conclusions at this time, longitudinal research 

should confirm whether differences in early literacy skills can be predicted by parental 

feedback, and whether these early differences are reflected in later reading development. 
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Until examined longitudinally, alternate explanations remain possible. Results may 

reflect parental sensitivity to their child's current skills; they may be more likely to say 

"Look at the word" if their child has enough ability to use this feedback; if not, they 

simply provide the word. 

Feedback and miscues. During shared-alphabet book reading, parental feedback 

decisions were influenced by the type of preceding miscue. Such differences have not 

been found in previous research. Mansell, Evans and Hamilton-Hulak (2005) found that 

when engaging in shared storybook reading with their six- and seven-year olds, parental 

feedback decisions were not influenced by whether the preceding miscue was high-

meaning changing (either syntactically or semantically inappropriate) or low-meaning 

changing (either syntactically or semantically appropriate). While miscues were not 

coded into high versus low meaning change categories in the current study, they can be 

combined to correspond to these two groups. In reading an alphabet book with their five-

year old, parents more often provided sustaining rather than terminal feedback following 

high meaning changing miscues (no attempt or labeling the wrong object), but showed no 

difference in feedback type following low-meaning changing miscues (mispronunciations 

or alternate name for target object). Parents may be unaware of the limited time their 

child spends looking at the print during book reading (Evans & Saint-Aubin, 2005; Roy-

Charland et al., 2007). When children label a non-target object, however, parents may 

become aware that their child is not print focussed and, thus, first respond with a 

sustaining comment such as "Hey, you're not reading! Look at the word."A greater 

amount of sustaining feedback following high-meaning changing miscues permits the 

child a second attempt or allows the parent to provide more support if needed. Room for 
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additional feedback is noteworthy considering the beneficial effect of graphophonemic 

clues as suggested by Evans and colleagues (2006). 

It is striking that when preliterate children make a low-meaning changing miscue, 

for example, pluralize a singular word, parents respond with sustaining and terminal 

feedback an equivalent amount of the time. For example, despite saying an almost 

accurate word, and corresponding the correct letter with letter sound, one parent 

responded to their child's mispronunciation of "E is for elephants" with "But there's not 

an S on the end, is there?" Again, these findings highlight the high demands placed on 

preliterate children, perhaps permitted by to the decreased need to sustain a storyline, and 

reflecting different goals parents may hold for shared-alphabet book reading. 

Book Features 

Specific alphabet book features predicted the types of miscues made by children 

while shared-alphabet book reading. Children made more miscues in which they 

mislabeled the target object or gave no response on pages with less familiar words, such 

as pages with objects to be labeled as keyhole, quilt, or yacht. When pages contained 

target objects that were less salient, children made more miscues in which they labeled an 

illustration other than the target image. For example, children frequently labeled the large 

coloured eggs appearing in a picture of a nest for the letter n, and often labeled the zebra 

illustrated in the middle of the several animals depicting zoo for the letter z. These 

findings support the assertion made by children's literature experts that violating the 

established criteria, specifically using difficult to identify objects and unfamiliar words, 

confuses the child (Criscoe, 1988; Cooper, 1996; Huck et al, 2004; Russell, 2001; 

Schoenfeld, 1986; Sutherland et al., 1981). Despite these findings, it is not certain 

39 



whether this confusion results in negative outcomes for the child. What is known from 

this study is that parents ignore very few of their child's errors, and when feedback is 

provided, the type of feedback is influenced by preceding miscue. In addition, specific 

alphabet book features can predict particular types of miscues during shared alphabet 

book reading. Evans et al. (2006) assert the role of different feedback styles during shared 

storybook reading on print literacy development. Thus, following criteria that reduces 

children's miscues during shared alphabet book reading may in turn reduce the 

potentially beneficial interaction that occurs between parent and child following that 

mistake. 

Limitations 

Despite being encouraged to read with their children as they normally do, parents' 

behaviour during reading sessions may have reflected social desirability tendencies due 

to the presence of an observer and the knowledge that they were being audiotaped. 

Findings may not accurately depict typical shared-alphabet book reading behaviours. In 

drawing the sample from a longitudinal study requiring substantial participation, parents 

who volunteered, and who did not withdraw, likely represent those who are highly 

invested in their child's literacy. Thus, there is a risk that the findings may not generalize 

to families in which parents are less interested in reading development. Additionally, this 

study employed naturalistic methods to gain a sense of how parents truly read alphabet 

books with their children, thus, various potentially influential factors were overlooked. 

Summary 

The demands placed on children during shared alphabet book reading, despite 

being preliterate five-year olds, reflect their current stage of preliteracy focused on 
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acquiring knowledge of print forms and form-meaning correspondence. Parents appear to 

use alphabet books as a way of fostering the development of early literacy, perhaps, due 

to the decreased need to preserve a storyline and different goals when reading this genre. 

Children appear to use their current levels of literacy skills, particularly phonemic 

awareness, to guide them through an alphabet book, even when primarily labeling 

illustrations. Type of miscue influences parental feedback decisions, and alphabet book 

features predict type of miscue. Thus, alphabet books could be constructed in a way to 

avoid errors and reduce confusion or to increase errors and possibly lead to profitable 

interaction between parent and child. Research examining child literacy outcomes is 

required to guide these decisions. Despite the limitations, this study represents an initial 

step in researching shared-alphabet book reading that highlights the need to consider the 

child's current skill-base, parent-child reading interactions, and book features to gain an 

understanding of whether the alphabet book is indeed the "soldier of literacy" (Camp & 

Tompkins, 1990) as is typically believed. 
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Appendix A 

Salience of Illustration 

Throughout the alphabet book, one item is listed per page, although many other items also appear 
on the same page. Please rate the salience of the target picture (the one that is in text). For 
example, A is for apple - rate the salience of the illustration of the apple. 

Some aspects that affect salience are size of illustration, colour of illustration and background, 
number of objects on the page, and whether the object is in the foreground of the illustration. 
Although the rating you give will likely be based on a first impression when looking at the page, 
feel free to go back and review responses after you have completed some. 

Please use the following rating scheme to complete the chart below: 

4 = Highly Salient 
- the target object is clearly drawn and obvious; if you cover up the target word there 
would be no doubt the object you are to name 

3 = Medium Salience , 
- the target object is clearly drawn but is less obvious; there may be other objects in the 
illustration that are slightly interfering (i.e. perhaps in the foreground) 

2 = Low Salience 
- the target object is only slightly prominent in comparison to other aspects of the 
illustration; other objects in the illustration are almost as prominent; one has a hunch 
about what the target object is 

1 = No Salience 
- the target object is not at all obvious, another aspect or aspects of the illustration are 
equally or more salient than the target item 

Note: Salience is not affected by not knowing the label to give an image. For our purposes, 
salience refers to knowing what to name, not what name to give it. 

Letter 

A 

B 

C 

D 
E 

F 

G 

H 

1 

Rating Letter 

J 

K 

L 

M 
N 

O 

P 

Q 

R 

Rating Letter 

S 

T 

U 

V 

w 
X 

Y 

z 

Rating 
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Appendix B 

Bivariate Correlations of Child Literacy Skills 

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 

Rhyme Awareness .20 .12 .33* .24 

Alliteration Awareness .37** .40** .31* 

Letter sound Knowledge .69** .26 

Letter name Knowledge .27 

Expressive Vocabulary 

Note. N= 52. 

*p<.05. **p<.01. 
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