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ABSTRACT 

[ŜǘΩǎ ¢ŀƭƪΗ !ƴ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘƛƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǾƻŎŀōǳƭŀǊȅ ŀƴŘ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ 
sustained planned pretend play and group shared storybook reading in the early years. 

 
Gillian Lake 

 
A thesis submitted for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy at the University of Oxford 

 
{ǘ !ƴƴŜΩǎ /ƻƭƭŜƎŜ 
Trinity Term, 2015 

 
An intervention, which targeted three- and four-year-ƻƭŘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƻǊŀƭ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜΣ ǿŀǎ 
developed for this study.  The intervention was run over twice-weekly sessions, for ten 
weeks.  Incorporating good Early Years practice, the first session in the week was a group 
shared storybook reading session with a puppet, where dialogic discussion took place and 
the children practised sequencing the story using visual prompts.  The second weekly 
session consisted of planning, acting out and reviewing a planned pretend play episode 
based on the storybook which was rŜŀŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜŜƪΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǎŜǎǎƛƻƴΦ   
 
Ninety-four children were randomly assigned to a control or treatment group and were 
tested at pre- and post-test on a battery of vocabulary and narrative assessments.  The 
results of a Randomised Control Trial were positive in favour of the intervention.  The most 
important of these results was a statistically significant effect on the receptive vocabulary of 
the children in the treatment group, with a large effect size, as measured by the 
standardised British Picture Vocabulary Scales (Dunn et al., 1997).  There was also a 
significant effect on productive vocabulary, as measured by a Researcher-Designed 
Vocabulary Test (RDVT).  This test was devised for the purpose of this study, testing one-
word vocabulary, taken directly from the storybooks in the intervention.  As this is not a 
norm-referenced, standardised test, caution is advisable in the interpretation of this result.   

A further positive effect concerned the narrative skills of the children in the treatment 
group, when compared to the children in a control group ς the Mean Length of Utterance 
(MLU) score was higher in the treatment group, with a medium effect size. 

By examining the intervention by Randomised Control Trial, this study responds to the call 
from Lillard et al (2013) for more experimental research on pretend play and narrative.  The 
acknowledgement of the role of the adult in the intervention coupled with the positive 
ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ a[¦ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŎŜǇǘƛǾŜ ǾƻŎŀōǳƭŀǊȅ ƳŜŀƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴ, with 
further development, has the potential to be used as a Professional Development tool for 
supporting language development in the Early Years in the UK, in the future.  
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CHAPTER ONE ς INTRODUCTION 

Being literate empowers children to become adults who can function in society in a 

meaningful way (Dickinson et al., 2010; Justice, Mashburn, Pence, & Wiggins, 2008). Early 

intervention in literacy development is crucial and has proved successful in having a long-

ǘŜǊƳ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭƛŦŜ-chances or outcomes (Nutbrown, Hannon, & Morgan, 2005; 

Shanahan & Lonigan, 2011).  In particular, younger children benefit from oral language 

interventions containing talk and narrative, which can improve their reading later in life 

(Aram, 2006; Bowyer-Crane et al., 2008; Landry & Smith, 2006(Bergen, 2013).  Dialogic 

discussion which takes place during storybook reading can develop de-contextualised 

ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ό/ƻȅƴŜΣ {ƛƳƳƻƴǎΣ YŀƳŜΩŜƴǳƛΣ ϧ {ǘƻƻƭƳƛƭƭŜǊΣ нллпΤ {ŞƴŞŎƘŀƭΣ мффтΤ Whitehurst & 

Zevenbergen, 1999).  Vocabulary and inference training can also improve oral 

comprehension, vocabulary and sentence repetition in young children with English as an 

additional language (Dockrell, Stuart, & King, 2010).  If these literacy competencies are not 

supported, young children can experience far-reaching difficulties later in life. 

 

This chapter presents a rationale for a study which ŀƛƳǎ ǘƻ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŜŀǊƭȅ ƭƛǘŜǊŀŎȅ 

development, specifically their oral language.  An examination oŦ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ƻƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƻǊŀƭ 

language development in the UK along with ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘȅΩǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǳŀƭ ǳƴŘŜǊǇƛƴƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ 

aims are discussed.  It very briefly describes the intervention which was developed for the 

study ς [ŜǘΩǎ ¢ŀƭƪ and lists the aims for both the study and the intervention.   

 

This thesis comprises six chapters: 

¶ Chapter One presents the background and rationale for the study with a description 

of the policy context for oral language development in the early years in the UK.  

¶ Chapter Two offers a literature review for the study, discussing the theoretical 

models which underpin oral language development; specifically vocabulary and 

narrative.  It also examines the empirical research which has been carried out on oral 

language development in the Early Years to date.  
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¶ Chapter Three describes the development of the intervention [ŜǘΩǎ ¢ŀƭƪ.  It outlines 

its theoretical foundation, a timetable of development, its principles, aims, 

components, materials and outcomes. 

¶ Chapter Four identifies the methodological approach, explicates the research design 

and lists the research questions (Section 4.4).  It also discusses the validity and 

reliability of the study, its ethical considerations and delineates any methodological 

limitations. 

¶ Chapter Five presents the data analysis and findings of the study, answering 

Research Questions one to six.   

¶ Chapter Six presents the discussion of the findings, in light of the Literature Review 

contained in Chapter Two, and offers concluding remarks about the study. 

1.1 Background/Personal Interest  

As a former Primary Teacher and having previously studied an MSc in Child Development 

ŀƴŘ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻŎǳǎƛƴƎ ƻƴ ŜƳŜǊƎŜƴǘ ƭƛǘŜǊŀŎȅΣ L ƘŀŘ ŀ ƪŜŜƴ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ƛƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭƛǘŜǊŀŎȅ 

development.  The focus on language development in particular, arose out of a young family 

member having language difficulties due to grand mal seizures when aged two and a half 

ȅŜŀǊǎΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ƳŜƳƻǊȅ ŀƴŘ ƘŜǊ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ǿŜǊŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ 

affected, so I was curious to explore the background of language development, in order to 

understand her needs and to help in whatever way I could.  When I began reading on the 

subject of oral language development, it appeared that there was a paucity of experimental 

intervention research on narrative development particularly.  This led me to the study 

described in this thesis. 

1.2 Rationale  

Early Childhood Education and Childcare in the UK constitutes education which is aimed at 

children from birth to eight years old (Department for Education, 2012). For the purposes of 

this thesis, unless otherwise specified, the early years will refer to children who live in 

England, who are aged between birth and five years who attend Early Education settings, 

including childminders, preschools and nurseries and who are taught using a framework 
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entitled the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS).  The children who were recruited for the 

current study were a subsample of this group, i.e. children aged three and four years.   

 

Even though there has been some concentration of effort on oral language development 

policy in recent years, especially with respect to children in the Early Years (Department for 

Children Schools and Families, 2009; Department for Education, 2012)  evidence suggests 

that, in the UK, young children increasingly move to primary school from preschool with less 

than sufficient oral language skills.  Approximately 7% of five year olds entering primary 

school in England (40,000 children) in 2007 had significant difficulties with speech and/or 

language (Bercow, 2008; Lindsay, Dockrell, Desforges, Law, & Peacey, 2010; Lindsay, 

Dockrell, & Strand, 2007).  The current requisite age for children to enter formal 

schooling/primary school in England is no later than the term immediately after their fifth 

birthday.  This can put pressure on children to fulfil high expectations in terms of literacy 

and numeracy that go along with this transition.  One of these expectations might be related 

ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅΦ  In many European Union countries, there are pre-requisite 

ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ƭŜǾŜƭǎ ŦƻǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŜƴǘǊȅ ǘƻ ǇǊƛƳŀǊȅ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ όŀƭōŜƛǘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƻŦǘŜƴ ƻŎŎǳǊs later than in 

England, e.g. Germany and Austria ς six years, Bulgaria ς seven years).  If children are not 

achieving at this level, as denoted by an assessment carried out in preschool, then they are 

often transferred to a pre-preparatory class, which can support their language development 

and enable them to transition more smoothly to formal schooling the following year.   This 

pre-preparatory class is often integrated within the primary school.  This decision to defer 

the child for another year is usually consultative in nature and taken by a multi-disciplinary 

team including, for example, ECEC settings, primary schools, psychologists and after 

conferral ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΦ   

 

This assessment of linguistic school readiness is not necessarily a straightforward solution 

for the UK, as it presupposes that the staff/practitioners have the necessary skills to 

diagnose a difficulty in the first place and indeed the skills and resources to support that 

deficiency when it is identified.  However, perhaps interventions, such as that which is 

described in the current study, could support practitioners and, in turn, pre-school children 

to become more linguistically ready for what is currently the legal entry for transition to 
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primary school in England (European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice/Eurostat, 2014; 

European Union, 2014).  

 

Narrative and vocabulary development can increase exponentially between the ages of 

three and five years (Bowyer-Crane et al., 2008; Fricke, Bowyer-Crane, Haley, Hulme, & 

Snowling, 2013).  With a significant proportion of children entering primary school with 

lower language skills, it is reasonable to assume that there is a gap between the potential of 

ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊƭȅ ȅŜŀǊǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ 

achieving by the time they attend primary school.  

 

A somewhat limited focus on oral language development in Early Childhood Education is 

mirrored by the lack of experimental research on interventions conducted on narrative 

development in children in the Foundation Stage in the UK (Allen, 2011; Bercow, 2008).  This 

crucial stage of development is being neglected.  If this lack of focus persists, it could lead to 

children experiencing difficulties in their literacy levels later in life.  Therefore, research is 

needed, to investigate the support of narrative and vocabulary development in the early 

years.  

1.2.1 Policy on Oral Language in the UK 

Oral language development has been observable in educational policies to some extent in 

the UK.  For example, in response to the Special Educational Needs Green Paper (2011), the 

Department for Education commissioned the Early Language Development Programme 

(ELDP) in 2012.   The charity I Can1 is spearheading the challenge to develop hubs of early 

language expertise in 485 early years settings across the UK.  This programme could be 

beneficial to young ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ oral language development.  However, this cannot be the case 

for all children, as, unfortunately, the target population for this programme contains only 

children less than three years old in disadvantaged areas.  This limited target population 

overlooks a sizeable proportion of children in the early years who are aged three, four and 

                                                      
1
 This charity promotes communication and language and highlights the problems children face in 

communicating.  It works with children who are experiencing speech and language difficulties 
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five years.  The ELDP is omitting children at the very age at which narrative and vocabulary 

development experiences a substantial and rapid increase (Aram, 2006; McPherson, 2002). 

 

The extension of free preschool places to children under two years old was a step in the 

right direction for ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ development.  However, as it stands (2015), provision is still 

limited to children from disadvantaged backgrounds.   There is currently a shortage of ECEC2 

places for children in the UK.  As the number of children living in the UK under six years old 

is expected to grow by 4% by the year 2030 and the majority of young children (0-3 years) 

are currently cared for out of the home, an increase in practitioners in ECEC in all socio-

economic groups is needed, with practitioners being equipped with all the necessary skills 

to develop and support ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ language (European 

Commission/EACEA/Eurydice/Eurostat, 2014).  

 

We know that a high quality early years setting has a positive impact on ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ outcomes 

(Sammons et al., 2002; Sylva et al., 2004; Sylva et al., 2014; Mathers et al., 2011; Mathers et 

al., 2007).  Part of that Ψhigh-qualityΩ is the workforce that is delivering early years education 

to children.  More specifically, higher trained workforces can have a positive effect on 

ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ cognitive outcomes and social and emotional development (Bauchmüller et al., 

2014; Sylva et al., 2004).   Bauchmuller and colleagues (2014) found in their correlational 

study of quality in early education provision in Denmark that, along with other indicators of 

quality, such as the staff-child ratio, an increase in trained staff implied an increase in 

ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ standardised scores in a written Danish examination at the end of Primary school 

(Bauchmüller et al., 2014).  Even though Bauchmuller et al concede that the correlations 

were modest, there was a link between the presence of trained staff and ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 

outcomes.   

 

Furthermore, the EPPE study found that not only was the staff being trained important, but 

the level of those qualifications had an effect on ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ academic outcomes.  For 

example, the higher the academic qualification the staff members had, the better the 

                                                      
2
 ECEC ς Early Childhood Education & Care 
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outcomes were for children in pre-reading and social development at age five, particularly 

when the manager of that setting was highly qualified (Sylva et al., 2004).   Even the 

practitioners who were lower qualified were better at supporting ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ learning when 

working with someone who was higher qualified (Sammons et al., 2002).  Nutbrown (2012) 

suggests that just ensuring the practitioners have the qualification itself does not suffice.  In 

her review of quality in the early years, she found that the quality of the teaching and 

learning among the providers of the training was of a very varied standard.  However, she 

recommended that all staff in early years education should indeed have a minimum 

qualification (Level 3 NVQ) by 2022, and, moreover, that this training be universally 

provided and validated frequently.  

 

There are very few countries which have a minimum academic qualification for workers in 

early education and childcare. The UK does not currently have a minimum academic 

qualification for entry to the occupation. When compared with Iceland, for example, where 

the minimum qualification for working in early education is a Masters Degree, the UK falls 

short.   Childminders who look after children outside of early education settings are only 

required only to have training in first aid, health and safety, and homeςbased childcare 

business training, of a non-specified duration.  Neither is there a minimum academic 

qualification for the management of ECEC settings.  Leaders in ECEC in the UK are only 

required to have two ȅŜŀǊǎΩ experience and no headship training. If children do not have 

access to the most qualified staffs, their language development can suffer.  The amount of 

teacher language, its semantic content, diversity, complexity and overall interaction with 

children, can be affected by the setting in which they are working (Dickinson, Hofer, Barnes, 

& Grifenhagen, 2014).   

 

A recent study conducted in the USA highlights this very point.  Pelatti et al (2014) found 

that experience in language and literacy in ECEC results in greater gains in decoding, spelling 

and comprehension in lŀǘŜǊ ȅŜŀǊǎΦ .ǊƻƴŦŜƴōǊŜƴƴŜǊ ŀƴŘ aƻǊǊƛǎΩ όнллсύ ŜŎƻōƛƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ƳƻŘŜƭ 

suggests that there are four crucial areas which need to be interacting in order to have an 

ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻƴ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΥ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΣ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘΣ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƛƳŜΦ  ¢ƘŜ process 

incorporates all the interactions the child has with his/her peers, materials and concepts.  
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The context includes the content, the person focuses on the individual child and his/her 

potential and, lastly, the time is represented by the hours spent in language learning.  After 

ŜȄŀƳƛƴƛƴƎ ум ŜŘǳŎŀǘƻǊǎΩ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜΣ tŜƭŀǘǘƛ et al found that only 20% of the teaching day was 

dedicated to language activities in preschool classrooms.  It is possible ς as the observations 

were only taken on one day ς that more language teaching was taking place overall in the 

setting.  However, the opposite could have been happening too, as perhaps the setting 

increased the level of language teaching on that particular occasion, to give the impression 

that their level of language teaching was higher όtŜƭŀǘǘƛΣ tƛŀǎǘŀΣ WǳǎǘƛŎŜΣ ϧ hΩ/ƻƴƴŜƭƭΣ нлмпύ.  

If this study can be generalised in the USA, then it can be suggested that similar levels of 

language teaching might be occurring in early years settings in the UK. 

 

The range of different staff qualifications in ECEC in the UK, the varied quality of those 

qualifications and the lack of leadership experience, is sure to have an impact on ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 

development (Sylva, Melhuish, Sammons, Siraj, & Taggart, 2014). Perhaps with the varying 

qualifications which early education staff currently possess, there is also a case for more 

rigorous professional development and support for staff with interventions such as the one 

described in the current study, which could, in turn, have a positive effect on the quality of 

provision of childcare and indeed ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ academic outcomes (Nutbrown, 2012; 

Sammons et al., 2002, 2011).   

 

!ǘ [ƻŎŀƭ !ǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅ ƭŜǾŜƭ ǘƻƻ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ¦YΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ƭƛƳƛǘƛƴƎ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ ǘƻ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ 

development.  For example, there are problems with the definition of what constitutes a 

speech, language and/or communication deficiency (Law, Boyle, Harris, Harkness, & Nye, 

1998; Lindsay et al., 2010).  Lindsay et al (2010) highlighted this in their examination of six 

Local Authorities and their correspondƛƴƎ tǊƛƳŀǊȅ /ŀǊŜ ¢ǊǳǎǘǎΩ ǘǊŜŀǘƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ǿƛǘƘ 

Speech, Language and Communication Needs.  A lack of agreement emerged in their study 

between: a) education providers, whose main focus was on the impending needs of any of 

the children in their care, and b) Speech and Language Therapists and their corresponding 

leaders in the Local Authorities and Primary Care Trusts, whose primary focus was on the 

diagnosis and treatment only of the children with whom they came into contact.   A lack of 

consistency in the definition of need could mean that children with communication needs 
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are not being targeted, as they are outside the remit of the Local Authority or Primary Care 

Trust area in which they reside (Burden, Stott, Forge, & Goodyer, 1996; Lindsay et al., 2010).   

 

Lastly, according to the revised Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) guidelines, there is now 

a statutory requirement for formative assessment to take place when the child is aged 

between 24 and 36 months (Department for Education, 2012).  Settings thus have an 

opportunity to identify and work with children who may be experiencing difficulties in oral 

language development.  They then have an opportunity to re-ŀǎǎŜǎǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎ 

before primary school, once their Early Learning Profile has been completed at the age of 

five years (Department for Education, 2012).  However, as the extra support offered under 

the ELDP will only target children under three years of age, the formative and summative 

assessments will have been completed in vain and some children will inevitably lose out in 

settings which may not have the personnel with the requisite skills to offer them learning 

support (Nutbrown, 2012).   

1.2.2 Current Provision of Oral Language Support in the Early Years 

άLanguage programmes are the most common support measures for children with 

additional needsέ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ¦Y όEuropean Commission/EACEA/Eurydice/Eurostat, 2014: 144).  

However, the emphasis in language programmes tends to be on migrants and children who 

have English as an Additional Language, rather than the official language of instruction.  

Northern Ireland has a developmental programme for children who are two years old, 

which aims to support and enhance their language skills.  However, the other three 

countries of the UK do not have the same preventative practices.  In addition, there is no 

requirement for training for those looking after children with additional needs in ECEC.  

These children ς who could have language difficulties ς could be losing out on chances for 

language support (European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice/Eurostat, 2014). 

 

There has been some support in relation to the implementation of the revised Early Years 

Foundation Stage, with the production of documents such as Development Matters being 

produced (Moylett & Stewart, 2012)Φ  Lƴ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘƛƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ 

development, an exploratory document was published by the 2005-2010 Government: 
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Every Child a Talker (Department for Children Schools and Families, 2009).  This document 

described a three-year rolling programme, established and funded by the DCSF to increase 

ǇǊŀŎǘƛǘƛƻƴŜǊǎΩ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ǊŀƛǎŜ ǇŀǊŜƴǘŀƭ ŀǿŀǊŜƴŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦΣ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜƳŜƴǘ 

ƛƴΣ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΦ  9ŀŎƘ ǎŜǘǘƛƴƎΩǎ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŜ ǿŀǎ ƛƴƛǘƛŀǘŜŘ ōȅ ŀƴ 

Early Language Lead Practitioner (ELLP).  These practitioners had responsibility for focusing 

on programmes which advanced the skills and development of language in the children in 

their early education setting.  Every Child a Talker contained anecdotal evidence of the 

ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜǊŜ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ 2008/9.  Even though the 

anecdotal evidence regarding these programmes was favourable, specifically in relation to 

the involvement of fathers, their focus was narrow (on vocabulary mostly) and once again 

the crucial element of narrative was neglected.   Also, as the programmes were time-

constrained, longer-term evidence of their effectiveness was lacking.  Neither was it clear 

whether or not they were continued, following the publication of the document.  Certainly, 

it was evident, when Allen conducted his review of early intervention, that none of the 

programmes in Every Child a Talker were included, as they had not been evaluated by RCT3 

or at least two quasi-experimental studies (Allen, 2011).  

 

The appointment of Early Years Consultants at Local Authority level has helped to support 

staff in relation to implementation of the revised EYFS.  However, these consultants need 

input from current research, to enable them to offer practitioners up-to-date guidance, on-

going support and mentoring of the EYFS and, in particular, its language component 

(Department for Children, Schools and Families 2010; Justice et al. 2008; Nutbrown 2012; 

Lindsay & Dockrell 2008).   

 

Obviously, budgetary constraints within the current economic climate dictate that all 

children under five could not be targeted in ELDP, but there is a need to address the oral 

language needs of children in Foundation Stage.  If children do not receive help at this 

critical developmental stage in oral language, their literacy can suffer in later life (Elfer, 

Goldschmied, & Selleck, 2003). 

                                                      
3
 Randomised Controlled Trial 
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1.2.3 Increasing the Life-chances of Young Children  

SupportƛƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭƛǘŜǊŀŎȅ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ŀǘ ŀ ȅƻǳƴƎ ŀƎŜ Ŏŀƴ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƭƛŦŜ-chances 

and have a long-term impact on their lives, enabling them to become adults who can 

function in society in a meaningful way (Nutbrown et al. 2005; Shanahan & Lonigan 2010; 

Bercow 2008).   There is currently a shortage of ECEC places for children Europe-wide 

(including the UK). Only eight countries (not including the UK) guarantee a place for each 

child after birth until they go to school, for example, Finland, Sweden and Norway 

(European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice/Eurostat, 2014).  In these countries, even though 

parents contribute to childcare costs until the child goes to school, the government still 

guarantees them a place at an early years setting. These children are spending longer in 

ECEC and this favourably affects their reading scores on the O9/5Ωǎ4 PISA5.  The most recent 

PISA data available for the UK is in Mathematics, where the children who had attended ECEC 

outperformed their colleagues by 35.5 points, which is the equivalent of a child having 

attended school for a year (European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice/Eurostat, 2014).  We can 

only surmise that perhaps there would be similar findings for literacy for children in the UK.   

For example, if these children attended ECEC at a younger age as a matter of course, when 

their vocabulary was developing, they could potentially access new and novel words or 

analytical talk with which they might perhaps not come into contact otherwise in their 

home lives (Dickinson et al., 2014).  Ninety-seven percent of children between the age of 

four years and starting school attended ECEC in 2011 in the UK. This is a large number of 

children at this age whose language development should be supported in ECEC.  

 

For younger children, the bedrock of literacy is oral language.  It lays the foundations for 

later literacy, along with other life-skills such as numeracy and social and emotional well-

being (Kamhi, 2007).  Previous research indicates that younger children benefit from oral 

language interventions containing talk and narrative which can improve their reading later 

in life (Landry & Smith 2006; Bowyer-Crane et al. 2008; Al Otaiba & Fuchs 2006).  Vocabulary 

and inference training can also improve oral comprehension, vocabulary and sentence 

repetition in young children with English as an additional language (Dockrell, Stuart, & King, 

                                                      
4
 Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development  

5
 The Programme for International Student Assessment 
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2010).  More generally, oral language skills at three years of age are directly related to 

comprehensive language ability at 54 months (NICHD Early Child Care Research Network, 

2005).  

 

There is, therefore, a need for the trial of an intervention which incorporates oral language 

methodologies that are appropriate for young children (play and activity-based learning), 

ǘƘŀǘ Ŏŀƴ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƻǊŀƭ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘΣ thirdly, inform practice into the 

future (Howes et al. 2008; Bond & Wasik 2009; Nutbrown 2012).      

1.2.4 The Current Study 

In this study, an intervention that supports narrative and vocabulary development in 

children aged three and four years was developed and its effectiveness was tested by a 

Randomised Controlled Trial. 

 

The study targets children early in their language development ς at aged three to four years 

ς in the areas of narrative (story-retelling) and vocabulary development in the critical years 

just before they enter primary school.  Bercow (2008) stated that, for children, 

communication was crucial.  Early identification and intervention are essential, as there is an 

inequity in the current system, as far as children with speech, language and communication 

needs are concerned (Bercow, 2008).  Bercow maintained that, if a child received help early, 

he/she would have a better chance of tackling problems with his/her language development 

and making progress.  Studies show that targeted literacy interventions have had large 

effects on pre-school children (Aram, 2006; Chambers, Chamberlain, Hurley, & Slavin, 2001; 

Justice & Ezell, 2004; Justice, McGinty, Cabell, & Kilday, 2010; Justice & Pence, 2004).  For 

example, an integrated curriculum, Curiosity Corner, was trialled with children in 27 pre-

school settings in a low income area in New Jersey, USA, to improve their oral language skills 

(Chambers et al., 2001).  The expressive abilities of children aged three years in the sample 

were significantly higher than the children in the matched control group.  Research has also 

shown that introducing oral language interventions to children at a young age can influence 

their reading abilities later in life (Muter et al. 2004; Burns et al. 1999; Snowling et al. 2011).  

Bowyer-Crane et al, in their study on the improvement of language and literacy skills via 
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phonology versus oral language, concluded that an oral language intervention before school 

was useful in reducing the number of children with reading difficulties later on (Bowyer-

Crane et al., 2008).   

 

Those who are not helped at an early stage in oral language development are at risk of 

lower educational attainment, as they experience the knock-on effect of having difficulty 

accessing the curriculum (Carlo et al., 2004; Kieffer, 2008).  For example, only 25% of 

children with speech, language and communication deficiencies reach the accepted level of 

English (Rose, 2006).  Children whose communication needs are not met at an early age risk 

lower life outcomes due to not being able to contribute fully socially or economically (ICAN, 

2012; Rose, 2006).  Language deficiencies can lead to mental health challenges and 

behavioural problems, along with the risk of being bullied and socially excluded (Knox & 

Conti-Ramsden, 2003; Lindsay et al., 2007).   Lindsay and Dockrell (2007) recommended, in 

this context, that speech, language and communication should be prioritised by all 

childreƴΩǎ ŎŜƴǘǊŜǎκŜŀǊƭȅ ȅŜŀǊǎ ǎŜǘǘƛƴƎǎΣ ŀǎ ƛǘ ŀ ǇǊƛƳŀǊȅ ŦƻŎǳǎ ŦƻǊ ƳŜŀǎǳǊƛƴƎ ŜǾŜǊȅ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ 

progress.  Furthermore, WHO6, UNICEF7 and UNESCO8 also list communication as one of the 

ten core life skills any person should acquire.  It is a fundamental human right to be able to 

communicate and it is this strong rationale that underpins the current study. 

1.3 Aims of the Research  

The first aim of this study was to deliver a specially developed intervention, [ŜǘΩǎ Talk which 

ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘŜŘ ȅƻǳƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƻǊŀƭ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ŘŜǾŜlopment in a ten-week school term in Early 

Years settings.  The second aim was to examine the ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴΩǎ effectiveness by 

conducting a Randomised Controlled Trial (RCT).  The intervention collated good practice 

combining the two approaches of 1) group shared storybook reading with a puppet, and 2) 

planned pretend play episodes based on the storybooks that were read, to support both 

ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ vocabulary and narrative (story-retelling) development.   

  

                                                      
6
 World Health Organisation 

7
 United Nations ChilŘǊŜƴΩǎ 9ƳŜǊƎŜƴŎȅ CǳƴŘ 

8
 United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 
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The aims of the [ŜǘΩǎ Talk intervention were: 

1. To support the development of vocabulary in children in the Early Years  
2. To support the development of story retelling in children in the Early Years 
3. ¢ƻ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ƴŜǿ ǾƻŎŀōǳƭŀǊȅ ƛƴ Ǉƭŀȅ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴ 
4. ¢ƻ ǇǊƻƳƻǘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǊŜǘŜƭƭƛƴƎ ƻŦ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾes which draw on language patterns of 

stories  
5. ¢ƻ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘŀǘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŜƴƧƻȅƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ƭƛǎǘŜƴƛƴƎ ǘƻΣ ŀƴŘ ǳǎŜ ƻŦΣ ǎǇƻƪŜƴ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜΣ ŀƴŘ 

turn to it in their play and learning 
6. To encourage children to listen and respond orally to story 
7. To enable children to plan and review their play 
8. ¢ƻ ŜƴŀōƭŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ Ǉƭŀȅ ǇǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǘŀƭƪ ƛƴ 

planned play 
9. To deliver, in 10 weeks, an intervention which ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘǎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƻǊŀƭ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ.  

The study aims to contribute to the experimental research literature which addresses young 

ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ oral language needs.  

1.4 Research Questions 

¢Ƙƛǎ ǎǘǳŘȅΩǎ ƻǾŜǊŀǊŎƘƛƴƎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎΥ  

 

ü Will an intervention involving planned pretend play and group shared 

storybook reading have an effect on the oral language outcomes of three to 

five year old children in early years settings? 

 

This can be further divided into the following sub-questions: 

1. Will an intervention involving planned pretend play and group shared storybook 

reading have an effect on the narrative (story-retelling) of the children in the 

treatment group, when compared to the children in a control group who complete 

numeracy activities? 

2. Will an intervention involving planned pretend play and group shared storybook 

reading have an effect on the vocabulary (receptive and productive) of the children 

in the treatment group, when compared to the children in a control group who 

complete numeracy activities? 

3. Will an intervention involving planned pretend play and group shared storybook 

reading have an effect on the verbal ability of the children in the treatment group, 
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when compared to the children in a control group who complete numeracy 

activities? 

4. Will an intervention involving planned pretend play and group shared storybook 

reading have an effect on the verbal comprehension of the children in the treatment 

group, when compared to the children in a control group who complete numeracy 

activities? 

5. Will an intervention involving planned pretend play and group shared storybook 

reading have an effect on the non-verbal outcomes of three to five year old children 

in the treatment group, when compared to the children in a control group who 

complete numeracy activities? 

6. Will the intervention effect vary according to the demographic characteristics and 

first language use at home for each outcome? 

1.5 Conceptual Framework 

Figure 1.1 (p32) illustrates the factors which were considered when developing this 

intervention.  The intervention has interaction as its starting point.  This interaction took 

place between the researcher/adult and the child, between the child and the intervention 

material, but also between the child and other children in the group.  Differences in settings 

and abilities within the child could affect the outcomes of the intervention.  It was 

important to ensure that the intervention was developed with materials which were 

supported by research and that the aims were addressed adequately throughout the 

ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴΩǎ components.  Lastly, the intervention needed to be implemented and 

evaluated in a consistent manner so that high standards of evidence could be produced. 

1.6 Chapter Summary 

This chapter highlighted the rationale for the study and the background which supported 

the development of an oral language intervention.  It illustrated the conceptual framework 

underpinning the study.  The theory and research which is implicit in the conceptual 

framework will be addressed next in Chapter Two. 
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Figure 1.1 Conceptual Framework: The development of an evidence-based intervention to develop young childrenΩǎ ƻǊŀƭ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ 
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CHAPTER TWO ς LITERATURE REVIEW ON ORAL LANGUAGE 

DEVELOPMENT IN YOUNG CHILDREN 

2.1 Introduction 

This chapter firstly discusses the theoretical foundations on which the study was 

based.  It introduces aƴŘ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƧƻǊ ǘƘŜƻǊƛǎǘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŀǊŜŀ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 

language development which are relevant to the study.  These include Piaget, 

Vygotsky, Bruner and Tomasello (Bannard, Klinger, & Tomasello, 2013; Bannard, 

Lieven, & Tomasello, 2009; Bruner, 1983; Chomsky, 1988; Kessler, 2010; Piaget, 

1959; Vygotsky, 1986).    

 

The discussion of the theoretical literature will show that the current study and in 

turn, the intervention that was developed for it, have interaction as an underlying 

principle.  This interaction can occur between children, but also between the adult 

and any individual child, and also between the child and the intervention materials.  

Lǘ ƛǎ ŀǊƎǳŜŘ ƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŀŘǳƭǘ Ƙŀǎ ŀ Ǿƛǘŀƭ ǊƻƭŜ ǘƻ Ǉƭŀȅ ǿƘŜƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ƛǎ 

developing.     

 

¢ƘŜ ŀŘǳƭǘΩǎ ǊƻƭŜ ƛǎ ǾƛŜǿŜŘ ƘŜǊŜ as one of an enabler, who provides an environment 

where language development can take place.  When children are so young, i.e. in the 

early years, the adult can, not only provide the context where language 

development can occur, but also the physical space required.  The adult provides the 

time within which this can occur, especially in Early Childhood Education settings; 

this includes the actual duration of any intervention, their own time that can be 

given to supporting the child and the time in the childΩǎ ŘŀȅκƭƛŦŜ ǘƘŀǘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŀƭƭƻŎŀǘŜŘ 

to language development.  Enabling environments are very much promoted and 

encouraged under the current Early Years Foundation Stage framework which 

practitioners should follow in the early years (Department for Education, 2012; 

Evangelou, Sylva, Wild, Glenny, & Kyriacou, 2010; Moylett & Stewart, 2012). 



Gillian Lake   Chapter Two ς Literature Review  
  DPhil in Education 
 

 33 

As mentioned above, this interaction can also take place between the child and the 

materials or resources which are presented to him/her.  These resources might 

include anything which can aid or support ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ language development, such as 

props and storybooks.  In the current study, storybooks, props and a puppet were 

used and the merits of these are discussed in the context of empirical research.  

 

The specific aspects of language development which were the focus of this study 

were narrative (story retelling) and vocabulary development.  These aspects are 

explained in this chapter and their development is discussed in the context of the 

research which has been carried out with young children to date. 

2.1.1 Literature Search Strategy 

CƛǊǎǘƭȅΣ ǘƘŜƻǊŜǘƛŎŀƭ ƭƛǘŜǊŀǘǳǊŜ ǿŀǎ ŎƻƴǎǳƭǘŜŘΣ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 

oral language development and to inform the intervention (Chapter Three ς 

Developing an Intervention).  Then, using the British Education Index and ERIC, the 

literature search was limited to the time-scale of 2000-2013, using key words which 

included early education, storybook reading, pretend play, vocabulary, narrative, 

evidence, RCT, experimental, oral language.  A more detailed list of these words is 

contained in Appendix 1. The search was then widened to include any empirical 

research which was conducted on narrative development in young children.  

2.2 Language Development ς An Interactive Process 

Theoretical perspectives regarding oral language development in young children 

have tended to shift their focus from a concentration of activity within the child, to 

an acknowledgement of the role which the environment and his/her interaction with 

it plays in his/her development.  Historically, the early child/ learner-centred 

approaches included the biological approach of Chomsky (Chomsky, 1975) and the 

stage-theory of Piaget (Piaget, 1959). 

 

/ƘƻƳǎƪȅΩǎ ŜŀǊƭȅ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ƻƴ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƳŀƛƴǘŀƛƴŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ, in order to learn 

language, young children have to master its grammar and structure (Chomsky, 
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1975). His theory of linguistic nativism suggested that children have an innate ability 

to learn these technicalities.  Chomsky argued that this innate ability, or universal 

grammar as he termed it, is present in all children and is not bound by culture or 

nationality.  He termed this particular language predisposition within the child, the 

Learning Acquisition Device (LAD) (Chomsky, 1975).    

 

/ƘƻƳǎƪȅΩǎ LAD was a predominantly biological approach, which suggested that the 

child acted as an individual.  He did not imply that language is acquired by a genetic 

formula, rather that the brain is pre-specified, or wired, to allow learning of language 

to take place (Chomsky, 1988; Jackendoff, 1997; Mameli & Bateson, 2006).   

 

.ǊǳƴŜǊ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜŘ /ƘƻƳǎƪȅΨǎ [ŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ !Ŏǉǳƛǎƛǘƛƻƴ 5ŜǾƛŎŜΦ  IŜ ƳŀƛƴǘŀƛƴŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ 

ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ǿŀǎ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭƭȅ ōƻǳƴŘ (Bruner, 1981).  He accepted 

that there were predispositions within the child to learn language, but that the 

biological predisposition to speak, and the culture within which the child operates, 

could not actually be separated.  He argued that the linguistic community organises 

speech around the developing child, helping him/her to achieve what he/she needs 

or desires.  Language development, Bruner argued, moves on a continuum from 

communication to talking (Bruner, 1983).  The child learns to transform his 

άcommunicative intentέ, using linguistic procedures which make his/her own 

intentions clear and those of others comprehensible (Bruner, 1983:10). For example, 

quite soon after a child is born, non-nutritive sucking transforms into something 

which ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘ Ŏŀƴ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ŦƻǊ ŀƴ ŜƴŘΣ ƛΦŜΦ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ŦƻƻŘΦ  .ǊǳƴŜǊ ŀǊƎǳŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ 

first year is a social one, which has a self-propelled readiness aspect relying on 

transactionality with his/her environment and systemacity to aid his/her language 

acquisition.  For example, Bruner argued that, to begin with, a child is uninformed. 

¢Ƙƛǎ Ŏŀƴ ƭŜŀŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƴŜŜŘ to know something.  This need, along with the 

readiness to learn language lays the foundation for a speech act (Bruner, 1981).  The 

negotiation with another, which holds the information that the child needs, is also 

part of the speech act.   For example, an adult can help the child to make his/her 
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intentions clear and indicate to the child how what they say fits into the culture they 

inhabit.  Bruner states that: 

 

"mastering a language, then, involves not only knowing how to string 

together propositions, but also how to meet the conditions on the 

appropriate making of utterances" (Bruner, 1983: 158).   

 

.ǊǳƴŜǊ ǇǊƻǇƻǎŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ /ƘƻƳǎƪȅΩǎ [ŀƴƎǳŀge Acquisition Device (LAD), in fact, 

operates within a Language Acquisition Support System (LASS) and that this is 

necessary for the LAD to work properly.  This LASS is a: 

 

"system of fine-tuned responding that brings the child's efforts into 

appropriate contextualisation to make a suitable input into LAD" (Bruner, 

1983: 168)  

¢ƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǎƳŀƭƭ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ƭŜŀǇǎ ŀƴŘ ƛǎ ǾŜǊȅ 

much dependent on the hearer/adult who monitors the development.  This input 

from adults, who are ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ in most cases, is remarkable, as a 

parent/caregiver can give the child useful cues, but ones that are based on the 

"updateable knowledge of the child's capabilities" (Bruner, 1983: 168). This is where 

the LAD, i.e. innate tendencies to acquire language, operates in tandem with the 

LASS.  The innate system within the child, Bruner claims, needs to be primed, just the 

same as with any other bodily desire.  This scaffolding of the child, as Bruner termed 

it, helps with the pragmatics of laƴƎǳŀƎŜ ŀƴŘ ƛǎ ŀ ŎǊǳŎƛŀƭ ŀǎǇŜŎǘ ƻŦ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ 

development.  In his approach, Bruner claimed that the adult plays an interactive 

ŀƴŘ ŎǊǳŎƛŀƭ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ (Bruner, 1983).  

.ǊǳƴŜǊΩǎ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƴǎŀŎǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘ ǿƛǘƘ ƘƛǎκƘŜǊ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ, to aid 

his/her language acquisition, was also referred to by Sameroff (2003).  It is this, 

Sameroff claimed, that is visible as the child is developing.  He argues that 

interaction is not, then, simply interaction but a transaction where one party (usually 

the child) is changed by the actions of the other. He criticised the interactionist 
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perspective and theorists such as Vygotsky for making the assumption that 

interactions can occur between the adult and child during which both parties remain 

constant over time.  He does not maintain that the relationship is unidirectional with 

the child acting on his environment, or the environment influencing the child.  

Rather, it is a bidirectional relationship, where both the environment and the child 

have influence on each other.  

For example, he discussed the likelihood that babies who were born prematurely 

could go on to lead healthy and successful lives.  He asks the question: where did the 

problems that being a preterm baby brought with it go?  He argued that the 

ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ŀōŀǘŜ ōǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ŘȅƴŀƳƛŎΣ 

so they themselves had some part in shaping how their lives turned out.  Similarly, in 

discussing how children acquire language, Sameroff argued that children learn and 

adapt, and adopt language as they grow, and they cease to learn language when the 

people who surround them in their environment have ceased producing novel 

situations which stretch their capabilities.  His theory suggests that the child, whom 

he terms the ΨphenotypeΩ, has a transaction with the ΨenvironotypeΩ, who are the 

peers, family and anyone in the cultural environment who can, potentially, socialise 

the child.  He likens tƘŜ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƻǘȅǇŜ ǘƻ .ǊƻƴŦŜƴōǊŜƴƴŜǊΩǎ ƳŜǎƻǎȅǎǘŜƳ 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1977, 1979).  This environotype influences the child through 

interaction over his/her lifetime and not just as a snapshot in time.  The 

environotype also has the responsibility for regulation of the child, so that the child 

Ŏŀƴ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ŀƴ ŀŘǳƭǘΦ  Lǘ ƛǎ ŀƴ άorganisational frameworkέ ό{ŀƳŜǊƻŦŦΣ нллфΥ мрύΦ  

Sameroff also acknowledges the genotype, which is the biological aspect of influence 

within the child ς and indeed the overall human race.  This transaction with the 

environment also occurs when the child is persisting in a particular behaviour (a 

language behaviour for the purpose of this thesis) to the detriment of any others.  

He apportions some of the blame for this to the adults around the child, as they have 

not intervened to show them alternate behaviours (Sameroff, 2009).   
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Morrison and McDonald Connor (2009), in keeping with SameǊƻŦŦΩǎ Transactional 

Model, use the example of teaching children to read.  They suggest an individualised 

approach to teaching children to read (Morrison & McDonald Connor, 2009).  For 

example, when a child moves from grade level to grade level each year, they argue 

that the teachers at each level should be communicating with each other as to what 

stage that individual child has reached, so that the child can be supported to 

advance beyond that stage ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƴŜȄǘ ƎǊŀŘŜ ƭŜǾŜƭΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ ŜƴǎǳǊŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ 

learning does not stagnate and that they continue to progress.  Their learning has an 

effect on what they are taught and the teaching, in turn, has an effect on their 

learning ς a bi-directional relationship.  In the current study, the intervention was 

aimed at a small number of children in the group each week.  The pretend play 

ŀǎǇŜŎǘ ƻŦ ƛǘ ǎƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ, with just enough input from 

ǿŜŜƪ ǘƻ ǿŜŜƪ ǘƻ ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎŜ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ Ǉƭŀȅ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ǘǳǊƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

language.  The storybooks were accessible for each child and had a mixture of novel 

words for children who were learning vocabulary, and vivid illustrations for the 

children who were struggling with basic vocabulary in the story. In effect, the 

intervention was aiming to facilitate a transaction between the children and the 

components of the intervention, and indeed between the intervention and their 

narrative and vocabulary development. 

 

Gershoffm, Aber and Clements (2009) conducted their research with the type of 

reciprocity suggested by Sameroff as the main focus.  They found that, when a child 

wants to read, a parent invests time reading more to the child ς which then 

ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ, in turn, his/her level of reading, i.e. a transactional 

relationship (Gershoffm, Aber, & Clements, 2009).  This transactional relationship 

could occur in the reverse too.  The child might not wish to read, or indeed have the 

ability to do so, so the parent might read more to him/her to try to encourage the 

child.  This bi-directional effect could have a positive influence on the chiƭŘΩǎ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎΦ  

Furthermore, the bi-directional relationship could extend to ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ language 

development.  The bi-directional relationship shows the importance of the 

ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ŘŜǾelopment  
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Tomasello also argued that language is based on more common aspects of human 

cognition such as social interaction or information processing (Kessler, 2010; 

Tomasello, 1999).  Tomasello contends that human infants can recognise 

grammatical patterns and then adopt these patterns, turning them into language.  

He claims that these patterns pre-existed language and, specifically, modern 

languages.  So, having the ability to read the intentions of others, follow and share 

attention with others and imitatively learn things from each other enables language 

to develop.  This requires a child to interact with those around him/her in order to 

ƭŜŀǊƴ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜΣ ŎŀǊǾƛƴƎ ƻǳǘ ŀ ǊƻƭŜ ŦƻǊ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ 

the development of language.   Interaction was the basis for the intervention 

developed for this study.  The children interacted with each other and the researcher 

through the pretend play episode, and through dialogic discussion during the 

storybook reading session. 

2.2.1 Interaction  

Interactionist language development perspectives, such as those offered by Vygotsky 

and Bruner, have valued the role of context within which the child operates (Bruner, 

1981; Vygotsky, 1986).  

2.2.2 Contextual Interaction 

Negotiation and Mutual Engagement 

Vygotsky (1986) argued that language development was subject to influences from 

the childΩǎ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘΦ  IŜ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ǿŀǎ ƳǳŎƘ ƳƻǊŜ ŀ 

social and cultural concept rather than just the child acting as an individual on his 

environment.  This was in contrast to what was argued by constructivist theorists 

such as Piaget (1959).   

 

Piaget argued that young children go through various stages of language 

development based on their own construction of meaning, by acting on their 

environment rather than interacting with those in it.  Piaget argued that the child 

operated mostly within a collective monologue, or a commentary on what he/she 
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was doing, until the age of seven or eight years.  He claimed that the child acted on 

his environment and imitated the adult in an egocentric way.  Language, for Piaget, 

was seen as, not necessarily emerging in children as a result of an inbuilt 

predisposition, or a desire to interact, but rather in a staged process based on the 

ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƻǿƴ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻƴ Ƙƛǎ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘΦ  tƛŀƎŜǘΩǎ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ƻŦ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΣ 

while somewhat acknowledging the presence of interaction between the child and 

his/her ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘΣ ǎǘƛƭƭ ŦƻŎǳǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘ ŀǎ ŀƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ 

quest for language, rather than on the interaction with others. 

¢ƛȊŀǊŘ ŀƴŘ IǳƎƘŜǎ όнллнύ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜŘ tƛŀƎŜǘΩǎ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǘhe child was more 

likely to explore their environment in a solitary physical manner, rather than through 

interaction with another.  In their study of four-year-ƻƭŘǎΩ first language 

development in the UK in the 1980s, Tizard and Hughes observe that interaction 

with another adult, a mother in the home in their study, is a crucial part of that 

development (Tizard & Hughes, 2002).  They audio-ǊŜŎƻǊŘŜŘ ƎƛǊƭǎΩ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴǎ 

with their mothers and following this, the ƎƛǊƭǎΩ conversations with a nursery 

practitioner.  They concluded that the range of experiences, which the mother 

engaged in with the child, provided opportunities for using and rehearsing new 

language.  The shared experiences of the mother and child provided a common 

understanding of what each of them was trying to communicate.  Tizard and Hughes 

also argued that the child asked many more questions and frequently hypothesised 

about his/her environment at home.  This was quite different, Tizard and Hughes 

contended, from the opportunities for communication in a nursery environment.  

They observed that there were fewer opportunities for the children to ask questions 

at nursery, as this was the role the nursery practitioner took, i.e. the questioner.   

However, it is not unlikely, that, as this study was conducted many years ago, and 

only focused on a relatively small number of girls of a specific age, that the nursery is 

ǇƭŀȅƛƴƎ ŀ ƳƻǊŜ ǇǊƻƳƛƴŜƴǘ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ today, as many 

more children are attending nursery and for longer periods of time.   What is clear, is 

ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŀŘǳƭǘΩǎ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ȅƻǳƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǿŀǎ ƻŦ ǇŀǊŀƳƻǳƴǘ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ in 
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their study ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ŀ ŎƭŜŀǊ ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƎƛǊƭǎΩ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ 

development (Tizard & Hughes, 2002). 

In contrast to PiagŜǘΣ ±ȅƎƻǘǎƪȅ όмфусύ ŀǊƎǳŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ 

environment both affected and facilitated his/her learning, e.g. culture, history, 

biology.  In addition to the cultural influences, and somewhat similar in nature to 

.ǊǳƴŜǊΩǎ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ƻŦ LASS, VygotskyΩǎ {ƻŎƛŀƭ /ƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛǾƛǎǘ ƳƻŘŜƭ argued that the 

ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƻŎŎǳǊǎ ƛƴ ŎƻƴƧǳƴŎǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ƳƻǊŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜŘ ǇŜŜǊκŀŘǳƭǘΦ  ¢ƘŜ ŀŘǳƭǘ 

navigates the child through what Vygotsky called his Zone of Proximal Development 

(Vygotsky, 1978).  The adult assesses the stage reached by the child and what 

support they require to advance.  Vygotsky claimed that this action is mediated by 

language and that the adult tunes this language to the level of the child.  There is a 

joint construction of meaning, a so-called co-construction, as the child interacts with 

another to learn about the world, and, in turn, develop language (Sheil, Cregan, 

McGough, & Archer, 2012; Wood & Attfield, 2005).   

2.2.3 Adult-Child Interaction  

The Growth of Reference 

Bruner claimed that one of the more important aspects of the interaction between 

the child and adult which facilitates language development, is the growth of 

reference or the management of joint attention (Bruner, 1983).   Bruner argued that 

this was a vital forerunner of the development of language.  There are several steps 

involved in this process and Bruner, in his research, used the example of reading a 

book repeatedly to a child to illustrate this.  It is worth noting, of course, that the 

trajectory of development described by Bruner may not be typical of all children, but 

it is nonetheless what he found in his particular research.   

 

Firstly, the typically-developing child maintains eye-to-eye contact with the parent or 

adult.  Next, certain vocalisations are introduced by the mother (in the case of 

.ǊǳƴŜǊΩǎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘύ, in which the child pays attention to the rising and falling 
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inflections, which indicate that the mother is attempting to show him/her something 

(Bruner, 1983).   

 

Next, the child begins to point him/herself and vocalise as he/she does this.  The 

ƳƻǘƘŜǊ ƳƛƎƘǘ ǘƘŜƴ ǘŀƪŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǾƻŎŀƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ ƳŜŀƴ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ Ƴŀȅ 

encourage better pronunciation from the child.  Eventually the child may point and 

label the object in the book correctly.  Here, interaction between the mother and the 

child is crucial for the development of language.  

 

For Tomasello too, language becomes language when a child realises that the 

mother/caregiver is directing them towards something relevant, a trait which, 

among others, is uniquely human, he argues (Schulze, Grassmann, & Tomasello, 

2013).   

Human Specific Traits of Language Development, i.e. Intentionality, Relevance and 

Collaboration 

Tomasello argues that language is a species-specific phenomenon.  He has compared 

humans with apes and found that language is a social cognitive skill and, as a result, 

can only be developed in a human context (Grosse, Moll, & Tomasello, 2010; Kessler, 

2010; Tomasello, 1999, 2010).   

 

Tomasello and colleagues (2013) suggest that there are cognitive structures in place, 

which allow for language development to occur in humans.  One of these is 

intentionality.  When they tested for this in non-humans or apes, Schulze, Tomasello 

and colleagues found that, in order for a learner to learn language, both he/she and 

the teacher need to understand the intentionality in a statement uttered (Schulze et 

al., 2013).  Tomasello uses the example of a father helping his child to tidy up some 

ǘƻȅǎΦ  IŜ ŀǎƪǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘ άwhat about that truckΚέ  ¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƛƴǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ōƻǳƴŘ ǳǇ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

question.  The child would have to understand that the father was referring to the 

truck, in terms of putting it away (Tomasello, 1999).  Tomasello argues that children 

are motivated to help; they assume helpfulness in others and thus share intentions.   
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The notion of shared intentions can be applied to the current study too.  The 

children in the intervention worked on a shared intention to plan, execute and 

review a play episode.  

 

The second unique human cognitive structure that exists with regard to language, 

according to Tomasello, is relevance.  Tomasello argues that children as young as 24 

months can use social pragmatics to reason out what a particular item is (Akhtar & 

Tomasello, 1996).  In ¢ƻƳŀǎŜƭƭƻΩǎ 1996 experiment, a child was playing with three 

objects with the experimenter before her mother ƭŜŦǘ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƻƳΦ  hƴ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ 

exit, the experimenter produced a fourth toy.  On her return, the mother exclaimed 

ǿƛǘƘ ŘŜƭƛƎƘǘ άƻƘ ƭƻƻƪΣ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ŀ ƳƻŘƛ9έ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƎŀȊŜ ǎǿƛǘŎƘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿ ƛǘŜƳΦ   

The child then knew that this was a modi ς the mother would not have been 

surprised at the other objects as she had seen them previously (Akhtar & Tomasello, 

1996).  

 

In order to demonstrate these interactive traits as uniquely human, Tomasello 

conducted further experiments with apes.  He found that chimps could not infer; 

could look at something but would not be aware of its relevance (Schulze et al., 

2013).  In addition, his testing of chimps found that they were unable to have 

language-based communication systems, as they often did not share expectations or 

joint goals.  They could not perform to joint expectations as humans or children can.  

Children are sensitive to the norms of the society in which they live and this is 

evident in the language they acquire.  Culture and environment are inextricably 

linked to language development.  For example, during their play, children will say 

things like: άȅƻǳ ŎŀƴΩǘ Řƻ ǘƘŀǘέ, or άyou are not supposed to play it like thatέ, 

showing that they are acutely aware of norms and expectations through language.  

YŜǎǎƭŜǊ ǎǳƳƳŀǊƛǎŜǎ ¢ƻƳŀǎŜƭƭƻΩǎ ǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴΥ 

 

                                                      
9
 A novel word introduced for the purposes of the experiment 
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άTomasello's explanation for the inability of nonhumans to acquire words in a 

human-like fashion is founded on his conviction that they do not act helpfully 

or assume helpfulness in others and that they lack the capacity to form joint 

goals and conform to group expectationsΦέ όYŜǎǎƭer, 2010: 41) 

 

This ability to conform to group expectations also means that children can engage in 

play fairly, which, in turn, can promote interaction and language development.  Like 

Tomasello, Bruner also highlighted the fact that play is one of those golden 

opportunities for the child to learn language in a culture-specific way.  He claimed 

that games could be the first opportunity that a child has to seek what they 

need/want through language and within the confines of the norms of his/her own 

culture.   For example, a game of peek-a-boo can give a child insight into turn-taking.  

Bruner observed a mother who changed her vocalisations as her child developed the 

ability to interact and react to the different parts of the game.  The child began to 

say oo for boo and then gone when the object disappeared.  The mother then 

reduced her vocalisations as the child learned the words.   She negotiated the way 

she interacted with the child, based on how the child was developing (Bruner, 1983).  

The child was collaborating with his/her mother in that game to learn language. 

 

Tomasello (2012) asserts that children can, by the age of approximately three-four 

years, act collaboratively.  He suggests that, as children approach their third 

birthday, their joint attention confers obligations on each other. This means that 

ǘƘŜȅ Ŏŀƴ ǘƘŜƴ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǳŀƭƛǎŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ ǊƻƭŜ ŀƴŘ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊΩǎΦ   

The child has developed a normative appreciation for the activity within which 

he/she is engaged.  This is in sharp contrast to apes, that can potentially share in 

activities such as defence, fighting and even hunting.  However, when it comes to 

the end result of the activity, the apes will serve their own needs first.  For example, 

they will try to be the first to eat food that they have hunted for and killed together.  

Humans, on the other hand, will hunt together, but will help each other to achieve 

the best result, by carrying weapons and sharing the best techniques.  They will then 

usually share whatever they have hunted (Tomasello & Hamann, 2012).   
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Young children, too, can share goals and play together; this ability to take a role each 

enables children to play collaboratively and, through this, to develop language.  Siraj-

Blatchford (2009) maintains that peer play, in particular is important for children 

around the age of four years.  This, she contends, is when children can develop 

reciprocal and collaborative play. This, in turn, facilitates interaction ς language 

development can follow.  In the current study, this age group of three to four years 

was targeted, as children are beginning to act collaboratively at this age.  Children 

acting collaboratively can be facilitated through group learning, specifically pretend 

play, and this was what the current intervention aimed to do.  

2.2.4 Peer-Peer Interaction  

Small Group Interaction  

wŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ Ƙŀǎ ǎƘƻǿƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǇŜŜǊǎ Ŏŀƴ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ ƘƛǎκƘŜǊ 

ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭΦ  /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ academic outcomes have benefited from a teacher 

teaching/instructing the children in small groups (Azmitia & Montgomery, 1993; 

Durden & Dangel, 2008; Howe et al., 2007; Pol, Volman, & Beishuizen, 2010).   

 

For example, Ramani, Siegler and Hitti (2012) conducted two experiments in Head 

Start10 classrooms in the USA. The two experiments compared two groups of 

children; those that played a number board game and those that played a colour-

based board game.  It was hypothesised that the children in the small groups who 

played the number board game would have improved numerical skills after taking 

part ς specifically, numerical counting and number line estimation.  The 62 children 

in the sample were randomly assigned to small groups of three children in either 

condition. The counting skills and number line estimation of the children who played 

the number board game improved.  The second experiment took place with a 

practitioner who was minimally trained (for one hour), to see if the favourable 

effects of the first study were dependent oƴ ŀƴ ŜȄǇŜǊǘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛǘƛƻƴŜǊΦ  ¢ƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 

                                                      
10

 The Head Start Program is a programme of the United States Department of Health and Human 
Services which provides comprehensive early childhood education, health, nutrition, and parent 
involvement services to low-income children and their families 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States_Department_of_Health_and_Human_Services
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States_Department_of_Health_and_Human_Services
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Early_childhood_education
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number line estimation in the experimental group who played the number board 

game improved, but their counting did not.  The authors concluded that the children 

were learning through observation of each other in the small groups.  They also 

concluded that playing the game with others can be simply more fun for the 

children, as the constant engagement of the children in their study may have shown 

(Ramani, Siegler, & Hitti, 2012). 

 

More specifically, researchers in early education have advocated small group 

instruction in early childhood classrooms.  Wasik (2008) argues that small group 

instruction can provide opportunities for children to interact directly with the 

instructor and answer and ask very specific questions related to what is being 

covered in the lesson.  There are opportunities for conversations to occur and for 

each child to be able to voice something that contributes to the discussion at their 

level.   

 

Phillips and Twardosz (2003) found that the chances to talk increase when very 

young children are instructed in small groups.  They compared monolingual English-

speaking two-year-old children in the USA who had storybook reading, firstly in large 

groups of eight or more children, and then in smaller groups of between three and 

five children.  The researchers found that the children in the smaller groups doubled 

their amounts of comments and questions (Phillips & Twardosz, 2003).  The sample 

was small and not diverse, so the possibility for generalisability is low.  However, 

their level of analysis was comprehensive and, through the qualitative nature of their 

data collection, i.e. videotaping, they collected robust accounts of what occurred 

ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴΦ  ¢ƘŜȅ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘŜŘ ǉǳƛǘŜ ƴǳŀƴŎŜŘ Řŀǘŀ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 

engagement, as well as their non-verbal engagement with the books. 

 

There are opportunities to learn language from other children in a small group 

instructional setting too.  As another child is talking in the small group, he/she is 

essentially sharing his/her vocabulary ς which may include novel words ς with the 

rest of the small group, who may then have the opportunity to use it themselves 
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(Wasik, 2008).   Specific aspects of language, such as phonemic awareness, can also 

be taught more effectively in small groups.  A meta-analysis conducted by Ehri and 

colleagues with monolingual children who had English and other first languages 

(Danish, Dutch, Finnish, German, Hebrew, Norwegian, Spanish, Swedish) (2001) 

found large effect sizes d11=1.38 for teaching phonemic awareness in small groups, 

when compared to teaching the individual child d=.67, or in large classrooms d=.60.  

It also had the effect of indirectly increasing spelling in the small groups, again with a 

large effect size d=.81. However, these results are correlational, so are open to other 

interpretation.  However, it is reasonable to suggest, from the 52 studies which were 

included, that small groups are beneficial to the teaching of phonemic awareness 

(Ehri et al., 2001). 

 

Storybook reading in small groups, in particular, has been recognised as an effective 

way to instruct young children and improve their vocabulary ς just as in the current 

study (Biemiller & Boote, 2006; Biemiller, 2003; Sénéchal, 1997). The process of 

operating in a small group, with a context-based instruction for new vocabulary, 

provides the children with chances to use new words in an age-appropriate 

environment. 

 

Assessment can take place much more easily in a small group.  Observations of 

individual children are much more manageable when the group is smaller.  It can be 

challenging for practitioners to find the time in large groups ς when the needs of so 

many children are so diverse ς to assess and observe children to the correct 

ǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘΦ  /ƻƴǎǘǊŀƛƴǘǎ ƻƴ ǇǊŀŎǘƛǘƛƻƴŜǊǎΩ ǘƛƳŜ can limit the duration of observations 

and they may miss the child achieving crucial milestones.  The small group affords 

the practitioner the time to observe and interact with the child for longer periods 

and obtain a more reliable assessment of the chilŘΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅΦ   

 

                                                      
11
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Gillian Lake   Chapter Two ς Literature Review  
  DPhil in Education 
 

 47 

Crucially, in a small group setting, a teacher can adapt what is being taught at a 

much more individualised level.  Just as Vygotsky envisaged with his Zone of 

Proximal Development, as the numbers are smaller, greater differentiation can occur 

ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƴŜŜŘǎ ŀǊŜ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘŀǘŜŘ ό²ŀǎƛƪΣ нллуύΦ  As has been 

shown above, much collaboration and differentiated learning can take place in an 

interactive small-group setting. Play is one of the ways this can occur.  It was a 

central part of the intervention in the current study and this will be discussed next. 

2.3 Creating an Enabling Environment for Language ς Play 

2.3Φм tƭŀȅ ŀƴŘ /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ 

Vygotsky advocated a preschool system which was interactive and playful, with 

make-believe play being seen as enhancing, not replacing, academic achievement 

(Bodrova, 2008; Vygotsky, 1978).  He contended that play is a "leading factor in 

development" (Vygotsky, 1933: 28).   He suggested that children should be enabled 

to create imaginary situations, take on and act out roles and follow rules determined 

by these roles (Bodrova, 2008; Myck-Wayne, 2010; Vygotsky, 1978).   

 

Play is not entirely illusory, according to Vygotsky (Vygotsky, 1933).  In other words, 

most children usually play at what they see others do in day-to-day life, rather than 

entirely new or made-up worlds.  This context of play iǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ½ƻƴŜ ƻŦ 

Proximal Development can really be explored (Vygotsky, 1978).  For example, in 

pretend play, a child will often play a role which is above his age or social group, e.g. 

a mummy/daddy, a prince.  Vygotsky argued that the child is learning and stretching 

him/herself, by accessing the actions and language that such a role might entail 

(Vygotsky, 1933).   

 

The caregiver has an important role here too.  Siraj-Blatchford maintains that, if 

children of three to four years old are playing without the intervention of an adult, 

their play can become repetitive.  An experienced adult or older peer can extend 

their play through sustained shared thinking (Siraj-Blatchford, 2009).  For example, in 
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the current study, the researcher often asked a question during the play episode 

ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ άWhy do we need to do thatΚέ ƛƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ ŜƴƘŀƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ 

and language.   The role of the adult will be discussed in further detail (Section 

2.2.4). 

 

Myck-Wayne (2010) contends that play can help to construct a more individualised 

learning plan for young children and that it is vital to their social and emotional 

development, as well as their cognitive development.  It has also been found to 

support the acquisition of generic knowledge (Sutherland & Friedman, 2013).  

Sutherland and Friedman, in a US study (2013) found that pretend scenarios helped 

the children in their study to learn about various real animals, through playing and 

ŀŎǘƛƴƎ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŀƴƛƳŀƭǎΩ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎǎΦ  !ǎ Ǉƭŀȅ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ 

themes of the Early Years Foundation Stage (Department for Education, 2012), using 

Ǉƭŀȅ ŀǎ ŀ ƳŜŘƛǳƳ ŦƻǊ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘƛƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ 

study was a prerequisite and aimed to bring any material to the level of the child, 

where optimum learning could take place (Sharma, 1997).   

 

Policy-makers and lobbyists, too, have recognised play as a way of supporting and 

ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎƛƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΦ  CƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ The International Play 

Association produced a working paper on play /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ wƛƎƘǘ ǘƻ tƭŀȅ (2010).  It 

highlighted play as a right that children have, as ratified in Article 31 of the United 

Nations Convention of the Rights of the Child (Lester & Russell, 2010).  Also, The 

international Toy Library Association, which provides free access to toys to children 

all over the world, recently recommended to the European Union that there should 

ōŜ ŀ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǊ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎ ƻƴ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ŜŦŦŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ Ǉƭŀȅ ƻƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 

development (Whitebread, 2012).  

 

Results from the European-wide research, which ƛƴŦƻǊƳŜŘ ²ƘƛǘŜōǊŜŀŘΩǎ нлмн ǊŜǇƻǊǘ 

on the value of play, indicated that play affords the child the opportunities to 

develop language skills, amongst others such as social skills, gross and fine motor 

skills, and that:  
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"high quality play has repeatedly been shown to be very closely associated 

with the development of cognitive, social and academic abilities" 

(Whitebread, 2012: 22).  

 

²ƘƛǘŜōǊŜŀŘΩǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŀƛƳŜŘ ǘƻ ƛƴŦƻǊƳ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ǊŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ Ǉƭŀȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

European Union, as the Council of the European Union had officially recognised the 

crucial role of play in 2011 and is focusing on early education and care as part of its 

strategic plan for education: Education and Training 2020. Play can be supported as 

a valuable means to ŜƴƘŀƴŎŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ (European Union, 2014; 

Whitebread, 2012).   

 

Furthermore, research suppƻǊǘǎ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ Ǉƭŀȅ ƛƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ 

development.  Through interactions and play with caregivers, young children 

become skilful communicators (T. David, Goouch, Powell, & Abbott, 2003; Hart & 

Risely, 2003).  

2.3.2 Play and Language Development 

Play can promote literacy learning, as it provides rich language experiences and 

amplifies the learning potential of any exercise (Bruner, 1983; Chambers et al., 2001; 

Gmitrova, Podhajecká, & Gmitrov, 2009; Howard, 2010).  This practice of play, and in 

particular, pretend play, provides the child with opportunities for the practice of 

decontextualised language, i.e. language that is not related to the immediate real 

context of the child at that time, which children require for the development of 

abstract thinking (McKeown & Beck, 2009).  This decontextualised language enables 

the child to access vocabulary which is beyond his/her day-to-day experiences, but 

which is within his/her Zone of Proximal Development.  Lillard and colleagues (2013), 

in their meta-analysis of pretend play, found that the results of many correlational 

studies on the effects of pretend play on language were favourable. This meta-

analysis will be discussed further in Research on Pretend Play, but pretend play will 

be defined and discussed next.   
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2.3.3 Pretend Play 

Pretend play is one of the four types of play: physical play, play with objects, 

symbolic play and pretence/socio-dramatic play (Whitebread, 2012).  Harris (2000) 

contends that pretend play can support the development of language, while, at the 

same time, allowing children to explore interaction with others, with little or no 

pressure to conform to certain classroom expectations, such as sitting for longer 

periods or being quiet.   

According to Deunk, children need to "share a pretend frame" (Deunk et al, 2008: 

619).  Children construct the layer of pretence together, often through language, so 

that they know that it is the pretence layer, i.e. play, and not real interaction (Deunk, 

Berenst, & De Glopper, 2008).   

 

Children, Harris suggests, also use character-appropriate speech in different 

grammatical tenses when communicating in pretend play.  For example, a child 

might use the imaginary performative-past to explain and communicate what is 

currently happening in the play based on what has gone before, the imaginary 

future-past to give stage directions, or the imaginary past-past when one character 

tells another what happened in the past in his/her life or the life of the play (Deunk 

et al., 2008; Harris, 2000).  

 

Children can also tap into the pragmatics of language use during their pretend play.  

For example, they can change their voices and address different characters in their 

play in different ways.  If they are playing the role of a father, children may use a 

deeper tone, and use a softer tone when playing a mother.  Particularly at preschool 

going age, children can use language that is appropriate to the role they are playing.  

Being able to recognise different tones and use them is another skill that can be 

developed during pretend play (McLoyd, Aisha Ray, & Etter-Lewis, 1985).  

Whitebread argues that the development of language coincides with the 

development/emergence of pretence in play (Whitebread, 2012). Pretend play, it 

seems, has the potential to support language development.  
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Research on Pretend Play 

The research which has been conducted on pretend play over the last two decades 

has varied in terms of its methodological strength.  This was particularly highlighted 

by Lillard and colleagues in their meta-analysis (Lillard et al., 2013).  However, before 

discussing that particular study, it is worth discussing some of the studies which they 

did not include, in order to examine the wider evidence on any effects of pretend 

Ǉƭŀȅ ƻƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΦ   

One of these studies is that conducted by Tykkylainen and Laasko in 2010 in Finland.  

These researchers examined monolingual five-year-ƻƭŘ ƎƛǊƭǎΩ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ŘƛǊŜŎtives in play, 

specifically the use of the Finnish word Jooko. They hypothesised that children use 

many proposals and much negotiation during their pretend play, thus language is 

integral to the play.  

They argued that pretend play can be difficult for children as it is not like other 

games where there are strict rules, which must be obeyed (Tykkyläinen & Laakso, 

2010). The rules are much more subtle and require negotiation through language. 

The proposal (jooko) requires the listener to say yes or no in response.  So it is a 

proposal for action during the play. The researchers used conversation analysis to 

ǎǘǳŘȅ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ Ǉƭŀȅ ŜǇƛǎƻŘŜǎΦ   

Results showed that the young girls used the proposal extensively during their 

pretend play.  For example, the girls used it to negotiate the finer details of the play, 

such as who should do what or say what next.  This future-oriented use of the 

proposal enabled them to change and diversify the play.  The girls also used it to 

negotiate the pretend frame and to get and maintain the attention of the person 

with whom they were playing.  According to the results of the study, the young girls 

exhibited cooperative practices in their play through the use of jooko.   However, 

even though the results seemed favourable, the sample was small, only focusing on 

four dyads.  This limited the generalisability of the study.  A relative strength of the 

study though, was that it took place in Finland and was examining patterns of 

interaction that had been visible in English-speaking children in the US also 



Gillian Lake   Chapter Two ς Literature Review  
  DPhil in Education 
 

 52 

(Goodwin & Kyratzis, 2007; Kyratzis, 2007).  There is a cross-cultural element to the 

study (Tykkyläinen & Laakso, 2010). 

Another international study was that of Gmitrova (2013).  She conducted a study in 

the Slovak Republic on young a ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǇƭŀȅΦ  ¢ƘŜǊŜ ǿŜǊŜ о68 Kindergarten 

children in the sample, who were aged between three and six years.  The children 

were within 92 classrooms, with 46 classrooms being in the control group and the 

other 46 occupying an experimental group.  The teachers demonstrated to the 

children in the experimental group how to play, by playing a character or going into 

role themselves at the beginning of the play episode.  The researchers regarded this 

ŀǎ ŘƛǊŜŎǘ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎΦ  ¢ƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ Ǉƭŀȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ƎǊƻǳǇ ǿŀǎ 

facilitated by having a role-play area in the corner of the room with dressing-up 

clothes and props with which the children could interact.  The teachers in the control 

ƎǊƻǳǇ ŜƴƎŀƎŜŘ ƛƴ ƛƴŘƛǊŜŎǘ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ Ǉƭŀȅ, by providing the play 

areaǎ ŀƴŘ ƧƻƛƴƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ǊŜǉǳŜǎǘŜŘ ƘŜƭǇΦ  ¢ƘŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎΩ 

ŘƛǊŜŎǘ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŘƛǊŜŎǘ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ Ǉƭŀȅ ǿŜǊŜ ǘƘŜƴ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜŘΦ   

wŜǎǳƭǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƻōǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǎƘƻǿŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎΩ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

experimental group seemed to make the play more sustained and enabled the 

children to engage in conversation more.  There were effects on the actual play itself 

too.  In the experimental group, the children engaged in more cognitively-

challenging play.  In the control group, the children more frequently rejected the role 

which they were playing in the play or, quite frequently, they changed their role, 

which resulted in the play finishing.  It appeared that the participation and 

ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀŘǳƭǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ Ǉƭŀȅ, on the first and second day of the 

intervention, ǎŜŜƳŜŘ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƴ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǇƭŀȅΦ   

However, it is worth noting that there was no statistically significant difference 

between the two groupsΩ playing activities on the third day of the intervention.  The 

researchers reached their conclusions, based on surmising what had happened.  As 

ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ƎǊƻǳǇΩǎ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊ ǿŀǎ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴƛƴƎ ƳƻǊŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǘƘƛǊŘ ŘŀȅΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 

ŜȄǇŜǊƛƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƎǊƻǳǇΩǎ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊΩǎ ƛƴǇǳǘ ǊŜƳŀƛƴŜŘ ǎǘŀōƭŜΣ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ƎǊƻǳǇ ƴŜŜŘŜŘ 
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more intervention to help progress their play.  All of the above renders the results 

somewhat unreliable.   

Another weakness that was evident in this study was that the teachers were trained 

in the intervention, but the observers were their teaching colleagues.  This could 

have resulted in some positive or negative bias by the teaching observers towards 

what they viewed their colleagues as achieving with the children.  The authors stated 

that the observers did not know what the outcomes of the study were, but they may 

ƘŀǾŜ ǿƛǎƘŜŘ ǘƻ ǇǊƻƳƻǘŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƻƭƭŜŀƎǳŜǎΩ ŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ŀƴȅǿŀȅΦ   IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǾŀƭƛŘ ǘƘŀǘ 

the children seemed to engage in more sustained play and that, even though the 

results could be questioned, some effects on their conversations were visible.  It 

seems, then, that early pretend play, when it includes adult facilitation and props, 

can increase language abilities in young children (Gmitrova, 2013; A. K. Levy, 

Wolfgang, & Mark, 1992; Roskos & Burstein, 2011). 

Pretend play has had an impact on children with additional needs, such as Autistic 

Spectrum Disorder (ASD) (Porter, 2012) and Specific Language Impairments (SLI).  

Murdock and Hobbs (2011) examined the play of children with ASD in the USA 

through a picture- and script-based intervention.  Their aim was to increase the 

ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜΣ more specifically their play dialogue.  Their sample was small, 

with many variations in their linguistic ability, from one word to multiple phrases, 

but while working with children with ASD, it is realistic to assume that the sample 

will be small due their different individual needs.   

In the intervention group, a story was read to the children and role-played by the 

teacher.  The story was read a second time in a subsequent session, where two 

children and a typically developing peer engaged in the role-play.  The play dialogue 

of the children with ASD increased.  The children in the intervention group exhibited 

3.6 times more play dialogue utterances than the baseline.  A generalisation session 

was introduced later. This generalisation session comprised a new scenario which 

was introduced to the children and they were encouraged to play and speak to each 

other.   
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In these unscripted play opportunities with toys, the results were positive in favour 

of the intervention.  However, even though the results appeared favourable, the 

data was not normal and non-parametric tests were used.  This was possibly due to 

the small sample and the fact that the children had language difficulties to begin 

with.   

A second possible limitation of the study might be that the participants were given a 

generalisation condition which did not mimic the baseline.  If they had been given 

one that did, then perhaps any differences between the two conditions might have 

produced more reliable evidence. Instead, the authors relied on the comparison 

between the post-test and the generalisation (Murdock & Hobbs, 2011).    

!{5 ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǾŜǊōŀƭ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴ Ŏŀƴ also be increased through pretend play.  One 

such study that describes this process was carried out by Porter in the USA (2012).  

IŜǊ ŎŀǎŜ ǎǘǳŘȅ ŦƻŎǳǎŜŘ ƻƴ ŀ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ƘŜǊ language impaired monolingual 

ŎƘƛƭŘ ǿƛǘƘ !ǳǘƛǎƳΩǎ ŎƛǊŎǳƳǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ, to increase his verbal interaction.  A 

circumscribed interest for a child with Autism is a topic on which he/she likes to 

ŦƻŎǳǎ Ƴƻǎǘ ƻŦ ƘƛǎκƘŜǊ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴΦ  CƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘ ƛƴ tƻǊǘŜǊΩǎ study, the topic was trains.  

The mother used verbal utterances based on the theme of trains, while acting out 

train-related scenarios with her son.  Before the intervention, the three-year-old 

child had a very limited vocabulary of approximately 14 words.  This increased after 

the repeated play episodes.  There is no concrete data and standardised 

ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜƳŜƴǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘȅΣ ƻƴƭȅ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƻōǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴǎΦ  ¢ƘŜǎŜ ƳŀȅΣ ƻŦ ŎƻǳǊǎŜΣ 

be biased and perhaps more rigorous assessment might produce more accurate 

results (Porter, 2012).  It cannot be assumed that, because pretend play can have an 

impact on the language of children with ASD, it can be useful for all children, but the 

results in the research are promising. 

The results are also promising for pretend play for children with Specific Language 

Impairment.  For example, Sualy et al (2011) conducted a study in the USA with ten 

monolingual children who had Speech and Language Impairments, which focused on 

the actual play levels of children with a language delay, rather than their language 
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abilities as an outcome.  The children were read a story, then invited to play based 

on the theme of the story.  Even though there was a small sample once again (six 

children), ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭŜǾŜƭǎ ƻŦ Ǉƭŀȅ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜŘ ǿƘŜƴ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŀ ŎƻƳǇŀǊƛǎƻƴ 

group.  Indirectly, this had an impact on their language.   

It must be acknowledged that the design of this study was highly questionable 

(Sualy, Yount, Kelly-vance, & Ryalls, 2011)  The duration of the intervention in the 

intervention groups differed.  One group received the intervention for six weeks; the 

other received it for eight weeks.  The results cannot be generalised overall for the 

study; they must be taken in isolation and, with only having had three children in 

each of those groups, the results could be unreliable.  The intervention sessions 

seemed to be quite long, i.e. 30 minutes.   

When the intervention in the current study was piloted, it was deemed that 30 

minutes was too long, even for the typically-developing children in the sample.  It 

does seem improbable that children with limited language capabilities could manage 

to concentrate and interact for 30 minutes.   

The above studies, which were not included in Lillard et alΩǎ ƳŜǘŀςanalysis highlight 

one of the main arguments which Lillard et al made, i.e. that methodologies which 

have been used in studies on pretend play are questionable.  Lillard et alΩǎ ǎǘǳŘȅ ǿƛƭƭ 

be discussed next.   

Lillard and colleagues (2013) conducted a meta-analysis on pretend play.  They 

examined worldwide studies which dealt with the potential effects of pretend play 

on language, (including narrative), emotional regulation, executive function, 

reasoning, creativity and social and emotional development.  They concluded that, 

due to various methodological problems associated with the studies which have 

been conducted thus far, such as those already discussed above, pretend play is 

more of an epiphenomenon which works very well alongside adult involvement, 

rather than having any causal effect on development in its own right (Lillard et al., 

2013).   
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They do maintain, however, that the evidence shows that pretend play can aid 

memory and thus support story retelling, even if these effects can be limited.  

Language and story retelling, they claim, have a relationship, due to the similar 

symbolic functions which ǘƘŜȅ ōƻǘƘ ƘŀǾŜΦ  [ƛƭƭŀǊŘ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƭƭŜŀƎǳŜΩǎ ǎǘǳŘȅ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ŦƻǊ 

more methodologically-sound empirical research on pretend play and its potential 

causal relationship with language development. A number of authors responded to 

the meta-analysis and they are discussed next. 

Weisberg et al (2013) responded to the Lillard study and criticised it for disregarding 

almost completely a body of studies on pretend play due to flaws in their 

methodologies.  Weisberg et al advocate, instead, the use of the studies that have 

been completed so far, to find new directions in the research of pretend play and to 

further the literature in the area.  They also criticised the authors for taking too 

narrow a definition of pretend play as only a child-initiated activity (Weisberg, Hirsh-

Pasek, & Golinkoff, 2013).  They suggest that perhaps pretend play should not only 

be child-directed or adult-directed, rather it should be a blending of the two.  This 

would echo what Vygotsky had originally alluded to in his writing on the Zone of 

Proximal Development ŀƴŘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǇƭŀȅΦ  ¢ƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘ ƛǎ ƛƴƛǘƛŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ Ǉƭŀȅ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜ 

adult is directing it towards an objective or goal that has already been decided.   

This was very close to what happened in the intervention in the current study.  The 

adult chose the materials and stories to be read, along with introducing the pretend 

play and the children interacted with her and the other children to act out the play 

episodes. 

There has been much criticism in the research about pretend play and indeed within 

the responses to Lillard et alΩǎ ƳŜǘŀ-analysis on pretend play, that the cross-cultural 

aspect of pretend play is not always accounted for. Yates and Marcelo (2014) 

attempted to address this in their cross-cultural study in the USA.  They examined 

pretend play across different racial groups.  They looked at play episodes in 

laboratory and naturalistic conditions.   They observed 171 children who could 

understand English and who did not have specific language delays, when they were 



Gillian Lake   Chapter Two ς Literature Review  
  DPhil in Education 
 

 57 

playing on their own. They examined any links between laboratory pretend play and 

Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎ ǾƛŜǿŜŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŀŘƧǳst to school.  They then 

observed whether any differences which occurred in the adjustment to school and 

the practice of pretend play were racially bound.  White children were very much in 

the minority, with only approximately 10% of the sample being white.  The majority 

were Black and Hispanic.   

Results showed that all groups had similar amounts of imagination in their play.  As 

hypothesised, boys had higher levels of aggression in their play than girls, but they 

both played as imaginatively as each other.  It is worth noting that the numbers in 

each group were very different, which resulted in non-equivalent power, so this 

could have affected their results.    Also, even though it was a cross-cultural study, 

the sample was restricted to English-speaking racial groups.  Also, when the teachers 

ǊŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ .ƭŀŎƪ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŀŘƧǳǎǘƳŜƴǘ ƭŜǾŜƭǎΣ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ƧǳŘƎŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ƭŜǎǎ ǎǳƛǘŀōƭŜ ǘƻ 

the classroom environment in terms of pretend play (Yates & Marcelo, 2014).  

However, these ratings, in themselves, could have been affected by the teachersΩ 

familiarity with the children.  It appears that there is a gap in the research for 

interventions which examine the effects of pretend play using sound methodologies 

and that samples should be recruited from across racial groups.   

Research shows that a particular strain of pretend play, that of socio-dramatic play 

(pretend play with assigned roles and characters (Smilansky, 1968)) ς can have an 

ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘΣ ƛƴ ǘǳǊƴΣ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ (Deunk et al., 2008; A. 

K. Levy, Schaefer, & Phelps, 1986; A. K. Levy et al., 1992; Smilansky, 1968; Thorp, 

Stahmer, & Schreibman, 1995).  

Socio-dramatic Play 

Smilansky defined socio-dramatic play as the child taking on a role in voluntary play, 

while interacting with another child and elaborating on what they are doing 

(Smilansky, 1968).  Smilansky maintained that socio-dramatic play contains six 

elements: imitative role play, make-believe with regard to objects, make-believe 
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with regard to actions and situations, persistence of at least a ten-minute duration, 

interaction and verbal communication (Levy et al, 1992: 246).   

Socio-dramatic play can be enhanced by the children having a common background 

of experiences, having the space and time to carry it out, having access to useful and 

realistic props and having the intervention of a play tutor, e.g. a teacher or 

practitioner (Levy et al, 1992: 246).  Smilansky claimed that persistence was a key 

element of socio-dramatic play and she identified the age of three when this play 

could emerge in young children.  Early pretend play, as opposed to socio-dramatic 

play, tends to be shorter.   As children grow, they can concentrate for longer periods 

on a given theme and interact with other children who are also playing a role in 

make-believe play (Deunk et al., 2008).   

 

Verbal communication is central to socio-dramatic play, as talk is used to generate 

the make-believe and plan the play sessions.  Socio-dramatic play allows children to 

experiment with different genres of vocabulary with which they would not 

experiment in their daily lives (Deunk, 2008: 620).    

 

Smilansky examined young Israeli ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎ ŀŦǘŜǊ ŜƴƎŀƎƛƴƎ ƛƴ 

socio-dramatic play.  She compared three groups of children, each with a different 

socio-economic status.  One group received guided visits to a setting which would be 

the stimulus for play, e.g. a clinic.  The second group received training on how to 

play, including converting objects into play-objects.  The third group received a 

cƻƳōƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǘǿƻ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎΦ {ƳƛƭŀƴǎƪȅΩǎ ƘȅǇƻǘƘŜǎƛǎ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŀǘΣ ƛŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ 

receive guidance and are permitted to plan play, they are more likely to initiate play 

themselves later.  After nine weeks, she found that the involvement of the adult in 

play furthered the play, rather than hampering it.  The children spoke for longer 

periods of time, used more nouns and adverbs and had a richer vocabulary.  These 

conclusions were encouraging and they support the use of socio-dramatic play in a 

ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƻǊŀl language development (Smilansky, 1968). 
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The landmark work of Smilansky (1968) and Vygotsky (1978) paved the way for 

programmes such as the American High Scope Programme of the 1фтлΩǎΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ Ǉƭŀƴ-

do-review approach to education was investigated by Schweinhart and Weikart in 

1997 and was found to increase the IQ of young children.  It was also found to have a 

delayed but beneficial ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ƻƴ ȅƻǳƴƎ ŀŘǳƭǘǎΩ ƭƛǾŜǎ ƭŀǘŜǊΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ ŎƻƴŎluded that 

learning intentionally ς even in the context of play ς requires effort and planning on 

the part of the child (Schweinhart & Weikart, 1997).  

Levy et al (1986) investigated the impact of socio-dramatic play on language 

competence.  In their US based research, results of the PPVT12 were favourable, 

indicating that the vocabulary of the children in their sample improved.  However, 

their sampling strategy was questionable, as the sample was small and there was no 

control group in their research design. Furthermore, as the study took place in a 

child-care centre in a university, the potential for bias in the results ς perhaps due to 

the Hawthorne effect ς was high (A. K. Levy et al., 1986).   

Levy revisited the topic in 1992 with a repeated-measures, single-case design, and 

with only three participants (A. K. Levy et al., 1992).  Results were favourable once 

agaƛƴ ŦƻǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜΦ  IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ƭƛƳƛǘŜŘ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘ ŀōƻǳǘ 

ǘƘŜ ŀŘǳƭǘΩǎ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƛǎΣ ŎƻǳǇƭŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƭƻǿ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

sample, and the lack of a comparable control group, could render the results 

questionable.  However, these studies on socio-dramatic play and plan-do-review 

influenced curricular development and, subsequently, the Tools of the Mind 

Curriculum was developed by Bodrova and Leong (Barnett et al., 2008; Bodrova & 

Leong, 1996).  

Tools of the Mind  

The Tools of the Mind Curriculum (ToM) was introduced into kindergartens and 

preschools in the USA in 1996.   Basic principles of the curriculum include: (1) 

children construct their own knowledge; (2) development cannot be separated from 

its social context; (3) learning can lead to development; and (4) language plays a 

                                                      
12

 Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test (Dunn 1981) 
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central role in mental development (Bodrova & Leong 2007).  This suggests that 

learning is an interactive process, as children construct their own knowledge in a 

social context, and that this learning is mediated by language.  It is a complete 

ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƻ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǎƻŎƛƻ-dramatic play as one of its main 

instructional methodologies (Bodrova, Leong, & Akhutina, 2011).   The socio-

dramatic play in ToM involves the use of toys and props to represent objects in real 

life, the development of extended pretend play episodes which are based on stories, 

and the child adhering to the social norms associated with a role he/she plays, all of 

ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŜǊŜ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎ ƻŦ ±ȅƎƻǘǎƪȅΩǎ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ƻƴ Ǉƭŀȅ (Bodrova et al., 2011).   

 

The intervention in the current study used the above elements of the ToM.  The 

evidence to suggest that ƛǘ ƛǎ ōŜƴŜŦƛŎƛŀƭ ǘƻ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ 

discussed next. 

Barnett et alΩǎ ǎǘǳŘȅ ƛƴ нллу in the USA used a randomised controlled trial, to 

investigate the effects of socio-dramatic play in Tools of the Mind on the educational 

outcomes of young children.  The statistically significant effect sizes were small for 

vocabulary, .22 for PPVT and .35 for OLPT13 for regression analyses. However, 

Barnett et alΩǎ ǎǘǳŘȅ ƛƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŜŘ ǇƭŀƴƴŜŘ ǇƭŀȅΣ ƛΦŜΦ ǎƻŎƛƻ-dramatic play, 

can have an impŀŎǘ ƻƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǾƻŎŀōǳƭŀǊȅ ǿƘŜƴ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŘƛǊŜŎǘ ƛƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ 

(Barnett et al., 2008). 

In contrast to this, a more recent experimental evaluation of the Tools of the Mind 

(ToM) curriculum was conducted by Farran and Wilson in the USA (2014).  In 

contrast to the Barnett et al study described above, in which the sample made 

improvements in vocabulary, no significant differences were established between 

the Tools curriculum and the control classroom in vocabulary (Farran & Wilson, 

2014).  It is difficult to establish why the results were so different from the Barnett et 

al study described above.   

                                                      
13

 Oral Language Proficiency Test ς For English Language Learners, (Ballard & Tighe, 1999) 
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One possible reason for the differing outcomes might be the nature of the measures 

employed.  Both studies assessed the children using the Peabody Picture Vocabulary 

Test (Dunn 1981), but Barnett et al (2008) used many more vocabulary measures, 

including the OLPT4 (Ballard & Tighe, 1999) and Expressive One Word Picture 

Vocabulary Test (Brownell, 2000).  Perhaps the use of more vocabulary measures 

gives a more detailed brŜŀƪŘƻǿƴ ƻŦ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǾƻŎŀōǳƭŀǊȅ ǿŀǎ ŀŦŦŜŎǘŜŘΦ   

Furthermore, Barnett et alΩǎ ǎǘǳŘȅ όнллуύ ǿŀǎ ŎƻƴŘǳŎǘŜŘ ƻǾŜǊ ǘǿƻ ŦƭƻƻǊǎ ƛn the same 

educational settings; one would therefore expect there to have been programme 

leakage.   Yet the differences between the groups are larger than in Farran et alΩǎ 

district-split study. Farran et al (2014) conclude that the number and scale of the 

activities in the Tools curriculum may have hindered the time spent on the 

exploratory side of the pretend play, which can improve the use of decontextualised 

language.   

In the current study, an intervention was developed, rather than a curriculum, so 

only the socio-dramatic play elements of ToM were used in the intervention.  In 

addition, the researcher focused only on setting up the play.  Once the play was 

established, the children could explore and carry out the play themselves, thus 

creating opportunities for developing vocabulary through the exploratory play.   

Lastly, even though the ToM curriculum is a programme that targets all aspects of a 

ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΣ ƛǘǎ positive effects on vocabulary development via socio-dramatic 

play was found in a study conducted by Blair and Raver in 2014 in the USA.  This 

neuro-scientific study, which examined the effects of the Kindergarten version of the 

ToM curriculum on academic outcomes and executive function, found an initial and 

ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŜŘ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ YƛƴŘŜǊƎŀǊǘŜƴ ¢ƻa ŎǳǊǊƛŎǳƭǳƳ ƻƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǾƻŎŀōǳƭŀǊȅΣ ǿƛǘƘ 

effect sizes of d = .43 and .10 respectively.   

The pretend play in the Kindergarten version of ToM differs from that of the pre-

Kindergarten version, which was examined in the Barnett et al and Farran et al 

studies described above.  In the Kindergarten version, the play is based more on 

stories and literature ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƭŜŀǊning environment and becomes a 
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dramatisation of a story, rather than being entirely grounded in everyday 

experiences, although the children may draw on these too.  The pretend play in the 

intervention in the current study resembled this facet of the Kindergarten version of 

ToM.  Therefore, the results of the Blair and Raver study are more applicable to the 

current study (Blair & Raver, 2014).  Thus, it is valid to include socio-dramatic play in 

the intervention in the current study.  

As so much of socio-dramatic play is reliant on language and make-believe, Wyse 

and Bradford (2008) suggest that the transfer of some drama-in-education strategies 

can be useful when using pretend play with young children (Wyse & Bradford, 2008). 

Hendy reminds us that the Greek translation of the word drama is actually living 

through, so it seems that drama has much to offer the instructional methodology of 

socio-dramatic play ς and indeed the pretend play sessions in the intervention which 

was designed for the current study (Hendy, 2008). 

Dramatic Devices in Planned Pretend Play 

As it is a narrative art form, Educational Drama is an important means of 

constructing and experiencing the social contexts within which the different 

functions and uses of language can be identified and developed (Anderson, 2012; 

WƻƘƴǎƻƴ ϧ hΩbŜƛƭƭΣ мфупΤ bŜŜƭŀƴŘǎΣ мффнύ.  Drama is not just about the consideration 

of dramatic texts and the skills associated with acting (Neelands & Goode, 2001).  

There is a genuine need to talk and listen in the early years in drama and the 

improvisation method of drama can help children to make sense of a world which is 

outside their reach (Baldwin & Fleming, нллоΤ IŜŀǘƘŎƻǘŜΣ мфулΤ WƻƘƴǎƻƴ ϧ hΩbŜƛƭƭΣ 

1984; Wagner, 1999).  The adult is a key facilitator in this process and this will be 

discussed next. 

2.3.4 The Role of the Adult in Play 

IƻǿŀǊŘ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘǎ ǘƘŜ ŎǊǳŎƛŀƭ ǊƻƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀŘǳƭǘ ƛƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ Ǉƭŀȅ (Howard, 2010).  She 

maintains that adults should be striving to be accepted as play partners by children. 

This might mean, she suggests, understanding the theoretical underpinnings of play, 

so that practitioners can approach tasks playfully.  Perhaps a practitioner having an 
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ŀǇǇǊŜŎƛŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ {ƳƛƭŀƴǎƪȅΩǎ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳǳƳ ŎƻǳƭŘ ŀƛŘ his/her play with the 

children in her/his setting (A. K. Levy et al., 1992).  

 

For example, tƘŜ ŀŘǳƭǘΩǎ ǊƻƭŜ ƳƛƎƘǘ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ Ǿƛǎǳŀƭƭȅ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ƻƴΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ he/she 

encourages the children to use language and to play out a variety of roles and 

situations using language, and stands by to assist if needed.  The adult might offer 

non-directive statements such as: I see you have the pots and pans.  The adult could 

pose questions to encourage the child to use the appropriate language, such as: now 

you have the pots and pans, what will you do with them and what will you say?  The 

adult could use directive statements, by deciding what roles the children will play, or 

by directing where the play goes next.  The adult could model the appropriate 

language or actions themselves, by using a prop (Baldwin & Fleming, 2003).   

 
These various interactive strategies can prove useful in interacting with young 

children during play (A. K. Levy et al., 1992).  All of the types of interaction with 

children which are described above were used at some stage in the intervention in 

the current study.   

 

wŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ Ƙŀǎ ŀƭǎƻ ǎƘƻǿƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŀŘǳƭǘ ƛǎ ŀƴ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ŀǎǇŜŎǘ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǇƭŀȅΦ  Lƴ 

her apperception study in the UK with young children, Howard found that young 

children actually defined play as having a practitioner or teacher present (Howard, 

2010).  Whitebread (2012) asserts that there is a need for more research on the 

ways in which adults can most productively engage with children in play.  Increasing 

ǇǊŀŎǘƛǘƛƻƴŜǊǎΩ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ Ǉƭŀȅ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ may encourage their 

interaction with, and indeed their instruction through, play with children.  

 

The role of the adult in the current study was as an enabler.  Ross (2000) contends 

that adults should not be preoccupied with simply transmitting knowledge, but with 

ŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻǾƛŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƛƳǳƭƛ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ƛǘ ǿƘŜǊŜ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ 

can take place (Ross, 2000).  In the current study, play provided a context for this 

type of learning to take place.  
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There can be tension, however, between the pedagogical frameworks surrounding 

play, on the one hand, and policies to which practitioners must adhere, on the other.  

This results in recommendations for practitioners which are ambiguous (Wood, 

2010).  As a result, work-play dichotomies exist, which can result in children being 

left to play in non-interactive ways with adults and play being viewed as something 

that children do when they are not learning.   

CǳǊǘƘŜǊƳƻǊŜΣ ǿƘŜƴ ŀŘǳƭǘǎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǇƭŀȅΣ ǘƘŜȅ Ŏŀƴ ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜ ŀƴ 

unwelcoming reaction from young children, as they are not always used to playing 

alongside adults.  This can result in apprehension on the part of the adults, and, in 

ǘǳǊƴΣ ŀ ǊŜƭǳŎǘŀƴŎŜ ǘƻ ƛƴǘŜǊŦŜǊŜ ƛƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǇƭŀȅΦ  IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ƛƴ IƻǿŀǊŘΩǎ ǎǘǳŘȅ όнлмлύΣ 

young children were found to have a broad perception of play, which included the 

presence of a teacher (Howard, 2010).  When it comes to younger children, then, 

adults have a responsibility to approach play, join in and set up precursors through 

story, in order to be accepted as play partners.  Increasing the understanding of play 

can simultaneously empower practitioners and allow children to be creative (Wood, 

2010). 

Pushing the boundaries in intervention development can be beneficial with regard to 

the role of the adult (Brundrett, Duncan, & Rhodes, 2010).  This study uses modes of 

instruction which have been relatively unexplored with respect to language 

development, such as planned pretend-play.  One of the drama-in-education 

pedagogies which was used in the current intervention during pretend play was 

IŜŀǘƘŎƻǘŜΩǎ Teacher-in-Role (Heathcote, 1980). 

Teacher-in-Role 

The scaffolding of the younger child through their Zone of Proximal Development in 

drama can be aided by the adult entering the drama or play as a character, or as 

Heathcote (1980) termed it: in role (Anderson, 2012; Baldwin & Fleming, 2003;  

Dickinson & Neelands, 2006; Heathcote, 1980).  Within this role, adults can be 

flexible.  Their position is one of evoking, not directing, the drama ς a function which 

is closely linked to socio-dramatic play.  Heathcote (1980) argued for the recognition 
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of what children already know, and building on this through the creativity of the 

children and teacher-in-role in the classroom.  The teacher/practitioner needs to be 

a narrator, a positive withdrawer when the children are interacting, a suggester of 

ideas and a reflector.  The researcher-in-role in this intervention was someone to 

whom the children could respond, someone to encourage their interest, and 

someone to act as a focus within their Zones of Proximal Development.   

 

Just as in socio-dramatic play, Heathcote (1980) contends that children and adults 

should have an active involvement in the planning of the play episode.  The 

furniture, the nature of the episode and the space, should be collectively defined in 

this regard.  There does not have to be a pre-destined finishing point and persistence 

is key, just as in socio-dramatic play (Wagner, 1999).  

 

Reflection through discussion after the drama is also useful, with a practitioner using 

carefully honed questions, along with other dramatic devices such as narrative 

action, collective character, tension and belief (Baldwin, 2004).   Within drama, and 

in turn, socio-dramatic play, Hendy suggests that adults and children can function as 

equals in helping to build a shared environment (Hendy, 2008).   

 

In the current study, the children collaborated with the researcher to plan the make-

believe episode.  The researcher aimed to facilitate the creation of tension, by 

initiating a problem for the children to solve through the play. 

Teacher-in-Role as a Tool to Aid Language Development  

5ƛŎƪƛƴǎƻƴ ŀƴŘ bŜŜƭŀƴŘǎ όнллсύ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊ Ŏŀƴ ŜȄǘŜƴŘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 

language by engaging with them in role, by introducing new vocabulary to them and 

by modelling the pragmatics of language (Baldwin & Fleming, 2003).   The teacher, 

while in role, can also help the children to reflect on what is happening in the drama 

verbally, by asking questions and extending their responses (Baldwin, 2004).  When 

the teacher is in role, they will often help to set the context for the play episode and 

give the children the new information they require to carry out the episode.   
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Practitioners have a difficult task in seeking to strike a balance between trying to 

control the play and helping the children achieve the objectives for the lesson, while 

still protecting and valuing each child's contribution (Dickinson & Neelands, 2006). 

As with pretend play, some educators steer away from this type of interaction with 

children, as they do not regard themselves as having the ability to carry out drama 

successfully (Carleton, 2012).  Baldwin (2004) and Heathcote (1980) refute this and 

suggest that all practitioners who interact with young children can be taught the 

skills associated with drama, as they engage in it every day when they retell stories 

to children, or even their own peers.  The only reservation which some drama-in-

education experts offer, is how in touch various instructors are with their thresholds 

for noise and restructuring of the layout of the classroom for drama.  Once these 

have been established, it is thought that any practitioner can successfully engage in 

dramatic instructional devices (Baldwin, 2004; Neelands, 1992; Wagner, 1999).  

Historically, the pattern of research on pretend play and its potential effects on 

language and literacy has followed two main trajectories.  The first is an 

environmental facilitation of resources for play, such as costumes and props for role-

play.  This allows children to experiment themselves and to initiate and carry out 

play on their own terms ς a free play.  On the other hand, research has also 

examined instructional techniques which involve an adult reading a story to children 

and then re-enacting that story with the children.  Neither have had very large 

effects sizes, with most resulting in modest effect sizes. However, these enabling 

environments have given children meaningful ways to interact and, in turn, learn 

(Roskos, Christie, Widman, & Holding, 2010).  The current study has focused on the 

second of the techniques described above, i.e. group shared storybook reading with 

re-enactment of the story afterwards.  This will be discussed next. 
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2.4 Creating an Enabling Environment for Language ς Group Shared 

Storybook Reading  

Dialogic discussion with an adult or more experienced peer during storybook 

reading, and the use of books with repeated rhymes and phrases, can develop 

ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǾƻŎŀōǳƭŀǊȅ (Mol, Bus, & de Jong, 2009; Silverman & Hines, 2009; 

Whitehead, 2002).  The joint attention which is required during a shared storybook 

session helps the child to focus (Bruner, 1983).  Puppets can help to engage children, 

which helps with this focus too (Baron-cohen, Leslie, & Frith, 1985).  

 

There are different types of activity surrounding the shared reading session, which 

Ŏŀƴ ƘŀǾŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊƛƴƎ ŜŦŦŜŎǘǎ ƻƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ, in turn, their language.  

For example, Dickinson (2001) explains that shared reading can be didactic 

interactional.  This is where the teacher reads the story without discussing it 

beforehand; there would be no discussion after the book is read either.  The teacher 

is simply reading the children a story.  The focus in such an activity would be on 

simply memorising the story and having the ability to recall certain elements from it.   

 

Dickinson suggests that, when the teacher is expressive while reading, this style of 

reading could be described as performance-oriented.  The teacher does not 

encourage discussion during the performance, but he/she does discuss the book 

with the children before reading it.  Dickinson argues that this type of shared reading 

results in a high level of interest in the story and the children engage with the story 

much more.   

 

Lastly, Dickinson argues that a co-constructive style takes place during the story, 

where the focus is on large amounts of discussion.  Children engage in prediction 

and analysis of the characters and events.  Dickinson found that, when children were 

involved in this type of shared reading, their literacy skills were more advanced 

when tested at the end of Kindergarten (Dickinson & Tabors, 2001; Sheil et al., 

2012).  Research has also shown that storybook reading interventions have been 

ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭ ƛƴ ƛƳǇǊƻǾƛƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭƛǘŜǊŀŎȅ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƛǎ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜŘ ƴŜȄǘΦ  
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2.4.1 Storybook Reading Interventions 

The National Early Literacy Panel in the USA completed a meta-analysis in 2008 on 

the effects of shared reading on the language outcomes of young children (National 

Early Literacy Panel, 2008).  In the analysis, they examined 19 studies which utilised 

randomised controlled trials or had a quasi-experimental design.   The effect sizes 

were mostly moderate on oral language measures.  They found that there were 

mostly similar outcomes for monolingual younger and older children: shared reading 

was no less effective for children who were at risk of literacy difficulties than for 

children who were not.  Also, all children, regardless of their SES, showed similar 

positive outcomes after the shared reading interventions.   

Schickedanz and McGee (2010) re-examined the 19 studies which were discussed in 

the NELP report in the USA (Schickedanz & McGee, 2010).  They established that the 

effects of shared reading were indeed more evident for younger children than for 

older ones, i.e. children in kindergarten.  However, they acknowledged that perhaps 

ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ǿƘƻ ǿŀǎ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻǊȅ ŎƻǳƭŘ ŀŦŦŜŎǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ 

the story ς which may, in turn, affect their language outcomes after shared reading.  

In addition, Schickedanz and McGee found that shared reading, in the studies 

included in the NELP report, had a greater effect on productive language than on 

receptive language, but they acknowledged that, once again, the context for testing 

and for the shared reading session itself may have had an impact on the outcomes 

for the children.  Specifically, they suggested that the type and expertise of the 

teacher/parent relative to the children contained in the interaction could affect 

whether the shared reading session was successful or not, or indeed whether the 

children even participated in the lesson. A summary of the interventions mentioned 

in the next section and those that examined pretend play, is contained in Table 2.1. 
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Table 2.1: Summary of all Interventions for Storybook and/or Pretend Play on Language 

Papers Implementer Skills
14

 N  Age Risk 
Factor 

Setting
15

 Study
16

  
Design  

/ƻƘŜƴΩǎ 
d

 17
 

Receptive Language  Expressive 
Language  

Notes 
 

Aram   
(2006) 
Israel 

T OL/CBL T1=37; 
T2=38; 
T3=40; 

and 
C=41 

3-5 Low SES 12 pscs QE E PPVT=0.33 & 
RC=0.15; PPVT=0.37 

& RC=0.29; 
PPVT=0.60 & 

RC=0.61;    

 Shared 
reading 

Barnett et 
al (2008) 
USA 

T OL T=106 
C=168 

3-4  Scs E R PPVT=.22 
 

OLPT=.35 Pretend 
play/ToM 

Beck & 
McKeown 
(2007) 
USA 

T OL T=52 
C=46 

K 
1

st
 Grade 

Low SES Scs QE R RC=1.17 (K) 
RC=0.74 (First 

Grade) 

  

Bierman et 
al (2008) 
USA 

T OL/CBL/SEB T+C=365 4 Low SES  44 class 
in HS cnt 

E R  EOWPVT=0.15 
TOLD1

18
= -0.07; 

TOLD2
19

= -0.04 

 

Colmar 
(2013) 
Australia 

P OL T=11 
C1=12 
C2=13 

5 One 
control 

group had 
language 

  R PPVT=.80 
TELD

20
=1.67 

SLQ
21

=1.73  

                                                      
14

 OL=Oral Language skills; CBL= Code Based Literacy skills 
15

 SCS=Schools; CNT=centre(s); HS=Head Start; PSCS=Preschools; HM=Home 
16

 E=Experimental; QE= Quasi Experimental 
17

 wҐ/ƻƘŜƴΩǎ Ř ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ōȅ ǎǘǳŘȅ ŀǳǘƘƻǊǎΤ 9Ґ/ƻƘŜƴΩǎ Ř ŜǎǘƛƳŀǘŜŘ  
18

 TOLD1= subtest for grammatical understanding 
19

 TOLD2= subtest for sentence imitation 
20

 TELD ς Test of Early Language Development 
21

 SLQ=-Spoken Language Quotient 
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difficulties 

Conner et 
al (2014) 
USA 

T OL 
Play  

T=5 
C=5 

2  CNT   PLS
22

=ES not 
reported but 
Increase for 

intervention group 

 Pretend Play 

Coyne et al 
(2004) 
USA 

T  OL 
 

T1=34 
C=30 

5-6 Low 
scores 

7 scs E R RC=0.69 RC
23

=0.93 
(taught); 
RC=0.33 

(untaught) 

 

Dockrell et 
al (2010) 
UK 

T OL T=53 
C=41 
C=48 

3-5 ELL Scs QE  Verbal 
Comprehension 

(BASII
24

) PES
25

=0.68 

Naming 
vocabulary 

(BASII)=PES=0.10 

Shared 
Reading 
English 

Language 
Learners 

Farran & 
Wilson 
(2014) 
USA 

T CBL T=498 
C=379 

4  Scs E R Picture 
vocabulary=0.07 

Oral 
comprehension=0.10 

Letter-word=-0.12 

 Pretend 
play/ToM 

Fricke et al 
(2013) 
UK 

T OL T=90 
C=90 

4 Low 
scores 

PScs E R CELF Preschool 
II=0.83-1.18 

 

Narrative=0.39 
(immediate 
post-test) 

Shared 
reading and 
recreating 

story 

                                                      
22

 PLS=Preschool Language Scale 
23

 RC=Researcher- Created 
24

 BAS=British Ability Scales 
25

 PES=Partial Eta Squared Effect Size 
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Coyne et al (2004) investigated the use of storybooks in the USA as a means of 

introducing new vocabulary.  An intervention group received explicit vocabulary 

teaching, along with storybook reading.  Teachers modelled the words in context 

and gave direct presentations of the meaning.  The books were of good quality, as 

indicated by their being award-winners or classics.   Students in the experimental 

group had lower receptive vocabulary to begin with, but had higher gains than 

students who had higher receptive vocabulary originally.  In a researcher-designed 

taught vocabulary test, while controlling for PPVT26 scores, the intervention group 

scored betterΣ /ƻƘŜƴΩǎ d=.69.  This researcher-designed vocabulary test, they 

claimed, was a better indicator of vocabulary development (M.D. Coyne, Simmons, 

YŀƳŜΩŜƴǳƛΣ ϧ {ǘƻƻƭƳƛƭƭŜǊΣ нллпΤ [ŀƴƎŜƴōŜǊƎ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нлллύ.  However, the researcher-

designed task involved the children being asked to say anything they knew about the 

word, rather than what the word actually meant.  This could have lowered the 

validity of the instrument.  But Coyne et al (2004) enlisted four different scorers 

whose scores were comparable, which actually increased the validity of the 

measure.   

 

Lastly, as the post-test was administered seven months after the vocabulary was 

taught initially, the results should be considered as more of an indicator of delayed 

maintenance, rather than a test of immediate effects.  These maintained results 

ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǎǘƻǊȅōƻƻƪ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǾƻŎŀōǳƭŀǊȅ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ, 

so storybook reading was used in this intervention (M.D. Coyne et al., 2004).   

Bierman et al (2008), in a large-scale study in the USA, also investigated the merits of 

storybook reading on the outcomes of language and social and emotional well-being 

of children in Head Start27 classrooms.  The Research-based Developmentally 

Informed (REDI) intervention, which provided brief lessons in language development, 

showed favourable results for vocabulary (effect size=.15) and emergent literacy 

                                                      
26

 Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test (Dunn 1981) 
27

 Head Start is a federally-funded programme in the USA targeting children aged 3-5 years and 
provides a variety of services, including education in the form of preschool, and nutrition and medical 
services 
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(blending of sounds - effect size=.39), among other positives (Bierman et al., 2008).  

It concluded that interactive reading was seen to promote richer conversational 

ŜȄŎƘŀƴƎŜǎΣ ǘƘǳǎ ƛƳǇǊƻǾƛƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǾƻŎŀōǳƭŀǊȅ (Bierman et al., 2008).  Post-testing 

was carried out at week 25 out of a possible 35 weeks of the programme.  The 

results might have been even more favourable, had the children been tested when 

the intervention was fully completed.   

Furthermore, Mol, Bus and de Jong conducted a meta-analysis to determine 

whether there were any effects of interactive storybook reading on oral language 

(Mol et al., 2009).  They examined 31 studies which had a quasi-experimental design.  

They focused mostly on studies which had preschool and kindergarten children in 

their samples.   The authors found that interactive reading with the children 

provided a moderate effect size for both receptive (CohŜƴΩǎ d= 0.45) and expressive 

ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ό/ƻƘŜƴΩǎ d=0.62).  They ŀƭǎƻ ŦƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎ ƛƴ a 

composite vocabulary score (expressive and receptive one word) were not affected 

by the duration of the intervention.  What did have an effect on their outcomes was 

who was implementing the intervention.  When researchers/experimenters were 

delivering the intervention, the effect sizes were in the moderate range d=.58, but 

not effective at all for teachers (.-0.08).   

Sixty-four percent of children in the sample improved in oral language in general 

after the interactive reading interventions, so it could be suggested that it can be a 

successful way to improve oral language in young children.  The duration of the 

intervention did not have an impact on the outcomes of the children, as those who 

were under 16 weeks were just as effective as those who were over 16 weeks (Mol 

et al., 2009). 

 

In addition, Beck and McKeown (2007) in the USA conducted a study using reading 

aloud to children as one of the techniques to teach children new, sophisticated one-

word vocabulary (Beck & McKeown, 2007).  .ŜŎƪ ŀƴŘ aŎYŜƻǿƴΩǎ study compared an 

intervention group from Kindergarten and another from First Grade, with children 

who did not receive the intervention in the two grade groups.  The intervention 
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ƎǊƻǳǇǎ ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜŘ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊǎ ǘŜǊƳŜŘ άrich instructionέ ό.ŜŎƪ ϧ aŎYŜƻǿƴΣ нллтΥ 

257), alongside a series of shared reading lessons with their teachers over 

approximately a ten-week period.  Rich instruction involved presenting the context 

of a new word to the children, asking the children to repeat the word, and then 

presenting the children with a definition and requesting their re-statement of the 

word.  The teacher was also asked to reinforce the word on subsequent days.  Rich 

instruction accompanied a shared reading programme called Text Talk.   The books 

which featured in Text Talk were books which the children would not have been able 

to read themselves.  The books had a high linguistic content and did not rely too 

much on illustrations or pictures to explain new words.  The children were observed 

once per week by the researchers and they were tested at pre-test and post-test on 

a researcher-designed vocabulary test.  The children in the control group did not 

hear the same stories as the children in the intervention group.  They did have 

shared reading opportunities with their teachers, hearing other stories in their own 

classrooms.   

 

As hypothesised by the authors, the children in both intervention groups 

(Kindergarten: 5.58 words & мΦлп /ƻƘŜƴΩǎ d=1.17; First Grade: 3.64 & мΦтмΣ /ƻƘŜƴΩǎ 

d=.74) gained more vocabulary than the children in the comparison groups 

(Kindergarten: 1.04; First Grade: 1.71).  However, as the children in the comparison 

group did not hear the same stories as the intervention groups, it is unlikely that 

they were exposed to the same words as the other children at all over the course of 

the study.  Therefore, it is unlikely that they would know these words when tested at 

post-test.  If one were only to consider the study as a within-subjects study, then the 

results would be strong.  However, as the authors were attempting to compare two 

groups, the results are rendered weaker.  What the study does support, though, is 

ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘŀǊŜŘ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ Ŏŀƴ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǾƻŎŀōǳƭŀǊȅ ŦǊƻƳ ǇǊŜ-test to 

post-test.   

 

Even though learning vocabulary is extremely difficult, even with rich instruction it is 

extremely difficult to learn adjectives and adverbs, which are more abstract than 
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nouns (Elley, 1989).  The children in the intervention groups made some gains in 

vocabulary, but they did not learn all the new words and there was not a very large 

differential between their scores and the scores of the comparison groups.  Perhaps, 

as the authors found in a follow-up study, the introduction of direct instruction of 

the vocabulary, or use of it at least on a subsequent day, is essential if children are to 

learn new or sophisticated vocabulary.  The choice of vocabulary should be what the 

authors call tier 2 ς for example, it might be a more sophisticated word for the word 

nice, e.g. pleasant.  The authors acknowledge that learning which can be 

represented pictorially with the use of pictures is easier for children than simply 

hearing the word in insolation.  The intervention in the current study used books 

which had a high proportion of large illustrations featuring the words that were 

being targeted.   

Children can also benefit if their parents are trained in interactive reading.  Colmar 

(2013) conducted such a study in the USA, which ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜŘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ 

than only their teachers.  She trained 36 parents to deliver an intervention over four 

months to their children who had a mean age of 5:0 years and who had delayed 

language skills.   

¢ƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴ ŎƻƴǎƛǎǘŜŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ŜȄǘŜƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜǎ ŀƴŘ 

asking them open questions.  A baseline was established, using Test of Early 

Language Development and the Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test.  Parents were 

asked to pause at the page turn when reading to their child, to allow the child to 

initiate talk about what was being read.  When parents read picture books to their 

child, these were used as a stimulus for conversation later in the day. Even though 

the sample was small in this study, significant differences in receptive and 

productive one-word vocabulary were found in favour of the intervention, with 

medium to large effect sizes (Colmar, 2013).  Interactive storybook reading, then, 

Ŏŀƴ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǾƻŎŀōǳƭŀǊȅΦ 
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Storybook Reading and Children with English as an Additional Language 

Storybook reading has been shown to be useful in developing the vocabulary of 

children who are learning English.  Silvermine and Hines (2009) compared an English 

Language Learning (ELL) group with a non-English Language Learning (non-ELL) on 

their vocabulary development after a 12-week intervention in the USA.  After a 

storybook reading session, a video involving the subject of Science was used to 

enhance the one-word vocabulary in one group, and not in a control group.  While it 

seems that the non-ELL did not show any impact of the intervention on both a 

researcher-designed and standardised vocabulary test, the ELL group did show an 

improvement.  It was not necessarily the storybook intervention that made the 

difference, but more the media enhancement contained within it.  However, it could 

be argued that the combination of storybook reading with another medium helped 

to improve the vocabulary of ELL children (Rebecca Silverman & Hines, 2009).  The 

sample in the current study did contain children who were learning English (ELL).  

The storybook was a useful way of introducing vocabulary to these children.  

Children with English as an Additional Language (EAL) often enter school with a 

proficiency in their own language and indeed can have an already rich linguistic 

repertoire (Mahon & Crutchley, 2006)Φ  hƴŜ Ƴǳǎǘ ōŜ ŎƻƎƴƛǎŀƴǘ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ differing 

repertoires on school entry. 

Results from intervention studies where storybook reading is combined with another 

ƳŜŘƛǳƳ ƻŦ ƛƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜ ŜǾŜƴ ǎǘǊƻƴƎŜǊ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎ ƛƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 

vocabulary development, and these will be discussed next.  

 

Harris and colleagues also argue for the use of a mixture in the pedagogies used to 

teach children vocabulary, for example storybook reading alongside explicit 

instruction. The implicit instruction through storybook reading can enable children 

to interact with new words at a deep level, by using them in context.   This can 

complement explicit instruction (Harris, Golinkoff, & Hirsh-Pasek, 2011). Most 

authors argue that storybook reading on its own will not serve to teach children 

vocabulary ς it usually needs to go hand-in-hand with another pedagogy.  The 
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current study adopted this approach.  It first introduced the vocabulary through the 

storybook session, but the vocabulary was reinforced through its use in context by 

the children in planned pretend play, on a subsequent day. 

Conner et al (2014) conducted a study on the combined use of story and pretend 

play in the USA.  The authors were examining the effects of pretend play and story 

ƻƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ Ǉƭŀȅ ŀƴŘ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎΦ  IƻǿŜǾŜǊ ǘƘƛǎ ǿŀǎ ŘƻƴŜ ǿƛǘƘ two year olds, 

rather than the age-group that the current study focused on.  A story was read to the 

children and afterwards the children were asked to play with toys which were 

representative of the story.  This only lasted approximately five minutes.  This could 

be viewed as an unrealistic timeframe to elicit whether the children had improved or 

not, but the children were very young and may have lost interest if the time had 

been longer.  The sample was extremely small, with only 10 children in it.  The 

authors claim that there were improvements in the Preschool Language Scale 

(Zimmerman & Castilleja, 2005) scores of the children in the intervention groups.  

However, the children were not matched for language ability or play level.  The 

results are highly questionable.  There are a lot of variables which could have 

affected the results, such as teachers, the setting, the parents, the backgrounds and 

abilities of the children.  There was no diversity in the sample either, with only white 

middle class children involved (Conner, Kelly-Vance, Ryalls, & Friehe, 2014).   

Results from previous studies which combine storybook reading with pretend play 

showed promise, so there is a need for more experimental studies.  The current 

study addressed this lacuna.  Furthermore, the current study also included a puppet 

in the storybook reading session.  The merits of using a puppet to engage children as 

part of the intervention will be discussed next. 

2.4.2 Storybook Reading and Puppets 

Puppets have been used in the education ς and indeed entertainment ς of young 

children for many years, as children can identify with and believe in them (Baron-

cohen et al., 1985; Webster-Stratton, Jamila Reid, & Stoolmiller, 2008).  Nowadays, 

with advances in technology, children are surrounded by lively and exciting 
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entertainment and it can be difficult to maintain their interest.  Puppets can capture 

ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƪƛƴŀŜǎǘƘŜǘƛŎΣ Ǿƛǎǳŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŀǳŘƛǘƻǊȅ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ǎƛƳǳƭǘŀƴŜƻǳǎƭȅ, and 

this can stimulate them (Fisher, 2009). 

 

The joint-attention episode which puppets can provide, facilitate conversation 

between the adult and child; these conversations help to improve scientific thinking, 

social, emotional and behavioural development.  They also aid the development of 

syntax and grammatical skills, along with the introduction of new vocabulary 

(UNICEF 2004; Simon et al. 2008; Rollins & Snow 1998; Webster-Stratton et al. 2008; 

Department for Children, Schools and Families 2008; Moylett & Stewart 2012).   

 

In policy too, the benefits of using puppets have been highlighted.  The purchasing of 

puppets was seen as a beneficial way to spend public money for outreach projects in 

the UK and for encouraging language and cognitive development at home with 

young children (Gibb, 2011).  Previous policy has alluded to the success which 

puppets can bring to various interventions which were deemed to be successful 

(Department for Children Schools and Families, 2009; Moylett & Stewart, 2012).   

aŜŀǎǳǊƛƴƎ ¸ƻǳƴƎ /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ tǳǇǇŜǘǎ 

Puppets have often been used as a methodology in research with young children 

(Stadler & Ward, 2005).  For example, Schulze and colleagues, in Germany (2013) 

found puppets useful for increasing the engagement of the children in their study.  

The children interacted with the puppet, even making deductions and inferences 

ŀōƻǳǘ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǇǳǇǇŜǘΩs desires were, i.e. what he wanted for breakfast.  The 

puppet answered questions with a statement that was related, but not a direct 

answer, ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ŀǎƪŜŘΦ  ¢ƘŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ŀǎƪŜŘ ǿŀǎ άwhat do you want 

for breakfastΚέ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇǳǇǇŜǘ ǊŜǇƭƛŜŘΣ άI got milkέΦ  ¢ƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ƛƴ {ŎƘǳƭȊŜ et alΩǎ 

study knew what action to take, based on inferring what the puppet wanted for 

breakfast. The fact that the children had developed such a relationship with the 

puppet to be able to deduce and infer shows just how useful they can be and how 

much the children enjoyed engaging with them (Schulze et al., 2013) 
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Puppets have long been used in studies which examine executive function and tasks 

where theory of mind is being tested (Carlson & Moses, 2001).  Beck and colleagues 

(2011) used a puppet in their study in the USA, which tested the test-retest reliability 

of executive function tasks.  They reasoned that using the puppet to engage with the 

children would keep the children interested.  They chose to use puppets which were 

familiar to the children from a well-ƪƴƻǿƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǘŜƭŜǾƛǎƛƻƴ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŜΣ Elmo 

and Ernie from Sesame Street.  The children responded to the puppets and were put 

at ease by their presence (Beck, Schaefer, Pang, & Carlson, 2011).   

 

Puppets have been extremely useful to studies on pretend play also.  Children enjoy 

watching scenarios with puppets and while being entertained by them, engage with 

the tasks more enthusiastically; the generic knowledge being transferred can also be 

assimilated more readily, even if it contradicts what they already know (Sutherland 

& Friedman, 2013).    

 

Importantly for the current study, puppets have been used in studies which have 

focused on language development.  Trionfi and Reese (2009), when researching the 

narrative development of monolingual English speaking children in New Zealand, 

ǳǎŜŘ ǇǳǇǇŜǘǎ ŀǎ ŀ ǿŀȅ ƻŦ ƻōǘŀƛƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜǎΦ  ¢ƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ǘƻƭŘ ǘƘŜ 

ǇǳǇǇŜǘǎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎΦ ¦ǎƛƴƎ ŀ ǇǳǇǇŜǘ ǿŀǎ ŀ ƴƻǾŜƭ ǿŀȅ ƻŦ ŀǎǎŜǎǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 

language development.  Rather than a child attempting a pen and paper task, or 

answering straight questions related to his/her phonological awareness, puppets can 

ŀǎŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƭŜǾŜƭ ƻŦ ǇƘƻƴƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŀǿŀǊŜƴŜǎǎ ōȅ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ƘǳƳƻǊƻǳǎ ƳƛǎǘŀƪŜǎ 

with their pronunciation (Carroll, Snowling, Stevenson, & Hulme, 2003).  The child 

enjoys interacting with the puppet and is more engaged with the tasks as a result. 

 

Davies, Shanks and Davies (2004) used puppets to aid narrative development in 

children with a language delay.  Thirty-one children from high poverty areas in the 

UK were involved in an intervention which took place three times per week.  The 

children were encouraged to use puppets to tell their own narratives after learning 

about the who, what, where and when of their own stories.  Davies et al found that 
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the puppets helped to bring the stories to life for the children.  The children could 

see a physical manifestation of their stories, and this helped them to internalise the 

ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƛƴƎ ŀ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊΩǎ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ŀ ǎǘƻǊȅ (Davies, 

Shanks, & Davies, 2004). 

 

{ƛƳƛƭŀǊƭȅΣ ǇǳǇǇŜǘǎ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎΦ  In a 

multiple case-study design, Levy (2008) conducted interviews with five nursery 

children using a puppet to elicit data on the home and school discourses related to 

ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎΦ  [ŜǾȅΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŎƻƴǎƛǎǘŜŘ ƻŦ ŀ ǇǳǇǇŜǘ ǿƘƛǎǇŜǊƛƴƎ 

questions to the researcher and the researcher relaying these questions to the child.  

Levy argued that the use of the puppet in the interviews served to gain rich and 

varied data on a range of questions relating to reading, such as: άwhat do we need to 

read and why do we read?έ ό[ŜǾȅΣ нллуΥ рнύΦ  [ŜǾȅ ŎƻƴǘŜƴŘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

puppet in the interview was age-appropriate therefore respecting the voice of the 

child in research (R. Levy, 2008).  

 

The puppet has even been used in the development and success of a child interview 

research tool.  The Berkley Puppet Interview (BPI) (Ablow & Measelle, 1993) was 

developed to assess very yoǳƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǎŜƭŦ-perceptions.  It was thought, before 

this instrument was developed, that children at a young age perhaps did not have 

the ability to articulate their own self-perception.  The tool was developed to be 

used with children who are as young as between four and seven years old in the 

USA.  The authors of the BPI argued that more interactive and age-appropriate ways 

of eliciting information about academic self-perception, depression and social self-

perception from very young children should exist, rather than simply asking them 

questions.  They claimed that researchers who changed the way they spoke to 

children elicited better responses from the children.  They therefore devised an 

interview tool where the child was asked to agree or disagree with statements that 

two puppets made to the child.  The interview took place at floor level and the 

exchange was more peer-like than an adult-child interaction (Measelle & Ablow, 

1998).  This produced better and more plentiful responses from the children, even 
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more so than pictures.  The way puppets interact with children seems to have a 

positive impact on the amounts of information they are willing to share (Perels, 

Merget-Kullmann, Wende, Schmitz, & Buchbinder, 2009). 

Puppets and Social and Emotional Development 

Puppets have long been used in interventions which target the social and emotional 

development of young children.  One such example is the renowned US-devised 

Incredible Years Child Dinosaur Programme (IYCDP) for children with behavioural 

difficulties (Webster-Stratton et al., 2008).  In this programme, during a circle time 

small group therapy activity, a puppet would present a particular problem directly to 

the children.  The children and the puppet would try to resolve the problem 

together.  The children responded to the fact that the puppet was present and 

introduced in the same way each week.  This predictability of the sessions stabilised 

the children.  Even children with Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder had 

interacted successfully and in a sustained way and their inattention, oppositional 

behaviour and hyperactivity had benefited from interacting with the puppet 

(Webster-Stratton & Reid, 2008).  Children with conduct problems, and those with 

emotional self-regulation difficulties in socially disadvantaged areas also benefited 

from interaction with the puppet in IYCDP.  IYCDP is a child-friendly programme 

which uses life-size puppets with which the children enjoy interacting (Webster-

Stratton et al., 2008).  The interaction with the puppet, in more recent research has 

been shown to have an impact on the aggression of young children with ADHD, and 

in follow-up studies one year later (Webster-Stratton, Reid, & Beauchaine, 2011, 

2013). The effect sizes were medium to large in the original study and these were 

maintained at follow-up.  Two thirds of the children scored below the clinical range 

on aggression measures and oppositional behaviour after the intervention with the 

Child Dinosaur puppet programme (Webster-Stratton et al., 2013). 

 

Similarly, puppets positively affected the wellbeing of young children in a study in 

Australia.  Over the course of ten weeks, 99 children interacted with puppets which 

explained how the children should conduct themselves behaviourally.  The 



Gillian Lake   Chapter Two ς Literature Review  
  DPhil in Education 
 

 81 

interaction with the puppets improved the cƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭ 

competence (Ashdown & Bernard, 2012).  The recent use of puppets in studies to 

improve social and emotional wellbeing, and the favourable responses from young 

children all serve to show the benefits of using puppets with young children.   

Puppets and Academic Achievement  

Puppets have been successfully used in the teaching of science.  In a study 

conducted by Keogh and others (2005) in the UK, the puppet was reported as 

bringing scientific stories to life for children. Their concentration levels were 

observed to have improved with the introduction of the puppet, and they wanted to 

contribute to the lesson much more when the puppet was involved.  Even children 

who were reported as being shy and timid before the intervention were reported as 

contributing much more to class discussions.  They seemed to be less intimidated by 

the puppet asking them questions than the teacher, and saw the puppet as more of 

a peer than an instructor.  The language used by the puppet was more at the level of 

the child than that sometimes used by the teacher, so that made the subject matter 

a little more accessible for them.  Discussion levels in the classrooms increased.  The 

children perceived the puppet as not necessarily knowing the answers to a question 

they posed, so the children explained their questions more fully.  Not only did the 

interaction with the puppets have an impact on the amount of verbal contributions 

the children made, it also affected the quality of those contributions.  Students gave 

more justification of their positions and more reasoned answers.  They spent more 

time reasoning and problem solving, and in what the teachers termed learning 

conversations, rather than talking about the practical elements of the task they were 

asked to complete.  The children generally listened more and were much more 

engaged in the lessons.  This engagement, the authors concluded, paved the way for 

more understanding of the subject matter of the science lessons (Keogh, Naylor, 

Downing, Maloney, & Simon, 2005; Simon et al., 2008).   

 

¢ƘŜ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊΩǎ ƻǿƴ ǘŀƭƪ ŎƘŀƴƎŜŘ ǘƻƻΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ ǿŀǎ ŀƴ ǳƴŜȄǇŜŎǘŜŘ ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘȅ, as 

evidenced by the teachersΩ learning diaries.  The teachers seemed to offer more 
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encouragement to the children when they used the puppets.  It is known that 

children tend to respond more to positive praise and reinforcement, so this would 

ƘŀǾŜ ƘŀŘ ŀƴ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊ ƛƴ ǘǳǊƴΦ  tǳǇǇŜǘǎΣ ƛƴ 

that study, provided the teacher with another mŜŀƴǎ ƻŦ ǎŎŀŦŦƻƭŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 

learning and constructing knowledge, without directly interacting with the children 

themselves.   

Puppets and Narrative Development  

Thorough literature searches took place of the ERIC database, along with the British 

Education Index in order to find studies which examined the effects of puppets on 

ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ ǿŀǎ ǳƴǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭΦ  ¢ƘŜ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ǎǘǳŘȅ 

addresses this gap in the literature, as it uses a puppet in the group shared reading 

session of the intervention. 

2.5 Section Summary 

So far, the components of the intervention (group shared storybook reading and 

planned pretend play) have been discussed with regard to their origins in language 

acquisition research and theory and their situation within an enabling environment, 

which facilitates interaction with the adult or a more knowledgeable other.  Also, the 

strengths of small group interactive storybook reading and planned pretend play 

have been explicated in this chapter.  The use of puppets has been discussed and 

their merits have been outlined.  The next section addresses the outcomes which the 

components of such an intervention would seek to target. 

2.6 Outcomes of the Current Study ς Vocabulary and Narrative (Story-

retelling) 

2.6.1 Vocabulary Development  

The Very Early Stages 

There is evidence to suggest that, while babies are in the womb and have been read 

a story repeatedly, they responded to it by headturning when it was read to them 
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when they were newly born (T. David et al., 2003).  It appears that babies are tuning 

into language, even at this early stage of their development.  

 

During this early stage, the baby learns to filter out the sounds which are not useful, 

or are not used in the home language.   

Phonological Processing 

Research has shown that bilingual children do not necessarily differentiate between 

any of the languages they hear, prenatally and as an early infant (Vihman, 2014).  

Evidence from research with English and Chinese newborns showed that the 

bilingual infants did not show a preference for listening to either language when 

compared to the English-only infants, who preferred English.  The authors concluded 

that the bilingual babies had learned enough about both languages to find them 

equally interesting (Byers-Heinlein, Burns, & Werker, 2010).  

 

This differentiation in monolingual children can coincide with their phonological 

perception developing.  Indeed, this increased phonological perception can manifest 

itself in babies as young as ten months making the shapes of sounds they use in 

language when the primary caregiver has used it indiscriminately (Vihman, 2014). 

There is evidence that in running speech, babies as young as six months old can 

recognise frequently heard words such as Mummy or their own name (Bortfeld, 

Morgan, Golinkoff, & Rathbun, 2005; Depaolis, Vihman, & Keren-Portnoy, 2012; 

Mandel-Emer & Jusczyk, 2003).  They may not, however, be attributing meaning to 

these words yet, but recognition is evident.  However, it has been shown that if 

children can recognise word forms and indeed produce them at this early stage, then 

they are more likely to show stable understanding of them later (Vihman, 2014).  

 

WǳǎŎȊȅƪΩǎ USA study found that, when passages of text were read to monolingual 

infants of between six and eight months, which they had listened to for a series of 

days previous to the trial, the infants listened longer, i.e. they did not turn away for 

longer than two consecutive seconds (Jusczyk, 2001).   
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Bilingual infants possessing two phonological processing systems seems to 

negatively affect their ability to respond to vowel sounds in the non-dominant 

language, but bilingual children have the advantage when processing vowel sounds 

that are present in both their languages, which would be unfamiliar to monolingual 

infants (Vihman, 2014). However, bilingual children appear to have had less practice 

with known or familiar words even in their stronger language.  This could lead to a 

lower lexical processing and smaller vocabulary in each language.  However, it is 

ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƘŀǘ ōƛƭƛƴƎǳŀƭ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǘƻǘŀƭ ǾƻŎŀōǳƭŀǊȅ ƛƴ ōƻǘƘ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜǎ is equivalent to 

monoƭƛƴƎǳŀƭ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ and is dependent on the interaction with the adult, or the 

exposure to each language (Murphy, 2014). 

 

While, there is no conclusive evidence that there is a development by stages in 

language development, a process called canonical babbling usually occurs later than 

the first phonological processing of early infant life (Vihman, 2014). 

Canonical Babbling 

During their first year, children begin to engage in canonical babbling, where they 

put consonants and vowels together.  It is thought that, by the time they are 

approximately ten months old, children are in what can be termed the jargon stage.  

This is when they use protowords which they have created themselves to indicate 

what they need, so the functional nature of language is emerging.    

 

It is thought that at this stage, very young children will operate a lexical selection.  

They will use words which have a particular consonant which they like to pronounce 

and they engage in vocal play, testing their voices (Stoel-Gammon & Menn, 2013).  

Furthermore, BloomΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛmental work (1975, 1977) showed that infants 

increased their vocalisations when a parent or adult is present (K. Bloom, 1975, 

1977). However, they argued that in fact, the rate of vocalisations changed 

dependent on the contingent talk the adult engaged in.  When the adult was 

engaged in contingent talk, the infant tended to pause, become attentive and often 

smile and then vocalise. During non-contingent talk, the infants vocalised in what 
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Bloom termed άburstsέ (Bloom, 1977: 368).  Moreover, Bloom and colleagues argued 

that more adult-like vocalisations could be carried out by an infant who is stimulated 

by turn-taking during such an interaction.  Infants can partake in vocal matching with 

the parent.  For example, infants at three months and five months exercised 

ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘǎ ǘƻ ƳŀǘŎƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ utterances, particularly syllabic ones, when the 

mother and infant were engaged in mutual, symmetrical patterns of communication 

(Hsu & Fogel, 2001).   

 

IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŦŀƴǘ ƛǎ ƳŜǊŜƭȅ ƛƳƛǘŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ 

vocalisations, as Goldstein and Schwade (2008) found, in their recent study of 

mother-infant dyads.  They found that the form ƻŦ ŀ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜŘ 

ŀƴ ƛƴŦŀƴǘΩǎ ǾƻŎŀƭ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴΣ ōǳǘ ƴƻǘ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ƛƳƛǘŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ŀ άǎƻŎƛŀƭƭȅ 

guided statistical learningέ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŦŀƴǘǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƛƴǇǳǘ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ 

analysis of its structure, which in turn facilitated their own vocal production 

(Goldstein & Schwade, 2008:521). 

 

Gathercole and Baddely (1989) found that phonological memory could have an 

impact on the speed at which children acquire vocal productions at the jargon stage.  

If children could remember novel sounds with relative ease, then it could be that 

they may have a memory for new words, which is a combination of these new 

sounds.  Children need to be able to identify these new sounds and separate them 

from the rest of the words in a particular sentence uttered to them, i.e. speech 

segmentation.  This is where phonological memory has a role to play.  Gathercole 

and Baddley (1989) found that phonological memory was highly correlated to 

vocabulary at age four and age five (Gathercole & Baddeley, 1989).  

 

There are undoubtedly roles for gesture, onomatopoeia and protowords in young 

ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǘǊŀƴǎƛǘƛƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ ǇƘƻƴŜƳŜ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŜŀǊƭȅ ǿƻǊŘ ŦƻǊƳǎ ό±ƛƘƳŀƴΣ нлмпύΦ  

However, it is argued by Vihman, that procedural routines play an even more 

significant role, where they allow the infant to engage in speech-planning, which will 
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eventually lead to systematic language.  This functional nature of language is evident 

in infantsΩ ŜŀǊƭȅ ƭƛƴƎǳƛǎǘƛŎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΦ 

 

Owens (2012) suggests that typically-developing children progress from having single 

words only at approximately 12 months, to having around 150-200 when they reach 

the age of two years.  When they reach the age of three years, Owens maintains that 

typically-developing children can have up to 1,000 single words.  Children who are 

developing in such a way can ask questions can make multi-word utterances and 

begin to use the possessive noun as they learn about the social functions of language 

(Owens, 2012; Tomasello, 2009).   

 

In contrast to Stoel-Gammon and Menn (2013) mentioned above, Tomasello 

differentiates between the child uttering what he terms Ψvocal signalsΩΣ and actual 

ǿƻǊŘǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƴŀǘƛǾŜ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜΦ  He contends that the childΩǎ ǳǘǘŜǊŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŀ 

sound which they have heard an adult use, might just be a playful activity based on 

his/her desire to interact, rather than a conscious use of a new word.  However, 

even in these reflexive vocalisations, Tomasello argues that the child is interacting 

with those around him/her (Tomasello, 2001).   

Social Pragmatic Approach 

Tomasello (2001) proposes a social-pragmatic approach to vocabulary acquisition.  

He maintains that children are not passive recipients of new information or, in the 

case of language development, new words.  Rather, they are constantly deciphering 

what the adult is referring to.  This could be the total sum of what the adult is 

referring to, or just part thereof.  He argues that, in fact, children learn language in 

the same way in which they acquire other conventions particular to their culture.   

 

An example of this might be when a child tries to make sense of what an adult is 

attending or referring to and thus deciphers the interaction.  Tomasello differs from 

Bruner in this way, because he does not suggest that children learn by gaze direction 

only.  Instead, he argues that the child is ǎŜŜƪƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŀŘǳƭǘΩǎ ƛƴǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ 
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for them through language.   He based this supposition on a study he conducted in 

1994, involving two-year-old children.  This study comprised an adult looking a child 

straight in the eye and announcing that they were intending to search for a 

particular item, and then proceeding to search for it.  In one condition, the adult 

moved directly to where the item was.  In the second condition, however, the adult 

went to the vicinity of where the item was hidden, and searched under each of the 

cups, scowling at each unsuccessful one.  When the adult finally located the correct 

item, he/she gave a satisfied smile.  ¢ƘŜ ŀŘǳƭǘΩǎ ǊŜŀŎǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǘƻȅ ǿŀǎ 

crucial to the child learning the word, not which toy the adult was looking at, at that 

time.  Tomasello claimed that gaze direction was not a factor in the child learning 

the word (Tomasello, 2001).  Perhaps it was a combination of gaze direction and the 

ŀŘǳƭǘΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƛǘŜƳǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜƭǇŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘ ǘƻ ƭŜŀǊƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘǎΦ 

 

In a second study by Tomasello, the adult carried out an action on a toy and then did 

the wrong action by accident.  When the adult subsequently did the right thing, 

he/she expressed satisfaction.  The child was then asked to complete the action 

him/herself.  The child had to listen to the direction from the adult and then 

complete the action correctly.  The child was able to do this after the adult had 

completed his/her action first.  Tomasello argued that the child was using the 

intentions of the adult to decipher the action word. The action was not stopped for 

the word to be announced to the child.  He/she implicitly obtained the word for the 

action through the interaction with the adult.  This, Tomasello asserts, is the way 

children can learn language.   

 

Studies carried out by Gergely, Nadasdy and Csibra and Biro (1995) in Hungary have 

exemplified the potential for children to understand otherǎΩ ƛƴǘŜƴǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ƳŀƪŜ 

decisions to act in a particular way based upon this. These studies consisted of an 

adult awkwardly bending to switch on a light with the child present.  It was clear to 

the child that there was an easier way to operate the light through the use of a large 

switching panel.  However, the child, when asked to repeat the action chose to 

imitate the modus operandi of the adult.  The child recognised the intention of the 
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adult and deduced that the best way to achieve what the adult wanted, was to bend 

awkwardly (Gergely, Nádasdy, Csibra, & Bíró, 1995; Tomasello, 2001). 

 

Children listen very carefully to language and can begin to isolate the phonemes in 

their native language and segment the language to which they are attending.  This is 

no easy task, as phonemes, particularly in the English language, can be pronounced 

in many different ways.  A child needs to ensure that all the sounds are categorised 

differently.  Newman and colleagues claim that this is a prerequisite for language 

development (Newman, Ratner, Jusczyk, Jusczyk, & Dow, 2006).  They claim that this 

needs to happen before the age of one year and that this is the window for 

segmentation.  Within this window of development, there is a possibility for 

statistical learning.   

 

Statistical Learning is a term used by Newman and colleagues to describe the 

situation where the child learns the frequency of something occurring in a language, 

which, in turn, helps them to learn where and how to use a particular feature of the 

language.  This would be dependent on a child being able to hear, and tune in to, the 

people around him/her who are speaking.  An anomaly arises with children who are 

hearing-impaired.  If they cannot tune in to the language they are learning, there 

might be a possibility that they might miss some of this statistical learning.  Also, 

listening in could only take a child so far, as he/she might be limited by the others 

with whom he/she is interacting, and who may use a small number of words on a 

regular or frequent basis.  This again reinforces the important element of interaction 

of the infant or child with another person.  It is not just the ability to recognise 

sounds and indeed make them and put them together to form new vocabulary 

which is relevant, it is at least two people interacting and essentially communicating 

that makes it a language.  This social context of the child is extremely important 

(Newman & Sachs, 2013).  In particular, the interaction between the mother and the 

child is important, without over-reliance on Infant Directed Speech or Adult Directed 

Speech, but an interaction of these two types of communication. 
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In most cultures, the amount of talk the mother engages in with the child can affect 

their speech development later.  This can begin as joint attention.   

 

CƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ .ǊǳƴŜǊΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊǎǳōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƳƻŘŜ ƛƴ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ȅŜŀǊ ƻŦ ƭƛŦŜΣ ǘƘŜ 

child can acquire words through joint attention, which involves focusing on joint 

objects of reference through modelling of gestures by adults. The child can learn that 

communication can be reciprocal, as was discussed in Section 2.2.3.  The first half of 

this early development is usually characterised by emergent conversation.  The child 

is not necessarily talking and having conversation, as adults would necessarily know 

it.  However, certain more developed aspects of conversation are visible, such as 

initiation, early turn-taking and joint gaze, but actual words are not yet apparent.   

Gesture emerges during this stage also and is a key milestone in the acquisition of 

vocabulary.  The child, in the second half of the intersubjective stage, i.e. six to 

twelve months, may hold something so that the adult can view it.  Alternatively, they 

may point to something or jointly point at something which the adult wishes them to 

attend to (Sheil et al., 2012).  This is not always straightforward for all children.  In 

particular, children with Autistic Spectrum Disorder cannot always achieve joint 

attention, or joint eye gaze, or even exchange smiles with another.  These are all 

ǎƛƎƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŀƎƳŀǘƛŎǎ ƻŦ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ Ƴŀȅ ƴƻǘ ōŜ ǘƘŜǊŜ (Sheil 

et al., 2012).  Joint gaze is also culturally bound, as, in a study conducted by Fernald 

and Morikawa in 1993 in the USA, American mothers encouraged their children to 

look around and take in their surroundings, thus engaging in joint attention, whereas 

WŀǇŀƴŜǎŜ ƳƻǘƘŜǊǎ ǇǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƛƴŦŀƴǘΩǎ ŦƻŎǳǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƳ (Fernald & Morikawa, 

1993).  

 

The effects of the mother/main parent ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǾƻŎŀōǳƭŀǊȅ ŀŎǉǳƛǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ 

apparent, even though how that relationship manifests itself may be different for 

each culture.  For example, Pan, Rowe and Singers (2005) found evidence of this 

influence when they examined 108 children who were monolingual and from a rural 

background in New England, USA.  They found that, if the mother had a higher word 

ōŀƴƪ ƘŜǊǎŜƭŦΣ ǘƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǾƻŎŀōǳƭŀǊȅ ǿŀǎ ƘƛƎƘŜǊΦ  wƻŘǊƛƎǳŜȊ ŀƭǎƻ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ 
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the amount of time that the mother spent reading to the child, and the availability of 

literacy activities and materials at home, ǇǊŜŘƛŎǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǾƻŎŀōǳƭŀǊȅ (Rodriguez 

& Tamis-LeMonda, 2011; Rodriguez et al., 2009). 

 

Hoff (2005) argues that, when children first acquire words, they are context bound.  

They represent something for the child so they are referential.  Hoff argues that 

these first words are usually understood by the adult who is interacting with the 

developing child.  Wells (2009) has identified this functional nature of language 

development in his landmark study in 1980s with young children.  Wells and 

ŎƻƭƭŜŀƎǳŜǎ ǊŜŎƻǊŘŜŘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǘ ƘƻƳŜ ŀƴŘ ŀǘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ƛƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ 

investigate the similarities or differences between the two contexts in terms of 

language development.  They contended that children followed a particular 

functional trajectory of development  (albeit individual to the child and their familial 

situation), which is contingent on the interaction with another (Wells, 2009).  The 

context in which the child is conversing then, becomes an increasingly important 

ŦŀŎǘƻǊ ƛƴ ƳŜŀǎǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΣ ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ²ŜƭƭǎΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ 

should, Wells contends, be consideǊŜŘ ŎŀǊŜŦǳƭƭȅΣ ǿƘŜƴ ƳŜŀǎǳǊƛƴƎ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ 

acquisition.  He argues that the development of vocabulary, in particular, is bound 

up with the child using language to fulfil a need or want they have, which can be 

possibly met by the adult that they are interacting with.  This is discussed next. 

 

Children may typically begin with nominal words such as mummy or daddy, or they 

can be associated with a routine which the child follows, such as bedtime, drinking 

and eating.  Uccelli and colleagues argue that 40҈ ƻŦ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ рл ǿƻǊŘǎ ŀǊŜ 

typically nouns.  It is thought that nouns are acquired first because, in English, these 

are the words that come at the beginning and ending of sentences which ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ 

family is uttering.  The grammatical structure of English is subject-verb-object (SVO).  

So, in English, the child hears a noun as the subject, and a noun as the object (Uccelli 

& Pan, 2013).   
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Sometimes, Hoff (2005) argues, children who are at this stage of their vocabulary 

development mistakenly overextend the words they know.  For example, they may 

begin to associate men with the word Daddy and call all men Daddy.  Similarly, 

DŀǘƘŜǊŎƻƭŜ ŀƴŘ .ŀŘŘƭŜȅ όмфуфύ ǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇƘŜƴƻƳŜƴƻƴ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ Ψwhole object 

assumptionΩ.  When children learn a new word, they often use this word to name all 

other objects that are associated with it.  For example, a child might use the word 

cup to describe the liquid inside, and the action of drinking.  It can take a while for 

children to learn mutual exclusivity.  It can be difficult for them to learn that 

members of the cat family do not overlap with members of another animal family.  

This can also occur in the opposite way too, with some children underextending.  For 

example, they may call all dogs a collie, if that is a word they associate with dogs, or 

their own dog in particular.   

 

After the child can master some nouns, they may move to action words such as all 

gone.  They then might move to personal words such as want and no and please.  

When the child moves up to having approximately 600 words, 40% are nouns, 25% 

are verbs and adjectives, 15% are function words, for example, drink, banana etc. 

(Uccelli & Pan, 2013).  The word spurt might occur after this, as the child switches to 

learning about the grammatical function of words (Hoff, 2005).  Bruner argues that 

this is when the normative mode takes place, during the time at preschool for a 

typically-ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƛƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ǿƘŜƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǾƻŎŀōǳƭŀǊȅ ōŀƴƪ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜǎΦ  Lƴ ǘƘƛǎ 

stage, according to Bruner, the child can typically begin to use multi-word sentences, 

sentence combinations, talk about their experiences and begin to develop 

decontextualised language. It is at this time also that the intervention in the current 

study was carried out, as the children would have been beginning to use language 

pragmatically and for conversation, rather than only to fulfil their needs. 

 

¢ƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŀƭ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘ ƭƛǾŜǎ Ŏŀƴ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǾƻŎŀōǳƭŀǊȅ 

development, Hoff (2005) argues.  For example, the position in the family can affect 

ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΦ  IƻŦŦ όнллрύ ǎǳƎƎŜsts that a child who was first 

born or last born may have a slight advantage over his/her siblings.  This can be due 
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to spending more actual time talking to parents and their siblings and the fact that 

they may have more one-to-one attention from the parent, depending on the 

parentsΩ work situation. What is clear, however, is that the family does play a role in 

ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŀŎǉǳƛǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǾƻŎŀōǳƭŀǊȅΦ 

 

Other environmental factors, which might affect language development, have been 

identified through large-scale research studies.  For example, socio-economic status 

has been shown to have an influence on vocabulary acquisition. Rodriguez and 

colleagues (2011) found that monolingual children from low socio-economic groups 

across the US were at, or below, the norm-referenced level for vocabulary.  The 

opposite was the case from the higher socio-economic groupings (Rodriguez & 

Tamis-LeMonda, 2011).  Another important finding from their study was that the 

preschooling of the children seemed to build on what was learned in the first two 

ȅŜŀǊǎ ƻŦ ƭƛŦŜ ŀƴŘ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘŜŘ άmore complex aspects of emergent literacyέ όwƻdriguez 

& Tamis-LeMonda, 2011: 1071).  Tomasello (1998) argues that personality can play a 

role too.  He argues that a child who may be outgoing may elicit more opportunities 

to talk.  They simply engage with others more, which gives them more opportunities 

to acquire more words.   

 

The socio-economic grouping the children originated in, whether they attended 

preschool, and the level of interaction they engage in, all can have an impact on their 

vocabulary acquisition.  The number of languages spoken at home can have an 

impŀŎǘ ƻƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǾƻŎŀōǳƭŀǊȅ ŀŎǉǳƛǎƛǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŘŜŜŘ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ 

general.  For example, even though children who are born into a bilingual home 

produce their first words around the same time as monolingual children (Genesee, 

2003; Patterson & Pearson, 2004; Petitto et al., 2001), this evidence is less conclusive 

as it can very much depend on the age of children in a sample and whether receptive 

or productive vocabulary outcomes are being reported.  For example, in large 

samples of preschool children, a smaller receptive vocabulary has been reported in 

bilingual children in comparison to monolingual children (Bialystok, Luk, Peets, & 

Yang, 2010; Mahon & Crutchley, 2006).  In productive language, bilingual school 
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children have tended to have a smaller total vocabulary repertoire in each language, 

i.e. Language 1 (L1) and Language 2 (L2) (Yan & Nicoladis, 2009).  However, the 

amount of exposure to each language can determine the size of the vocabulary 

repertoire, i.e. a greater exposure leads to larger vocabulary size, particularly in the 

L2 (A. David & Wei, 2008; Poulin-Dubois, Bialystok, Blaye, Polonia, & Yott, 2012).  

Therefore, it might be beneficial for children with EAL to be exposed to an 

intervention that is in their L2, in order to support their total vocabulary 

development.  Iƻǿ ǿŜ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘŀǘ ŀŦŦŜŎǘǎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǾƻŎŀōǳƭŀǊȅ ŀŎǉǳƛǎƛǘƛƻƴ Ƙŀǎ ŀƭǎƻ 

changed and influenced the way we support it.  

2.6.2 Collecting Data on Vocabulary Acquisition  

During the 19th and early 20th centuries, ŘƛŀǊȅ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǾƻŎŀōǳƭŀǊȅ 

ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ǿŜǊŜ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊΣ ǿƛǘƘ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǾƻŎŀōǳƭŀǊȅ 

acquisition.  This was a useful methodology for examining individǳŀƭ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 

language development.  However, the diaries proved less useful when it came to 

trying to establish any patterns which ŜȄƛǎǘŜŘ ƛƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΦ  

Methodologically speaking, the validity of diary studies was called into question, as 

ǘƘŜ ŘƛŀǊƛǎǘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘƛƴƎ ƘŀǇǇŜƴƛƴƎǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ 

which were particularly interesting, rather than rudimentary scheduling of events in 

that development.  More recently, the use of Communicative Developmental 

Inventories has enabled ǘƘŜ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǾƻŎŀōǳƭŀǊȅ ŀŎǉǳƛǎƛǘƛƻƴ to 

become more scientific, as these are standardised, norm-referenced measures 

(Uccelli & Pan, 2013).   

Interventions and Vocabulary Development  

InterǾŜƴǘƛƻƴǎ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭ ƛƴ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘƛƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǾƻŎŀōǳƭŀǊȅ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΦ  

Children in low-income areas, particularly, have benefitted from vocabulary 

development interventions (Beck & McKeown, 2007; Biemiller, 2003; Pan, Rowe, 

Singer, & Snow, 2005; Roskos et al., 2010; Sénéchal, 1997).   For example, American 

monolingual children who were screened as having <85 standard score on the 

Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test due to high poverty circumstances, or a language 
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delay, responded positively to an intervention with interactive read aloud as the 

main component (Roskos & Burstein, 2011).   

 

The children, who had a mean age of 57 months, were exposed to the intervention 

twice weekly, for 12 weeks.   The intervention took place in four-week slots, with a 

break between each slot.  Two books were read each week to the children, with a 

Ψsay and tellΩ about three to five single target words before each read aloud session. 

¢Ƙƛǎ ǿŀǎ ƛƴ ƪŜŜǇƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ Ǝŀƛƴ approximately two new words per 

day from the age of one year old, which can result in 6,000 words by the time they 

reach seven years old (Biemiller & Slonim, 2001).   

 

The children also discussed the words after the story was read, as this has proved 

successful in improving vocabulary (Beck & McKeown, 2007).  The storybooks were 

picture fiction books; the target words were taken from these books and they were 

high frequency words to which the children might be exposed as their vocabulary 

developed.  The experienced teachers and learning assistants had debriefing 

sessions about what was working in the intervention and changes were made as the 

ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎŜŘΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ Ƴŀȅ ƘŀǾŜ ƘŀŘ ŀƴ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘȅΩǎ results, as the 

staff had the experience and expertise to know how to adapt the intervention to 

make it more successful.   

 

The children were encouraged to retell the story themselves with puppets or to role-

play it. The children were repeatedly exposed to the new words in different 

contexts, which helped them to make mind-maps of the new words, rather than just 

rely on an increasing memory load.  When the words were introduced into the play 

activity, for example, they made a shift from the short-term memory to the long-

term memory. These interactive dialogic reading sessions resulted in moderate to 

large effect sizes for productive and receptive vocabulary (Roskos & Burstein, 2011).   

 

Wasik, Bond and Hindman (2006) investigated the effects of combining storybook 

reading with conversation strategies, in an intervention to develop American 
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ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ one-word vocabulary.  They trained teachers to engage in purposeful 

dialogue with the children; results showed that the children in the intervention 

group improved much more than the control group for receptive vocabulary 

(/ƻƘŜƴΩǎ Ř effect size=.73) and productive vocabulary (effect size=.44) (Wasik, Bond, 

& Hindman, 2006).   

 

Aram (2006) also conducted a study combining the methodologies of teaching 

alphabetic skills and storybook reading.  One group of Israeli children was assigned 

to a storybook condition, another to an alphabetic condition, another to a combined 

approach and another to a non-treated comparison group.  It was predicted that the 

storybook reading group would score higher on the single word vocabulary 

measures at post-test.  In fact, results showed that the children in the combined 

programme scored higher than the storybook group in single-word book vocabulary, 

but the storybook group did show gains over the non-intervention comparison 

group.  Also, results showed that the younger children in the sample did better than 

ǘƘŜ ƻƭŘŜǊ ƎǊƻǳǇ ƻƴ ǊŜŎŜǇǘƛǾŜ ǾƻŎŀōǳƭŀǊȅΦ !ǊŀƳΩǎ ǎǘǳŘȅΩǎ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ŀ ƭŜǎǎ 

robust quasi-experimental design, and measures that were questionable, which 

included a translation of a pre-existing vocabulary measure.  This may have affected 

the results.  The fidelity of the intervention could also be questioned, as the teachers 

only received one page of guidelines.  What is significant is that the children did 

better on the oral language measures than on alphabetic skills.  

 

There are many other studies, which have been discussed throughout this review, 

which have shown favourable results for interventions that target vocabulary 

(Section 2.3.2, 2.4.1). The studies delineated thus far in this review have measured 

both receptive vocabulary and productive vocabulary, predominantly focusing on 

single-word phrases and novel word learning.  They have mostly availed of the use of 

general word learning, norm-referenced assessments.  However, it is worth 

considering, whether, particularly in the context of a storybook reading intervention, 

which involves the implicit instruction of novel words, a general measurement of 

productive or receptive vocabulary can suffice.    By analysing vocabulary, through 
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the use of norm-referenced tests, the results usually provide evidence of breadth of 

vocabulary and quite comprehensively too.  Standardised measures such as PPVT28, 

BPVS29, EOWPVT30 and indeed the British Ability Scales Naming Vocabulary subtest, 

can have limitations in a preschool context, particularly in a reading-aloud context, 

as they do not measure the target words which preschool practitioners are 

particularly interested in the children learning (Hoffman, Teale, & Paciga, 2014).  

There is no doubt that they have strong validity and reliability and they can assure a 

normal distribution of scores, which makes for highly valid analysis, especially in 

terms of the evaluation of interventions.  However, they do not account for depth of 

vocabulary knowledge, i.e. the use and meaning. 

 

! ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ǿŀȅ ǘƻ ŀǎǎŜǎǎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǾƻŎŀōǳƭŀǊȅ ƳƛƎƘt be through an analysis of the 

definition for a single-word provided by the child.  ¢Ƙƛǎ Ŏŀƴ ǎŜǊǾŜ ǘƻ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ 

semantic knowledge of a specific target word, and give both researchers and 

practitioners evidence of depth of word learning.  However, seeking definitions is 

not immune from its methodological limitations, as what type of definition is being 

sought becomes problematic.   For example, would an equivalency statement 

ǎǳŦŦƛŎŜΣ ŜΦƎΦ Ψŀ Ŏŀǘ ƛǎΧŀ cat ƳŜŀƴǎΧΩ ƻǊ merely being able to correctly categorise that 

word be best e.g. ΨǘƘŜ Ŏŀǘ ƛǎ ŀƴ ŀƴƛƳŀƭΧΩ or indeed would an ability to use a 

particular target word in context be better?  Using context can prove problematic, as 

the child may or may not be able to transfer the meaning to a wider context, which 

may lead to a tester incorrectly interpreting this as not knowing a particular word.   

Additionally, if children are providing multiple different responses, it may be difficult 

to establish which definition is correct for the test.  These definitional assessments, 

do, however, provide information about how children think about and categorise 

words, which can be useful information for language development in general.  As 

definitional assessments are few in number in empirical research, it is difficult to find 

reliable and valid methods and, in turn, replicate them.  

 

                                                      
28

 Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test (Dunn, 1981) 
29

 British Picture Vocabulary Scales (Dunn, Dunn, Whetton, Burley, 1997) 
30

 Expressive One-Word Picture Vocabulary Test (Brownell, 2000) 
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A third way to assess only target words being taught in a particular intervention, is 

ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǇƛŎǘƻǊƛŀƭ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǎŜƭŜŎǘŜŘ ōȅ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ verbal 

labelling of these (see Coyne et al., 2009; Hargrave & Senechal, 2000; Justice, 2002; 

Harris et al., 2011; Silverman, 2007; Bond & Wasik, 2001). These type of assessments 

can, and have, been used in breadth-of-word-learning studies: (Bond & Wasik, 2001; 

G J Whitehurst, Arnold, Epstein, & Al., 1994).  But these assessments have also had 

methodological limitations.  For example, it can be difficult to represent some target 

words pictorially, as often more difficult abstract target Tier 2 words (Beck et al., 

2002) are tested in interventions that include storybook reading as a component.  

Concern arises when researcher-designed picture-naming assessments are used in 

isolation, to the exclusion of general reference assessments.  With the validity and 

reliability considerations in relation to these assessments, over-emphasis of any 

results, be they positive or negative, Ƴŀȅ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƛƴ ƳƛǎƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨǿƘŀǘ ǿƻǊƪǎΩ 

in terms of childrenΩs vocabulary development.  

 

To conclude, it could be suggested that perhaps a combination or complementary 

use of different types of productive and receptive single-word vocabulary 

assessments could be useful.  In particular, the breadth of vocabulary could be 

tested through general learning norm-referenced vocabulary assessments and target 

words through researcher-designed assessments.  Some form of definitional 

assessment may be useful also to assess depth of knowledge, however there is little 

empirical evidence to support the successful use of these.  It would be important, 

however, to exercise caution when interpreting any results in relation to researcher-

designed tests, due to validity and reliability concerns, particularly in relation to 

larger effect sizes, which can be a feature of researcher-designed tests. The current 

study used complementary techniques, as outlined by Hoffman et al in 2014. 

 

/ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŀŎǉǳƛǊŜ ǾƻŎŀōǳƭŀǊȅ ƛǎ ƛƴǾŀƭǳŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ 

language.  Vocabulary is the building block of syntax and, eventually, conversation.  

This conversation, in turn allows the child to develop the ability to narrate and/or 

retell personal and fictional stories in the form of narrative.  Narrative is the other 
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targeted outcome of [ŜǘΩǎ ¢ŀƭk in the current study and the background and 

justification for this will be discussed next.  

2.6.3 Narrative Acquisition  

bŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ƛǎ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ άdiscourse abilities acquired by young childrenέ 

(McPherson, 2002: 23).  According to Vygotsky (1933), typically-developing children 

will usually progress from interacting with their families as very young babies, 

smiling etc., to then internalising these interactions, which become emotions and 

ŎƻƎƴƛǘƛƻƴǎΦ  ! ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŜȄǇƻǎǳǊŜ ǘƻ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ Ƴay comprise having a story read to 

him/her.  This has the potential to introduce him/her to the structure of a narrative.  

Engaging in a joint attention episode with a child can introduce him/her to the idea 

that stories are comprised of different elements such as characters, times, events 

and places (McPherson, 2002).  Narrative is being able to convert something one 

knows ƛƴǘƻ ƻǊŀƭ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴΦ  /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜǎ ǿƛƭƭ ƻŦǘŜƴ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ ŀƴ 

introduction, then the elements pertaining to who, what, where and when in the 

story, and end with a conclusion. Hoff maintains that narrative, like other areas of 

cognitive development within the child, is culturally influenced.  North American 

children typically produce lengthy narratives, whereas in Japan, talking a lot can be 

considered a negative personality attribute and is discouraged in schools and 

ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ (Hoff, 2005). 

 

Narrative can manifest itself through different genres, for example, self-generated or 

personal narratives which ŀǊŜ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƻǿƴ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎΦ  ¢ƘŜǎŜ ŀǊŜ ǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ 

found in early narrative development in children who are just beginning to develop 

narrative skills.  What comes later is the ability to generate fictional/fantasy 

narratives.  The ability to retell a story falls within the fictional/fantasy genre and 

was targeted in the current study.  This type of narrative can manifest itself during 

symbolic play (Uccelli, Hemphill, Pan, & Snow, 1999)Φ   Lƴ ¦ŎŎŜƭƭƛ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƭƭŜŀƎǳŜǎΩ 

American study, young children were videotaped in a laboratory setting, interacting 

with one of their parents at three different time points.  The children were studied at 

20, 32 and 60 months.  Results showed that, when the children had had 
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conversations about fantasy stories which contained non-present actions at 20 

months, their development of narrative was more developed at 32 and 60 months 

(Uccelli et al., 1999). 

 

Baldock (2006) advocates the notion of narrative competence. He defines this as  

άthe ability to understand and create storiesέ ό.ŀƭŘƻŎƪΣ нллсΥ стύΦ  IŜ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ, 

when children are attending preschool at the ages of three and four years old, the 

potential for developing narrative is at its greatest.  He suggests that there are five 

components of narrative competence.   

 

Firstly, the child has the ability to understand and/or construct a sequence of events 

which are ordered chronologically. Secondly, the child understands time and the 

significance of its passing and that it is not just something which facilitates the 

repetition of routines and rituals.  Thirdly, the child understands that there are 

connections within a story which are linked causally, i.e. one thing can cause another 

in a story.  This could include one character causing an event.  Fourthly, a child can 

understand that a story is usually told from a particular standpoint and that different 

characters can have different opinions on what has happened.  Lastly, the child can 

use conventions of story which are linked to his/her culture only, and these, of 

course, may differ in other cultures.   These conventions can be changed or shifted in 

order to increase dramatic effect or change the story.   The current intervention 

sought to support these narrative competences, through the use of pre-existing 

stories. 

 

tǊŜŜŎŜΩǎ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŀǊƻǎŜ ŦǊƻƳ ŀƴ 18-month long case study of three 

monolingual children (one of whom was her own child) who took a car journey 

together on a weekly basis (Preece, 1987).  She recorded every utterance of the 

children and analysed them with reference to narrative development.  This led to 

ƘŜǊ ŘŜŦƛƴƛƴƎ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŀǎΥ άany verbal description of one or more past events, b) any 

examples of stories, both original creations and retellings, with stories begin defined 

ŀǎ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘǎ ƻŦ ǎƻƳŜ ƘŀǇǇŜƴƛƴƎǎ ƻǊ ƎǊƻǳǇǎ ƻŦ ƘŀǇǇŜƴƛƴƎǎΧŜƛther true or made up, 
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intended to interest the reader or hearer, and c) any examples identified and labelled 

as stories by the subjects themselvesέ όtǊŜŜŎŜΣ мфутΥослύΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ 

problematic, as the stories had to be a description of past events.  This ruled out 

many stories that children tell which are situated in the present and describe what 

they are currently doing, as can often happen during pretend play.  Preece did, 

however, include retellings in her definition; this often gets overlooked by narrative 

describers, who tend to categorise narrative into either personal generation or 

fantasy narratives only.  Story retelling is a narrative skill which still requires the child 

to sequence events, identify the characters, events, problems and solutions in a 

story.  Lƴ ǘƘŜ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ǎǘǳŘȅΣ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǎǘƻǊȅ-retelling was supported through 

sequencing activities. 

 

Narrative has been defined by McCabe (1991) as the ability to sequence events.  

These events can be fictional, or stem from real experiences which the individual 

may have had.  The events usually have a temporal element and usually contain a 

problem that needs resolving.  There are also usually characters involved, there is a 

spatial element to it and it usually has a location, or several locations (McCabe & 

Peterson, 1991).   The above describes one of many approaches to the analysis of 

narrative ability in children, i.e. structural.  Other narrative analysis strategies include 

story grammar, functional psycholinguistics, sociolinguistics and interpretative 

models of narrative development.  These will be discussed in brief next. 

2.6.4 Analysing Narrative Development  

Structural Narrative development 

A comparison of some of the different ways of categorising narrative development is 

contained in Table 2.2.  Applebee advocated a structural view of narrative 

development.  ApplebeeΩǎ ƭŜǾŜƭǎ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜŘ ƛƴ ŘŜǘŀƛƭΦ  Iƛǎ ǿŀǎ ŀ ƳƻŘŜƭ which 

ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƳƛǊǊƻǊŜŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƻƎƴƛǘƛǾŜ 

development (Applebee, 1978).   
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Table 2.2 Structural Models of Narrative Development 

Stages of Narrative Development 

Stadler and 
Ward 
Levels  

!ǇǇƭŜōŜŜΩǎ [ŜǾŜƭǎ {ǘŜƛƴ ŀƴŘ DƭŜƴƴΩǎ  
Levels 

Description 

Labelling Heaps Isolated 
description 

Unrelated statements that label or describe 

Listing Sequence Descriptive 
sequence 

Statements around a central topic 

Connecting Primitive 
Narrative 

Action sequence Statements around a central topic with perceptual not 
temporal links 

Sequencing Unfocused chain  
Focused chain 

Reactive 
sequence 
Abbreviated 
sequence 

Temporally related statements without a central topic 
Temporally related statements around a central topic 
Character goals and intention causality 
 

Narrating True Narrative Complete episode Temporally related statements around a central topic 
with a theme or moral.  Developed plot 

(Hedberg & Westby, 1993) 

 

Applebee (1978) entitles the first of his stages of narrative development heaps, 

when the typically-developing child is approximately two years old.  These narratives 

are disorganised monologues.  These monologues do not have any plot line and 

merely describe rules, and sometimes events that have occurred. There is no 

temporal element to this type of narrative.  When children begin to grasp the idea of 

time, they can begin to offer sequences in their narratives which have a central 

ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ !ǇǇƭŜōŜŜΩǎ ƴŜȄǘ ǎǘŀƎŜ, called sequencing.  Primitive narrative 

comes next ς where there is no central topic but some perceptual links are made 

throughout the story.  This then leads to the next stage of narrative development 

called unfocused chain.  This is when the child can describe events but there is not 

necessarily a beginning or ending, and if either exists, then they are possibly not 

linked in any way to each other or follow each other sequentially.   

 

Next, according to Applebee, the child can develop a focused chain of narrative, 

which is governed by time and focuses on a central topic. By the time the child has 

reached the age of five years, there is usually a central theme running through 

his/her narratives.  This enables a child ǘƻ Ŧƛƴŀƭƭȅ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇ !ǇǇƭŜōŜŜΩǎ ƭŀǎǘ ǎǘŀƎŜ, 

called real narrative.  In real or true narrative, there can be a climax to the story.  The 

child, according to Applebee, is centring. This is where the child is searching for and 

maintaining a central theme to the story and looks for links within the story itself.  
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There is usually a developed plot and the story may even have a moral.  However, 

with children who have language difficulties, there are often less goals associated 

with the main characters (Davies et al., 2004).  This structural approach was quite 

Piagetian in its thinking, as it focused on narrative developing at certain ages in 

certain stages.  However, the environment surrounding the child, or people/listeners 

with whom he/she may interact over the course of this development, are not 

menǘƛƻƴŜŘΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŀŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜŘ 

in this theory of narrative development.  The elements contained in it are, however, 

ǳǎŜŦǳƭ ƛƴ ŜȄŀƳƛƴƛƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜΦ    

 

Stadler and Ward (2005) also argue that children begin to develop narrative around 

the age of three or four years.  They suggest that children begin by telling their own 

personal experience stories, for example, I went to beach; I fell over in the 

playground.  Over time, they begin to tell fictional stories.  Stadler and Ward argue 

that this development occurs over several progressive levels.   

 

Firstly, the child engages in labelling, where he/she repeats him/herself and favours 

demonstrative pronouns such as this and that.  Then the child may move to what 

Stadler and Ward call the listing stage.  The children will simply list the actions of the 

main characters in the story one after another ς these actions may or may not be in 

the sequence in which they occur in the story.  At this stage, they argue that the 

child has no understanding of time, or the links between sequences, or causes of the 

action.  Their next stage is called connecting.  This is when a central character 

emerges and ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ story retelling revolves around this character and, in doing so, 

links other characters to him/her.  With this stage comes the introduction of the use 

of pronouns, which coincides with the introduction of stories about others, rather 

than the child him/herself.  Children in this stage begin to have an understanding of 

theory of mind and that others also have stories to tell.  Sequence still does not 

appear until the next stage, which Stadler and Ward call, predictably, the sequencing 

stage.  The causes of action in the story can be explained by the child in this stage.  

He/she also understands the temporal element of sequences of action.  Lastly, 
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narrating occurs.  The child can finally predict what might happen from beginning to 

end, they can develop plots and initiate links between actions and characters 

(Stadler & Ward, 2005).   

Story Grammar Model 

Narrative ability has also been analysed under the Story Grammar Model (Stein & 

Glenn, 1979).  Here the story is split into various story units and a series of events 

develops over the course of the story/narrative. The story is seen as separate from 

the cognitive processes in the mind which generate or tell it.  The narrative usually 

consists of seven content units comprising 1) character, 2) setting, 3) problem, 4) 

emotion, 5) attempt at resolution of the problem, 6) consequences of that 

resolution, and 7) an ending.  The Story Grammar Model has been used frequently to 

ŀǎǎŜǎǎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜŘ in this thesis in the Section on 

Early Intervention and Narrative Development.  Story Grammar was the model which 

was used to measure story retelling in the current study.  

Functional Psycholinguistics 

The Functional Psycholinguistics approach to narrative analysis focuses on the 

linguistic devices which are used by the child to generate a competent narrative.  

These might include grammatical tenses and the use of pronouns etc.  This approach 

has mostly been studied by those who study language acquisition, and is typically 

concerned with spontaneous narrative production, rather than story retelling.  For 

this reason, it was not used in the current study (Peterson & McCabe, 1994). 

Sociolinguistics 

In the sociolinguistic approach to narrative development, communication with 

ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ƛǎ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭΦ  ¢ƘŜ ǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ƛƴ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘƻǎŜ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ 

him/her is important in the sociolinguistic approach.  The emotional content and 

ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜǎ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜŘΣ ŀs the interpersonal is important.  

Time is a crucial element of narrative development in this approach.  Narrative 

becomes true narrative when young children begin to sequence the events of a story 

correctly and recognise that there is a temporal element to story (Labov, 1977).   

[ŀōƻǾ ŘŜŦƛƴŜǎ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŀǎ άtwo clauses which are temporally ordered: that is, a 
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change in their order will result in the temporal sequence of the original semantic 

interpretationέ ό[ŀōov, 1977: 360).  The interpersonal is less important in story 

retelling, as the elements of story grammar are the focus, so this model of analysis is 

not used in the current study. 

Interpretive Analysis of Narrative 

Developmental psychology is responsible for this approach to narrative 

development.  Here, narrative is viewed as a way for the child to make sense of the 

world around him/her.  By narrating personal experiences, and narrating on what 

they are engaged in, children can work out why certain things are happening in their 

environment and how their world works.  This appears to be quite close to the 

concept of pretend play.  The comparisons between pretend play and narrative will 

be addressed next. 

2.6.5 Narrative Acquisition and Pretend Play 

Pretend play and narrative are quite closely linked in their make-up.  Research in 

neurology has shown recently that the parts of the brain which are activated during 

pretend play are, in fact, the same parts of the brain which are activated when 

constructing a narrative and/or engaging in theory of mind tasks, namely the medial 

prefrontal cortex (Whitehead, Marchant, Craik, & Frith, 2009).  

 

Whitehead and colleagues (2009) conducted a UK study with 15 adults to test this.  

The adults viewed videos of actors using objects in three different ways.  Firstly, the 

actors would use the object in the way in which it was originally designed to be used.  

Next, they would use it in a novel way for a novel function.  This was used as a 

control.  Lastly, the actors would use it to represent something completely different, 

ŀǎ Ŏŀƴ ƻŦǘŜƴ ōŜ ŦƻǳƴŘ ƛƴ ǎȅƳōƻƭƛŎ ǎǳōǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǇǊŜǘŜƴŘ ǇƭŀȅΦ  ¢ƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ 

brains were observed as they were watching the videos.  Results showed that the 

brain parts which were activated during the pretend play video were the same as 

those activated whilst listening to narrative.   
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The research suggests that the movement in the brain during a particular type of 

pretend play, that of role-play, is most aligned to the movement of the brain during 

narrative (Whitehead et al., 2009).  That study was conducted with adults, so cannot 

be generalised to children, but it could be suggested that engaging in pretend play 

may strengthen childrenΩǎ narrative development.  The aim of the current study was 

to engage in pretend play and, through this, combined with group shared storybook 

reading, support narrative development. 

 

Eckler and Weininger (1989) also investigated the similarities between pretend play 

and narrative. Eckler and Weininger (1989) found similarities when they examined 

50 English-speaking Canadian ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ play episodes.  The children, ranging in age 

from four to eight years old, were encouraged to describe what they were doing as 

they played and the sessions were video-recorded.  The transcripts and videos were 

then analysed by proposition (the smallest unit of meaning).  The plays were then 

examined using a story grammar model (Stein & Glenn, 1979).  The story grammar 

had to include an event, a character desiring a particular goal associated with the 

event, the character then trying to achieve that goal, and succeeding or not in 

achieving it.  In addition to this, the play episode had to contain at least two 

propositions.  Having all of these elements meant it could be equated to a story.  The 

researchers concluded that there were very strong links structurally between 

pretend play and narrative. The older the child was, the higher the frequency of 

propositions.  They suggested that the pretend play continued to develop as the 

child got older (Eckler & Weininger, 1989).  Thus, it is reasonable to assume that 

these similarities between pretend play and narrative could be used advantageously 

in an intervention to strengthen narrative in young children, as was the case in the 

intervention in the current study (Eckler & Weininger, 1989).  

 

Harris (1994) also argued that there was a strong link between narrative and pretend 

play.  He suggested that the ways in which the two develop within a child are similar.  

Both pretend play and narrative use connections which link the action in the 

narrative.  Episodes are constructed in both and these are linked by the 
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aforementioned connections.  Harris developed his situational model to explain this.  

In this model, he argued that, in pretend play, children could put to one side what 

was happening in their lives in reality at that point in time and create an imaginary 

event through the use of decontextualised language.  Narrative employs this same 

cognitive power of the child.  The child has the ability to tell the difference between 

what is real and what is imaginary.  However, children do not over-rely on the real in 

order to make the imaginary.  They often use real characters alongside fictional 

ones.  Kavanaugh and Harris (1994) found that children could use what is real to feed 

their imaginary play and narrative.  Twenty-four to 30 month old children were 

shown an adult shaking make-believe powder over a soft toy.  When the child was 

asked to point to the picture which corresponded to how the soft toy was after that, 

the child picked the picture which showed the soft toy covered in powder.  This 

showed that the child engaged with the make-believe, an element that was 

encouraged in the current study also (Kavanaugh & Harris, 1994).     

 

Unlike other theorists, such as Piaget, Harris contended that this ability to construct 

pretend play and generate story through imagination is not restricted to early 

childhood, when its initial development takes place; it continues into adulthood. The 

ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ŀŘǳƭǘǎ ǘƻ Ǉǳǘ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ƛƴ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǎƘƻŜǎ ƳƛƎƘǘ ƛƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǘŜ ǘƘƛǎ ǇƻƛƴǘΦ  

Rinck and Bower (1995) found that adults, when asked about the location of things 

within a story, will often offer their position from the point of view of the main 

character (Rinck & Bower, 1995).  Children can also do this (Rall & Harris, 2000). The 

current study targeted children at the time, according to Harris, at which children 

are developing narrative, i.e. three to four years old. 

 

Furthermore, Ilgaz and Aksu-Koc (2005) found that pretend play could actually 

predict narrative ability.  They compared the elicitation of narratives of 30 three to 

five year old children, comparing direct elicitation of narrative and elicitation via play 

prompts.  When the children in their study used props to tell a story (play prompts), 

they could manage many more characters, as the action was live.  However, when 

ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀŘ ǘƻ ƘƻƭŘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊǎΩ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƳƛƴŘǎ ǿƛǘƘ ƴƻ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŦǊƻƳ ŀŎǘƛƴƎ 
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out or props (direct elicitation), their narratives were more basic.  The children, they 

found, used similar skills in narrative production to the ones that used in the pretend 

play/acting out.   

 

Ilgaz and Aksu-Koc also ŦƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ŀǘǘŜƴŘƛƴƎ 

preschool is episodic and contains much of the elements of story grammar that 

Applebee (1978) spoke of, such as goal attempt and consequence.  However, caution 

would be advised when interpreting the findings of that study, as the children were 

sampled on their willingness to participate in the tasks.  This could most certainly 

have introduced a Hawthorne effect, with the children possibly improving even if 

they had had a placebo intervention.  Age did play a part in the predictive ability of 

pretend play on narrative in Ilgaz and Aksu-KocΩǎ ǎǘǳŘȅ όнллрύ.  Five year olds 

produced episodic narratives, irrespective of their ability to pretend play.  With four 

year olds, the case was slightly different.  The four-year-old children produced 

episodic narratives when they were play-prompted, but only half of the sample 

produced episodic structures when they were direct elicited.  However, that study 

differed from previous studies, in that it did not ask the children to play with the toys 

and narrate on what they were doing.  It asked the children specifically for a story 

using props (Ilgaz & Aksu-Koç, 2005).  The children in the current study were three 

and four years old and their age will be considered when analysing their results. 

 

Narrative ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΩs relationship to pretend play varies as the child grows, 

according to McPherson (McPherson, 2002).  In a series of case studies with eight 

children, similar to what Ilgaz and Aksu-Koc found later in 2005, she found that 

language skills become less important to the narrative as the child grows.  Language 

skills, she suggests, are very important to narrative at age two years.   However, at 

age 30 to 36 months, pretend play becomes more important to narrative 

development.  She also found that earlier pretend play (at 30 months) was a 

predictor of narrative development later at 42 months.  If a child can extend beyond 

reality when they are 30 months old, then they can extend beyond reality in 

narrative later.  Through her storyboard task, she claimed that the use of props was 
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useful in extending the narrative.  In the current study, the props or aids used to 

practise and elicit narrative were visual ς the pictures from the story.  It should be 

ƴƻǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳǇƭŜ ƛƴ aŎtƘŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ǎǘǳŘȅ ǿŀǎ ƭƛƳƛǘŜŘ ǘƻ ро ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ, with a 

further eight of these children examined by case study only.  This could lead to 

skewed or unreliable results.  Also, the sample was quite homogenous, with the 

children coming from highly educated homes, where maternal education could have 

ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ (McPherson, 2002).  

 

There are also some differences between pretend play and narrative.  During a 

narration, the child must change an action into language to utter it.  Moreover, in 

pretend play, the child moves seamlessly from one action to another.  It has been 

suggested that pretend play emerges first and then narrative follows (McPherson, 

2002).  However, it could be said that the type of pretend play which was used in the 

current study, socio-dramatic play and the ability to sequence the events from a 

story, are emerging more or less alongside each other.  Children can use temporal 

relations as young as three years old, so it is possible that they are able to use these 

in pretend play also at this age. 

 

The preceding studies mostly show a link between play and narrative. It is a link 

between the ability to produce a narrative from prompts or from a title only.  In the 

current study, the children were helped to produce a narrative from pictorial 

prompts, but also after having re-enacted the story themselves.  Moreover, the 

children were asked to retell a story, rather than generate a new one.  This is 

different to what has been asked of many of the children in the studies described 

above.  Lastly, in the current study there was also an adult present supporting the 

ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǳǘǘŜǊŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ, and the relevance of this role will be discussed 

next. 

2.6.6 The Role of the Adult in Narrative Production 

Narrative production does not take place in a vacuum.  The interaction which can 

take place between an adult and a child can facilitate narrative production.  Hoff 
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(2005) argues that narrative can be developed simply through interaction with an 

adult.  The adult begins the process by scaffolding the child.  He/she asks the child 

questions, which enables him/her to recall past events.  Narrative then moves from 

recalling past events, to including a plot with imaginary events.  When the narrative 

becomes established, it usually contains linguistic devices which link the different 

elements therein.  This is referred to by many authors as coherence.  Social settings, 

such as nurseries, or even interaction at home with a parent, can encourage 

narrative development.  When significant adǳƭǘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƭƛŦŜ ǳǎŜ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄ 

ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜΣ ǘƘƛǎ Ŏŀƴ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ 

they grow (Fivush, 1991).  For example, in a study conducted by Fivush, mothers who 

ǳǎŜŘ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΣ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ 

narrative production positively later.    

 

Settings, too, Ŏŀƴ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƴ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΦ !ǎ ǿŀǎ 

shown by the Nutbrown review of quality in the Early Years and the various EPPE 

studies, it is crucial that the staff who are working with young children are 

appropriately trained and up-to-ŘŀǘŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǇŜǊǘŀƛƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 

narrative development (Nutbrown, 2012; Sammons et al., 2002; Sylva, Melhuish, 

Sammons, Siraj-Blatchford, & Taggart, 2004, 2008).  Baldock (2006) offers some 

advice for the development of narrative in settings.  He advises that narrative 

development should be at the very heart of most of what the child engages in, in the 

Early Years.  He calls for a more theoretical input in the pracǘƛǘƛƻƴŜǊΩǎ ǿƻǊƪΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ 

means that every exchange between the child and the adult should have narrative 

development at its core.  An exercise as simple as the child telling the adult about 

his/her experiences can be developed and encouraged.  

 

Reading to children is another way in which adults can ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ 

(Stadler & Ward, 2005).  Exposing children to a sequential story has the potential to 

nurture and improve what is developing at a fast rate at that age in the Early Years.  

The types of stories which are read to children should be considered when 

supporting narrative development.  Baldock suggests that, if it is true that children 
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ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭƭȅ ƴŀǊǊŀǘŜ ƛƴ ΨƘŜŀǇǎΩΣ ǇŜǊƘŀǇǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ which are presented to them should 

also be arranged in heaps around one central theme.  It is possible that children are 

not uniformly developing at this stage and that they should be presented with books 

and stories which stretch their capabilities.  However, it does seem that, when 

children are developing the ability to describe routines and rituals, they quite enjoy 

books which are based around one theme.  Children can identify with a theme that 

focuses on ritual and routine, as they themselves operate that kind of monologue 

too.  One strong example Baldock gives of this is The Very Hungry Caterpillar (Carle, 

1970).  This is a very simple sequence of events, but it also contains a climax by way 

of the caterpillar turning into a butterfly.  The story has a clear conclusion.   

 

Repetition is also useful when trying to develop narrative.  ²ŜΩǊŜ ƎƻƛƴƎ ƻƴ ŀ .ŜŀǊ 

Hunt (French, 2000) is a particularly strong example of this.  The children identify 

ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ Ǌƛǘǳŀƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǇŜǘƛǘƛǾŜ ǊƘȅƳŜΦ  Lǘ ƘŜƭǇǎ ǘƻ ŦƛȄ άǘƘŜ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ 

mindέ ό.ŀƭŘƻŎƪΣ нллсΥпфύΦ  CƻǊƳŀƭ ƻǇŜƴƛƴƎǎ and closures, such as once upon a time 

and they all lived happily ever after help the child to situate the story between a 

beginning and an end.  Successful books have also used non-human characters and 

incorporated a temporal element.  This helps children to realise that the story is 

separate from their daily routine and that they live in a world that passes in time 

(Baldock, 2006).  

 

Adults can help to actually elicit narrative from young children also.   They can ask 

questions such as who, what, where and when, which can elicit the crucial story 

grammar elements which the child needs to tell a story (Peterson & McCabe, 1994).  

Adults may have a role of guidance through an original story, or guidance through 

ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘ ŀǘ ǊŜŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ƻǊ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƴƎ ŀ ƴŜǿ ƻƴŜΦ  ¢ƘŜȅ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ŜƴƎŀƎŜŘ ƛƴ 

task regulation while the child is narrating.  This might take the form of scaffolding 

the child with helpful hints, or information so that they can complete a story or 

narrative.  They might also offer necessary feedback to the child, in the form of 

questions about the narrative, or simply just discuss the story once the child has 

ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜŘ ǘŜƭƭƛƴƎ ƛǘΦ  ¢ƘŜ ŀŘǳƭǘΩǎ ǊƻƭŜ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ merely to offer praise to the child 
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regarding his/her efforts in creating or retelling the story, or to make utterances that 

reassure the child that the adult is listening and engaging with his/her story.   

 

These various roles, which the adult can play initially, can eventually become 

intrapsychological ones which the child uses independently as his/her narrative skills 

ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇΦ  !ǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘ ƎŜǘǎ ƻƭŘŜǊΣ ǇŜǊƘŀǇǎ ǘƘŜ ŀŘǳƭǘΩǎ ǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜ ƘŜƭǇǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

collaboration of narratives.  McPherson (2002) found that, once the children were 

aged between 38 and 44 months, the narratives were constructed more 

collaboratively with the adult and contained more elaborate details as a result. 

AŘǳƭǘǎ Ŏŀƴ ǎŎŀŦŦƻƭŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜǎ, as they develop and produce 

information which may help to produce ƳƻǊŜ ŜƭŀōƻǊŀǘŜ ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƻǿƴ 

memory.   

 

Creating an environment which can prompt the child to create narrative can be 

beneficial to his/her narrative development.  For example, it is thought that, by using 

pictures to help children create narratives, rather than relying on their ability to 

construct one from a title alone, this enables them to construct more coherent 

ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎΦ  ¢ƘŜ ŀŘǳƭǘΩǎ ǊƻƭŜ ƘŜǊŜ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ 

children have lower text comprehension abilities (Cain, 2003).  The role which the 

adult played during the current intervention was a collaborative and supportive one.  

The adult provided pictorial prompts, facilitated the re-enactment of the story and, 

in turn, supported the sequencing of the events.  This led to the children having the 

opportunity to eventually retell (narrate) the story.  Along with collaboration with an 

adult, the child relies on his/her memory when constructing narrative and this will 

be discussed next. 

2.6.7 Memory and Narrative  

Baldock (2006) suggests that theory of mind appears around the same time that 

infant amnesia disappears.  This is significant as it is the time when narrative can 

develop also.  He suggests that memory ς moreover, working memory ς is a crucial 

element in being able to develop narrative competence.  He argues that very young 
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children (younger than three years old) can construct memories long before they can 

express them.  Children as young as two years old can have event knowledge, but 

not necessarily have autobiographical knowledge.  On the other hand, it has been 

argued and indeed challenged, that adults cannot remember anything before their 

third birthday (Baldock, 2006). 

 

Bruner argues that narrative can help to frame memories for a child.  If a child does 

not have the frame for a certain memory, then it can be lost (Bruner, 1990). 

Narrative can, therefore, help the child to frame what is happening in his/her life 

enabling him/her to recount it at a later date in the form of narrative.  This ability to 

talk about something which has happened in the past, or not at the actual time of 

speaking, requires the child to have decontextualised language.  This is the ability to 

tell a listener about something which the child has experienced outside of the 

timeframe of the narration.  This requires the child to call upon language which is 

not shared with another, but relates to the experience he/she is describing.  Children 

must also access their memory to retell the narrative. 

 

Montgomery, Polunenko and Marinelle (2009) conducted a study into the 

importance of working memory, i.e. phonological short-term memory (PSTM), 

attentional resource capacity in the central executive and processing speed in the 

development oŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǎǇƻƪŜƴ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜΦ  ¢ƘŜȅ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ 

definition offered by Bower and Morrow (1990) of narrative having two crucial 

elements: characters and a physical setting, and they examined story grammar 

under these elements (Bower & Morrow, 1990).  Characters can be related to the 

problem and its cause in the story and, very importantly, the characters can be 

related to other characters in the story (Montgomery, Polunenko, & Marinellie, 

2009). Montgomery and colleagues argued that, in order for a child to be able to 

understand a story, he/she needs to be able to remember it first, i.e. store it in a 

PSTM and then process the understanding of it through the language processing 

system, thus engaging their working memory.  Their study examined older children 

(e.g. six-eleven years) than those in the current study, but the results are valid 
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nonetheless. They found that certain components of working memory, i.e. 

attentional resource capacity and processing speed did have an impact on ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 

spoken narrative comprehension.  However, it is worth noting that their original 

conceptualisation of narrative was quite narrow in focus, only concentrating on 

physical setting and characters.  The focus in the current study is on many more 

aspects of the story.  Other evidence has also emerged that working memory can 

contribute to the global language abilities of school-going children aged five years 

approximately (Määttä, Laakso, Tolvanen, Ahonen, & Aro, 2014)Φ  LŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 

narrative development occurs at such a young age, there is potential for intervening 

in this development, in order to support it.  Early intervention in narrative 

development will be discussed next. 

2.6.8 Early Intervention in Narrative Development 

9ŀǊƭȅ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ǎƘƻǿƴ ǘƻ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜ ƛǘ 

(Fricke, Bowyer-Crane, Hulme and Snowling, 2013).  Fricke et al conducted a 30-

week intervention thrice weekly.  180 pre-schoolers from 15 nurseries with a mean 

age of 4:0 years took part.   These children had been screened and deemed as having 

below average oral language skills, as evidenced by their scores on a screening test: 

Clinical Evaluation of Language Fundamentals - Preschool II (Wiig, Secord, & Semel, 

2004).    

 

The intervention, which was delivered by nursery staff who were trained for two 

days and who also received fortnightly tutorials, took place over the last ten weeks 

of preschool and the first 20 weeks when the children entered Reception.  Children 

were randomly allocated to the intervention group or a waiting control, in line with 

ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘȅΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛƳŜƴǘŀƭ ŘŜǎƛƎƴΦ  ¢ƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭƛǎǘŜƴƛƴƎ ŎƻƳǇǊŜƘŜƴǎƛƻƴΣ ǘŀǳƎƘǘ 

vocabulary, sentence structure and narrative skills were tested at a post-test and a 

delayed follow up.  ¢ƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǇƘƻƴƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŀǿŀǊŜƴŜǎǎΣ ƭƛǘŜǊŀŎȅ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ όǎǇŜƭƭƛƴƎύ 

and general cognitive ability were also tested.   
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During preschool, the intervention comprised three 15-minute group sessions. When 

the children moved to Reception, they continued with the three group sessions, but 

they also received two individual sessions per week.  This was quite an intensive 

intervention which focused on story creation, acting out of those stories and the 

ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ƴŜǿ ǾƻŎŀōǳƭŀǊȅΦ  ¢ƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǾƻŎŀōǳƭŀǊȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜrvention group 

improved in taught weeks 11-30 of the intervention with large effect sizes d=.83-

1.18, but less so for the first ten weeks (d=0.25-0.27).  The results were also 

favourable for the intervention in terms of narrative skills also at immediate post-

test and delayed post-test, thus making a case for early intervention in narrative 

development (Fricke et al., 2013). 

 

Spencer and Slocum (2010) also conducted a study to test the effectiveness of their 

story grammar intervention on the narrative of children who had below average 

narrative skills.  They based their study on a previous study conducted by Hayward 

and Schneider (2000), which had also taught story grammar to children with a 

specific language impairment.  Their small sample of 13 children had also benefited 

from narrative instruction (Hayward, 2000).   Having defined narrativŜ ŀǎ άorally 

presenting causally related events or an experience in temporal order" (Spencer & 

Slocum, 2010: 179), they introduced various picture cards which had icons on them 

that referred to parts of the story, or the story grammar of that story.  The children 

had firstly to retell the story in a group with each child recounting one element of 

the story grammar.  Then the children would individually retell the story with and 

without picture cards from the story. The groups were arranged in such a way that 

there was a range of abilities in each group.   

 

The design of their study is questionable, delivering the intervention to 19 children, 

but only focusing on the test results of five of those who had below average scores 

on Renfrew Bus Story Test (Renfrew, 2001) and a Personal Narrative Test.  They 

claim to have used an experimental design; however they do not appear to have 

used a control group.   
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Furthermore, the teachers who were working with the children did not agree with 

ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊǎΩ ǎŎƻǊƛƴƎ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ŀƴŘ ǊŀǘŜŘ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ǉƻǎǘ-intervention stories as of 

lesser quality than those elicited at baseline.  Could it be that the fact that the 

ŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŀǊǊŀƴƎŜŘ ŦƻǊ ŜŀŎƘ ƎǊƻǳǇ ƘŀŘ ŀƴ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾe?  

However, {ǇŜƴŎŜǊ ŀƴŘ {ƭƻŎǳƳΩǎ results were positive in favour of the intervention.   

 

{ǇŜƴŎŜǊ ŀƴŘ {ƭƻŎǳƳΩǎ study was reacting to Dickinson and colleaguesΩ (2006) call for 

narrative instruction before formal schooling (Dickinson, McCabe, & Essex, 2006).  

This is a culture-specific study, as the possibility of introducing narrative intervention 

ƛƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇŀǊǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ ǎƻ ŜŀǊƭȅ ƛƴ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƭƛŦŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǎŎǊǳǘƛƴƛǎŜŘΦ  /ǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ 

differences can arise in relation the types of narrative produced.  For example, 

American Caucasian children tend to create stories with one theme only.  African 

American children tend to create stories with lots of themes.  This data is very old, 

with Michaels having carried out the research in 1981 (Michaels, 1981).  Japanese 

children tended to produce shorter stories in general.  Perhaps with the advent of 

widespread technology, different results might be produced now (T. D. Spencer & 

Slocum, 2010).   

 

Recent research which pertains to early intervention in the development of narrative 

using storybook reading is that of Dockrell et al (2010).  A study with a quasi-

experimental design measured vocabulary, oral comprehension, sentence repetition 

and narrative of English Language Learners.  An intervention entitled Talking Time 

was delivered to one group of children, with storybook reading at its core.  Open-

questioning and modelling of language were used by the teachers, along with 

pictures of local settings as stimuli to develop narrative.  Children were tested on the 

non-verbal subtests of the British Ability Scales II (BAS II) (Elliott, Smith, & McCulloch, 

1997).  Language was assessed using the Naming Vocabulary and Verbal 

Comprehension subscales from the BAS and narrative was measured by The Bus 

Story Test (Renfrew, 2001).   
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Dockrell et alΩǎ intervention was reported as having had an effect on vocabulary, oral 

comprehension and sentence repetition, but not on narrative skills (Dockrell et al., 

2010).  However, there was a significant difference between the English Language 

Learners and the monolingual children on narrative, which might suggest that 

ǇŜǊƘŀǇǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ƘŀŘ ŀ ōŜŀǊƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎΦ  ¢ƘŜ 

current study builds on this research, as the sample consisted of native speakers and 

the storybook reading was combined with pretend play to target narrative 

development.  Vocabulary was reinforced during questioning in the storybook 

reading in the current study, again during the sequencing and once again during the 

planning and execution of the pretend play sessions.  Also, methodologically 

speaking, the current study randomly assigned the children to the groups, rather 

than it being a quasi-experimental design, as was the case in Dockrell et al (2010). 

 

Early Intervention, which borrows methodologies from the realm of acting, can also 

ǇǊƻǾŜ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭ ŦƻǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŎƻƳǇǊŜƘŜƴǎƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴΦ  Lƴ ŀƴ 

intervention entitled PlayworldΣ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ǿŜǊŜ ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎŜŘ ǘƻ ΨƭƛǾŜ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘΩ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ 

concepts in a multisensory way.  Using The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe (C. S. 

Lewis, 1994), a treatment group of 17 five-year-old children participated in a 14-

week intervention.  A story was read to the children, and then the children had a 

choice of free play, re-enactment of the story or art activities, followed by a 

discussion of the book.  The children in the intervention group had improved 

narrative comprehension (tested through sequencing an unknown story with 

pictures) and narrative production (tested by using visual prompts to tell a story) 

(Baumer, Ferholt, & Lecusay, 2005).  The children, in a make-believe setting, 

experienced what the characters in the book would have experienced.   

 

The components of Playworld are comparable with what actors using the 

Stanislavski method do when trying to create a believable role (Stanslavski, 1981).  

Similar to the Stanislavski method, children also have the opportunity of 

experiencing what the character might feel, see, do, how they might react to certain 

things and essentially see life from the point of view of that character.  The acting 
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out of a story facilitates the playing of a character.  This can help children to 

ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀƭƛǎŜ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊǎΩ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŜǾŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻǊȅ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜŘΣ 

thus helping to improve their ability to retell that story.  

2.7 Section Summary 

Oral narrative can be considered as a cultural practice, as culture and heritage is 

transferred from one generation to another (Ely et al, 2000).  It promotes social 

interaction among children, enabling them to share experiences (Coupland & 

Jaworski, 2003).   It develops in preschool and continues to be refined through a 

ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŎŀǊŜŜǊ into adulthood (Reuterskold et al 2011).   

 

Narrative can be defined as consisting of a macrostructure and a microstructure.  

The macrostructure consists of the content and organisation of a story retelling as 

indicated by story grammar.  Story grammar refers to aspects of the story such as 

the setting information, an initiating event, internal response to the event, and 

consequences of the event in the story.   Microstructure refers to technical aspects 

of language used, such as connectives and conjunctions (Epstein & Phillips, 2009). 

Younger children tend to have a lower level of cohesion in their narrative, i.e. they 

have lower levels of microstructure. At the age of three and four years, they are 

mastering the concept of real narrative, they can identify a central theme in a story 

and establish links between the main elements of that story (Applebee, 1978). 

 

Oral narrative can promote social interaction among children, enabling them to 

share experiences (Coupland & Jaworski, 2003).  If narrative development is not 

ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘŜŘΣ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘǎ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŘŜǘǊƛƳŜƴǘŀƭ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ 

experience.  Deficiencies in narrative ability can lead to bullying, negative evaluation 

by others and peer rejection in time, not to mention lower academic success with 

ǊŜƎŀǊŘ ǘƻ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭƛǘŜǊŀŎȅ ŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ (Crais & Lorch 1994; Epstein & Phillips 2009; 

Davies et al. 2004).    
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There appears to be a lack of experimental research currently which pertains to 

narrative development in native speakers.  One of the main aims of the current 

study was to produce a research design that was as methodologically sound as 

possible, to address this gap in the research literature.  

2.8 Chapter Summary 

This chapter presented a review of the literature which supports the development of 

an intervention which has group shared storybook reading with a puppet and 

pretend play as its components.   

 

The choice of components is supported by evidence from the literature about how a 

child develops narrative and vocabulary, and language in general.  Specifically, it is 

argued that when children develop narrative skills, these are identifiable through a 

structural model of narrative development, which was developed by Stein and Glenn 

(1979) and Applebee (1978)Φ ¢ƘŜ ŀŘǳƭǘΩǎ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ ŜȄǇƭƛŎƛǘƭȅ 

ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜŘ ƛƴ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ōƻǘƘ {ǘŀŘƭŜǊ ŀƴŘ ²ŀǊŘΩǎ (2005) ŀƴŘ .ŀƭŘƻŎƪΩǎ (2006) 

contention that the very act of adults reading to children, can highlight the structure 

of story, which in turn can support their understanding of story grammar (Stein & 

Glenn, 1979), i.e. the foundations of story retelling.   

 

Lƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǾƻŎŀōǳƭŀǊȅ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŀǊƎǳŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ǘƘŜǎƛǎΣ ǘƘŀǘ 

children rapidly develop one-word vocabulary from the age of two and a half / three 

years.  The current intervention worked with children from the age of three 

ƻƴǿŀǊŘǎΦ  ¢ƻƳŀǎŜƭƭƻΩǎ (2010) work on collaboration and mutual engagement and his 

Social Pragmatic model of vocabulary development (Tomasello, 2001) are offered as 

thŜ ŦƻǳƴŘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǾƻŎŀōǳƭŀǊȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴΦ  ¢ƘŜ 

intervention aimed to facilitŀǘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŀ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘΣ ƛΦŜΦ ŀ 

pretend play episode and a storybook reading session, using new vocabulary, which 

is related to the story that was read each week. 

 



Gillian Lake   Chapter Two ς Literature Review  
  DPhil in Education 
 

 119 

hǾŜǊŀƭƭΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŀǊƎǳŜŘ ƘŜǊŜΣ ǘƘŀǘ ±ȅƎƻǘǎƪȅΩǎ (1978) Social Interactionist model 

underpins the intervention.  The children are interacting with each other, the 

intervention materials and the adult.  This interaction is aiming to facilitate the 

ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǳǎŜ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŘŜŜŘ rehearsal of language in an age-appropriate and child-

friendly manner. 

 

¢ƘŜ ǊƻƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀŘǳƭǘ ƛǎ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜŘ ƛƴ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ ƭŀnguage 

ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ .ǊǳƴŜǊΩǎ (1983) work on joint reference.  The use of the 

storybook is viewed here as a way of developing that joint reference, which in turn 

ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘǎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΦ 

 

Play is discussed in light of its strengths in creating an enabling environment for 

ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΦ  tǊŜǘŜƴŘ Ǉƭŀȅ ƛǎ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘŜŘ ŀǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ 

type of play that is most favourable for this development.  It is contended here that 

the adult has a crucial role to play in this enabling environment and some of the 

strategies that have been adopted in both the Tools of the Mind Curriculum (Bodrova 

& Leong, 2007) and indeed drama-in-education, are offered as pedagogies within the 

intervention.  

 

The use of components, which are based on interaction, is also supported by 

evidence from the research literature that currently exists.  Intervention research 

relating to vocabulary development, to a lesser extent narrative development, due 

to a paucity of experimental research, storybook reading and pretend play are all 

discussed in relation to its methodological standing along with its links to the current 

intervention.  Intervention studies, which are directly relevant to the decisions made 

in relation to the intervention design, are summarised in a table with comparisons 

made between them.  Classic studies on language development in the UK, such as 

Tizard and Hughes (2002) and Wells (2009) are also discussed in order to provide 

some historical context for the current study (Tizard & Hughes, 2002, 2009; Wells, 

2009). 
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Attempts were made to provide a sound theoretical foundation and research 

evidence for the selection of both the components and outcomes of the intervention 

in the current study. 

 

The actual design and development of that intervention is described in the next 

chapter. 
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CHAPTER THREE ς DEVELOPING AN INTERVENTION 

3.1 Introduction 

This chapter presents the development of the intervention ς [ŜǘΩǎ ¢ŀƭƪ.  

 

Firstly, [ŜǘΩǎ ¢ŀƭƪ is introduced and then a very brief reminder from Chapter Two of 

the way in which children develop language, specifically vocabulary and narrative by 

way of rationalising the intervention, is presented.   

 

Secondly, the reader is reminded of the outcomes that the intervention was 

targeting in the young children, i.e. vocabulary and narrative.  Details are presented 

of the target vocabulary which was selected for each session, and the reasons for 

choosing such vocabulary.  

 

Thirdly, a timetable illustrates the timescale of the development of the intervention 

over the course of the study.  It shows its development from its basis in best 

practice, to its piloting and finally its delivery in the main study. 

 

The next section addresses again briefly the empirical research which has already 

taken place which can support the chosen components of the intervention, i.e. 

group shared storybook reading and pretend play.  In addition, the nature of the 

involvement of the adult in the intervention is discussed, and links are made to the 

pedagogical principles of the day and the evidence that supports them.  This section 

also describes the overall approach of the intervention.  In this study, the 

intervention targeted vocabulary and narrative development, so objectives or 

learning goals were developed in keeping with the Early Years Foundation Stage 

(Department for Education, 2012).  The target audience of the intervention is 

discussed, including the age group of children and their socio-economic grouping.  
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Links are made to the rationale for such an intervention which was presented in 

Chapter One and the literature and research discussed in Chapter Two. 

 

Fifthly, the principles and each of the aims of the intervention are listed and the 

exact components of the intervention ς group shared storybook reading and pretend 

play ς are  introduced.  The exact usage of the puppet (Tobi) in the storybook 

sessions is described.  The choice of puppet is described and the way he was 

introduced at each session is supported by relevant literature.  Photographs of the 

ǇǳǇǇŜǘ ŀǊŜ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ǊŜŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ ƘƛƳ ŀǊŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘΦ ¢ƘŜ 

rationale for the use of planned pretend play is shown again, based on evidence 

ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƭƛǘŜǊŀǘǳǊŜ ƛƴ /ƘŀǇǘŜǊ ¢ǿƻΦ  ¢ƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ 

the pretend play episodes is explained, as well as the nature of the sessions.  The 

dramatic device of teacher-in-role is explicated and its exact usage is described 

όWƻƘƴǎƻƴ ϧ hΩbŜƛƭƭΣ мфупΤ bŜŜƭŀƴŘǎ ϧ DƻƻŘŜΣ нллмΤ ²ŀƎƴŜǊΣ мфтсύ. 

 

The chapter then discusses the themes which were selected, how they were selected 

and the materials which were used with reference to EYFS learning goals 

(Department for Education, 2012) ŀƴŘ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƻƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ Ǉƭŀȅ Ǉreferences 

(Gmitrova et al., 2009). 

 

The materials which were used by the researcher for role-playing with the children 

are described.  There were very few actual props required for this intervention and 

the ones brought to the session by the researcher are listed. Photographs of the 

session packs are presented. Some examples of symbolic substitutes, which the 

children used for items they required to enter the make-believe world, are listed. 

The resources and materials used for the storybook sessions are described and 

discussed.  The rationale for the choices which were made with regard to these 

resources, and their basis on the themes above, are explained.   

 

Next, the delivery of the intervention is discussed. The layout of the room, the group 

sizes and the number of sessions are discussed.  A detailed description of where the 
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children were positioned in relation to the researcher, and what furniture was used 

at each session, is presented. The benefits of children working in small groups are 

discussed in this section.   

 

As this was an intervention which was delivered by the researcher, it is important to 

discuss the fidelity of its delivery.  This is discussed next.  

 

Lastly, a chapter summary is presented to summarise the content of Chapter Three. 

3.2 Overview of the Intervention 

CƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƘŜǎƛǎΣ ŀƴ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ŀǎ άthe implementation 

of an experimental project or programme, or a change in the focus or delivery of 

ŜȄƛǎǘƛƴƎ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎέ (Oliver & Smith, 2000:3).  Although this conceptualisation of 

intervention is narrow in focus, only taking into account the programme itself and 

not the environment surrounding the ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴΩǎ members, it summarises the 

current studyΩǎ main focus (Oliver & Smith, 2000).  The study seeks to implement an 

intervention, which collates good practice and which targets ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƻǊŀƭ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ 

skills.  In addition, the intervention itself aims to counter the narrow focus described 

above, ōȅ ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜǊǎΩ όƛΦŜΦ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎύ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇŜŜǊǎ 

and their environment.  

 

The intervention was devised to target oral language skills of children aged between 

three and five years, specifically their vocabulary and narrative (story retelling).  It 

was grounded in the Social Interactionist perspective of Vygotsky and Bruner 

(Bruner, Jolly, & Sylva, 1976; Bruner, 1981; Vygotsky, 1933, 1986).  It took place 

twice weekly for nine weeks.  It featured a two-pronged approachς firstly, a group-

shared storybook reading session, followed by a planned pretend play session later 

in the week.  Groups consisted of no more than five children and no less than three, 

of mixed gender and ability.  Each session was based on thematic units appropriate 

ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘΣ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ Early Years Foundation Stage 

learning goals.    
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The intervention consisted of two elements of good practice ς group shared 

storybook reading and pretend play.  The storybook was introduced in the first 

session in the week with a puppet, and a dialogic discussion took place between the 

researcher and the children, and among the children themselves.  Session Two 

consisted of a planned pretend play episode, based on the story that was introduced 

in Session One.  Each week a new storybook was introduced, but the theme only 

changed fortnightly.  An example of a session is contained in Appendix 2. The [ŜǘΩǎ 

Talk ƳƻŘŜƭ ŎƻƴǎƛǎǘŜŘ ƻŦ ŀ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ƛƴŎƭƛƴŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ Ǉƭŀȅ and 

enjoy storybook reading.   

3.2.1 Rationale for [ŜǘΩǎ ¢ŀƭƪ 

Early intervention in literacy development is crucial and has proved successful in 

having a long-ǘŜǊƳ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭƛŦŜ-chances or outcomes (Nutbrown et al., 

2005). More specifically, research shows that younger children benefit from oral 

language interventions which contain talk and narrative that can improve their 

reading later in life (Aram, 2006; Bowyer-Crane et al., 2008; Landry & Smith, 2006). 

Vocabulary and inference training can also improve oral comprehension, vocabulary 

and sentence repetition in young children with English as an Additional Language 

(Dockrell et al., 2010).   

 

¢Ƙƛǎ ƻǊŀƭ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ǎƻ ŎǊǳŎƛŀƭ ŦƻǊ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƭƛǘŜǊŀŎȅ 

development, can take place through play, talk and interaction (Bergen, 2013; M.D. 

Coyne et al., 2004; Sualy et al., 2011; Vygotsky, 1978). As the Literature Review in 

Chapter Two highlighted, this language development does not arise only out of an 

inbuilt predisposition to speak, nor does it emerge solely as a result of influences 

from outside of the child.  It is a transactional process which operates within an 

interactionist context (Bannard et al., 2013; Childers & Tomasello, 2002; Harris, 

1992; Schulze et al., 2013; Tomasello, 2003; Vygotsky, 1978).  This interactive model 

enabled the two outcomes of the intervention to be targeted.  
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3.3 Intervention Outcomes  

3.3.1 Narrative (Story Retelling) 

Previous studies have shown that narrative typically begins to develop any time 

between the ages of three and five years.  This age trajectory has been identified 

through observational studies, and experimental research which has measured 

ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŀǘ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ŀƎŜǎ (Baldock, 2006; McPherson, 2002; Stadler & 

Ward, 2005).  Different approaches have accounted for the way narrative develops, 

but most authors generally agree that it takes a variable path from single topics of 

interest, to personal story generation, to where a child can generate a story from a 

title, from his/her play and/or using props or visual prompts; full fictional or fantasy 

narratives.  Story retelling, which is the focus of the current study, occurs around the 

time that the typically-developing child can engage in fictional narrative 

development (Bergen, 2013; Ilgaz & Aksu-Koç, 2005).    

 

In the current study, the children were trained in sequencing a story, each 

contributing a section of the story at first and then retelling the entire story in turn.  

Lƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻǊȅōƻƻƪ ǎŜǎǎƛƻƴΣ ŀ ǇǳǇǇŜǘ ǿŀǎ ǳǎŜŘ ŀǎ ŀƴ ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǎǘƻǊȅ 

retelling.  Then, after acting out the story in the second session, the children were 

asked to sequence the story, using pictures, and to practise retelling it once more.  

±ƛǎǳŀƭ ǇǊƻƳǇǘǎ ŀǊŜ ǳǎŜŦǳƭ ŦƻǊ ŀƛŘƛƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ (Ilgaz & Aksu-

Koç, 2005).  Such prompts were used in the current intervention and children were 

supported according to their relative abilities regarding story retelling. 

3.3.2 Vocabulary  

Vocabulary development begins from birth (Fernald, Perfors, & Marchman, 2006; 

Hart & Risely, 2003; Howes et al., 2008; Newman et al., 2006; Uccelli & Pan, 2013).  

IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ŦǊƻƳ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŀƎŜ ƻŦ ǘǿƻ ȅŜŀǊǎΣ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǾƻŎŀōǳlary development has 

the capacity to increase rapidly.  There is a substantial opportunity to support 

vocabulary acquisition when children come to preschool, as most three to five year 

olds in the UK are doing now, due to the provision of 15 free hours per week of 

preschool (European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice/Eurostat, 2014).  Interventions 
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which aim to improve vocabulary in young children have proved successful in the 

past, to varying degrees.  Such interventions could be summarised as being 

ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭ ƛƴ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘƛƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŎŜǇǘƛǾŜ ǾƻŎŀōǳƭŀǊȅ (Allen, 2011; 

Aram, 2006; T. D. Spencer & Slocum, 2010).  Interventions have differed in the 

methodologies and pedagogies they employ, from direct instruction to implicit 

acquisition.  A ŎƻƳōƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŜǎ Ŏŀƴ ƘŜƭǇ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǾƻŎŀōǳƭŀǊȅ ŀƴŘ 

that was the approach used in the current intervention.  

 

The choice of the target vocabulary for the intervention was based on research 

evidence, discussed in Chapter Two, which ǎƘƻǿŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ early 

vocabulary acquisition consists predominantly of nouns - 40% ƻŦ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ рл 

words (Uccelli & Pan, 2013).  Nouns which were novel, but which might be used 

frequently by the children in their everyday language in the future, were chosen, and 

these words were taken from the storybooks which were used in the intervention. 

There were several criteria for selecting the words, based on evidence from previous 

intervention studies (Sénéchal, 1997; E. J. Spencer et al., 2012).  Firstly, as this was 

an intervention which ǿŀǎ ŀƛƳƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŀƴŘκƻǊ ǎǳǇǇƭŜƳŜƴǘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 

vocabulary, then it was important to select concepts that the children may already 

know, but might not have a new or alternative word for e.g. uniform (clothes) 

rowboat (boat), sign (signpost), patient (sick lady).   

 

Secondly, each target word was selected as the children were readily exposed to it in 

the storybook.  For example, each word was represented pictorially in the storybook, 

used multiple times, embedded in the story grammar itself, and was associated with 

a key character or event in the story. Therefore a rich context for each word was 

readily provided.   

 

Thirdly, it is beneficial to choose words that were unlikely to be familiar to preschool 

children but which could be used in conversation in the future and may have a high 

utility for the children (E. J. Spencer et al., 2012).   It is possible, that had this 

vocabulary test been more rigorously piloted, then perhaps the choice of words 
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could have been a more refined and appropriate list for the children in this study.  

Two words from each story (four from each theme) were included, and a list of 

these, along with their corresponding themes, which will be discussed in Section 3.7, 

is contained in Table 3.1.   

 

The target words were then tested in the Researcher Designed Vocabulary Test.  

Some of the words had acceptable alternatives, as many children offered these at 

the testing stage; it was not possible to have a completely unambiguous pictorial 

ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǊŜ ŀōǎǘǊŀŎǘ ƴƻǳƴǎΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ΨŘŜǎǎŜǊǘΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǎƭƛŎŜΩ. The 

children showed semantic knowledge of the pictures, so an alternative was accepted 

for three of the more difficult words.  The words were repeated before, during and 

ŀŦǘŜǊ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ǎƘƻǿƴ ǘƻ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǾƻŎŀōǳƭŀǊȅ (Biemiller & 

Boote, 2006; Roskos & Burstein, 2011; Sheil et al., 2012).  Also, the words were used 

in the sequencing of the story, after reading and during the planning, executing and 

reviewing of pretend play in the second session of the intervention each week.  The 

children experienced the words in a contextual manner.  Using the new words 

themselves in the correct context could help the children to make mind maps of the 

words (Roskos & Burstein, 2011).  These words and storybooks were chosen early in 

the process of developing the intervention.  A detailed description of the timetable 

of this, and the rest of the intervention, will be discussed next. 
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Table 3.1 ς Target Vocabulary for [ŜǘΩǎ ¢ŀƭƪ 

Intervention Theme Target Vocabulary 

Household 

1 vase 

2 onions 

3 flowers 

4 fabric 

Transport 

5 rowboat 

6 harbour 

7 signpost 

8 roundabout 

Banquet/Feast 

9 sandwich 

10 slice (pizza) 

11 dessert (ice-cream) 

12 pineapple 

Market 

13 basket 

14 shopkeeper 

15 purse 

16 escalator (moving stairs)  

Professions 

17 uniform 

18 postcard 

19 dentist 

20 patient 

 

3.4 Timetable of Development for the Intervention  

[ŜǘΩǎ ¢ŀƭƪ was developed over a period of 18 months, from the initial consultation of 

the literature in October 2011, to the main delivery of it to the children in the first 

two settings, in January 2013.  Development took place in four phases (Figure 3.1). 

Phase One consisted of a literature review, Phase Two included the development of 

the components of the intervention and details of its operationalisation. In Phase 

Three, piloting of the intervention took place and in Phase Four, the fully developed 

programme was delivered.  
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Figure 3.1 Development of [ŜǘΩǎ ¢ŀƭƪ  

3.4.1 Phase One  

A comprehensive literature review was conducted on the oral language 

development of young children.  This included any meta-analyses, journal articles, 

books, policy documents and unpublished theses (a full description of how the 

literature search occurred was presented in Chapter Two).  It appeared from the 

literature that there was a paucity of evidence-based narrative development 

interventions for children aged three and four years.  Also, it was apparent from the 

literature that vocabulary was important for narrative development.  As oral 

language has been found to be a predictor of liteǊŀŎȅ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƭŀǘŜǊ ƛƴ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ 

life, and early intervention tends to give at least moderate effect sizes (Dickinson et 

al., 2010; Muter et al., 2004), it was decided to focus on the outcomes of narrative 

and vocabulary development for the intervention.  

 

The literature suggested that a good stimulus and means of introducing target 

vocabulary is the storybook (Coyne et al., 2004; Mol et al., 2009; Sénéchal, 1997).  

The story would be sequenced repeatedly, using the target vocabulary, which would 

facilitate story retelling.  Pretend play is seen as a crucial part of the development of 

narrative, so it followed that this should be introduced as a second session in the 

intervention.  The planning element of the play session helped the children to use 

the vocabulary once again and embed the sequence of the story in their minds.  The 

sequencing was then repeated once more at the end of the pretend play and the 
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children would discuss what they had done in the play.  This reviewing allowed the 

children to retell their part of the story once more.  

3.4.2 Phase Two  

A discussion took place with a Programme Lead on Undergraduate and Foundation 

Early Education Studies Degree Programmes.  This person, who had many ȅŜŀǊǎΩ 

experience as a nursery headteacher, offered useful insight on the proposed 

programme.  A semi-structured interview was conducted and the questions and field 

notes are listed in Appendix 25. 

 

These discussions provided rich and detailed information based on the 

ƘŜŀŘǘŜŀŎƘŜǊΩǎ experience of working with children in the early years, which the 

researcher considered while developing the intervention.  The respondent stated 

that he had often used stories orally.  He maintained that the interaction between 

children was different, when they were asked to interact orally about a story, than 

when they sat stationary, listening to a story being read to them in a didactic way.  

He argued that storytelling was a rich experience, which contained several elements.  

The richness of the storybook itself was important, but so too were the illustrations 

and the plot line within that book.  Books needed to be interesting and sometimes 

ƘǳƳƻǊƻǳǎ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ǘƻ ƘƻƭŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘΦ   This is in line with the current 

ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ƻƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭƛǘŜǊŀǘǳǊŜΣ ǎƻ ǿŀǎ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎearcher 

when choosing the intervention storybooks (which is discussed in Section 3.8.1).   

 

The respondent also offered advice about the use of a puppet.  He thought that 

perhaps the puppet should have some mystery surrounding it, and that perhaps it 

shoulŘ ōŜ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ŀ ōƻȄ ǘƻ ŀǊƻǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘΦ   

He had used planned pretend play before and he gave useful insight into the themes 

ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴΥ  άThe ones that I immediately like are the ones that have 

concrete elements to them, so therefore a market, hairdressers, going to the doctor, 

buildersέΦ  ¢ƘŜ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŎƘƻǎŜƴ ŀǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘƘŜƳŜǎ ŦƻǊ [ŜǘΩǎ ¢ŀƭƪ.  He also 

ŀǊƎǳŜŘ ǘƘŀǘΣ άIf you are going to go down [the route of] role play, then they [the 
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themes] need to be attached to situations that the children recogniseέΦ  This was in 

ƪŜŜǇƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƻƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ Ǉƭŀȅ ǇǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ (Gmitrova et al., 2009), so it 

was decided by the researcher that topics which are familiar to young children 

should be chosen for each theme.   

 

It was decided that a manual would be developed, ǘƻ ŀƛŘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛǘƛƻƴŜǊǎΩ ŘŜƭƛǾŜǊȅ ƻŦ 

the intervention in the future.  Providing practitioners with as much information as 

possible to ease their delivery of a programme is beneficial, as research has shown 

that the level of expertise varies from setting to setting, and the quality of preschool 

ǎŜǘǘƛƴƎǎ Ƙŀǎ ŀ ǇǊƻŦƻǳƴŘ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎ (Justice, Mashburn, 

Hamre, et al., 2008; Mathers, Sylva, & Joshi, 2007; Nutbrown, 2012). It therefore 

seemed appropriate to ensure that, if the intervention were used in settings in the 

future, something concrete should exist for the practitioners to use.  It could contain 

guidance rather than be totally prescriptive.  Creating a manual was also a useful 

exercise for the researcher, as it enabled her to focus on the development of 

underlying principles for the intervention (Section 3.5.1).   

 

Once the researcher had consulted the literature, the overall outline of the 

intervention could be developed.  There were several factors which were considered 

when designing the intervention and these will be discussed next. 

Factors for Consideration when Developing an Intervention 

The Learning Environment 

Consideration of wƻƎƻŦŦΩǎ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ŀōƻǳǘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǿŀǎ ǳǎŜŦǳƭ ƛƴ ŦǊŀƳƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 

development of the intervention (Collins, Joseph, & Bielaczyc, 2004; Rogoff, 1995).  

Rogoff (1995) argued that the learning environment (of an intervention) should have 

1) a personal layer, 2) an interpersonal layer, and 3) a community layer.   

 

Firstly, at the personal layer, it is important to uncover what the children themselves 

might know before they enter the setting, or in the case of the current study, engage 

in the intervention. For example, the researcher checked whether the children had 
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already been exposed to any of the storybooks, or whether they had ever engaged in 

the practice of planned pretend play and if so, to what extent.  Whether the children 

had been taking part in any other language interventions was also taken into 

account.  None of the children had, in fact, done so.  The intervention also had to be 

malleable enough to enable the introduction of the concept of planned pretend play 

to the children, if they were not familiar with it.   

 

On consultation of the literature, it was apparent that there was a paucity of 

research relating to Ψintervention developmentΩΣ in particular.  It was decided that 

some of the factors that are considered, and the vocabulary that is used, when 

designing curricula, could be useful to the researcher in the current study, when 

developing the intervention.   

 

Even though it was not the setting staff who was developing this intervention, the 

ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜǎ ƛƴ .ǊǳƴŘǊŜǘǘΣ 5ǳƴŎŀƴ ŀƴŘ wƘƻŘŜǎΩ όнлмлύ ōƻŘȅ ƻŦ ǿƻǊƪ ƻƴ ŎǳǊǊƛŎǳƭǳƳ 

ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŀǇǇƭƛŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊΩǎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ŦƻǊ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƛƴƎ [ŜǘΩǎ ¢ŀƭƪΦ  

The intervention in the current study could be viewed as a very minor curriculum of 

sorts, albeit much smaller in nature than the likes of national curricula.  Brundrett et 

al (2010) conducted studies examining the key skills which are required of school 

staffs to be leaders in curriculum innovation.  These researchers were specifically 

interested in whether a link existed between curriculum innovation and school 

effectiveness.  The sample (n=12 in three primary schools) was quite targeted and 

small, but this was intentional, as the participating schools had all implemented 

some interesting alternative curricula previously.  Their findings indicated that 

curriculum development was useful and important, as long as it supported good 

practice which already existed and there was real engagement with the staff who 

worked there.  The intervention in the current study did exactly that, as it 

incorporated two elements of pre-existing good practice, storybook reading and 

pretend play. 

  



Gillian Lake   Chapter Three ς Developing an Intervention  
  DPhil in Education 
 

 133 

The headteachers in Brundrett et alΩǎ όнлмлύ ǎǘǳŘȅ ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ 

be rigorous planning and monitoring of the implementation of any new programme.   

They argued that it should be an ongoing, dynamic and reflective process, which 

facilitates an ethos for change through risk-taking, experimentation, trialling and 

piloting. The thinking behind these points can be applied to the development of the 

current intervention.  There was an element of risk-taking involved on the part of the 

settings, in investing in the research, but the intervention was well-trialled and 

piloted; this is discussed fully in Section 3.6 (Brundrett et al., 2010).  

 

Secondly, at the interpersonal level, the way in which the adult and the children 

were going to interact, and the ways in which the children would interact with both 

each other and the materials, was considered carefully.  Research has shown that 

adult-initiated play can have an effect on the language outcomes of young children 

(Sheil et al., 2012; Weisberg et al., 2013).   Partaking in small group activities can also 

have a positive impact on the oral language outcomes of young children.   They 

share, use and learn new vocabulary by interacting with each other directly in small 

groups (Wasik, 2008).   Children can be assessed more readily by the adult in small 

groups, as the instructor is not as restricted by time, and can observe children both 

individually and in terms of their ability to interact and communicate within the 

group.   

 

/ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ƛƴ ŀƴȅ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ŎǊǳŎƛŀƭΦ  CŀŎǘƻǊǎ 

to be considered for the current study in relation to this were: what resources would 

be used, how accessible they should be and how integrated they needed to be in the 

activity in which the child was engaged.  Storybooks were the main resources were 

required for the current intervention and they were selected very carefully with 

support from the research literature regarding ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ōƻƻƪǎ 

(Roskos & Burstein, 2011; Sulzby, 1985). They had to be engaging enough to hold the 

ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘΣ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ǎǘǊƻƴƎ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ƎƻƻŘ Ǉƭƻǘ ƭƛƴŜ ŀƴŘ ƘŀǾŜ 

interesting humour and illustrations to appeal to a younger audience. The choice of 

books will be discussed further in Section 3.8.1.   For the pretend play aspect of the 
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intervention, objects available in the immediate vicinity were mostly used.  The 

children were required to engage in symbolic substitution of items/furniture in the 

room, in order to enhance their use of the new target words.  A different costume 

item was brought each week by the researcher to help to create the role of the 

character she played.  These were brightly coloured and sufficiently different from 

ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊΩǎ ŎƭƻǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƘŜƭǇ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊΦ  5ŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴǎ of these will be 

outlined in Section 3.8.2. 

 

Lastly, Rogoff (1995) suggests that learning needs to include consideration of a 

community layer.  Here, he emphasises the importance of the agreement of all sides.  

In this case, practitioners, the researcher and parents all had to agree to invest their 

time in the intervention and the research.  The parents and settings were provided 

with detailed information about the intervention and had many opportunities to ask 

the researcher questions about any aspect of it (Chapter Four).   

 

Rogoff suggests that the micropolitical impact, if any, should be accounted for in 

developing a learning environment for children.  In the current study, the researcher 

had to ensure that the intervention had a strong foundation in theory and research 

on oral language.  This has been described in full in Chapter Two.  

 

To summarise, two important factors which were considered when designing the 

intervention in the current study, were the potential influence on the learning 

outcomes of the children, and the relative ease with which the programme could be 

adopted by settings (Roskos & Burstein, 2011). 

Recipients of the Intervention  

When developing an intervention, it is important to be clear about the audience for 

which it is intended, so that it can attempt to match their needs.  Bond and Wasik 

argue that children move from noise, to single words, to complex sentences, and 

between birth to five years old it is estimated that children acquire 10,000 words 
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(Bond & Wasik, 2009).  In order for any or all of this development to occur, children 

need to be exposed to chances to talk (Bond & Wasik, 2009).   

 

Some studies show that targeted literacy interventions have had large effects on 

participants, similar to those targeted in this intervention: pre-school children 

(Chambers, Chamberlain, Hurley, & Slavin, 2001; Justice & Ezell, 2004; Justice & 

Pence, 2004; Justice et al., 2010). Specifically, an integrated curriculum ς Curiosity 

Corner ς was implemented with children in 27 pre-school settings in a low income 

area in New Jersey, USA, to improve their oral language skills (Chambers et al., 

2001).  The expressive abilities of children aged three years in the sample were 

significantly higher than the children in the matched control group. Aram (2006) also 

highlights the importance of promoting vocabulary and alphabetic skills from three 

years of age.  This supports the argument for targeting children at this stage of their 

oral language development through an intervention.  

 

Research has also shown (Burns et al., 1999; Muter et al., 2004; Snowling et al., 

2011) that introducing oral language curricular interventions to children at a young 

age can influence their reading abilities later in life.  Bowyer-Crane et al (2008), in 

their study on the improvement of language and literacy skills via phonology versus 

oral language, conclude that an oral language intervention before primary school is 

ǳǎŜŦǳƭ ƛƴ ǊŜŘǳŎƛƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘƛŜǎ ƭŀǘŜǊ ƻƴ (Bowyer-Crane et al., 2008).  

During this period also, it is thought that typically-developing children switch from 

giving personal narratives, to offering fictional and fantasy narratives In narrative 

development (McPherson, 2002).  Importantly, as was the case in the intervention, 

pretend play during this age-period can be a useful way of supporting narrative 

development (Baumer et al., 2005; Eckler & Weininger, 1989; Feldman, 2005; Ilgaz & 

Aksu-Koç, 2005; McPherson, 2002). 

Socio-economic Grouping 

There has been much emphasis in educational research on improving the 

educational attainment of children in lower socio-economic areas (Bond & Wasik, 
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2009; Dockrell et al., 2010; Pungello, Iruka, Dotterer, Mills-Koonce, & Reznick, 2009).  

August and colleagues (2006) state that children who are disadvantaged are at risk 

of oral language failure (August, Shanahan, & Shanahan, 2006). Policy-makers, too, 

have highlighted the need for resources to be focuǎŜŘ ƻƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ƴŜŜŘǎ 

in these socio-economic areas (Bercow, 2008)Φ  ¢ƘŜ h9/5 ǎǘŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǎƻŎƛƻ-

ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ōŀŎƪƎǊƻǳƴŘ Ŏŀƴ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƴ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜ 

(OECD, 2010).  The OECD data suggests that in the OECD countries: 

 

άa student from a more socio-economically advantaged background (among 

the top one seventh) outperforms a student from an average background by 

38 points, or about one year's worth of education, in reading"  (OECD, 

2010:8).   

 

Burger, in his meta-analysis on the effectiveness of early years programmes, found 

that children who start school from lower socio-economic areas lag behind their 

more advantaged peers during their later school years (Burger, 2010).  Also, in 

relative terms, children from socio-economically disadvantaged backgrounds made 

slightly more progress than their counterparts in higher socio-economic backgrounds 

(Burger, 2010).  Both the research above and the increased focus of government 

policy show that reaching the target audience of an intervention is extremely 

important, especially when it is targeted at those who may be vulnerable, e.g. 

preschool children from lower socio-economic backgrounds.   

 

There is a detailed description, in Chapter Four, as to how the children for the 

current study were recruited. Socio-economic status was considered, along with the 

general cognitive and language abilities of the children.  Attendance was not a factor 

ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǎŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴΣ ōǳǘ it was a factor that emerged during implementation, 

as some children were absent due to summer holidays.     

  



Gillian Lake   Chapter Three ς Developing an Intervention  
  DPhil in Education 
 

 137 

The Role of the Adult 

A recent European Union report, Key Data on Early Childhood Education and Care 

(2014) has advocated a mix of adult-led and child-initiated activities.  The Report 

found that there was currently a balance between these two types of activities in the 

UK; however, there was little support material for practitioners on how this should 

manifest itself on a daily basis in settings (European 

Commission/EACEA/Eurydice/Eurostat, 2014).   

 

In the current study, as the intervention comprised shared storybook reading and 

ǇƭŀƴƴŜŘ ǇǊŜǘŜƴŘ ǇƭŀȅΣ ǘƘŜ ŀŘǳƭǘΩǎ όƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŎŀǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊΩǎύ role was key to its 

development and implementation.  This role was to be one of a facilitator, or a 

creator of an enabling learning environment for the children. This is directly in 

keeping with the Early Years Foundation Stage (Department for Education, 2012).   

 

For example, in the storybook session, the adult/researcher chose the stories, 

fielded questions and explained things during a dialogic discussion.  Before, during 

and after reading, she engaged with the children through the use of the puppet.  She 

operated the hand puppet and interpreted questions which the children asked the 

puppet.  She also facilitated the story retelling practice for the children.  She was 

responsible for establishing the background to the pretend play session which would 

occur later in the week.   

 

There is also evidence to suggest that adult-initiated play can have a positive impact 

on both ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ Ǉƭŀȅ ŀƴŘ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ (Weisberg et al., 2013; Wood & 

Attfield, 2005).  In the pretend play session, the researcher discussed the play 

episode with the children and helped them to plan the story re-enactment.  She 

ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ǇǊƻƳǇǘǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ άHow will we build a rocketΚέ ŀƴŘ άwhat do we need to go 

shoppingΚέ  ¢ƘŜ researcher in the current study also entered into role in order to 

initiate the play episode.  This built belief in the play episode and tension regarding 

ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǎƻƭǾƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŀǘ ŜǇƛǎƻŘŜΩǎ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ, two essential elements which 
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helped the children to live through the socio-dramatic play όWƻƘƴǎƻƴ ϧ hΩbŜƛƭƭΣ мфупΤ 

Neelands, 1992; Stanslavski, 1981; Wagner, 1999).  

Research to Practice  

When designing an intervention, developers should consider a research-to-practice 

model (Justice et al., 2010). The intervention should be formed on a strong 

theoretical and evidence-based foundation.  For example, Aram (2006) argues that 

storybook reading is more useful for pre-schoolers than kindergarteners for 

developing receptive vocabulary.  This position supports the rationale for including 

storybook reading as an integral part of this intervention.  In addition, others claim 

that storybook reading with discussion can help to develop de-contextualised 

language which is useful for narrative development ( Coyne et al., 2004; Snow, 

Burns, & Griffin, 1998; Snow, Griffin, & Burns, 2005; Grover J. Whitehurst & 

Zevenbergen, 1999). Using this model of research-to-practice facilitates reciprocity, 

and current, relevant material can be produced and used in the field (Justice et al., 

2010).   

 

Blenkin and colleagues (1994) argue that international research is powerful evidence 

for early years practitioners.  Their standpoint, even though it was referring to 

curriculum development, can be applied to an intervention development context for 

the purpose of this thesis.  They maintain that the educational values which exist in 

the literature and research are not always present in an intervention.  They argue for 

the embracing of knowledge of the various developmental stages of young children 

when developing any intervention, in order to create a child-centred programme 

(Blenkin & Kelly, 1994).  Blenkin and Kelly (1994) summarise their position by 

underlining how important it is to actually ΨŎŀǊŜ ŀōƻǳǘΩ children when developing an 

intervention.  The intervention in the current study strove to have the adult as a 

ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΣ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ŀ ǎǘƛƳǳƭŀǘƛƴƎ environment 

which was relevant to the child, where optimal learning could take place.  
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It is clear that the adult (the researcher) in the current intervention had a role of 

facilitator and initiator at different times throughout the intervention sessions.  She 

also had a part to play in setting the agenda for the intervention, setting out the 

ways in which the outcomes would be targeted and setting the objectives for the 

intervention. 

Objectives-Driven versus Process-Driven Intervention 

Process-Driven  

Blenkin and Kelly (1994) argue that a child cannot make sense of the world if it is 

only presented in an abstract form.  They suggest that children need to discuss and 

figure out learning material in collaboration with another, in a context which is 

familiar to them.  Here we see the influence of the theory of VygotskyΩǎ Zone of 

Proximal Development theory which described how valuable the support of an adult 

to a child is, in his/her learning (Vygotsky, 1978).  The adult can draw the child 

upwards developmentally, based on where he assesses the child can go.  Examining 

research on curriculum development was a valuable way of deciding whether a 

process-driven or objectives-driven intervention should be designed.  According to 

Ross (2000), a process-driven curriculum is one context which allows this transaction 

to take place.  The child and the teacher are partners in this type of educational 

process and the demands of a curriculum have relevance to the learner (Thumpston 

& Whitehead, 1994).  The emphasis in a process-driven curriculum is on how a child 

is shaping their learning, rather than satisfying curricular goals and objectives, as 

would be the case in an objectives-driven curriculum. But is the ΨprocessΩ enough?  

Some authors suggest that any intervention should have a pre-planned systematic 

design, with focused goals, aims and lesson-by-lesson objectives (Aram 2006; Justice 

et al. 2010).   

Objectives-Driven 

Applying an objectives-driven curriculum model to the intervention, knowledge is 

viewed as a commodity which can, and should be measured (Ross, 2000).  However, 

problems arise in the notion of measurement itself.  Often in this model, there is not 

a comparable way of measuring objectives.  There is also debate about whether the 
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objectives are actually measurable at all (Golby, Greenwald, & West, 1975).  

Objective-setters often assume that all children can acquire knowledge over the 

course of the teaching episode or learning day.  This is not always the case.  The 

consultation process regarding the conception of the Early Years Foundation Stage 

has indicated that, while objectives have their place, rewards for effort, i.e. an 

integral part of process, as well as ǘƘŜ Ŏƻƴǘƛƴǳƻǳǎ ƳƻƴƛǘƻǊƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎΣ 

should be included (Tickell, 2011).   

 

Eisner (1975) makes a distinction between expressive objectives and instructional 

objectives. Expressive objectives are those which describe a situation that should 

take place, or a task that should be attempted.  These are in contrast to instructional 

objectives, where the child is deemed to have been successful only if some tangible 

results have been attained (Davies, 1975).  Both of these types of objective, even 

though they differ, can reduce success to serving a summative end or fulfilling 

various assessment criteria.  The usefulness of a programme which is only based on 

ǎŜǊǾƛƴƎ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ ƛǎ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴŀōƭŜΦ  9Ǿŀƭǳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜƳŜƴǘǎ ŀǎ 

measured against some milestone has its place in checking what works and what 

does not.  However, Bernstein (1971) maintained that curriculum development 

should not be summative-driven, but rather the other way around.  He argued that it 

would be more beneficial to the pupil to develop objectives founded upon what a 

curriculum is endeavouring to teach (Bernstein, 1971).  However, one should also be 

cautious of this approach, as it only measures a narrow band of knowledge, rather 

than the more general development of the child.  

 

So what could the evidence on curriculum objectives offer this intervention and 

what form should they have taken?  If they were to be useful in this intervention, 

objectives had to be flexible, so that ǘƘŜȅ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŀŘŀǇǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎΣ ƛŦ 

the child was to be at the centre of the learning (Davies, 1975).  Objectives had to be 

context-specific for the child and have the ability to be translated into learning and 

pedagogy, but not be so specific that any creativity or spontaneity in the lesson from 

the instructor or the pupil was lost (Davies, 1975).  They needed to be consistent 
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with each other and work towards the same goal, as well as being suitable and 

ǊŜƭŜǾŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊΩǎ ŎŀǇŀōƛƭƛǘȅΣ and specific and feasible (Marsh, 2009).   

 

However, to base this intervention only on rigorous objectives, and use it as the only 

framework, ƳƛƎƘǘ ƘŀǾŜ ƳŜŀƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ ƴŀǊǊƻǿ ǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ǿŀǎ 

taken (Department for Children, Schools and Families, 2008).   

 

The focus on the child and how they process their learning, has been shown to be 

ōŜƴŜŦƛŎƛŀƭ ǘƻ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ (Aldwinkle, 2001; Edwards, 2003; Milikan, 

2003).  If knowledge is viewed as something that is co-constructed by the child with 

the educator, then it was important for the practitioner in this case, i.e. the 

researcher, to work in tandem with the child.  This required the researcher to be 

adaptable in considering how best the child could access the language instruction.  

While this process-driven approach is useful, one cannot ignore the relative merits of 

objective-ǎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŀŎǘƛǘƛƻƴŜǊΩǎ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ.  

Setting targets enables the practitioner to guide the child through their Zone of 

Proximal Development (Vygotsky, 1978).  This, in turn, allows the child to develop.  

Objectives in this intervention remained flexible and responded to the creativity of 

ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ ǿŀǎ ƻŦ ǳǘƳƻǎǘ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴΣ ŀǎ 

drama and pretend-play, which are heavily reliant on spontaneity, were the main 

media of instruction.   

 

Process-driven and objectives-driven models of curriculum development are 

independent of each other, but they also have some overlapping themes.  It is here 

at the overlapping point that the intervention for this study lies.  For example, Ross 

(2000) highlights that the process-driven curriculum and the objectives-driven 

curriculum share the importance of individual student ownership and responsibility 

for learning.  This intervention had the best fit in this overlapping model; for 

example, the children took ownership through their creativity and planning of the 

pretend-play, but the researcher set the objectives in keeping with the aims of the 

intervention.  Both the process-driven curriculum and the objective-driven 
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curriculum also have a broadly egalitarian approach (Ross, 2000), in that 

competencies are assessed in both models.  They may be assessed in different ways, 

but they are assessed nonetheless.  Whitehead argues that there should be an 

element of open-endedness in interventions which target young children with regard 

to the objectives therein (Whitehead, 1994).  They should be flexible enough to 

allow for spontaneity on the part of both the teacher and the student, a factor 

particularly pertinent to the use of drama as a medium of instruction.  Brundrett 

sums this up by saying: 

 

άAn enriched, theme-based or arts-based curriculum which has the effect of 

ŜƴƎŀƎƛƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŜƴǘƘǳǎƛŀǎƳ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ƛƴ ƴŜǿ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ Ŏŀƴ ŀƭǎƻ ōoost 

academic achievement in ways which have a reasonably close fit with those 

recommended in the Rose curriculum" (Brundrett et al., 2010: 411) 

 

Cost of Development and Implementation 

This includes any costs to be incurred in the development, implementation and 

evaluation of a new intervention.   

Cost of Development 

Most of the costs incurred in the development of any intervention at a national level 

are related to initial research and consultation.  Other costs in relation to the 

development of interventions might arise from the development and printing of new 

guidance materials, e.g. handbooks.  There are, of course, other miscellaneous costs 

which arise as the intervention progresses.  As this intervention was on a very much 

smaller scale than any national curriculum would be, any financial implications of 

development fell to the researcher to justify.   

Cost of Implementation 

If there is a high cost involved in administering an intervention, it is less likely that it 

will be taken up by various practitioners (Justice et al., 2010).  Interventions which 

have had high take-up by practitioners, such as Read it Again, a 30-week language 

and literacy curriculum supplement consisting of separate lesson plans were 
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inexpensive and were compatible with what resources were available already in 

settings (Justice et al., 2010).  In contrast to this, materials which were developed for 

Doors to Discovery, a story-book reading intervention (Wright Group, 2001),  

required teachers to use several sets of materials, and this rendered the intervention 

very expensive (Assel, Landry, Swank, & Gunnewig, 2007). With regard to this study, 

storybooks which were already being used in preschools were used for the shared 

storybook reading and dialogic discussion activities.  The other materials, including 

the handbooks, for example, were developed at a cost to the researcher.  Any props 

ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǘŜƴŘ Ǉƭŀȅ ǎŜǎǎƛƻƴ ǿŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊΩǎ ƻǿƴΣ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŜȄŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ ǎŜǘ 

of costume dog-ears which were purchased. 

3.4.3 Phase Three  

A pilot study containing a reduced sample (n=40) took place in the academic year 

before the main intervention was rolled out.  Two weeks of the intervention were 

trialled and decisions were made to change certain aspects of it.  These will be 

discussed in full in Section 3.9. 

3.4.4 Phase Four  

This was the delivery phase of the intervention.  Details on how it was delivered are 

contained in Section 3.9. 

3.5 Principles and Aims of the Intervention - [ŜǘΩǎ Talk 

The development of the intervention required strategic and innovative thinking.  It 

needed both to be practical in order to implement it, and to contain objectives 

which were realistic and measurable.  The thinking and planning behind the 

development resulted in nine aims.  These will be discussed next. 

3.5.1 Principles 

Figure 3.2 ƛƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƻǾŜǊŀǊŎƘƛƴƎ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴΦ  ¢ƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ 

learning is central to the intervention and is supported by interaction with the child 

and scaffolding his/her learning.  His/her learning is stimulated by the methodologies 

used. 
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Figure 3.2 Principles of [ŜǘΩǎ ¢ŀƭƪ 

3.5.2 Aims  

1. To support the development of vocabulary in children in the Early Years  

2. To support the development of story retelling in children in the Early Years 

3. ¢ƻ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ƴŜǿ ǾƻŎŀōǳƭŀǊȅ ƛƴ Ǉƭŀȅ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴ 

4. ¢ƻ ǇǊƻƳƻǘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǊŜǘŜƭƭƛƴƎ ƻŦ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜǎ which draw on language 

patterns of stories  

5. ¢ƻ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘŀǘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŜƴƧƻȅƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ƭƛǎǘŜƴƛƴƎ ǘƻΣ ŀƴŘ ǳǎŜ ƻŦΣ ǎǇƻƪŜƴ 

language, and turn to it in their play and learning 

6. To encourage children to listen and respond orally to story 

7. To enable children to plan and review their play 

8. ¢ƻ ŜƴŀōƭŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ Ǉƭŀȅ ǇǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǘŀƭƪ ƛƴ 

planned play 

9. To deliver, in 10 weeks, an intervention which supports childǊŜƴΩǎ ƻǊŀƭ 

language.  

These aims follow the guidance for effective teaching in the early years contained in 

the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) guidelines: 

¶ playing and exploring - children investiƎŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎΣ ŀƴŘ ΨƘŀǾŜ 
ŀ ƎƻΩΤ 

Child's 
learning in 
Let's Talk 

Scaffolding 
a child's 
learning  

Interacting 
with the 

child  

Stimulating 
the child to 

learn  
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¶ active learning - children concentrate and keep on trying if they encounter 
difficulties, and enjoy achievements; and  

¶ creating and thinking critically - children have and develop their own ideas, 
make links between ideas, and develop strategies for doing things 
(Department for Education, 2012: 7). 

 
Furthermore, the aims of [ŜǘΩǎ ¢ŀƭƪ are in keeping with the Early Learning Goals of 

the EYFS.  The Early Learning Goals comprise the three prime areas of 

Communication and Language, Physical Development and Personal, Social and 

Emotional Development (Department for Education, 2012).  Under the prime area of 

Communication and Language, which is relevant for the current study, children were 

helped in their listening and attention, their understanding and their speaking.  

 

The intervention provided ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ŦƻǊ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƛƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭƛǎǘŜƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ 

attention skills through the shared storybook reading session.  The children were 

helped to anticipate events in the story and they were encouraged to respond to it 

through interaction with the puppet.  They were required to give their attention to 

the story and to all of the interactive activities, in a small group.  They were also 

encouraged to participate in repeated refrains in the storybooks.  

 

[ŜǘΩǎ ¢ŀƭƪ aimed to support ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŘƛŀƭƻƎƛŎ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ 

before, during and after reading the story.  The children were asked to answer 

questions about the stories and to respond to questions put to them by the puppet.  

This aimed to help them to focus on, and understand, the characters and events of 

the story.  Their understanding of the story was supported through re-enactment of 

the stories and the planning of their versions of it.  The use of props and the 

encouragement of symbolic substitution were used to increase understanding of the 

new words from the story. 

 

Under the EYFS learning prime area of Communicatioƴ ŀƴŘ [ŀƴƎǳŀƎŜΣ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 

development in speaking must be supported.  [ŜǘΩǎ ¢ŀƭƪ aimed to support the 

childrenΩǎ expression of the story. They would be supported in the use of new 

vocabulary while playing, and encouraged to ask questions during the storybook 
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session.  They would also be encouraged ǘƻ ǎƘƻǿ ŀǿŀǊŜƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭƛǎǘŜƴŜǊǎΩ ƴŜŜŘǎ 

by directly addressing the puppet and each other, explaining things and taking turns 

in sequencing different parts of the story. 

3.6 Components  

The intervention took place over two sessions per week, each approximately 20-25 

minutes long.  This differed from the pilot study, where the sessions lasted 30 

minutes.  In the pilot study, the children were losing interest and their attention was 

waning towards the end of the sessions, so it was decided to reduce the session 

times for the main study.  The first session comprised group shared storybook 

reading; the second consisted of planned pretend play.  Figure 3.3 lists the two main 

components and their core activities.  Also included in Figure 3.3 are guiding 

principles that were considered when developing the intervention (Section 3.4.2). 

 

Figure 3.3 Core Activities and Delivery of [ŜǘΩǎ ¢ŀƭƪ  

Storybook 
Reading 

Puppets 

Engaging Texts 
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Performance 
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reading 

Contextual 
information for 

new words 

Sequencing  

Pretend 
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Practitioner-in-
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Child-in-Role 
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Layered 
Interaction 

(Rogoff, 1995) 

Tools of the 
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3.6.1 Group Shared Storybook Reading  

The first session in the week was a group shared storybook reading session.  Music 

worked well in breaking the sitting-time of the children during the story.  The use of 

lively pieces of music, and the ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ physical interaction with that music, helped 

to refocus their attention.  The researcher introduced the storybook via a puppet ς 

Tobi (Figure 3.4).   

 

 

Figure 3.4 Tobi the Puppet 

 

The story was read and dialogic discussion was facilitated, with the puppet asking 

questions and helping to maintain the interest of the children. The children were 

asked to retell the story to the puppet at the end of each session, using prompt 

pictures from the story.  A puppet was incorporated into the storybook component 

of the intervention to aid the discussion, engage with the children and to develop 

the syntax associated with questioning (Bierman et al., 2008; Carroll et al., 2003).   
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Using the Puppet 

Puppets have been used in the education ς and indeed the entertainment ς of young 

children for many years, as children can identify with them and can believe in them 

(Baron-cohen et al., 1985).  They can provide a joint attention episode, with 

conversation for both adult and child, and these conversations have helped to 

improve scientific thinking, social, emotional and behavioural development and also 

to develop syntax and grammatical skills (Department for Children, Schools and 

Families, 2008; Moylett & Stewart, 2012b; Rollins & Snow, 1998; Simon et al., 2008; 

UNICEF, 2004; Webster-Stratton et al., 2008).   

 
Puppets can help to: 

¶ Encourage previously-inhibited feedback from children 

¶ Provide a visual stimulus for a dialogic discussion 

¶ {ǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ƭƛǎǘŜƴƛƴƎ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ 

¶ Allow the child to explore the use of vocabulary in an atmosphere of fun  

¶ Create variety in the learning environment 

¶ Help the child to explore the imaginary world. 

Practitioners often fear the use of puppets, due to a lack of confidence or 

inexperience in using them.  However, puppets are, in fact, just an extension of the 

practitioner and his/her interactions with the children.  The puppet should have a 

fully developed character, so that he is a believable addition to the classroom (Simon 

et al., 2008).    

 

In this study the researcher: 

¶ Chose the puppet carefully. A boy puppet is usually preferred; boys tend to 

react better to that, fearing the stereotypical notion that it could be a doll 

¶ Created a fact file about the puppet, a puppet passport containing his name, 

where he is from, where he lives, his likes and dislikes. This was useful for 

engaging the children (Figure 3.5)  

¶ Had taken some photographs of the puppet in different places which were 

easily identifiable to the children in order to create a background for it 

(Figure 3.6) 

¶ Had the puppet sit on her knee and had the puppet turn the pages during the 

storybook session  
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¶ Used the puppet to model listening and the asking of questions 

¶ Had the puppet act as an audience to whom a child retold the story  

¶ Used the puppet to model taking turns in conversation about a book 

¶ Used the puppet to encourage children to try use new vocabulary in 

sentences 

¶ Made the puppet the games organiser for games based on the book.  For 

example, the puppet gave the children a picture from the story and they had 

to exclaim when the researcher reached their part of the story. 

tŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ wŜŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ tǳǇǇŜǘ  

Based on observations by the researcher and feedback from the practitioners, the 

puppet was very well received by the children in both the pilot study and the main 

study.  The children looked forward to his company and repeatedly asked when he 

would visit again.  The children very much enjoyed his humorous side.  They tended 

to engage more with him when he had brought props which helped to create his 

character, e.g. photographs.  They engaged with his presence, and, at times, and 

interacted more with him than with the researcher.  The children also projected 

their questionǎ ƻƴǘƻ ƘƛƳΦ  CƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ǘƘŜȅ ǎŀƛŘΣ άTobi wants to see that picture 

againέ ƻǊ ά¢ƻōƛ ǿŀƴǘǎ ǘƻ ƪƴƻǿΧέ  ¢ƘŜ ǇǳǇǇŜǘ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ǎǇŜŀƪΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜǎ 

replicability of the intervention in the future.   

 

There was a need for parameters to be established with regard to the puppet.  At 

the beginning of each storybook session, the puppet would be in his brightly 

coloured box (Figure 3.7ύΦ  ¢ƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǎŀȅ άWhat day is today?  And who 

always comes on this dayΚέΦ ¢ƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǊǊŜŎǘ Řŀȅ and 

immediately recognise the box as containing Tobi.  The children would be 

encouraged to read the sign on the box which read άLook insideέ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƛǎ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ 

anticipation and excitement in the children.  The puppet would emerge and chat, 

(through the researcher) to the children before introducing the new book (Figure 

3.6).  These actions were repeated at each storybook session, so that the children 

could predict and anticipate the session.  The popularity of the puppet was used to 

its full advantage by the researcher 
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Figure 3.5 Passport for Tobi the Puppet  

 

 

Figure 3.6 Tobi ǘƘŜ tǳǇǇŜǘΩǎ tƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘ !ƭōǳƳ  
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Figure 3.7 Tobi the Puppet Introduces the Storybook for the Session 

Performance-oriented Reading 

The dialogic discussion that can take place during storybook reading can develop de-

contextualised language (Coyne et al., 2004; Sénéchal, 1997; Grover J. Whitehurst & 

Zevenbergen, 1999). Storybook reading can also be used as a stimulus for story-

retelling also.   The focus for practitioners in [ŜǘΩǎ ¢ŀƭƪ included elements of 

performance-oriented reading (Coyne et al., 2004).   

 

This involved: 

¶ Being very familiar with the text 

¶ Emphasising target words  

¶ Creating a sense of occasion, using the puppet before starting the reading 

session 

¶ Using a variety of pitches and tones in the voice 

¶ Using different voices for different characters in the book 

¶ Using eye contact 

¶ Generating suspense and interest in the book using questioning.  

A list of the books which were used in the intervention, and the selection criteria 

which were used, are contained in in Section 3.8.1.  
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To summarise, the group shared storybook session was the first of two sessions in 

the week.  The storybook was introduced by the puppet, and before, during and 

after reading activities, a discussion took place. After the story, the children were 

asked by the puppet to describe what was in a visual prompt, i.e. a picture from the 

story, and to retell their part of the story to the puppet.  As the intervention 

progressed, the children took turns to retell the whole story, using the pictures.  

3.6.2 Planned Pretend Play 

The second session in the week was a planned pretend play session.  Pretend play, 

as a medium of instruction in oral language, has an interactionist perspective as its 

overarching principle.   In [ŜǘΩǎ ¢ŀƭƪ, the pretend play involved the instructor 

ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘ ƛƴ ŀ ǿŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ōƻǘƘ ŀŘŀǇǘƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŀŎǘƛǾŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ 

learning needs, while being enjoyable for the child (Bergen, 2013; Harris, 2000; 

WƻƘƴǎƻƴ ϧ hΩbŜƛƭƭΣ мфупΤ {ǳǘƘŜǊƭŀƴŘ ϧ CǊƛŜŘƳŀƴΣ нлмоύ. [ŜǘΩǎ ¢ŀƭƪ targeted young 

ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƻǊŀƭ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŜŘ ǎƻŎƛƻ-dramatic play episodes (Bodrova & 

Leong, 2007; Harris, 2000; Heathcote, 1980).   

 

Socio-dramatic play is a quite natural process for children (Deunk et al., 2008).  It 

involves the child entering into a make-believe world, which can be based on a real-

life scenario.  The child takes on roles associated with the real world and can adhere 

to the social rules of that scenario.  This socio-dramatic play can be used to develop 

total words in conversation, vocabulary specific to a defined theme of play and an 

increased number of words indicating concepts of colour, shape, number, quantity, 

space, and time (Deunk et al., 2008; A. K. Levy et al., 1986). 

Implementation of Pretend Play Sessions 

The planned pretend play session was based on the story from the first session in 

that week.  The researcher ŜƴǘŜǊŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ΨǊƻƭŜΩ ŀǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻǊȅ 

and invited the children to act out the story, or a version of it.  The researcher, while 

in role, would pose a problem to the children, which was based on the story.  The 

children planned what character they would play and the way the playing area 

should be set out, including what props and furniture might be required in order to 
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solve this problemΦ  ²ƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ Ǉƭŀȅ ǿŀǎ ŦƛƴƛǎƘŜŘΣ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊ ŎŀƳŜ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ΨǊƻƭŜΩ 

and a discussion ensued, facilitated by the researcher, as to the nature of the play 

session and the participation of the children in it.   The session required the children 

to self-regulate their participation and learning.  They engaged in planning, executing 

and reviewing their play, whiŎƘ Ŏŀƴ ŀƛŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǎŜƭŦ-regulation of their play.  

The researcher had a large role to play in facilitating this self-regulation. This will be 

discussed next. 

Planning 

This is the first of three steps in planned pretend play.   The researcher: 

¶ Introduced the children to the theme for the session 

¶ Introduced the children to the props which might be required, including 

some of the target words 

¶ Discussed with the children what could be used to represent various items 

needed for the play session 

¶ Helped the children to set out the area for the play session, i.e. positioning of 

furniture 

¶ Gathered together possible items which could be useful as props in future 

sessions. 

Executing 

The researcher initiated the play session; however, once the children were engaged 

in it, she stepped back.  The researcher:  

¶ Encouraged the children by offering verbal encouragement as needed 

¶ Engaged in the play by assuming a role at the beginning 

¶ Offered non-directive statements to the children which advanced the play (A. 

K. Levy et al., 1992) 

¶ Physically intervened in the play by committing an action which advanced the 

play 

¶ Modelled language and used target vocabulary. 

Reviewing 

In this part of the play sŜǎǎƛƻƴΣ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊΩǎ ǊƻƭŜ ǿŀǎ that of facilitator.  The 

researcher: 

¶ Facilitated a discussion among the children about their ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΩ ǊƻƭŜǎ ƛƴ 

the play session 
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¶ Investigated with the children how the play deviated from the original plan 

¶ Highlighted the goals originally set by the children for the play 

¶ Discussed with the children how they might change the play session if they 

were to engage in it another time 

¶ CŀŎƛƭƛǘŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǎŜǉǳŜƴŎƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻǊȅ. 

tŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ wŜŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ Pretend Play 

Feedback from the children indicated that they appeared to enjoy the pretend play 

sessions.  Many of the children had not taken part in this type of pretend play 

previously (adult-initiated role-play).  When it was discovered that the children had 

little experience of entering into a predefined role, sessions were adapted to make 

them more interactive. For example, in session two, the children were invited to 

physically experience what it would be like to be an animal.  They were asked to 

move ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎǇŀŎŜ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ŀƴƛƳŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƳŀƪŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƴƛƳŀƭΩǎ ƴƻƛǎŜ 

(Appendix 2ύΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ ŜƴǊƛŎƘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ǉƭŀȅ ǎŜǎǎƛƻƴΦ  Lƴ ǘƘŜ 

main study, work on physical representation and relaxation exercises was included in 

early sessions, ǘƻ ŜƴŀōƭŜ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŎƻƴŦƛŘŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ 

engagement.    

 

Interacting with the researcher-in-role was a new experience for many of the 

children.  The researcher used a prop related to the character in the story which she 

was playing, e.g. a hat, to signal when she was in-role.  This made the divide between 

being in-role and not-in-role much clearer to the children.  The researcher was an 

evoker of the action, posing a problem for the children to solve.  This added focus to 

the play session and gave it a purpose.   

 

[ŜǘΩǎ ¢ŀƭƪ was received well in all settings by children and practitioners alike.  Oral 

feedback was positive and the practitioners confirmed that they could see the 

potential of the intervention.  They also said that the children were very excited on 

the days on which the intervention was to be delivered each week.   
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3.7 Themes of the Intervention  

Choosing themes that were engaging, age-appropriate and relevant for the children 

was crucial in the development of [ŜǘΩǎ ¢ŀƭƪΦ  In ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎǘǳŘȅ ƻƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ Ǉƭŀȅ 

preferences, Gmitrova et al (2009) found that, when the teacher examined which 

themes were popular with the children during pretend-play, they could focus the 

educational objectives accordingly (Gmitrova et al., 2009).   

 

The chosen themes for the weekly sessions in [ŜǘΩǎ ¢ŀƭƪ were based on research on 

ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ Ǉƭŀȅ ǇǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ (Gmitrova et al., 2009).  This facilitated maximum 

engagement of the children. The overarching themes (one per fortnight) were 

translated into more accessible topics, with two storybooks chosen for each theme 

(Table 3.2).  For example, when the theme of Banquet/Feast arose, the two 

storybooks were about a jam sandwich and a girl who ate lots and lots, respectively. 

The two stories were different, but the theme remained the same over the fortnight.  

The storybooks for the market theme were about, first, a little boy who goes 

shopping and, second, dogs that go in search of a birthday present.  These books 

were age-appropriate, but in keeping with the theme and guidelines from The Early 

Years Foundation Stage (Department for Education, 2012).  

 

Table 3.2 Themes for [ŜǘΩǎ ¢ŀƭƪ 

Week Theme 

1 & 2 Household  

3 & 4 Transport  

5 & 6 Banquet/feast 

7 & 8 Market  

9 & 10 Professions  

 

3.8 Materials for the Intervention 

Each week in [ŜǘΩǎ ¢ŀƭƪ had its own resource pack, containing the storybook for the 

week, the script and guidance notes for the sessions, any role props for the 

researcher, music to be used in the session and visual prompts from the story (Figure 

3.8).  
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Figure 3.8 Example of Resource Pack for [ŜǘΩǎ ¢ŀƭƪ 

3.8.1 Storybooks 

As was discussed above, it is vital that storybooks which are chosen for an 

intervention with young children are theme-based and in keeping with the 

objectives of the intervention (Sheil et al., 2012).   

 

Along with this, humour and vibrant illustrations can help children to engage with 

storybooks.  The sequencing nature of the books in this intervention, and their use of 

repetitive language, helped to engage the children with the stories. The books (Table 

3.3 & Figure 3.9) which were selected for [ŜǘΩǎ ¢ŀƭƪ encouraged the child to engage 

with the story, due to their: 

¶ Vibrant and engaging illustrations 

¶ Repetitive text, i.e. the use of refrains 

¶ Accessible language  

¶ Larger size (some) 

¶ Humour  

¶ Length.  








































































































































































































































































































































































