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Vocabulary acquisition in
young children: The role 
of the story

EMMA HEPBURN  University of Winchester, UK

BRIDGET EGAN  University of Winchester, UK

NAOMI FLYNN  University of Winchester, UK

Abstract Sharing storybooks with babies increases their future
achievements in literacy, especially in reading (Hall, 2001; Moore and
Wade, 1997, 2003; Scarborough et al., 1991; Wade and Moore, 1998;
Wells, 1985). This study, focusing on case studies of two 
20-month-old children, attempts to identify the role the storybook
plays in children’s vocabulary acquisition. Their mothers adopted a
regime of daily reading of specific picture books over a six-week
period, and recorded the children’s acquisition of new vocabulary, in
order to explore what specific contribution these texts made to the
children’s speech. The findings demonstrate that storybooks form one
source of children’s newly-acquired vocabulary. Factors that might
account for this were more difficult to determine through a study of
this scale.

Keywords babies; vocabulary acquisition; storybooks

The focus of this article is the role played by storybooks in the early stages
of young children’s vocabulary acquisition. The use of storybooks with
babies is well established as contributing to their future achievements in
literacy, especially in reading (Hall, 2001; Moore and Wade, 1997, 2003;
Scarborough et al., 1991; Wade and Moore, 1998; Wells, 1985). However,
there seems to be less research into the potential effects of sharing story-
books on young children’s language acquisition. This study attempts to
identify the role the storybook plays in children’s acquisition of vocabulary.
It focuses on two male children aged between 20 and 22 months in the
early stages of language production, and their development of vocabulary
over a 6-week period when sharing storybooks with their mothers. The
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potential for early vocabulary development through the use of story is
discussed.

The subject of first language acquisition has been explored for many
years, with varying outcomes. Many researchers believe that language is an
instinctive response and that as long as children are exposed to speech
they will learn to talk regardless of the quality of input they are given
(Aitchison, 1997; Chomsky, 2000; Lenneberg, 1967; Pinker, 1994).
Bruner’s (1983: 119) position on language acquisition, building on
 Vygotskyan theory, differs from this in that he believes that speech develops
through shared communication. Further studies support this need for
context and social interaction in developing oracy in young children
(Landau and Gleitman, 1985: 208; Otomo, 2001: 50).

There are several models of first language development in young
children. Some believe that all children go through various stages of
language acquisition at set times of their childhood (Lenneberg, 1967:
105). Others offer a more flexible interpretation of stages of language
acquisition (Dionne et al., 2003: 395).

Lenneberg’s (1967) theoretical outlook on first language acquisition
shared some common ground with Chomsky (2000: 7), who believes that
a predisposition for language acquisition is innate; that it ‘happens’ to a
child rather than being a conscious act. Aitchison’s (1997: 47) view is that
there is a predetermined sequence of development. Sheridan (1997: 53)
argues that ‘there are wide variations among normal children in the rate of
language acquisition’. Chomsky (2000), Pinker (1994), and Cook and
Newson (1996) appear to support Sheridan’s view that all children learn
language at varying rates. More generally, Jarvis and Lamb (2001: 135) state
‘individual differences between children, their personalities, characteristics
and abilities all play a part in development . . .’. Wells (1985: 12) also
favours the latter view, and found that individual difference in temperament
could account for the extent to which young children were active in
enhancing their own speech development. Most authors, however, agree
that there is a period of very rapid development, beginning in children
from approximately eighteen to twenty-four-months-old, during which an
‘explosion’ of new vocabulary occurs, and preceding the emergence of
recognisable grammatical structures.

Fletcher et al. (2005) emphasise some of the benefits that using books
with young children may have on children’s language acquisition. This is a
view shared by others (Moore and Wade, 2003; Wells, 1985; Whitehead,
1999, 2002), and is supported by research conducted by Locke (1996:
251), who found ‘physical proximity and vocal interaction between mother
[sic] and infant have been shown to aid language learning’. Odean (1998)
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and Clark (2004) suggest that reading aloud may nurture language
 development through an early and playful introduction to vocabulary.
Furthermore, Fletcher et al. (2005: 65) found, during their research into
young children’s responsiveness and attention during picture book reading,
that children’s responses might nurture future positive responses to picture
books.

Tomasello and Farrar (1986: 1454) considered the effects of joint atten-
tional episodes, which they describe as mother [sic] and child talking about
a common focus, on children’s language acquisition. They found that ‘the
amount of time spent in joint attentional episodes was positively related to
the child’s vocabulary size’ (Tomasello and Farrar, 1986: 1454). Storybook
reading could be considered as an example of a joint attentional episode as
both adult and child are concentrating their focus on the book (Fletcher et
al., 2005: 66). Fletcher et al. (2005: 75) also found a correlation between
children being read to and vocabulary size. This is perhaps because the
interaction between adult and child while book reading is likely to be
conversational and involve features of dialogue such as turn taking,
question and response (Ninio and Bruner, 1978: 6).

Much research identifies positive effects that reading to babies and
toddlers has on their future literacy success (Hall, 2001; Moore and Wade,
1997, 2003; Scarborough et al., 1991; Wade and Moore, 1998; Wells,
1985). Meek (1991: 13) believes that children have an innate desire to join
in with speech, in order to communicate, as soon as possible. This reflects
the views of Bruner (1983), suggesting that children who are immersed in
conversation may begin to join in those conversations sooner.

A range of studies have discovered a correlation between the amount of
language input from parents and the size of children’s early vocabulary (Liu
et al., 2003: F1; Messer, 1995: 222; Wells, 1985: 52). It could be argued
that sharing a book with a toddler provides parents with a quantity of
language that may not otherwise have been available to them, or may not
have been shared with their child. This is consistent with Taylor and
 Strickland’s (1986: 47) view that listening to storybooks presents children
with language not usually associated with everyday speech. Justice and Ezell
found further opportunities for exposure to speech in parental praise and
response to children’s utterances during shared reading (2000: 266). Wells
(1985: 7) shares their view that a positive response from parents during
storybook reading is likely to increase the speed of early language
 development.

Jack (2005) proclaims ‘books provide the perfect opportunity for
[infants] to learn about speech patterns and how to make sounds’
(Internet). If storybooks are shared with infants in the ways suggested by
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Justice and Ezell (2000), it is possible that, during the shared reading,
infants can be exposed to both the types of vocal input described by Menn
and Stoel-Gammon (1996: 339) and by Jack (2005). This would allow
them to practise their own vocalisations, which Menn and Stoel-Gammon
(1996: 339) believe is an important prerequisite for word production.
Taylor and Strickland (1986: 50) also advocate the use of storybooks to
assist children in learning to make sounds.

It is worth remembering that storybooks for infants and young children
have not always been in existence. William Godwin, in the late 18th and
early 19th century, was one of the earliest educators to advocate the use of
storybooks designed specifically to entertain children (Bottoms, 2004). The
production of illustrated books aimed at children flowered and developed
throughout the 19th century, but it was the development of inexpensive
colour printing techniques in the 20th century that made possible the
production of picture storybooks for a mass market. Prior to this, stories
were told to children orally and the relationship that exists between words
and pictures, and the printed and spoken word would have been hidden.

Menn and Stoel-Gammon (1996) also describe how the development of
phonological awareness links directly to language acquisition. Many story-
books for young children contain rhyme and alliteration, and therefore
could enhance phonological awareness, in turn assisting language acquisi-
tion. Foy and Mann (2003: 60) found that children with a less developed
sense of rhyme were likely to have a less mature pattern of articulation.

It is thus widely agreed that sharing books with infants is beneficial to
their language development. However, there are those who believe that the
type of language experiences children encounter are of little importance to
their language development (Aitchison, 1997; Chomsky, 2000: Lenneberg,
1967; Pinker, 1994). If this is true, then while sharing books with infants
may be enjoyable it is unlikely to aid their acquisition of language. However,
there are those who advocate the use of books to encourage language play
as part of first language acquisition (Clark, 2004; Jack, 2005; Odean, 1998;
Taylor and Strickland, 1986).

The aim of this study was to explore the relationship between the sharing
of storybooks with one-year-olds and their early language development;
specifically it looked at their rates of vocabulary acquisition. Questions
were: Can the sharing of specific books be traced in the child’s acquisition
of new vocabulary? And, are there particular aspects of such sharing or of
the books, which promote vocabulary acquisition?

journal of early childhood l iteracy 10(2)
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Method
Two children were selected for case study. Although the non-generalisability
of case study may be seen to be problematic (Gomm et al., 2000: 98), it
can establish a basis for ‘naturalistic generalization’ (Lincoln and Guba,
2000: 36; Stake, 2000: 23), which Gomm et al. (2000) suggest is a
routine part of professional reflection. Donmoyer (2000: 52) also points
out ‘in fields such as education . . . in which there is concern with indi-
viduals . . . all research findings are tentative’, therefore suggesting that
the case study method is as effective as any other. Case study was also a
suitable approach for ensuring the children could remain in a natural,
familiar setting, following their normal routine, as advocated by Langston
et al. (2004: 153).

The research concentrated on two male children in their second year. The
children shared similar backgrounds. Both were single children living in
two parent families. The mother of Joseph was a trainee teacher, and both
parents of Aaron were teachers (‘Joseph’ and ‘Aaron’ are pseudonyms). To
be able to discover what role storybooks played in the children’s early
vocabulary acquisition, it was important to observe children for long
periods, in order to identify their acquisition and use of new vocabulary,
and their ‘reading’ behaviours throughout the day during the period of data
collection. It was important that these children be in a familiar setting so
that their language use was as natural as possible. The mothers shared one
‘set book’ per week with the children on a daily basis, and recorded their
responses to that book. The children’s use of new words was recorded daily,
and the mothers also noted titles and frequency of any other books the
children had asked to have read or ‘read’ for themselves.

Both children were used to sharing storybooks with adults, so the
addition of another story would not have seemed unusual. Studying these
two children also meant that the majority of the research could take place
in the home. The mothers of both children kept a running record of the
children’s vocabulary prior to the study, and at the outset of the data
collection period these two children each had a vocabulary of about 400
words.

Data collection was undertaken by the mothers of the two children (one
of whom is a co-author of this article). In both cases, the active consent of
the fathers was also sought, to ensure that a less directly involved parent
was included in the consent process. Both mothers were observing the
children while reading to them and keeping closely to a normal daily
routine. For this research there were benefits of being a parent researcher
despite the obvious risk of subjectivity. The children being researched were
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familiar and comfortable with the data collector/parent, who was thus
constantly ‘on site’, and observations could be recorded during the child’s
sleep time in the day, or in the evening once the child was in bed.

The research was conducted over a six-week period. Prior to this, a one-
week pilot study was conducted to ensure a match in the way that each
mother was collecting and recording data.

Both children were exposed to the same ‘set books’ each week to see
whether specific texts elicited similar words from both children. These were
books that were previously unknown to them, so that much of the vocab-
ulary was new to them. As both children already had a large vocabulary for
their ages, and were accustomed to book sharing, the books chosen were
those recommended for a slightly older age range. This resulted in one of
the texts being longer than the books usually shared with the children, but
with quite fast-paced text and repeated rhyming. This was kept for the final
week when it was thought that increased attention spans might allow for
a longer story.

The pilot week used a simple rhyming book with actions. The book was
read three times a day, plus any other times the child requested it, and their
responses recorded in notebooks; notes included whether they enjoyed the
book, any words they joined in, or used themselves, other books read
together and books they had ‘read’ independently. At the start of the week
both children thoroughly enjoyed the book, however by the end of the pilot
week both seemed reluctant to settle to read it. It seemed that reading the
book to them three times a day was excessive, and for the following six-
week study once a day would be sufficient.

The six-week study began shortly after, ensuring that all new vocabulary
in between the pilot week and the start of the study was recorded. Reading
events between adult and child included discussion with the child, of both
text and pictures, and opportunities for the child to join in, complete
sentences, volunteer ideas, and comment on text and pictures. The weekly
‘set book’ was shared with the children once a day and their responses
logged as before (Figure 1).

After two weeks, it was felt that much of the information was being
repeated daily, and recording it in longhand was becoming excessive. A
record sheet for each book was devised which took the form of a typed
copy of each page of the book with space to circle any words said, and space
for notes under each section to log discussions the children and carer had
(Figure 2).

The form also included a yes/no response for if the children enjoyed the
book with space for comments, space for personal feelings, for example if
there was anything that may have affected the way in which the book was

journal of early childhood l iteracy 10(2)
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enjoyed, a sheet for any new vocabulary, and another for books read both
independently and together.

However, there may be some limitations to the approach taken that need
to be considered. Both mothers had commitments outside the home, which
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Book: Here Come the Babies
Read mid-afternoon
Looked at first page of pictures – pointed to Baby Bunting and said ‘asleep’

‘bed’ ‘zip’ (pointing to cover – relating back to his own sleeping bag) Pointed
to moon and cats

p. 1 ‘meow’ with cat and repeated ‘bats’
p. 2 ‘bed’ – ‘frt’ (zip) ‘This one has a funny smell’ ‘what do you think he smells of?’ ‘Poo’
p. 3 said ‘piyo’ (pillow) but did not point to the pillows. Asked him where

at the elephant was and he replied ‘eclump’ and also pointed out ‘bear’
p. 5 wriggled his own fingers and held up toes. ‘meow’ with cat, ‘Daddy’

(daddy’s socks)
p. 6 pointed to moon and said ‘moon’, pointed to cat and said ‘meow’,

pointed to sheep and said ‘baa’
p. 8 asked him where the washing was and he replied ‘washing’ 
p. 9 thought yellow towel was the moon
p. 11 (five babies) pointed to the sitting down baby and said ‘uhoh’ Told

him the baby was just sitting down and was OK!
p. 12 pointed to the moon and said ‘moon’ and cat ‘meow’

Figure 1 A field note sheet from week 2
Note: Adult’s words in italics.

Figure 2 Sample of notes sheet for The Very Hungry Catepillar
Notes: Shaded words are those which the child said as they were being read. Italicised notes include
child’s other utterances.

Set book: The Very Hungry Caterpillar

Date:  16th June Day:     1     2     3     4     5     6     7

In the light of the moon a little egg lay on a leaf

Pointed to the moon and its face

One Sunday morning the warm sun came up and – pop! – out of the egg came a tiny
and very hungry caterpillar

On Monday he ate through one apple.  But he was still hungry
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meant the children spent a lot of time with grandparents during the week,
and Aaron attended a day nursery part time. At these times the people caring
for the child were asked to log the child’s new vocabulary, and that infor-
mation was passed on to the parents at the end of the day. It is possible that
during these times the vocabulary of the children may not have been logged
as thoroughly, therefore new words may have gone unnoticed for longer.

Findings
During the collection of data, the mothers noted how many times books
were shared with the children, meaning an adult read the book with the
child, and how many times the child ‘read’ independently. The use of the
word ‘read’ here indicates that the children freely chose books that they
enjoyed to ‘read’ to themselves or their teddy bears. In both cases this
involved the child sitting alone, or with a favoured toy, demonstrating
reading habits such as page turning, and concentrating on a page. Aaron
also said some of the words from the story to his toys during the ‘reading’.
As the main focus was on the sharing of storybooks, it was important to
separate the number of books each child ‘read’ independently from the total
number of books read. This independent ‘reading’ has been considered in
the findings as it gave an insight into the child’s enjoyment of a book, since
they generally chose favoured books to ‘read’ independently.

Figures 3 and 4 show the total number of stories each child interacted
with each week, how many were ‘read’ independently and how many
different stories made up the total. They also show the number of words
acquired on a weekly basis and break down the total number of new words
into those related to stories, and those unrelated. For example, in week one
Joseph had 78 readings of 34 different stories, 6 of which he ‘read’ in -
dependently. He acquired a total of 52 new words, 14 of which were related
to stories, 38 were unrelated.

As the numbers of books read, and words acquired, over the six-week
period enter the hundreds, we present these data as percentages. Figures 5
and 6 show how the data break down into percentage shared and percent-
age ‘read’ independently. These figures make it clear that the large majority
of the books the children encountered were shared with a carer.

Figures 7 and 8 show the percentage of new vocabulary related and un -
related to storybooks. They also show that over one third of each child’s
new vocabulary was related to storybooks.

Data emerging from the findings raised the question of whether the
number of storybooks shared over each week influenced the rate of vocab-
ulary acquired. Figures 9 and 10 show the number of books shared each

journal of early childhood l iteracy 10(2)
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week over a six-week period against the number of new words the children
learnt related to storybooks in the corresponding weeks. These are plotted
from high to low and show that no trend occurred. The number of books
the children ‘read’ independently is shown beneath the number of books
shared. This shows a possible relationship between the child’s independent
‘reading’ and the number of new words acquired. The bottom row
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Number ‘read’ 
independently

14%

Number shared
86%

Figure 5 Percentage of books shared and ‘read’ independently: Joseph

Number ‘read’ 
independently

26%

Number shared
74%

Figure 6 Percentage of books shared and ‘read’ independently: Aaron
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 indicates the most frequent sharing of a book chosen by the child during
that week. We have included these data as they suggest a possible connec-
tion between the high frequency of sharing a book chosen by the child and
the number of new words acquired.

The books that the children were interacting with each week included
one ‘set book’. This book was shared with the child at least once a day, more
if the child requested it, and was kept with the child’s other books so that
it was available for them to ‘read’ independently during its ‘set week’. Figure
11 shows the frequency with which the ‘set book’ was shared and ‘read’
independently. On all but one occasion the number of times the ‘set book’
was shared during its ‘set week’ was equal to or greater than 10, with
 additional independent ‘reading’ occurring often.

journal of early childhood l iteracy 10(2)
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Number of words 
unrelated to 
storybooks

62%

Number of words 
related to 
storybooks

38%

Figure 7 Percentage of new vocabulary related to storybooks: Joseph

Number of words 
related to 
storybooks

35%
Number of words 

unrelated to 
storybooks

65%

Figure 8 Percentage of new vocabulary related to storybooks: Aaron
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On all but one occasion the frequency with which the ‘set book’ was
shared is greater than the sharing of any other book during the week.
Figures 12 and 13 show that the frequency with which most other books
were shared during a week was typically once or twice, accounting for 78
per cent for Joseph and 76 per cent for Aaron. Only 10 per cent of all
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Figure 9 Number of books shared v story related vocabulary acquired: Joseph

Figure 10 Number of books shared v story related vocabulary acquired: Aaron
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Joseph Aaron

Week Shared Alone Total Shared Alone Total

1 13 2 15 14 1 15
2 10 0 10 13 0 13
3 11 0 11 10 2 12
4 14 1 15 17 3 20
5 12 1 13 17 3 20
6 9 0 9 11 1 12

Figure 11 Frequency of use of ‘set book’ during its ‘set week’

2
23%
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12%

4+
10%

1
55%
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21%
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7%

4+
17%

1
55%

Figure 12 Frequency with which different books were read (excluding ‘set books’):
Joseph

Figure 13 Frequency with which different books were read (excluding ‘set books’):
Aaron

Frequency
book shared No. of books

Once 120
Twice 51
Three times 27
Four times + 22

Frequency
book shared No. of books

Once 58
Twice 23
Three times 8
Four times + 18
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Joseph’s books, and 17 per cent of all Aaron’s books were read four times
or more during one week.

As the frequency with which the ‘set books’ were shared greatly
outweighed that of the majority of other books, it was relevant to ask how
many of the newly acquired story related words were associated with these
books alone. Did the frequency with which these books were shared
 influence the relating number of words acquired? Figures 14 and 15 clearly
show that three-fifths of Joseph’s, and almost three-quarters of Aaron’s
newly acquired story related vocabulary was directly linked to the ‘set
books’ shared with them.

Figures 16 and 17 show the frequency with which the ‘set books’ were
shared with each child over the six-week period, from high to low, and the
number of words acquired from each book. The number of independent
‘readings’ is shown beneath the number of times the book was shared. This
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Words relating 
to ‘set books’

60%

Words relating 
to other books

40%

Words relating to ‘set books’ 81
Words relating to other books 53
Total 134

Words relating 
to ‘set books’

71%

Words relating 
to other books

29%

Words relating to ‘set books’ 76
Words relating to other books 31
Total 107

Figure 15 Words learnt over six-week period relating to storybooks: Aaron

Figure 14 Words learnt over six-week period relating to storybooks: Joseph

159-182 ECL363754 Egan_Article 156 x 234mm  28/04/2010  13:33  Page 173

 at SAGE Publications on November 28, 2012ecl.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://ecl.sagepub.com/


highlights that the order of frequency with which the books were read was
unchanged by independent ‘reading’.

As the majority of story related words originated from the ‘set books’, it
seemed prudent to compare the words each child had learnt from these six
books. There were at least two of the same words from each book that both
children acquired during the research period. The highest number came
from Each Peach Pear Plum (Ahlberg and Ahlberg, 1989), which elicited seven
of the same words, three of which were rhyming character names. The
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Figure 16 Frequency 'set book’ shared and related vocabulary acquired: Joseph
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Figure 17 Frequency 'set book’ shared and related vocabulary acquired: Aaron
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majority of both children’s other words acquired from Each Peach Pear Plum
were also rhyming words.

Next was Pirate Pete (Sharratt, 2003), from which the children acquired
six of the same words. With both of these books, the majority of the words
that the children acquired were nouns. Looking more closely at the types
of words the children had absorbed from the books they each acquired the
most new vocabulary from, it could be seen that Joseph, who acquired the
most new vocabulary from Here Come the Babies (Anholt and Anholt, 1993)
had learnt words describing familiar items and actions, such as ‘blocks’ and
‘crawl’. He also picked up on many of the words presented alliteratively,
such as ‘hide’, ‘hug’ and ‘hold’. Aaron acquired the highest number of new
words, many of which were nouns, from The Very Hungry Caterpillar (Carle,
1974). Aaron also learnt many new words from Bumpus Jumpus Dinosaurumpus
(Mitton, 2003); looking in more detail at the types of words acquired from
this book, he appeared most receptive to many of the onomatopoeic words,
such as ‘bomp’, ‘donk’ and ‘thwack’.

Analysis
Over the six-week period Joseph participated in 172 more reading events
and 191 more shared reading events than Aaron. Of their new vocabulary,
Joseph acquired three per cent more words relating to storybooks than
Aaron. These findings suggest that the higher number of stories being
shared with Joseph had some influence on the vocabulary he was acquir-
ing. If this were the case, then plotting the number of shared readings from
high to low should have shown a downward trend in the number of new
words related to storybooks. Figures 9 and 10 indicate that this trend was
not established, and the frequency of shared readings did not directly relate
to the amount of new vocabulary acquired.

Joseph acquired the highest number of story related words in the week
that he had the least amount of shared reading, and Aaron in the fourth
lowest week. Tomasello and Farrar (1986: 1454) suggest a positive corre-
lation between the amount of time spent in joint-attentional activities and
a child’s vocabulary size. What our study did not record was how much time
was spent reading. It is possible that even though fewer books were shared
in these weeks, the amount of time dedicated to each book may have been
greater. There may well have been lengthier discussion between adult and
child about the story or illustrations, and the child may have been given
more opportunities to respond. This would suggest a tentative link to the
findings of Liu et al. (2003), Justice and Ezell (2000) and Wells (1985) all
of who found that the quality of shared book reading was more important
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than quantity. However, such a link would be based on a presumption that
more time was spent on fewer books.

In the week he acquired the most story related vocabulary, Joseph
 experienced 14 shared readings of a self-chosen book. This was the highest
occurrence of shared reading of a book of his choice from the six-week
period. Aaron experienced seven shared readings each of two different self-
chosen books, the second highest occurrence during the six-weeks, and the
only week that more than one book of his choice was shared over five times.
It is reasonable to suggest that the children were more focused on the books
in these weeks because they were receiving more joint attention on at least
one book that they had selected to be read to them. This corresponds with
the findings of Tomasello and Farrar (1986) on child-focused joint atten-
tional episodes. However, these findings are not entirely conclusive as both
children acquired a high number of new words in the weeks they received
the fewest shared readings of a book of their choice.

Both children acquired the most story related vocabulary in the weeks that
they did the most independent ‘reading’, and the least story related vocab-
ulary in the weeks that they did the least independent ‘reading’. However,
the weeks in between do not follow this trend. It may be coincidence that
this happened with both children, but it raises the question of whether the
children were using the independent ‘reading’ time to consolidate internal -
ised vocabulary knowledge acquired through shared reading before attempt-
ing vocalisations. There is tentative support of this theory from Pinker
(1994: 268), who states ‘there is more going on in children’s minds than
what comes out of their mouths . . .’. This is neither an area that was suffi-
ciently researched in this study, nor have we found it researched elsewhere.

The ‘set books’, those texts chosen specifically for the research and read
a minimum of once a day, were read with far more frequency than the
majority of other books. Both children acquired a majority of their story
related vocabulary from these ‘set books’. This suggests that the more often
a story is shared with a child, the more vocabulary they will acquire from
it. However, the findings do not support this suggestion further. When
plotting the frequency with which each ‘set book’ was shared, from high
to low, the graphs show no particular trend for either child. If the frequency
of reading were influencing the number of words learnt, the graphs would
show a downward trend. Therefore, it would appear that the frequency with
which a book was shared with the children did not affect the number of
words learnt from that book. Neither child learnt the most words from the
book shared the most frequently. This raises the questions of whether the
child’s enjoyment, and also the adult reader’s enjoyment, of a book had an
effect on their word acquisition?
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I will first consider the adult’s enjoyment of a book. From the six ‘set
books’ some appealed to the adult readers more than others. It is therefore
possible that when reading these books the adult reader spent more time
talking about the text and pictures, or used more varied tone of voice to
make the reading more exciting and enjoyable. This could have in turn
influenced the child’s perception of that book. This again refers back to the
findings of Liu et al. (2003), Justice and Ezell (2000) and Wells (1985)
regarding quality over quantity. This is apparent in Aaron’s case. His
mother’s favourite of the ‘set books’ was The Very Hungry Caterpillar, and this
was in turn the book from which Aaron acquired the most vocabulary. The
accompanying notes also suggest that Aaron thoroughly enjoyed this book
and it became a favourite. Once again, however, this was not the case
throughout. Both mothers enjoyed reading Bumpus Jumpus Dinosaurumpus,
because its alliterative and rhyming text, good rhythm, and onomatopoeic
words made the text fun to read. However, both children quickly tired of
this book, and would not always participate in the reading.

The other question was whether the child’s enjoyment of the book played
any role in their acquisition of vocabulary related to it. It seems reasonable
to assume that the more a child enjoyed a book, the more likely they would
be to concentrate on that book, and therefore acquire more vocabulary
from it. It is important to remember that the ‘set books’ were only ‘set’ for
seven readings; any further readings were at the child’s request. It should
also be remembered that Each Peach Pear Plum was the ‘set book’ for week one,
so was available for the whole research period, whereas Bumpus Jumpus
Dinosaurumpus was ‘set’ in week six, so was only available for one week. Rosie’s
Walk (Hutchins, 2001), which was available for four of the six weeks, was
the second to least read book for Joseph, and the least read book for Aaron,
suggesting that neither child enjoyed this book to any great extent. In
addition, both children learnt the fewest, or joint fewest, words from this
book. This appears to support the above assumption. Neither child took
much enjoyment from Bumpus Jumpus Dinosaurumpus, and this was the book
from which Joseph learnt the joint fewest words, again supporting the
earlier assumption. However Aaron, who frequently refused to listen to the
story, acquired the second highest number of new words from this book.
Similarly, Joseph acquired the most new vocabulary from Here Come the Babies,
a book which was less favoured than The Very Hungry Caterpillar and Each Peach
Pear Plum, both of which he chose to have read more frequently and ‘read’
independently. These findings seem to suggest that the frequency and enjoy-
ment of specific books are not the strongest influencing factors in aiding
vocabulary acquisition.

Of the words acquired from all six ‘set books’, the vast majority were
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nouns. Aitchison (1997: 44) idenitifies ‘naming insight’ as a precursor to
the ‘naming explosion’. It would appear that the children were experienc-
ing this ‘naming explosion’ and were using the texts to acquire the names
of both new and familiar items. Aaron acquired the highest number of
words from The Very Hungry Caterpillar; these words were mainly nouns, and
six of them directly related to food. Joseph acquired the highest number of
words from Here Come the Babies, of which many, but not all, were nouns. They
were also words of familiar items and actions. It appears that both of these
children were acquiring some words from the storybooks that would aid
them in communicating their needs and desires aside from the storybook
readings. This suggests that the children were focusing their attention on
vocabulary that would help them to progress in their conversations, and
not simply acquiring random words, reflecting a Brunerian view of socially
driven language acquisition (Bruner, 1983).

Both children learnt some of the same words from every ‘set book’. The
book that had the highest frequency of commonly learnt words was Each
Peach Pear Plum, a rhyming book that they each shared the most often. Four
of the seven words that they commonly acquired, and many of their indi-
vidually acquired words, were rhyming words. This would suggest that the
rhyme was aiding their acquisition, thus echoing findings of Foy and Mann
(2003). The words Joseph acquired from Here Come the Babies were often
presented alliteratively. The notes accompanying the data indicate that he
had a fondness for the page of alliterative text in this book, and would often
turn to it during the shared reading. As Joseph acquired the highest number
of new words from this book, it is probable that this alliteration was aiding
his vocabulary acquisition, reflecting the findings of other studies (Justice
et al., 2002; Menn and Stoel-Gammon, 1996; Tsao et al., 2004). Aaron
acquired a large number of words from Bumpus Jumpus Dinosaurumpus. The
majority of the words he acquired from this book were onomatopoeic,
some of which also rhymed, word types that are core features of this text.
This suggests that in addition to the rhyme aiding his vocabulary growth,
Aaron was enjoying the language play that onomatopoeia allowed and
subsequently gained vocabulary from it (Taylor and Strickland, 1986).

Since each child gained over one third of his new vocabulary from story-
books during the research period, it is fair to conclude that storybooks
certainly did play a part in supporting the vocabulary acquisition of these
two toddlers. However, the frequency with which a book was shared did
not seem to bear any direct relation to how much new vocabulary was
acquired. The findings were inconclusive regarding the effect the adult and
child’s enjoyment of the book had on the acquisition of vocabulary from
it. What appears to be of more influence is the type of text encountered.
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Those books with rhyme and alliteration elicited more vocabulary, and
more specifically the children acquired a large majority of nouns. At their
stage of language acquisition it seemed important to the children to be able
to give names to new and familiar items, and further their ability at
 participating in conversation (Meek, 1991).

Conclusion
The findings from this study indicate that sharing storybooks with children
in their second year of life does play a role in aiding their vocabulary acqui-
sition. It should be remembered, however, that while both children
acquired over one third of their new words from storybooks, they gained
almost two thirds from other experiences, conversations and activities.
Nevertheless, the findings do not imply that the children’s vocabularies
would necessarily have been more restricted without the use of storybooks.
While it seems that the sharing of storybooks does play an important role
in vocabulary acquisition, for the benefit of the child, it is only one part of
a range of language related experiences.

The outcomes of this study have identified possible areas for further
research. First, did the amount of time spent reading to the children affect
their acquisition of vocabulary? On some occasions was a longer period of
time spent reading fewer books? Conducting similar research with more
emphasis placed on the amount of time spent reading, could help to
substantiate claims that the quality of shared storybook reading is more
important in aiding vocabulary acquisition than the quantity of books
shared. Second, what effect, if any, was the children’s independent ‘reading’
having on their vocabulary acquisition? Were they using this time to consol-
idate learning before attempting vocalisations? Carrying out detailed obser-
vations of children’s independent ‘reading’ might help provide answers as
to the influence this was having on their acquisition of vocabulary.
However, careful thought would have to be given to how this could be done
without interrupting or influencing the child. Also the children in this
study acquired a large number of naming words. It would be interesting to
know if the same would be true of older children. It may be beneficial to
conduct similar research with older children to discover if texts containing
rhyme, alliteration and onomatopoeia continue to elicit new vocabulary.

A limitation of this research is that only two children of mothers with a
similar educational background were involved. While this was appropriate
for the scale of the study, it would be worthwhile conducting further
research with a larger and more varied sample to attempt to clarify the
findings and to obtain a broader range of observations.
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