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Dylan’s routes to literacy:
The first three years with
picture books

MARIAN WHITEHEAD Language and Early Years Consultant,
Norwich, UK

Abstract This case study of the process of sharing picture books with
a child in the first three years of his life at home with parents and
visiting grandparents attempts to capture something of the rich detail
of the experience. The setting for the study is an English/American
household in England and Dylan is the first-born child of professional
parents. After locating the study in the context of some of the existing
research literature about sharing books with babies, the article focuses
on Dylan’s unique responses to picture books and has a
developmental emphasis, reflected in the month-by-month
observations. The possible significance of particular books for this
child and the role of other print materials are discussed. Certain
themes that recur in Dylan’s personal routes to literacy are analysed
and the article concludes with some indicators of the wider
implications of the study for the learning and teaching of literacy in
the early years.

Keywords home; language development; literacy; picture books

Introduction
Children’s early literacy encounters have long been a popular theme for
academic books, papers, articles and research, but many of these accounts
lack the rich and messy complexity of daily life with a baby and a growing
collection of picture books. This particular research story attempts to
capture and reflect on the realities of sharing books with my grandson
Dylan from 8 weeks to 3 years.

I have tried to do more than pay lip service to a holistic approach to books
and babies, and have included observations of Dylan’s communication,
thinking and language development, and his physical and emotional
responses. International research supports this approach, indicating that
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observations of a pre-school child’s reactions to story book readings will
need to record behaviours that relate to aspects of all the developmental
domains (Rolfe and Crossley, 1997). However, this is decidedly Dylan’s
story about his books and his early life and illustrates the claim that very
young children pursue uniquely personal routes to literacy (Butler, 1975;
Campbell, 1999; David et al., 2000). As such, it is a micro-study and springs
from a postmodernist focus on intimate personal details, as opposed to the
neat generalizations of ‘big picture’ research. It looks at an infant who is
already learning the social and cultural practices of his society by getting
inside them and ‘doing’ them in complex and dynamic ways. There is other
evidence that slightly older ‘sibling dyads’ also get to grips with, or position
themselves inside, the sociocultural practices of school and home culture
literacy in similarly multiple and complex ways (Gregory, 2002).

Early literacy develops within networks of social and cultural expectations,
human relationships and distinctive child-rearing beliefs and practices. The
setting for this study is a middle-class English/American household located
in an affluent residential area of south west London, England. Dylan’s mother
is English and educated to Masters degree level. Until his birth she worked
as a television journalist and producer, but was not employed outside the
home during the period of the study. Dylan’s father, also a university
graduate, is an American from the east coast of the USA and employed at a
senior level in the computer security industry. Both parents are in their early
30s and are keen readers and purchasers of books, newspapers and journals
and the household is also well resourced with a sophisticated range of infor-
mation and communication technology (ICT). Dylan is the first-born child
and his brother Mattias was born when Dylan was 22 months old.

The maternal grandparents, both academics, were frequent visitors to the
home during the period of the study and usually stayed for three or four
days as their own home is some distance from London. Dylan was also taken
to visit them regularly and stayed for periods of a week or two. Contacts of
this kind occurred at least every six weeks, sometimes more often. The
maternal grandmother started Dylan’s collection of picture books with his
mother and continues to add to it. She was the main data collector and is
the author of this article.

Dylan’s home combines both British and North American language vari-
ations and cultural traditions, so this small boy’s early vocabulary included
‘trucks’, ‘cookies’ and ‘jelly’, as well as demands to hear ‘Elvis the King’ on
long car journeys.

Another distinctive aspect of this article is the under-3-years focus. The
sharing of books with mother, father and grandparents started at 8 weeks
and, as the months went by, books came to play an increasingly significant
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role in Dylan’s daily routines. The decision to stop this account at three
years is partly dictated by the sheer amount and complexity of Dylan’s
current adventures with new people, new books and widening literacy
encounters, particularly as he attends a nursery setting on four mornings a
week. Furthermore, with growing moves in English-speaking cultures
towards formal curriculum initiatives for the under-threes, it seems appro-
priate to share this small contribution to our present knowledge of literacy
in the ‘really early’ early years.

Young book lovers
There is a long tradition of sharing books at home with very young pre-
school children and the published accounts are mainly written by parents
and other close family members who took on the multiple roles of book
sharers, carers and researchers. This substantial body of research literature
ranges widely and documents infants’ responses to stories and books,
their early investigations of print and writing and some young children’s
growing competence as readers, well before starting school. The focus of
this brief review is on those children in the research who demonstrated an
early love of books and surprisingly sophisticated literary responses, for the
simple reason that a passion for books was a striking feature of Dylan’s first
three years.

The records kept by White (1954), who shared books with her daughter
from the age of two, identified the two-way flow of references and connec-
tions that develops between books and life. Connections of this kind were
an absolute lifeline for Butler’s granddaughter Cushla who was born with
severe disabilities and gradually built her understandings of the world
through very early involvement with the characters and events in her books
(Butler, 1975). The joint study of their daughter by Crago and Crago
(1983) focuses on talk about books and reading from three to five years,
but it also highlights the intensity of this child’s emotional responses and
engagement with the characters in her books. The studies by Scollon and
Scollon (1981) and by Baghban (1984) are also from academic parents and
they introduce a rich cross-cultural dimension to early literacy develop-
ment. In the years from birth to three Baghban’s daughter developed a
special story voice which reflected her perceptions of how people sound
when they read, as well as the differences found in book language. The
Scollon and Scollon (1981) study was ethnographic and focused on differ-
ences in literate and non-literate cultures, but it highlights a remarkable
achievement among very young children in literate homes and societies:
they are able to put themselves into stories by creating play scenarios, or
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by telling tales, in which they are ‘characters’. Investigations by other
researchers, educators and parents, including Payton (1984), Wells (1987),
Hall (1987) and Rivalland (2000), also chart the significance of home
literacy events, particularly storytelling and book reading, but in ways
which value and respect many social and cultural differences. The mean-
ingfulness and relevance of early literacy experiences that are part of the
fabric of daily life are analysed by parent academics Weinberger (1996),
Miller (1996) and Jones (1996). The latter, a psychologist working in a
multi-disciplinary perspective, has tracked early language development,
emotional engagement with books and the important negotiations of self
and not-self, or ‘the me’ and the ‘not me’, that were nurtured by sharing
picture books with her daughter and son, from 8 months to 2 years.
Campbell’s (1999) study of his granddaughter Alice confirms most of the
above findings and also draws attention to an easily overlooked character-
istic of book-sharing at home, the same familiar books and stories are
looked at, talked about and re-read over and over again. This wealth of
evidence about early informal experiences with books, pictures, print and
the patterns of written language has influenced the setting up of a signifi-
cant pre-school literacy project in the UK (Wade and Moore, 2000). Known
as Bookstart, the project aims to spread the pleasures and educational
advantages of sharing books with babies to many more children and their
families by giving a pack of free books, poetry cards and invitations to join
the local library to all 9 month-old infants attending a health clinic for
routine checks. Substantial research by Wolf and Heath (1992) in the USA
focused on the influence of traditional stories told and read at home,
creating ‘a peephole study of two children playing with their literate experi-
ences’ (pp. 5–6). This provides an appropriate point at which to leave a
brief survey of some of the research and look through the keyhole at one
particular child’s play with literacy.

The data
Some kind of research questions must hover behind any decision to gather
data, even data as informal as that focused on the pleasure of sharing picture
books with a much-loved child or grandchild. In this case study, the
research questions were:

• What spontaneous responses to books – and print – can be identified
in a child under 3?

• What forms do these responses take?
• When and where do they occur?
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Of course, these are the classic ‘what’s going on?’ kinds of questions that
hover behind any case study. The direct observations presented here
attempt to address such questions but they are only a small and highly
individual contribution to mapping the territory and the problems of
applying such insights more widely will be returned to in the final section
of this article.

The data was collected in an informal and unstructured way by one
grandparent who kept detailed handwritten notes of any periods spent with
Dylan. The records focus on book-sharing sessions, or related incidents,
recorded as soon after the events as possible. In analysing the data I have
selected ‘significant moments’ to report on; the judgements involved in
such selections are central to small-scale, fine-grained qualitative research
of this kind.

The retrospective interpretation of what was going on constitutes the
analysis or ‘learning story’ (Carr, 2001) in this kind of study and has
particular significance for early childhood researchers and reflective prac-
titioners who choose to base their assumptions and professional practice
on broadly ethnographic approaches. Dylan’s story is a vignette of ‘thick
descriptions’ (Geertz, 1993) and the reconstructed mood and atmosphere
(Woods, 1996) is typical of narrative research traditions (Whitehead,
1994). Some degree of triangulation has been possible as the data is
augmented with additional anecdotal material based on discussions and
notes made by Dylan’s parents. Finally, the grandparent-researcher
tradition is not uncommon in the English-speaking academic world,
particularly in the field of early language, literacy and social development
(Butler, 1975; Campbell, 1999; David, 2000). The advantages of easy
access and close involvement with all aspects of a very young child’s
development and socialization are obvious and make grandparents ideal
participant observers who can move in and out of the researcher/observer
role at will.

Dylan’s routes: the first year
8 weeks
Dylan was often held and included in those relaxed occasions when an adult
carer picked up a book, newspaper or magazine and settled down, on a bed
or in an easy chair, to read. This inclusion in a literacy activity is import-
ant, as is the adult model, but so is the fact that adult literacy materials like
papers and magazines were always available and always part of Dylan’s first
play materials. By 11 weeks Dylan was observed gurgling at a TV listings
magazine and reaching out to grip and pull at the pages.
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13 weeks
Dylan and his mother were resting on the bed and sharing a picture book
session using Mog and the Baby (Kerr, 1980) and Miffy at the Seaside (Bruna,
1988). This provoked noticeable whole-body excitement in Dylan as he
kicked his legs, grabbed at the pages and vocalized and gurgled.

8 months
The pattern of vocalizing, kicking, touching and grabbing pages developed
as a predictable response and at 8 months we saw a very excited reaction
to two particular favourites, Cowboy Baby (Heap, 1998) and Ten in the Bed (Dale,
1988). By now Dylan could sit up on a lap or at the side of an adult reader
and the whole performance was one of wild lunges at the books, high
pitched squeals, hand waving and energetic banging on the pages. With the
readings of Ten in the Bed we saw additionally the emergence of shared
adult–child humour as Dylan became helpless with giggles when the adult
exaggerated the onomatopoeic words occurring on every other page of the
book as each ejected animal toy fell from the bed with a bump, thud, or
crash. For his part, Dylan scanned the pages and also watched his adult
partner’s face closely for the expressive verbal and non-verbal cues that led
up to each humorous climax in the story.

9 months
We noted that a quieter and more private response to magazines and books
began to emerge. Dylan would often lie alone on his stomach on the floor
with a catalogue or magazine, gazing at the pages, turning them with skill
and care, sometimes banging a page with his hand, but also scrabbling
gently at the pages with the finger tips of one hand. At this time he began
to lie on his back and hold a book or catalogue up over his head at arm’s
length and ‘read’ it aloud with babbled vocalizations that were expressive,
rhythmic and varied in pitch. He was deeply absorbed and his ‘reading’ had
a concentrated quality. Whenever he was put in the car seat for a journey
he had to have his favourite animal book with him, a fabric book in which
each page featured a fabric collage animal. He turned the pages and stroked
the materials, but returned again and again to a snail made of shiny,
iridescent stuff and gazed at it for prolonged periods while stroking the
texture delicately with one finger. This remained a great favourite and by
the end of his 11th month he also scrunched up the snail picture against
his nose and inhaled deeply.

Dylan’s delight in sounds and onomatopoeic words continued to develop
and by 10 months he listened intently and then giggled at the resonant
‘buzz-buzz’ sounds in a song his grandmother sang to him about a honey
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bee. This was linked to a favourite plastic bath book with a boldly striped
bee on several pages.

In his first year Dylan’s book experiences are comforting and pleasurable
and his responses are noticeably tactile, energetic, excited and physical.
Vocal responses and shared communicative sensitivity and predicting what
comes next are also established in these early months, along with a delight
in the repetitive and dramatic sounds of book language. Towards the end
of this period there is a quieter and more concentrated involvement with
play with books and magazines and some careful scanning of pictures and
print is observable.

First words
At 9 months and 1 week Dylan’s mother identified his first two words: ma-
ma [mummy] and na-na [banana]. This latter important food label was
also used for the satsuma he first tasted at 12 months and it remained a
useful collective noun for him for some time as he discovered other fruits.
A high-pitched piercing squeal was still used to draw attention to ‘objects
of desire’ that caught his eye, such as the TV remote control, a very small
radio, or one of the family cats. A repeated low ‘na-na-na’ sound was used
to indicate his need for attention, feelings of hunger and as a request to be
picked up, usually partnered by arms held out to, and prolonged eye
contact with, a carer. These stable and personal ‘sound words’ appear to 
be the same kind of proto-words noted by Halliday (1975) in his son’s
language development and function as deictic, or pointing, speech acts
(Bruner, 1975).

By 10 months Dylan was clearly saying ‘miaow’ when he saw a cat in the
garden, around the house or in a picture book and copies of Six Dinner Sid
(Moore, 1990) and Slobcat (Geraghty, 1991) were shared constantly and
elicited many miaows, or provoked enthusiastic crawling off to look for the
family pets. His understanding of language was now obvious over a wide
range of references and contexts and he responded appropriately to words
such as breakfast, lunch, dinner, look, Dylan, bottle (milk formula), splash
(bath), kick-kick-kick (in the bath or pool), kitty-cat.

11 months
Dylan now joined in with his favourite part of the traditional nursery song,
‘The Wheels on the Bus’ and again it appeared to be the sounds of the
language that drew him in to say ‘sh-sh-sh’. He was also observed quietly
practising the ‘sh-sh-sh’ sounds, almost sotto voce, as he sat in the back of the
car on a long journey. He could also ‘growl’ very effectively with a deep
sound that appeared to come from the back of his throat, as part of a game
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played with carers and his teddy bear. The familiar rhymes and songs his
family sang to him elicited immediate smiles, eye contact, giggles and ener-
getic bouncing. His favourites at this time were ‘Walking Round the Garden’
and ‘This Little Piggy’ and by 12 months he was so keen on ‘Walking Round
the Garden’ that he held out his hand to start the rhyme and took the initia-
tive by scrabbling his fingers in the palm of his carer’s hand. He also antici-
pated the ‘tickle’ by giggling at the start of the rhyme.

The current book passion focused on the physical business of turning the
pages without help and a collection of board books proved to be really
essential. The favourite was Come On, Daisy! (Simmons, 1998) and Dylan
revelled in the repetition of the title phrase and, inevitably, this was trans-
formed into ‘Come on, Dylan’ and has remained a family catchphrase. He
would examine the dark greeny-blue full-page pictures closely and point
to Daisy using a forefinger, although she was only a tiny splash of yellow
in the sombre illustrations.

He also regularly unpacked the newspapers from a low rack in his grand-
parents’ home with obvious pleasure and deep concentration, manipulating
the large broadsheets with great effort so that he could look at the pages
spread on the floor, bang them enthusiastically and turn them over. Some-
times these newspapers and magazines were used in games of ‘peep-boo’
with carers and visitors, although he would also cover his face with
blankets, towels and clothes.

12 months
Dylan’s delight in the sounds of language seemed to enable him to learn
the many expressive noises that his family improvised for ‘The Wheels on
the Bus’. His responsiveness to rhythm, sounds and language was also
supported by his shaking, rattling and ringing toys, as well as a collection
of wrist and ankle bells, drums, maracas and a ‘rain maker’ tube of cascad-
ing beads. We observed that when he picked up a strange object or a new
toy he would shake it energetically, perhaps to see if it made a noise.

His delicate forefinger pointing was now used, apart from when looking
at books, for touching the light grey buttons of a travelling alarm clock (a
favourite toy for the last two months), the buttons on the TV remote and
on any mobile phone he could get near. At 12 months he used his toy
mobile phone realistically, tucking it up on his shoulder against his ear, in
close imitation of his parents’ behaviour. He ‘talked’ animatedly and expres-
sively but this initially appeared to be a public performance as he made
exaggerated eye contact with any watching adults and smiled conspiratori-
ally. One month later (13 months) his mother reported a change of behav-
iour: when her phone rang he rushed off and found his toy one and talked
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alone, animatedly and convincingly with pauses and speech-like rhythms
and intonations.

Dylan discovered the excitement of ‘lift the flap’ texts with Meet Thomas
and his Friends (Awdry, 1997) and was lifting them up himself on his second
read through. He now recognized any pictures of teddy bears in books and
pointed and ‘growled’ at them.

Year two: texts, tales and passionate attachments
At the start of his second year Dylan had a substantial history of sharing
literacy activities with his significant carers and a wide knowledge of
picture books, literary language and stories. He also took great pleasure in
the sensory nature of handling newspapers and catalogues and touching,
banging and turning pages in books, as well as appreciating fabric collages.
He was developing a marked taste for the sounds of language as he encoun-
tered it in meaningful phrases, rhythmic repetition and onomatopoeic
forms. Many of the rhymes, games and picture books he shared with his
carers helped him to develop expectations of what comes next (a tickle, a
loud boo, an animal falling out of bed) and he was able to search pictures
for a favourite character and point or vocalize appropriately.

Certain books had become a kind of core library for Dylan and the reasons
are both personal to him and his world, as well as inherent in the quality of
the books. We’re Going on a Bear Hunt (Rosen and Oxenbury, 1989) has the shape
of a story from the oral tradition, with the accumulation of problems and
tension, episodes of excitement and danger and a safe and happy ending. The
special value for a baby of this modern version lies in the strong rhythms of
the language, the repetition and the onomatopoeic words. The pictures of
the huge shambling bear, the dark cave and the recognizably contemporary
children out with their ‘Dad’, held Dylan’s interest for long periods of time.

Cowboy Baby (Heap, 1998) is a special book for Dylan and his father. At
the heart of the story is a child’s relationship with a loving, tender father
and, most significantly, the story has an American setting. Dylan’s American
father was able to pick up on all the subtle American English language
cadences in his readings and say the crucial phrase,‘Yes, Siree’ convincingly.
Dylan’s mother had shared her own favourite childhood books with him
from his birth and so her enjoyment introduced him to the world of the
child-like rabbit Miffy. The simple outlined drawings, bold black print on
uncluttered white backgrounds and the very small format made the books
easy to see and easy to handle. The themes of visits to familiar places and
enjoying everyday experiences opened up lots of opportunities for talk
about the world outside the books.
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13 months
By 131⁄2 months Dylan was walking but one of his favourite occupations
was spending considerable periods of time sitting alone just looking at his
books. He liked to find a small pile of them put out on the floor for him
after a nap, a bath or a meal. He still had many daily sessions of reading
with a carer and at this time we began sharing Dear Zoo (Campbell, 1982).
Dylan lifted the flaps and made the appropriate animal noises, growls for
the lion, hisses for the snake, and so on, but the little dog at the end of the
story got a particularly loud and impressive ‘oof-oof’. One morning
numerous readings of this had been demanded until I was exhausted but
word perfect. Later that day we were out walking with Dylan in his buggy
and passed a large black dog, as we did so Dylan said ‘oof-oof’ to the dog.
Once again we have evidence of book experiences travelling out into daily
life and informing a child’s linguistic responses to events.

16 months
We became aware when he was 16 months and 2 weeks that Dylan
identified many of his books by content or illustrations that had a special
appeal or significance for him. He called Wibbly Pig is Upset (Inkpen, 1995)
‘woof-woof’ because, as we realized, there is a small illustration of a puppy
near the end. Then My First Truck Book (Dorling Kindersley, 1999) was
referred to as ‘vroom-vroom’, for obvious reasons. He also started to refer
to Where is Maisie’s Panda? (Cousins, 1999) as the ‘ba-ba’ (baby) book and
pointed to the simply drawn Panda face on the cover. At this time he often
pointed to monkeys in books and magazines and said ‘ba-ba’ and his focus
appeared to be on the simple humanoid faces.

The acquisition of a copy of My First Word Book (Dorling Kindersley, 1997)
stimulated a passion for naming the objects on every page, and from that
point shared readings increasingly had a major input from Dylan as he
named the representations on the pages, or pointed and waited for a label
to be supplied by his adult partner.

18 months
The naming of objects and characters in books was in full swing and Dylan’s
passion for books was reflected in the organization of their storage and
location around the house. One collection was in a box on his bedroom
floor next to two large cushions; more were kept in a magazine rack in his
parents’ bedroom; others were in a basket next to his toy-box in the living
room; and books that were special presents or new acquisitions were stored
in a cupboard in the living room, ready for the evening pre-bedtime
reading session. This scattering of books around the house, and some
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changing of them, gave Dylan the pleasure of rediscovering old favourites
in new places. However, books that were of particular significance for him
always went into his cot with him at night and were at hand when he woke
early in the morning.

20 months
We observed a new kind of book behaviour as Dylan sat down alone with
a book and ‘read’ it aloud with vocalizations that sounded like ‘blah-blah’.
He used a very loud voice, full of expressive quality, including normal into-
nation patterns and some single recognizable words. These were usually the
names of characters such as ‘shark’ and ‘Babar’ and he also pointed at the
pages and appeared totally absorbed and unaware of people around him.

At this period Dylan found books essential to his security in new situ-
ations. He had always read books on car journeys and in his buggy but on
his first ever single-gauge steam railway trip he coped with the almost over-
whelming excitement by clutching and ‘reading’ a ‘Thomas the Tank
Engine’ book bought for him at the station. This was only necessary for the
outward journey; on the return trip he was relaxed enough to join in with
the ‘whoo-whoo’ whistles of the train. We thought that this was remark-
able evidence of a book being a comforter, but the affective intensity of
Dylan’s use of it as a staging post in his handling of an out-of-the-ordinary
experience made it more akin to a transitional object (Winnicott, 1971).

A copy of Blue Tractor (Blathwayt, 1999), a simple board book with a farm
theme, tied in with Dylan’s regular visits to rural Norfolk and provoked a
passion for tractors. He could soon name every animal in the pictures of
the storybook farm and imitate their noises. He even recognized the apples
on the orchard trees and found a tiny mouse in the barn. Yet the greatest
passion of all in his second year was for sharks. Particularly one blue shark
that he discovered in a book passed on to him by his cousin. The story of
Daniel’s Dinosaur (Carmine and Baynton, 1990) is about a small boy who is
obsessed with dinosaurs, until he discovers sharks, and the book culminates
in both realistic and ‘cartoon’ double-page spreads of blue sharks. The end
papers are also covered in drawings of blue, yellow and grey sharks and
Dylan loved the end papers, shouting and pointing at the sharks again and
again. He could recognize and name all three colours but referred to the
book as ‘blue shark’, particularly when he was running after an adult and
demanding yet another reading of it. The love of this book and the interest
in sharks has remained with Dylan and been supported and developed by
visits to some large aquaria and the Natural History Museum, the collect-
ing of other shark books and seeing shark articles in his father’s National
Geographic Magazine. But this written account of Dylan’s passionate interest in
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sharks cannot do justice to his pronunciation of ‘shark’, or ‘blue shark’, in
a voice that is half a shout of warning and half a scream of delight.

By 22 months Dylan had other fishy favourites in his repertoire, including,
Look Out for the Big Bad Fish (Cain and Linch, 1998) and Commotion in the Ocean
(Andreae and Wojtowycz, 1998), but he had also discovered elephants in
a big way and was enjoying several picture books about the elephant Babar
(The Story of Babar, De Brunhoff, 1934/1989) and all the books about Elmer
(McKee, 1989) the multi-coloured elephant.

23 months
Dylan’s use of books had become energetic and almost too enthusiastic,
with fragile texts torn apart by loving use. This did worry him when it
happened and he would shout ‘torn’, handing the book to an adult to tape
and saying, ‘mend it’. One morning I observed him carefully folding and
re-folding a torn out illustrated page from a Babar book until the figure of
the elephant hero was not visible, saying quietly to himself, ‘Where Babar?’
several times. This seems to indicate his understanding of the special reality
of fictional characters and his well-established skills for searching texts and
pictures, as well as his enjoyment of hiding himself and objects in games
with his carers. He demanded even more multiple readings of stories at this
stage and would simply say, ‘again’, and turn the pages of the book back to
the beginning for his adult partner.

Dylan’s second year with books was marked by the emergence of a
number of early reading behaviours such as pointing and naming objects
on the pages (Butler, 1975; Miller, 1996; Whitehead, 2002), joining in at
crucial points in the narrative (Butler, 1975; Campbell, 1999; Miller; 1996),
demanding multiple re-readings (Campbell, 1999), ‘reading’ aloud in a
very expressive voice (Baghban, 1984; Campbell, 1999) and collecting
together piles of books to browse among and choose texts (Butler, 1975;
Whitehead, 2002). Books were very important comforters at bedtime and
in new situations and a huge amount of learning about the outside world
was occurring as Dylan became an ‘expert’ on tractors, sharks and elephants.

Year three: more passionate attachments
Immediately after the excitements of Christmas and his second birthday
Dylan formed a sudden and deep attachment to a battered old paperback
edition of another Thomas the Tank Engine story (Thomas’s Christmas Party
[Awdry, 1984]). It had been in a collection of books inherited from his
cousin and was simply picked up by his mother in a desperate attempt to
settle him down to sleep one evening. It just happened to come to hand,
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quite literally, when he was overexcited by all the seasonal visits, parties and
gifts and very much out of his familiar routines. He immediately called it
his ‘book train’ (sic) and listened to it over and over again at bedtime; he
took it with him to his afternoon nap, asked for it on waking every morning
and carried it around with him for much of the day. The seriousness of his
attachment to the ‘book train’ placed it firmly in that third area of experi-
encing described by Winnicott (1971) and it appeared to function as
another transitional object book. The nearest we can get to an explanation
for this attachment that lasted for more than six months, lies in the theme
and illustrations. It is the story of a grand Christmas party and the pictures
show a huge Christmas tree glittering with fairy lights, many people and
lots of balloons, all in the vast gloom of the engine sheds. Dylan had also
just experienced big birthday and Christmas parties and on most evenings
he would have seen the large glittering tree set up in the darkened conser-
vatory. His passionate attachment to this book gradually lessened over the
next months although he always needed to know where it was and took it
to bed at night and for his afternoon nap.

26 months
Dylan now enjoyed spending time alone with his books during the day,
rather than always being read to, although he still wanted an adult to do
several initial readings of any new books. His favourite reading alone places
were on the floor in a corner, on cushions on a couch, curled in a big chair
or in his bed. At these times he concentrated intently on the pages of the
books, carefully turning each page from the top right corner. He also vocal-
ized with his loud, expressive ‘blah-blah’ noises, interspersed with the
names of characters and objects. When reading Mr. Gumpy’s Outing (Burning-
ham, 1970) he named all the animals in the story: rabbit, pig, cow, goat,
chicken, and so on, but when he looked at Granpa (Burningham, 1984) on
his own he called the character ‘grandad’, his name for his own grandfather,
although he had shared many ‘granpa’ readings with carers. This may be
considered an indication that Dylan could already place himself and his
world inside the book world (Scollon and Scollon, 1981).

At this stage we noticed that Dylan was using literary phrases with great
empathy, his favourite being ‘oh dear’, said with real feeling and used
frequently in his play as he talked himself through imaginary scenarios.
Another phrase that occurred regularly in his reading and playing was,
‘Thomas is crying’ and he even began to explain his own problems in book
terms. On one particular occasion he was playing with his wooden train
set and the tracks were not locking together securely, he said, ‘rails broke,
oh dear’ and went off to his book shelf and found the copy of Thomas and
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Gordon Off the Rails (Awdry, 1999) and turned to a page where the trains are
derailed. After looking at this intently for a moment he returned to setting
up his own tracks. At this stage he was very sensitive to the mishaps and
sadness experienced by story characters and was most concerned for the
little boy in Balloon (Alborough, 1999) who loses his new balloon in the
park. Dylan looked seriously worried and examined again and again the
pictures in which the balloon is whisked away by the wind. The happy
ending did not seem to console or engage Dylan in anything like the way
that the theme of loss preoccupied him. All this cross-referencing between
books and life was stunning and links Dylan’s responses with those of other
young book lovers (Butler, 1975; Campbell, 1999; White, 1954).

We also noticed at this time that he could locate his books by simply
looking along the bookshelf at the spines, even distinguishing two very
similar spines and covers by the same artist/author Penny Dale, Ten in the Bed
(1988) and Ten Play Hide-and-Seek (1998).

27 months
Dylan was staying with me and noticed my copy of Granpa (Burningham,
1984) on a shelf. He became very excited and shouted, ‘It’s Gumpy, I want
Gumpy’, and although he looked at the book he still asked for ‘Gumpy’. So
insistent was he that we had to get hold of another copy of Mr.Gumpy’s Outing
(Burningham, 1970) for him. The significance of this episode seems to
centre on the immediate recognition by this very young child of one
author/artist’s style and techniques and his clear articulation of a literary
preference.

By this time Dylan had developed a great interest in mark making,
drawing and ‘colouring in’ and he liked to have an adult’s total attention
for the activity. He used coloured crayons and pencils but his favourite tool
was a ‘magic eraser drawing board’. He took great delight in erasing the
drawings he persuaded his family to do on this board and also enthusias-
tically coloured over adult writing and drawings on paper. He was able to
name spontaneously a huge range of colours and shades of colours when
he looked at pencils, crayons, flowers, pictures in magazines and books, or
vehicles in the street.

31 months
Dylan’s new book of the moment was The Bear Under the Stairs (Cooper, 1993)
and he seemed totally obsessed by it, asking for innumerable readings of
it with his carers, carrying it on trips in the car and taking it to bed. He
talked about bears a great deal and when we were out he would ask if we
would see a bear. It so happens that we have a small cloakroom and toilet
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in a room under our stairs and at this stage Dylan often helped to empty
his potty in that toilet, but one evening I fortuitously observed a spon-
taneous re-enactment of the bear story. Dylan rushed down the hall
carrying his empty potty, opened the door of the cloakroom under the
stairs, threw his potty in, then slammed the door shut while shouting,‘shut
it’. This book has remained a firm favourite with Dylan in his fourth year.

33 months
It is time for one final look through the keyhole at Dylan as his family
prepared for a two-month stay with relatives in the USA. It was early
morning and Dylan was in his parents’ bedroom where his mother was
dressing his younger brother. In order to occupy Dylan while she was busy,
mother quickly handed him a book to look at. He took it, sat down on the
floor, legs straight out and book across his knees – a typical Dylan reading
position – and said to his mum, ‘Shall I read it to you?’. Of course she said
‘yes’ and Dylan proceeded quite unselfconsciously to demonstrate his
emergent reading strategies. He turned to the first page of the book and
read, ‘One day’, followed by expressive ‘blah-blah’ vocalizations which
reflected the tunes of book language and were interspersed with frequent
‘one day’ repetitions, accompanied by regular page turning. He arrived at
the last page of the book and said, ‘It’s the end’, shut the book and then
proceeded to start again from the beginning, but this time he plunged
dramatically into his reading with the words,‘“Oh no” said Thomas’. These
words were again repeated all through the reading of the book and
reminded the two adult observers that Dylan had recently started to use the
‘Oh no’ expression, with great fervour, whenever things went wrong in his
play or routines. So Dylan could now tell someone else a story, use the
formulaic beginnings and endings of narrative, and take over some literary
expressions and incorporate them into his own linguistic repertoire.

Dylan’s themes
This account of the first three years with picture books throws up many of
the themes that occur in the published literature (Baghban, 1984; Barratt-
Pugh and Rohl, 2000; Butler, 1975; Campbell, 1999; Crago and Crago,
1983; Jones, 1996; Miller, 1996; Scollon and Scollon, 1981; White, 1954),
but there are still themes in Dylan’s story that have a special significance for
him.

Books increasingly structured his day and provided ritual markers and
activities for temporal aspects, such as his early morning waking-up
routines; going out in the buggy or the car; settling down quietly after

:           

283

02Whitehead (bc/d)  28/10/02  11:36 am  Page 283

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

http://ecl.sagepub.com/


bath-time; his final goodnight story and hug in bed with mother and father.
All through the day books and a wide range of printed matter were ‘found’
materials for Dylan and could be used freely as part of his play and explo-
rations of his environment.

One of the main claims of this article is the passionate nature of Dylan’s
engagement with many of his books and the fact that they comforted him
and offered coping strategies and security. Books could be held and taken
into challenging situations, the stories were endlessly retold and the
pictures re-looked at, and the problems of the characters could be played
out and mulled over. This seems to give considerable control and power to
a vulnerable young reader in a complex and frequently unmanageable
world.

But it is not that straightforward. Books actually miniaturize the world
of creatures and objects, and this gave rise to some temporary but chal-
lenging difficulties for Dylan in his second year. We observed an interest-
ing pattern of shock and fear in Dylan’s first ‘real’ encounters with the very
animals and machines he loved as familiar picture book characters. At 18
months he was noticeably upset by his first encounter with the dinosaurs and
large stuffed mammals at the London Natural History Museum and, not
surprisingly, by a live shark in an aquarium. He clung to his carers, hid his
face and desperately waved ‘bye-bye’ to these monsters he knew so well
from his books. The same fear reactions occurred at 20 months on a visit to
a farm and a wild life park where he saw many animals familiar to him
from picture books, but he clung to the adults whimpering, ‘no, no’. He
was clearly alarmed by the size of the beasts and by their movements. This
was again obvious when he was 27 months old and had his first close
encounter with four horses riding sedately past our front door. On this
occasion he seemed frozen by the overwhelming size of the horses and
unable to move or speak about them. At the same period of time we were
making daily visits to a children’s playground and Dylan became totally
preoccupied with a little wooden see-saw horse: riding on it, talking softly
to it, stroking it and feeding it with handfuls of grass that he picked and
placed on the ground in front of it. Was this Dylan’s way of coming to terms
with the differences between the ‘little’ horses of picture books and play-
ground toys and the huge animals he watched being ridden past the house?
A similar reaction to the differences between picture book machines and
the real thing happened when Dylan was 32 months and had his first trip on
a full-size steam train. Initially he was very frightened by the noises of
hissing steam, shunting engines and sudden whistles, although he recov-
ered once we were safely in a carriage and on our journey. This experience
was soon translated into long and complex play scenarios with his wooden
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train set and by a great upsurge in reading more Thomas the Tank Engine
books and this interest in trains has remained and developed.

Books provided a rich source of imaginary worlds and play scenarios for
Dylan and he was quick to endow toys and other objects with life and
feelings. Books also enriched his language in that he could talk about many
virtual experiences and think by means of verbal analogies. One striking
example of this was his first encounter with an ant that happened to walk
across the path in front of him (31 months), he stared closely and then said
in a questioning tone,‘is a mouse?’. The live ant may have been the smallest
creature he had seen at that time, but he was familiar with tiny mice in his
books and quite sensibly drew the explanatory conclusion that something
small and living was probably a mouse. Like many young speakers, Dylan
drew on his personal language resources in highly creative ways, especially
when, in Dylan’s case, he met with new and unfamiliar names. At 30 months
he started to listen intently to the east coast American accent of Alistair
Cooke on the radio and he regularly asked to hear ‘Alice Cookie’ whenever
the radio was on. Clearly the accent had great significance for him, he had
heard the name Alice at nursery and he loved eating cookies, so he restruc-
tured an unusual name in terms that were relevant and pleasingly rhythmic.
Also at this age there occurred another example of thinking and speaking
by analogy. It came out of the struggle he had to articulate the name of his
new friend at nursery, Barnaby. Dylan’s linguistic solution was both tuneful
and eminently sensible, he called him ‘Barnababy’!

Many of Dylan’s books were rich in factual information and he started
his literacy career with catalogues and his father’s National Geographic Magazine,
as well as with picture books. By 18 months he was fascinated by all kinds of
animals and vehicles and his earliest interactions with texts involved
pointing and naming activities. Most of his books were good quality picture
books, and they were a rich source of information and facts about people,
plants and animals, work and machinery, travel and the universe. A simple
list of some of Dylan’s enthusiasms that derive directly from picture books
would include, sharks, fish, whales, dolphins, dinosaurs, the fauna of
America, Africa and Asia, tractors, trains, trucks, diggers, the moon, stars,
space and rockets.

Is there a wider picture?
This study has focused on one child’s engagements with picture books and
constitutes an interpretive view of a child actively making sense of particu-
lar circumstances and creating networks of meaning (Hughes, 2001). It is
a unique case study and cannot simply be generalized to all under-3s, not
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even all Anglo-American boys under 3 years old living in England, but it is
tempting to draw some implications for the wider picture of learning and
teaching literacy in the early years.

The fact that this is about a small boy who loves his books and the many
worlds he finds in them may be a useful antidote to the dangerous stereo-
typing of boys as non-readers and literacy failures. The significant work that
emerged in the 1990s on the ‘differently literate’ (Millard, 1997) nature of
boys’ responses to school literacy has not always been interpreted in
empowering ways. It should have alerted educators to the differences that
exist between all pupils and broadened our views of emergent literacy.
‘Basing our teaching on pronouncements about “boys” and the way they
are supposed to learn . . . is working to a diagram’ (Pike, 2000: 52) and
also limiting the potential of any boy to be a rich and varied human being
(Hill, 2000).

This study challenges the oversimplified assumption that boys like facts
and go for information books, not picture and story books. It is certainly
true that Dylan steadily amassed an impressive knowledge of animals,
vehicles, space and planets, but this was initiated by picture and story books
and confirms the significance of this material in the development of ‘young
researchers’ (Mallett, 1999) who actively explore and interrogate the texts
they encounter. Similar implications about the mathematical and scientific
potential of picture books emerge in the most recent monitoring of the UK
Bookstart project (Wade and Moore, 2000) based originally in the city of
Birmingham. The follow-up studies have produced quantitative evidence
that the first cohort of babies who shared picture books and rhymes at
home with their carers from the age of 9 months made and maintained
significant literacy gains in the early years of compulsory schooling (5–7
years) and were ahead of their peers in literacy, mathematics and scientific
thinking when tested at 7 years of age (Wade and Moore, 2000).

A family study of one child may add in a modest way to the growing
conviction among many early years educators (Drury et al., 2000; David et
al., 2000; Siraj-Blatchford and Clarke, 2000; Whitehead, 1999) that the
appropriate paradigm for early literacy learning in group settings should
be something like the playful sharing of picture books in rich and complex
social and cultural settings described here. Such an approach would require
ample print and book resources and the freedom to choose and use them
at any time. Storytelling and book sharing with endless retellings in both
small group and individual situations would be essential, as would a proper
respect for talk and gossip and the creation of time and space to stand and
stare. Play and the whole gamut of activities focused on symbolic represen-
tation would be central to the literacy curriculum and offer opportunities
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for young children to develop passionate obsessions with particular char-
acters, stories and books.

In contrast, there has been a rush by government to control literacy
teaching in English schools and this has produced what some would
describe as ‘totalitarian curriculum’ initiatives (Hull, 2001), specifically, a
daily ‘literacy hour’ dominated by whole-class teaching, pre-set objectives,
phonics and the analysis of words and sentences. Government intervention
in, and politicization of, literacy is not unknown internationally (Raban and
Ure, 2000) and tends to reflect rather naive notions about simple mass
literacy for low-level survival, notions inherited from the 19th century. This
hardly seems appropriate in the 21st century with its economic and social
requirements for flexible lifelong learning and education for unpredictable
futures. A narrow ‘basic literacy’ approach also fails to incorporate current
knowledge about the plasticity and creativity of the infant brain (Gopnik
et al., 1999) and the sophisticated social-communicative skills of babies and
young children (Trevarthen, 1993). It is hard to avoid the conclusion that
very young children can take on and learn about literacy, if it is based on
the lives, passions and dilemmas of real people, because their own unique
routes to literacy predispose them to be open to human complexity and
diversity.
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