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For young children, storybooks may serve as especially valuable sources of new knowledge. While most research focuses on
how extratextual comments influence knowledge acquisition, we propose that children’s learning may also be supported by the
specific features of storybooks. More specifically, we propose that texts that invoke children’s knowledge of familiar taxonomic
categories may support learning by providing a conceptual framework through which prior knowledge and new knowledge can be
readily integrated. In this study, 60 5-year olds were read a storybook that either invoked their knowledge of a familiar taxonomic
category (taxonomic storybook) or focused on a common thematic grouping (traditional storybook). Following the book-reading,
children’s vocabulary acquisition, literal comprehension, and inferential comprehension were assessed. Children who were read the
taxonomic storybook demonstrated greater acquisition of target vocabulary and comprehension of factual content than children
who were read the traditional storybook. Inferential comprehension, however, did not differ across the two conditions. We argue
for the importance of careful consideration of book features and storybook selection in order to provide children with every
opportunity to gain the knowledge foundational for successful literacy development.

1. Introduction

One of the most important predictors of young children’s
literacy development and lifelong academic achievement is
their knowledge base [1, 2]. For example, the depth and
breadth of children’s background knowledge is positively
related to both their vocabulary knowledge and oral lan-
guage comprehension, and these relationships appear to be
mutually reinforcing [3, 4]. Children’s prior knowledge may
support their learning in a number of ways. First, prior
knowledge may help create expectations, thereby directing
children’s attention toward information that is especially
relevant or important. Knowledge may also facilitate their
comprehension by providing a stable framework for memory
encoding and retrieval. Finally, prior knowledge may also
help children fill in informational gaps, allowing them to
maintain coherence and enhance their representations of new
information. When children possess accurate background

knowledge about a topic, they may demonstrate superior
inference-making and learning relative to instances in which
their knowledge is incorrect, inaccessible, or lacking (see [5]
for review).

For preschoolers, books may be a valuable resource for
gaining knowledge about theworld. Books can extend human
memory, allowing children to learn about things they may
have never seen, places they may have never visited, and
events that may have happened hundreds of years ago. As
a result, children who read more are often assumed to have
greater opportunities to develop the breadth and depth of
their knowledge base [6] and acquire information capital
[7]. Given that books can provide children with important
learning opportunities, a crucial question is, how to best facil-
itate their acquisition of new knowledge from book-reading
experiences. One possibility is to focus on improving the
quality of extratextual interactions. In fact, the vast majority
of researches on young children’s experiences with books

Hindawi Publishing Corporation
Child Development Research
Volume 2014, Article ID 386762, 10 pages
http://dx.doi.org/10.1155/2014/386762

brought to you by COREView metadata, citation and similar papers at core.ac.uk

provided by CiteSeerX

https://core.ac.uk/display/357551546?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=banner&utm_campaign=pdf-decoration-v1


2 Child Development Research

have focused on the nature of the adult-child interaction.
This is consistent with the perspective that learning is a
socially mediated process [8], and that one of the primary
functions of shared book-reading is the coconstruction of
meaning through extratextual adult-child conversations [9].
Yet despite the research emphasis on shared-reading, recent
meta-analyses have reported that the overall educational
benefits of such experiences may be limited, particularly for
children younger than 6 years of age [10, 11]. This may be
related to the fact that adults often do not focus on scaffolding
children’s knowledge acquisition during these interactions.
Newman [12], for example, proposed that the primary role of
shared-reading, especially in home contexts, may not be the
acquisition of factual information or building literacy skills,
but rather the transmission of cultural values. As a result,
such shared-reading interactions may be more relevant to
children’s sociocultural development than their knowledge
development.

An alternative (although not mutually exclusive) strategy
for facilitating children’s knowledge acquisition may be to
focus on the features of the books themselves. A book’s
text can be a valuable educational tool if, for example, it
provides readers with language and information that may
not otherwise be available to them or shared with children.
Furthermore, because adult readers possess varying skills
and knowledge, the scaffolding they do provide for children
during shared-reading may not be of uniformly high quality.
The specific features of a book may thus be particularly
important when extratextual supports are insufficient or
nonexistent, such as during lower-quality shared-reading or
independent reading experiences [5, 13, 14].

Taxonomic categorization is one potentially powerful
feature that may be readily integrated into storybook texts.
Broadly speaking, taxonomies are hierarchical structures
based on shared superordinate categories or functions [15].
For example, birds, dogs, and whales are taxonomically
related because they belong to the same superordinate
category (i.e., animals); pigeons, penguins, and flamingos
are taxonomically related because they belong to the same
basic level (i.e., birds) and, by extension, superordinate (i.e.,
animals) categories. These categories are typically universal
(e.g., birds are animals in North America as well as Europe),
conventional (e.g., most people agree that birds are animals),
and constant (e.g., birds remain animals even if their feathers
are plucked) [16, 17]. Taxonomic categorization may support
learning by providing a conceptual framework throughwhich
knowledge is encoded, organized, and remembered. In this
way, taxonomies may help connections be made between
prior knowledge and new information, as well as support
fluent access to information related to those categories [18–
20]. This, in turn, may facilitate the successful construction
of meaning, a crucial step for word learning, and oral lan-
guage comprehension [21, 22]. Young childrenmay especially
benefit when information is organized into such meaningful
networks. Recent research suggests that there may be a
strong reciprocal relationship between children’s language
development and their hierarchical conceptualization [23].
In our work, for example, we have found that invoking
category membership during the learning process appears to

provide preschoolers with a rich conceptual and semantic
background that mutually benefited their acquisition of
vocabulary and category-related content [24–26].

In addition to providing a meaningful conceptual frame-
work, taxonomies may also support children’s learning by
scaffolding their ability to draw inferences about texts. Such
inference-making is a especially critical skill for comprehen-
sion. During book-reading, for example, children must be
able to go beyond the information directly provided in the
text in order to fill in information necessary for comprehend-
ing the narrative or elaborating on given information [27].
Because they are hierarchically nested, invoking taxonomic
category membership may help scaffold children’s ability to
make inferences about content that has only been provided
implicitly by the text. This powerful ability to facilitate
children’s inference-making is referred to as the “inductive
potential” of taxonomic categories [28, 29]. If children know
that animals need food to survive, for example, they may
be able to make inferences about category members at
increasingly specific levels: birds are animals; therefore birds
need food to survive; penguins are birds, birds are animals,
therefore penguins need food to survive, and so forth. When
reading the statement “the penguin caught a fish to give to
its chick,” children may thus be able to use their taxonomic
knowledge in order to draw the correct inference (i.e., the
chickwill consume the fish as food) and comprehend the text.

In this study, we examined the unique potential of tax-
onomic categories to bootstrap children’s knowledge devel-
opment during book-reading experiences. More specifically,
we investigated the extent to which storybooks that invoke
prior knowledge of taxonomic categories served to support
preschoolers’ vocabulary acquisition and comprehension in
the absence of extratextual scaffolding. This was addressed
through a series of three research questions.

(1) What is the effect of book-reading on children’s
vocabulary acquisition and comprehension in the
absence of extratextual scaffolding?

(2) To what extent does invoking children’s preexisting
knowledge of a taxonomic category help bootstrap
their subsequent knowledge acquisition from story-
books?

(3) Does invoking children’s taxonomic category knowl-
edge scaffold their ability to draw inferences about the
implicit content of storybooks?

2. Method

2.1. Participants. Participants were 60 5-year-old children (M
= 62.63 months, SD = 2.07; 33 boys and 27 girls) assessed
during the summer prior to kindergarten entry. Children
were Caucasian (68%), African American (25%), Asian (3%),
and bi/multiracial (4%); all were native English speakers.
Children were recruited as part of a larger study aimed at
improving children’s vocabulary and conceptual study. The
study was conducted in 20 preschool classrooms at eight
sites [3]. A subset of children were randomly selected from
the larger sample and represented a range of socioeconomic
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A moa builds a nest because it is a bird.
The moa looked in its nest and found its hat.

A faroe lays eggs because it is a bird.
The faroe looked under its eggs and found its hat.

(a)

The moa looked in its bed and found its hat.
A moa has a bed and lives in a house.

A faroe has a sofa and lives in a house.
The faroe looked under its sofa and found its hat.

(b)

Figure 1: Sample pages from the (a) taxonomic storybook and (b) traditional storybook.

backgrounds: 38% were enrolled in Head Start centers for
children from high-risk backgrounds; 47% attended state-
sponsored prekindergarten, and 15% attended tuition-based
preschools.

2.2. Design and Materials

2.2.1. Target Vocabulary. Four species of extinct bird served
as unfamiliar target vocabulary words: cupido, faroe, kona,
and moa. These words were selected because “bird” is a
familiar taxonomic category for most preschoolers [30, 31],
yet the extinction status of these species helps ensure their
unfamiliarity (see also [3]).

2.2.2. Storybooks. We created two 18-page illustrated books
appropriate for young children. The books shared a common
plot and story grammar, including the setting (i.e., house),
problem (i.e., needing to wear hats to go outside in the snow),

response (i.e., searching for hats), and outcomes (i.e., finding
hats and happily playing outside) [32, 33].

Children were randomly assigned to one of two between-
participants conditions. In the taxonomic storybook con-
dition, children’s prior knowledge of a familiar taxonomic
category (i.e., birds) was invoked through basic-level generic
noun phrases [34] and references to causal properties [35].
Characteristic properties of the taxonomic category (e.g.,
lays eggs, builds nests) were included in critical story events
throughout the text. In the traditional storybook condition,
the book focused on a common thematic grouping based
on a complementary external relation (i.e., things found
in a house) [36]. Members of the thematic grouping (e.g.,
bed, sofa) were included in critical story events. Books in
both conditions made three references to each of the four
target words. In the taxonomic storybook, target words were
explicitly linked to causal, essential properties of members of
the taxonomic category (e.g., a faroe lays eggs because it is a
bird). In the traditional storybook, target words were linked
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“Point to where the faroe kept its hat.”

(a)

“Point to why they needed string.”

(b)

Figure 2: Sample test items from the (a) literal content and (b) inferential comprehension assessments.

to members of the thematic category (e.g., a faroe has a sofa
and lives in a house). See Figure 1 for sample illustrations and
text from each storybook.

2.3. Child Assessments

2.3.1. Target Vocabulary. To measure children’s knowledge of
the target vocabulary words, we modeled a 4-item receptive
vocabulary assessment after the Peabody Picture Vocabulary
Test [37]. Children were presented with a directive (e.g.,
“Point to the faroe”) and asked to select the referent from
a grid of four professionally drawn color illustrations. To
ensure that children learned the target vocabulary words
rather than simply recalling category membership, the illus-
trations all belonged to the same basic level category: the
correct referent (e.g., faroe), a familiar foil from the book
(e.g., moa), and two unfamiliar foils (e.g., two novel bird
species). Illustrationswere depictedwithout contextual infor-
mation against a white background. Assessment items were
randomized and then administered in a set order across par-
ticipants. Responses were scored dichotomously (i.e., correct
or incorrect), summed to yield an overall score (ranging
from 0 to 4), and converted into a proportion score. Internal
consistency was Kuder-Richardson 𝜌 = 0.44, which is within
the acceptable range for researcher-developed measures [38].

2.3.2. Literal Comprehension. To measure children’s under-
standing of the factual content explicitly presented in the
text, we created a 5-item literal comprehension assessment.
Children were presented with a directive (e.g., “Point to
where the faroe kept its hat”) and asked to indicate their
response from a grid of four professionally drawn color
illustrations: the correct response, a familiar foil from the
book, and two unfamiliar foils (see Figure 2). Assessment
items were randomized and then administered in a set order

across participants. Responses were scored dichotomously
(i.e., correct or incorrect), summed to yield an overall score
(ranging from 0 to 5), and converted into a proportion score.
Internal consistency was Kuder-Richardson 𝜌 = 0.46 [38].

2.3.3. Inferential Comprehension. To assess children’s ability
to draw inferences about implicit content, we created a 5-
item inferential comprehension assessment. For example, the
storybooks included the following text:

The birds [friends] did not want the squirrel to take
their hats. They said, “If we tie our hats to our heads,
he cannot steal them!” The birds [friends] went to
look for string.

To fully comprehend this text, children must go beyond
explicit content (i.e., the characters wanted to tie hats to
their heads; they looked for string) to draw inferences about
implicit content (i.e., the characters needed string to tie their
hats to their heads).

Children were presented with a directive (e.g., “Point to
why they needed string”) and asked to select their response
from a grid of four professionally drawn color illustrations:
the correct response, a familiar foil from the book, and
two unfamiliar foils (see Figure 2). Assessment items were
randomized and then administered in a set order across par-
ticipants. Responses were scored dichotomously (i.e., correct
or incorrect), summed to yield an overall score (ranging
from 0 to 5), and converted into a proportion score. Internal
consistency was Kuder-Richardson 𝜌 = 0.33 [38].

2.3.4. General Vocabulary Knowledge. Children’s general
vocabulary knowledge was measured with the Peabody Pic-
ture Vocabulary Test-III (PPVT-III), a receptive vocabulary
test yielding both raw scores and standard equivalent scores
related to national norms [37].The reported reliability for the
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Table 1: Descriptive statistics by condition (𝑁 = 60).

Taxonomic Storybook (𝑛 = 29) Traditional Storybook (𝑛 = 31)
M SD Range M SD Range

Target vocabulary∗ 0.33 0.24 0–0.75 0.19 0.22 0–0.75
Literal comprehension∗ 0.63 0.25 0–1.00 0.49 0.28 0–1.00
Inferential
comprehension 0.42 0.22 0.20–0.80 0.43 0.28 0–1.00

PPVT-III 95.00 14.14 67.00–128.00 100.42 13.81 63.00–123.00
Note: ∗𝑃 < 0.05; PPVT-III: Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test-III (L. Dunn and L. Dunn, 1998 [37]).

PPVT-III ranges from 0.91 to 0.94. Standard scores were used
in all analyses.

2.4. Procedure. Children were tested individually in a quiet
space in their classroom. The experimenter was a trained
research assistant blind to the study’s hypotheses. They
were seated adjacent to the experimenter, either at a child-
sized table or on the floor, while the experimenter read
the book aloud. To create an explicit pedagogical context,
the experimenter provided ostensive cues, such as pointing,
exaggerated prosody, and joint attention [39]. However, the
experimenter did not provide any extratextual comments
throughout the book-reading; children heard only the book
text.

Children were read the storybooks three times, resulting
in a total of nine exposures to each of the four target
vocabulary words. Repeated reading may provide children
with additional opportunities to encode new information and
notice deeper conceptual properties, thereby facilitating their
ability to store and transfer knowledge [40–42]. Moreover,
since children were more familiar with the general narrative
plot during the second and third readings, they may have
been able to allocate greater attention to learning the specific
information conveyed in the text [43].

Immediately following the final reading of the book, chil-
dren completed the target vocabulary, literal comprehension,
inferential comprehension, and PPVT assessments. Assess-
ments were administered in a set order across participants.
The complete procedure lasted approximately 20 minutes.

3. Results

Descriptive statistics (means, standard deviations, and
ranges) are presented in Table 1. Preliminary analyses
revealed no significant effects or interactions involving
gender or socioeconomic status (i.e., preschool type). These
factors were therefore not considered in subsequent analyses.

3.1. What Is the Effect of Book-Reading on Children’s Vocabu-
lary Acquisition and Comprehension in the Absence of Extra-
textual Scaffolding? Our first research question addressed
whether children were able to acquire new vocabulary
and comprehend the factual content of storybooks in the
absence of extratextual scaffolding by an adult reader. We
first examined children’s performance on the target vocabu-
lary assessment. A one-sample 𝑡-test indicated that, overall,

children did not learn a significantly greater proportion of
target vocabulary words than that expected by chance (i.e.,
0.25), 𝑡(59) = 0.27, 𝑃 = 0.394, one-tailed. This, however,
appeared to vary across conditions. While children who were
read the traditional storybook did not perform significantly
different from chance (𝑡(30) = −1.42, 𝑃 = 0.083, one-tailed),
those who were read the taxonomic storybook did learn a
significantly greater proportion of target vocabulary words
than expected by chance (𝑡(28) = 1.73, 𝑃 = 0.048, one-
tailed). This suggests that children may have been able to
acquire new vocabulary from the taxonomic storybook, but
not the traditional storybook, without receiving extratextual
scaffolding from an adult reader.

We next examined children’s performance on the literal
comprehension assessment. Overall, children demonstrated
greater comprehension of factual content than expected by
chance (i.e., 0.25), 𝑡(59) = 8.81, 𝑃 < 0.00025, one-tailed.
This pattern of results held for children in both the taxonomic
storybook (𝑡(28) = 8.25, 𝑃 < 0.00025, one-tailed) and
traditional storybook conditions (𝑡(30) = 4.83, 𝑃 < 0.00025,
one-tailed). These results suggest that children were able to
comprehend the factual content of both storybooks in the
absence of extratextual scaffolding.

3.2. To What Extent Does Invoking Children’s Preexisting
Knowledge of a Taxonomic Category Help Bootstrap Their
Subsequent Knowledge Acquisition from Storybooks? We next
investigated the extent to which invoking children’s knowl-
edge of a familiar taxonomic category may have facilitated
their target vocabulary acquisition and literal comprehen-
sion. To do so, we conducted a series of one-way analyses
of covariance (ANCOVA) with condition as a between-
participants independent factor. Because children’s existing
vocabulary knowledge is often related to their acquisition of
new vocabulary and factual content [5, 44], general vocab-
ulary knowledge (i.e., PPVT) was included as a covariate in
each analysis.

First, we examined children’s performance on the target
vocabulary assessment. Our analysis revealed that PPVT
was not a significant covariate (𝐹(1, 57) = 0.93, 𝑃 =
0.339). As shown in Figure 3, there was a significant main
effect of condition on children’s target vocabulary knowledge
(𝐹(1, 57) = 5.70, 𝑃 = 0.020). The effect size was 𝜂2 = 0.09,
indicating a moderate effect [45]. This indicates that children
who were read the taxonomic storybook learned a greater
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Figure 3: Children’s performance on the target vocabulary assess-
ment (by condition). Note. ∗𝑃 < 0.05.

proportion of target vocabulary words than children who
were read the traditional storybook.

We then examined children’s performance on the literal
comprehension assessment. Our analysis revealed PPVT as
a significant covariate (𝐹(1, 57) = 10.32, 𝑃 = 0.002).
As Figure 4 shows, there was also a significant main effect
condition on children’s performance on the literal compre-
hension assessment (𝐹(1, 57) = 8.11, 𝑃 = 0.006). The effect
size was 𝜂2 = 0.13, indicating a moderately large effect
[45]. This indicates that children in the taxonomic storybook
condition appeared to demonstrate greater comprehension
of factual content than children in the traditional storybook
condition. Taken together, these results suggest that children’s
ability to acquire vocabulary and content knowledge from
storybooks may depend, in part, on how the book introduces
new information.

3.3. Does Invoking Children’s Taxonomic Category Knowledge
Scaffold Their Ability to Draw Inferences about the Implicit
Content of Storybooks? Our last research question examined
whether inducing children’s knowledge of a familiar taxo-
nomic category scaffolded their ability to draw inferences
about implicit content. To examine this, we conducted a one-
way ANCOVA on the inferential comprehension assessment
with condition as a between-participants independent factor.
Because children’s inference-making ability is often related
to their vocabulary size [46], general vocabulary knowledge
(PPVT) was included as a covariate; however, it was not
significant (𝐹(1, 57) = 1.11, 𝑃 = 0.296). Our analysis did
not reveal a significant main effect of condition on children’s
performance on the inferential comprehension assessment
(𝐹(1, 57) = 0.02, 𝑃 = 0.899, 𝜂2 < 0.01). This indicates
that childrenwhowere read the taxonomic storybook did not
demonstrate greater inferential comprehension than children
who were read the traditional storybook. Both groups,
however, performed significantly greater than expected by
chance (0.25) (taxonomic: 𝑡(28) = 4.25, 𝑃 < 0.00025, one-
tailed; traditional: 𝑡(30) = 3.48, 𝑃 < 0.00025, one-tailed).
Collectively, these results suggest that children were able to
successfully draw inferences about the implicit content of
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Figure 4: Children’s performance on the literal comprehension
assessment (by condition). Note. ∗𝑃 < 0.05; ∗∗𝑃 < 0.01.

the book, and their inferential comprehension appeared to
be independent of the support provided by invoking their
taxonomic category knowledge.

4. Discussion

The depth and breadth of children’s knowledge base provide
a crucial foundation for successful literacy development
and academic achievement [1, 2]. For children, storybooks
may be a especially valuable source of new knowledge [14].
Previous research has shown that preschoolers’ knowledge
acquisitionmay be scaffolded by shared-reading experiences,
particularly when adult readers provide them with high-
quality extratextual comments [47, 48]. The present study
demonstrated that learning may also be positively affected
by the features of the text. Specifically, we found that books
that invoked taxonomic category membership appeared to
facilitate the acquisition of new vocabulary and content
knowledge. For young children, how books present new
information may be as influential to their learning as how
adults discuss that information with them.

We propose that books that invoke the reader’s taxo-
nomic category knowledge may serve as especially powerful
knowledge-building supports for at least three reasons. First,
taxonomic categories may provide children with a gen-
eral conceptual framework through which new information
can be readily encoded and remembered [18, 20]. As a
result, the taxonomic storybook may have helped children
integrate their preexisting knowledge with newly acquired
information—an essential step for word learning and oral
language comprehension [21, 22]. Second, the inductive
potential of taxonomic categories may have allowed chil-
dren to make inferences that went beyond the information
explicitly described in the storybook [28, 29]. In this way,
the taxonomic storybookmayhave supported children’s com-
prehension by helping them fill in the information needed
to understand and enhance their representation of the text.
Third, in order to efficiently construct meaning and develop
a coherent understanding of a text, children are unlikely to
need tomake connections between each piece of information
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presented in the book and all of their preexisting background
knowledge. Instead, they may be able to utilize heuristics to
help focus their efforts. For example, children may rely on
pedagogical supports, such as illustrations [49] or materials-
based ostensive features [50, 51], to help direct their attention
to valuable educational content.When reading the taxonomic
storybook, repeated references to the familiar taxonomic
category may have similarly served as a salient pedagogical
cue.

For taxonomic storybooks to serve as valuable knowl-
edge-building supports, children must already possess suf-
ficient knowledge about the target taxonomic category, as
well as the nature of taxonomies more generally. In the
current study, we specifically selected “birds” because most
preschoolers are already familiarwith the taxonomic category
and can successfully draw inferences based on their category
knowledge [30, 31]. Nonetheless, children’s knowledge of
even a familiar category may vary widely across individuals,
which may in turn affect their subsequent knowledge acqui-
sition. Children’s extant “bird” knowledgemay have therefore
influenced the extent to which the taxonomic storybook
scaffolded their vocabulary acquisition and comprehension.
Recent work in our lab, for example, has focused on explicat-
ing the relationship between children’s preexisting knowledge
and their word learning. In a series of recent experiments,
for example, Kaefer et al. [3] assessed preschoolers’ incidental
word learning from illustrated storybooks. When the text
was about a common taxonomic category, children who
were more knowledgeable about the category demonstrated
greater word learning and comprehension than their less-
knowledgeable peers. However, when children’s background
knowledge was equated through the use of a novel category,
the differences disappeared. This suggests that variability
in children’s preexisting knowledge may profoundly impact
their subsequent learning and highlights the importance of
helping young children construct a broad knowledge base in
the early childhood years.

Although inducing knowledge of a familiar taxonomic
category may have supported children’s vocabulary acqui-
sition and literal comprehension, reading the taxonomic
storybook did not appear to substantially bootstrap their
inferential comprehension. Previous research suggests that
children may not easily acquire new information by infer-
ence, particularly when they are younger than 10 years of age
[52]. It is therefore possible that the preschoolers in our study
struggled to draw inferences about the implicit content of the
book. Across both conditions, however, their performance
was significantly above chance, suggesting that they were
not simply guessing on assessment items. An alternative
possibility is that the items on the inferential comprehension
assessment may not have specifically required children to
access their taxonomic category knowledge, thereby limit-
ing the potential benefit of the experimental manipulation.
Consider, for example, “the moa looked in his nest and
found his hat.” To comprehend this statement, children may
have had to access their real-world knowledge to draw the
correct inference—that is, that the moa stored his hat in
his nest—without needing to access their taxonomic bird
knowledge per se. Consistent with this interpretation, Pike

et al. [53] recently demonstrated that pedagogical supports,
such as storybook illustrations, may only facilitate children’s
inferential comprehension when they are directly related
to the content necessary for making the correct inference.
Additional research is thus needed to address the extent to
which taxonomic storybooks may help support inferential
comprehension when children are specifically required to
access their knowledge of taxonomic categories.

Our results are particularly important given the low-
intensity nature of the book-reading experience. Because we
were specifically interested in the effect of specific features of
the book on children’s knowledge acquisition, experimenters
simply read the storybooks aloud; indeed, they intentionally
provided no extratextual comments at all. Nevertheless, chil-
dren appeared to learn a greater proportion of target vocab-
ulary and demonstrated greater comprehension of the book’s
content when the text invoked their preexisting taxonomic
category knowledge. Intriguingly, these effects were stronger
than those reported in many shared-reading interventions
[10, 11]. And unlike many shared-reading interventions that
focus primarily on the quality of extratextual conversations,
a taxonomic storybook may help scaffold children’s con-
ceptual organizational structure and knowledge acquisition
even when the adult reader cannot or does not. Given that
preschool and early elementary teachers typically devote less
than 11 minutes per day to reading books aloud with their
students [54], this limited time must be used efficiently to
ensure that children have the greatest opportunity to gain
knowledge. Storybooks capable of efficiently bootstrapping
learning may thus be particularly valuable in early childhood
education settings.

Nonetheless, it remains possible that taxonomic story-
books may serve as even more valuable educational tools
when accompanied by high-quality extratextual scaffolding.
During shared-reading, an adult’s extratextual comments
may serve to scaffold content, thereby facilitating children’s
comprehension, learning, and retention of both factual infor-
mation and inferred information presented within the text
[9, 27]. Taxonomic storybooks may be especially effective
when complemented by related extratextual comments, such
as discussing the properties of taxonomic categories. In
one recent intervention, for example, preschoolers especially
benefited from shared book-reading experiences in which
the teacher made explicit connections between new words
and their related concepts [55, 56]. Books that effectively
promote such discussions between children and adults may
be particularly valuable knowledge-building supports. Future
research is needed, however, to fully address the potential
additive effects of high-quality extratextual conversations and
books structured to invoke children’s taxonomic knowledge.

Although inducing children’s taxonomic knowledge
appeared to scaffold their learning from our specially
designed storybooks, the present study only assessed
children’s knowledge immediately following the book-
reading experience. For books to be a truly effective
source of new knowledge, however, children must not only
comprehend and recall the book’s content; they must also
be able to generalize and extend their knowledge between
the book and the real world. In recent work, Ganea and
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colleagues [40] investigated the extent to which young
children are able to extend the information that they
learned from books to new exemplars. After being read an
informational book about color camouflage in frogs, 4-year
olds were able to use the information to explain a similar
situation in a book about butterflies. Moreover, they were
also able to extend their knowledge about color camouflage
from book illustrations to live animals, such as lizards and
crabs. These findings suggest that preschoolers are indeed
capable of generalizing the information introduced in books
to other contexts.

It should be noted that the children in [40] demonstrated
knowledge transfer from an informational text illustrated
with realistic photographs. Information books typically con-
tain specific language and genre features, such as explicit
labeling and summarizing of major ideas, whichmay encour-
age children’s ability to use them as sources of new knowledge
[57, 58]. In the present study, however, we were specifically
interested in narrative storybooks because they are the most
common type of book selected by adults to read with young
children [59]. Narrative or narrative-informational books
may indeed be rich sources of language and new information
for children. However, by using fantasy contexts or characters
to teach information meant to be applied in the real world,
such books may limit children’s knowledge generalization
and transfer due to a fundamental dissimilarity with the
real world. In fact, preschoolers conceptualize fictional words
(e.g., the world of SpongeBob or Batman) as distinct and
separate from the real world [60] and are better able to
transfer knowledge learned from stories about real people
or entities than stories about fictional characters [61]. Given
this, it is possible that our results may have, in fact, underes-
timated children’s ability to gain knowledge from reading the
storybooks. Furthermore, our previous work [25] suggests
that reading narrative-informational booksmay help support
children’s subsequent use of information texts as knowledge-
building supports. Nonetheless, future research is needed to
more fully address the role of genre features on preschoolers’
knowledge acquisition from books.

5. Conclusions

Given the ubiquity of book-reading experiences during early
childhood, storybooks have the capability to help build
children’s knowledge base and, by extension, support their
early literacy development. However, the majority of tradi-
tional shared-reading interventions appear to have limited
effects on children’s knowledge development [9, 10]. We
suggest that books that explicitly invoke taxonomic category
membership have the unique potential to facilitate children’s
knowledge acquisition by providing a conceptual framework
through which their prior knowledge can be organized and
integrated with new information. Moreover, during shared-
reading experiences, such books may help provide parents
and teachers with the language and information that may
not otherwise be available to them or shared with children.
Although only a first step, this study clearly demonstrates the
importance of focusing on book features during the careful

selection of storybooks in order to provide children with
every opportunity to gain the knowledge foundational for
literacy development and academic achievement throughout
the school years.
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