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Abstract

Read-alouds are a frequent practice in early childhood classrooms and provide great potential for developing literacy skills for
young learners including vocabulary, comprehension, text structure awareness, visual literacy, and fluency. Yet, any potential
benefit of read-alouds depends on how the teacher enacts a read-aloud, particularly in regards to the amount and type of talk
that surrounds the practice. Despite frequent use, read-alouds have not been systematically considered in Norwegian early
childhood classrooms, which is the goal of this study. Specifically, 299 first-grade teachers completed a survey on read-aloud
practices in December, as well as provided information on the most recently read-aloud texts in both December and May.
Quantitative results were analyzed descriptively while qualitative results were analyzed via open coding. Findings indicate
that read-alouds are most used as a tool for engaging and managing students rather than as a formal instructional practice.
As read-alouds most typically occurred during lunch time, texts were selected primarily for entertainment and teacher talk
occurred most frequently for the purpose of defining words. Conversely, teachers reported comparatively minimal use of
planned (instructional) stops and reported limited focus on literacy elements. The analysis of book choices indicated that
teachers used few informational texts and frequently relied on older, well-known children’s literature. Implications for this
study are that although read-alouds provide much potential benefit for young learners’ literacy development, Norwegian

teachers could capture underutilized benefits of this practice through greater planning and intentionality.
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Introduction

The benefits of interactive read-alouds have long been
recognized as one avenue to both early and future literacy
success (National Early Literacy Panel 2008). Reading
aloud has been highly recommended for encouraging lan-
guage and literacy development (Anderson et al. 1985),
and many elementary school teachers report that they use
read-alouds daily (Lehman et al. 1994; Lickteig and Rus-
sell 1993; McCaffrey and Hisrich 2017). This practice has
the potential to contribute to children’s literacy development
in many ways, including comprehension, text-structures,
vocabulary, and visual literacy (Serafini and Moses 2014).
To maximize the effectiveness of read-alouds for enhanc-
ing children’s language and literacy, teachers must invite

< Anne Héland
anne.haland @uis.no

National Centre for Reading Education and Research,
University of Stavanger, Stavanger, Norway

Published online: 23 March 2020

the children to talk about the texts before, during, and after
read-alouds (Beck and McKeown 2001). The quality of read-
alouds varies across classrooms (Kindle 2011; Pentimonti
and Justice 2010), and some teachers view read-alouds as
primarily entertainment and not instruction (Lickteig and
Russell 1993; McCaffrey and Hisrich 2017). Furthermore,
when teachers expect students to listen quietly throughout
the read-aloud (Lickteig and Russell 1993), they cannot fully
utilize the endemic instructional opportunities.

The purpose of this descriptive study is to document
teachers’ read-aloud practices and attitudes in Norwegian
first grade classrooms and to analyze the ways in which these
practices align with research-based recommendations. We
focused on first grade for several reasons: First, because
children at the age of 6 can comprehend texts at a higher
level than they can formally decode on their own. Secondly,
because comprehension strategies potentially modeled in
interactive read-alouds, mirror those suggested by decon-
textualized research for older readers, but can occur in a
developmentally appropriate manner (Smolkin and Donovan
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2001). Furthermore, typical first grade reading instruction,
such as letter knowledge, can be connected to authentic texts
via print referencing (Zucker et al. 2009). To best reflect
authentic classroom practices, in our literature review and
our survey questions, we focused on teachers reading to a
whole class, rather than reading to a small group. Although
children’s literature serves a prominent role in early educa-
tion in Norway, to date, no research has systematically con-
sidered read-aloud practices in first grade. This study focuses
on the quantity and quality of teachers’ read-aloud practices
occurring in Norwegian first grade classrooms. The findings
are based on a survey of 299 teachers. This survey covers the
topics of (1) Frequency of read-alouds, (2) Rationale for text
selection, and (3) The extent that read-alouds are embedded
in talk around the texts.

In the introduction, after presenting a brief background
information of the Norwegian context for this project, the
benefits of teachers’ interactive read-aloud, and how to reach
those benefits are highlighted. Next, the teachers’ responses
to the survey questions are presented. Third, it is discussed
to what extent, and in what manner the teachers’ read-aloud
practices are connected to research-based recommendations.

The Norwegian Context

Norwegian teachers follow a national curriculum (Ministry
of Education and Research 2006), which influences their
choice of literature in language arts (referred to as “Nor-
wegian”). Earlier curricula in Norwegian have had a clear
national anchoring, with an intention to introduce students
to a Norwegian cultural heritage. Literature written by Nor-
wegian authors representing a national literary canon, was
listed in the curricula. However, in the current curriculum
(The Knowledge Promotion), the Norwegian subject has
been repositioned as a multicultural subject adapted to a
society with a high degree of diversity (Ministry of Educa-
tion and Research 2006). As such, cultural heritage is no
longer emphasized as something that has to be transferred
to new generations. Instead, cultural understanding, identity
development and cultural diversity are prioritized. Students
are expected to read and listen to diverse texts (Norwegian
as well as translated) for different purposes. Although talk-
ing about texts is integrated into the curriculum via com-
petence aims such as “discuss characters and plot in fairy
tales and stories, discuss the content and form of old and
new songs, rhymes and poems,” (Ministry of Education and
Research 2006, online English version, no pagination), there
are no specific guidelines in the curriculum for teachers to
focus read-alouds as a point of departure for the text-talks
towards those aims. However, as first graders are not yet able
to decode more complex texts, read-alouds are a natural way
of giving them access to the literature.
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Benefits of Interactive Read-Aloud Practices
in Elementary School

Interactive read-aloud sessions provide many benefits for
both exploring the world and for literacy development
in elementary school. It is essential for young readers to
identify as readers and writers to explore the world. Smith
(1988) refers to the concept of belonging to a literacy club.
Teachers, who encourage children’s participation in inter-
active reads aloud, can influence children’s self-percep-
tions and identities as readers (Wiseman 2012), transmit
the pleasure of reading (Richardson 2000), and promote
children’s interests in books (Galda and Cullinan 1991),
and thereby expand the literacy club.

Providing different types of literature to young students
in read-aloud sessions can offer a better understanding of
oneself and others by offering insights into people with
unique lives. Nussbaum (2010) calls this a narrative imag-
ination, which involves the ability to feel other person’s
emotions, wishes, and desires. Also, read-alouds by teach-
ers give students access to cultural capital regardless of
their ability to read or their home literacy environment
(Cazden 1992; Heath 1983), and can therefore offer stu-
dents from all social classes access to an elaborated code
(Bernstein 2000 [1996]).

High expectations and challenging reading activi-
ties can motivate students to learn (Powell et al. 2006),
whereas lower expectations coupled with traditional
instruction focusing on decoding, can lead to disengage-
ment and frustration (Wiseman 2012). When teachers read
more challenging texts aloud, children can be engaged
with ideas above their reading level by being exposed to
larger themes and constructs, such as scientific inquiry
(Heisey and Kucan 2010). Reading texts on topics that stu-
dents have a strong interest in, can increase motivation for
learning (Jobe and Dayton-Sakari 2002), especially with
informational texts, because young children often show
natural interest in such texts (Maloch and Horsey 2013).

Finally, teachers reading aloud can stimulate students’
literacy development, at early and later stages. Read-
alouds, particularly interactive ones, promote oral lan-
guage (Mol et al. 2009; Snow and Ninio 1994), and allow
students to experience decontextualized language (Heath
1983; Snow and Dickinson 1991). Connected to decoding
skills, read-alouds can stimulate phonological awareness
(Stadler and McEvoy 2003), print awareness (Justice and
Ezell 2002; Mol et al. 2009; Zucker et al. 2009), phone-
mic awareness (Murray et al. 1996), and letter recogni-
tion (Bus et al. 1995). For emergent reading skills, the
research draws upon both one-to-one situations (e.g., lap
reading) and whole class settings. As such, Zucker et al.
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(2009) could be recommended for guidelines of how to
enact these practices in a whole-class read-aloud.

Transitioning to more advanced skills, interactive read-
alouds can also offer an understanding of story structure,
syntax and grammar (Stevens et al. 2010), promote devel-
opment of narrative competencies (Kamberelis 1998) and
function as a model text for students’ own writing (Bradley
and Donovan 2010; Graham et al. 2012). Many research
studies that involve read-alouds, center on the benefits of
developing comprehension strategies and vocabulary (Brab-
ham and Lynch-Brown 2002; Santoro et al. 2016; Silverman
et al. 2013; Smolkin and Donovan 2001). Finally, interactive
read-alouds can be a vehicle for building children’s content
knowledge (Heisey and Kucan 2010; Strachan 2015) and
stimulate disciplinary literacy learning and deeper compre-
hension of a text by offering access to different discourses,
in language art (Kamberelis 1998), math (Anderson et al.
2004), natural science (Leung 2008; Mantzicopoulos and
Patrick 2011; Varelas and Pappas 2006), and social science
(Strachan 2015), and by offering focused, high-quality dis-
cussions (Shanahan et al. 2010; Wright and Gotwals 2017).
Teachers can also promote critical thinking through pos-
ing questions (Meller et al. 2009), especially if the selected
books are addressing social issues of interest or importance
to children.

Teachers’ Implementation of Read-Alouds

Children will not adopt literacy behaviors simply because
they hear stories. Teachers’ thoughtful choice of books, the
ways in which the books are shared and the nature and qual-
ity of interactions during the teachers’ read-alouds, may
open or close learning opportunities to use language for
a wide range of purposes (Lennox 2013). To deepen and
extend the children’s content knowledge, vocabulary, con-
cepts of text structures etc., teachers have to plan the read-
alouds carefully (Bingham et al. 2017).

Fisher et al. (2004) examined expert teachers’ read-aloud
practices to identify common factors. First, teachers have
to select books, which are appropriate to students’ interests
and matched to their developmental, emotional, and social
levels. Because the ability to understand various types of
texts is vital to the process of becoming a proficient reader,
the repertoire should include a variety of well-illustrated,
quality literature: such as fiction, poetry and information
books (Duke 2000; Kamberelis 1998; Lennox 2013; Pen-
timonti et al. 2011). Despite evidence that young children
enjoy informational texts and are capable of engaging with
them in stimulating ways (Duke 2000; Kraemer et al. 2012),
primary classrooms tend to neglect the reading of factual
prose (Duke 2000; Pentimonti et al. 2011; Price et al. 2012;
Smolkin and Donovan 2003; Yopp and Yopp 2012). If chil-
dren are primarily exposed to narrative structure, they will

develop a strong schema for reading narration, but may
under-develop strategies for informational texts (Kamber-
elis 1998).

Teachers also need to establish a clear purpose for a read-
aloud session (Fisher et al. 2004). As stated above, read-
aloud sessions can develop different aspects of literacy, and
the purpose can vary on a continuum from phonological
awareness to disciplinary literacy. The purpose could also be
social, connected to self-identification or empathy. Reading
for enjoyment is, of course, also a valid reason for read-
alouds (Fisher et al. 2004). Regardless, the students should
understand the purpose(s) of the activity.

Next, the teacher ought to preview and practice the text
to be able to model fluency and read the text with clarity
and expression (Fisher et al. 2004). The teacher’s voice is
the vehicle that conveys the text in a way that enables stu-
dents to develop personal images and responses. If teachers
have practiced the read-aloud, they will better be able to
use expression to engage listeners. If teachers are unfamiliar
with the texts, they might easily mispronounce words, stum-
ble, or emphasize parts of sentences that alter the meaning.

Teachers should also anticipate and plan for pauses for
think-alouds or interactive elements (Fisher et al. 2004).
Thoughtfully planned interactive elements provide the
necessary support as children encounter difficult content,
different text features, or challenging vocabulary (Cum-
mins and Stallmeyer-Gerard 2011; McClure and Fullerton
2017). Researchers agree that the most valuable aspect of
read-alouds, is not the narration, but rather the talk that sur-
rounds the reading (Heath 1983; Snow and Ninio 1994).
To engender such talk, one has to focus on important ideas
and invite students to reflect rather, than expecting quick
answers (Teale and Martinez 1996). However, such oppor-
tunities occur more often when planned than left to sponta-
neity. Otherwise, one is likely to ask questions on a surface
level, such as clarifying content or unfamiliar vocabulary,
or by involving the children in the ongoing story by asking
them to simply summarize what they just heard (Beck and
McKeown 2001). Sandora et al. (2016) argue that stopping
to discuss smaller segments of texts (distributed discussion),
rather than waiting until having read the entire text, can bet-
ter facilitate students’ comprehension and provide richer
opportunities to reflect on events and ideas, clarify miscon-
ceptions, and grasp subtleties implied in the text. Teachers
can engage students in reflecting on meaning “within the
text,” “about the text,” or “beyond the text” (Fountas and
Pinnell 2018). Open-ended questions should encourage stu-
dents to explain text ideas, incorporate background knowl-
edge based on the information in the text and reduce surface
association (Beck and McKeown 2001). An important com-
ponent can be found in follow-up questions (Gibbons 2002),
meant to scaffold students’ thinking by using their initial
response to form new questions that encourage elaboration
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and development of ideas. Furthermore, beyond question-
ing techniques to increase comprehension and oral language
development, during an interactive read-aloud, teachers can
foster opportunities for students to turn and talk to partners
(Drogowski 2008), or guide children to think collectively in
small groups to construct meaning (Pantaleo 2007).

Finally, ideally, teachers should plan for independent
reading or writing to align the read-aloud with further lit-
eracy instruction (Fisher et al. 2004). Depending on the pur-
pose of the reading, children could be invited to write texts
with similar text features as the text they have just heard
(Bradley and Donovan 2010), or writing text responses to
reflect on aspects of the text (Cummins and Stallmeyer-
Gerard 2011). In summary, to maximize the read-aloud
experience, teachers must view this time as an intentional
and valuable component of their literacy instruction.

Method
Design and Data Sources

The purpose of this study was to extend knowledge of first
grade teachers’ read-aloud practices and teacher cognition
around this practice. The study was embedded within a
larger randomized control trial (RCT) regarding the impact
of teacher density and professional development on literacy
instruction (Solheim et al. 2017), for which first-grade teach-
ers were surveyed twice on different aspects of their literacy
practices (December and May). The source of data for this
study, an online teacher questionnaire (n=299) regarding
teachers’ read-aloud practices, was comprised of both closed
and open-ended questions. The closed questions allowed
us to capture how teachers described their practices. The
open-ended questions, regarding the books most recently
read-aloud, provided an opportunity to analyze a corpus of
text and consider how the selected texts were in alignment
with teacher practices. All data collection with participants
followed ethical guidelines.

Participants

Three hundred classrooms from 150 schools, nested within
53 Norwegian municipalities participated in this study. Two
first grade teachers from each school answered the ques-
tionnaires, resulting in a sample of 300 first grade teachers,
although 299 completed the full surveys. Approximately
97% (n=289) were female, with 13% being 29 years old
or younger, 24% were 30-39, 34% were 40-49, 28% were
50-59, and 7% were over 60 years old. Most of the teachers
(68%) held a bachelor’s degree in education, although 27%
also had a master’s degree, while 5% had three years or less
of university study.
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Survey Instrument

To provide context, teachers first responded about the
frequency of read-alouds and the classroom context. Spe-
cifically, teachers answered questions regarding (a) book
selection rationale, (b) the type of talk occurring within
read-alouds, and (c) instructional focus during read-alouds.
The format and question stems were adapted from the PIRLS
survey on reading practices (Hooper et al. 2015).

Content was derived from both experiential knowledge
and empirical research. For example, the question about
when, during the school day, teachers typically read to chil-
dren, was derived partially from observations that many
teachers use read-alouds to entertain children at lunch. The
question concerning use of spontaneous or planned stops
for talking or read first then talk, was inspired by Beck and
McKeown (2001) and Sandora et al.’s work (2016). Next, via
open-ended questions, inspired by Yopp and Yopp (2006),
teachers responded to: (a) What was the last book that you
read aloud?, and (b) Why did you choose this book?

The questionnaire was initially piloted by 20 first grade
teachers and revised for clarity. The final questionnaire was
comprised of 15 Likert scale items. Inter-item reliability on
this sample (n=299), measured by Cronbach’s o, was 0.73,
indicating acceptable reliability.

Data Collection

The questionnaires were distributed via email in mid-
December and mid-May. Because there is such rapid growth
in literacy skills in first grade, we reported the Likert ques-
tionnaire results from mid-year, anticipating it would better
represent teachers’ practices throughout first grade, rather
than reflecting their end-of-year practices. Additionally, we
report the frequency of reading question and the open-ended
questions (regarding the most recently read book) and from
both mid-year and end-of-year.

Data Analysis: Quantitative

Using SPSS software, the survey questions were analyzed
descriptively by frequency. Results were presented visually.

Data Analysis: Qualitative

The open-ended questions were analyzed qualitatively, with
the first and second author using an inductive approach so that
codes emerged from the data (Lincoln and Guba 1985).The
qualitative analysis occurred in five stages: organizing, coding,
generating categories, testing emerging categories, and search-
ing for alternative explanations (Marshall and Rossman 2014).
Specifically, regarding the teachers’ rationale for book selec-
tion, after a first review of the data, broad tentative categories
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were identified. Using these broad categories, the first and
second author re-analyzed the rationale for book selections
individually. In this second analysis, additional categories
emerged. Third, the authors individually analyzed the reported
answers with the finer-grained categories. Finally, for triangu-
lation, results were cross-checked within the researcher group.

For coding the books, overall categories were outlined
based on three common genres: (a) literacy-instruction
focused, (b) content area focused, (c) social focused, and
the first and second authors individually categorized the
texts. Results were compared and differing results discussed
until reaching consensus. When a book could be placed in
more than one category, a primary category was selected.
During this process, categories were split or new categories
were created as needed. For example, the data collected in
December, resulted in many book choices being related to
a holiday theme. 1% of the books were not possible to code
according to rationale.

Books were also coded based on their date of publication
with two categories, choosing the millennium as a turning
point between newer books and classic/older books. Genres
were divided into two categories: fiction and factual books.
10.9% of the books were not possible to define according
to date of publication, because the titles were not precise
enough (e.g., fairy-tale, book about insects), but all the
books were possible to code according to genre.

Integrating Findings

After both the qualitative and quantitative results were ana-
lyzed, the findings were integrated or mixed into overarch-
ing patterns. For example, the context of frequently enact-
ing read-alouds at lunchtime, was connected with teachers
selecting books for the purpose of entertainment. As such,
we inferred that read-alouds often serve as a management
tool to entertain students during non-academic times of the
school day.

Results

Within the results section, we first present the contextual
data (frequency, context of read-alouds). Next, we present
the teachers’ book selections and their specific rationale for
those books. Finally, we present the survey results regarding
teachers’ general practices in book selection and read-aloud
practices.

How Often Do First Grade Teachers Engage Their
Students in Read-Alouds?

In mid-year first grade, read-alouds represented a frequent
practice, with over half (55.2%) reading aloud every day
or nearly every day, 39.1% at least once or twice a week,

and 5.4% reported once or twice a month. At the end of the
school year, about half of the teachers (50.7%) read aloud
every day or nearly every day, 41.9% read at least once or
twice a week, and 6.4% read once or twice a month. These
findings suggest a stability of practice across the year.

When, During the School Day, Do Teachers Typically
Read to Children?

As shown in Fig. 1, 56.4% of the read-alouds occurred dur-
ing lunch breaks 32.6% occurred during Norwegian lessons,
while 11.1% occurred during other lessons.

What is Most Important for Teachers When Selecting
Texts to Read Aloud?

Teachers rated six dimensions potentially important to text
selection on a Likert scale. Results are displayed in order of
importance, by percentage, in Fig. 2.

Topic

The entertaining nature of the texts was clearly of high
importance to teachers, with 57.4% rating that as very
important and 42.3% rating it as quite important. This find-
ing suggests that teachers may view teachers’ read-alouds as
a source of entertainment.

Regarding topic, specifically, if a text addressed an impor-
tant issue for children, this was a priority, but not teachers’
highest priority. Specifically, only 19.1% reported that this
was very important. However, 63.4% reported that this was
a quite important characteristic. In total, 17.4% of teachers
rated this as less important or not important. It is important

When Read Alouds Occur in First Grade School
Days

mlunch Break  ® Norwegian Lessons M Other Subject Lessons

Fig. 1 First grade teachers’ reporting as to when read-alouds occur in
the school day
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First Grade Teachers' Response: When Reading Aloud, how important is it that a
book ...
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Fig. 2 First grade teachers’ report on criteria used for book selection for read-alouds

to note that these two findings may interact with each other
because books that address issues relevant to students
are typically more serious in nature than those written to
entertain.

Of even lower priority, were issues related to
whether books were either a good starting point for discus-
sion regarding language, structure, and composition (only
15.1% of teachers considered this as very important) or
related to a current class theme or topic (only 2% considered
this very important). This provides additional evidence that
read-alouds may be considered first and foremost as a form
of entertainment, rather than being fully integrated into the
curriculum.

Familiarity
Regarding teachers’ tendency to select known books (which

may favor classics), we looked at their ratings regarding
if they have already read that book to children and feel
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assured that it will be well received. The majority of teach-
ers (80.5%) rated this dimension as quite important or very
important. This finding may also be related to an emphasis
on texts being entertaining. Conversely, when asked about
how important it is for a book to be recent, we can see that
teachers did not prioritize this dimension, with less than one
percent of teachers rating this as very important. When tak-
ing these two results together, they indicate a trend towards
reading a consistent set of texts rather than introducing stu-
dents to new authors.

Recent Selections

To take a snap shot into the current practice and look for
coherence between reported practice and actual practice,
we therefore asked two open-ended questions concerning
book selection and rationale for it. The teachers were asked
to mention the latest book they had read, and the reason for
choosing that book. These results were analyzed qualita-
tively. The books were divided into two categories based
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on year of publishing (before or after millennium), and also
divided into two categories according to genre (fiction or
non-fiction). The results from both mid-term and end of
school year showed that teachers tend to use old books (302
titles) to newer books, (231 titles), and they used a limited
variety of genres with a clear dominance of fiction. Many
canonized authors, (e.g., Roald Dahl, Astrid Lindgren, Thor-
bjgrn Egner, Alf Prgysen), who were prominent in the previ-
ous curriculum, were represented. Only 10 out of 533 titles
(3%) were factual books (e.g., books about seasons, animals,
and insects). These results support the findings in which
teachers did not prioritize selecting texts related to a current
class topic (see Fig. 2).

Answers from the open-ended question concerning
rationale for book selection were categorized into seven
categories (content or subject focused, related to literacy
instruction, amusement, recommendation, appropriateness,
ad hoc, unmarked) and displayed in Fig. 3. Books selected
because of theme, time of year, cultural heritage, or class
environment, were categorized as “content and subject
related”. Answers like, “The book was about Christmas”,
and “To teach minority students about trolls and Norwe-
gian tradition/culture”, were typical quotes in this category.
Selecting books as model texts, for letter instruction, for
interpretation, or to practice reading strategies, were coded
as “literacy instruction”. Answers like “The students make
their own books on Ipad. Fairytales are used as an inspira-
tion” and “We talked about Rhyme and the letter R” are
examples of answers in this category. Books described
as funny, exciting, humorous, or “students like it”, were
coded as “amusement”. Examples of answers in this cat-
egory include: “A lot of amusing events in the book that are
both funny and exciting.” and “Nice book to read aloud for

the pupils. They like the story.” The category “recommenda-
tion” included students’ own choices or books recommended
by adults. Typically teachers in this category said something
similar to the following: “The book was recommended by
a colleague”, “The book was recommended by the school
librarian”, or “One of the pupils brought it from home and
wanted us to read it”. The category “Appropriateness”,
included books the teachers reported having previous expe-
rience with, or books that had appropriate text length, or
were especially suitable for the age group, situation, level,
easy to understand. Quotes like “I like these books, know
them very well and have good experience reading them” and
“Texts that are appropriate for the age group, big pictures
and suitable chapters” were typical answers in this category.
The “Ad hoc” category included books that were selected
randomly. An example of this category was: “During lunch
I often read books randomly chosen.” Finally, 1% of the
rationales were unmarked or could not interpreted.

As shown in Fig. 3, the teachers reported content and
subject as the most important rationale for the choice of
book (e.g., it’s Christmas, we work with fairy-tales, friend-
ship, Roald Dahl author study) both at mid-term content
(56%) and at the end of school year (32%). The mid-term
result was influenced by the proximity of the Christmas
holiday and many titles suggested Christmas content. At
end of school year, the results suggested a shift from mid-
year, with a greater emphasis on theme for selecting books.
Amusement, appropriateness, and recommendations from
others were reported as being twice as much of a rationale
for choosing book than was literacy instruction (9% mid-
term and 12% at end of school year), suggesting a stability
of practice and aligned with the survey results.

B Content & Subject

December Texts

1.5
m Literacy Instruction

! Amusement
From
Recommendations
m Appropriateness

® AdHoc

| Other

May Texts

1

Fig.3 Categories of texts selected for read-alouds in December and May of Grade 1
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Type of Stops for Talking that Teachers Make During
Read Alouds

B Very Often or Always

19.2

Use of Planned Stops for Talking Use of Spontaneous Stops for
Talking

Fig.4 Type of stops for talking that teachers make during read-alouds

To What Degree do Teachers Provide Time to Talk
During Read-Alouds?

Due to much evidence that the talk surrounding read-alouds
is valuable for student learning (Beck and McKeown 2001;
Fisher et al. 2004), we specifically analyzed this aspect
of teacher practices. Our first piece of evidence regarding
teachers’ attention to the “talk’ that surrounds read-alouds,
regards asking teachers about the extent that they place value
on a book being a good starting point for discussion (see
Fig. 2). Only 15% of teachers rated this as very important,
while most (44.6%) rated this as quite important. Whereas,
a combined 40.3% considered this to be of less importance
or not important. Such results indicate that this is not the
primary lens through which teacher select texts.

Next, we inquired specifically into instructional practices.
Regarding the practice of pausing and talking during the
book, teachers reported frequent use of this strategy. Specifi-
cally, 60.1% reported always or very often stopping spon-
taneously for talking. 38.9% reported stopping sometimes
or often (see Fig. 4). This indicates that conversation does
surround the read-aloud.
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W Sometimes or Often

99
69.5
60.1
50.3
I 38.9

m Seldom or Never

80.7

62

18.7

Read First and Then Talk About
Text

However, the use of planned stopping points during read-
alouds, was far less widely reported. In total, less than half
of teachers (19.26%) reported very often or always planning
stopping points. In contrast, half of teachers used planned
stops sometimes or often, and 30.5% engaged in planned
stops seldomly or never. This indicates that read-alouds may
be considered an informal teacher practice — one that may
not be planned for in a systematic manner, like an instruc-
tional sequence would be.

Regarding reading first and then talking about the text,
fewer teachers (18.7%) followed this model very often or
always, but 62% reported using the approach sometimes or
often. This finding, taken in conjunction with teachers’ reports
on spontaneous and planned stops, indicates that talk was often
interspersed with the read-aloud, and often occurred at the end
of the read-aloud as well.

What Type of Practices do Teachers Engage
in During Read-Alouds?

Finally, we inquired about specific practices that teachers
may report concentrating on during read-alouds (see Fig. 5).
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Instructional Focus/Practices During Read Alouds with First
Graders

W Very Often or Always

75.2

46.3 46.9

24.1
6.7
N

Understanding New
Words

Understanding the
Theme

W Sometimes or Often

64.4
58.7
56.1
28.6
20.2
15.5
31

Connect the Text to
Self and Other Texts

B Never or Seldom

Interpreting Text
Features

Reflecting on the
Language Choice

Fig.5 Instructional practices and foci of first grade tachers during Read-alouds

From these data sources, we can see that teachers were par-
ticularly focused on texts as a source for learning new words
when they read aloud. Teachers also emphasized that children
should understand the theme or a life lesson derived from the
text, suggesting that teachers aim for students’ understanding
to go beyond basic comprehension and plot sequence. In con-
trast, strategies connecting the text to students own life or other
texts (which encourages students to more directly engage with
the text), were less frequently used. This would suggest that the
read-alouds may have a teacher-centered nature. Finally, the
focus of the discussion tended not to extend to the craft of writ-
ing. For example, although teachers drew students’ attention to
new words, teachers less frequently prompted them to reflect
on text features (28.6% very often or always) or the author’s
language choice (5.1% very often or always).

Discussion

This study draws upon previous findings that underline
how teachers’ reading aloud practices can contribute to
students’ literacy development (Serafini and Moses 2014).
To summarize, in line with international reports (Lehman
et al. 1994; McCaffrey and Hisrich 2017) the quantitative
data indicates that Norwegian first grade teachers report

using read-alouds quite often, although more during lunch-
time than during instructional periods. When selecting a
book to read, entertainment was rated with highest impor-
tance, while recency of publication was rated of the low-
est importance. The qualitative data, regarding recently
read titles, supported the survey data regarding the selec-
tion of books. The teachers tended to favour classic, older
titles instead of new books, and amusement was of high
importance. Both data sources indicate that the selec-
tion of books was often related to the topic, but rarely
to literacy skill instruction (e.g., comprehension, writ-
ing). During read-alouds, teachers reported frequent use
of spontaneous stops, to define or clarify new words, but
placed much less emphasis on the planned stops which are
central to interactive read-aloud. The findings stresses both
potential and unused potential for literacy learning in the
read-aloud practice with first grade students. In the final
section, these practices are discussed in light of research-
based recommendations.

Read-Alouds: Frequency, Selection, and Source
of Words

A practice where teachers read aloud to students as a daily or
weekly routine, gives rich potential to invite students to be
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members of the “literacy-club” (Smith 1988). This practice
also offers access to a cultural heritage and an elaborate code
(Bernstein 2000 [1996]; Cazden 1992), and can contribute to
equalizing social differences related to cultural capital. In a
segregated society, this practice is also important because it
gives children a common frame of reference. This frequent
use of teacher read-aloud also align with research based rec-
ommendation of a daily class practice (Zucker et al. 2009),
regarding stimulating children’s interests for books (Galda
and Cullinan 1991) and communicating a pleasure for read-
ing (Richardson 2000).

The teachers reported selecting books that they had rea-
son to believe would be well received, and felt confident in
their ability to select entertaining books. The open-ended
questions indicate that many teachers encouraged children
to bring their own books to school to be read aloud (See
the category “recommendation” in Fig. 3), and in that way
acknowledged and honored the children’s own taste of
books. Such practices of selecting books appropriate to stu-
dents’ interests and matched to their emotional and social
development are recommended by researchers (Fisher et al.
2004), and a common rationale amongst our teachers. The
finding that it is quite important for teachers to select books
that take on issues that students relate to, suggests that teach-
ers may view read-alouds as a source for self-knowledge and
empathy (Nussbaum 2010).

Aligned with best practice, is the finding that teachers
also used texts as source to help students learn new words
(Brabham and Lynch-Brown 2002; Santoro et al. 2008). The
teachers reported that they very often stopped during reading
to clarify words that might be difficult to understand, and
thus attempted to enhance the children’s vocabulary knowl-
edge in an authentic manner. Interactions during reading
are key to facilitating word acquisition from read-alouds in
the early elementary grades (Brabham and Lynch-Brown
2002; Sandora et al. 2016). Spontaneous stops were reported
as more common than preplanned stops, showing that the
teachers are responsive in the moment, monitor comprehen-
sion, and work to secure comprehension in the immediate
situation.

Read-Aloud—Not an Integrated Part of Literacy
Instruction

Previous research has demonstrated how interactive read-
aloud practices can contribute to a wide set of literacy
components that are essential in students’ literacy devel-
opment—from letter recognition (Bus et al. 1996) to com-
prehension strategies (Santoro et al. 2008). However, while
the emphasis on a narrow repertoire of texts (i.e., entertain-
ing), lunchtime reading, and spontaneous stops may support
reading motivation, the pattern of practices do not reflect
a planful and intentional literacy instruction which would
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systematically support literacy development (Bingham et al.
2017; Fisher et al. 2004).

Clearly, it is hard to utilize the full potential of read-
alouds if they are not an integrated part of school subjects,
but are instead typically situated in a break, like lunchtime.
In Norwegian classrooms, children typically bring their
own food to school and eat in their classroom. Therefore,
teachers’ main responsibility during lunchtime is to ensure
that students eat their food. As such, the purpose of reading
while the students eat is primarily to make sure that students
are quiet, settled and focused on their meal. In this sense,
teachers’ read-alouds are more related to managing students’
behavior and have little connection to developing literacy
skills. In fact, such a context creates a situation in which
students are supposed to listen quietly, rather than actively
engage in the read-aloud (Lickteig and Russell 1993).

In addition, the findings suggest that the selection of
text genres are influenced by the lunchtime context, during
which Norwegian first grade teachers emphasize reading
for amusement. Besides eating, it is likely that the teachers
want to create a school break, and make lunchtime a fun
and social setting. Again, in this context, the teachers’ read-
aloud sessions serve a quite different purpose than develop-
ing literacy.

In contrast, according to literacy research, the teacher
needs to have a clear purpose for read-aloud sessions, in
order to reach the full potential for literacy learning (Fisher
et al. 2004). In this study, Norwegian first grade teachers
do not appear to approach read-alouds with a clear pur-
pose related to literacy learning, except for spontaneously
explaining words in the text. Our findings suggest that teach-
ers invite the students to make interpretations on a surface
level but not on a deeper level, like language features. We
conjecture that this result is integrally connected to how the
read-aloud sessions are organized and to ad hoc stops. We
argue that ad hoc stops can be valuable to explain words
and to respond to students’ responses while reading, but
ad hoc stops alone are insufficient to create thoughtful and
planned literacy instruction. Additionally, spontaneous stops
may contribute to a teacher-dominated practice consisting of
questioning and quick answers (Teale and Martinez 1996),
rather than providing an authentic opportunity for develop-
ing oracy skills.

When we consider that the most valuable aspect of read-
aloud sessions (i.e., the active ingredient for learning) is the
talk that surrounds the reading (Beck and McKeown 2001),
it is essential to plan stops that invite the students to make
reflections within, beyond, and about the text (Fountas and
Pinnell 2018). Furthermore, we argue that beyond lunch-
time readings, read-aloud sessions should be integrated into
school subjects and literacy instruction. If read-aloud ses-
sions were more integrated as part of instruction, teachers
would naturally consider the purpose, and would be likely
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to arrange planned stops to accomplish that purpose. There-
fore, with greater integration, we believe that teachers would
better achieve the potential for literacy development that
read-alouds invite.

It is of great concern that the book selections for Nor-
wegian first grade teachers seem to be based on a narrow
repertoire with almost no inclusion of informational books.
In fact teachers’ book selection rationale is somewhat puz-
zling. While only about one third of teachers reported that
content/curricular alignment was “quite important”, a high
percentage of teachers stated their reason for their last book
selection as subject and content related. Therefore, teachers
are making an effort to connect read-alouds and content,
yet, they do not use factual books. In line with interna-
tional research (Duke 2000; Smolkin and Donovan 2003),
the teachers seemed to neglect informational books as a
basis for read-aloud sessions, which is likely due to the non-
narrative structure of these texts. Choosing fictional books
can also be part of a school tradition and thereby many
teachers feel more comfortable using these texts compared
to informational books. This lack of informational texts for
read-alouds is of concern for multiple reasons: (a) students
show natural interests in informational books (Maloch and
Horsey 2013), (b) different types of books give the students
access to different type of discourses (e.g. social science)
(Valeras and Pappas 2006), and (c) reading informational
texts gives students an opportunity for more responses due
to the structure of the texts (Smolkin and Donovan 2001).
We would challenge Norwegian teachers to question any
assumptions that informational texts will not engage and
entertain students, and simply try out such texts in their
classrooms. Additionally, many historical texts follow narra-
tive/story structures and may be only a minor transition from
fiction texts. However, it is important to note that research
underlines that teachers have to do more planning to read
informational texts (Bingham et al. 2017), which may rep-
resent an added challenge for Grade 1 Norwegian teachers.

Recommendations from This Study

Altogether, we find that Norwegian first grade teacher spend
a lot of time on reading aloud, thus creating a great pos-
sibility for facilitating literacy development. However, this
practice needs to shift in order to reach its full potential.
To maintain such a structure, but modify practices, we rec-
ommend that teachers should be clearly informed of the
benefits of reading aloud, and the ways in which this prac-
tice can be integrated as an essential component of literacy
instruction. Furthermore, research indicates that expert
teachers select appropriate books, establish a clear purpose,
practice before reading, have a plan for reading stops, and
plan for student contributions (Bingham et al. 2017; Fisher
et al. 2004). Referring to the unused potential unveiled in

this article; in Norwegian first grade classrooms, sessions
seem to be unplanned and not surrounded by rich text talk
(Beck and McKeown 2001). To lessen the gap between rec-
ommended and current practices we believe that teachers
need to be scaffolded or coached in their read-aloud prac-
tice. Such scaffolding could consist of examples of how
other teachers plan for inter-active read-alouds to support
children’s encounters with potentially difficult content, text
features, or vocabulary (Cummins and Stallmeyer-Gerard
2011; McClure and Fullerton 2017).

Additionally, teachers could be introduced to resources
which would help them structure read alouds including,
Text Talk (Beck and McKeown 2001) and REAL (Bingham
et al. 2017), which capitalize on the role of the read aloud.
The instructional cycle of Text Talk (Beck and McKeown
2001) consists of six phases: selection of texts, initial ques-
tions, follow-up questions, pictures, background knowledge,
and vocabulary, and for each phase, teachers are provided
strategies which could enrich the rigor of the read-alouds
described within this study. For example, teachers are guided
as to how to select complex text in which the construction of
meaning relies on the linguistics, rather than simply focusing
on the topic. Rather than a reliance on spontaneous ques-
tions, teachers develop open and initial questions prompting
students to explain the ideas in the text, as well as follow-up
questions that are intended to scaffold the student’s elabora-
tion of their first responses. Alternatively, REAL (Read and
Explore, Ask and Learn) is a framework for how to integrate
and connect both storybooks and informational text in read
aloud sessions (Bingham et al. 2017). As factual texts have a
very limited position in Norwegian first grade teachers read
aloud sessions, we find it important to include a program
where informational texts also are included. The pairing of
informational texts to narratives could build on teachers’
current strength of practice. Finally, Jim Trelease’s classic
(2013), the Read Aloud Handbook, provides highly relevant
advice for the first grade teachers in this study, including the
importance of selecting across a range of genres and pre-
reading for planning.

Limitations

This study has several limitations. First, we do not know
anything about the quality of teachers’ questions and stu-
dents’ responses in the talk that surrounds the reading, as
no recordings or observations of how the teachers usually
invite the students into texts discussions were made. Sec-
ondly, there is a general risk that teachers can over-report
in a survey like this. Teachers can both misunderstand
questions and/or be sensitive for what they think are the
best answers. In this particular study, they may have inter-
preted the concept of the read-aloud only as the reading
of narrative texts, and understood working with words as
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a practice of great value. Regarding the survey design,
the placement of open-ended questions after the closed
ones may have influenced the open-ended questions. It is
possible to believe that the closed questions with differ-
ent items could have inspired the teachers’ answers when
they were requested to state a reason for their last book
selection. The time of year when the teachers answered the
question did, in some parts of the survey, also dominate
the results, as shown by the teachers who reported read-
ing a lot of Christmas books when the survey was sent to
them in December.

It is important also to note that since this study was
embedded within a larger randomized control trial (RCT)
regarding the impact of teacher density and professional
development on literacy instruction, some of the teachers
participated in professional development. Specifically, in
100 of the 150 schools, teachers participated in an online,
self-paced professional development approach similar to
a professional learning community. Of those, teachers in
53 of the schools chose to work with early literacy materi-
als that might include information about read-alouds. As
such, this subset of teachers may have been influenced by
their experience.

Conclusion

This study examined how Norwegian first grade teach-
ers use read-aloud practices, through a survey with both
quantitative and qualitative data. The findings in this study
are in line with international research underlining that
elementary teachers use read-alouds as a daily routine,
and that reading aloud can be seen as a form of entertain-
ment (McCaffrey and Hisrich 2017). But to read or not
to read is not the only question, as there is no reason to
believe that children will not adopt literacy behaviors just
because they hear stories. Our pattern of findings (e.g.,
the reliance on spontaneous stops, not using informational
books, and read alouds being unconnected to formal lit-
eracy instruction) suggest that the read-aloud practice has
much unused potential for literacy learning as it is a fre-
quent practice, but not fully integrated in literacy learning.
Because the read-aloud practice already seems to be an
integrated part of teachers’ daily routines, it would not
require too much effort to develop this ongoing practice
to fully utilize the potential of read-aloud. The findings
in this study also have implications for discussing how to
scaffold read-aloud practices among first grade teachers, in
order to fully utilize the opportunities for literacy learning
that are offered by this practice.
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