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School-based delivery of a
dialogic book sharing
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Introduction: Growing numbers of children enter mainstream education

without the skills needed to prosper in the school environment. Without

additional support, these children face poor long-term outcomes in terms of

academic attainment, mental health difficulties and social problems. The aim of

this study was to investigate the feasibility and acceptability of school-based

delivery of the Books Together dialogic book sharing program to groups of

parents, and to explore whether it impacts parent and child outcomes in order

to facilitate school readiness.

Methods: Parents of children aged 3–5 years old (n = 16) were recruited

from four North Wales primary schools. Video observations of parent/child

interactions, a gaming format measure of expressive child language ability,

parent-report measures of children’s behavior, and social-emotional ability

and of their parental competence were collected pre- and post-intervention.

Thematic analysis of interviews with parents and the school-based staff who

delivered the program explored feasibility and acceptability of the program.

Results: Significant post-intervention increases in observed positive parenting

and child expressive language skills and significant reductions in observed

negative parenting were found. Parents reported significantly higher rates

of child prosocial behavior and social/emotional ability as well as improved

parenting competency at follow-up. Thematic analysis showed that staff and

parents were satisfied with the program and that it was feasible to deliver in a

school environment.

Discussion: The Books Together program is a low-cost intervention that, when

delivered by school-based staff, shows promise for increasing the use of

parenting strategies that build children’s language and social/emotional skills

associated with school readiness.

KEYWORDS

dialogic book sharing, parent-child interactions, language, social/emotional ability,
parent training

1 Introduction

In the UK, a significant number of children start school with language skills below
what is expected for their age (Bercow, 2018) with concerning reports of further increase
due to the COVID-19 pandemic (YouGov, 2022). Recent nursery closures and social
restrictions as a response to COVID-19 have reduced learning opportunities for children

Frontiers in Education 01 frontiersin.org

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education#editorial-board
https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2024.1304386
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.3389/feduc.2024.1304386&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2024-02-28
https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2024.1304386
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/feduc.2024.1304386/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org/


feduc-09-1304386 February 23, 2024 Time: 16:37 # 2

Williams et al. 10.3389/feduc.2024.1304386

(Araujo et al., 2021) and UK funding for schools has been
significantly reduced despite the increase in the number of children
needing additional learning support (YouGov, 2020). As a result,
the number of UK children with additional learning needs has
increased significantly over recent years and, currently, almost
half of UK children fail to meet typical developmental milestones
in communication, language and personal, social, or emotional
development at school entry (YouGov, 2020). Many children
with additional learning needs live in socially disadvantaged
circumstances and experience more frequent developmental delays
that are clearly identifiable by age 5 (Ofsted, 2014). This is a public
health concern as poor cognitive and social/emotional development
at age 5 are strongly correlated with longer term academic
underachievement, mental and physical health difficulties, poor
social skills and unemployment (Jones et al., 2015).

Communication and language skills are the strongest predictors
of school readiness (Çakıroğlu, 2018) and are the underpinning
skills needed for executive function and social/emotional
competencies (Slot and von Suchodoletz, 2018; Wolf and
McCoy, 2019). Children who meet their developmental milestones
in language and communication at age 5 can play, talk, listen,
understand, and pay attention, allowing them to fully engage in
their learning environment (Adams et al., 2005). The attainment
of language skills primarily depends on exposure to child directed
speech from caregivers during the preschool years (Zeanah et al.,
2011; Golinkoff et al., 2019) and is strongly influenced by the level
of interactive dialog that children are exposed to with adults in
their immediate environment (Eun, 2010).

Dialogic book sharing (DBS) involves interactive discourses,
in which the adult follows the child’s interest, and is associated
with prolonged joint attending by providing a rich and effective
environment for promoting child development (Doyle and
Bramwell, 2006). DBS interventions are usually delivered to
caregivers in small groups over several sessions in which key
strategies are demonstrated through facilitator support, modeling,
viewing video tapes, and role playing or practicing the strategies
taught. In addition, picture books and summary sheets are typically
provided containing key points from each session to enable home
practice (Dowdall et al., 2020).

Dialogic book sharing has shown promise in terms of
developing pre-school children’s skills associated with school
readiness (Cooper et al., 2015; Vally et al., 2015; Murray et al.,
2016). During DBS caregivers encourage children to become
the storyteller through open questioning, expansion of children’s
utterances, praise, and encouragement, linking book content to
the child’s experience, and labeling objects within the book
(Arnold et al., 1994). This involves sensitively supporting children’s
interest by engaging them in reciprocal interactions over the
content of picture books (Murray et al., 2016). These interpersonal
interactions increase children’s interest in books and foster higher-
level thinking, and an ability to engage in extended discourse,
promoting more diverse vocabulary than is achieved by reading
to children (Van Kleeck, 2014). Evidence for DBS is so strong
that it has been termed a ‘vocabulary acquisition device’ (Ninio,
1983; Barcroft et al., 2021), laying the groundwork for children’s
successful social/emotional expression and understanding (Murray
et al., 2016).

Pre-school programs that teach DBS strategies to parents
demonstrate accelerated child development outcomes (Blom-
Hoffman et al., 2007; Mol et al., 2009; Brannon et al., 2013; Murray

et al., 2016; Towson et al., 2016; Dowdall et al., 2020) and may
be a cost-effective and financially viable way to increase children’s
school readiness (Whitehurst et al., 1994; Dowdall et al., 2020).
Several well controlled studies, mainly carried out in the US,
have demonstrated that carers can be trained to engage in high
quality dialogic reading, and that, when such training is provided,
there are significant benefits to child development (Blom-Hoffman
et al., 2007; Brannon et al., 2013). Furthermore, in recent years,
there has been increasing cross-cultural evidence of the gains of
training parents in DBS skills. For example, Knauer et al. (2019)
taught parents in Kenya to talk about pictures in books and found
improved parental and child vocabulary with children of illiterate
caregivers benefiting just as much as children of literate caregivers.
Similar gains have been reported from Mexico, Bangladesh, China,
Brazil, South Africa, and New Zealand (Valdez-Menchaca and
Whitehurst, 1992; Chow et al., 2008; Opel et al., 2009; Cooper
et al., 2015; Weisleder et al., 2018; Scott et al., 2020). These studies
strengthen the evidence for the benefits of DBS training for parents
in improving child language skills during the pre-school period.

A systematic review and meta-analysis of DBS interventions
found that improved parental DBS competence during training
facilitated the reciprocal exchanges required to nurture children’s
expressive and receptive language ability (Dowdall et al.,
2020). Effects were unrelated to caregiver education or child
age; however, positive outcomes were mediated by program
length. Another important finding was that group-based DBS
interventions were significantly more effective in improving child
language outcomes than one to one interventions. This may
be because group-based DBS training provides a supportive
environment and promotes active engagement, in which
participants also benefit from the social capital of the group
(Beschorner and Hutchison, 2016).

In the UK Murray et al. (2023) adapted and tested a new
version of their program for parents of younger children in
a randomized controlled trial with 218 caregivers of children
aged 2.5 to 4 years. Parents were recruited through children’s
centers in the most deprived areas of Reading and the study
evaluated the impact of the intervention on child cognitive
(language, attention, and executive function) and social/emotional
development, and on parenting strategies. Intention to treat
and per-protocol analysis showed no significant post-intervention
impact in terms of child outcomes, although there were some
effect size benefits, but significant effects were found for relevant
parenting behaviors. An analysis of outcomes for the engaged group
(59% of the sample) showed that the intervention produced a
significant effect for child expressive language and comprehension,
however, it appeared that the engaged sample were from a
predominantly high income group further reinforcing the need
for developing effective strategies to target the most vulnerable
families.

Home-school relationships are significant predictors of
children’s academic attainment (Rimm-Kaufman et al., 2000;
Kingston et al., 2013) as well as a smooth transition into
school (Carlton and Winsler, 1999) regardless of child age
or ethnic origin (Wilder, 2014). Engaging families in the
learning process from the very beginning maximizes children’s
developmental outcomes (Bridgemohan et al., 2005). In addition,
strong home/school partnerships increase parental satisfaction
and efficacy and supports teachers with their work (Epstein,
2010) whereas lack of parental involvement in their education
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negatively affects children’s perception of school and ambition
to achieve (Sheppard, 2009). One of the greatest challenges
to building effective home/school links is engaging parents
who experience poverty, isolation, and poor mental health,
as these reduce the parental resources needed to fulfill the
parenting role (Skreden et al., 2012; Azmoude et al., 2015).
Research into ways of promoting home/school partnerships is
limited and inconsistent (Welsh et al., 2014), consequently, it is
important to identify ways to support parents, particularly socially
disadvantaged parents, to reduce home/school communication
barriers that influence children’s successful transition into school.
Strategies are needed to encourage parental involvement as their
children start school. Providing the parents of children with
additional learning needs with the skills and resources needed to
develop their language and communication skills could support
children’s school readiness and build effective home-school
partnerships.

1.1 Rationale for the study

Dialogic book sharing parenting programs support early
child development but many children are arriving at school
with poor school readiness skills and have reduced life chances
perpetuating the cycle of disadvantage (Welsh et al., 2014). There
is limited evidence demonstrating school based delivery of DBS
with parents of children aged 3–5 years. Implementing DBS
parenting interventions within school settings when children start,
or are in their early school years, may achieve improved language
outcomes for children and additionally support efforts to build
good home/school links (Cristofaro and Tamis-LeMonda, 2012;
Vernon-Feagans et al., 2020). Delivering DBS programs in, and
through, educational settings may further disseminate the positive
effects of DBS and improve school readiness outcomes (Welsh et al.,
2014).

The current study was designed to:

i) Test the feasibility and acceptability of the Murray and Cooper
‘Books Together’ program delivered by school-based staff to
parents of children aged 3–5 years.

ii) Explore initial effectiveness of the program in terms of its
impact on child language and social-emotional competencies
and parenting skills.

2 Materials and methods

2.1 Design

Data were collected as part of a pre-post pilot study using
a mixed methods approach to explore the impact of school-
based delivery of the Books Together program (Murray et al.,
2018). Quantitative analysis assessed outcomes using a repeated
measures design via questionnaires, a gaming format child language
assessment, and direct observation of parent/child interactions.
Qualitative interviews were analyzed using thematic analysis to

explore satisfaction with, and the feasibility of delivery of, the
program for parents and school-based facilitators.

2.2 Participants

Details of the study were sent to all schools in North Wales
using a monthly education bulletin disseminated by the Regional
School Effectiveness and Improvement Service for North Wales.
Schools were invited to contact the research team with expressions
of interest. Five primary schools responded and were recruited
through direct telephone contact and visits to the school. Two
schools delivered teaching predominantly through the medium of
Welsh and the three predominantly in English. Prior to program
delivery one Welsh school withdrew from the study as they
were unsuccessful in recruiting parents, therefore four schools
participated in the study.

A convenience sample of parents were recruited by the schools
who sent letters home and/or directly contacted families of children
in need of support in areas of language, behavior, and/or social
interactions. Families were eligible for inclusion if they could
commit to the 7-week program and had a child aged 3–5 years
in the participating school. Five parents from each of the four
schools agreed to participate, however, one parent from each school
withdrew before program delivery (see flow diagram in Figure 1).

FIGURE 1

Participant flow diagram.
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2.3 Measures

2.3.1 Family demographic questionnaire
This questionnaire captured information regarding basic

socio-demographic details, including characteristics of the family
structure, parental education, and participant age.

2.3.2 Feasibility outcomes
Feasibility outcomes were operationalized as program

engagement (number of sessions attended) and acceptability
(explored using semi-structured interviews with parents and
school-based staff).

2.3.3 Parent-child interactions
The observation was based on categories from the Dyadic

Parent-Child Interaction Coding System (DPICS; Robinson and
Eyberg, 1981) to assess parent/child interactions during a 10-min
shared reading activity. Five verbal behavior categories: unlabeled
praise, labeled praise, encouragement, reflection, and negative
parenting were used to capture parenting behaviors taught in the
programme. The DPICS is a widely researched measurement tool
and has shown good reliability (r = 0.91 parent behavior; r = 0.92
child behavior; Robinson and Eyberg, 1981). An additional three
verbal categories [academic coaching, social emotional coaching
and linking to child experience (expansion)] that were developed
for an earlier school readiness trial were also coded using the same
process (Hutchings et al., 2020).

2.3.4 Child behavior
The Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ; Goodman,

1997) is a brief parent-reported behavioral screening measure
for 2–17-year-olds to detect social-emotional and behavioral
problems. The SDQ has 25 items measured on a 3-point Likert
scale, with responses not true, somewhat true, and certainly
true. It has five subscales: emotional symptoms, conduct
problems, hyperactivity and inattention, peer relationship
problems, and prosocial behavior. A total difficulties score is
attained by combining scores from the four problem subscales.
Higher scores indicate greater levels of difficulties/strengths.
The SDQ has good internal consistency (mean a = 0.73),
test–retest stability (r = 0.62), and discriminant validity
(Stone et al., 2010).

2.3.5 Child social-emotional ability
The Ages and Stages Social–Emotional questionnaire (ASQ:SE;

Squires et al., 2001) is a parent-completed social-emotional
screener for children aged between 1 and 6 years. Each
questionnaire contains 39 questions covering seven behavioral
areas: self-regulation, compliance, adaptive functioning, autonomy,
affect, social-communication, and interaction with people. Items
score on a three-point Likert scale, often/always, sometimes,
or rarely/never which are converted to points of 10, 5, and
0, respectively. Lower scores (0–70) indicate expected levels of
social-emotional competency, medium scores (70–85) indicate
further monitoring is required, and higher scores (85 and above)
indicate high risk of current social-emotional problems. The
ASQ:SE has high internal consistency (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.82)
(Squires et al., 2001).

2.3.6 Parental competence
The Parenting Sense of Competence Scale (PSOC; Johnstone

and Mash, 1989) is a 17-item self-report questionnaire that
measures parents’ sense of their own competence using two broad
scales: efficacy and satisfaction. Responses are rated on a six-point
Likert scale from 1 = strongly disagree to 6 = strongly agree. The
PSOC has strong internal consistency (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.80)
(Ohan et al., 2000).

2.3.7 Child language
The Early Years Toolbox (EYT; Howard and Melhuish, 2016)

is a 45-item iPad-based assessment of children’s ability to identify
and name objects to assess child language ability and takes around
5 min to complete. Children respond verbally to images on the iPad,
and responses are recorded by the researcher on the app by clicking
one of three individual keys: correct response, specific response,
or do not know. The measure displays excellent internal reliability
(Cronbach’s alpha = 0.92) (Howard and Melhuish, 2016).

2.4 Ethical considerations

Ethical approval was obtained from Bangor School of
Psychology Ethics committee (application number: 2019-16439).
All study participants provided written informed consent
before participating.

2.5 Procedures

Data were collected from participants during two home visits,
one following informed consent (baseline) and one immediately
following program completion. Semi-structured interviews with
parents and school-based staff were also conducted after program
completion. Each parent/child dyad was observed and video-
recorded for 10 min in a reading observation for later analysis. An
Usborne Farmyard Tales series book, for children aged between 3
and 6 years, was provided and parents were asked to look at the
book with their child for 10 min. The books include brief simple
text in a bright and colorful context. To control for prior experience
“The Naughty Sheep” was used at baseline and “Pig got Stuck” at
follow-up. Parents were asked to share the book with their child for
10 min in a way that was most comfortable to them. The researcher
informed parents when the 10 min had elapsed. A camera was
set up to record the interaction and a timer used to time the
duration. If the parent finished the book before the 10 min had
ended, the researcher prompted them to continue by saying “There
are X minutes remaining, would you mind carrying on please.”
All researchers completed training prior to any data collection.
Following training, the first author (primary coder) coded all video
observations, and the second author (the criterion coder) coded
25% of randomly selected videos for inter-rater reliability. The
interclass correlations (ICC) were between 0.795 and 0.987.

Schools released a staff member to attend the 2-day DBS
training in January 2019 and for 2 hours a week for 7-weeks to
deliver the program to parents between February and April 2019.
Staff were trained by a certified trainer who had initially attended
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training delivered by the South African Mikhulu Trust that led the
earlier South African work.

School-based staff delivered the seven session Books Together
program over seven 2-hour weekly sessions (Murray et al., 2018).
A member of staff from each school (one teacher and three teaching
assistants) were trained and provided with the resources needed
to deliver the program. Each session introduces specific strategies.
Topics include building and enriching language, numbers, and
comparisons, linking to child experience, feelings, intentions,
perceptions, and strengthening relationships. During the first hour
PowerPoint slides, illustrative video clips and group discussion
take place. During the second hour, children join their parents
under the guidance of the facilitator, to practice the strategies
taught that week. Parents receive feedback and instruction for
continued practice. A new book and handout are provided after
each session for home practice. The weekly handout (one side of
A4) briefly explained the skill for that week’s session and gave
examples of strategies to use with that week’s book (e.g., open ended
questions to exploring characters feelings during week 4). Parents
are encouraged to practice for 10–15 min a day with their child.
Discussion on home practice is explored at the start of the following
session.

2.6 Statistical analysis

Measures of parental competence, child behavior, language,
and social-emotional ability were analyzed using SPSS. Data were
scored according to the guidelines for each measure. Paired samples
t-tests were performed to determine intervention effects. The
SDQ, ASQ:SE, and behavioral observation measures violated the
assumption of normality and were therefore analyzed using an
equivalent non-parametric test (Wilcox Signed Rank). Effect sizes
were calculated including Cohen’s d for the paired t-test and
r for the non-parametric Wilcoxon Signed Rank test. Cohen’s
classifications were used for interpretation (0.1 small, 0.3 medium,
0.5 large) (Cohen, 1988).

Interviews were recorded to capture in their own words, the
ideas, views, and experiences of parents and facilitators who had
completed/delivered the program. Thematic analysis (Braun and
Clarke, 2014) was used to establish the feasibility and acceptability.
The recorded interviews were sent to an external transcribing
company and, once transcribed, were read, and re-read by the first
author to generate a list of ideas to enable themes to be identified.
Transcripts were also coded independently by the third author for
inter-rater reliability.

3 Results

3.1 Sample characteristics

Fifteen mothers and one father participated. Nine children
(56%) were male and seven (44%) lived in single parent homes.
Nine parents (56%) were unemployed and four (25%) had left
school without qualifications (see Table 1). Most children (n = 11,
69%) scored high or very high on the parent reported SDQ
indicating significant behavioral concerns. Seven children (44%)

TABLE 1 Sample characteristics at baseline.

Demographics All (N = 16)

Parent Age, years: M (SD) 33.44 (6.67)

Child age, months: M (SD) 56.87 (6.89)

Parent gender, male: n (%) 1 (6.25)

Child gender, male: n (%) 9 (56.25)

Age parent left school, years: M (SD) 16.69 (2.24)

Further Education: n (%) 12 (75.0)

scored as high-risk on the ASQ:SE suggesting significant social-
emotional difficulties.

3.2 Program engagement

All participants completed the program, with 12 parents (75%)
attending at least six sessions and 10 (63%) attending all seven
(mean attendance = 6.19, SD = 1.28).

3.3 Feasibility and acceptability

3.3.1 School-based staff
All four facilitators undertook an interview after completing

program delivery. Two main themes related to feasibility and
acceptability were identified: Program feedback; Feasibility and
challenges. All facilitators reported that the program developed
supportive friendships with parents in a safe, encouraging
environment and that it was easy to deliver and the process was
enjoyable. They described how the group setting created a friendly
atmosphere to deliver the content, which was well-supported by
the program resources. The colorfulness and diversity of the books
appealed to everyone and created enjoyable learning experiences
for children. Two facilitators thought that the program was an asset
to the school curriculum. Two facilitators also reported that the
program offered themselves creative ideas to engage children with
books and facilitated improved child engagement during lessons. In
addition, three facilitators reported that the program taught them
to adjust their teaching techniques during the group sessions to
support parental learning.

Some barriers were reported by school staff including group
management challenges (n = 2) and lack of resources to deliver
such as access to available rooms (n = 2) and software to deliver the
PowerPoint content. Two utilized their own personal equipment
for content delivery. Furthermore, all reported challenges with the
poor video and volume quality of the equipment that the program
provided, which obstructed the effectiveness of delivery.

3.3.2 Parents
All sixteen parents completed an interview following program

completion. Three main themes were identified: Benefits for
parents; Child benefits; Program and resource feedback. All parents
reported that the program was empowering, supportive and well-
informed, that it developed their communication skills and that
their children responded positively. Twelve (75%) parents said that
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they improved in their ability to coach children to consider their
own and other’s feelings, and that this enabled them to resolve
their children’s behavior challenges more effectively. In addition,
the one-to-one time that book-sharing created was valued by
parents (n = 9, 56.25%), as it offered an enjoyable child-centered
activity that improved interactions and reinforced positive bonds
and parents began to feel closer to their children. Twelve (75%)
parents valued the interactive nature of the group as it provided
an opportunity to make new friendships and share views and
opinions in a non-judgmental atmosphere. Parents also enjoyed
engaging with their children’s learning experiences during school
and valued the home/school partnerships that was created (n = 8,
50%), feeling more welcomed and comfortable in the school
setting and consequently, more interested in their child’s school life
(n = 10, 62.50%).

All parents reported benefits to their children’s cognitive and
social/emotional development. Book-sharing was viewed as an
age-appropriate social/emotional learning experience to support
children to develop empathy, recognize the feelings of themselves
and others, regulate emotions, and cultivate healthy relationships
(n = 13, 81.25%). Eleven parents (68.75%) also reported that book-
sharing reinforced children’s enjoyment of books and strengthened
their focused attention. In addition, four parents (25%) thought
that children’s expressive language improved as book-sharing
created an interesting and enjoyable context in which to engage in
conversations and increase their use of words.

Most parents (n = 12, 75%) reported that the program
resources, primarily the books and videos, supported learning and
take-home handouts were a valuable addition to weekly sessions
providing a reminder of key learning points for home practice.
With one exception, the books were positively evaluated for their
lack of written content, variety, cultural sensitivity, and colorfulness
which offered an enjoyable and entertaining context in which to
build a story based on children’s interests. However, five parents
(31.25%) considered that the book from the final session was
a barrier to child engagement, as it was deficient in color and

picture clarity making it difficult to engage them positively with the
content. Other challenges for parents included finding the time for
home practice due to work and other commitments (n = 1, 6.25%),
and the inconvenience to some parents of weekly sessions in the
school that did not coincide with start or end of the school day
(n = 2, 12.50%).

3.4 Pre-post course results

Follow up measures were collected from all 16 parents (100%
retention). For the observation outcomes, a Wilcoxon signed-
rank non-parametric test showed significant increases in the
frequency of use of the positive parenting strategies of praise and
encouragement (d = 0.5), reflection (d = 0.6), academic coaching
(d = 0.8), social-emotional coaching (d = 0.7), and linking (d = 0.6).
There was also a reduction in use of negative parenting strategies
(d = 0.5). A paired samples t-test on parental competence showed
improved parenting competence and satisfaction (d = 1.12).
Children displayed increased expressive language competence
(d = 1.15) and had reduced overall behavior problems at follow-up
compared to baseline (d = 0.7). Furthermore, children had reduced
overall social-emotional difficulties compared to baseline (d = 0.9)
(see Table 2).

4 Discussion

This paper reports on the first feasibility study of school-based
delivery of the Books Together program for parents of 3–5-year-
olds (Murray et al., 2018). It explored feasibility and exploratory
outcomes for children and parents.

In terms of feasibility, schools committed staff time for
the training, recruitment of parents and for program delivery.
They recruited parents of children whom they believed might
benefit through direct contact. This approach recruited four

TABLE 2 Baseline and follow-up parent and child outcomes.

Parent outcomes Baseline M (SD) Follow-up M (SD) p ES

Praise and encouragementa 9.63 (7.03) 14.21 (8.98) 0.039* 0.5

Reflectiona 14.43 (9.94) 20.07 (12.18) 0.020* 0.6

Questionsa 4.86 (4.19) 3.07 (3.17) 0.222 −0.1

Academic coachinga 47.36 (18.67) 67.21 (22.04) 0.003** 0.8

Social-Emotional coachinga 5.93 (5.34) 12.86 (7.57) 0.008** 0.7

Linkinga 1.93 (2.01) 6.29 (6.71) 0.017* 0.6

Negative strategiesa 3.64 (4.05) 1.50 (2.53) 0.044* −0.5

Parenting competency 70.94 (13.02) 84.31 (10.67) <0.001** 1.13

Child outcomes M (SD) M (SD) p ES

Child language (EYT) 26.40 (10.32) 38.73 (11.19) 0.001** 1.15

Child behavior (SDQ) 12.88 (7.62) 9.06 (6.38) 0.009* −0.7

Child social-emotional ability (ASQ–SE) 73.13 (51.21) 35.94 (31.26) 0.001** −0.9

EYT, early years toolbox; SDQ, strengths and difficulties questionnaire; ASQ-SE, ages and stages social emotional measure.
aObserved variables.
*Sig at p < 0.05.
**Sig at p < 0.01.
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parents in each school. Parenting programs do not always
reach the families who could most benefit, and collaborative
approaches are needed to ensure that families most likely to
benefit are recruited (Williams et al., 2020). The results from
this trial showed that using a proactive approach, targeting and
contacting those whose children were considered most in need,
produced successful recruitment of families of children for whom
both the school and parents had concerns. Given that parental
engagement in children’s education is a key factor in school
success (Kingston et al., 2013) establishing how to encourage
increased parental involvement, particularly among a group of
parents that are least likely to engage with schools is important.
Typically, high attrition rates in parenting programs remain a
problem (Chacko et al., 2016) but in this study, parent retention
was excellent with all 16 parents completing the program with
a mean attendance of 6.19 sessions. School staff reported the
program as acceptable, enjoyable, and easy to deliver. School
staff reported that they would like to continue to deliver the
program confirming that it is a feasible and acceptable intervention
for school-based delivery. However, some delivery barriers were
reported including practical considerations such as timing, lack
of school resources to deliver and technical difficulties. This
suggests that school procedures and video software may need to
be refined to address the practicalities of school-based delivery
of the program. Furthermore, school facilitators reported group
management challenges. Facilitator training did not include group
leadership skills training and no supervision was provided during
program delivery. Given the complex needs of the families
recruited, group leadership skills training and supervision with
a skilled practitioner during program delivery may address the
gaps in the skill set required to manage the group setting more
effectively (Flay et al., 2005; Falender, 2018). Despite the barriers,
the null attrition rate and high parental engagement suggests that
the Books Together program may be an acceptable and feasible
parenting intervention to positively engage schools, parents, and
children.

Similar to other DBS studies, this study reports significant
improvements in children’s expressive language, pro-social
behavior, and social/emotional competence (Cooper et al.,
2015; Murray et al., 2016; Dowdall et al., 2020). The study also
reported a significant improvement in observed positive, and a
significant reduction in observed negative, parenting strategies and
competence. Despite the small sample size the effect sizes ranged
from medium to large demonstrating that the magnitude of the
result transfers over from being statistically significant to effective
in practice in the real world, representing real benefit for children
and parents (Aarts et al., 2014). However, the lack of control group
suggests that caution should be taken in interpreting the results,
particularly given that a recent RCT of the same intervention
delivered by children’s center staff found no significant effects for
child outcomes (Murray et al., 2023).

4.1 Strengths and limitations

The current study has strengths including the high rates
of parental attendance, retention, and program satisfaction as

well as the use of a mixed methods approach. However, it
also has several limitations including the small sample size
and absence of control group. This reduces the generalizability
of the findings as well as limiting the interpretation of
the findings. Furthermore, since the study had a limited
timescale, it was not possible to explore long-term program
impact.

5 Conclusion

Despite UK early intervention initiatives children are still
arriving at school, and in increasing numbers, without the
school readiness skills that will enable them to benefit long
term in an educational environment. Schools can identify these
children, and do implement interventions for them, however,
the home influence is still the strongest predictor of academic
outcomes and parent involvement in children’s school life is
also impacts on children’s outcomes regardless of child and
family characteristics. Delivery of this program to targeted parents
as a supportive intervention to help their children in school
was successful in recruiting parents of children who benefited
from the intervention. The school setting also made delivery
easy as the children were on hand for the rehearsal part of
the program. Despite the limitations this is the first trial that
we are aware of that explores delivery of a DBS program by
school based staff to parents of identified high risk school aged
children. The preliminary findings are positive and justify a
larger, more rigorous RCT trial. The process of delivering to
parents during their children’s early school years has several
benefits. It builds home-school links, it teaches skills to both
parents and school-based staff, school-based staff can encourage
parents of children with language and communication needs
and the children are accessible for the second half of the
session obviating the need for childcare. Therefore, current
findings support the need for more rigorous future research to
explore the benefits of school-based delivery of the program
on parental strategies and wellbeing, and children’s school
readiness skills.
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