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The shared reading of digital storybooks with young children: 
Parents’ perspectives
Maria Nicholas and Louise Paatsch

School of Education, Deakin University, Geelong, Australia

ABSTRACT
The possibilities and challenges of digital technologies for young 
children are widely documented. However, parental guidelines 
place greater emphasis upon potential harms, advocating that 
parents limit their children’s screen time, or advise that parents 
simply read digital texts as they would a printed text. Our study 
investigated 22 Australian parents’ perspectives of their 2–3-year- 
old child’s experiences with digital devices and their views of read-
ing digital storybooks to understand whether parents were cogni-
sant of or engaged in practices that appeared to limit their child’s 
screen time, and whether parents noted any differences when 
shared reading printed and digital texts with their child. Results 
showed that many parents (1) limit screen time and therefore do 
not engage in shared digital text reading, consigning children’s 
screen time to unsupervised use; and (2) were aware that the 
reading of digital texts often is, and at times should differ to the 
reading of printed texts. These findings suggest that advising par-
ents to limit screen time may result in parents avoiding the use of 
digital texts when shared reading with their child. Furthermore, 
recommending that parents read digital texts as they would printed 
texts may encourage parents to have unrealistic and/or frustrating 
expectations.
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Introduction

Decades of research has found that adult-child shared book reading positively 
influences young children’s language, emotional, social and cognitive development 
(For example, Bus, van Ijzendoorn and Pellegrini 1995; Dowdall et al. 2020; 
Phillips, Norris, and Anderson 2008; Rollo and Sulla 2016), all while access to 
storybooks has expanded to included multimedia formats (Takacs, Swart, and Bus  
2015) alongside the more traditional print-based text. Research into shared read-
ing practices has served to reinforced the influence of the home environment 
(2006) and a child’s socially mediated engagement with tools, experiences and 
activities (2012) - such as the shared reading of storybooks – in supporting child 
development. As family access to multimedia has expanded, significant media 
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attention, policy regulations, and recent research has reported on both the possi-
bilities and challenges for young children as they learn and connect with digital 
technologies (Straker et al. 2018), however, in direct contrast to the positive 
findings associated with printed storybook reading, greater emphasis has been 
placed upon the potential harms of the digital, which has been found to provide 
the most notable influence over parents’ mediation practices and child behaviours. 
This has presented parents with two seemingly straightforward roles: limiting the 
time their children spend interacting with digital texts, while also ensuring they 
play an active role in the shared reading practices they engage in with their young 
children.

The international campaign advocating for a limit on young children’s use of 
screen-based technologies, for example, influenced by parental guidelines and 
advice provided by health, education, media, and industry authorities (Straker 
et al. 2018), has resulted in many parents limiting their children’s engagement 
with such technologies (Blum-Ross and Livingstone 2018). In Australia, Early 
Childhood Australia’s ((ECA) 2018, 10) guidelines on young children’s digital 
technology use advises parents and educators against long periods of sitting for 
children aged two years and older, specifically when engaging with screen-based 
digital technologies. The ECA guidelines report the recommendations made by the 
American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) media use guidelines (Council on 
Communications and Media 2016), suggesting ‘a limit of one hour of sedentary 
screen time per day’ (Early Childhood Australia (ECA) 2018, 19). Current 
Australian guidelines on exercise and physical activity for young children (birth 
to 5 years), also reflect the 2016 American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) media 
use guidelines, advising parents to ‘avoid sedentary screen-based activities’ in 
order to help ‘children grow healthy and develop good habits for life’ 
(Australian Government Department of Health 2021). The AAP recommend no 
screen time for children under two years, and no more than one hour per day for 
children aged two to five years, reporting that long periods of sedentary beha-
viours and unsupervised use of screens can result in children having delayed 
language, experiencing challenges with learning to read, and being less ready for 
school.

This paper draws on a small-scale qualitative study to problematise the advocacy of 
generalised media use guidelines such as those listed above, to explore how generalised 
media use guidelines may potentially influence the shared reading behaviours of parents 
who routinely read with their 2–3-year-old children. This study was motivated by the 
concern that the overgeneralisation and broad application of media use recommenda-
tions is not without its shortcomings. The assumption that screen time is generally 
speaking both sedentary and passive (Straker et al. 2018), for example, and will result 
in delayed language and reading development (Australian Government Department of 
Health 2021), fails to take into consideration the varied content and form of the digital, 
such as nuances in the type, format, content and genre of digital books, and how some 
technology-enhanced storybooks have been found to benefit children’s story compre-
hension and expressive vocabulary (Takacs, Swart, and Bus 2015). Advocating for 
a general principle that limits screen time encourages the view that the digital is 
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a uniform entity and highlights the potentially harmful consequences of such general-
isations, given that

The very discourse of screen time distracts parents into counting minutes rather than 
making judgements about the nature of their children’s media use or reflecting on how 
they interact with their children through media (Blum-Ross and Livingstone 2018, 185).

In addition, while the AAP and the Australian guidelines recommend that parents should 
engage with their child while using screen-based technologies, discouraging unsuper-
vised use, there is little advice on what parents should do when engaging in shared 
activities, such as the shared reading/viewing of digital texts. Parents are simply advised 
‘to interact with children during eBook reading, as they would a print book’ (Council on 
Communications and Media 2016), even though, in practice, the shared reading of digital 
texts can differ to that of printed texts (Chiong et al. 2012; Lauricella, Barr, and Calvert  
2014; Strouse and Ganea 2017).

In this paper we highlight that advising parents to limit screen time as a general 
principle or that they read digital texts as they would printed texts are problematic 
recommendations. Our study revealed that parents are not entirely unaware that the 
shared reading of digital texts can, often does, and at times should differ to that of printed 
texts. Furthermore, we found that when parents limit screen time – no matter its content 
or form – such a practice can result in young children meeting their daily quota during 
unsupervised use, an outcome that runs counter to AAP and Australian guidelines. As 
such, we contend that advising parents to read the digital as they would printed texts, or 
to simply limit screen time as a general principle, are recommendations that merit further 
investigation in order to avoid unrealistic or problematic parental expectations and 
practices that may further perpetuate negative attitudes towards the digital among the 
adult community, and potentially harmful practices for young children.

Parental mediation of digital storybook reading

Using the methodology for critically engaging with and offering ‘conceptual 
clarity’ on an emerging issue (Abebe 2019, 2), this article begins by presenting 
select examples that illustrate the various debates found in literature regarding 
children’s mediated use of digital technologies, serving to situate and clarify the 
motivation for our study. The review begins with an exploration of children’s 
mediated digital storybook reading and ends with an exploration of children’s 
mediated use of digital technologies in general. Adult-child shared book reading is 
a practice that many young children experience – collaboratively exploring and 
interacting with the same reading material, typically using printed texts (Zucker 
et al. 2013). A large body of research highlights the importance of shared book 
reading, as it has been found to support young children’s cognition, language 
skills, readiness for school, and early reading behaviours (Flack, Field, and Horst  
2018; Mol et al. 2008; Read and Quirke 2018; Sénéchal 2011). Findings from such 
research has led to the development of recommendations that encourage parents 
to participate in shared book reading experiences, particularly in supporting talk 
around the text (Australian Government Department of Health 2021, 2022; 
National Literacy Trust 2017; Nelson n.d.). Such research has also contributed 
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to the view that shared book reading be prioritised and considered ‘high-quality 
sedentary behaviour’ when compared to ‘sedentary screen time’ (Australian 
Government Department of Health 2022, 1–2), which to date, has received far 
less research compared to the historically available printed storybook. 
Furthermore, when engaging with digital texts, bodies such as the Council on 
Communications and Media (2016) advise that ‘parents should . . . be instructed 
to interact with children during eBook reading, as they would a print book.’ Yet, 
the evidence that has informed such recommendations is unclear given that there 
is limited research investigating eBook reading experiences and the benefits of 
such digital forms in supporting young children’s learning. Furthermore, much of 
the research that does exist focuses on comparing the shared reading of digital 
texts with the shared reading of printed texts, with a somewhat implied assump-
tion, much like the recommendation from the Council on Communications and 
Media (2016), that they should be read similarly and achieve similar outcomes, 
rather than focusing on the unique affordances that the digital text may provide.

To date, the research on the shared reading of digital texts has presented with 
contradictory findings. McNab and Fielding-Barnsley (2013) found that the six 
Australian parents from their study engaged in little dialogic talk when reading 
digital texts with their children. In contrast, Fisch et al. (2002) found that the 
seven American adult-child dyads from their study engaged in the same kind of 
talk when reading digital texts, as parents reading print texts. Similar findings 
were reported in the research of Cheng and Tsai (2014) who found that adults 
engage in a variety of dialogic and non-dialogic reading behaviours when shared 
reading a digital text with their child. They noted that the types of behaviours 
were often dependent on the parents’ personal disposition and/or that of their 
child. For example, parents and children took turns at being the dominator when 
shared reading – to varying degrees between participant pairs – while at other 
times the dyads engaged in reciprocal dialogic talk, with differences between 
dyads appearing to influence children’s comprehension outcomes. Differences in 
findings suggest that parental and/or child disposition more so than the text itself 
may have a greater influence on the type of engagement and adult-child interac-
tions children will experience when shared reading, whether engaging with the 
digital or print (Mol et al. 2008; Cheng and Tsai 2014). Collectively, these findings 
highlight that a variety of variables may influence parents’ mediation strategies 
during shared reading, including disposition, parent/child interactions and beha-
viours, and/or the content or form of the text.

Digital texts have potential for many more features and functionality than printed 
texts and can vary greatly from one text to another, making it challenging to develop clear 
guidelines for parents, when compared to the parental recommendations that have been 
developed for printed texts. For example, Cheng and Tsai’s (2014) study used an 
augmented reality text that required the user to hold the digital device over the printed 
pages of a book. McNab and Fielding-Barnsley’s (2013) study used digital texts displayed 
on an iPad with hotspots that would read words aloud, provide definitions, or record the 
user’s voice. Strouse and Ganea (2017) used a digital text that had the capacity to play 
music, animations, sound effects, and automated narration when the page was turned 
with a swipe. In contrast, Fisch et al. (2002) used computer-based digital texts with print 
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and images similar to a printed picture storybook, and an interactive function that 
allowed the user to tap and turn the page.

Parental mediation of children’s digital technology use

Research has identified some of the benefits that the shared use of the digital may 
promote when parents employ collaborative practices and mediate young children’s 
digital usage. These benefits include allowing for collaborative interactions that follow 
children’s interests (Danby et al. 2013); enabling collaborative interactions from within 
the home with other family members and wider networks of friends and family (Marsh 
et al. 2017); and providing opportunities for children to explore and develop dispositions 
that foster learning, such as problem-solving skills and sustained attention (Plowman, 
Stephen, and McPake 2010). Concurrently, however, research has also found that many 
parents lack a ‘key reference to inform their ethnotheories’ of how technologies can be 
used by their children and for what purposes (Plowman 2014, 42). As such, parents base 
their beliefs and practices on an amalgamation of their own experiences of technology at 
school, home or work, and the varied and often conflicting advice from health, education, 
media, and industry authorities (Straker et al. 2018).

Research findings from two international studies, collectively spanning nine countries, 
found that parental decision-making on children’s access to digital technologies focused 
on the times, places, and context of their use, but not necessarily on content (Dias et al.  
2016; Chaudron et al. 2018). Specifically, access was often used as a reward or punish-
ment, with different rules across family contexts (e.g. grandparents were more permis-
sive). Restrictions on children’s access was somewhat motivated by parents’ concerns 
about their children’s bad-habit formation, including anti-social and addictive beha-
viours, and health issues. Similar findings were reported by Danby et al. (2013) who 
found that the parents in their study also acted as gatekeepers, facilitating or constraining 
their children’s access to the digital. Similar concerns were described by parents of 
school-aged children in France (Danet 2020), where parents reported an awareness of 
the educational affordances of the digital, but rarely used devices for educational pur-
poses. Likewise, Dardanou et al. (2020) found that parents across Norway, Japan and 
Portugal expressed similar tensions regarding their children’s (0–3-year-olds) use of 
touch screen technology. Parents acknowledged their role as mediators of technology 
but were concerned that their children would not develop empathy, imaginative play, 
creativity, or social skills. Yet, despite those concerns, most parents allowed their children 
access to the digital, stating that the technologies acted as an effective babysitter – often 
used by their children during independent activity.

Use of digital devices as a ‘babysitter’, used to entertain children, quieten, distract or 
engage children when their parents are otherwise occupied, has been reflected in 
a number of studies (Nicholas and Paatsch 2021; Radesky et al. 2016; Sergi et al. 2017). 
Parental guilt in using technologies in this way has also been reported (Kumpulainen and 
Gillen 2019; Seo and Lee 2017). In addition, there is a ‘taken for granted’ assumption that 
children have the capacity to use devices independently (Danby et al. 2013) – an 
assumption that was also reported by Dias et al. (2016), and Chaudron et al. (2018) 
who noted that children were not ‘purposefully guided and often only remotely super-
vised during digital activities’ (Dias et al. 2016, 424). As such, research has found that 
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while some parents may acknowledge and recognise the benefits of using digital tech-
nologies with their children, there remains a heavy focus on the potential harms of the 
digital for child development, to the detriment of their potential benefits via 
mediated use.

Some researchers, while advocating for the digital (e.g. Kucirkova, Littleton, and 
Kyparissiadis 2018) suggest that striking a balance between digital and non-digital 
experiences will address the challenge of knowing how best to mediate children’s digital 
media use in this uncertain landscape in a way that will mitigate potential harms. Parents 
have been found to agree, with van Kruistum and van Steensel (2017) finding that the 
quest for balance was a core value driving their parent participants’ decision-making as 
they strive to strike a balance between digital media use, family needs, and other leisure 
time activities. However, these findings raise a similar dilemma whereby advocating for 
balance continues to ‘distract’ parents into ‘counting minutes rather than making judge-
ments’ (Blum-Ross and Livingstone 2018, 185), with the assumption that quantity, rather 
than quality, is the key.

The current study

This study was influenced by sociocultural theories that acknowledge the influence of the 
home environment (Samuelsson et al. 2006) and a child’s socially mediated engagement 
with tools, experiences and activities (Vygotsky 2012) as being critical to child develop-
ment. Guided by this framework, the aim of this study was to investigate parents’ views of 
(1) their young children’s (aged 2–3-years) digital technologies usage and (2) their 
understandings of shared eBook reading experiences to explore whether parents who 
read regularly with their children appear to be influenced by media use guidelines. In 
doing so, we sought to explore whether there appeared to be any connection between 
parents’ views and understandings, their mediation practices, and the media use recom-
mendations highlighted in guidelines to parents. In particular, we sought to explore 
whether parents showed behaviours that appeared to (1) limit screen time for their 
children, (2) ensured supervised use of the digital when their young children engaged 
with digital technologies, and (3) whether parents noted any differences in practices 
between the shared reading of digital and printed storybooks. To support these aims, the 
following research questions were explored:

(1) What are toddlers’ experiences with digital devices, as reported by their parents?
(2) How do parents view the shared reading of digital texts with their toddlers, 

compared to the shared reading of printed texts?

Materials and methods

Participants

Participants included 23 parent-child dyads selected from a regional town in Western 
Victoria, Australia – a location that had a higher-than-average socio-economic back-
ground (Australian Bureau of Statistics 2016). Participants were recruited via the dis-
semination of posters at the local library and on noticeboards at the researchers’ 
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university. Inclusion criteria included parents of two- or three-year-old children who 
routinely read to their child and were willing to read digital and printed texts with their 
child during data collection.

The 23 parent-child dyads included 16 dyads with two-year-old children, and 
seven dyads with three-year-old children. Table 1 shows that the 16 two-year-old 
dyads included 15 parents (one father, and 14 mothers) and 16 children (10 Males, 6 
Females). One parent was born in Australia with two children born in Ethiopia. 
A further 12 parents were born in Australia, one parent was born in Germany and 
another in China, all with two-year-old children born in Australia. The seven three- 
year-old dyads included three mothers born in Australia and four mothers born in 
countries outside of Australia including China, Malaysia, Venezuela, and Romania. 
Six of the seven children were born in Australia, and one was born in China. The 
mean age of parents in both groups were similar, 35.7 years and 35.4 years 
respectively.

Table 2 presents details of the 22 parents. Results show that most parents held 
university degrees (82%), with over two-thirds employed in administration, busi-
ness, and finance (36%), and teaching or higher education (32%). The main 
language spoken at home and used when reading with their child was English 
(86% and 82% respectively), while two parents spoke English and another 

Table 1. Participants’ age, gender and country of birth.

Number of 
dyads

Mean Age of 
parent (years)

Parent’s 
gender

Child’s 
gender

Parent country of 
birth

Toddler country 
of birth

Male Female Male Female

2-year-old 
parent- 
child dyads

16* 35.7 1 14 10 6 13 Australia 
1 Germany 
1 China

14 Australia 
2 Ethiopia

3-year-old 
parent- 
child dyads

7 35.4 7 4 3 3 Australia 
1 China 
1 Malaysia 
1 Venezuela 
1 Romania

6 Australia 
China

*One parent had two adopted children (not twins) and participated with each toddler separately.

Table 2. Parent participants’ highest level of education; occupation, and main language/s used in the 
home.

Parent highest  
level of education Parent occupation

Main language 
spoken at home

Main language used 
when reading with 

their child

2-year-old parent-child 
dyads (n=16 dyads; 
15 parents)

13 University 
2 Year 11 and 12

4 Administration 
4 Teachers 
2 Health profession 
2 Academics 
1 Flight Attendant 
1 Firefighter 
1 Stay at home

13 English 
2 English and 
another language

13 English 
2 English and another 
language

3-year-old parent-child 
dyads (n = 7)

5 University 
2 Year 11 and 12

4 Business & 
Administration 
1 Academic 
1 Student 
1 Stay at home

6 English 
1 Mandarin

5 English 
1 Mandarin 
1 English & another 
language
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language in the home, and four parents read to their child in a language other 
than English.

Data collection tools, procedures and analysis

Two data collection tools were used in the reporting of results for this paper: (1) 
a questionnaire; and (2) semi-structured interviews.

Questionnaire

The questionnaire collected data in the following four areas: (1) parents’ demographic 
details including their age, place of birth, highest level of qualification, occupation, and 
language/s spoken at home; (2) child’s age, gender, and place of birth; (3) parents’ 
familiarity with the study’s shared reading texts; and (4) the frequency with which 
parents read printed and digital texts with their child. Parents completed the question-
naire prior to reading two digital and two printed texts with their child at the data 
collection site.

All data were analysed and presented in the form of descriptive statistics.

Semi-structured interviews

Following each shared book reading experience, two with printed and two with digital 
texts, and later, within two months of the fourth shared reading experience, parents 
were invited to participate in semi-structured interviews (5 interviews each). The 
main aims of these interviews were to explore parents’ lived experiences of the shared 
reading of printed and digital texts, their children’s use of digital technologies, and 
their thoughts on the ways in which printed and digital texts should be read with 
their child. The two printed texts were ‘Where is the Green Sheep?’ (Fox and Horacek  
2004) and ‘Shrieking Violet’ (Quay 2010). The two digital texts were ‘But not the 
Hippopotamus’ (Boynton 2013) and ‘The Wrong Book’ (Bland 2012) – electronically 
re-contextualised versions of the print-based originals (Bland 2009; Boynton 1982). 
The illustrations and narratives in the digital texts were a direct copy of the printed 
originals, with some enhancements. For example, tapping on hotspots caused illus-
trations to animate, produce sounds and move. Tapping on words activated narration, 
and swiping caused the page to turn. Bland (2012) also had an additional function 
that caused some objects to move with a tilt of the device, and a recording option that 
allowed the user to record and play their own voice in place of the pre-recorded 
narration.

Interviews were video recorded and transcribed verbatim for later analysis. Data was 
coded using Thematic Coding (Schreier 2013, 173) by both researchers. The open nature 
of the semi-structured interview data allowed for the adoption of Henri’s inductive 
approach to analysis (Herrington and Oliver 1999) where the meaning associated with 
the unit of data (i.e. a word, sentence, or phrase) was included in the code, noting 
patterns in the data. Themes were identified during first-cycle open coding until ‘satura-
tion’ was reached (Schreier 2013, 176) (i.e. no new themes were identified). The 
researchers compared their findings and merged similar themes during second-cycle 
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coding. In instances where codes differed, the researchers recoded until agreement was 
reached.

Ethics approval

Ethics approval was obtained from the Deakin University Human Research Ethics 
Committee (DUHREC). The review included consideration for: (1) minimising any 
risk of harm for the participants and the researcher (Bahn 2012); (2) obtaining 
informed consent; (3) confidentiality and participant anonymity; and (4) providing 
adult participants the right/agency to withdraw and/or pause/reschedule data col-
lection when needed. All parents were provided with a Plain Language Statement 
that explained the aims and activities of the research prior to consenting to 
participate.

Results

Parent reports of toddlers’ digital usage

At the commencement of the study, parents were invited to indicate how often they read 
printed and digital texts with their child. Results showed that 21 of the 22 parents read 
printed texts daily, while one parent (of a two-year-old child) read a few times a week. In 
contrast, nine of the 15 parents (60%) of two-year-old children never read digital texts 
with the children, three parents read them every now and then, one parent read a few 
times a week, and one parent read digital texts daily. Two parents of three-year-old 
children never read digital texts, while three parents read them every now and then, one 
parent read digital texts a few times a week, and one parent read digital texts daily.

Parents were also invited to comment on whether their child used digital devices and if 
so, to explain their use. Results showed that 22 of the 23 children used digital devices – 
one two-year-old child did not. Findings showed that the parents played a significant role 
in mediating their child’s use of digital devices. Specifically, 15 of the 22 parents (68%) 
spoke of controlling access to their child’s usage with parents using language that 
indicated either permission or restriction. Typical responses that showed permissive 
use included: ‘she can use the iPad a little bit then’ (Parent-1), ‘let her have a bit of 
a play’ (Parent-2), ‘she’s allowed to’ (Parent-10); ‘you can have it after dinner’ (Parent-13); 
‘I’ll let her’ (Parent-16); ‘he’s allowed to have it’ (Parent-17); and ‘let them play’ (Parent- 
21). Examples of language indicating restrictive usage included: ‘I really try to limit it’ 
(Parent-11); ‘I try not to let him use it too often’; and ‘then it gets taken off and put away’ 
(Parent-21).

Further scrutiny of the responses from the 15 parents who limited or controlled their 
child’s digital usage showed that approximately half the parents made reference to 
specific time constraints including: ‘she can use the iPad a little bit’ (Parent-1); ‘for 
a couple of minutes’ (Parent-2); ‘From 6 o’clock onwards no TV, no iPad, no nothing’’ 
(Parent-7); ‘avoid electronic devices towards bedtime’ (Parent-8); ‘after dinner for 15  
minutes’ (Parent-13);; and ‘for an hour and a half. . . during that sort of time he’s allowed 
to have the iPad’ (Parent-17).
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Parent views of the shared reading of digital texts with their toddlers

After completing the four shared reading experiences with their two- or three-year-old 
child, parents were invited to compare their shared reading of the two digital texts with 
their shared reading of the two printed texts. All 22 parents stated that the digital 
experience was quite different to the printed experience. Most parents expanded on 
their response, noting that their own or their child’s focus was on discovering what the 
digital text could do, rather than focusing exclusively on the story. Parent-6 described this 
revelation in the following way:

In printed-text-2 I was pointing to some of the pictures but my purpose for pointing was 
different. I wanted to draw attention to what was happening in the story as I was reading. 
Whereas in digital-text-2, it was still looking at the pictures to draw attention to them, but it 
[was] probably more of a novelty thing, as in, ‘Oh what’s this one going to do?’ rather than, 
‘This is really having a big impact on the plot.’

Parents also noted that the interactive functions of the digital text meant that 
‘there’s different things you can do. . . . there’s multiple things happening at the 
same time’ (Parent-3), resulting in them doing ‘a little bit more on the pages than 
what I would have with a straight book’ (Parent-7). Parents also reported that 
many of these interactive features were not immediately obvious: ‘if we don’t click 
on certain things, you wouldn’t know there’s something that you’re missing’ 
(Parent-3) suggesting that the reader need be open to and allocate time to 
‘discovery’ (Parent-10) in ways that differ to the shared reading of printed 
storybooks.

Time for discovery was as much for the parent as it was for the child, with Parent-20 
stating that she was aware of ‘not knowing what was going to happen when she [child] 
touched something’. Along the same vein, parents also noted that they devoted more time 
to ‘teaching them about the technology’ (Parent-13) when shared reading digital texts. 
While engaging in digital discovery, however, parents felt less in control, finding that 
their child took the lead, ‘distracted’ by (Parents 2;14; & 23) or showing interest in the 
interactive features of the text, in effect ‘guiding the tactile experience’ (Parent-10) when 
the parent was inclined to focus on other parts of the text. A similar view was articulated 
by Parent-3 who commented that

who’s taking control of how long you stay on each page is very different to the printed book. 
In a printed situation, sometimes he wants to talk about things but, you are in control of how 
much time and what question you want to ask. But in this situation <gestures at device> 
because it’s quite a lot of noise and other things, you’re not really in control - he’s pretty 
much in control of doing things.

In addition, three parents noted similarities between their shared reading of at least one 
of the digital texts and their shared reading of the printed texts. Parent-19 showed 
awareness that, while overall her shared reading of digital texts was somewhat different 
to her shared reading of the printed texts, there were some similarities:

Whenever I read a book with her we’re always talking about what’s going on – we don’t just 
read the words - it’s about the story. So same thing [with the digital text] but there was more 
to do. I’d find if I was to read these at bedtime it would take longer. You read a short book 
because you want them to go to sleep, but it’s definitely awesome for attention in the day.
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Parent-22 also noted similarities and differences between text media, though in her 
experience the shared reading of the digital was rushed:

You don’t get the same flow because he just wants to flick the pages really quick and find out 
what’s going to happen. So, it’s reading differently in that sense, but I don’t think I read it 
any differently than I would if it was a printed text – it just changes because the medium’s 
different – I’m competing.

Parent-14, on the other hand, showed awareness of a difference in approach 
between the two digital texts. She shared the following after reading the first digital 
text:

I probably wasn’t as focused on it [reading digital-text-1] because she was so distracted by 
what she was doing – with seeing what the things do, rather than me saying, ‘Can you find 
this?’ and, ‘Can you find that?’ . . . I was also focused on her not going into other applications 
that she shouldn’t, rather than actually focusing on just reading the book. With print-book-1 
I was asking her to find things and I wasn’t so much doing that on this because she was 
already tapping to see what things did.

She shared the following, after reading the second digital text:

I think I read it the same way as I would read the printed book – trying to get her to look at 
the different animals and stuff in digital-text-2. I mean, I know digital-text-2 does a bit more 
because it’s got some animation behind it, but I’ve still got to do the same sort of stuff.

The differences noted in Parent-14’s reflections appear to suggest that a difference in 
reading style may be evident when a child is first becoming familiar with the shared 
reading of a digital text – that is, when first learning how a digital text is to be read during 
a shared reading experience. This behaviour was particularly pertinent for Parent-14 who 
had never read digital texts with her child prior to engaging in this research.

Parent views: A question of ‘should’

At the conclusion of the final interview, parents were invited to comment on whether 
printed texts should be read differently with a child compared to digital texts. While 
results showed that only five of the 22 parents (23%) said that they should be read 
differently, none gave an emphatic ‘no’ – that is, no parent strongly believed that digital 
texts should be and/or could be read with children the same as with printed texts. 
Furthermore, when explaining why they should be read differently, the five who gave 
an emphatic ‘yes’ commented more on the use of the digital, rather than the reading 
thereof. For example, Parent-8 stated that they should be read differently ‘for the sake of 
healthy sleep hygiene’, stating that ‘you should avoid electronic devices towards bedtime’. 
When asked to compare their use more specifically, Parent-8 reaffirmed her belief that 
they should be used differently, because digital texts do not require parental involvement, 
viewing their use as a way for children to ‘entertain themselves . . . because there’s that 
room for interactivity’. Similarly, Parent-22, in juxtaposing the ‘human interaction’ she 
associated with printed texts against the ‘engagement interaction’ of the digital, appeared 
to imply that the digital text is more suited to independent activity: ‘printed texts allow 
for . . . that human interaction . . . I think that with eBooks there’s a lot more interaction 
but it’s almost like an engagement interaction’.
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Five of the 22 parents were unsure of whether the digital and printed texts should be 
read the same way. For example, Parent-19 stated that ‘I’m thinking they shouldn’t be 
[read differently], but they probably are’, while Parent-14 commented that ‘I would like to 
say no, but I think it does’. In contrast, Parent-20 extrapolated upon this paradox directly 
stating, ‘I don’t think it should be [read differently] – I think the child changes its use with 
their experiences’, further explaining that

they want to play with the movement more than the text and the story and it can be 
a distraction for them and a game rather than a shared reading. It’s just a shared doing rather 
than a reading.

Findings showed that over half of the parents (55%) stated that it’s not a question of 
‘should’ the texts be read differently, but rather that digital texts are different and 
therefore they are ‘naturally’ (Parent-4) read and used differently to printed texts. For 
example, one parent stated that ‘It is used differently . . . the reading experience is always 
very different’, while another parent stated that ‘it doesn’t matter how you read it, it’s just 
different.’ Another parent noted that ‘with the printed text you have to entertain them 
a little bit . . . instead of just giving them the electronic device and them just pushing buttons 
and be entertained by it.’ Parents noted that it was the interactive functionality of the 
digital that made the experience different, commenting that

they can actually interact and move things around and make sounds, so it does make the 
experience a bit different. (Parent-10)

Discussion

Guidelines for promoting children’s health and wellbeing have strongly focused on 
counteracting sedentary behaviours. Concurrently, in the case of shared reading experi-
ences – a practice that could equally be classified as a sedentary behaviour – the 
affordances of such practices on children’s development and learning are well documen-
ted. A simplistic view to countering the risks and harms of sedentary behaviours, while 
advocating for the practice of shared reading, is to suggest time limits, while prioritising 
‘high-quality sedentary behaviour’ as opposed to ‘sedentary screen time’ (Australian 
Government Department of Health 2022, 1–2), and to call for balance (e.g. Kucirkova, 
Littleton, and Kyparissiadis 2018). This places heavy emphasis on quantity, however, 
with little consideration for quality, that is, how and why technologies are used.

The findings from our study have shown that parents of young children often limit 
screen time for their children, however, this practice often appears to coincide with 
unsupervised use, with some indications to suggest that this may in part be due to time 
quotas being met outside of shared reading time. When parents are free to engage in 
shared reading, the device is often put aside given that the screen time limit has been 
reached. Our findings showed that while 21 of the 22 parents read printed texts daily and 
22 of the 23 children used digital devices in their everyday lives, 11 parents (50%) never 
read digital texts with their child, allowing their children to engage with digital devices 
unsupervised or unfettered by parent mediation. Fifteen parents (68%) limited or 
restricted their children’s use of digital technologies, including all 11 of the parents 
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who never read digital texts with their child, with 7 parents making reference to time 
constraints (32%).

Parental ethnotheories on how to read with children draw on past experiences with 
printed texts, since the mobile digital texts available to parents today were not available 
when parents were children themselves (Plowman 2014). Parents of young children are 
therefore in need of guidelines and advice on how to engage in shared reading with 
digital texts, to fill a gap in their personal histories and experiences. However, guideline 
recommendations that advise parents ‘be instructed to interact with children during 
eBook reading, as they would a print book’ (Council on Communications and Media  
2016) appear to be contradictory to our findings. What parents know about shared 
reading in general, from their own past practices with printed texts, suggest that 
‘books’ should be read in a certain way. Parents’ personal experiences with the digital, 
however, as shown through our study, is that the digital text ‘is’ different or ‘should be’ 
read differently to the printed text even if feeling conflicted by their belief that ‘they 
shouldn’t be [read differently], but they probably are’ (Parent-19). These tensions and 
contradictions were most apparent when comparing parents’ immediate impressions 
following the shared reading of digital texts, where all 22 parents stated that the digital 
experience was quite different to the printed experience. This was further reinforced at 
the conclusion of the study when parents were asked for their definitive opinion, with 
only five of the 22 parents (23%) stating that printed and digital texts should be read 
differently (all of whom indicated this was because the digital was not as suitable for 
shared reading as printed texts), and the remainder showing signs of uncertainty.

None of the parents interviewed in our study stated that a digital text should be 
read the same as a printed text, based on an acknowledgement that digital texts are 
intrinsically different and therefore are ‘naturally’ read and used differently to 
printed texts. As detailed in Nicholas (2020) parents can experience frustration 
when they try to read a digital text as they would a printed text, due to the 
differences inherent in the change of medium or their child’s behaviours. Our 
study has provided some evidence to suggest that, at times, these differences may 
be due to the fact that the first reading of a digital text will be different to the first 
reading of a printed text; the former requiring more time for ‘discovery’ of what can 
be done with the text (for both parent and child) – a difference that would minimise 
with repeated readings of the text. The findings also showed that the shared reading 
of a digital text will require time to teach children ‘concepts about digital texts’ or 
about technology more broadly, just as parents devote time to teaching children 
‘concepts about print’. These findings suggest that perhaps, as Edwards et al. (2017) 
state in their study, and Plowman, Stephen, and McPake (2010, 107) advocate for in 
theirs, we should encourage ‘mindful interactions that are sensitive to the context’ – 
which in our case, would include sensitivity for the medium of the text – in addition 
to the needs and potentials of the individual. We should avoid showing concern 
when printed and digital texts are used in different ways or referring to such 
differences as a ‘disconnect’. Rather, we should look at how their differences can 
be used as affordances, so parents have a plethora of resources to draw upon to 
support children’s development in different ways.
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Conclusion

Our findings support the view that ‘sedentary behaviour guidelines should be sepa-
rated from digital technology use guidelines’ (Straker et al. 2018, 302). Advice, 
guidelines, and policies that place a strong emphasis on the harms rather than the 
affordances of the digital have led to uncertainties, tensions and conflicts since 
parents continue to use devices to meet functional needs but feel embarrassed or 
guilt when doing so. Parents often respond to this guilt by adhering to time limits and 
seeking arbitrary ‘balance’. Yet, doing so, as we found with our study, can often lead 
to potentially harmful practices such as limiting children’s screen time to unsuper-
vised use. We therefore argue that the focus of parental guidelines should not be on 
quantity but on quality and that quality should be re-conceptualised, so parents 
become aware of the different affordances of shared ebook reading, rather than 
seeking to use digital texts in the same way and for the same purposes as print 
texts. Using the digital purposefully and meaningfully rather than blindly or tacitly 
requires a concerted effort from those who give advice, to educate parents on the 
affordances of the digital and how it differs, complements, and adds to the affor-
dances that shared reading of printed texts is known to present. Education on the 
harms of the digital has been quite successful, if we look at how parents seek to limit 
and are aware of the concept of ‘screen time’. We propose that an equally concerted 
effort needs to be applied to educating parents on the affordances of shared reading 
with digital texts, in addition to the affordances of print texts.

The rapidly changing functions of digital technologies is a great example of the 
‘dynamic and shifting conditions’ (Orland 2009, 118) in which policymakers must 
operate. Coupled with the paucity of research exploring the various affordances of shared 
reading using digital texts, policymakers are faced with a great challenge when seeking to 
identify concrete, consistent findings across studies that can inform the recommenda-
tions that they provide parents of young children. The advice to read digital texts as one 
would print texts serves to highlight the ‘assumptive worlds of policy-makers’ (Lingard  
2013, 114) and how policymakers come to translate research into policy on topics that are 
subject to rapid change, constructing a particular ‘policy narrative’ (Rickinson et al. 2019, 
242) around young children’s digital media usage that borrows from familiar, historically 
accepted parenting recommendations. Our research, however, has highlighted the fail-
ings of such an approach. Clearly, further research is warranted to investigate the benefits 
and practices of reading digital texts in-and-of themselves, rather than blindly advocating 
that one engages with digital texts as one would a printed text. It is important that we 
understand parents’ understandings of the mediating strategies required to effectively 
engage with young children during shared eBook reading experiences. More specifically, 
explorations are needed that investigate how parents negotiate the paradoxes of ‘screen 
time as bad’ (Straker et al. 2018, 302) that may encourage limited digital technology 
usage, and advice that encourages supervised use, with considered and evidence-based 
advice that shows understanding of effective adult-child interactions during the shared 
reading of a digital storybook. Such evidence would highlight the affordances of using 
digital technologies that lead to positive outcomes for children, challenging the binary 
view of digital being ‘good’ or ‘bad’, or that digital texts are better, worse or comparable to 
printed texts when engaging in shared reading.
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