Scottish
Book Trust

inspiring readers and writers

Evidence review: How sharing stories, songs
and rhymes can support children and families
with additional support needs

Dr Charlotte Webber

scottishbooktrust.com

000

Scottish Book Trust is a registered company (SC184248)
and a Scottish charity (SC027669).




Contents

BACKGIOUNG ... 3
D/deaf children and families ...............uuuiiiiiiiiiii 4
Children with congenital visual impairment.............ccooo o 5
Children who are deafblind ... 6
Children with profound and multiple learning disabilities (PMLD) ..............ccoovun..... 7
Autistic children and their families. ... 7
Children with ADHD and their families............coooiiiiiii 10
Children with DOWN SYNArOmME ..........ccooiiiiiiiiiie e 11
Children with speech, language and communication (SLC) delays....................... 13
(070] o3 (011 o o HR TP PPPRTTR PP 14
REFEIENCES ... 15



Background

All children have the right to receive support for their learning and wellbeing. The
Scottish approach to inclusive education and Getting it Right for Every Child
(GIRFEC)' aims to ensure that all children and young people get the support they
need to reach their full potential. Some children and young people may need
different, or additional support at different points during their learning and/or
development. Additional Support Needs (ASN) can arise in the short or long term
from a variety of circumstances including: the learning environment, family
circumstances, health or disability needs and/or social and emotional factors. It is
estimated that 34% of pupils in Scottish schools have ASN2. Additionally,
approximately 17% of children have a long-term condition or illness and 10% have a
long-term condition or illness that is considered a disability. The majority of pupils
with ASN (90%) attend mainstream classes. The Education (Additional Support for
Learning) (Scotland) Act 2004# provides the legal framework for identifying and
addressing additional support needs of children and young people who face barriers
to learning; the GIRFEC framework promotes a connected approach — across family,
community and society — to ensuring the individual needs of children and their

families are met.

This review outlines the ways in which sharing stories, songs and rhymes can
support children and families with ASN. There remain large gaps in the research into
how shared reading, singing and rhyming can support the development and
wellbeing of children with ASN. The research which does exist often looks at distinct
populations, relying on diagnostic labels (e.g., autistic children, deaf children). We
know that all children and their circumstances are unique, that there are barriers to
diagnoses and support which disproportionately affect some groups, that many
children have multiple and overlapping support needs, and that there are many other
factors which influence wellbeing and development. At Scottish Book Trust, helping
children with ASN and their families to find the right books — and the best ways of
sharing them — forms part of our approach to inspiring a lifelong love of stories. This
report aims to provide a snapshot of the research we might be able to draw upon to
support families who want to know more about how sharing stories, songs and
rhymes can support their child's needs, and the types of approaches which may be

most beneficial / appropriate.



D/deaf children and families

Approximately 90% of deaf children are born to hearing parents who have no
previous experience with deafness or connection to the deaf community?®. It is
therefore essential that families receive targeted information and support regarding

their child's early development and communication.

There is substantial research which indicates that language play can support the
development of spoken language for all children®. More recent research has
suggested that engaging with signed rhyme and rhythm can also play an important
role in the development of home language practices for D/deaf children and their
families’. For example, a 2024 U.S. study found that for deaf children who
experience language deprivation due to not having accessible communication at
home, exposure to signed rhyme and rhythm led to teacher-perceived increases in
the child's use of communication features such as eye contact, gesturing and facial
expressions®. The teachers felt that the repetitive nature of signed rhyme and rhythm
also accelerated language development for these children, who began making more
playful use of American Sign Language (ASL; e.g., spontaneous manipulation of
phonological patterns for artistic expression and humour). This may be because the
playful nature of signed rhyme and rhythm promotes engagement, and the repetition
aids children's ability to internalise new vocabulary and language patterns. Teachers
also reported that supporting hearing families to use signed language to sing and
rhyme with their deaf children could increase their bonding. Teachers believed that
modelling signed rhyme and rhythm during home visits helped the process of
learning signed language become more enjoyable and less stressful, potentially

fostering a more supportive home environment for the whole family.

Specific parental techniques used during joint book reading may also influence the
oral language skills of children with hearing loss. For example, in one study which
looked at the relationship between maternal contributions during storybook reading
and receptive and expressive (oral and sign) language skills in children (mean age
4.8 years old) with cochlear implants, facilitative language techniques — such as
asking open-ended questions — positively related to children's oral language skills®.

This suggests that encouraging families to learn facilitative language techniques to



use during shared book reading with children with hearing loss can support reading
interest and comprehension. Building parents' confidence and knowledge regarding
using joint reading techniques which are specifically tailored to a child's language
level is also important for supporting language development'?. In addition to reading
print books, the use of ebooks, digital reading tools and multimodal resources (e.g.,
use of signed videos alongside text) may support interaction and subsequent

language development during shared reading with deaf children.

Children with congenital visual impairment

Congenital visual impairment (VI) can have a profound effect on early development
and the relationship between caregivers and their child. For example, lack of visual
input and very low levels of vision have been associated with significant
developmental delays and challenges in acquiring sensorimotor/cognitive, social-
communicative and language abilities, with delays of up to 12—24 months''. Parents
and infants may also experience obstacles related to co-ordinated interactions,
including difficulty for parents in reading infants' nonvisual cues, and children having
difficulty picking up or responding to their parents' social intentions'?. These
challenges may also contribute towards parenting stress, which creates an increased

likelihood of developing parental anxiety and depression™s.

A longitudinal observational study of visually-impaired children (8—17 months; N =
55) predicted that mothers' use of attention-maintaining strategies during joint play
would lead to increases in children's cognition and language skills. However, they
found instead that it was maternal sensitivity (i.e., appropriateness of responses to
children's interaction, empathy, acceptance) which had a significant positive
association with verbal comprehension™. This indicates the importance of supporting
parent—child interactions and helping parents to develop skills in interpreting and
responding appropriately to their child's cues, especially as strategies may differ for
children with different levels of visual impairment. Also, providing additional targeted
support for parental wellbeing is important for reducing stress for parents of children
with visual impairment. As research shows that shared singing'® and reading'® can
have stress-reducing effects for caregivers, supporting families to engage in these

activities could support positive outcomes for both children and parents.



Shared reading, singing and rhyming can also strengthen parent—child attachment
by fostering closeness, trust and emotional security. For children with visual
impairments, focusing on tactile and auditory elements (e.g., using expressive
voices, tactile books, sound effects) can help make these interactions accessible and
engaging. Focusing on emotional connection, rather than visual content, can also
support feelings of comfort and safety for children; bodily-tactile communication can
be a suitable alternative to visual communication for parents of children with visual
impairment!’. Accessible resources also play a key role in these interactions. Tactile
books, story bags with relevant objects and auditory tools (e.g., audiobooks) can
provide multisensory ways to engage children in stories. Parents can also enhance
storytelling by using repetition, rhythm, and co-creating simple narratives based on
shared experiences with their child'®. Supporting parents to develop and use these
strategies from early in their child's development could aid language and socio-

emotional development for children with visual impairment.

Children who are deafblind

Deafblindness is a complex disability with a highly heterogenous population of
learners. Deafblindness creates a complex set of characteristics which extend
beyond the additive effects of vision and hearing loss. The acquisition and
development of communication and literacy skills therefore require direct support
which must be suited to the individual needs of each learner. A mixed-methods study
in the U.S. identified shared reading strategies which special education teachers and
parents of deafblind children use to support their literacy development'®. These
included: attention and active engagement strategies (e.g., considering the child's
interests when selecting the text, pausing to re-engage the child and to check for
understanding and/or clarify the meaning of texts, reducing environmental
distractions during shared reading, choosing texts which are visually appealing, and
showing enthusiasm and exaggerated expression), child-guided strategies (e.g.,
responding to child's cues), and systematic instructional and skills acquisition
strategies (e.g., allowing enough time for children to process information when
asking questions, repetition and reinforcement of vocabulary and concepts,
integrating reading with writing, using pictures and objects to support understanding,

and having a consistent routine). Importantly, they emphasise that approaches



should be highly individualised, utilise visual, auditory and tactile strategies, and

adopt a collaborative approach between home and school.

Children with profound and multiple learning disabilities
(PMLD)

The term profound and multiple learning disabilities (PMLD) is used to describe a
heterogeneous group of people with a profound intellectual disability, often combined
with physical disabilities and sensory impairments. The complexity of these needs
often means that children and young people with PMLD are dependent on adult
support to take part in most everyday activities and may spend much of their free
time at home?°. However, the research base for using shared story reading with
children who have extensive support needs is limited; better understanding of how to

support children with PMLD and their families within home life is therefore essential.

In a study of 48 caregivers of children (aged 0-25 years) with profound and multiple
learning disabilities?!, the majority of respondents 'strongly agreed/agreed' that they
felt that listening to music increased the communication attempts (85%), alertness
(79%) and playful behaviours (90%) displayed by their child, as well as having a
‘calming and relaxing' (65%) effect. In terms of making music (e.g., using
instruments, singing) at home (90%) 'strongly agreed/agreed' that music-making
experiences increased their child's playfulness, having a 'lift in mood' and appearing
'happier/more animated'. Parents also reported feeling more connected to their child
when listening to or making music together, and that they used music to support
enjoyment and daily routines at home. These findings demonstrate that although
preference, ability and need differ between individuals, music-making can be
accessible, inclusive and emotive and support both children with PMLD and their

families.

Autistic children and their families

Autistic children have an increased likelihood of developing reading disabilities?? and
may acquire early literacy skills (e.g., alphabet knowledge, phonological awareness,

listening comprehension) differently to neurotypical children. For example, autistic



children tend to have relative strengths in decoding skills like word or letter
recognition, but can find it harder to find meaning in what they read (although the
reading profiles of autistic children do vary widely)?3. Despite research which
demonstrates the role the home literacy environment can play in supporting reading
development in typically developing children, there are relatively fewer studies
focusing on home reading with autistic children specifically. There are even fewer
studies with autistic children who have limited-to-no spoken language and/or
moderate-to-severe intellectual disabilities, a group which is overlooked in current

autism research??.

A recent meta-analysis of 11 studies which looked at the effect of shared reading
interventions with autistic children (ages 2—14 years old) on their early language and
literacy skills?® found that shared reading activities can have a moderate positive
impact on early language and literacy skills for children with ASD. The impact of
shared reading was most clearly observed on outcome measures of listening
comprehension, participation, and 'combination outcomes' that included
communicative and non-communicative acts. Interestingly, positive effect sizes were
seen with studies that included a variety of adult shared reading behaviours and in
the number of sessions provided, indicating that shared reading may be a robust
intervention that is resilient to the presence or absence of individual components.
The authors recommended specific practices which should be incorporated into
shared reading interventions with autistic children, these included (a) pausing while
reading to encourage the child to respond; (b) asking the child questions while
reading to keep them engaged and check understanding; (c) relating what is
occurring in the text to real-life experiences; (d) evaluating and expanding on the
child's answers; and (e) using augmentative and alternative communication (AAC) to
specifically build expressive communication skills for children who use limited

speech.

A study which measured social attention in autistic and neurotypical children (aged
3-12 years old) found that autistic children displayed reduced attention to salient
social information and increased attention to background distractors during a shared
book reading video task?®. The authors noted that reduced attention to socially-
salient information can result in fewer opportunities to learn from the social

interactions and environmental cues which are instrumental in the development of



social, cognitive, and language skills across childhood?’; they suggest that the
different gaze patterns demonstrated by autistic children in this study could partially
account for the difficulties that some autistic children experience when acquiring
reading skills. Interestingly, the researchers also found that autistic children who
showed initial social attention with the target 'joint attention area' (e.g., an illustration
pointed out by the reader) maintained social attention throughout the joint attention
sequence, while the opposite was true for children who initially focused on the
distractor stimuli. This suggests that ensuring autistic children are initially engaged
with the intended target of attention during shared book reading is important for the

maintenance of their attention.

Focus groups conducted with parents of autistic children who had moderate-to-
severe intellectual disabilities and limited-to-no spoken communication (N = 63; 53 of
which were mothers; age range of children = 3—11 years old) indicated that engaging
in reading activities at home could be joyful and calming for their children, provided
opportunities for shared quality time and gave parents opportunities to gain insights
into their children's interests and skills?®. However, parents also emphasised that
engaging their children in home reading activities was not a straightforward task and
it was often difficult to 'find the right moment' to engage in shared reading; many
children enjoyed looking at books on their own but only a minority showed
engagement with shared book reading. Parents reported adopting innovative
strategies such as encouraging recognition of environmental print, labelling items
around the house and repeatedly returning to texts featuring their child's favourite
themes or characters. They also emphasised the importance of consistency across
home and school settings and of strong, trusting relationships between parents and

teachers to support their children's reading development.

Sharing songs and rhymes with autistic children may also have a number of benefits.
Musical activities provide a highly familiar and routinised play context with clear
expectations and predictable routines. Not only can the predictability provided by the
rhythmic structure of musical activities support language learning?®, predictability and
sameness can help autistic children to feel safe and comfortable. Music can also

help regulate emotional arousal and facilitate pleasurable sensory experiences.



Children with ADHD and their families

Self-regulation skills enable children to manage their thoughts, emotions and
behaviours. They also support co-ordination of the cognitive skills required to
comprehend a story (e.g., focusing on relevant stimuli and ignoring irrelevant
information, processing upcoming input while holding previously learned information
in mind). Children with deficits in aspects of self-regulation (e.g., attention and
inhibitory control), such as those diagnosed with attention deficit/hyperactivity
disorder (ADHD), can sometimes struggle with comprehending stories and acquiring
literacy skills. For example, children with weaker attentional skills can experience
difficulties in maintaining attention and retrieving information and in constructing
connections between story events3°. However, shared reading practices which
promote interaction and engagement with the story (e.g., providing recall prompts,
asking open-ended and wh-questions (what, when, where, etc.), and prompting
children to link the story to their own experiences or feelings) may help support
comprehension in children with weaker self-regulation skills. For example, in a
shared reading intervention with bilingual Chinese-English speaking children (3—7
years old), children with a combination of relatively weaker attentional skills and
challenges with impulsivity appeared to benefit more from the ebook discussion
prompts than children with stronger self-regulation skills3'. This may be because
dialogic reading — shared reading that promotes children's active participation
through social interaction and verbal engagement — increases opportunities for
engagement and facilitates sustained engagement and attention. This approach also
offers opportunities for parental scaffolding and feedback (e.g., correcting
misunderstandings or incorrect vocabulary use, reviewing key points together). This
suggests that interactive shared reading might support children with weaker self-
regulation skills to comprehend texts (although it should be noted that the sample in
this study consisted of typically developing children with relatively limited
expressions of inattention and impulsivity, and therefore the findings may not

generalise to children with diagnosed ADHD).

A recent study of 850 families in China reported that both parents and siblings can
play an important role in fostering the language development of children with ADHD
by adopting a dialogic reading approach?2. In this study, participating families were
randomly divided into parent reading (PR) and sibling reading (SR) groups, and each

10



group was further randomly divided into the Dialogic Reading (DR; shared reading)
and control (C) conditions. The parents / siblings in the DR group attended a two-
hour workshop where they were trained on how to apply DR methods. All families
read the books provided with their children at home for 25 minutes, twice a week for
12 weeks, either using DR methods (DR condition) or their normal approach (control
condition). Children with ADHD in the DR condition who read with parents or siblings
showed increased scores on language development and reading interest measures
at post-test comparative to pre-test. Interestingly, children who engaged in DR with
their siblings showed greater growth in expressive vocabulary, character reading,
morphological awareness, phonological awareness and reading interest compared
with those who engaged in DR with their parents. In contrast, they showed greater
growth in their listening comprehension when they read with their parents than with
their siblings. These differences may be due to the fact that parents and siblings
tended to adopt different teaching approaches during DR; siblings were more likely
to apply a learner-centred teaching style, paid more attention to individual units of
language (e.g., word reading accuracy), used typical standardised Mandarin more
often when offering suggestions and correcting the word pronunciation and were
more likely to respond positively to children's answers to DR questions (e.g., using
positive or encouraging words, such as 'well done' and 'exactly'). Parents were more
likely to ask comprehension questions (e.g., sentence or story comprehension
questions), providing more comprehension practice. The researchers concluded that
both parents and siblings play an important role in fostering the language
development of children with ADHD. They hypothesised that the interaction and
communication between parents / siblings and children with ADHD during DR helps
draw children's attention to the story, reduces distractions and maintains the focus of

the child during shared reading.

Children with Down syndrome

Down syndrome is a condition that results in an extra copy of chromosome 21 and
occurs in 1 in every 873 live births33. For children with Down syndrome, language
acquisition is often comparably slower than that of typically developing infants,

particularly in the domains of expressive vocabulary and grammar. A recent
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systematic review of seven eligible studies found that interventions which incorporate
shared book reading are associated with improved language and communication
outcomes for young children with Down syndrome, including improved expressive
language outcomes.3* The review also reports that parents/carers perceive shared
book reading interventions to be effective, easy to implement and enjoyable. It
emphasised that shared book reading strategies may need to be modified and
adapted for children of different ages and/or attention and language skills (e.g.
incorporating pause time, pictures, prompts and technology enhancement), but that
the naturalistic nature of shared book reading interventions (i.e. that they can be
carried out with trusted adults, in familiar surroundings) makes them a promising
strategy for supporting the language and communication skills of children with Down

syndrome.

During infant-directed singing, infants with Down Syndrome may require more time
than typically developing infants to process information and comprehend the
emotional intent of sung information. In a study which compared the gaze patterns
and emotional responses of infants with Down Syndrome and typically developing
infants (age 39 months) during a period of infant-directed singing, typically
developing infants displayed 'intermittent gaze' a larger percentage of time than
infants with Down syndrome?®®. Intermittent gaze reflects a flexible form of attentional
control, through which infants regulate the amount of stimulation they experience so
as to achieve or maintain an optimal level of arousal to self-regulate. The
researchers hypothesised that during infant-directed singing, infants with Down
syndrome may require more time to process information, resulting in a longer
duration of continuous attention toward the mother during singing (i.e., less
intermittent gaze). As intermittent gaze can modify arousal level, the development of
self-regulation may be reduced where there are fewer opportunities to regulate
environmental stimulation. Therefore, it is important for caregivers to be aware that
children with Down syndrome may require extra processing time during a face-to-
face interaction, and to allow sufficient time for this. It is also important for caregivers
to be aware that neutral affect (e.g., the absence of smiling or other visual indicators
of emotional state) is a common response for infants with Down syndrome during

face-to-face interaction and likely reflects a calm, curious state.
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Children with speech, language and communication (SLC)

delays

The term 'speech, language, and communication (SLC) delay' is used internationally
in health and education sectors to describe delays in a child's ability to understand,
produce or use language effectively. It encompasses difficulties in speech (e.g.,
sound production), language (e.g., understanding and forming sentences), and
communication (e.g., using language in social interactions). SLC delay can be
caused by a range of factors, which may affect children or individuals at different
stages of development (e.g., genetic conditions, developmental disorders, hearing
impairments etc.). Since early 2021, there has been an increase in SLC
developmental concerns recorded at child health reviews in Scotland, particularly at
the 27-30-month review. The report on speech and communication development of
children in Scotland post-Covid 19 found that a higher percentage of boys than girls
and a higher percentage of children living in the most deprived SIMD quintile than
those living in the least deprived quintile have SLC developmental concerns
recorded at child health reviews. Additionally, the report notes that data sources
likely under-estimate the full extent of SLC developmental delay in children in
Scotland, particularly in deprived areas?3®. To address this, the report emphasises the
importance of supporting parents to create language-enriching home environments
for children with speech, language and communication (SLC) delays. For example,
'‘communication-friendly environments may include features such as visual aids and
symbols, clear and consistent communication using accessible language, quiet
spaces that are not sensorily overwhelming and the use of use of signing,
augmentative communication tools or other activities tailored to the needs of
individual children. The report also emphasises the importance of providing
additional support for parents and caregivers, and suitable training for workforce
professionals to recognise and address SLC needs, including timely intervention®’.
Notably, understanding the cause of a delay in speech, language and
communication is crucial for developing effective interventions and support
strategies. This again highlights the importance of supporting a multi-modal and
individualised approach to shared reading, singing and rhyming at home, with a
focus on ensuring parents have the knowledge, skills and confidence to respond to

their child's individual needs.
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Conclusion

In conclusion, sharing stories, songs and rhymes can provide significant support for
children with additional support needs (ASN) and their families, supporting language
development, social interaction and emotional wellbeing. While research on the topic
is still developing, existing studies highlight the potential for positive outcomes from
these experiences for children and families with a variety of different needs. Positive
and accessible shared experiences involving stories, songs and rhymes can not only
improve communication and literacy skills but also offer opportunities for bonding,
engagement, and emotional regulation. Tailoring these activities to the unique needs
of each child — for example, through using multimodal techniques, encouraging
dialogue and participation, or allowing extra processing time — ensures that families
can effectively support their children's wellbeing and development in a comfortable,
enjoyable way. As research evolves, it is crucial that practitioners and families
continue to explore and refine the approaches they use, ensuring they are
accessible and beneficial for all children. Ultimately, tailoring our approach to making
stories, songs and rhymes accessible and enjoyable can help create positive,

enriching experiences for all children and their families.
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