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Joint attention and parent–child 
book reading
Keys to help close gaps in early language development, 
school readiness and academic achievement

Brad M. Farrant

Good language development is an integral 
component of school readiness and academic 
achievement (Brinkman, Sayers, Goldfeld, & 
Kline, 2009; Hoff, 2012; Janus & Offord, 2007). 
It is also a key facilitator of the social skills that 
optimise an individual’s capability to participate 
at the social, economic and civic levels 
(Zubrick et al., 2009). Language development 
therefore has a central role to play in efforts 
to enhance the wellbeing and capability of 
individuals and populations. There is also an 
increasing recognition of the importance of 
research into early childhood development—
the years before school in particular—to 
provide access to a better understanding of 
human development and as a means to address 
policy and practice concerns around issues 
such as the intergenerational transmission of 
disadvantage (e.g., Halfon, Russ, Oberklaid, 
Bertrand, & Eisenstadt, 2009; Huston, 2008). 
This paper describes, integrates and elaborates 
on the results of studies at the nexus of these 
important issues, using data from Growing 
Up in Australia: The Longitudinal Study of 
Australian Children (LSAC).

Although the success that most children have in 
acquiring their native language is remarkable, 
it is not magical; it depends on the amount 
and quality of language they are exposed 
to (Hoff, 2012), as well as the interpersonal 
context in which this occurs. Joint attention 
and parent–child book reading have long been 
considered to be among the most important 
interpersonal contexts that facilitate children’s 
early vocabulary development in Western 
societies (e.g., Bruner, 1975; Highberger & 
Brooks, 1973; Ninio & Bruner, 1978). Joint 
or shared attention refers to the practice of 
sharing attention (usually visual) by following 
the focus of another person’s attention or by 
drawing their attention to one’s own focus of 
attention (Williams, Whiten, Suddendorf, & 
Perrett, 2001).

Tomasello and Todd (1983) argued that when 
adults say the appropriate word during episodes 
of joint attention with children (i.e., when both 
adult and child are looking at the same thing) 
it provides an effective way for children to 
learn what that word refers to (word–object 
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mappings). Joint attention is thought to play a 
pivotal role in the “vocabulary explosion” that 
occurs in children at around 18 to 20 months of 
age (Baldwin, 1995). Parent–child picture book 
reading simultaneously involves joint attention, 
pointing gestures and verbal labelling (Durkin, 
1995) and therefore provides an opportunity 
for children to learn word–object mappings in 
a more structured, reciprocal setting. Indeed, 
the beneficial effects of parent–child book 
reading continue into later development where 
it provides opportunities for children to learn 
the meanings of new words in terms of their 
existing vocabulary.

The findings of research with typically 
developing children, children with specific 
language impairment, and children with 
autism indicate that joint attention plays an 
important role in facilitating the development 
of language and communication skills 
(Charman, 2003; Charman et al., 2003; Farrant, 
Maybery, & Fletcher, 2011; Peek, 1998; Poon, 
2005; Whalen, Schreibman, & Ingersoll, 2006). 
There is also evidence supporting the idea 
that joint attention is particularly important for 
vocabulary development (Dunham, Dunham, 
& Curwin, 1993; Kiernan & Gray, 1998; Saxon, 
1997; Tomasello & Todd, 1983). Similarly, the 
findings of two major reviews of the evidence 
(meta-analyses) support the importance 
of parent–child book reading as a means 
of promoting the vocabulary development 
of children in Western societies (Bus, van 
Ijzendoorn, & Pellegrini, 1995; Mol, Bus, de 
Jong, & Smeets, 2008).

Thus, there is fairly solid evidence that joint 
attention and parent–child book reading 
play important roles in children’s vocabulary 
development. What has not been so clear is 
whether the differences in children’s vocabulary 
development that research has observed as a 
function of socio-economic status (SES) (e.g., 
Arriaga, Fenson, Cronan, & Pethick, 1998) are 
a result of differences in the levels of joint 
attention and parent–child book reading. 
Another gap in the research is the extent to 
which low levels of joint attention and parent–
child book reading increase the risk of children 
having poor vocabulary development when 
they start school. Answering these questions is 
important, as it will enable the development of 
evidence-based policy and practice to improve 
children’s school readiness, particularly for 
those from disadvantaged backgrounds.

Australian research using LSAC 
data
Using data from the LSAC, Farrant and 
Zubrick (2011) found that the effect of 
maternal education on Australian children’s 
vocabulary development at 34 months of 
age was completely mediated by the level of 
parent–child book reading (see Box 1). That 
is, having a more educated mother facilitates 
child vocabulary development because more 
educated mothers engage in more parent–child 
book reading. This study also found that the 
effect of the number of siblings in the home 
was completely mediated by the levels of 
joint attention and parent–child book reading; 
having more siblings in the home constrains 
vocabulary development because it decreases 
joint attention and parent–child book reading.

Hence the results of this study indicate that 
differences in the levels of joint attention and 
parent-child book reading help to explain the 
disadvantage in early vocabulary development 
experienced by children from low SES 
backgrounds. This is consistent with and 
extends international research, which found 
that differences in parent –child book reading 
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Box 1: Farrant and Zubrick 
(2011)
Using data from the LSAC, this study brought 
a bioecological approach to children’s early 
vocabulary development. Complete sets of 
the relevant data were available for 2,188 
children (1,119 male) who had a median age of 
9 months (M = 9.3 months, SD = 2.1 months) 
at Wave 1 and a median age of 34 months (M = 
34.2 months, SD = 2.5 months) at Wave 2. Child 
joint attention and parent–child book reading 
were assessed via maternal report at Waves 
1 and 1.5 respectively, and child vocabulary 
was measured at Wave 2 using the MacArthur 
Communicative Development Inventory III 
(MCDI-III) (Fenson et al., 2006). Joint attention 
and parent–child book reading significantly 
predicted Wave 2 vocabulary scores in a multiple 
regression analysis that controlled for a range 
of child, maternal and family characteristics. 
The results of mediation analyses supported 
the argument that the effects of individual 
(e.g., parent) and environmental (context) 
characteristics are primarily indirect, mediated 
through their effect on ongoing reciprocal 
social interactions (proximal processes) 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1995) such as joint attention 
and parent–child book reading.
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played a role in SES differences in vocabulary 
development at 18 and 30 months of age, and 
that these differences were related to children’s 
school readiness (Forget-Dubois et al., 2009).

The question of the extent to which low levels 
of joint attention and parent–child book reading 
increase the risk of Australian children having 
poor vocabulary development when they start 
school was investigated by Farrant and Zubrick 
(2012) using data from the LSAC (see Box 2). 
Children who had low levels of joint attention 
in infancy were significantly more likely to have 
poor vocabulary development. Around 16% 
of the children with low- and mid-level joint 
attention scores in infancy (at about 9 months 
of age) had poor vocabulary around the time 
of school entry (at about 58 months of age), 
compared to 11% of the children in the high 
joint attention group. Furthermore, the risk of 
poor vocabulary development was significantly 
increased for children who had experienced 
low levels of parent–child book reading (10 
or fewer minutes/day). Nearly a quarter of the 
children who had low levels of parent–child 
book reading across early childhood had poor 
vocabulary around the time of school entry 

compared to fewer than 8% of the children 
who had high levels of parent–child book 
reading across early childhood.

The findings of Farrant and Zubrick (2012) 
suggest that it should be possible to improve 
children’s early vocabulary development by 
increasing the levels of joint attention and 
parent–child book reading. Furthermore, when 
taken together, the results of these two studies 
(Farrant & Zubrick, 2011; 2012) suggest the 
possibility of helping to close the gaps in school 
readiness (in terms of vocabulary/language 
development) experienced by Australian 
children from disadvantaged backgrounds by 
implementing interventions that target joint 
attention and parent–child book reading.

International intervention 
research
Indeed, there is international evidence 
that interventions that target parent–child 
book reading enhance children’s language 
development. Perhaps most importantly, 
instruction that increases the frequency and 
quality of parent–child book reading has a 
positive effect on the vocabulary development 
of children from families with low levels of 
income and maternal education (e.g., Taverne 
& Sheridan, 1995) and the facilitative effects 
of family literacy programs for disadvantaged 
children continue in the years following 
intervention (Phillips, Hayden, & Norris, 
2006). Furthermore, the fact that parents of 
kindergarten and school-aged children often 
miss opportunities to explain novel words when 
reading with their children (Evans, Reynolds, 
Shaw, & Pursoo, 2011) opens up the possibility 
of improving the effectiveness of parent–child 
book reading. Indeed, there are a number 
of dialogic book reading training programs 
(e.g., Whitehurst et al., 1994) that have been 
found to change adults’ book reading style and 
facilitate children’s vocabulary development 
(see Mol et al., 2008, for a meta-analysis) as 
well as children’s language development more 
broadly (see Reese, Sparks, & Leyva, 2010, 
for a review). Similarly, instructing parents or 
teachers in adult–child book reading enhances 
the language development of children with 
language delays (Crain-Thoreson & Dale, 1999).

International research has also found 
that joint attention training for mothers 
(see Box 3) improves children’s language 
development (Bjorn, Kakkuri, Karvonen, & 
Leppanen, 2012), and that training child care 
staff increases the amount of staff–child joint 
attention and enhances children’s language 
development (Cain, Rudd, & Saxon, 2007; 

Box 2: Farrant and Zubrick 
(2012)
This study used data from the LSAC to 
investigate the extent to which low levels of 
joint attention in infancy and parent–child 
book reading across early childhood increase 
the risk of children having poor vocabulary 
around the time of school entry. Complete sets 
of the relevant data were available for 2,369 
children (1,211 boys), who had a median age of 
9 months (M = 9.3 months, SD = 2.1 months) 
at Wave 1 and a median age of 58 months (M = 
58.0 months, SD = 2.5 months) at Wave 3. Child 
joint attention and parent–child book reading 
were assessed via maternal report and child 
vocabulary was measured at Wave 3 using a 
short version of the Peabody Picture Vocabulary 
Test-III (PPVT-III) (Dunn & Dunn, 1997) adapted 
for use in the LSAC study (Rothman, 2003). The 
results of a multinomial logistic regression that 
included a range of child, maternal and family 
characteristics indicated that children who had 
low levels of joint attention at Wave 1 were 
significantly more likely to have poor receptive 
vocabulary at Wave 3. This analysis also revealed 
that children who had low levels of parent–
child book reading across early childhood (10 or 
fewer minutes/day) were two and a half times 
more likely to have poor vocabulary at Wave 3.

Instruction 
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Rudd, 2003). Joint attention training also 
improves the language and communicative 
abilities of children with autism (Isaksen 
& Holth, 2009; Jones, Carr, & Feeley, 2006; 
Kasari, Paparella, Freeman, & Jahromi, 2008; 
Rocha, Schreibman, & Stahmer, 2007; Whalen 
et al., 2006). Thus, there is evidence that joint 
attention is important for children’s vocabulary 
development and that interventions can 
improve the success that parents and other 
carers have in fostering joint attention.

Foundations in early 
development
Joint attention has developmental foundations 
in patterns of parent–child socio-emotional 
engagement in early infancy (Farrant et al., 
2011; Greenspan & Shanker, 2007; Racine 
& Carpendale, 2007) and parents continue 
to play a pivotal role in the development of 
joint attention throughout early childhood. For 
sighted children, eye contact is an important 
component of socio-emotional engagement 
and joint attention (Beier & Spelke, 2012). 
From their earliest interactions, parents seek 
to establish eye contact with their infants 
(Keller & Gauda, 1987; Keller & Zach, 1993). 
Infants are sensitive to direct eye contact 

and respond by increasing the amount of 
time they spend looking and gazing at their 
caregivers between birth and around 3 –4 
months of age (Keller & Zach, 1993). Eye gaze 
during face-to-face interactions facilitates the 
development of socio-emotional reciprocity 
between infant and caregiver at around 6–8 
weeks of age (Adamson, 1995). Bateson 
(1971; 1975; 1979) called these early socio-
emotional interactions “proto-conversations” 
because of their importance as a foundation 
for the development of communication and 
language skills. Furthermore, these patterns of 
parent–infant eye contact and socio-emotional 
reciprocity underpin the mutual regulation of 
emotions and interests, which allows objects to 
be increasingly incorporated into parent–infant 
routines and games between 3 and 6 months 
of age (Trevarthen & Hubley, 1978). Routines 
and games that include objects allow infants 
to develop the ability to follow other people’s 
head-turns to a target in the infant’s visual field 
(Leekam & Moore, 2001).

Ongoing engagement means that by around 
9 months of age these skills are developed 
further such that infants can follow other 
people’s points or head-turns to a target that 
is out of their visual field (Butterworth, 1991; 
Butterworth & Cochran, 1980; Corkum & 
Moore, 1998; Scaife & Bruner, 1975). Children 
can follow an adult’s focus of visual attention 
to an object in order to find the target of the 
adult’s emotional outburst and make mappings 
between objects and emotional states by 
around 12 months of age (Moses, Baldwin, 
Rosicky, & Tidball, 2001). By around 16 
months of age most children are able to learn 
what a word refers to (word–object mappings) 
when an adult follows the child’s focus of 
visual attention to the object before uttering 
the word (Baldwin, 1991; 1993b). Around 18 
to 20 months of age, after hearing an adult say 
a novel word, children can follow the adult’s 
focus of visual attention to an object and 
learn word–object mappings (Baldwin, 1993a; 
1993b; Baldwin, Markman, Bill, Desjardins, & 
Irwin, 1996). Baldwin (1995) argued that this 
joint attention skill underpins the “vocabulary 
explosion” that also occurs at this age.

Improving outcomes
Thus research has demonstrated that, 
beginning with parent–infant eye contact in 
early neonatal life, there are multiple points at 
which practitioners can help parents facilitate 
and monitor the development of joint attention 
and provide evidence-based interventions as 
necessary. Furthermore, encouraging parents 
and carers to start reading picture books to 

Box 3: Joint attention 
training
Interventions designed to help parents and 
other carers foster joint attention typically 
involve instructing the adult(s) in how to 
establish joint attention with the child 
before providing a suitable language model. 
Instruction is provided on how to follow the 
child’s focus of attention and/or how to gain 
the child’s attention as well as how to engage 
with and direct the child’s focus of attention 
during games and other episodes of adult–
child interaction. Because children’s attention 
is limited, adults are instructed to follow the 
child’s lead as much as possible. Joint attention 
interventions that focus on children typically 
encourage engagement with other people and 
teach children (using reinforcement etc.) how 
to respond to joint attention bids from others 
(e.g., pointing), how to initiate episodes of joint 
attention, and how to engage in turn-taking, 
involving switching between responding to and 
initiating joint attention.

Sources: Bjorn et al. (2012); Cain et al. (2007); Isaksen 
and Holth (2009); Jones et al. (2006); Kasari et 

al.(2008); Rocha et al. (2007); Whalen et al. (2006)

Beginning with 
parent–infant eye 
contact in early 
neonatal life, 
there are multiple 
points at which 
practitioners can 
help parents 
facilitate and 
monitor the 
development of 
joint attention 
and provide 
evidence-based 
interventions as 
necessary.
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children from an early age offers an excellent 
way to foster joint attention and language 
development (Farrant & Zubrick, 2011) because 
it simultaneously involves socio-emotional 
engagement, pointing gestures, joint attention 
and verbal labelling in a more structured setting 
(Durkin, 1995). Nevertheless, although most 
parents likely come across messages about 
the importance of parent–child book reading 
for early child development many times in 
the media, at the library and at the doctor’s/
paediatrician’s office (Reese et al., 2010), it is 
unlikely that these messages alone are enough 
to close the gaps in outcomes.

The findings of Australian and international 
research also make it clear that targeting 
interventions to geographic areas that have 
high rates of disadvantage means that we fail to 
reach most of the vulnerable children because, 
although middle class children are less likely 
to be vulnerable, the size of this group means 
that the majority of vulnerable children live in 
middle SES areas (Brinkman et al., 2009; Lynch, 
Law, Brinkman, Chittleborough, & Sawyer, 2010; 
McCain & Mustard, 1999; McCain, Mustard, & 
Shanker, 2007; Offord, Kraemer, Kazdin, Jensen, 
& Harrington, 1998). Furthermore, positive 
patterns of parent–child interaction matter to 
every child and most parents could benefit 
from programs that improve their parenting 
skills and knowledge about child development 
(Chao & Willms, 2002). Therefore, to be more 
effective and efficient, programs need to take 

a universal prevention approach (McCain et al., 
2007; Moore & Goldfeld, 2006).

Indeed, it has been argued that in order to 
improve outcomes for vulnerable children and 
prevent referral bottlenecks, services for young 
children and families in Australia need to be 
reconfigured from an unintegrated system of 
limited universal services and scarce targeted 
and treatment services into an integrated and 
tiered system of universal/primary, secondary 
and tertiary services (see Moore & Goldfeld, 
2006). This kind of integrated system has the 
potential to maximise the benefits of early 
prevention and intervention via efficient 
referral pathways and universal/primary and 
secondary early childhood professionals that 
have sufficient knowledge and skills to identify 
and respond to emerging problems before they 
become entrenched (Moore & Goldfeld, 2006).

Thus, from this perspective it is important 
that universal/primary early childhood 
professionals, including nurses in community 
child and family health centres and child care 
staff, have adequate knowledge about dialogic 
parent–child book reading as well as joint 
attention and its developmental precursors. 
Secondary services could be provided by 
suitably trained professionals involved in 
an Australian version of the Nurse–Family 
Partnership (Olds et al., 2004) intensive home 
visiting program. Such a program could draw 
on those recently developed and trialled with 
disadvantaged families in New South Wales 
(Kemp et al., 2008; Kemp et al., 2011) and with 
Aboriginal families in South Australia (Sivak, 
Arney, & Lewig, 2008). These universal/primary 
and secondary services should have strong 
relationships with and streamlined referral 
pathways to tertiary professionals (Moore & 
Goldfeld, 2006). They could also be integrated 
with Child and Parent Centres on school sites 
to provide seamless support for families and 
children from the prenatal period all the way 
up to and through the school years.

Because every child and family is different, it 
is imperative that early childhood professionals 
have sufficient knowledge and skills to be able 
to adapt their practice accordingly. Indeed, 
because contextual factors such as parenting 
stress and general hassles have been found to 
have negative effects on the amount of parent–
child book reading (Karrass, VanDeventer, 
& Braungart-Rieker, 2003), it is crucial that 
practitioners adopt a holistic approach to 
working with families and children. Another 
relevant contextual consideration is that, 
because the amount of non-parental care is 
increasing in early childhood, it is important 
that structures and programs in child care 
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settings foster language development by 
providing sufficient opportunities for carer–
child joint attention and dialogic book reading 
(Hargrave & Senechal, 2000; Nyland, 2004). 
Dialogic book reading is a practice that actively 
involves the child in shared book reading by 
encouraging the child to participate, providing 
feedback to the child, and adapting the adult’s 
reading style as the child’s linguistic skills 
develop (Hargrave & Senechal, 2000).

There is also an increasing recognition that, 
to be effective in culturally diverse settings, 
practitioners and programs need to be 
culturally aware and culturally appropriate. For 
example, the Family Home Visiting program 
in South Australia includes Aboriginal staff 
as Indigenous Cultural Consultants that visit 
Aboriginal families in partnership with nurses 
(Sivak et al., 2008). Participating Aboriginal 
families have identified the involvement of 
Indigenous Cultural Consultants as a key 
reason for the success of the program (Sivak et 
al., 2008). Another key recommendation was 
the provision of ongoing cultural awareness 
training to staff at all levels (Sivak et al., 2008).

Practitioners working with Aboriginal families 
need to recognise the importance of the oral 
storytelling tradition as a culturally appropriate 
foundation for language and literacy 
development (McKeough et al., 2008). There 
is also international evidence that, for children 
whose first language is other than the dominant 
language of the broader community, dual 
instruction in both the dominant (e.g., English) 
and heritage languages is associated with 
better academic achievement (e.g., Genesee & 
Lindholm-Leary, 2012). Indeed, after reviewing 
the available literature, Hoff (2012) recently 
argued that, given the obvious cultural, social 
and economic benefits of bilingualism and the 
fact that many bilingual children begin school 
with levels of English proficiency that are an 
obstacle to academic achievement in standard 
educational programs, it is important that 
curricula and teaching practices are improved 
to meet the needs of children from culturally 
and linguistically diverse backgrounds. 
Consistent with the findings of earlier research 
(e.g., Collins & Lea, 1999; Devlin, 1995; 
Murtagh, 1982), the results of more recent 
Australian (Devlin, 2011; Grimes, 2009) 
and international (Freeman, 2007; Human 
Development Network, 2006; World Bank, 
2005) reviews identify many benefits that well 
designed bilingual instruction can deliver and, 
conversely, the many downsides associated 
with English-only education policies.

It is also important to understand that there are 
differences in parent–child book reading styles 

and practices across a range of cultures (Chow, 
McBride-Chang, Cheung, & Chow, 2008; Murase, 
Dale, Ogura, Yamashita, & Mahieu, 2005). 
Similarly, cultural differences in the occurrence 
of specific joint attention behaviours as well as 
in the purpose of sharing attention have been 
observed (Bakeman, Adamson, Konner, & Barr, 
1990). Unfortunately, there is a lack of literature 
addressing how these factors differ among 
Australian Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
cultures. Future research in this area has the 
potential to greatly enhance the effectiveness 
of culturally appropriate programs aimed at 
closing gaps in language, school readiness and 
academic achievement.

Conclusions
Language development in early childhood 
plays a critical role in school readiness and 
subsequent academic achievement (Brinkman 
et al., 2009; Hoff, 2012; Janus & Offord, 2007). 
The findings of Australian (Farrant & Zubrick, 
2011; 2012) and international research indicate 
that joint attention and parent–child book 
reading are important interpersonal contexts 
that facilitate children’s early language 
development in Western societies. Research has 
also demonstrated that interventions that target 
joint attention and parent–child book reading 
enhance children’s language development. 
Incorporating what we know about joint 
attention and parent–child book reading into 
universal/primary and secondary/targeted early 
childhood services, and integrating these with 
Child and Parent Centres on school sites, could 
provide the seamless ongoing support families 
and children need to help them stop the 
intergenerational transmission of disadvantage.

References
Adamson, L. B. (1995). Joint attention, affect, and culture. 

In C. Moore, & P. J. Dunham (Eds.), Joint attention: 
Its origins and role in development (pp. 205–221). 
Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, Inc.

Arriaga, R. I., Fenson, L., Cronan, T., & Pethick, S. J. 
(1998). Scores on the MacArthur Communicative 
Development Inventory of children from low- and 
middle-income families. Applied Psycholinguistics, 
19(2), 209–223.

Bakeman, R., Adamson, L. B., Konner, M., & Barr, R. G. 
(1990). Kung infancy: The social context of object 
exploration. Child Development, 61(3), 794–809.

Baldwin, D. A. (1991). Infants’ contribution to the 
achievement of joint reference. Child Development, 
62(5), 875–890.

Baldwin, D. A. (1993a). Early referential understanding: 
Infants’ ability to recognize referential acts for what 
they are. Developmental Psychology, 29(5), 832–843.

Baldwin, D. A. (1993b). Infants’ ability to consult the 
speaker for clues to word reference. Journal of Child 
Language, 20(2), 395–418.

Joint attention 
and parent–child 
book reading 
are important 
interpersonal 
contexts that 
facilitate 
children’s 
early language 
development in 
Western societies.



44  |  Australian Institute of Family Studies

Baldwin, D. A. (1995). Understanding the link between 
joint attention and language. In C. Moore, & P. J. 
Dunham (Eds.), Joint attention: Its origins and role in 
development (pp. 131–158). Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence 
Erlbaum Associates, Inc.

Baldwin, D. A., Markman, E. M., Bill, B., Desjardins, R. N., 
& Irwin, J. M. (1996). Infants’ reliance on a social 
criterion for establishing word-object relations. Child 
Development, 67(6), 3135–3153.

Bateson, M. C. (1971). The interpersonal context 
of infant vocalization. Quarterly Progress Report/
Massachusetts Institute of Technology, Research 
Laboratory of Electronics, 100, 170–176.

Bateson, M. C. (1975). Mother–infant exchanges: The 
epigenesis of conversational interaction. Annals of 
the New York Academy of Sciences, 263, 101–113.

Bateson, M. C. (1979). The epigenesis of conversational 
interaction: A personal account of research 
development. In M. Bullowa (Ed.), Before speech: 
The beginning of interpersonal communication 
(pp. 63–77). New York: Cambridge University Press.

Beier, J. S., & Spelke, E. S. (2012). Infants’ developing 
understanding of social gaze. Child Development, 
83(2), 486–496. doi:10.1111/j.1467–8624.2011.01702.x

Bjorn, P., Kakkuri, I., Karvonen, P., & Leppanen, P. H. 
(2012). Accelerating early language development 
with multi-sensory training. Early Child Development 
and Care, 182(3–4), 435–451.

Brinkman, S., Sayers, M., Goldfeld, S., & Kline, J. (2009). 
Population monitoring of language and cognitive 
development in Australia: The Australian Early 
Development Index. International Journal of Speech-
Language Pathology, 11(5), 419–430.

Bronfenbrenner, U. (1995). Developmental ecology 
through space and time: A future perspective. 
In P. Moen, G. H. J. Elder, & K. Luscher (Eds.), 
Examining lives in context: Perspectives on the ecology 
of human development (pp. 619–647). Washington, 
DC: American Psychological Association.

Bruner, J. S. (1975). The ontogenesis of speech acts. 
Journal of Child Language, 2(01), 1–19.

Bus, A. G., van Ijzendoorn, M. H., & Pellegrini, A. D. 
(1995). Joint book reading makes for success in 
learning to read: A meta-analysis on intergenerational 
transmission of literacy. Review of Educational 
Research, 65(1), 1–21.

Butterworth, G. (1991). The ontogeny and phylogeny 
of joint visual attention. In A. Whiten (Ed.), Natural 
theories of mind: Evolution, development and 
simulation of everyday mindreading (pp. 223–232). 
Cambridge, MA: Basil Blackwell.

Butterworth, G., & Cochran, E. (1980). Towards a 
mechanism of joint visual attention in human infancy. 
International Journal of Behavioral Development, 
3(3), 253–272.

Cain, D. W., Rudd, L. C., & Saxon, T. F. (2007). Effects of 
professional development training on joint attention 
engagement in low-quality childcare centers. Early 
Child Development and Care, 177(2), 159–185.

Chao, R., & Willms, J. D. (2002). The effects of parenting 
practices on children’s outcomes. In J. D. Willms 
(Ed.), Vulnerable Children (pp. 149–166). Edmonton: 
University of Alberta Press.

Charman, T. (2003). Why is joint attention a pivotal 
skill in autism? In U. Frith & E. Hill (Eds.), Autism: 
Mind and brain (pp. 67–87). New York: Oxford 
University Press.

Charman, T., Baron-Cohen, S., Swettenham, J., 
Baird, G., Drew, A., & Cox, A. (2003). Predicting 
language outcome in infants with autism and 
pervasive developmental disorder. International 
Journal of Language & Communication Disorders, 
38(3), 265–285.

Chow, B. W.-Y., McBride-Chang, C., Cheung, H., 
& Chow, C. S.-L. (2008). Dialogic reading and 
morphology training in Chinese children: Effects on 
language and literacy. Developmental Psychology, 
44(1), 233–244.

Collins, B., & Lea, T. (1999). Learning lessons: An 
independent review of Indigenous education in 
the Northern Territory. Darwin: NT Department of 
Education. Retrieved from <www.det.nt.gov.au/__
data/assets/pdf_file/0005/7475/learning_lessons_
review.pdf>.

Corkum, V., & Moore, C. (1998). Origins of joint visual 
attention in infants. Developmental Psychology, 
34(1), 28–38.

Crain-Thoreson, C., & Dale, P. S. (1999). Enhancing 
linguistic performance: Parents and teachers as 
book reading partners for children with language 
delays. Topics in Early Childhood Special Education, 
19(1), 28–39.

Devlin, B. (1995). The evaluation of bilingual programs 
in the Northern Territory, Australia, 1973–1993. 
International Journal of the Sociology of Language, 
113, 23–36.

Devlin, B. (2011). The status and future of bilingual 
education for remote Indigenous students in 
the Northern Territory. Canberra: National 
Library of Australia. Retrieved from <www.nla.
gov.au/openpubl ish/index.php/aral/ar t ic le/
viewFile/2277/2738>.

Dunham, P. J., Dunham, F., & Curwin, A. (1993). Joint-
attentional states and lexical acquisition at 18 months. 
Developmental Psychology, 29(5), 827–831.

Dunn, L. M., & Dunn, L. M. (1997). Peabody Picture 
Vocabulary Test–Third Edition. San Antonio: Pearson.

Durkin, K. (1995). Developmental social psychology: 
From infancy to old age. Malden: Blackwell Publishing.

Evans, M. A., Reynolds, K., Shaw, D., & Pursoo, T. (2011). 
Parental explanations of vocabulary during shared 
book reading: A missed opportunity. First Language, 
31(2), 195–213. doi: 10.1177/0142723710393795

Farrant, B. M., Maybery, M. T., & Fletcher, J. (2011). 
Socio-emotional engagement, joint attention, 
imitation, and conversation skill: Analysis in typical 
development and specific language impairment. First 
Language, 31(1), 23–46.

Farrant, B. M., & Zubrick, S. R. (2011). Early vocabulary 
development: The importance of joint attention and 
parent–child book reading. First Language, 32(3), 
343–364. doi:10.1177/0142723711422626

Farrant, B. M., & Zubrick, S. R. (2012). Parent–child 
book reading across early childhood and child 
vocabulary in the early school years: Findings from 
the Longitudinal Study of Australian Children. 
Manuscript submitted for publication.

Fenson, L., Marchman, M. A., Thal, D., Dale, P. S., 
Reznik, J. S., & Bates, E. (2006). The MacArthur-Bates 
Communicative Development Inventories: User’s guide 
and technical manual (2nd Ed.). Baltimore: Brookes.

Forget-Dubois, N., Dionne, G., Lemelin, J.-P., 
Perusse, D., Tremblay, R. E., & Boivin, M. (2009). 
Early child language mediates the relation between 
home environment and school readiness. Child 
Development, 80(3), 736–749.

Structures 
and programs 
in child care 
settings need to 
foster language 
development 
by providing 
sufficient 
opportunities for 
carer–child joint 
attention and 
dialogic book 
reading.



Family Matters 2012 No. 91  |  45

Freeman, R. (2007). Reviewing the research on language 
education programs. In O. García & C. Baker (Eds.), 
Bilingual Education: An Introductory Reader 
(pp. 3–18). Clevedon: Multilingual Matters.

Genesee, F., & Lindholm-Leary, K. (2012). The 
education of English language learners. APA 
educational psychology handbook, Vol 3: Application 
to teaching and learning (pp. 499–526). Washington, 
DC: American Psychological Association.

Greenspan, S., & Shanker, S. (2007). The developmental 
pathways leading to pattern recognition, joint 
attention, language and cognition. New Ideas in 
Psychology, 25(2), 128–142.

Grimes, C. E. (2009). Indigenous languages in education: 
What the research actually shows. Darwin: Australian 
Society for Indigenous Languages. Retrieved from 
<ausil.org.au/sites/ausil/files/2009%20Grimes-
Indig%20Lgs%20in%20Ed-AuSIL-web.pdf>.

Halfon, N., Russ, S., Oberklaid, F., Bertrand, J., & 
Eisenstadt, N. (2009). An international comparison of 
early childhood initiatives: From services to systems. 
Journal of Developmental and Behavioral Pediatrics, 
30(5), 471–473.

Hargrave, A. C., & Senechal, M. (2000). A book reading 
intervention with preschool children who have 
limited vocabularies: The benefits of regular reading 
and dialogic reading. Early Childhood Research 
Quarterly, 15(1), 75–90.

Highberger, R., & Brooks, H. (1973). Vocabulary growth 
of Head Start children participating in a mothers’ 
reading program. Home Economics Research Journal, 
1(3), 185–187.

Hoff, E. (2012). Interpreting the early language 
trajectories of children from low-ses and language 
minority homes: Implications for closing achievement 
gaps. Developmental Psychology. doi: http://dx.doi.
org/10.1037/a0027238

Human Development Network. (2006). Language of 
learning, language of instruction: Implications for 
achieving education for all. Washington, DC: World 
Bank. Retrieved from <www.seameo.org/images/
stories/Projects/2008_MotherTongueBridgeLang/
O t h e r _ r e f e r e n c e s / Wo r l d B a n k _ P a p e r s /
WBpaperNov06.pdf>.

Huston, A. C. (2008). From research to policy and back. 
Child Development, 79(1), 1–12.

Isaksen, J., & Holth, P. (2009). An operant approach to 
teaching joint attention skills to children with autism. 
Behavioral Interventions, 24(4), 215–236.

Janus, M., & Offord, D. R. (2007). Development and 
psychometric properties of the Early Development 
Instrument (EDI): A measure of children’s school 
readiness. Canadian Journal of Behavioural Science/
Revue canadienne des sciences du comportement, 
39(1), 1–22.

Jones, E. A., Carr, E. G., & Feeley, K. M. (2006). Multiple 
effects of joint attention intervention for children with 
autism. Behavior Modification, 30(6), 782–834.

Karrass, J., VanDeventer, M. C., & Braungart-Rieker, 
J. M. (2003). Predicting shared parent–child book 
reading in infancy. Journal of Family Psychology, 
17(1), 134–146.

Kasari, C., Paparella, T., Freeman, S., & Jahromi, L. B. 
(2008). Language outcome in autism: Randomized 
comparison of joint attention and play interventions. 
Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology, 
76(1), 125–137.

Keller, H., & Gauda, G. (1987). Eye contact in the first 
months of life and its developmental consequences. 

In H. Rauh & H.-C. Steinhausen (Eds.), Psychobiology 
and early development (pp. 129–143). Oxford: North-
Holland.

Keller, H., & Zach, U. (1993). Developmental 
consequences of early eye contact behaviour. Acta 
Paedopsychiatrica: International Journal of Child & 
Adolescent Psychiatry, 56(1), 31–36.

Kemp, L., Harris, E., McMahon, C., Matthey, S., Vimpani, 
G., Anderson, T. et al. (2011). Child and family 
outcomes of a long-term nurse home visitation 
programme: A randomised controlled trial. Archives 
of Disease in Childhood, 96(6), 533–540.

Kemp, L., Harris, E., McMahon, C., Matthey, S., Vimpani, 
G., Anderson, T. et al. (2008). Miller Early Childhood 
Sustained Home-visiting (MECSH) trial: Design, 
method and sample description. BMC Public Health, 
8, 424.

Kiernan, B., & Gray, S. (1998). Word learning in a 
supported-learning context by preschool children 
with specific language impairment. Journal of Speech, 
Language, and Hearing Research, 41(1), 161–171.

Leekam, S. R., & Moore, C. (2001). The development of 
attention and joint attention in children with autism. 
In J. A. Burack, T. Charman, N. Yirmiya, & P. R. Zelazo 
(Eds.), The development of autism: Perspectives from 
theory and research (pp. 105–129). Mahwah, NJ: 
Lawrence Erlbaum Associates Publishers.

Lynch, J. W., Law, C., Brinkman, S., Chittleborough, 
C., & Sawyer, M. (2010). Inequalities in child 
healthy development: Some challenges for effective 
implementation. Social Science & Medicine, 
71(7), 1244–1248.

McCain, M. N., & Mustard, F. J. (1999). Early Years Study: 
Reversing the real brain drain. Toronto: Canadian 
Institute for Advanced Research.

McCain, M. N., Mustard, F. J., & Shanker, S. (2007). Early 
Years Study 2: Putting science into action. Toronto: 
Council for Early Child Development.

McKeough, A., Bird, S., Tourigny, E., Romaine, A., 
Graham, S., Ottmann, J., & Jeary, J. (2008). Storytelling 
as a foundation to literacy development for Aboriginal 
children: Culturally and developmentally appropriate 
practices. Canadian Psychology/Psychologie 
Canadienne, 49(2), 148–154.

Mol, S. E., Bus, A. G., de Jong, M. T., & Smeets, D. J. 
(2008). Added value of dialogic parent-child book 

Curricula 
and teaching 
practices should 
be improved to 
meet the needs 
of children from 
culturally and 
linguistically 
diverse 
backgrounds. 



46  |  Australian Institute of Family Studies

Very little is understood about the influence of 
housing on children’s development in Australia. 
For example, a recent review of the literature 
on this issue (Dockery et al., 2010) suggested 
that: “there is noticeably a lack of empirical 
research conducted in Australia on the links 
between housing and child development” 
(p. 2). In this paper, we begin to fill the gap 
in the Australian evidence on the influences 
of housing on children’s development, using 
national data from Growing Up in Australia: 
The Longitudinal Study of Australian Children 
(LSAC). Specifically, we examine the association 
between housing tenure, residential mobility, 
and housing stress on children’s cognitive 
development and social-emotional functioning.
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