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Abstract 

This single-case study seeks to understand the nature of meaning-making in interactions between 

a five-year-old child and her parents at the beginning of the family’s engagement with ebooks on 

an iPad. As a result of employing activity theory and an innovative approach to grounded theory, 

I found that literacies engaged family relationships in specific ways and problematized 

apprenticeship into dialogic reading with ebooks on the iPad. Findings highlight the uniqueness 

of a child’s perspective on reading with a new device and its impact on the tension around an 

object of activity and division of labor. In this process, the child interacts mostly with the tool, 

treating it as a living thing, and thus dialogic interactions typical of more traditional 

apprenticeships that the parents strive to achieve are difficult to realize. Because foregrounding 

the relationship with the device, not with parents, changes the ways parents interact with 

children, it might matter how parents introduce the iPad to children and what they expect.   

 

Keywords: Ages birth-8, case studies, CHAT (Cultural Historical Activity Theory), ebooks, 

family literacy 
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“Don’t Talk to It!”: 

Reconfiguring Reading in Parent-child Interaction with Ebooks 

Introduction 

 In today’s world, knowledge is represented by a variety of rapidly changing modes, many 

of which are accessed through technology (Kress, 2003; New London Group, 2006). These new 

representations influence children’s experiences with literacy, which has led to inevitable 

questions about the nature of interacting and learning with new media (Razfar & Yang, 2010). 

Yet although the literacy field knows a great deal about children’s interactions with parents 

involving reading traditional print and everyday conversations (Britton, 1970; Caspe, 2009; 

Doyle & Bramwell, 2006; Halliday, 1975; Heath, 1983; Hindman, Connor, Jewkes, & Morrison, 

2008; Reese, Spark, & Leyva, 2010; Valencia, 1991; Wells, 2009, Wood, Bruner, & Ross, 1976), 

research on interactions with digital technologies has not explained in depth kinds of 

interactional opportunities and how they develop over time. In addition, Deborah Rowe (2010) 

Cathy Burnett (2010), Guy Merchant (2015), and Natalia Kucirkova (2017) call for new research 

paradigms that would enable researchers to explain new ways of interactivity with digital books. 

 The study that informs this paper takes up Rowe’s (2010), Burnett’s (2010), Merchant’s 

(2015), and Kucirkova’s (2017) calls for new studies, and advances two areas in contemporary 

literacy research. First, it contributes to research on dialogic reading by investigating it in the 

context when new technologies are used. It also contributes to research on interactions around 

technologies, particularly in respect to development of such interactions over time, and to 

research investigating issues and potentials stemming from children’s engagement with 

technologies, including children’s emotional relationships with portable devices.   

 The question that this study raises is: To what degree can an apprenticeship model of 
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literacy learning described by research on traditional print be transferred to computer literacy 

contexts in home settings? First, although research has illuminated the nature of dialogic 

interactions between parents and children, including dialogic reading, it is not yet clear how 

technology can influence dialogic interactions in home settings. In terms of dialogic interactions, 

without technology, there have been several parallel lines of thought that used similar or 

different terminology to study the same basic social phenomenon—parent-child dialogic 

interaction. One line of thought, based on literary analysis, comes from Bakhtin (1981), who 

claimed that making meaning is dialogic. Bakhtin (1986) coined the concept of “dialogism,” 

arguing that “all our utterances are filled with others’ words, varying degrees of ‘our-own-

ness’… which we assimilate, rework, and reaccentuate” (1986, p. 89). Wells (2009) explains this 

notion further: “whenever we speak, we necessarily enter into an ongoing dialogue, since we are 

always repeating or reacting to positions that others have already expressed” (p. 269). Bakhtin’s 

work on dialogism can also illuminate children’s language and literacy development, including 

book reading. McCarthey (2004) applied Bakhtin’s dialogism to her son’s language development 

from the age of two years and nine months to the age of five years and six months. The child 

used words learned from books his mother shared with him and used them in many contexts. 

Junefelt (2009) also used Bakhtin’s dialogism to analyze interactions between mothers and 

children and found differences among different parental nationalities in terms of how they 

regulated the activity of solving puzzles.  

 However, much research on dialogic interactions does not employ Bakhtin’s concepts, 

even though the constructs researchers use and the thinking they engage in bear a strong family 

resemblance to Bakhtin's (1981, 1986) dialogism. In another line of thought about dialogic 

interactions, in the field of developmental psychology, Barbara Rogoff describes children’s 
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cognitive development as occurring through guided participation in social activity (1990). 

According to Rogoff (1990), guided participation “includes explicit efforts to guide children in 

development as well as tacit communication and arrangements that are embedded in the practical 

and routine activities of daily life…” (p. viii). Rogoff (1990) adds, “With the guidance of those 

around them, children participate in cultural activities that socialize them in skilled roles” (p. 11). 

To illustrate how guided participation works, Rogoff (1990) discusses many studies. In one of 

them, mothers advanced children’s conceptual development as they read picture books about 

animals to children and modified children’s picture labels by providing taxonomic information 

about animals (Adams, 1987, as cited in Rogoff, 1990). Kaye (1982), another developmental 

psychologist, researched babies’ interaction with their parents in his longitudinal study and 

coined the term attunement, a construct grounded in apprenticeship that views the development 

of the infant’s mind as “a function of a dialogic process in which the parent continuously pulls 

the child forward, eventually achieving a full partnership” (Reaves & Kamberelis, 2019, p, 154). 

This concept is also in line with Trevarthen’s (2015) theory of natural semiosis in which 

communication between mother and baby is a two-way process requiring “acceptance of an 

innate awareness of motives in the movements of other persons” (p. 139).  

 Finally, yet another line of thought in research on dialogic interactions employs the term 

dialogic reading as a strategy that involves certain scaffolding techniques used by adults during 

parent and child shared-reading events (Cutspec, 2006). Some of these techniques are prompting 

the child by questioning, evaluating the child’s response, expanding the child's response by 

rephrasing and adding information to it, and the use of prompts to encourage the child to connect 

story content to the child’s experiences. This body of research (Arnold, Lonigan, Whitehurst, & 

Epstein, 1994; Caspe, 2009; Hindman et al., 2008; Lonigan & Whitehurst, 1998; Whitehurst, 
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Arnold, Epstein, Angell, Smith, & Fischel, 1994; Zevenbergen, Whitehurst, & Zevenbergen, 

2003) underscores that, through apprenticeship, a learning model derived from research on the 

situated nature of learning (Collins, Brown, & Newman, 1987), parents as experts can establish 

opportunities for dialogic interaction with children to enhance children’s meaning-making. 

However, as reading in the digital era might look different, there is a need to research dialogic 

reading at home, when technologies are involved. Parish-Morris, Mahajan, Hirsh-Pasek, 

Golinkoff, and Collins (2013) asked if alternative book formats, such as electronic console 

ebooks, support parent–child dialogic interaction during shared book reading and examined the 

quality of parent and child language and children’s story comprehension in their quantitative 

study. The results show that while traditional books encourage more content-based 

conversations, interactions around electronic books foster language focused more on behavior. In 

addition, during reading traditional books, parents asked more questions related to the story and 

used more distancing prompts. In terms of comprehension, children were able to remember the 

content better when they read traditional books. The researchers concluded that better reading 

outcomes are associated with reading traditional books. This study draws on all the lines of 

thought involving dialogic interactions to investigate the nature of dialogism when reading on 

the iPad is involved. 

  The question about the degree to which an apprenticeship model of literacy learning 

described by research on traditional print can be transferred to computer literacy contexts in 

home settings is not fully answered yet because studies that investigate the nature of interactions 

around ebooks in home settings are still scarce. Much of the research done in the field of younger 

children’s engagement with ebooks focuses mainly on how multimedia features can support the 

development of print literacy skills, such as phonological awareness, vocabulary, or 
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comprehension, and investigates this development through experimental design (Gong & Levy, 

2009; Segers, Nooijen, & Moor, 2006; Takacs & Bus, 2016; Trushell & Maitland, 2005). These 

studies also suggest that using these resources can supplement teaching and are possibly 

motivational. There are also studies that illuminate what the screen text enlivened by different 

features means for interaction and meaning-making, but they do not attend to the nature of such 

interactions over time (Korat, 2010; Roskos, Burstein, & You, 2012).  

 This study also advances knowledge in the area of studies on children’s interactions with 

technology within a sociocultural view of literacy. In this area, research highlights children’s 

active meaning-making as they use digital literacy as a means of pleasure and self-expression 

when they engage with technologies such as television, computer games, and/or cell phones 

(Marsh, 2003, 2004, 2011). There are also studies focusing on individual children, showcasing 

children’s experimentation and making sense in these engagements (Merchant, 2005; Pahl, 2005; 

Smith, 2005). Overall, this research highlights that children can participate in meaningful 

communication that is relevant to their current lives involving technologies that are available to 

them. It also tends to focus on how technology activities are reflected in children’s non-

technology activities. This study attempts to combine the focus on what a child is doing with the 

tool and what happens as a result of this engagement. 

 There are also studies in which researchers use newer methodological frameworks in order 

to focus on meaning-making as realized by a repertoire of different modes, such as gestures and 

gaze, beyond spoken language, and in order to account for the ways technologies participate in 

meaning-making (Kucirkova, Messer, Sheehy, & Flewitt, 2013; Wolfe & Flewitt, 2010). Yet 

these studies describe single episodes of such interaction and do not explain how such 

interactions might change over time. Additionally, none of these studies investigated such 
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interactions at the time when the new technologies were introduced to children.  

 This study also contributes to research on children’s relationships with digital technologies, 

thus adding to the conversation about considerations for parents as technologies are associated 

with both positive and negative influences. In these aspects, the present study is an important 

emerging field of research, given that the iPad has been available now for over ten years, and 

some children's emergent literacy is completely bound to the iPad. Among issues associated with 

exposure to technologies, screen time is of concern. Hale & Guang (2015) conducted a meta-

analysis of studies investigating the effect of various technologies on children and concluded that 

children’s screen time before bedtime and during should be reduced. Sage and Burgio (2017) 

reported neurodevelopmental and neurobehavioral changes due to exposure to wireless 

technologies. McClure, Chentsova-Dutton, Holochwost, Parrott, and Barr (2018) used a 

seminaturalistic observational method to see the effects of small children’s participation in video 

chats and concluded that key features of adult-toddler interaction, such as joint visual attention, 

may be compromised in this context. On the other hand, they noted that video chat may 

positively affect the development of other aspects of attention.  

 Researchers have also pointed to the psychological effects of technologies on family 

relationships and children’s well-being. Catherine Steiner-Adair (2013), a clinical psychologist 

who relies on clinical observations, notes addicting properties of digital technologies and warns 

about their invasiveness in the ways they can disrupt family routines such as dinner talk. This 

study offers considerations regarding such a family routine as a bedtime reading routine. Other 

researchers describe the aspect of forming an attachment to technologies and perception of it as a 

living being to which one can talk. When it comes to humans’ relationships with tablets, such 

research began to appear only in connection to adults (Wang & Nelson, 2014). However, Turkle 
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(2011), Melson, Kahn, Beck, and Friedman (2009), Kahn, Friedman, Perez-Granados, and Freier 

(2006), and Severson and Carlson (2010) investigated children’s relationship with robotic pets 

which might bear resemblance and have implications for forming such relationships with iPads, 

whose physical characteristics (portability and interactivity) make it far more appealing to 

children than a regular computer (Dezuanni, Dooley, Gattenhoff, & Knight, 2015). According to 

Turkle (2011), as a result of marketing these toys as sociable companions that require children’s 

attention, love and care, for children, these robotic animals are alive enough to become 

acquainted with. Turkle (2011) calls this phenomenon a “robotic moment” as children “try to 

deal with the robot as they would deal with a pet or a person” (p. 38). Recently, specifically in 

reference to children’s engagement with iPads, Dezuanni et al. (2015) emphasized that the iPad 

is a specific device, not just a technology. It is portable, relatively light and small enough, can be 

used in any place, has a touch-screen interphase, and encourages physical attachment. Dezuanni 

et al. (2015) stress, “For young children, the iPad is more like an interactive toy than a computer” 

(p. 1). Furthermore, the Apple corporation markets it as a desirable tool. It is something that has 

both social and material specificity (Dezuanni et al., 2015). This study foregrounds such an 

attachment to the iPad displayed by a child, investigated in terms of only robotized toys so far.  

 In addition, in the cognitive science community and, specifically, in human-computer 

interaction (HCI) or child-computer interaction (CCI), research has investigated how the design 

of digital media supports children’s learning using several paradigms. Some researchers employ 

such theories as embodied cognition. Embodied cognition is a “perspective based on the notion 

that psychological processes are dependent on and shaped by aspects of the body including body 

morphology (form), sensory-motor systems, and interactions with the surrounding world” (Antle, 

2013, p. 31). For instance, Soni, Darrow, Luc, Gleaves, Schuman, Neff, Chang, Kirkland, 
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Alexandre, Morales, Stofer, and Anthony (2019) pointed to a positive role of cooperative 

(multiuser) gestures in supporting scientific discussion and collaborative meaning-making. Silvis 

(2019) used a multi-dimensional framework (Lin, Lee, & Robertson, 2011) within ethnography 

to study children’s usage of technologies for multi-tasking to accomplish home tasks and showed 

how children learned both through multi-tasking and even in spite of multi-tasking. Researchers 

have also conducted in-the-wild, or in other words, in-situ, studies, whose aim is to understand 

how new technologies are used in everyday living (Rogers & Marshall, 2017). Beirl, Yuill, and 

Rogers (2019) studied families’ interactions with voice assistants such as Alexa and found that 

these devices can support different interaction patterns and offer various learning opportunities.  

 To conclude the background section, the educational field lacks case studies of young 

children and their families engaging with technologies over a period of time, from the moment of 

introducing such technologies, that would employ tools (both theoretical and methodological) 

that are capable of capturing the complexity of engagement with technology over time.    

Theoretical Framework 

 This study aims to advance the knowledge of the development of interaction and meaning-

making in home settings by incorporating activity theory into existing frameworks in order to 

account for development and changes in interaction around ebooks on the iPad and account for 

larger sociocultural conditions. Burnett (2010) stresses that researchers need to move out of 

traditional paradigms in order to conceptualize children’s engagement with digital texts.   

 Activity theory is one of the emerging theories that can illuminate interaction and meaning-

making within a larger sociocultural context that includes family histories and larger social 

processes that influence participants’ engagement with technology (Hedegaard & Fleer, 2008, 

2013; Roth & Lee, 2007). Activity theory builds on the cultural historical approach to learning 
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developed by Vygotsky (1978) and extended by Wertsch (1981) and Engeström (1987). Several 

central concepts in activity theory are often presented in the form of a triangle to represent an 

activity system (see Figure 1). These concepts are subject, object, division of labor, community, 

rules, tensions, and agency.  

 

 

Figure 1. Activity System. 

 The subject is merely another term for the participants in the activity. The object is less 

straightforward: it deals with the “‘problem space’ at which the activity is directed” (Engeström, 

1999, p. 67). Engeström (1999) defines activities as “social practices oriented at objects” (p. 

380). As subjects engage in a problem space (object), this engagement (activity) is often 

mediated by tools. For example, computers can be tools. Activity also takes place in a certain 

community, and communities operate under certain divisions of labor. Rules, such as norms, 

values, and routines are always involved in a task. The bottom of Figure 1 represents broader 

social conditions that contribute to understanding the activity system. As people (subjects) 

interact, they bring different rules and understandings, often from their communities, which 

influence how the activity is executed, including the distribution of labor. The triangle is a 
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reminder that an activity relates to these invisible community rules and also to a larger societal 

community that may not be visible in a single event. In this study, tensions, more colloquially 

thought of as problems, between particular activity system elements also became crucial to the 

understanding of interactions and their development within our family activity system. Also 

important in this study is the concept of agency, defined as “the subject potentialities and 

positions of creation of new tools and forms of activity” (Sannino, Daniels, & Guttierez, 2009, p. 

212).               

Methodology 

 Data for this paper comes from a single-case study aiming to describe the development of 

interactions for one child as she participated in an activity system with her parents involving an 

iPad. Based on the gaps in literature, the following research question emerged and guided the 

larger project: What was the nature of meaning-making in the iPad practices of our family during 

the first six months of my daughter Kalina’s iPad use? This paper focuses on engagement with 

ebooks and, specifically, on the tension between the parents’ perspective and Kalina’s 

perspective.  

 A case study design is appropriate when the object of study is a bounded system (Stake, 

1994). The case in this study is my family. I chose a single-case study design in order to explain 

the nature of meaning-making with iPad applications in greater depth. Emphasis is on 

understanding the case (Stake, 1994); generalization occurs at the level of processes (Dyson & 

Geneshi, 2005) by studying details and their dependence on context. Single cases allow 

researchers to obtain a deeper understanding of a case, and, as a result, provide nuanced 

descriptions and produce theory from the data, in connection to the researched context (Babbie, 
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1998; Yin, 1994). The use of single cases is a practice well known in the area of researching 

emergent literacies. The fields of child development and literacy have learned a lot from single 

cases in which researchers studied their own children because only a study that intensively and 

longitudinally investigates children’s language development in home settings can provide in-

depth information about it. Piaget (1969) studied his children and developed the theory of 

cognitive development. Bissex (1980) researched her son’s literate activities and provided a 

detailed account of how writing and reading are closely connected. Bauer (2000) described how 

her bilingual daughter code switched across different contexts.         

Participants 

 Participants in this study were my daughter and my husband, but I played a dual role of 

participant-observer. Our family is diverse culturally and linguistically. I immigrated to the 

United States from Poland when I was an adult. In Poland, I was a teacher of English as a second 

language. When I began a literacy program in the United States, I learned about sociocultural 

perspectives and the importance of interactive reading with children. My husband was born and 

raised in the United States and works in sales. His perspective on literacy at the beginning of this 

study was different from mine. He thought that reading should not be interrupted, and that 

Kalina’s major role in reading events was to listen. When we first began to read with Kalina 

when she was very young, I sometimes made gentle suggestions that it was all right that she 

wanted to talk about the story and pictures. By the time of this research, my husband maintained 

his preference for reading, but sometimes followed my suggestions of dialogic reading.   

  At the time of data collection, our five-year-old only child’s bilingualism was uneven, 

with more fluency in English. Prior to collecting data, I interacted with Kalina either in Polish or 
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English during our daily conversations. During interactions in which my husband was present, 

we spoke mostly in English. This nature of our conversations naturally extended to interactions 

around the iPad. Kalina was five years old and in kindergarten during the six months of data 

collection. Before I started gathering data, Kalina’s experiences with digital media concentrated 

on using our laptop for playing games and watching videos pertaining to her interests.     

Context 

 My husband and I decided to purchase an iPad to enhance Kalina’s reading experiences. 

As parents who are Macintosh users, we appreciated a device that would be compatible with the 

equipment we already had at home. After purchasing an iPad, we learned that the device opens 

possibilities for many types of applications, which led me to expand my research from just 

ebooks into other applications. We purchased the iPad in December 2011 but waited until 

Summer 2012 to introduce it to Kalina. I took some time to learn how to use it and download a 

variety of educational and entertaining applications that I thought Kalina might like. The first 

activities that we presented to Kalina were ebooks. We also restricted the iPad activity to once a 

day and for 30 minutes because we as parents believed that she should have balanced activities 

throughout the day. From the very beginning, Kalina also developed a relationship with the iPad 

in which she personified the device, which she exhibited by kissing it and saying she loved it.                             

 Prior to introducing her to ebooks, Kalina was very familiar with print books. At home, we 

also established reading routines, such as bedtime reading. In general, our bedtime reading 

routine was similar to bedtime reading routines established by many parents (Caspe, 2009; 

Hindman et al., 2008; Reese et al., 2010; Valencia, 1991). We would choose a book to read and 

sit close to each other. Then, either my husband or I would read and turn pages, point to pictures 

and print, and initiate some dialogue around a story, picture, or both. In such engagements, 
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Kalina would also be an agent, as she would often pick a book, point to pictures, and ask 

questions about the content. However, we as parents set up the structure of these reading sessions 

from the beginning of her apprenticeship into reading books with us.          

 The kinds of ebooks that were available on the iPad and our criteria for choosing them 

were also significant. I searched for ebooks that would correspond with Kalina’s interests. 

However, the most important factor that I had to consider was availability on the iPad. I 

downloaded most of the ebooks using the iBooks and Barnes & Noble NOOK Kids applications. 

Barnes & Noble NOOK Kids is an e-reader developed by the American book retailer Barnes & 

Noble. IBooks came with the iPad. These ebooks had paperback versions, but we only used the 

digital versions on NOOK and iBooks. We also installed an application called Read Me Stories – 

Children’s Books. Ebooks on this application did not have paperback versions. Some ebooks 

offered both reading with audio and reading without audio and some were simply print picture 

book presented on the screen of an iPad. Those that offered audio also had additional features, 

such as enlarging printed words on the page upon touching the print.              

Setting, Data, and Data Collection 

 My husband, our daughter, and I interacted with the iPad on the carpet on the floor of the 

living room. During a typical nightly iPad session, we sat in front of our living room couch, with 

Kalina between us. During our interactions, I took field notes, more or less intensely, depending 

on the nature of my involvement in the interactions. I had two recording cameras: a digital 

camera recorded our interactions and screen capture software on my laptop recorded the iPad 

screen. After an iPad session, I interviewed Kalina and my husband informally and took notes 

after these interviews. Sessions typically occurred before Kalina’s bedtime, almost every day. 

Kalina would initiate these engagements by saying, “Daddy is home. Time for the little 
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computer.” When we were ready, I would start recording and engaged as a parent during the 

events. I began collecting data in July 2012, when my husband and I introduced the iPad to 

Kalina, and continued until the beginning of January 2013. 

Data Analysis Methods 

 Level one analysis: Identifying applications for analysis. I conducted three levels of 

analysis. In order to determine which applications engaged us, I considered the frequency of 

engagements, who initiated them, and what Kalina considered her favorite applications. To help 

me identify “engaging applications,” I made a matrix (see Appendix A). Upon viewing the 

completed matrix, I identified types of activities that engaged our family in different ways and 

for extended periods of time. One of those types of activities was ebooks.                       

 Level two analysis: Preliminary understanding of activity using grounded theory. In 

the second level of analysis, I was concerned with grounding the understanding of the nature of 

our apprenticeship in our family’s activities on the iPad. Thus, I began an explanation of our 

family’s activity system using grounded theory (Glaser, 1978; Strauss, 1987). However, my 

approach to grounded theory needed to be different from a traditional approach. Because I 

wanted to theorize meaning-making development, I did not develop codes that would lead to 

larger themes, but instead, I compared activities as they developed over time and recorded what 

was noteworthy. Mercer (2010) argues that traditional grounded theory coding schemes do not 

allow one to theorize development and changes occurring within a phenomenon because in 

coding, one puts “together all observed utterances which share the same surface features” (p. 4) 

and thus (perhaps inadvertently) actually decontextualizes an action from its explanatory context.

 With Mercer’s (2010) cautionary note in mind, I developed a new scheme for the second 

level of analysis. First, I bounded each use of an app as a “literacy event” (Barton & Hamilton, 
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1998) and made a chart called “Activity System Analysis Chart” (see Appendix B) in order to 

create a record of activity system elements and changes in their relationships. These charts 

enabled me to examine both my field notes and my memos regarding the field notes while re-

viewing video clips of the events in order to characterize activity system elements and 

relationships between them. This way, I theorized Kalina’s and the family’s meaning-making on 

the iPad as an activity, thereby grounding my analysis in data directly from our family’s iPad 

activities over time. Using the Activity System Analysis Charts, I began noticing patterns and 

theorizing on how our family activity system interacted with ebooks. I analyzed 106 events.     

 Level three analysis: Theorizing deeper meanings of preliminary findings. In order to 

theorize findings from level two more deeply, I created yet another chart: “Grounded Theory 

Analysis Charts” (see Appendix C). The first column included the name of the event, the second 

reflected activity system elements and their characteristics as transferred from the Activity 

System Analysis Charts, and in the third column, I theorized about relationships between activity 

system elements and changes in relationships across events. As I began to think about the data, I 

asked questions that allowed me to follow particularly important and interesting relationships 

and changes across events.             

 As I continued with my analysis, I began answering my own questions. In doing so, I 

found myself pondering additional questions about the relationships between activity elements 

themselves. I noticed that certain tensions over activity elements were prominent. I then took 

those questions and began categorizing patterns of changes across ebook events until patterns 

became saturated (see Appendix D). I then reached a point in which I needed to stop searching 

the data and begin theorizing outward.                                             
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Reflexivity           

 Being a participant-observer, I was reflexive about both my role in the research and as the 

researcher (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994). First, the space restriction of having to use the living room 

for recording purposes might have influenced the manner in which we interacted as a family. 

Second, because I was occupied with the research goal of investigating these interactions as a 

family interaction that included my husband, our interactions needed to take place only in the 

evenings. It is also possible that the presence of the camera altered our behavior and interaction. 

On the other hand, as I watched videos after each recording, I could tell that such influence, if it 

took place, was minimal. My background as a literacy specialist and researcher also played 

centrally in my own interactions with my daughter and husband. I had knowledge of 

interactional literature, which described effective patterns of interactions with children, and this 

knowledge influenced my participation. It is also possible that when I played more of a 

participant role, the role affected my observations, and when I played more of an observant role, 

the role affected my participation. Completing my field notes immediately after recording, while 

re-watching the recordings, minimized the first effect. My husband Richard’s presence 

minimized the second effect, because when he was the primary interactant with Kalina, my role 

in interaction receded.     

 In addition, I employed a reflexive approach to the data collection and analysis to ensure 

reliability and validity (Patton, 1999). Schwandt (1997) specifies reflexivity as two-fold. The 

first aspect involves being part of the researched context. The second aspect pertains to a process 

of self-reflecting on one’s biases and preferences. In terms of the first aspect, I was naturally 

immersed in the context as both a participant and a researcher working in the researched context. 

In terms of the second aspect, I triangulated the analysis with multiple data sources, asked key 
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informants to correct misconceptions, and considered other theoretical frameworks. In terms of 

multiple data sources, I constantly compared observational data with video data and informal 

interviews after each recording. I also revisited videos and checked notes from informal 

interviews as I continued my preliminary theory development and again when I theorized deeper 

meanings. As far as triangulating with another informer, I asked my husband, study participant, 

to review the findings and I constantly shared my developing understanding with him (Patton, 

1999). In terms of the theoretical framework, I chose activity theory because this theory can 

illuminate interaction and meaning-making within a larger sociocultural context that includes 

family histories and larger social processes that influence participants’ engagement with 

technology (Roth & Lee, 2007). In this regard, this theory seems to be a better choice than the 

ecological approach from Bronfenbrenner’s ecological framework (1970, 1979, 1997, as cited in 

Hedegaard & Fleer, 2013) used in research on older children and meaning-making (Barron, 

2006; Barron, Martin, & Roberts, 2007; Barron, Wise, & Martin, 2009; Ito, 2010). Both 

approaches, activity theory and Bronfenbrenner’s ecological framework, are similar, but 

Hedegaard and Fleer (2008, 2013) argue that instead of primarily focusing on a connected 

network of persons and arenas where they live, which is the core of the ecological framework, it 

is crucial “to conceptualize the relations between children’s activities and institutional practices 

as a dynamic one where the child is an agent (…) and conflicts and crises are central” 

(Hedegaard & Fleer, 2013, p. 18). Hedegaard (2012) also argues further that the “dialectic 

between the child's orientation within an activity setting and the demands from the setting and 

other persons influence the child's activities” (Hedegaard, 2012, p. 127). In addition, to maintain 

rigor in this research, I constantly kept returning to data to see if my ongoing analysis made 

sense (Patton, 1999).                        
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       Findings              

Explanation of Dialectics        

 Dialectical relationships became a significant concept with which I understood data related 

to ebooks. Dialectics theorizes activity “in terms of mutually exclusive category pairs” (Roth, 

2007, p. 195). I began paying attention to dialectics when I found that tensions were a strong 

component in how our family interacted on the iPad. Tensions revealed dialectical relations 

across different elements of our system. Using the analytic methods described in the 

methodology section, I found three significant dialectical relationships. Only the first one, 

“Dividing labor with parents’ object versus dividing labor with Kalina’s object” is the subject of 

this paper.                  

Dividing Labor with Parents’ Object Versus Dividing Labor with Kalina’s Object 

 This tension explains how the family learned what our perspectives on the division of labor 

were and what the child perceived as the object of reading, with the object as being directly 

related to the division of labor and larger sociocultural forces that influenced these perspectives. 

As the device was new to Kalina and she was not sure how to hold and navigate on it, she 

initially was acquiescent with our suggestion that Richard would read the first ebook to her. The 

first ebook did not have audio, and the only available version was Read by Myself (without 

audio). It was essentially a picture book presented on the screen. We, as parents, assumed that 

Read by Myself would mean that we would read, as Kalina could not read yet. Kalina’s role, 

naturally for us, became to listen, view the illustrations, participate in dialogical exchanges, and 

also swipe pages. Yet, as it turned out in the second event, illustrated in Vignette 1, this was not 

going to be a division of labor that Kalina would accept after the first encounter with ebooks. 

 Vignette 1: Reading by device vs. composing a narrative with pictures. Immediately 
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after Richard read Mystery in Gabba Land (on NOOK), the first ebook, to Kalina, we remained 

in the virtual library of the NOOK ebook application, and Kalina chose another ebook, Dinner 

with Olivia. She also began holding the device in her hands. This time, as Kalina realized that 

she started to like the iPad and wanted to have more control over it beyond just listening and 

swiping pages, she immediately chose Read by Myself (without audio), even though the ebook 

also gave her the Read to Me (with audio) option: the version we as parents promoted when we 

asked her if she would let “them” read. It turned out that Read by Myself meant that she could 

interact with the device on her own, in any way that she was capable of doing. It was not 

traditional reading that was important to her at this moment. Rather, she composed original 

narration based only on illustrations—without accessing ebook narration. Throughout the 

transcripts, the following key applies: K is Kalina; R is Richard (my husband), B is Barb (me). In 

parenthesis, next to ebook titles, I also provide sources of ebooks used in those interactions. I 

provide more detailed information about these ebooks in Appendix E.      

Dinner with Olivia (NOOK), 7/02/12 

B: And now you do like this, Kalina, with your finger. [Tries to introduce the zooming 

feature] 

K: [Pushes B’s hand away and narrates the text based on pictures] Wow, he is in lunch. 

B: But look. Look at this. [Zooms in] You can make bigger if you want. 

K: [Slides to turn the page and continues narrating] Oh, they eat Brussels sprouts. [Turns 

the page] Oh, they’re making a party. [Turns the page] Oh, look at. [Turns the page] Oh, 

they’re eating spaghetti and meatballs. 

B: Oh.  

K: ...wants the meatball. 
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R: Kalina, what are their names? 

K: Oh, Olivia has a flower in her hand. 

B: Yes. 

K: Wow! 

B: What’s happening here?  

K: [Turns the page] Oh. [Turns the page] Oh, they’re eating Brussels sprouts. [Turns the 

page]   

As Kalina engaged in creating her own unconventional narrative based on illustrations, at least as 

defined by our family’s past reading practices, she sounded as if she was giving her 

interpretation of what was happening in those pictures. She ignored our attempts at initiating a 

dialogue or demonstrating other features. We needed to adjust and become an audience, 

watching her interactions with the device. Her emerging object—realizing a deep bond with the 

device—became more important to her than the literary bond with us, and composing her own 

narration was more important than listening to an ebook narrative.      

  It is also important to stress that Kalina’s emerging object was not something my husband 

and I understood and could articulate at that time. We did not try to understand Kalina’s object 

because, instead, we focused on redirecting her from her meaningful object to the object that was 

established with regular books. That was not the way we imagined reading on the iPad prior to 

introducing ebooks to Kalina. We thought we would be able to guide her more and simply have 

her listen to narration when available and listen to us when audio was not available, as we did in 

bedtime reading. Our perspective was rooted in the Discourse of reading as print reading and 

involving certain behaviors. James Gee (2005) used the term “Discourse,” with a capital “D,” 

“for ways of combining and integrating language, actions, interactions, ways of thinking, 
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believing, valuing, and using various symbols, tools, and objects to enact a particular sort of 

socially recognizable identity” (p. 21). Influenced by the community of the literacy field, to me, 

reading was print reading and interacting in certain ways, by engaging in conversations about 

print and illustrations. My husband’s perspective was also rooted in the communities that valued 

reading as print reading. Kalina’s imagination for these interactions was completely different. 

She was not as historically rooted in the Discourse of reading as we were. Because of her unique 

expression of a special bond with the device, she eliminated the possibility of audio.                                                    

 Vignette 2: Reading by Richard or device vs. composing a narrative with pictures. In 

order to achieve reading that would include ebook narration, we as parents tried a different 

division of labor in the next event. As Kalina chose Read by Myself again, our response to the 

tension between her original story telling and our suggestion that the device could read created 

yet another tension because Kalina rejected the idea of Richard reading to her.  

How to Train Your Dragon (NOOK), 7/02/12 

B: Do you want to hear them read? 

K: No. Look at that dragon. [Slides the page] 

B: Do you want Daddy to read? 

K: No. 

B: Ok. 

K: Look at...What is he doing? [Turns the page] Oh no. [Turns the page] Wow. [Turns the 

page, laughs, and turns another page] Wow. He’s dying.  

B: Wow. 

K: He made a picture of a ... [Turns the page] Wow. [Turns the page] Wow, that’s 

enormous.  
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Kalina’s insistence that she would read meant that we would have to maintain her perspective on 

this exploration as opposed to reading with ebook narration. Here, her original narrative had a 

specific and striking form. She asked a question about what was happening and directed our 

attention to the dragon, as if she was trying to engage us in the story that she was about to unfold 

based on her own interpretation of what was happening in the pictures. Her agency in controlling 

the navigation and narrative positioned us as parents in different roles from the roles we 

normally held during shared book reading at bedtime. Because, in the case of regular books, we 

read and often held them, we also had more agency over stopping points, when to comment, ask 

questions, or guide a discussion. Here, Kalina changed our division of labor. She held the device 

and controlled the interaction. Mainly, she interacted with the pictures and gave us an original 

presentation of what she thought the pictures reflected. It was as if she had her own dialogue 

with the device through pictures. In this dialogue, she strived to make sense of the story without 

so much of our participation. When she asked the question, “What is he doing?” she did not 

expect us to guide her and answer it. She turned the page and looked for the clues in the pictures. 

As parents, we were unprepared for this kind of division of labor and changed object of reading. 

Our prior perspectives on how we would apprentice Kalina for ebooks did not translate into a 

reality conducive to this apprenticeship, which caused tensions. Still, although worried that she 

would never listen to audio or have us read, we backed away in order to sustain her engagement. 

We adapted to this new apprenticeship without understanding fully what motivated Kalina to 

enter into a specific dialogic relationship with the device. I knew to a certain extent that reading 

on a device would not look the same as during our bedtime, but I was not ready to accept such a 

big difference. On the other hand, I was afraid that Richard’s attempts would disengage Kalina. 

Still, I also felt that I needed to support my husband’s attempts in order to sustain his 
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engagement.  

 Vignette 3: Parents’ definition of ebook vs. Kalina’s definition of ebook. As ebook 

events progressed, the tension over the division of labor and our perspectives on interaction with 

ebooks intensified. Yet, we continued to try changing the division of labor, without directly 

addressing our differences about what we thought we were doing in these interactions. Richard 

in particular became more persistent in asking Kalina to let him read, until Kalina revealed her 

definition of an ebook. At first, she simply said, “But this is not a book,” to which Richard 

responded by defining an ebook, “This is a book on the computer.”  

Tuffy’s First Adventure (Read Me Stories), 7/03/12 

R: [Keeps reading from the ebook] 

K: That’s a book! [Points to the books on her shelf, irritated by R's reading from the 

device] 

B: She is talking about a different book.  

K: Those are books! [Points to the books on the bookshelf in her bedroom] 

B: Oh, those are books. So you want Daddy to read from these books? 

K: Inside Your Outside. [Refers to her favorite regular book at that time] 

B & R: Ok. 

Kalina made her point by gesturing toward regular books on her shelf and verbally expressing 

what she considered a book. Clearly, she distinguished between an ebook and a print book. This 

expression also indicated her distinction between a print book and ebook concerning division of 

labor. According to her understanding, ebooks were not books and, therefore, they did not 

require parents to read them and engage with a dialogue around them. On the contrary, she 

considered print books that we read at bedtime as books, and thus parents needed to read them, 
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according to bedtime routine. Contrary to these perspectives, my husband and I thought that 

books on the iPad were books, but just in an electronic version. Our definition of ebooks was in 

line with the Discourse of reading in which we as parents were positioned, and it implied that 

ebooks can be read just like print books, including specific, dialogic interacting around them. For 

Kalina, however, there was a difference between these formats because of the kind of 

experiences that she brought in, including her unique attachment to the iPad, and this difference 

had implications in terms of her preferences. Once I understood what Kalina meant, I assisted 

my husband in this realization in order to maintain Kalina’s engagement.          

 Vignette 4: Reading by Richard or device vs. Kalina’s persistence in composing a 

narrative with pictures. In order to maintain Kalina’s engagement, but also because we had 

exhausted ideas for changing the division of labor, we allowed Kalina to compose her narratives 

in subsequent sessions. I had a conversation with my husband, in which he revealed that he is 

fine with Kalina’s “experimenting.” I was happy to hear this from him because I was not sure 

before how much her perspective bothered him. Occasionally, Richard reminded Kalina about 

the existence of audio, but consistently, she continued her creation of stories. Eventually, 

however, Richard went back to thinking about new ways to promote different divisions of labor, 

thinking that changing it would automatically result in reading that looked more like our bedtime 

reading. I thought those attempts were justified. I knew that Kalina’s constant refusal to read in a 

different way from hers would disengage him and, also, I knew that if his attempts were met with 

her resistance, he would let her read in her way. Still, both of us did not realize that these 

attempts interrupted Kalina’s desire to create her original narratives with ebooks. Eventually, 

Richard changed his focus from only promoting a certain type of division of labor to explaining 

what the type of division he suggested could help Kalina achieve. He said, “I can read it though, 
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and you will know what this is about.” But Kalina remained indifferent to this argument. One 

day, Richard announced that he had “made a deal” with Kalina, after our iPad session, and 

arranged with her that he would read an ebook to her next time. This was yet another attempt to 

change the division of labor and the object; however, this time, it was more desperate, as my 

husband negotiated with Kalina outside iPad interactions. When Kalina entered an ebook, 

Richard reminded her that they “made a deal” and she was supposed to let him read.   

Tuffy’s First Adventure (Read Me Stories), 7/03/12 

R: You want Daddy to read now? 

K: Yeah. 

R: And you’re gonna flip the pages. So Read by Myself, the blue one. 

K: [Taps on the blue button] 

R: We have to make it a little bigger so Daddy can read. Let’s see.  

K: [Puts the device on the bed, in front of her] 

R: You know how to make it bigger? [Tries to zoom in but his hand covers the page] 

K: I want to look at it! [Swipes the page] 

R: But Daddy has to read. We made the deal. 

K: Wow, he is a ...guy. 

R: But you will like it when Daddy reads it. 

Kalina was bound by the agreement and did not want to break it, but she also tried to do 

everything she could to get out of it by trying to interact with the device in her preferred way: to 

design a story. However, Richard was aware of her attempts and made sure she complied with 

her previous agreement. As a result, we yet again interrupted her strong desire to create original 

stories and interact more with the tool than with us in order to satisfy our perspective on reading.  
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 Vignette 5: Reading by Richard vs. reading as Kalina’s talking to the device. In an 

earlier interaction, Kalina already indicated that she did not consider that books on the iPad were 

print books in a different form. Yet, because at times Richard tried to be more forceful and 

attempted to read from the screen in spite of Kalina’s different perspective, during one of those 

incidents, Kalina did not tolerate it and came forth with an argument that made us realize what 

the nature of her relationship with the device was, and thus, her perspective on the object. At 

first, during reading of a nonfiction ebook about the human body, she clearly stated that she was 

going to read and rejected all of Richard’s suggestions that he should read to her. But as Kalina 

engaged in presenting her explanation of what pictures showed, she noticed that Richard started 

to read. In reaction to his action, she revealed in an emotional way why she could not let him 

read.             

Why do we need bones? (iBooks) 7/07/12 

 

B: It says “wrinkly fingers.” 

R: You know why? [Points] Because [Points to the part that he reads] 

K: [Pushes his hand away] No. 

R: If you are staying in water for too long. 

K: No! [Looks at him and almost cries] You don’t! You can’t talk to it! 

R: I wasn’t talking to it. I was just reading. 

K: Doooon’t. But you said... I want to read it. 

R: Ok. 

K: [With enthusiasm, flips the page] So your skin is... [Flips the page] Your friends...  

This unexpected order: “You can’t talk to it!” that she gave to Richard was a clear sign that, for 

Kalina, the iPad was not just a tool, but also a special object that she treated almost like a live 
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entity. Telling Richard not to talk to it meant that she was the only one who could have that 

privilege, and she certainly did not want to share this intimate bond. Hence, any impression that 

let her think that we wanted to take it over threatened her relationship with the device; therefore, 

she resisted our attempts in order to protect her unique attachment. For her, reading was 

interacting deeply with the device. This was a very different view of reading than a traditional 

concept that stresses decoding and learning the story by putting together the words. Words, in 

Kalina’s reinvented, unconventional view of reading, were not central to her conceptualization of 

the nonfiction book; pictures were central. Therefore, in talking to the device, she was giving 

information based on illustrations. Moreover, she seemed to talk to the characters.  

 Kalina’s relationship with the device and outlook on the object changed the entire dynamic 

of these interactions. During print book reading, Kalina formed a bond with us, and that 

connection always seemed to be more important than bonding with a book. She had her favorite 

books, but she always wanted us to read them to her. In this exchange and in others on the iPad, 

the bond with the device was her priority. This relationship with the device and its affordances 

allowed her to enter in a dialogue with the device and its ebook illustrations. We jeopardized that 

relationship when Richard attempted to read. Then, Kalina regained her enthusiasm for 

interaction when we let her go back to talking to it and telling the story using pictures.  

 This emotional relationship with the iPad that Kalina developed is complex, yet activity 

theory can explain how this emotional relationship with the iPad emerged in our family’s 

collective practice of engagement with the iPad. Although we as parents neither anticipated nor 

understood this individualized relationship, it emerged through our collaborative practice; and 

we, as parents, contributed to its emergence. As parents, we introduced the iPad differently from 

any other tool prior to iPad. Before presenting it to Kalina, we asked her to sit down on the couch 
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between the two of us and told her that we have something special to show her. The iPad was 

special to us as parents and that is how we introduced it to our daughter. In our case, using the 

iPad started as our parental desire to interact with this particular device. We also reinforced that 

the tool needs to be taken care of and properly held and handled. In addition, the fact that she 

always could interact only in the presence of both of us or myself, without letting her explore 

freely on her own, without parental guidance and monitoring, might have been influential, as 

well as our personal purposes, such as my husband’s desperate trials of making Kalina either 

listen to audio or letting him read, and my attempts to negotiate those different attitudes.  

 The object “reading” was also different in this new practice, as a result of a different, 

emotional relationship that Kalina developed with the device. The object “reading” has socio-

historical ties to books and bedtime reading. Ebooks, it turned out, were not tied to the object of 

reading through these same deep social, historical roots and practices; hence, apprenticeship on 

the iPad did not start from previously understood roles of expert and novice. Kalina’s control 

over the object assured that traditional expert/novice roles were rendered obsolete.  

 The tensions over division of labor and the object continued, with Richard trying to 

promote his role as reader and my role as mediator, asking him not to upset Kalina, until Kalina 

tried audio on her own and discovered that in her dialogue with the device, audio might be 

important to include.                 

 The dialectics revealed that tension played a significant role in participants’ learning about 

perspectives on a common object—reading (which could be traditional reading or Kalina’s 

narrating the story herself)—and division of labor. The tension required stabilizing a common 

object to sustain engagement. In the process of learning our different perspectives, we gradually 

recognized Kalina’s emotional relationship with the device and her demonstration of agency in 
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realizing her own object of reading as talking to the device by composing her own stories. That 

was what she valued as reading, and she was not ready to explore audio until much later.  

       Conclusion                                                                                                    

 The innovative approach to grounded theory in this study illuminated how new literacy 

engaged family relationships during the first encounters with reading on the iPad. This approach 

allowed me to trace the nature of challenges in interactions around ebooks on iPads in a manner 

not encountered in research before, and, thus, advance understanding of what literacy 

engagement around new technologies, at the time of their introduction to children, might look 

like. This approach also provides an insight into purpose for interacting in particular ways 

around new literacies and, thus, enriches how we define literacy. In addition, because I 

researched my own family, I offer practical advice for parents introducing their children to new 

technologies and interacting around them. 

 The focus of this paper is the tension around figuring out what reading on the iPad and the 

division of labor entailed when we as parents introduced the new device. The discomfort this 

tension created helped our family work toward stabilizing a collective object for our activity, 

which resulted in accepting Kalina’s perspective on reading on the iPad as dialogic reading of a 

completely different kind from what literature on dialogic interactions, including interactions 

around reading, has described (Arnold et al., 1994; Caspe, 2009; Hindman et al., 2008; Junefelt, 

2009, Kaye, 1982; Lonigan & Whitehurst, 1998; McCarthey, 2004; Rogoff, 1990; Trevarthen, 

2015; Wells, 2009; Whitehurst et al.1994). While interactions around traditional print might also 

display tensions, the affordances of the new tool and our daughter’s emotional relationship with 

it, situated in our home environment, intensified tensions to an extent never described in 

literature regarding both traditional and digital print. During interaction with the new tool, we as 
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parents wanted to impose a Discourse of reading as print reading in which we were historically 

and culturally rooted. For us, dialogic reading, already in place in interactions around traditional 

books, was important in interactions with our daughter. Beginning from when children are very 

young, parents have an idea of how they will read to them. Educated parents probably envision 

conversations with books: looking at pictures, predicting and confirming, starting from page one, 

and continuing a page at a time (Hindman et al., 2008, Wells, 2009). This object can be more 

easily guided because it has deep social and historical roots (Rogoff, 1990). Reading on an iPad 

is not the same practice, culturally or historically. While our parental understanding of dialogic 

reading entailed having an interaction about a book that we read together with our daughter, 

Kalina was more interested in realizing a dialogue of a different kind. She had a dialogue with 

the device, realized through interacting with ebook illustrations in particular and consistent ways, 

not exhibited to this extent in our interactions around print books. At first, one might think that 

there was nothing unusual about her narratives based on pictures. She used pictures during our 

interactions around traditional print. However, this occurred only at times, and she easily 

switched to allowing us to read from books and engaged in a dialogue about both pictures and 

the text. In the case of reading on the iPad, she only focused on pictures and was not willing to 

have a dialogue with us. When she revealed that she “talked to” the device and remained 

persistent in not allowing us to play audio or read from the screen, it became clearer why her 

interactions with pictures were sufficient to her.        

  Because we as parents brought assumptions coming from other types of literacy activities 

and were taken by surprise when Kalina did not share this perspective with us, we did not 

understand her version of “dialogic reading” and therefore, did not consider ways of supporting 

this type of meaning-making, in which Kalina’s purpose for literacy was to have a dialogue with 
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the device. Also, because these interactions were new to her as well, not just to us, she did not 

know the potential of audio. We also did not have the knowledge of how long this type of 

engagement can last and how we can change it in ways that would expose her to narrative, 

beyond pictures, and not jeopardize her engagement. We also did not have an understanding of 

her unique relationship with the device and that it influenced her perspective.   

 Kalina’s unique relationship with the iPad is the key to an understanding of the uniqueness 

of interacting with ebooks, meaning-making, and motivation not described in interactional 

research yet. The engagements with ebooks on the iPad introduced a different kind of bond: one 

with the device. Kalina developed an interpersonal relationship with the iPad and realized the 

object of reading through this relationship. Conversely, in research on interactions around 

traditional books, children display neither such sustained opposition to parental reading, nor an 

intense attachment to tools (print books), nor motivation arising from such attachment. In 

interactional research reading traditional books, parents appeared to guide children in meaning-

making in interactions that relied only on a bond among participants (Arnold et al., 1994; Caspe, 

2009; Hindman et al., 2008; Lonigan & Whitehurst, 1998; Wells, 2009; Whitehurst et al.1994). 

During iPad events, the device became a very important entity. The power of the bond between 

us that was of special importance in our non-iPad interactions became secondary in iPad events. 

As Kalina approached the iPad with a different perspective, the iPad became an interactant. She 

referred to interactions with it as “talking” to it. This unique treatment also had consequences: 

ebooks were not books that parents read to her. Reading on the iPad was Kalina’s “talking to,” 

and as such, it was not reading in the manner practiced during bedtime. Consequently, reading as 

“talking to” the iPad reconfigured the positions of all the participants and our relationship with 
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each other. Kalina’s relationship with the device, not with her parents, was central in these 

interactions. 

 I argue that this expression of the unique bond—realizing an emotional attachment to the 

device—was the purpose of meaning-making that motivated her to interact with the device and 

ebooks in specific ways, which resulted in specific dialogic interactions. Literature on young 

children’s interactions around technology in out-of- school settings described children’s agency, 

creativity, and playfulness (Burnett, 2010) in the manner in which children engage with digital 

technologies, showcasing that children use technologies in meaningful ways as they use a 

repertoire of what these technologies afford, but this study shows something different. At the 

beginning of these interactions, the child was not ready to explore and negotiate the full 

repertoire of multimodalities available on the iPad because her meaning-making with 

illustrations realized a larger meaning-making agenda: to bond with the iPad. Kalina’s focus on 

illustrations reduces new literacies to certain aspects (using illustrations) on one hand, but also 

expands them. Here, literacy, its use and purpose are tied to a larger meaning-making, emotional 

connection with the device, which influences the kind of motivational aspects of engagement 

with ebooks on the iPad and, consequently, Kalina’s reductionist approach in the way she 

favored illustrations. The striking phenomenon is that she did not simply look at illustrations and 

comment on them, but often engaged in a dialogue with them. As a result, her meaning-making 

during these interactions was a transaction between her, her object, as situated in our home 

environment, and device affordances (pictures). In addition, when she engaged in an interaction 

with us, this interaction concentrated mainly on her objection to our suggestions of interacting, or 

on expressing her ideas about what reading on the iPad means for her. Moreover, when Kalina 

told her own stories based on pictures to express her connection to the iPad or sometimes engage 
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us as her audience, she brought a storytelling speech genre (Bakhtin, 1981) learned in reading 

traditional books to interactions with ebooks on the iPad, thus showing a sophisticated way of 

combining what she already learned in reading traditional books with the new phenomenon of 

reading on the iPad.  

 In terms of conversations focused on Kalina’s objection to our way of reading and her 

persistence, this study connects to the results of Parish-Morris et al. (2013). Parish-Morris et al. 

(2013) reported that interactions around digital books resulted in more conversations around the 

child’s behavior instead of relating the story to the child’s life. This study shows a similar 

phenomenon as it also appears that interactions around digital books focused more on behavior, 

rather than relating the actual story to Kalina’s life. This nature of interactions, as this study 

explains, was not only due to ebook features, as Parish-Morris et al. (2013) presented, but also 

due to the unique relationship with the device. Therefore, since dialogical interactions around 

ebooks appear to be less focused on comprehension of actual stories, it might be important for 

parents to consider not replacing traditional books with digital ones.  

   This unique relationship seen in this study also contributes to considerations in 

connection to issues such as screen time (Hale & Guang, 2015; Sage and Burgio, 2017), 

attachment to devices (Kahn et al., 2006; Melson at al., 2009; Severson & Carlson, 2010; Turkle, 

2011), losing the human connections in family life (Steiner-Adair, 2013), and learning potentials 

investigated in research on child-computer interaction (Beirl al., 2019; Silvis et al., 2019; Soni et 

al., 2019). First, reading on the iPad did reconfigure our relationships in this activity, in terms of 

both how we went about reading and what kind of relationship was pronounced. It is the 

relationship with the iPad that became more important for Kalina than the relationship with her 

parents. Therefore, Turkle’s (2011) worry about attachments to technology and Steiner-Adair’s 
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(2013) worry concerning the way devices can disrupt established routines become substantial. 

The question that needs to be asked, in this context, is what consequences such devices have on 

parent-child interactions, children’s emotional and literate development, and beyond. 

Fortunately, iPad companionship did not replace our bedtime reading routines, as we separated 

using the iPad from bedtime, but such a danger always exists for parents. What would bedtime 

reading look like if this reading was done on devices and what would the consequences of this 

activity be on children’s overall development? To answer this question, we need more research 

on interactions with technologies in home settings. However, in the light of possible harmful 

screen time exposure that can disturb children’s sleeping (Hale & Guang, 2015; Sage and 

Burgio, 2017), it is warranted to caution parents and even discourage from using electronic 

books at bedtime.          

 On the other hand, potential benefits of reading on iPads also need to be considered. As 

this study shows that children’s uses of newer literacies always need to be considered within a 

broader spectrum of meaning-making as situated in the home environment and in relation to the 

technological tool whose interactivity can influence the type of relationship the child will 

develop with it, these aspects have implications for parental facilitating of new literacies to allow 

children to explore them. Not knowing and not trying to understand this larger spectrum, 

including that the iPad might be more like an interactive toy rather than a book, will influence 

parental attitudes and decisions on how to interact around new literacies and, consequently, 

might have a negative impact on children’s motivation and engagement. Instead of thinking how 

to channel this new type of dialogic reading and motivation for it, we constantly tried to impose 

our ways of reading. We should have had more conversations with her about her object and her 

attachment to gain more insight into her perspective. We should have asked her to elaborate 
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more on what she meant by ‘talking to’ the device. Parents need to be open to new, unexpected 

ways of interacting with new technologies, give some time to children to explore the device, and, 

also, think about the ways of parental participation that will align with this interaction without 

jeopardizing children’s motivation and engagement. Parents, and the literacy field itself, might 

also need to reconsider what dialogic reading might even be during such interactions. It appears 

that it would beneficial if parents listened carefully to children’s dialogue with such devices and 

see what types of ebooks result in children’s most elaborate, dialogical interactions with them. 

More conversations with children about their preferences for interacting with certain ebooks 

might also be desired. As Kalina was not so interested in interacting with us, such conversations 

could occur at different times, after interactions with ebooks. Parents might also consider when 

and how devices are introduced to children.  

 My approach to theorizing these interactions highlighted the distinctiveness and uniqueness 

of Kalina’s emotional relationship with the iPad, keeping in mind that Kalina’s emotional 

relationship with the iPad emerged in our family’s collective practice. But what if we had 

introduced the iPad earlier? Or, what if we had allowed Kalina to use the iPad more than once a 

day and not always with our parental presence? It is possible that if we had introduced the iPad 

earlier, Kalina would not have displayed such an emotional relationship with the device. Or, if 

we had allowed Kalina to use the iPad more than once a day and not always with our parental 

presence, that emotional attachment might also not have been as strong. However, these are only 

speculations. Still, the uniqueness of the relationship illuminated in this study has importance for 

the literacy field. If in this one case, the child developed such an intense, personified relationship 

with the device, the field needs to investigate other types of relationships with iPads in different 

families to see a broader scope of its types and how they influence parent-child interactions and 
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thus might influence children’s literacy development. Only with more knowledge in this regard 

will the literacy field be able to form more concrete recommendations for ways of introducing 

children to newer technologies. The question that the literacy field should ask is then not only 

when, but also how such technologies should be introduced to children, and what happens when 

reading with iPads replaces reading regular books or becomes the only source of reading for 

children from their earliest years. For now, the field can only compare this unique relationship to 

research on robotized pets. 

  By incorporating a sociocultural perspective that is often missing in current research on 

younger children’s literacy practices (Rowe, 2010) and an innovative approach to grounded 

theory, this study substantially contributes to an understanding of newer and not yet 

comprehensively explained models of interactions between parents and children, particularly 

around the time when those new technologies are introduced to children. Incorporating these 

approaches allowed me to trace changes in our interactions and led to illuminating this 

engagement as contrasting with apprenticeship models described so far, in which all participants 

tend to share a similar perspective on reading. In interactions on the iPad, meaning-making was 

an intense process of figuring out what reading even meant.  
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Appendix A: The Frequency of Applications/Changes to the Activity System Matrix 

(Excerpts) 

Table 1 

 

The Frequency of Applications/Changes to the Activity System Matrix (Excerpts) 

Date iBooks NOOK Kindle Kid-e Story 

Books 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 

Why 
Do We 

Need 
Bones? 
 
 

b 

 

Wizard 
of Oz 

 
 
 
 

b 

Sharks 
 

 
 
 
 

b/t 

Baby 
Animals 

 
 
 
 

b/t 

Nemo 
 

 
 
 
 

b/t 

Dinner 
with 

Olivia 
 
 
 

b/t 

Mystery 
in Gabba 

Land 
 
 
 

b 

How to 
Train 

Your 
Dragon 
 
 

b/t 

Christmas 
in Gabba 

Land 
 
 
 

b 

Ariel 
 

 
 
 
 

b/t 

Curious 
George and 

the 
Firefighters 
 
 

b 

Open, 
Wide, 

Snap 
 
 
 

b/t/g 

Hide, 
Run, 

Growl 
 
 
 

b/t/g 

9-10-12 
 

 

                                     K/t    

9-12-12   B/t/ch/d/o B/t/ch/do           

 

Descriptions of abbreviations for all matrix excerpts: 

 

K initiated by Kalina 

B initiated by Barb 

t audio version 

b version Read by Myself 

g version with games 

ch activity system change 

d change in division of labor 

o change in objects 
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Appendix B: Level Two Analysis/The Activity System Analysis Charts (Excerpts) 

Table 2 

 

Event 1 

 Event 1: Mystery in Gabba 

Land (NOOK), 7/02 

 

Tool: Book on iPad, 

conversation 

 

Subjects 

 

K, B, R 

 

Object 

 

K:  Reading the book 

B, R: Reading the book   

   

Outcome 

 

R read the book to K. 

 

Rules 

 

In the bedroom, in the 

evening 

 

 

Community 

 
K, B, R, characters, 

literacy field, the Discourse of 

traditional reading 

Division of labor 

 

K: Slides pages, listens 

B: Holds device, listens 

R: Reads 

B, R: Demonstrators of how 

to move to the next page 

 

 

 

Table 3 

 

Event 2 

  

Event 2: Dinner with Olivia 

(NOOK), 7/02 

Tool: Book on iPad, 

conversation 

 

 

Subjects 

 

K, B, R 

 

Object 

 

K: Reading the book by 

herself by commenting on 

pictures 

B, R: Reading by accessing 

the whole text  

Outcome 

 

K read the book by 

commenting on pictures. 

B was disappointed because K 

did not want to listen to the 

text. 

 

Rules 

 

In the bedroom, in the 

evening 

  

 

Community 

 
K, B, R, book characters, 

literacy field, the Discourse of 

traditional reading 

Division of labor 

 

K: Reads 

B, R: Demonstrators, audience 

for K’s reading 
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Appendix C: Level Three Analysis/The Grounded Theory Analysis Chart 

(Excerpts) 

Table 4 

 

Event 2  
 

Event Activity Theory Grounded Theory 

Dinner with 

Olivia (Nook)    

7/02 

 

 

 

Subjects: K, B, R 

Object:  

K: Reading the book by herself 

by commenting on pictures 

B, R:  Reading by accessing the 

whole text 

Tool: Book on iPad, 

conversation 

Outcome:  

K read the book by commenting 

on pictures. 

B and R were disappointed 

because K did not want to listen 

to the text. 

Community: K, B, R, book 

characters, literacy field, the 

Discourse of traditional reading    

 

Division of Labor:   

 

K: Reads by commenting on 

pictures  

B, R: Demonstrators, audience 

for K’s reading 

Rules: In the bedroom, in the 

evening, reads by herself  

K’s object changes from listening to R read 

a book to exploring the book by 

commenting on pictures.  

Her perspective on object is tied to her deep 

desire to interact (talk to the device) with the 

tool. It is also tied to the tool. The tool 

affords K’s reading as it has the option Read 

by Myself. It also allows her to slide and go 

in any directions she wants. Finally, it is 

also tied to division of labor. Because she 

wants to interact with the tool, she wants to 

do everything on it. As a result, reading is 

more about exploration as she is not able to 

read the text.  

What is the relationship between object, 

division of labor, and tool? 

Across; A tension appears between parents 

and K over division of labor and object. B 

and R want K to listen to narration, and K 

wants to handle the device (does not want 

either parents or device to read). 

What is the role of this tension? 
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Appendix D: Level Three Analysis/Grounded Theory Analysis with Patterns (Excerpts) 

What is the relationship of the tool with other activity system elements? 

7/02 (1): Object is to read the book and this object is connected to division of labor--R reads and 

K slides pages.                                                                                                                    

7/02 (2): Tool, with its affordances (sliding to turn pages, Read by Yourself option) and K’s deep 

connection to it results in specific division of labor (K handles the device). This division of labor 

results in a specific object—picture exploration (K turns pages by sliding and tells story based on 

pictures).                                                                                     

7/02 (3): Tool, with its affordances (sliding to turn pages, read by yourself option) and K’s deep 

connection to it results in specific division of labor (K handles the device). This division of labor 

results in a specific object—picture exploration (K turns pages by sliding and tells story based on 

pictures).                                                                         

Question to follow:                                                                                                                  

Kalina’s relationship with the tool and tool affordances result in certain division of labor and that 

division of labor results in what kind of object is realized. It is not reading of an actual text but 

Kalina’s exploration on her own, with creating a story based on pictures and her prior 

knowledge. Will this pattern continue, or a new one will emerge?                                             

7/03 (4): Tool, with its affordances (sliding to turn pages, Read by Yourself option) and K’s deep 

connection to it results in specific division of labor (K handles the device). This division of labor 

results in a specific object—picture exploration (K turns pages by sliding and tells story based on 

pictures).                                                                                                                                       

7/03 (5): Accidentally, a different division of labor happens: K turns on the audio button and 
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listens to the story. As a result of this division, object is more about reading as accessing the full 

text, not only browsing through pictures. At the same time, K reveals that for her an ebook is not 

really a book.                                                                                                                                 

7/05 (6): Tool, with its affordances (sliding to turn pages, read by yourself option) and K’s deep 

connection to it results in specific division of labor (K handles the device). This division of labor 

results in a specific object—picture exploration (K turns pages by sliding and tells story based on 

pictures). 
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Appendix E: List of Ebooks 

 

Aptekar, D. (2010). How to train your dragon [NOOK Kids version]. Retrieved from 

http://www.barnesandnoble.com 5 

Sollinger, E., & Wolek, G. (2011). Dinner with Olivia [NOOK Kids version]. New York, NY: 

Simon Spotlight. Retrieved from http://www.barnesandnoble.com 5 

Tuffy’s first adventure. (2012). [Read Me Stories – Children’s Books version on an iPad]. 

Retrieved from http://itunes.apple.com 6                                                                             

Why do we need bones? (2012). [iBooks version on an iPad]. Retrieved from 

 http://www.barnesandnoble.com 5 

 

 

              

                                                          

 

  

http://www.barnesandnoble.com/
http://www.barnesandnoble.com/
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