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Children’s interactive e-books are novel
literacy tools with interactive and multimodal representations of story contents
and increased customizable features.
The learning opportunities represented
by these new affordances demand a
thorough consideration of children’s
engagement, including the contextual
and socio-cultural factors which influence the books’ deployment in home
and classroom settings. Currently, there
is inconclusive evidence about how the
affordances of interactive e-books support
children’s learning, with studies mostly
limited to comparison studies with nondigital books and observational studies
of children’s immediate engagement. In
both lines of research, the content of the
stories, the overall context of interaction
and the background of the interactants
are neglected. This article makes recommendations for future research and
highlights the value of iPads as a new
medium enriching children’s experiences
but also challenging traditional research
assumptions.

CHILDREN’S iPad BOOKS:
AFFORDANCES AND DISTINCTIVE
FEATURES
Children’s interactive e-books are touchmanipulative digital books which represent meanings in three modes (i.e., sound,
text, and image) and offer several possibilities for interaction (e.g., main character moves when touched). They differ
from paper-based books and from classic
PC books according to several dimensions,
summarized in Table1.
Children’s interactive e-books can
be downloaded on several devices
such as smartphones and tables. Those
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downloaded on iPads can be of two kinds:
those created by the users themselves
using any of the “book-making apps”
available in App store (e.g., My Story™,
Our Story) or “iPad storybooks” which
are ready-made and can be downloaded
from the ibook store (e.g., Cinderella™,
What is That?). In practice, book-making
apps often accompany iPad storybooks or
are even integrated into them (e.g., the
Farmer’s Lunch app by HarperCollins). In
this piece, I focus on interactive e-books
downloaded on iPads and subsume under
the term “iPad books” books created with
book-making iPad apps or those which are
commercially available.
iPad books come with several activities
(e.g., possibility for coloring the storybook pages) and customization or personalization options. The features which
have not been available for children’s
books before are increased interactivity, multimodal story representation and
unprecedented customizability of reading
experience. Considering these novel features and the increased popularity and
growing industry of children’s iPad books
(Costello, 2012), it seems important to
research the books’ potential for supporting children’s learning and engagement
with literacy.

RESEARCH TO DATE: ISSUES AND
PROMISING AVENUES
So far, research concerning children’s
iPad storybooks has focused on two
approaches: observational studies nested
in qualitative research and comparison
studies which tend to adopt quantitative research design. In the former
approach, researchers have documented
children’s engagement with a variety

of iPad apps, including book-making
(or story-making) apps in classrooms.
For example, Hutchison et al. (2012)
investigated how iPads support children’s
reading and responding to text in elementary classrooms. Several apps were
investigated, including three book-making
apps: iBooks, Strip Designer and Popplet.
Teachers’ reports and the researchers’
observations indicated that iBooks were
primarily used for independent reading in
the classroom, while the Strip Designer
and Popplet apps were used for children’s
creative story-composing. Both kinds of
books seemed to engage and motivate children to practice new literacy skills, such
as cooperation, creativity or self-revision.
Similarly, Flewitt et al. (2012) have documented young children’s engagement with
various apps in a primary and pre-school
classroom, including a book-making app
called Our Story. Children were found to
be meaningfully and creatively engaged
with Our Story and the teachers positively commented on the app’s potential
to support children’s digital literacy and
inventiveness.
In another line of research, ParishMorris et al. (2013) compared children’s
touch-sensitive electronic console books
(comparable to iPad storybooks) and
traditional books in relation to dialogic
language and children’s story comprehension. The authors observed 165
parent–child dyads and found that children’s story comprehension was negatively
influenced by the presence of electronic
features in the electronic console books.
Chiong et al. (2012) investigated the
differences between basic e-books (i.e.,
digital books with minimal interactive
and customization features) and enhanced
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Table 1 | Overview of affordances of three main reading tools for children.
Audio representation

Visual representation

Touch screen

Interactivity

Customization

Personalization

Books

No

Yes

No

No

No

No

PC books

Yes

Yes

No

Yes

Yes

Yes

E-books*

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

*E-books can be downloaded to various devices, including smartphones, Kindle and iPads.

e-books, as read by 32 parents and their
3–6-year-old children. Chiong et al.
analyzed their observational data along
several dimensions, including physical and
verbal engagement, story recall, as well
as verbal labeling, or pointing in relation
to specific story features. The findings
showed that the enhanced interactivity of
e-books negatively affected children’s story
recall but was advantageous for engaging
children in the activity and prompting
physical interaction.
Thus, it seems to be the case that in
comparison studies, iPad books fare less
well than traditional books, but when
studied in their own right, iPad books are
reported to engage children and to have
positive effects different from simple digital books. However, in drawing these conclusions, it is important to recognize some
persistent issues in research concerned
with children’s interactions with technology. Moreover, methodological inconsistences among the studies limit the insights
into the research implications. This leaves
many practitioners uncertain about how
to best support children’s interaction with
the tools (Kucirkova, 2013). To help
guide future research and development in
this area, I suggest some theoretical and
methodological considerations.

THEORETICAL POINTERS
I argue that to empirically illustrate
the novel affordances of iPad books,
researchers need to follow theories which
view digital texts as a new medium of
communication, and new technologies as
tools which afford novel learning spaces.
Researchers who evaluate children’s learning experiences need to consider traditional as well as new digital literacy skills
which are opening out with new technologies. For the latter, children’s ability
to interpret digital images or to collaborate on a piece of text are relevant (Wolsey
and Grisham, 2012). Such an approach
resonates with the proponents of the New

Literacies Framework, who associate new
technologies with new definitions of literacy (Coiro et al., 2008). New Literacies
Framework puts forward the idea that
new technologies reshape the ways in
which stories are presented and interpreted (Lankshear and Knobel, 2003) and
that their mastering and understanding
requires new literacy skills. Such a position builds upon previous theoretical work
which views new forms of books as new
literacy tools with unique affordances for
meaning-making (Salomon, 1992). These
views are supported by historical evidence
outlined by Madej (2003) who reviewed
the evolution of interactive features in digital texts and concluded that new digital texts are more than an extension
or replacement of previous books. Even
though there were various media accompanying books as early as in the 1980s
(such as an audio tape or television show
to enrich a paper-based story), there was a
considerable shift of story presentation in
the 1990s, with new technologies “reshaping stories” (Madej, 2003, p.15). Therefore,
researchers interested in finding out how
novel features of iPad books affect children’s learning, need to adopt a theoretical
framework which facilitates conceptualizing iPad books as unique, 21st century
learning tools. This is closely linked to the
need for adopting a detailed and innovative methodology to ascertain the books’
value for children’s learning.

METHODOLOGICAL POINTERS
Some steps in adopting new methodological approaches to study children’s
iPad books have been already undertaken.
For example, Falloon (2013) applied an
innovative methodology to generate and
analyse data from the use of iPads by
eighteen 5-year-olds in a New Zealand
preschool classroom. Faloon used the
Display Recorder app with which he
could record children’s interaction from
within the device, generating video files
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with detailed finger placement indication
and good sound quality. This procedure
allowed the researcher to collect data
reflecting children’s natural interaction
and minimize observer-effect which often
occurs from close observation or video
recording. Moreover, a complex list of factors influencing children’s engagement was
obtained, including effects which reflect
teachers’ ability to adequately support the
children, such as modeling the child’s
response or offering corrective and formative feedback (Falloon, 2013). Although
a new analytical framework might pose
difficulties for direct comparisons with
findings from previous research with traditional paper-based books, it offers powerful opportunities for future design of
iPad books, both in terms of their content
and format features. It is likely that a thorough consideration of the nature of interactive features, designed with or without
a pedagogic intention in mind, will help
designers gather specific data on the process of children’s engagement and establish
possible areas of concern.
Existent qualitative methodologies
offer another promising research avenue
in this respect. Kucirkova et al. (2013)
looked in detail at a parent-child interaction when reading a self-made book on
iPad. A detailed multimodal interactional
analysis approach allowed the authors to
analyse the interaction along verbal and
non-verbal interaction indices (Norris,
2004) and to distinguish between verbal and non-verbal communication and
“embodied (gesture, gaze and language)
and disembodied (e.g., a book, iPad,
and picture) resources used for meaningmaking” (Kucirkova et al., 2013, p. 117). In
addition to the analysis of communicative
modes of the parent and child, Kucirkova
et al. considered the communication
modes of the audio-visual book, i.e., the
sounds and images which were part of the
story the mother and child viewed and
interacted with during story-sharing. The
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study showed that parent-child sharing of
the personal iPad book can give rise to a
new interactional space, resembling the
atmosphere of experiencing a piece of art.
The study thus underscored the importance of future research to consider the
possibility that iPad books can establish a
new interaction context which needs to be
studied with comprehensive and detailed
methodologies.
In addition to methodological innovations and creative research approaches,
future research agendas need to combine
innovationwithsomewell-known,yetoften
neglected, issues in technology research.
In this respect, my recommendations for
future research focus on three areas.
First, future research needs to consider children’s engagement in light of factors related to interaction with technology.
Notably, children’s previous exposure to
iPads, technological competency, gender
and overall literacy skills are likely to play
a role in children’s engagement with iPad
books (see Plowman, 1995).
Second, future research should involve
an examination of the interlinked relationship between iPads’ use and home and
classroom literacy practices. It has been
well established that the use of books is
heavily influenced by the classroom practice preceding their introduction (Ertmer,
1999; Windschitl and Sahl, 2002) and
that teachers’ beliefs and instructional
philosophy are often a more powerful
determinant of technology use than the
technology itself (Miller and Olson, 1994).
It follows that for books presented in the
form of digital apps or texts, teachers’
classroom practice and their conception of
the nature of children’s interaction with
books and technology are vital variables to
be included in analyses. By the same token,
parents’ attitudes and beliefs about appropriate early literacy activities ought to be
considered as a crucial element in future
parent-child-iPad book investigations (see
e.g., Bingham, 2007).
Finally, future research should study in
detail the content of the iPad storybooks
children engage with. In light of the wellestablished effects of different book contents on children’s learning (e.g., Nyhout
and O’Neill, 2013), it is important to
enrich existing findings with a detailed
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examination of the variety of contents
iPad books can accommodate, ranging
from self-generated innovative storybooks
through conventional alphabet and information books.
In conclusion, iPad books for children
are a novel addition to the rich repertoire
of children’s books in the 21st century. A
small but emerging literature exists which
shows inconclusive evidence of the books’
benefits for young children. In view of
the current belief that new literacy activities ought to foster children’s current and
future literacy skills (Barone and Mallette,
2013), researchers need to be mindful of
issues related to the evaluation of new
and traditional literacy practices. Future
research needs theoretically sound and
methodologically innovative examinations
of the ways in which iPad books add to
children’s literacy experiences.

REFERENCES
Barone, D. M., and Mallette, M. H. (eds.). (2013). Best
Practices in Early Literacy Instruction. New York,
NY: Guilford Publications.
Bingham, G. E. (2007). Maternal literacy beliefs and
the quality of mother-child book-reading interactions: associations with children’s early literacy
development. Early Educ. Dev. 18, 23–49. doi:
10.1080/10409280701274428
Chiong, C., Ree, J., and Takeuchi, L. (2012).
Print books vs. E-books. Report for Joan
Ganz Cooney Center. Available online
at:
http://www.joanganzcooneycenter.org/
publication/quickreport-print-books-vs-e-books/
Coiro, J., Knobel, M., Lankshear, C., and Leu, D.
J. (eds.). (2008). Handbook of Research on New
Literacies, New York, NY: Lawrence Erlbaum.
Costello,
S.
(2012).
What
are
iPad
Sales all Time?. Available
online at:
http://ipod.about.com/od/iPadmodelsandterms/
f/iPad-sales-to-date.htm (Accessed July 19, 2013)
Ertmer, P. A. (1999). Addressing first-and secondorder barriers to change: strategies for technology
integration. Educ. Technol. Res. Dev. 47, 47–61. doi:
10.1007/BF02299597
Falloon, G. (2013). Young students using iPads: App
design and content influences on their learning pathways. Comput. Educ. 68, 505–521. doi:
10.1016/j.compedu.2013.06.006
Flewitt, R., Messer, D., and Kucirkova, N. (2012).
“The iPad: A new direction for early literacy in the
digital age?” Report for The Open University.
Hutchison, A., Beschorner, B., and SchmidtCrawford, D. (2012). Exploring the use of the
iPad for literacy learning. Read. Teacher 66, 15–23.
doi: 10.1002/TRTR.01090
Kucirkova, N. (2013). Ipads in early education. Early
Years Educator 14, 24–26.
Kucirkova, N., Messer, D., Sheehy, K., and Flewitt, R.
(2013). Sharing personalised stories on iPads: a

close look at one parent–child interaction. Literacy
47, 115–122. doi: 10.1111/lit.12003
Lankshear, C., and Knobel, M. (2003). New Literacies:
Changing Knowledge and Classroom Learning.
Buckingham: Open University Press.
Madej, K. (2003). Towards digital narrative
for children: from education to entertainment, a historical perspective. Comput.
Entertain. 1, 1–17. doi: 10.1145/950566.
950585
Miller, L., and Olson, J. (1994). Putting the computer in its place: a study of teaching with technology. J. Curriculum Stud. 26, 121–141. doi:
10.1080/0022027940260201
Norris, S. (2004). “Multimodal discourse
analysis:
a
conceptual
framework,”
in
Discourse
and
Technology:
Multimodal
Discourse Analysis, eds P. LeVine and R.
Scollon (Washington: Georgetown University
Press), 101–115.
Nyhout, A., and O’Neill, D. K. (2013). Mothers’ complex talk when sharing books with their toddlers:
book genre matters. First Lang. 33, 115–131. doi:
10.1177/0142723713479438
Parish-Morris, J., Mahajan, N., Hirsh-Pasek, K.,
Golinkoff, R. M., and Collins, M. F. (2013).
Once upon a time: parent–child dialogue
and storybook reading in the electronic era.
Mind Brain Educ. 7, 200–211. doi: 10.1111/
mbe.12028
Plowman, L. (1995). Designing interactive media for
schools: a review based on contextual observation. Inf. Des. J. 8, 258–266. doi: 10.1075/idj.
8.3.07plo
Salomon, G. (1992). New challenges for educational
research: studying the individual within learning
environments. Scand. J. Educ. Res. 36, 167–182.
doi: 10.1080/0031383920360301
Windschitl, M., and Sahl, K. (2002). Tracing teachers’ use of technology in a laptop computer
school: the interplay of teacher beliefs, social
dynamics, and institutional culture. Am. Educ.
Res. J. 39, 165–205. doi: 10.3102/0002831203
9001165
Wolsey, T. D., and Grisham, D. L. (2012). Transforming
Writing Instruction in the Digital Age: Techniques
for Grades 5-12. New York, NY: Guilford Press.

Received: 24 September 2013; accepted: 12 December
2013; published online: 24 December 2013.
Citation: Kucirkova N (2013) Children’s interactions
with iPad books: research chapters still to be written.
Front. Psychol. 4:995. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2013.00995
This article was submitted to Developmental Psychology,
a section of the journal Frontiers in Psychology.
Copyright © 2013 Kucirkova. This is an open-access
article distributed under the terms of the Creative
Commons Attribution License (CC BY). The use, distribution or reproduction in other forums is permitted, provided the original author(s) or licensor
are credited and that the original publication in
this journal is cited, in accordance with accepted
academic practice. No use, distribution or reproduction is permitted which does not comply with
these terms.

December 2013 | Volume 4 | Article 995 | 3

