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Who might benefit from a platform 
featuring digital picture books?

Families who have difficulty finding appropriate picture books for their children 
in a familiar language. 

Parents who face challenges reading to their kids and favor digital books with 
multimedia capabilities that allow their children to read autonomously.

We are optimistic about the potential of digital libraries as a solution to these 
challenges

and are actively investigating the creation and implementation of such 
platforms.
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Establishing a platform that is accessible to 
everyone and caters to various languages 
and cultures also presents challenges

There are copyright issues. 

For books to captivate children between the ages of 3 and 5, they ought to include 
recognizable themes, avoid imparting adult morals, stay grounded in reality, and so 
on.

The books should be suitable for both shared and independent reading, with 
multimedia elements being necessary for the latter. 

However, finding books that are suitable for multimedia use can be challenging (f.i. 
the pictures must have enough detail for zooming in).

Additionally, books can become too complex for young and inexperienced readers, 
which is why it is important to have the ability to adapt books to their level of 
comprehension or assist them in selecting appropriate books. 

Lastly, translations must accurately convey the plot.
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Trying digital platforms

In an initial study, we assessed the impact of a digital platform offering picture 
books in multiple languages on reading habits of bilingual preschool children 
and the vocabulary development. 

41 participants aged 4-5 years, 

whose parents worked in service industries like cleaning, construction, and 
home care. 

At least one parent in each family spoke Turkish, Tamazight, or Arabic. 

The environmental language is Dutch. 

The families had limited access to books in their heritage language.
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Parents received a link to a platform containing ten 
captivating picture books via their child's school



Users can select a book by clicking on the blue 
circle and switch language by clicking on a flag



Once the Turkish flag is selected, the titles will 
appear in Turkish, and the story will be narrated in 
Turkish



Upon selecting the Arabic flag, the reading 
direction is adjusted accordingly



How we proceeded
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Parents were provided with a link to the platform through the school. They 
were instructed on how to switch between languages. 

Parents were encouraged to read the stories together with their children or 
promote independent reading.

The platform was accessible for six weeks and automatically tracked the 
selected books, preferred language, duration of each book, and which days 
the link was opened. 



Does access to books in the family’s heritage 
language encourage reading outside of school 
hours?

Experimental design: All participants had access to Dutch while only half of 
them had also access to the heritage language. 

It was anticipated that providing access to heritage language books would 
boost book reading

But the outcomes did not corroborate the hypothesis that access to books in 
the heritage language encouraged book reading.
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37%

34%

29%

Visits to the platform

no visits

few visits

frequent visits

Few visits: median 7 books; range: 1-20 Frequent visits: median 38 books; range: 21-290
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Which language did the participants 
choose if they had a choice ?
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four children (33%) 
showed a preference 
for reading in their 
heritage language



Upon conducting interviews with the 
children,

Some children mentioned feeling more comfortable with the language spoken 
in their environment, even though they grew up in a bilingual household. For 
example, one child stated, "I prefer Dutch over my mom's language. I 
understand Dutch better." 

Parents also expressed actively encouraging their children to read in Dutch, as 
it is the language used in school. One mother explained, "It's important for my 
son to hear stories in Dutch because he speaks a lot of Tamazight at home. 
His father only speaks Tamazight, so I always choose the Dutch version, even 
if the Tamazight version is available. I want him to learn Dutch. I don't want 
him to speak Tamazight."

Some parents expressed a desire for their children to learn their heritage 
language and were enthusiastic about the platform offering books in that 
language. 
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Is there a correlation between the number 
of books read and language development?
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o The children underwent individual 
vocabulary tests before and after the six-
week intervention,

o and we used linear regression to investigate 
the connection between language 
development and the total number of 
books. 

o Overall, there was a 12% boost in 
vocabulary growth associated with a higher 
number of books. 

o The impact was particularly noticeable 
among the group who had a preference for 
their heritage language.



A multilingual digital platform can play a 
crucial role

A significant number of participants, roughly one-third, displayed noteworthy 
involvement with the digital platform by reading a substantial amount of 
books at their homes, and this was associated with an improvement in 
vocabulary learning.

Additionally, a substantial proportion of the children, approximately 33%, read 
books frequently in their family’s heritage language, and the majority of them 
read extensively, suggesting that they found it enjoyable. Therefore, it is 
crucial to ensure access to books in their heritage language.
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Possible reasons for low usage of the 
platform

The books’ complexity level could have caused many participants to stop 
visiting after a few tries. The least complex book "Little Kangaroo" was the 
most frequently revisited, suggesting the importance of story complexity.

It might be unrealistic to expect young children to develop a habit of 
independent reading.

According to interviews with the children, the majority either read independently or 
with a sibling, with only a few instances of parental participation. 
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Extensive data is being collected by the 
SPrELL project in Stavanger, Norway

• The digital library consists of 20 
digital books that are available in 
Norwegian, Lithuanian, Polish, and 
Arabic 

• These books include minor 
multimedia enhancements along 
with a voice-over
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The selection of 
books was 
based on the 
following 
criteria:

Relevance to a diverse group of children

Stories that avoid moralizing and adopt the 
children's perspective

Literary merit

Characters that are engaging and come to life

Stories that create tension in the reader

Illustrations that are as significant as the text, 
and together form a cohesive aesthetic 
(iconotext)

Illustrations that may enhance, expand, or 
complement the written text



The primary objective of SPrELL is to...

test whether reading books in 
one’s heritage language at 
home and in Norwegian at 
school can aid in understanding 
stories 

and enhance language 
(vocabulary) skills in Norwegian 
– the language of teaching



SAYL

Stimulating 
Adventures in 
Young Learners,
A European project in 
Norway, Germany, the 
Netherlands, Malta, and 
Turkey
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SAYL aims at

A platform with 15 picture books made available in major languages such as 
English, German, Russian, Turkish, and Italian, as well as lesser-known 
languages including Dutch, Norwegian, Maltese, Tamazight, Arabic, Sami, and 
Ukrainian. 

The books will include multimedia features to aid in comprehension and 
engagement. 

The creation of this open-access platform sparks numerous inquiries, including 
whether it fosters the habit of reading books and if offering literature in a 
family’s heritage language enhances parental engagement. Moreover, there is 
an anticipation that the digital platform may serve cooperation between early 
childhood education and families.
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