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Research Article

Logopedics Phoniatrics Vocology

"Aha, so that’s how it’s done!" – parents’ voices on an early language and 
literacy intervention

Hanna Dynea , Ulrika Bergstenb  and Emilia Carlssona 
aInstitute of Neuroscience and Physiology, Speech and Language Pathology Unit, Sahlgrenska Academy, University of Gothenburg, Gothenburg, 
Sweden; bResearch and Development Department, Region Halland, Halmstad, Sweden

ABSTRACT
The early intervention Språkstart Halland targets children aged 0–3 years. During home visits at 6 and 
11 months, library staff deliver gift-packs containing books, toys, songs, and rhymes to promote early 
language stimulation. Parents are encouraged to engage in ‘talk, play, sing, read’ activities to support 
language development. The aim of the present study was to examine parents’ experiences of the 6- and 
11-month visits and develop an understanding of their general impressions and thoughts regarding the 
perceived impact of the visits. Parents (n = 15) were interviewed in four focus groups and two one-on-
one interviews. Data was analysed using qualitative content analysis. The findings show that the 
intervention changed the parents’ mindset and increased their knowledge regarding early language 
stimulation. Tools and strategies benefitting the parent-child interaction were gained. A positive 
experience and personal guidance created motivation for the parents to carry out the language 
stimulating activities after the visit. Social gains were described. The findings imply usefulness of the 
intervention in supporting children’s language and literacy development.

Language and literacy environment

The language and literacy environment in children’s homes 
is clearly associated with children’s language skills [1–3]. 
Studies have shown that shared book reading from an early 
age is related to increased language and cognitive develop-
ment [1,4,5] as well as increased socioemotional competence 
[6]. The number of conversational turns between toddler 
and adult positively correlate with IQ and language skills at 
age 9–14 years [2]. High levels of parent-reported singing 
interaction at 6 months are associated with significant advan-
tages in word comprehension in the second year of life [3]. 
Shared play promotes safe, stable and nurturing relation-
ships, which are important for child development [7]. 
Increased exposure to play and positive interaction with a 
caregiver in early childhood has been associated with 
increased IQ and improved school achievement, as well as 
decreased symptoms of depression, social inhibition and 
violent behaviour in adulthood [8].

Parents play an important role in forming children’s early 
language and literacy environment in the home. Their beliefs 
about shared reading have been shown to be closely related 
to parental actions regarding reading in the home [9,10]. 
Frequent reading habits of parents have been found to cor-
relate with more frequent reading habits [11] and higher 

ability in speaking and listening, reading and writing [12,13] 
in their children.

Numerous book-gifting interventions have been estab-
lished globally to help parents support their children’s early 
language development by promoting shared reading [14–16]. 
A meta-analysis by De Bondt et  al. showed that book-gifting 
interventions, both with and without parent instruction, had 
significant effects on a composite measure of the home lit-
eracy environment, including, e.g. frequency of shared book 
reading and parental interest in reading [17]. Another 
meta-analysis by Dowdall et  al. found that book-sharing 
interventions that included parent instruction had large 
effects regarding caregiver book-sharing competence, i.e. the 
degree to which the caregivers were able to apply the tech-
niques included in the intervention [18]. These meta-analyses 
showed significant effects regarding children’s expressive and 
impressive language skill [17,18].

Bookstart is a book-gifting intervention that is introduced 
to families at health care visits, but also at family centres, at 
libraries and in their homes [14]. A randomised controlled 
trial carried out by O’Hare and Connoly [19] showed that 
participation in Bookstart had a significant positive effect on 
parent’s attitudes to reading and books. Significantly stron-
ger school results have been found among Bookstart chil-
dren (n = 41) compared to controls [20].
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Let’s Read and Reach Out and Read are book-gifting 
interventions carried out by paediatricians during well-child 
care visits, taking from 30 s to about five minutes [21,22]. A 
population-based clustered randomised trial (n = 630) study-
ing children participating in Let’s Read failed to detect any 
differences in measures of emergent literacy skills and lan-
guage at four years of age compared with controls [22]. The 
general consensus in the literature supports that Reach Out 
and Read is effective, although the quality of studies var-
ies [23].

The early intervention Språkstart Halland

Språkstart Halland – små barns språkutveckling (Språkstart 
Halland) is an early language and literacy intervention 
developed in the Swedish region of Halland in western 
Sweden in 2018. It targets children 0–3 years, and includes 
three different gift-packs delivered by library staff to fami-
lies at home visits. The gift-packs were specially developed 
to inspire language stimulating activities at the ages 6 months, 
11 months and 3 years. The material was developed in 
cross-professional collaboration between units targeting chil-
dren’s development and language acquisition, i.e. librarians, 
speech and language pathologists, child health care staff, 
and education strategists (Ehde Andersson M., personal 
communication, November 23, 2023). The gift-packs each 
include books, a toy and a leaflet with songs and rhymes. 
Some of the books are complemented with Key Word 
Signs [24].

The present study focuses on the first two parts of the 
intervention (6 and 11 months). The third gift had not been 
distributed during the study period. In the municipality 
where the study was conducted, the intervention targets all 
children in the relevant age groups. According to the organ-
isation’s internal documentation, it reaches about 90% of the 
target population (100–130 children per year) for the first 
visit. Participant rates also remain high for the second and 
third visits (Ehde Andersson M., personal communication, 
23 November 2023).

The intervention is distributed by library staff called lan-
guage starters. The occupational backgrounds of language 
starters can differ; an introduction to the task is given by 
experienced colleagues. The language starter in the present 
study is a preschool teacher with many years of experience 
in the field. A postcard, providing brief information about 
the intervention and a scheduled time for a home visit, is 
sent to families with children at 6 months of age. During the 
visit, parents are invited to share their contact details for a 
second visit at 11 months. Addresses are obtained from the 
national population register regarding families with children 
at 6 months and for new residents with children at 11 months.

The language starter visits the families at their scheduled 
time for home visits. If needed, the language starter may 
suggest organizing the visit at the library. During the visit 
(which usually lasts 30–45 min), families receive the gift-pack 
and are invited to participate in language-stimulating activi-
ties containing hands-on strategies to support the child’s 
language development. Strategies such as descriptive talk, 
responsive communication and Key Word Signing are 

modelled in play-based activities and interactive reading. 
The language starter demonstrates how to use body lan-
guage, sounds, gestures, and facial expressions to captivate 
the attention of the toddler and spark their interest in the 
activities promoted in the intervention – namely, ‘talk, play, 
sing, read’ [25]. Families are also invited to activities at the 
library. Written suggestions of language-stimulating activities 
using the strategies described above as well as information 
regarding language development at the current age are pro-
vided. The information is available in the 10 most common 
foreign languages as well as the five Swedish minority lan-
guages. Parents are encouraged to talk to the child in their 
own native language.

Språkstart Halland has previously been evaluated in a 
student thesis using a small study sample. The results were 
cautiously positive regarding self-rated frequency of shared 
reading and effects on children’s language skills, though sev-
eral measures did not reach significance [26]. Evaluations of 
early interventions that include book-gifting have mostly 
focused on the effects on language and literacy environment 
in terms of shared reading [17–19,27]. Språkstart Halland 
includes book-gifting, but also explicitly promotes the lan-
guage and literacy environment in a wider perspective. The 
purpose of the present study was to examine parents’ expe-
riences of Språkstart Halland and to develop an understand-
ing of their general impressions and thoughts regarding the 
impact of the intervention.

Materials and methods

To explore the participants’ experiences and gain a deeper 
understanding of their thoughts and impressions, 
semi-structured focus group interviews were chosen. Data 
collection was thought to benefit from a ‘group effect’, 
insights gained as a result of group interaction [28]. 
Compared with focus groups, one-on-one interviews can 
offer more privacy and invite participants to share more 
personal accounts [29]. Data was analysed using qualitative 
content analysis with an inductive approach [30].

Participants

The participants (n = 15) consisted of parents of children in 
a small municipality that can be described as rural indus-
trial, which is home to a large number of foreign-born res-
idents. All participants had participated in at least one 
Språkstart Halland visit. The language starter in this area, 
who had had previous contact with all Språkstart partici-
pants, aided in selecting possible study participants who ful-
filled the inclusion criteria. Participants were selected 
through purposeful sampling. As far as possible, variation in 
terms of demographic factors was aimed for (see Table 1). 
To participate, sufficient Swedish skills were required. This 
was informally assessed by the language starter and esti-
mated by the participants themselves. An information letter 
was sent by post to families who had taken part in the 
intervention. Families were contacted by phone and asked 
for their participation as well as given the opportunity to 
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ask any questions. A total of 93 families received written 
information about the study. Among reachable parents, 
non-participation in the study was attributed to reasons 
such as family illness, scheduling conflicts, busy family life, 
and lack of interest to participate.

The mean age of the participants was 33 years (range 
24–45). Three of the families had received only the first visit, 
while 12 had received the first and second visits. The time 
that had passed from the most recent visit to the time of the 
interview ranged from about 1 to 19 months. The majority of 
participants had received the most recent visit no longer 
than a year ago. The participants’ personal reading habits did 
not considerably differ from national reading habits [31].

Data collection

Data was mainly gathered in focus group interviews held in 
September–November 2020. A semi-structured interview 
guide with open-ended questions was developed by the 
authors in accordance with the aim, based on previous lit-
erature. The questions were: (1) What was it like to receive 
a visit from a language starter? (2) Do you do anything dif-
ferently at home after the visit? (3) What has Språkstart 
Halland meant to you? (4) Is there anything that could be 
done differently? (5) Is there anything else you would like 
to add? No revision of the interview guide was required 
during the study. Participants answered a brief background 
information questionnaire including questions regarding 
personal reading habits. Interviews were mainly held at a 
local public library and moderated by the first author, with 

the assistance of a co-author. Due to the COVID-19 pan-
demic, two of the interviews were held online using a video 
meeting service. Due to attrition two one-on-one interviews 
were performed (for participant distribution and interview 
setting, see Table 2). Interview duration varied between 25 
and 70 min. All interviews were audio recorded. After the 
sixth interview, a majority of the information shared could 
be recognised from earlier interviews, and further data col-
lection was assumed to add little new information. The data 
collection was therefore halted at that point.

Data analysis

Analysis was carried out by means of qualitative content 
analysis with an inductive approach [30], using NVivo Pro 
2020 [32]. The audio-recorded interviews were transcribed 
verbatim by the first author. Transcription (in total 206 
pages) was initiated upon completion of the first interview 
and then carried out continuously after subsequent data 
collection sessions. The interviews were listened to and 
read through several times to obtain an overview of the 
material. One of the audio files was checked for transcrip-
tion accuracy by the third author. No discrepancies were 
found. Subsequently, transcripts were segmented into mean-
ing units and condensed [30]. This was carried out by the 
first author in close contact with co-authors, who 
double-checked samples of text and occasionally discussed 
formulations until an agreement was reached. Collaboration 
between researchers during the analysis strengthened scien-
tific rigour in terms of dependability [33]. Condensed 
meaning units were then labelled with a code [34]. Codes 
were inductively sorted into subcategories based on com-
monality [34]. Subcategories were then sorted into catego-
ries based on commonality [33]. Meaning units and codes 
that deviated from the aim were excluded (15%). 
Categorisation and subcategorisation were discussed with 
co-authors until consensus was reached. The analysis 
included a back-and-forth movement through the described 
steps, with a later decision sometimes altering earlier parts 
of the analysis. Finally, the analysis resulted in an overarch-
ing theme, running through all included categories. An 
example of the analytic process from meaning unit to over-
arching theme is given in Figure 1. The authors each 
brought a different knowledge base, pre-understanding and 
experience to the study and data analysis.

Findings

The analysis arrived at three categories, in turn consisting of 
seven subcategories, and an overarching theme running 
through the entire material. (see Figure 2).

Benefits the interaction within the family

This category consisted of two subcategories: (1) Valuable 
knowledge, realised the importance of language stimulation, 
and (2) Gained useful tools and strategies.

Table 1. D emographic information, participants.

Demographic variables Number of participants (n = 15)

Parent
  Mother 12
  Father 3
Education
  9th grade or less 2
  Upper secondary 8
  University 5
Employment
  Work 8
 S tudy 2
  Work and study 2
 P arental leave 2
  Looking for work 1
Home language environment
 S wedish 7
 S wedish and one or
  several additional
  languages 5
  Mainly a foreign
  language 3

Table 2. P articipant distribution and interview setting.

Interview Number of participants Online / Library

A 3 Library
B 3 Library
C 4 Library
D 1 Library
E 1 Online
F 3 Online
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Valuable knowledge, realised the importance of language 
stimulation
Parents described gaining knowledge about child develop-
ment and early language stimulation. The recommendation 
of shared reading and talking to the child at such a young 
age was surprising.

Alice: “And above all… that one should start with books that 
early! I had no idea.”

The visit was described as a push in the right direction. 
Parents described that the new knowledge led to an aware-
ness regarding early language stimulation and its importance 
as well as a changed mindset regarding early language 
stimulation.

 Anders: “Yes, there has been a bit of a shift in thinking, so to 
speak. (…) It’s at this age we shape their future.”

Parents learned about various language-stimulating strat-
egies and realised that the child could benefit from this at 
such an early age.

Alice: “There were some valuable tips, like one doesn’t think 
about talking about everyday things at home so that the child 
can hear.”

Johan: “Exactly, like saying out loud everything you are thinking.” 

Alice: “Or talking to the child, you think they are so little, they 
just lie there.”

Parents new to this knowledge described it as an 
epiphany.

Selma: “It was like, aha, so that’s how it’s done!”.

Parents with their first child described feeling sup-
ported by the recommendations on language stimulation 
and parenting in general. It was also reported that par-
ents already had knowledge and read and talked to their 
children prior to the visit. The visit was then perceived 
as a reminder and eye-opener regarding the importance 
of early language stimulation. Parents described that the 
message strengthened and confirmed their previous views.

Parents reported they started to read, sing and talk to the 
child earlier compared with if they had not received the 

Figure 1. E xample from the analytic process of the content analysis.

Figure 2. O verview of findings, the overarching theme, categories (n = 3) and subcategories (n = 7) of the result.
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visit. Language-stimulating activities were reported to be 
carried out more frequently as well.

 Johan: “Well it was more like we tried to read every single day. 
Or, like, we tried to squeeze it in more often.”

The insights on the importance of language stimulation 
were described as retained over a year after the visit. Though 
all parents said they had gained something from the visit, 
they each remembered different parts of the information. 
For example, as parents, due to preconceived understandings 
regarding the aim of the visit, focused a lot on the shared 
reading, the message of shared play and talk was not as well 
perceived. Parents who had not perceived this message 
requested an increased focus on these aspects.

Gained useful tools and strategies
New strategies benefitting the parent-child interaction were 
acquired. Parents described gaining valuable tools in terms 
of material and strategies, helping them get started with 
language-stimulating activities. They described reading, sing-
ing and playing with greater involvement, which the child 
enjoyed. The shared book reading was described to create 
closeness with the child, compared with screens, which eas-
ily became a babysitter. The new shared activities were per-
ceived to strengthen the parental role.

Peter: “Well, I think it has helped me in my parental role, and 
in trying to introduce a language with Melker, even though he 
doesn’t talk much yet. Umm, but he kisses a lot, and that’s fun. 
But it’s like, the main thing that it has given us is that it has 
given us, like, tools or things to do together with him.”

Parents described that the gift-pack offered a variety of 
quality material that they would not otherwise have found. 
The books and toys were highly appreciated by their child 
and siblings. Receiving the material as a gift and not a loan 
was appreciated, as the children often handled the books 
roughly. Parents described their child taking initiative to play 
with the toys, sing and read the books both alone and 
together with a parent. The material was well suited for the 
age, which made a big difference.

Felicia: “We had flipped through books already, but it was great 
when we got those books, so that we could, well, at his level, 
you know.”

A generally increased appetite for reading was described. 
Though it was also described that children showed interest 
in the material and activities briefly but then quickly turned 
to something else.

Elsa: “Well, she does seem interested, ‘cause she likes to sit and 
listen for a while. Then she sees something else that’s interest-
ing, so…. At least we try!”

Parents mentioned they did not read much because the 
child did not seem interested yet, and that they struggled to 
sustain the activity and regain the child’s interest. Older sib-
lings were in some cases described to enjoy the material 
even more. Parents also found it difficult to talk to the child 
early as the child did not respond verbally.

There were parts of the material that parents felt were 
hard to assimilate, and a few of them mentioned wanting 
more from the intervention in order to get started, e.g. Key 
Word Signs for words that are used more often were 
requested. It was mentioned that some parts of the material 
were not liked or used by the child and/or parent. Opinions 
differed and books that were pointed out by some as less 
used were mentioned as favourites by others. It was men-
tioned that parents found the illustrations in one book scary.

Stimulating development on equal terms

This category consisted of three subcategories: (1) A positive 
experience – enjoyable for parents and children, (2) 
Stimulated the child’s development, and (3) Parents found 
beneficial social contexts.

A positive experience – enjoyable for parents and children
Parents described that they had not heard of the interven-
tion before. Upon hearing about it, parents described curi-
osity, suspicion that the offer was too good to be true, and 
uncertainty regarding what was going to happen. Clearer 
information would have been appreciated. Multilingual par-
ents expressed uncertainty regarding whether their Swedish 
language skills were good enough to be able to be under-
stood during the visit. In hindsight, though, this was not 
perceived as a problem. The intervention was much appre-
ciated, and special because it was not offered everywhere.

Alice: “I was so surprised, and so happy it existed! For me it 
has been awesome and a super positive thing.”

Parents enjoyed the meetings, and they could see that the 
children enjoyed the activities as well. The presentation was 
described to be inspiring, particularly in terms of the way the 
language starter carried out language-stimulating activities 
both at the library and during the home visits. Parents 
described later trying to recreate the experience with the child.

Parents stressed the value of equality in the intervention. 
It is free and anyone can participate – no one is left out. All 
children get the same opportunities to learn and develop, 
regardless of background and other factors.

Johan: “That’s what I think is almost the best part, it’s that 
everyone gets some books, so, it doesn’t matter if you’re super 
poor or super rich, you still get one –“

Alice: “All children get the same opportunities to learn and 
develop.”

Sofie: “Exactly.”

A hope for the program to continue was expressed.

Stimulated the child’s development
Parents described noticing that the children learned from 
the material and activities. Words, phrases and communica-
tive gestures were learned from the books and from 
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communication in the reading context. A book featuring 
animal pictures and brief phrases, such as ‘kiss the cat’, was 
described to teach and encourage the gesture of kissing.

Nathalie: “The kissing book that arrived when she was 6 months, 
that’s where she learned to kiss. And now every time she opens 
the book she kisses all the animals (laughter). She still does that 
(laughter). She started kissing the dogs around the same time.”

There was also parental description of the child learning 
from the pictures in the books, and the symbolic under-
standing growing over time. Siblings with delayed language 
development were described to benefit from the interven-
tion as well. For example, Key Word Signs were sometimes 
already used in the home with older siblings, and the gifted 
material supported this practice.

Multilingual parents reported telling the stories in both 
languages. The visit and material had helped parents and 
children learn Swedish together, and subsequently they com-
municated more also in Swedish.

Petra: “I, too, have this language thing, so it helps me quite a 
lot, too. I’m not sure that I would have talked as much in 
Swedish with my daughter as I do now, so it has been a good 
way to, you know, we learn Swedish a bit together at home (…) 
I think I would have done it more in Danish without Språkstart.”

Parents found beneficial social contexts
Recommendations on suitable activities to attend with the 
child helped parents find beneficial social contexts outside 
the home. Parents described being guided to library activi-
ties such as the baby café, which includes group-based 
language-stimulating activities. Parents reported feeling per-
sonally invited to the library to borrow books for their chil-
dren and themselves. It was reported that the visit gave 
them courage to leave home to a greater extent. Parents 
appreciated getting nudged to go out and into new social 
contexts. The home and library visits were described as 
appreciated as a social event in a new phase of life, e.g. 
because loneliness could occur in the new life situation.

Felicia: “Well for me it was a lot like, the thing itself (the inter-
vention, author’s comment), that it happened. Because, well, I 
had my first child, and suddenly I felt very lonely.”

Parents with a different native language than Swedish 
described that they appreciated the visit in terms of a con-
text that offered opportunities to practise Swedish, to 
improve their own language skills and to be able to help 
their children.

Noor: “I hope to meet Swedish people, so that my language is 
better. For me, or for my children too. My daughter, Anna, will 
go first grade, second grade, I need to teach her in Swedish to 
be better in school.”

Parents described that their improved Swedish skills 
helped them understand the child better, hence communica-
tion between child and parent was facilitated.

Noor: “At preschool they talk Swedish, at home we talk Arabic. 
There are a lot of differences between languages. When she gets 
home, if I don’t understand Swedish, I can’t talk to her. There 

are a lot of words she doesn’t understand in Arabic. I need to 
translate in Swedish. Språkstart has helped me learn new words, 
from the books or from Annika (the language starter, authors 
comment).”

Feeling special – the importance of the personal contact

This category consisted of two subcategories: (1) Special 
attention for me and my child, and (2) Personally adapted.

Special attention for me and my child
The fact that each family received time and special attention 
centred around the child’s development, and the parents’ 
strategies to support it, was described as outstanding and 
valuable.

Noor: “It’s fun and feels good to meet someone, people come 
and look at what we do, what we think, what we teach my chil-
dren. Very fun for me.”

Parents described feeling supported regarding their family 
situation, e.g. in terms of parenting older siblings and 
receiving occasional book recommendations on the subject. 
It was emphasised and appreciated that the child and parent, 
as well as siblings and others present at the visit, were 
actively engaged and received due attention and consider-
ation during the meeting.

Alice: “…she approached Mira and showed the books to Mira and, 
like, talked to my child, even though she was only six months old.”

The fact that someone paid attention to the families’ habits 
regarding language stimulation was described to challenge 
parents to initiate and enrich language-stimulating practices.

Parents described that it felt special for the child to 
receive a gift from someone outside the family, and the gift 
created recognition for the child in a context outside the 
home, the library. Parents who had their first child described 
that they did not have so many things for the child yet. 
Other parents described having many things for the child 
already, and the gift was more of a pleasant bonus.

Personally adapted
Parents described the home visit as appreciated because it 
saved the family the hassle of going somewhere else. They 
also said it offered a calm, safe learning environment that 
allowed tailoring the information to fit each respective family.

Selma: “It’s more, well, personal, the home visit.”

Parents explained that as they experienced the child’s 
reaction to the activities and received individually tailored 
information, they gained insights into the young child’s abil-
ity to respond to and engage with language stimulating 
stimuli and learn. They said this increased the motivation to 
keep the activities going after the visit.

Alice: I think she said something about that it was good to sing 
to the child, didn’t she? 

Selma: yes, she might have, yes, and talk a lot and- 
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Alice: yeah, ‘cause we got those little nursery rhymes, so we 
started singing early just because, because you could see that she 
looked at us when you did those little rhymes.

Parents described appreciating the personal relationship 
formed with the language starter by receiving special atten-
tion regarding the child’s development. The personal traits 
of the language starter were described to be important. 
Parents explained that they appreciated that the language 
starter was reliable, knowledgeable and trustworthy as well 
as easy going, talkative, inviting and inspiring.

Selma: Annika is very talkative and inviting, and it’s easy to ask 
her questions, so that you–

Johan: yes, a very easy person to deal with

Selma: yes definitely, and that makes us very positive to it, too’

Overarching theme – Parents changed their mindset 
and practices through gained knowledge and personal 
contact

An overarching theme was identified to run through the 
entire material - Parents changed their mindset and practices 
through gained knowledge and personal contact. Parents 
described that their mindset changed as they gained knowl-
edge about the child’s early development and the importance 
of early language stimulation. Parents realised that the child 
despite a very young age was already an active learner. In 
enjoyable interaction with the language starter, parents could 
experience the child’s reaction to activities that scaffold this 
development. Parents reported changing their habits regard-
ing language stimulating activities post intervention.

Discussion

The purpose of the present study was to examine parents’ 
experiences of the early literacy intervention Språkstart 
Halland, and to develop an understanding of their general 
impressions and thoughts regarding the impact of the inter-
vention. Parents described gaining insights and learning 
about language stimulation, which resulted in changed atti-
tudes and practices. Similar interventions have demon-
strated comparable outcomes [35,36]. According to 
transformative learning theory, adult learning can be seen 
as an intersubjective process of communicative learning, of 
which the goal is mutual agreement [37]. The possibility to 
meet in the family’s home environment, where the language 
starter communicates information according to each fami-
ly’s need, facilitates an even power relationship that enhances 
learning [37]. When service providers listen responsively 
and treat clients with respect, they are more likely to be 
effective in promoting positive change [38]. Parents in the 
current study reported receiving special attention and form-
ing positive relationships with the language starter, as well 
as receiving personally adapted recommendations based on 
their current situation. The appreciation of the time given 
to each family was emphasised. Spending time is an 

important component of building relationships between ser-
vice providers and families [38]. The importance of a per-
sonal relationship with the service provider has also been 
previously reported [39].

Learning takes place in interaction, where personal 
beliefs, feelings, and values that support decisions to act, 
are internally assessed [37]. Beliefs about shared reading 
have been shown to be closely related to parental actions 
regarding reading in the home [9,10]. Parents’ increased 
knowledge and changed attitudes regarding early language 
stimulation are therefore important in relation to children’s 
home language environment.

Various social and biological factors influence people’s 
motivation to learn, improve skills and make healthy 
choices [40]. Memories of a learning experience are linked 
with the reward received and the emotions felt [40]. 
Motivation can be supported by short– or long term reward 
[40]. Parents in the present study described positive emo-
tions related to the visit. The positive experience created 
short-term motivation to repeat the demonstrated activities. 
Strengthened knowledge regarding the importance of early 
language stimulation also increased parents’ motivation 
towards the long-term reward of strengthening the child’s 
language skills.

Children have intrinsic motivation to explore and be 
actively involved in play and to achieve mastery of various 
tasks [40]. Responsiveness from the caregiver in this explo-
ration is important for the child’s development [41]. The 
interaction between child and parent is a major active 
ingredient in the developmental process that builds and 
strengthens neural connections in the child’s brain [38,42]. 
Parents in the present study reported that the intervention 
helped them notice the child’s initiatives and reactions and 
realise that the child at this early age is already an active 
learner. Strategies to support and stimulate the child’s learn-
ing and development were gained, and parents reported 
changing their interactional behaviour post intervention. 
Consistent findings have been reported in previous research 
[36,43].

As the child shows clear evidence of enjoyment, parents 
are more motivated to engage in language-stimulating activ-
ities such as shared reading [44]. Some of the parents in the 
present study described that their child did not seem inter-
ested, which was often interpreted as not yet being mature 
enough for the activity. It is then likely that the activity will 
be postponed [36,44]. It is therefore important to create 
realistic expectations regarding the shared reading situation, 
and apply strategies that encourage interest, playfulness and 
interaction [45]. Promoting language-stimulating strategies 
can, like the present intervention, also provide options that 
to some families are more accessible, like child-directed 
speech [46], shared play and singing [25]. These are all 
strategies that have been shown to influence child language 
development [2,3,7,8].

Multilingual parents reported that they communicated 
more also in Swedish after the intervention. Family literacy 
programmes with a focus on bilingual language develop-
ment have the potential to increase children’s early literacy 
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in the mainstream language while promoting home language 
maintenance [47].

Parents in the present study praised the intervention for 
giving the same opportunity to everyone. A meta study has 
shown that early literacy interventions yield positive effects 
for children’s language development at all socioeconomic 
levels [18]. Numerous studies show that early literacy inter-
ventions produce the greatest gains in groups with the 
greatest speech, language and communication needs, e.g. in 
groups with low socio-economic status [1,4,14,48]. Positive 
outcomes have been identified in children with language 
impairment as well [49]. It has been claimed that early lan-
guage development must be a public health priority [50–52]. 
Support for children’s speech, language, and communication 
need is needed at different levels. Universal support that tar-
gets and benefits all children is important, as is support that 
targets children exhibiting language weakness and vulnera-
bility [51,53].

Future studies could evaluate the effects on home language 
and literacy environment beyond measures of shared reading, 
which is currently dominating in the literature [17–19,27].

Methodological aspects

The present study used content analysis and the following 
terms of trustworthiness, credibility, dependability, confirm-
ability and transferability were considered and used to meet 
methodological considerations [54].

A limitation of the study was the high attrition rate, 
which could be attributed to data collection occurring 
during the pandemic, likely contributing to increased diffi-
culties for participants to engage. The unintentional two-fold 
design of one-on-one interviews and focus groups served as 
a form of triangulation that strengthened the credibility 
[55]. In the two interviews that unintentionally ended up 
being one-on-one interviews, participants were not able to 
benefit from the group effect [29,56]. Most of the content, 
though, was similar across interview types, which indicated 
strengthened credibility and no considerable loss of infor-
mation. The online interviews offered a different conversa-
tion dynamic than the in-person interviews. Participants 
were less likely to engage in each other’s stories, which 
might have affected the information shared. Occasionally, 
parents with Swedish as a second language seemed to be 
struggling to understand and fully participate. This may 
have hindered them from sharing their full experience, 
which might have affected the credibility of this subgroup 
[33]. However, all participants assured us that they had 
nothing more to add.

It is possible that other events (pre or post intervention) 
influenced parents’ views on language stimulation, especially 
for parents who received the intervention less recently. 
These parents might not have remembered all the details 
regarding the intervention, yet they had the possibility to 
share how the messages were perceived and retained over 
time. The majority of participants had received the most 
recent visit no longer than a year ago at the time of the 
interview, which strengthens credibility of the findings. 

However, we do acknowledge that it could be a limitation of 
present study, that there was a large discrepancy between 
time for interview and the intervention in some cases.

The intervention is primarily centred around home visits, 
although visits at the library are also offered if needed. The 
mode of delivery may influence how the intervention is per-
ceived. In the present study, both home visits and visits held 
at the library were represented. The variation among partic-
ipants in mode of delivery of the intervention (home or 
library visit), and the variation regarding demographic fac-
tors such as language background and educational level, pro-
vide enough data to cover relevant variation of the studied 
phenomena [33]. It should also be noted that this variability 
could create some interpretation challenges.

The decision to exclude participants with limited Swedish 
skills resulted in excluding families in the target population. 
This limits transferability of the study to demographically 
similar samples [55]. However, the study sample was still 
quite diverse in terms of demographic factors such as lan-
guage background and educational level, which enhances 
transferability.

Many parents who participated expressed enthusiasm 
regarding the intervention. It is possible that parents with 
neutral or negative attitudes might have been less eager to 
participate, or that these thoughts were not fully expressed 
due to group dynamics. This could affect the transferability 
and external validity of the results [55].

Using a semi-structured question guide for all interviews 
strengthened the dependability and helped keep the focus 
on the aim of the study during the interviews [54]. 
Confirmability was considered by presenting quotes from all 
focus groups and individual interviews to illustrate the con-
nection between the interview data and the analysis. During 
the analysis, continuous discussions were held between 
co-authors to strive for a transparent and reflective analysis 
[54]. Many similar studies show similar results [17,39,43], 
which strengthens confirmability [33].

Conclusion

Parents described how the early language and literacy inter-
vention Språkstart Halland changed their mindset regarding 
early language stimulation and provided new helpful tools 
benefitting the parent-child interaction. The positive experi-
ence from the shared activities during the visit along with 
knowledge regarding the importance of early language stimu-
lation created motivation to carry out language-stimulating 
activities according to the received guidance after the visit. 
The personal relationship with and special attention given by 
the language starter along with personally adapted guidance 
was described to be of great importance. Social gains for the 
parent and child from the meeting itself as well as from the 
guidance towards social activities at the library were described.

In summary, the results resemble those of earlier similar 
studies. The applied strategies are in line with current policy 
recommendations [38]. This suggests usefulness of the inter-
vention in increasing learning opportunities in the home 
environment.
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Future directions

The findings suggest potential areas for further refinement in 
the design of the intervention. Specifically, it appears crucial 
to enhance certain aspects, including the provision of com-
prehensive information to parents in advance. Additionally, 
there is a need to underscore the significance of presenting 
examples of activities beyond shared book-reading.

Future studies could explore experiences of parents who 
have not yet acquired the majority language, as well as reach 
out to a larger number of participants, e.g. by means of a 
questionnaire. A wide focus on language and literacy envi-
ronment is preferrable. The programme’s effect on children’s 
language skills could also be explored.
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