
A Healthy Love of Reading 
Preliminary Findings from a Study on Literacy Practices at the Pediatric Well Child Visit 

Sallie Han, PhD, SUNY College at Oneonta 
Anne Gadomski, MD, MPH, Bassett Research Institute 

 
This poster presents the preliminary findings from an observational study undertaken 
at the Bassett pediatrics office in Oneonta during fall 2013. The study was undertaken 
by Dr. Sallie Han, a cultural anthropologist at SUNY College at Oneonta, in 
consultation with Dr. Anne Gadomski, a pediatrician at Bassett Research Institute. 
The aim of the study was to collect observational data on the literacy practices that 
occur during pediatric well-child visits.  

Why Pediatric Well-Child Visits 
  
Due in part to the likelihood and frequency of 
their contact with children not yet in school, 
pediatricians have become a first line for 
identifying and intervening in efforts to 
promote literacy in early childhood and 
improve school readiness.  
  
Healthy People 2020, the national public 
health agenda of the U.S. Department of 
Health and Human Services, emphasized the 
significant role that pediatricians play in such 
efforts 
(http://www.healthypeople.gov/2020/
topicsobjectives2020/objectiveslist.aspx?
topicId=10 ). This is consistent with changes 
in the ideals and practices of pediatrics. 
During the last century, the mission of 
pediatric care has been transformed from the 
reactive treatment of the sicknesses and 
injuries of childhood to preventive and 
proactive management of children’s health 
and wellness, which have become defined 
more broadly to include the social 
determinants of health. 
  
In June 2014, the American Academy of 
Pediatrics announced its recommendation 
that “pediatric providers advise parents of 
young children that reading aloud and talking 
about pictures and words in age-appropriate 
books can strengthen language skills, 
literacy development, and parent-child 
relationships” (O’Keefe 2014). The policy 
statement notes the evidence-based support 
for interventions that include providing books 
to patients, hanging posters that promote 
reading, and distributing information to 
parents in addition to “researching the effects 
and best practices of literacy 
promotion” (O’Keefe 2014).  

The Research Site 
The Bassett pediatric clinic in Oneonta participates in Reach 
Out and Read, a national program encouraging literacy 
outreach during well child visits. At the Oneonta clinic, 
patients between the ages of 6 months and 5 years receive a 
free book that is matched to their age. The new books given 
to children during the visits are purchased at reduced cost 
from the children’s book publisher and distributor Scholastic 
Inc., using donations and small grants. 
 
The Study 
The study draws from the methodological and theoretical 
frameworks of cultural and linguistic anthropology. To answer 
the larger questions about what kinds of information, advice, 
ideas, and assumptions concerning literacy are being 
communicated at pediatric well-child visits, observations 
were focused on the handling of books at the well child 
checkups. How were the books being given and received? 
How were they being handled? How were books talked 
about? What role or roles did they play in the interactions 
between adults and / or children? 
 
The anthropologist “shadowed” three physicians, who are 
called Dr. C, Dr. E, and Dr. N. At the checkups, the 
anthropologist focused her observations on the handling of 
books by adults and / or children and on discussions of 
books and reading. Immediately after each checkup, 
observations were written up by hand. At the end of each day 
and / or week of observations, the anthropologist then 
transcribed the handwritten notes, filling in the details. The 
transcribed notes were read and marked to identify the 
literacy practices that had been observed and recorded. 
 
The Checkups 
A total of 56 well-child checkups were observed between 
October 13, 2013 and December 10, 2013. The ages of the 
children whose visits were observed ranged from 4 months to 
7 years. There were 30 female and 26 male patients. The 
adults accompanying the children on their visits included 2 
parents, mother, mother and other, father, or other, which 
included the mother’s mother / grandmother and the mother’s 
mother’s sister / great aunt. Although 56 checkups were 
observed, five were not included for further consideration; 
these include one 4 months, three 6 years, and one 7 years 
checkups. Because this research examines the promotion of 
literacy in early childhood, the study initially had been 
designed to include children younger than 7 years old, but 
because the target ages for the Reach Out and Read 
program are between 6 months and 5 years, children in this 
age range became the focus. Of the 51 checkups, there were 
26 female and 25 male patients. 

Mention of books at home: Either in response to 
the pediatrician’s questions or volunteered, 
mention is made (by the child or parents) of 
reading at home and / or books at home, including 
specific titles. 
Mention of animal characters: Mention is made 
(by the child or parents) of animals or animal 
characters, either from books or from movies or 
TV shows. 
Reading during visit: Includes observations of 
child and / or parents turning the pages and 
looking at them, but not playing with book; 
handling of book that emphasizes its content. Also 
includes descriptions of reading during visit from 
pediatricians, nurses, children or parents. 
Child using device: Cell phones, tablets, etc., 
were observed in use or handled by a child during 
the visit. 
 

Playing with book: Includes observations of 
child bringing book to mouth, slapping it with 
hands, dropping it and picking it up; handling of 
book that emphasizes its materiality.  
Adult handling book: Includes adults handling 
books themselves, orienting books right side up, 
instructing children on handling books, discussing 
the care and handling of books (including their 
descriptions of children not caring for books). 
Book and physical exam: The pediatrician 
incorporated a book into the physical exam, 
“examining” the eyes and ears of a character in 
the book’s illustrations, then examining the child’s 
eyes or ears.  
Say “thank you”: At four checkups, mothers 
instructed their children to say thank you or 
prompted them with a question like “what do you 
say”. In two additional instances, the pediatricians 
themselves elicited the responses. 
 
 

Observed Literacy Practices 
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