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Abstract: This case study examines the integration of a picture book app in an after-school
program in Switzerland, focusing on challenges, benefits and chances of promoting reading as
part of the after-school program through the perspectives of caregivers. The study explores the
potential of digital media, particularly picture book apps, to enhance children’s language skills
within institutionalized extended education settings. Through semi-structured interviews with
the caregivers, key themes emerged regarding the challenges, strategies, and benefits of using
digital tools in educational environments. The findings suggest that while picture book apps
can support autonomy and language development, effective implementation requires careful
consideration of timing, environment, and the specific needs of children. Additionally, the
study highlights the importance of media literacy among caregivers and parents to maximize
the educational benefits of digital tools.

Keywords: Digital media, Picture book app, Language development, After-school programs,
Media literacy, Extended education

Introduction

An increasing number of children are spending more time in institutionalized forms of ex-
tended education (i.e. after-school programs) which are continually expanding in Switzerland
and are expected to play an even more significant role in the future (Baader, 2016). An
increase in full-day education and care offerings is also being observed internationally (Bae et
al., 2019; Klerfelt & Stecher, 2018; Kunze & Reh, 2020). A question that must be asked is
whether and to what extent children can be supported in developing their language skills in
extended education and how digital media can be used for achieving this goal. Based on
existing research, it can be assumed that reading books enhances children’s vocabulary and
can have positive effects on their development. This case-study examines the extent to which a
picture book app can support reading aloud in extended education to promote children’s
vocabulary and what perceived challenges and benefits are identified by the caregivers in the
particular institution of the after-school program in integrating a picture book app in extended
education.
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Theoretical Framework

Language competence is considered a crucial factor for educational success in educational
research (Barrett et al., 2012; Kempert et al., 2016; Prevoo et al., 2016) — and thereby
indirectly also for later economic success (Becker & Hadjar, 2009; Koopmans, 2017). A key
finding of international school performance studies has shown that academic success and the
acquisition of competencies, even in mathematical and scientific subjects, are significantly
related to mastery of the language of education (Czepl, 2019; Schlager, 2019). Linguistic
deficits frequently occur in children with a migration background, but they can also appear in
children who have no migration experience themselves. This affects both children from
second and third-generation migrant families as well as indigenous children from educa-
tionally disadvantaged and socioeconomically deprived families (Kreuzer, 2004). An effec-
tive tool to support children’s language development is reading books. Preschool children
who cannot yet read themselves benefit when a caregiver reads to them (Raikes et al., 2006);
(Bus et al., 1995; Mol et al., 2009; Sénéchal & LeFevre, 2002; Whitehurst & Lonigan, 1998).
Early reading abilities contribute significantly to children’s overall development, including
language, cognitive, emotional, and imaginative growth (Dickinson & Porche, 2011). Pro-
ficiency in reading picture books is particularly important for children’s future learning and
development (Cunningham & Stanovich, 1997; Dodici et al., 2003). A picture book format
aligns with the multimedia learning principle that people learn better from words and pictures
than words alone (Mayer & Pilegard, 2005). When eBooks are designed well, preschool-aged
children can learn just as effectively, if not more so, than from print books. Reich et al.’s
(2016) findings support this, showing that children are equally emotionally engaged with a
story whether it is presented in print or digital format, and they comprehend similar amounts
of the story regardless of whether it is read by an adult or a voice-over. However, it is
important to note that enhanced eBooks, which include features like sounds, animations, and
games, can distract children and reduce their learning by drawing attention away from the
narrative itself. The studies by Caserta-Henry (1996), Flint (2010), Mathes et al. (1998), Sáenz
et al. (2005), Vaughn et al. (2001) and Shamir (2009) collectively highlight the educational
benefits of children reading picture books together. These studies generally conclude that
shared reading activities, especially when involving peers or a more knowledgeable partner,
can significantly enhance children’s language development, comprehension, and overall
reading strategies. In particular, the interactions during shared reading—such as discussing
the content, asking questions, and jointly negotiating meaning—are critical for promoting
deeper understanding and engagement with the text. This leads to the conclusion, that children
in extended education can benefit from reading together with other children there.

Current State of Research

The importance of extracurricular activities, including the use of libraries and reading pro-
motion programs during extended education, has been highlighted in previous studies, which
have demonstrated a significant correlation between these activities and the development of
children’s vocabulary (Pedro et al., 2021). The impact of extended education offerings on
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reading achievement has been explored, revealing that while general utilization may not
significantly enhance outcomes, the quality of such programs plays a crucial role in improving
reading skills, especially for long-term participants (Allmen et al., 2019). The period from
ages 3 to 8 is crucial for developing reading skills (Wang, 2023). An emphasis on the
importance of using books, artwork, and similar methods to spark children’s interest in
reading and writing, thereby fostering early literacy skills seem to be imperative (Ibid, p.1).

A recent study by Undheim (2022) found that technology may only provide good learning
opportunities under certain circumstances. She cites studies, such as the one by Hoel and
Jernes (2020) who found that when digital picture book apps were used in group dialogue-
based reading sessions, the interactive features of the app hindered meaningful dialogue
between the children and teachers, particularly during the first reading. The children were
primarily focused on interacting with the hotspots and taking turns, which created a conflict
between the teachers’ educational goals and the app’s interactive elements. This study sug-
gests that when reading digital books with groups of children, less interactive features in the
book are preferable if the goal is to encourage shared dialogue and focus on the narrative.

Another study by Lim & Toh (2020) explored how interactive picture book apps, which
combine text with multimedia elements like sound, in the reading aloud function, can enhance
young children’s reading comprehension. The findings suggest that digital enhancements like
this engage children more deeply and support their understanding of narrative structures,
vocabulary, and language patterns.

Furthermore, interventions designed to train caregivers in sharing picture books with the
children have a positive effect on child language development. Additionally, the study found a
large effect size (d = 1.01) for improving caregiver book-sharing competence, which is crucial
for the success of these interventions. So, by training a care giver on book-reading competence
(for example give a training on the dialogic reading method), the positive effects of book
reading can be enhanced.

Furthermore, a recent study by Zhang, Xu and Zhang (2024) suggests that creative
activities, including potentially creative reading activities, embedded within after-school
programs can have a significant positive impact on students’ creativity. After-school pro-
grams can be particularly effective when they incorporate elements of creativity and student
engagement, such as interactive reading sessions, discussions, and storytelling. However, the
success of these programs often depends on the quality of instruction and the consistency of
student participation. In addition to those findings, Yao et al. (2023) emphasize that after-
school programs can positively influence academic performance, which includes reading
abilities. Specifically, the study highlights that after-school programs that are academically
oriented, including those focusing on reading, have a more substantial impact on students’
cognitive development compared to those focused solely on social-emotional skills or other
activities.

Research Question

Reading aloud to children in extended education/after-school programs can be an effective
way to promote children’s development. As discussed in the theoretical framework, the
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success of these interventions depends on how they are implemented. This leads to the central
research question of this study:

How do caregivers in the after-school program implement the integration of a picture book
app in extended education to promote reading to children; i. e. what strategies and ap-
proaches are chosen and what challenges and benefits do they identify?

Research Design and Methods

The methodological choices in this study are rooted in the desire to gain an in-depth under-
standing of the integration of a picture book app within an extended education setting,
specifically within an after-school program. A qualitative case study approach was chosen
because it allows for a detailed exploration of complex phenomena within their real-life
context, which is particularly important when examining the nuanced experiences of care-
givers as they implement digital tools in educational environments.

The extended education institution A is located in the canton of Bern, Switzerland. It
offers care and instruction outside of regular school hours and is aimed at children and
adolescents who need a structured and supervised environment. The program is divided into
care units (modules), which can be booked individually. This can include care in the morning,
over lunch, and in the afternoon. The students receive meals, have time for homework, and
can participate in various recreational activities.

The extended education institution A currently employs 10 caregivers under the leader-
ship of one principal. Those 10 caregivers are distributed into three Groups. Group one takes
care of all children in kindergarten. Group two takes care of the children in Grade 1–2 and
Group three takes care of all children in Grade 3 and upwards. 110 children were enrolled in
the extended education program during the data collection phase.

Data Collection

In this case study, data collection was carried out through a series of five in-depth interviews
with the caregivers from Group one and two of the institution in extended education A. Given
the exploratory nature of this study, the qualitative approach is well-suited to uncover the
subtle dynamics and contextual factors that quantitative methods might overlook, particularly
in understanding how caregivers perceive and navigate the integration of digital media in their
educational practices. Each interview was semi-structured, allowing for a guided conversation
that also provided flexibility for the participants to share detailed and nuanced information.
The collected data was then transcribed with the help of the software NoScribe and analyzed
using the software MAXQDA to identify patterns and draw conclusions relevant to the
research objectives. This will be further elaborated in the next paragraph.
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Data Analysis

The results of the interviews are being systematically analyzed via thematic analysis (Braun &
Clarke, 2012). Statements are grouped thematically and interpreted in a suitable form. For the
evaluation, the statements of the caregivers were assigned to specific thematic areas (so-called
codes): previous media experience, previous experience with reading books during after-
school program, challenges, approaches/strategies, benefits/opportunities and further devel-
opment/statements for improvement. Each category was clearly defined and illustrated with
examples as displayed in table 1.

Table 1. Coding System

Code Definition Example

previous digital media
experience

The caregivers state what kind of
digital media they have been
using until now and how.

“The only thing we need is
Spotify. There we have a sub-
scription and something to listen
to the music. But nothing else
really.”
(caregiver1, Pos. 50)

previous experience
with reading books
during after-school
program

The caregivers elaborate on the
previous experiences they had
with reading aloud to the
children.

” So, reading aloud is always an
important topic because the
children actually still enjoy it
when you read to them. But now
sometimes the problem with us
is that you probably need in-
dividual care or at most two or
three children at the same time
and then sometimes you just
don’t have enough time for that.”
(caregiver4, Pos. 19)

challenges The caregivers explain the chal-
lenges they faced when using the
picture book app to read to the
children.

“But if you only have one tablet
in the group, you can’t do the
reading with too many children at
the same time.” (…..) (caregiver3,
Pos. 47)

approaches/strategies The caregivers present their dif-
ferent approaches and strategies
to implement the usage of the
picture book app to read to the
children in an effective way.

“…and a good time to read aloud
is a little bit towards the evening.
(..) Because yes, they are a bit
tired from playing and stuff. And
then they are ready to listen. Yes,
after snack time. Yes, they are
perhaps a little tired. Where they
like to sit and listen for a while.”
(caregiver5, Pos. 12)

benefits/opportunities The caregivers specify the
benefits and opportunities that

“Every now and then I used it
with them. I used the picture
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Code Definition Example

arise from using the picture book
app in contrast to a printed
picture book.

book app. (.) We usually chose a
book together. Sometimes they
had an idea about a topic. (.) At
the moment the topic of snakes
is very exciting for the boys. We
then looked to see if there was a
book on the subject. (.) I then
read the text out loud and asked
questions in between.” (care-
giver2, Pos. 20)

development/state-
ments for improvement

The caregivers give insight on
possible strategies for further de-
velopment and improvement of
using a picture book app to
promote children’s development.

“Parents or society in general
lack a differentiated awareness
of what kind of media might be
helpful and what might not. So,
media literacy is missing. Yes, I
have the feeling that parents
sometimes don’t have enough of
that. That’s where you have to
start. Inform and train parents.”
(caregiver5, Pos. 12)

Results

In the following section, the findings of the qualitative case study are presented. The results
are organized around the key themes (i.e. codes) from the previously displayed table 1 that
emerged from the data analysis, offering a detailed understanding of the subject of this study.
Each theme is supported by direct quotes from the participants of this study (i.e. the five
caregivers), which provide deeper insights into their experiences and perspectives.

Previous Digital Media Experience

It was noted that digital media, such as music and specific educational games, are used
occasionally. As one caregiver mentioned, “The digital media that I actually use is often for
listening to music.”. Some interviewees expressed unfamiliarity with certain formats of digital
media, such as digital books, indicating that these were new to them. A caregiver reflected, “I
have never used a digital book for reading aloud; it’s something new for me.”

Despite the limited access to digital media in day-to-day activities, there are instances
where children are allowed to use tablets for specific purposes, like homework. The use of
digital devices is generally restricted and highly regulated. One caregiver described the
process: “We have tablets that are used mainly for administrative purposes or to assist with
homework, but this is very limited and always with a clear objective in mind.”. Some ac-
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tivities, like watching educational YouTube videos or using outdated gaming consoles, are
allowed under strict conditions, but these are exceptions rather than the norm.

Previous Experience with Reading Books during After-School Program
Participants in the interviews expressed mixed experiences and opinions regarding the

practice of reading books during after-school programs. Some caregivers value reading as an
essential activity, both in the context of the school day and during after-school care. One
participant stated, “I am very much a picture book person. Whenever I have time, it’s always
reading time.” This reflects a broader belief among some caregivers that reading aloud should
be a part of after-school programs, not just formal education. As one interviewee noted,
“Reading is sometimes seen as something that belongs in school, but it also has a place in
leisure education.”

However, the implementation of regular reading sessions in after-school care is often
hindered by practical constraints. Several participants highlighted the issue of resources,
explaining that reading aloud often requires one-on-one attention or small groups, which can
be difficult to manage with limited staff and time. One caregiver pointed out, “It’s sometimes a
bit of a resource problem, either you don’t have the time or reading aloud requires very
intensive supervision.”

Furthermore, children’s individual preferences and the availability of digital alternatives
also influence the extent to which reading is integrated into after-school activities. Some
children express a strong desire to have books read to them, while others prefer to do other
things. As one interviewee described, “Some children really like it when you go to them and
read aloud, especially since they can’t read themselves yet.”

The caregivers also noted the importance of adapting reading activities to the children’s
energy levels and interests, particularly since many children come to the after-school program
tired from a full day of school. As one participant mentioned, “We have a quiet room with lots
of books where children can go when they need a break, and sometimes we read to them
there.”

Challenges

The interviews revealed several challenges related to the integration of media and educational
activities within after-school programs. A recurring theme was the difficulty in maintaining
children’s attention during longer activities, whether watching a movie or listening to a story.
One caregiver noted, “I sometimes feel, and I notice this when we watch a movie, that the
children no longer have the competence to immerse themselves in a story.” This observation
was linked to the prevalence of short, fast-paced videos, which seem to have conditioned
children to expect quick entertainment, making it harder for them to engage with longer
narratives or activities.

Participants also discussed the broader challenges of managing media exposure outside of
the after-school environment. Some noted that many children already have substantial ex-
posure to media at home, sometimes to an extent that caregivers felt was excessive. One
caregiver mentioned having conversations with parents about the appropriateness of the
content their children were consuming, particularly regarding violent or age-inappropriate
material. This highlights the ongoing effort to encourage a balanced and age-appropriate
media diet, not just within the program but also in collaboration with families.
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Another significant challenge identified was the limited resources, particularly in terms of
available digital devices. As one participant mentioned, “But when you only have one tablet in
the group, you can’t have multiple children using it at the same time. It’s only one child and no
other.” This limitation often necessitates careful planning and prioritization of activities,
which can be restrictive.

The complexity of implementing media-related activities was further underscored by the
need for guidance and supervision. As one caregiver put it, “You can’t just assume that a child
will take to an app or a game and manage on their own. It requires guidance, sometimes
intense at first, then more passive, but always present.” This reflects a broader understanding
that children need support to engage meaningfully with educational content, whether digital or
traditional, and that such activities cannot be left entirely to the children’s discretion.

Approaches and Strategies

Caregivers emphasized the importance of creating an environment conducive to reading and
listening activities. This includes setting up quiet spaces, often a challenge in extended
education settings, but essential for encouraging children to pick up books or listen to stories.
One interviewee noted, “It’s crucial to establish zones that are relatively quiet. If we create a
book corner, we increase the chances that a child will pick up a book.”

Timing and structure were also identified as key factors in effectively using the app. The
app is typically integrated into the daily routine during quieter times, such as after lunch or in
the afternoon after snack time. One caregiver explained, “We usually do it after lunch when
the children need some downtime. It’s also a good activity before starting our afternoon
program.” and another stated that “… a good time to read aloud is a little bit towards the
evening. (..) Because yes, they are a bit tired from playing and stuff. (…) they like to sit and
listen for a while.”. The timing is flexible and depends on the children’s schedule and energy
levels, with some caregivers preferring to use the app after afternoon snacks, when children
are more relaxed and receptive.

The approach to using the app is tailored to the individual needs and preferences of the
children. Caregivers pointed out that the success of reading sessions often depends on the
number of children involved and their ability to stay focused. One interviewee shared, “We
found that it’s manageable with one to three children. But with more children, it becomes
difficult as they tend to lose focus, especially when they start commenting on the pictures
instead of listening to the story.”

Additionally, there is a recognition that while the app is a valuable resource, it should
complement rather than replace traditional reading methods. One caregiver emphasized, “The
app can be an addition, but it shouldn’t replace books.”

Benefits and Opportunities

The interviews highlighted several benefits of using a picture book app in after-school pro-
grams, particularly in enhancing children’s autonomy and engagement with reading. One
significant advantage noted by caregivers is the app’s ability to empower children to explore
stories independently, even if they do not yet have strong reading skills. As one participant
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mentioned, “The advantage is definitely that they can do a lot on their own. If they have the
vocabulary, they can manage without constant assistance.” This autonomy is particularly
beneficial for children who might be less inclined to read or who find traditional picture books
too challenging. Additionally, several caregivers noted the great advantage of having such a
wide variety of books readily available: “It’s like having a small library always at your
fingertips.”

Additionally, the app has been noted for its versatility in catering to different children’s
needs and preferences. For instance, some children appreciate the ability to choose what they
want to read or listen to, which fosters a sense of independence and personal interest in
reading. One caregiver observed, “What I’ve noticed is that by reading with the tablet, they
become more independent and can choose what they want to read.”

The app’s ability to support language development, particularly for children who are not
native speakers, was also frequently mentioned. The use of the app allows children to hear
stories in their mother tongue or in standard German, which can reinforce their language skills.
One caregiver highlighted this benefit: “The book app is really supportive, especially because
children can hear their native language spoken correctly, and later they can switch to the
German version once they know the content.”

Further Development and Statements for Improvement

The interviews revealed several areas for further development in the use of picture book apps
in after-school programs. A recurring theme was the need for greater media literacy among
both parents and caregivers. One participant emphasized the importance of understanding
which media are beneficial and which are not, stating, “There is perhaps a lack of awareness
among parents and society in general about what constitutes helpful versus less helpful media.
A bit more media competence might be necessary.” This suggests that both parents and
caregivers could benefit from training to better guide children’s media use, ensuring it is both
educational and appropriate.

One caregiver suggested that the issue of only being able to read to 2–3 children at a time
could be resolved by using digital media. By connecting a picture book app to a projector, the
book’s images could be displayed in a way that allows all the children to see them.

Moreover, the integration of the app into language learning was identified as an area with
potential for further development. One caregiver suggested that short training sessions for
after-school staff on the possibilities of using the app for language support could be beneficial.
For instance, understanding how to leverage the app’s features to enhance language learning
could significantly improve its effectiveness.

Discussion

The results arising from the data highlight both the potential benefits and the challenges
associated with integrating digital tools into educational settings for young children. In this
discussion, these findings will be contextualized within the broader literature on digital media
in education, address the implications for practice, and suggest avenues for further research.
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Potential Benefits and Challenges

The use of a picture book app in after-school programs was found to offer several significant
benefits, particularly in terms of fostering children’s autonomy and supporting language
development. These findings align with previous research that suggests digital media can
enhance children’s learning experiences by providing interactive and engaging content
(Marsh et al., 2015; Neumann, 2015). The app’s ability to allow children to choose stories,
engage with the content independently, and reinforce language skills, especially for non-
native speakers, highlights its educational value. Moreover, the app’s interactive features,
such as audio narration and visual aids, can make reading more accessible and enjoyable for
children who might struggle with traditional books.

However, the study also identified several challenges that caregivers face when in-
tegrating digital media into after-school programs. One of the primary concerns is maintaining
children’s attention and focus, particularly in an environment where they are accustomed to
quick, fast-paced entertainment. This challenge is consistent with existing literature that points
to the potential negative impact of rapid digital consumption on children’s attention spans
(King et al., 2009; Lillard & Peterson, 2011). Additionally, the limited availability of re-
sources, such as tablets, and the need for structured guidance to ensure effective use of the app
were highlighted as significant hurdles. These challenges underscore the importance of
thoughtful and intentional implementation of digital tools in educational settings.

The Role of Media Literacy

A critical theme that emerged from the interviews is the need for greater media literacy among
both parents and caregivers. The findings suggest that while digital media can be a powerful
educational tool, its effectiveness depends heavily on how it is used. This echoes the broader
discourse in educational research, which emphasizes the importance of media literacy as a key
component of modern education (Buckingham, 2007; Hobbs, 2010). By enhancing media
literacy, caregivers and parents can better guide children in making informed choices about
their media consumption, ensuring that digital tools are used in ways that support rather than
hinder their development.

Moreover, the suggestion to provide short training sessions for after-school staff on the
educational potential of digital media highlights the need for professional development in this
area. Such training could equip caregivers with the skills and knowledge necessary to max-
imize the benefits of digital tools like the picture book app, while also addressing the chal-
lenges of maintaining children’s focus and engagement.

Further Development of Digital Tools

The study also points to opportunities for further development of digital tools to better meet
the needs of diverse learners. One of the most promising suggestions is the enhancement of
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bilingual features within the app, allowing children to engage with stories in both their native
language and the language of instruction. This approach could support bilingual education
and help bridge the gap for children who are still developing proficiency in the dominant
language. The potential for such tools to support language acquisition and cultural inclusivity
is well-documented in the literature (Cummins, 2021; Pahl & Rowsell, 2012), and the findings
of this study provide further evidence of their value in educational settings.

Additionally, the results suggest that while the app is a useful tool, it should complement
rather than replace traditional reading methods. The importance of maintaining a balance
between digital and analog resources is a recurring theme in educational research (Flores,
2017), and this study reinforces the notion that digital media should be integrated into a
broader, holistic approach to education that includes physical books and face-to-face inter-
actions.

Implications for Practice

The findings of this study have several implications for practice in after-school programs and
other educational settings. First, it is crucial to provide caregivers with the necessary training
and resources to effectively integrate digital tools into their programs. This includes not only
technical training on how to use the apps but also guidance on how to incorporate them into a
balanced educational approach that includes both digital and traditional methods, as well as
training staff on effective language skill promoting reading techniques such as dialogic
reading (Zevenbergen & Whitehurst, 2003; Mol, Bus, De Jong & Smeets, 2008).

Second, there is a need for ongoing dialogue between caregivers and parents regarding
children’s media consumption. Caregivers can play a key role in fostering media literacy
among parents, helping them to understand the importance of monitoring and guiding their
children’s use of digital media at home. This partnership between caregivers and parents is
essential for ensuring that children benefit from digital tools in a way that supports their
overall development.

Continued research and dialogue in this area are essential for maximizing the potential of
digital media in education and ensuring that it serves as a positive force in children’s de-
velopment.
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