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This paper investigates frequencies and changes in usage for grammatical forms in four 

different reading levels of children's storybooks. In particular, it is explored whether 

differing patterns exist in the appearance of grammatical forms from lower to higher 

reading levels. The data consists of 56 storybooks divided into four reading levels. The 

texts of each storybook were segmented by sentence and analyzed according to which 

grammatical forms appear in the texts. The findings reveal that modals, negatives, 

coordinate clauses, and adverb clauses are the basic grammatical forms to know 

because readers would encounter these frequently across all storybook reading levels. 

At higher levels, the grammatical forms showing a notably greater frequency were 

participles, adjective clauses, infinitives, and interrogatives. Interestingly, a cumulative 

frequency pattern for grammatical forms was found from easier to more difficult levels. 

The modals, and subsequently, negatives, adverb clauses, coordinate clauses, and 

participles become frequently occurring grammatical forms. The paper ends by 

drawing some pedagogical implications and suggestions. 

Key words: grammar, grammatical forms, children's storybooks, elementary 

1. INTRODUCTION 

There is considerable evidence that children's literature contributes to language 

development (Chomsky, 1972; Ellis & Brewster, 2002; Nagy, Herman, & Anderson, 1985; 

Ur, 1996). It positively influences students' attitudes toward reading after they experience 

pleasure in reading (Morrow, 1992). It facilitates reading achievement and also influences 

writing ability (Eckhoff, 1983; Morrow, 1992). In addition, it helps students develop 

multiple intelligences and learning strategies through the engagement of specially designed 

activities (Chamot, 2009; Gardner, 1993). 

In particular, children's storybooks play an important role as authentic and valuable 
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materials in teaching and learning English. In language classrooms where children's 

storybooks are used, teachers read aloud suitable storybooks and plan a range of language 

activities connected to these materials, so that students can ultimately study words or 

grammar and develop the four language skills along with the literary experience. 

Despite the popular use of children's storybooks, especially when used for teaching 

English to English language learners (ELLs ), one question regularly arises-how they 

could deal with grammatical forms that are new to them. Unknown, new words could be 

also a barrier when ELLs read authentic storybooks. However, difficult vocabulary can be 

solved more easily than grammatical forms, simply by consulting a dictionary to find the 

meaning. The problem comes from grammatical forms included in storybooks. Since these 

materials are authentic and not specially written for ELLs, it is natural that the grammatical 

forms represented in storybooks are not leveled nor chosen on purpose. 

As a disadvantage of using storybooks with ELLs, some researchers have put forth the 

criticism that the language used in storybooks could be too complex for them (Ellis & 

Brewster, 2002; Sullivan, 1991). Yet the reasons why the language would be too complex 

for ELLs have not been researched. Considering how storybooks have been often used in 

EFL contexts, it is critical to conduct more research to find out why the language in 

storybooks poses difficulty for ELLs. Along with the lack of research on this (Kim, 2012), 

the present study poses the question of whether patterns may exist in the appearance of 

grammatical forms at different levels of storybooks. 

This study investigates which grammatical forms appear frequently at different levels of 

storybooks and whether a certain pattern of appearance of grammatical forms exists at 

increasingly higher levels. To explore this, the research questions guiding the study are as 

follows: 

1. Which grammatical forms appear frequently in children's storybooks? 

2. Which grammatical forms show an increase of appearance at increasingly higher 

levels of storybooks? 

3. What frequency patterns for grammatical forms are represented in four groups of 

children's storybooks by reading levels? 

4. What are the frequencies and change in tenses, modals, and dependent clauses (i.e., 

noun clauses, adjective clauses, adverb clauses) represented in the four groups of 

children's storybooks by reading levels? 
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1. Grammatical Difficulties in Reading Comprehension 

When students have difficulty with reading, we tend to attribute it to factors such as 

prior knowledge of a topic, decoding, and vocabulary. However, we tend not to take 

grammatical knowledge into serious consideration as a cause of difficulty with reading 

comprehension (Xu, 2010). This may relate to the idea that especially for ELLs at the early 

age of beginning levels, grammatical knowledge is not the main aspect of language 

emphasized for language learning and teaching. Grammatical knowledge is expected to 

become familiar and attained after sufficient exposure to reading texts. 

In contrast to the sparse attention given to this, grammatical knowledge in fact plays an 

important role in reading comprehension (Xu, 2010). Consider the sentence from a 

storybook titled The Story of the Little Mole who Knew it was None of his Business 

(Holzwarth & Erlbruch, 1994): "He asked the dove, who was flying past." The who 

relative clause describes about what the dove was doing when he asked. If a student does 

not know the function of the relative clause and their relationship to the main clause, it 

becomes impossible to extract the exact sentence meaning, which may in turn impede 

reading comprehension. The same holds true for other types of dependent clauses such as 

noun clauses and adverb clauses. Consider another sentence example from the same 

storybook: "One day, the little Mole poked his head out from underground to see whether 

the sun had already risen." The infinitive verb to see indicates the purpose of the verb poke; 

and the whether noun clause indicates the object of the verb see. If a student lacks such 

grammatical knowledge of the function of infinitive verbs and noun clauses, it would be 

difficult for the student to have a complete understanding of the sentence meaning. 

To solve students' difficulties with grammar in reading comprehension, as Xu (2010) 

maintained, it is important to identify what parts of a text lead to difficulties in reading, that 

is, what limited grammatical knowledge causes students' difficulties with determining the 

sentence meaning. Suggested means of finding the problematic areas in reading include 

having students mark the difficult sentences and checking if the difficulty comes from 

either limited grammar knowledge or non-grammar related factors such as background 

knowledge, vocabulary or others. 

2.2. Areas of Grammatical Knowledge Critical to English Language 
Learners' Literacy Development 

ELLs bring some strengths to learning about English grammar (Xu, 2010). One strength 

is that they can have a good understanding of general grammatical concepts common to all 
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languages, such as word order or parts of speech. For example, the concepts of word order 

and how sentence meaning derives from word order are common to all languages. Thus, 

even if the word order of Korean, subject-object-verb, is different from that of English, 

subject-verb-object, ELLs who speak Korean can transfer their understanding of the 

concept of word order to their learning about English word order, and their learning about 

that can readily take place. The same is true for parts of speech. 

Other areas of difficulties come from unfamiliarity with grammar forms that are non

existent in the native language of ELLs. For example, the concept of modal auxiliaries or 

articles is new to a Korean-speaking ELLs. Adding -s or -es to a countable noun to make it 

a plural form is also another new grammatical forms, which causes them difficulty in 

understanding and applying it after exposure. 

Along with awareness of strengths and difficulties peculiar to ELLs, there are areas of 

grammatical knowledge that are critical to ELL's literacy development-phrasal structure 

and sentence structure (Schleppegrell, 2004; Zwiers, 2008). One feature of phrasal 

structure in the English language is verb phrases (Nation, 2001): e.g., come from, stem 

from, result from. These are all verb phrases requiring the specific preposition from after 

each verb. Another feature of phrasal structure is present and past participles that are 

reduced from adverb clauses to modifying adverbial phrases, as seen from the sentence 

example (a) and (b). Both are originally adverb clauses with the subordinating conjunction 

while before being reduced to modifying adverb phrases. Such present and past participles 

are often used to compact a long sentence. In addition, present and past participles are used 

in the adjective position like the underlined participles unstriped and sleeping in sentence 

example ( c ). 

(a) She rose from the ground and turned round and round stamping her trotter and 

twirling her tail. [Excerpted from The Pig in the Pond (Waddell, 1992)] 

(b) Strange and beautiful plants seemed to dangle in the air, suspended from the great 

Kapok tree. [Excerpted from The Great Kapok Tree (Cherry, 2000)] 

( c) The unstriped anteater said to the sleeping man. [Excerpted from The Great Kapok 

Tree (Cherry, 2000)] 

In addition to grammatical knowledge about phrasal structure, ELLs need to know about 

sentence structures that includes complex patterns. According to Wong's (1998) definition, 

first, a compound sentence has two or more independent clauses joined together by 

coordinating conjunctions ( e.g.,for, and, nor, but, or, yet, so), as shown in example ( d). A 

complex sentence contains one independent clause and at least one dependent clause (e.g., 

noun clause, adjective clause, adverb clause). For instance, complex sentence example (e) 

contains one dependent clause per each joined with the subordinating conjunction that for a 
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noun clause, and when for an adverb clause. For more complex sentence structures, a 

compound sentence and a complex sentence can be combined in two ways: a compound 

sentence with an embedded complex sentence, or a complex sentence with an embedded 

complex sentence. Examples are shown in (f) and (g) respectively with coordinating and 

subordinating conjunctions underlined. 

( d) Compound sentence: He pushed a plate of fruit toward Little Wolf, and Little Wolf 

ate. 

(e) Complex sentence: (with a noun clause) Big Wolf thought that Little Wolf went a 

bit too far. I (with an adverb clause) When Big Wolf went to bed, Little Wolf went 

to bed too. 

(f) Compound sentence with an embedded complex sentence: Little Wolf was still 

there under the tree, but he was now so small that only a wolf as big as Big Wolf 

could possibly see him. 

(g) Complex sentence with an embedded complex sentence: As Little Wolf approached, 

Big Wolf began to worry that this new wolf would be bigger than he. 

[Excerpted from Big wolf and Little Wolf (Brun-Cosme & Tallec, 201 O)] 

2.3. Using Children's Books for Promoting Grammatical Knowledge 

A mentor text is a written piece or a book used in education as an example of good 

quality writing for students (Dean, 2008; Ehrenworth & Vinton, 2005). By using the 

quality writing in the book, students can improve the conventions of their own writing, 

mechanics, and grammar. In particular, some children's books contain certain grammatical 

forms in a repetitive or cumulative manner, which enables students to encounter the same 

grammatical forms multiple times while dealing with a storybook. If so, grammar learning 

can effectively take place. For example, if a mentor text titled The Very Hungry Caterpillar 

were used (Carle, 1994), grammatical points to learn can include negatives (as in ''Now he 

wasn't a little caterpillar any more"), prepositions (e.g., up, out of, through, in, around), 

coordinate clauses (as in "On Monday, he ate through two pears, but he was still hungry"), 

and past simple tense. As another example, grammar instruction with the mentor text titled 

Brown Bear, Brown Bear, What Do You See? (Martin, 1983) can put the focus on 

interrogative sentences (e.g., "What do you see?") and descriptive words (e.g., red, yellow, 

etc.). 

After using mentor texts, reading like a writer can allow students to learn grammatical 

forms by raising their awareness of how the author manipulates the language to express his 

or her intended meaning (Benjamin & Oliva, 2007; Dean, 2008). For example, a grammar 

hunt (Haussamen, Benjamin, Kolln, & Wheeler, 2003) can be conducted with mentor texts. 
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First, students are provided with quality mentor texts that contain suitable examples of 

grammar points. Then they are given opportunities to identify or hunt for the grammar 

points they learned, and then imitate the sentences. Table l shows an example of reading 

like a writer using Olivia (Falconer, 2000). 

Grammatical point 

Example 

Text 

Meaning of the grammatical point 

TABLE 1 
Reading like a Writer 

Appositive 

Olivia (Falconer, 2000) 

"Olivia lives with her mother, her father, her 

brother, her dog,~ and Edwin, the cat." 

Adding detail to a noun or a proper noun 

Perry is the name of her dog. 

Edwin is the cat. 

Sentence I can make by using the grammatical I like to play with Maria, Jose, Ming, a new 

point student, and Adam, my neighbor. 

Note. Modified from examples of reading like a writer (Xu, 20 I 0, p. 240) 

One way of promoting grammar instruction conductive to ELLs' development of 

grammatical knowledge is to view grammar as a resource model, as Benjamin and Oliva 

(2007) advised. Going beyond isolated grammar instruction which is featured with drill

based grammar exercise, it leads students to understand grammar through exposure in a 

language-rich material or environment. In order to learn a certain grammar point, students 

need to have at least some level of familiarity with it. In other words, they need to have 

heard or seen the grammar point in oral and written language before they learn about it. 

Otherwise, students would have less motivation or find less relevance for grammar 

instruction. Such grammar instruction from the perspective of grammar as a resource 

model can be practiced by using mentor texts or children's books. 

3. METHOD 

3.1. Materials 

Children's storybooks were randomly selected and sorted into four reading levels 

designated Groups l, 2, 3, and 4, according to linguistic and syntactic complexity. In 

particular, the extent of the difficulty of words and the frequency of compound and 

complex sentences were considered in dividing storybooks into grade levels. The 
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storybooks of Group 1 are those that third-graders could read with comfort, and those of 

Group 2 would be properly leveled for fourth-graders. The Group 3 and Group 4 

storybooks could be used for fifth- and sixth-graders respectively, but these storybooks 

could be suitable to more advanced students as well, depending on the individual student's 

English reading ability. 

When selecting children's storybooks to use for the study, the following criteria were 

considered. First, leveled books such as readers series were excluded in the selection of 

children's storybooks, in that they are not truly authentic but purposefully written by 

controlling the amount and level of vocabulary, the length of sentence, and the syntactic 

complexity to match the reader's reading ability. Second, for text genre, only narrative 

texts were selected for the study, whereas expository texts or non-prose such as 

informational books, plays, or poems were not considered. Third, if the main texts of 

storybooks were not written in full sentences or if they were mostly delivered in 

illustrations, the storybooks were excluded. 

According to the aforementioned criteria for selecting materials, 14 storybooks per each 

group were randomly selected; in total, 56 children's storybooks were analyzed to 

comprehensively investigate the research questions of the study. For convenient analysis, 

every storybook was arranged in alphabetical order by title within the corresponding group 

and then coded as T for Text plus consecutive numbers. Starting from Group 1, storybooks 

were coded as Tl, T2, up to T14; Group 2 storybooks were coded from T15 to T28; Group 

3 from T29 to T42; and Group 4 from T43 to T56 (refer to the Appendix for a list of the 

books selected for the study along with information on text number, title, author, and 

publisher). 

3.2. English Grammar 

The list of focal grammatical forms to use for the analysis were intentionally selected 

according to the following criteria. First, grammatical forms that are likely to be 

represented in every single sentence such as articles, adjectives, adverbs, prepositions, and 

such were excluded. However, tense, which was judged as one of the core elements of the 

sentence, was included, although it appears in every sentence. Second, the grammatical 

forms that confer special meaning to sentences (e.g., comparatives, superlatives, gerunds, 

infinitives) or alter sentence structure (e.g., conditionals, exclamatory sentence, imperatives, 

interrogatives, negatives, participles, passives) were chosen for analysis. Third, coordinate 

clauses and dependent clauses were given special attention because these grammatical 

forms tend to trigger difficulties with processing sentence meaning for ELLs. In particular, 

grammatical forms-tenses, modals, interrogatives, comparatives, infinitives, participles, 

dependent clauses (e.g., noun clauses, adjective clauses, and adverb clauses}-were 
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explored more comprehensively by looking into the range of their different uses. The list of 

grammatical forms used for analysis in the study is displayed in Table 2. 

Grammatical forms 

Tenses 

Modals 

Conditionals 

Exclamatory sentences 

Imperatives 

Interrogatives 

Ne atives 

Passives 

Comparatives 

Superlatives 

Gerunds 

Infinitives 

Participles 

Coordinate clauses 

Noun clauses 

Adjective clauses 

Adverbial clauses 

TABLE2 

List of Grammatical forms for Analysis 

• Present simple 

• Present perfect 

• Past simple 

• Past perfect 

• Future: will 

• Future: going to 

•Can/could 

•Will/could 

•May/might 

Subcategories 

• Present progressive 

• Past progressive 

•Past perfect progressive 

• Future: be .. .ing 

• Should, must, have to, ought to 

• Yes/no questions • Wh- questions 

•-er than, more ... than • as . . . as, like 

• Adjective use • Adverbial use 

• In the natural adjective position 

• -ing, -ed forms not used in the adjective position 

• [that]1 • [question word] 

•[omitted] 

• [that] •[who] 

•[omitted] 

•[when] • [where] 

•[as] • [because] 

• [after] • [before] 

• [so . . . that] • [until] 

•[while] 

1 [ ] refers to a subordinating conjunction with which each dependent clause begins. For 
example, [that] refers to a subordinating conjunction, that, with which a noun clause begins, as 
in It seems to me that you are still on the ground. 
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3.3. Analysis of English Grammar 

The written main text of each storybook was segmented by sentence and entered in an 

Excel spreadsheet to examine which grammatical forms appear in the text. Every sentence 

of the text was check-marked grammatical fonns if it contained a certain grammatical 

fonns (refer to Table 2 for the list of grammatical fonns used for the study). If a certain 

grammatical forms appeared more than twice in a storybook, it was marked with a circle: 

e.g., if it contained more than two sentences with the comparatives as .. . as or like. 

With more than two appearances, it was noted that the grammatical fonns merits being 

taught in context and can be included as an objective for grammar instruction for the 

storybook. A storybook was assigned one point for a certain grammatical fonns ifthe item 

appeared more than twice in the book. The varying number of appearances-i.e., whether a 

grammatical forms type appeared three times or more-was not considered, in order to 

yield a fair assessment, since storybooks can vary significantly in word length. 

The raw number drawn for each grammatical fonns or the appearance frequency in this 

article refers to the raw number of storybooks containing a certain grammatical fonns more 

than twice. Accordingly, frequencies and percentages of grammatical fonns shown in each 

group and in the total of 56 storybooks were calculated. The value for change of 

grammatical fonns frequencies was derived from the ratio of (degree of increase x 

100)/14 for each grammatical fonns. 

4. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

4.1. Frequency and Frequency Increases for Grammatical Forms in Total 

A total of 56 children's storybooks was analyzed by sentence in order to investigate 

which grammatical fonns appear frequently overall. Table 3 displays the token frequencies 

of each grammatical form included in the total of 56 storybooks, as well as in 14 

storybooks for each group separately. In addition, it shows the amount of increase in 

frequency for each grammatical fonn from Group 1 to Group 4, which refers to increment 

of grammatical forms. 

Among all the storybooks, the most frequent grammatical form was modals. Thirty-four 

storybooks accounting for 61 % of all the 56 storybooks included modals. The second most 

frequently appearing grammatical form was negatives, which was found in 31 storybooks 

or 55% of all the storybooks. Next, 26 out of 56 storybooks included coordinate clauses 

and adverb clauses as frequent grammatical forms. In brief, modals, negatives, coordinate 

clauses, and adverb clauses were the grammatical forms frequently appearing in more than 
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46% of the storybooks analyzed. This was followed by participles, interrogatives, noun 

clauses, and adjective clauses, which were frequently found in the texts of21, 19, 18, and 

16 storybooks. 

In order to examine which grammatical forms become relatively more salient at higher 

reading levels compared to lower levels, the increases in token frequency for grammatical 

forms was calculated by subtracting the Group l value from the Group 4 value. Most 

grammatical forms show a gradual increasing trend at successively higher reading levels. 

Meanwhile, some grammatical forms such as coordinate clauses, comparatives, or gerunds 

registered a single decrease in frequency toward a higher level, as indicated with an arrow 

sign ( ~ ), although they represented an overall increasing trend as well. 

TABLE3 
Frequency and Increases of Grammatical Forms in Total 

Total Increases: G4 - GI 
Grammatical forms Group I Group2 Group 3 Group4 

N (rankJ N % % 

Modals 34 61 6 8 9 II +5 36 

Negatives 31 55 3 10 ~7 II +8 (3) 57 

Coordinate clauses 26 46 4 ~I 10 11 +7 (4) 50 

Adverb clauses 26 46 2 3 10 II +9 (2) 64 

Participles 21 38 3 5 12 +11<1> 79 

Interrogatives 19 34 3 6 9 +8 (3) 57 

Noun clauses 18 32 2 3 5 8 +6 (5) 43 

Adjective clauses 16 29 I 3 ~2 10 +9(2) 64 

Imperatives 14 25 3 6 ~4 +3 21 

Comparatives 13 23 3 3 ~I 6 +3 21 

Conditionals 11 20 0 I 3 7 +7 (4) 50 

Infinitives 11 20 0 0 2 9 +9 (2) 64 

Passives 10 18 2 4 ~3 +2 14 

Gerunds 7 13 3 ~o 3 +2 14 

Superlatives 5 9 0 I 3 +3 21 

Exclamatory sentence 4 7 3 ~o ~o -1 -7 

Note. ~ denotes a decrease in frequency compared to the immediately preceding group. The 

percentage of increase was calculated by (degree ofincreasex 100) /14. 

In Table 3, ranks for frequency increases of grammatical forms, from first to fifth, are 

noted in parentheses. The top-ranked grammatical forms showing the largest increase in 

frequency from Group 1 was participles at 79%. In Group l, only one storybook contained 
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participles, while in Group 4, 12 out of56 storybooks frequently included participles. 

The second-ranking grammatical forms in frequency increase were adverb clauses, 

adjective clauses, and infinitives, by the same amount, i.e., 64%. Next, negatives, 

interrogatives, coordinate clauses, and conditionals showed increases from 50% to 57%. In 

brief, participles, adverb clauses, adjective clauses, infinitives, negatives, interrogatives, 

and coordinate clauses were relatively more frequent in the storybooks in Group 4, the 

highest reading level, over Group 1 with increases from 50% to 79%. 

From these result, the following interpretation can be drawn: 

( 1) Modals can be considered a basic grammatical form for storybook readers to know, 

even in low-level storybooks. 

(2) Negatives, coordinate clauses, and adverb clauses are important grammatical forms 

to know in general throughout the various storybook reading levels of from easy to 

difficult. Knowing these grammatical forms becomes crucial as readers read more 

difficult storybook levels. This interpretation derives from overall frequency and 

amount of increase of the grammatical forms. 

(3) Participles, adverb clauses, adjective clauses, and infinitives are significant 

grammatical forms as well that readers should know, in particular at the higher 

reading levels, given, that these items ranked high in frequency increases from Group 

1 to Group 4. 

4.2. Frequency and Percentage of Grammatical Forms by Groups 

The token frequency and percentages of grammatical forms represented in the 

storybooks were compared by groups in order to explore the different patterns of grammar 

usage at different storybook reading levels. Table 4 shows Groups 1and2. 

In Group 1, modals were the most used grammatical forms in 6 storybooks out of 14, 

accounting for 43% of storybooks in Group 1. Coordinate clauses were the second most 

frequent grammatical forms in Group 1, followed by negatives and comparatives at 21 %. 

The grammatical forms that were not found at all were conditionals, infinitives, and 

superlatives. 

In Group 2, negatives and modals were most frequently used at rates of 71 % and 5 7%, 

respectively. The other grammatical forms were appeared at similar frequencies and 

percentages ranging from 7% to 21 %, except for infinitives at 0%. 

From comparing the two groups, the following interpretation can be made: (a) knowing 

about modals seems to be a necessity when reading the beginning levels; (b) negatives 

were the next most salient grammatical forms in frequency for both groups, in particular 

for Group 2; and (c) infinitives did not appeared at all in either group. 
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TABLE4 

Token Frequency and Percentage of Grammatical Forms of Groups 1 and 2 

Group I Group2 

Grammatical forms N % Grammatical forms N % 

Modals 6 43 Negatives 10 71 

Coordinate clauses 4 29 Modals 8 57 

Negatives 3 21 Comparatives 3 21 

Comparatives 3 21 Adverb clauses 3 21 

Adverb clauses 2 14 Noun clauses 3 21 

Noun clauses 2 14 Participles 3 21 

Participles 7 Interrogatives 3 21 

Interrogatives 7 Adjective clauses 3 21 

Adjective clauses 7 Imperatives 3 21 

Imperatives 7 Gerunds 3 21 

Passives 7 Exclamatory sentence 3 21 

Gerunds 7 Passives 2 14 

Exclamatory sentence 7 Coordinate clauses 7 

Conditionals 0 0 Conditionals 1 7 

Infinitives 0 0 Superlatives 1 7 

Superlatives 0 0 Infinitives 0 0 

At higher and more difficult reading levels, one can certainly expect a wider range of 

grammatical forms used with greater frequencies, in that Group 3 and 4 storybooks are 

basically longer in word length than the others. Table 5 shows Groups 3 and 4. 

In Group 3, adverb clauses and coordinate clauses were most frequent, with 71 %. In 

other words, l 0 storybooks out of 14 in Group 3 contained frequent adverb clauses and 

coordinate clauses. The next frequently used were modals and negatives with high 

percentages of 64% and 50%, respectively, which were the first- and second-ranked in 

Group 2. Comparison with the Group 2 results, thus, yields insights into the gradual 

representation of grammatical forms from Group 2 to Group 3, given that the most 

frequent grammatical forms in Group 2, modals and negatives, were still frequent in Group 

3, and that two new grammatical forms-adverb clauses and coordinate clauses-also join 

the set of most salient forms in Group 3. 

Subsequently, the comparison of Group 4 with Group 3 yields notable results that there 

was gradual addition of new grammatical forms that can be considered the salient features 

of the grammar in Group 4 and Group 3. The most frequent grammatical forms in Group 4 

were participles, with 86% of tokens out of 14 Group 4 storybooks. Furthermore, the next 
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frequent four grammatical fonns in Group 4-adverb clauses, coordinate clauses, modals, 

and negatives-were the very same ones that appeared frequently in Group 3. In brief, as 

shown in Figure 1, the frequency of grammatical fonns is cumulative to the higher reading 

levels, from Group 1 to Group 4. 

TABLES 

Token Frequency and Percentage of Grammatical Forms of Groups 3 and 4 

Group 3 Group4 

Grammatical forms N % Grammatical forms N % 

Adverb clauses IO 71 Participles 12 86 

Coordinate clauses JO 71 Adverb clauses II 79 

Modals 9 64 Coordinate clauses 11 79 

Negatives 7 50 Modals 11 79 

Interrogatives 6 43 Negatives II 79 

Imperatives 6 43 Adjective clauses JO 71 

Noun clauses 5 36 Interrogatives 9 64 

Participles 5 36 Infinitives 9 64 

Passives 4 29 Noun clauses 8 57 

Conditionals 3 21 Conditionals 7 50 

Adjective clauses 2 14 Comparatives 6 43 

Infinitives 2 14 Imperatives 4 29 

Comparatives 7 Passives 3 21 

Superlatives I 7 Superlatives 3 21 

Gerunds 0 0 Gerunds 3 21 

Exclamatory sentence 0 0 Exclamatory sentence 0 0 

As for the additional results from the analysis of Group 4, interrogatives, infinitives, 

noun clauses, and conditionals also appeared frequently with percentages ranging from 

50% to 64% in Group 4. Exclamatory sentence did not appear at all in either group. 
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FIGURE l 

Accumulation of Frequent Grammatical forms over Groups 

,.. Pa ii ci pies 

= Coor:Ji na1e cl~u~es 

Group 1 Group 2 Group 3 Gro..1p 4 

·' Adverb clauses 

• Negatives 

•Medals 

4.3. Token Frequency and Frequency Increases of Tenses 

As seen in Table 6, considering all the storybooks analyzed, the simple past was used 

most frequently at 62%, and the next frequently used tense was present simple at 54%. The 

future tense with will, present progressive, and past progressive tenses were the next 

frequent tenses with 25%, 21 %, and 20%, respectively. 

TABLE6 

Token Frequency and Increases in Tenses 

Total Increment: G4 - G 1 
Tenses Group I Group 2 Group3 Group4 

N<rankJ N % % 

Present simple 30 54 9 8 8 5 -4 -29 

Present progressive 12 21 2 6 3 +l (SJ 7 

Present perfect 6 11 0 0 3 3 +3 (4) 21 

Past simple 35 62 2 9 8 13 +11 (I) 79 

Past progressive 11 20 0 9 +9(2) 64 

Past perfect 10 18 0 8 +8 (3) 57 

Past perfect progressive 2 4 0 0 1 +l (SJ 7 

Future: will 14 25 3 6 4 +3 (4) 21 

Future: be -ing 2 4 0 0 +O 0 

Future: going to 4 7 0 2 +O 0 

Note. The percentages were calculated as follows: (degree of increase x 100) /14. 
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As for noteworthy features from the analysis between Group 1 and Group 4, the past 

tenses including past simple, past progressive, past perfect became distinctive from Group 

1 to Group 4. In other words, storybooks that are more difficult to read are likely to include 

more past tenses than easier ones. In addition, the present perfect and the future tense with 

will also increased greatly by 21 % from Group 1 to Group 4. In contrast, the frequency of 

the present simple tense declined considerably toward the higher reading. 

4.4. Frequency and Frequency Increases of Modals 

The analysis of token frequency and frequency increases in modal use led to the 

following results (refer to Table 7). The modals can/could were widely used throughout all 

the 56 storybooks, with appearances in 41 % of storybooks. It appears that can/could are 

frequently used in texts regardless of the level of storybooks, considering that changes in 

frequency over levels are not significant. The modal showing a significant increase in 

frequency from Group 1 to Group 4 was will/would and modal verbs of obligation such as 

should, must, have to, and ought to. These two items seldom appeared in Groups I or 2. 

TABLE7 
Token Frequency and Increases in Modals 

Total Increment: G4 - G 1 
Modals Group 1 Group 2 Group 3 Group 4 

N(rank) N % % 

Can/could 23 41 4 8 6 5 +l (3) 7 

Will/would 8 14 0 2 5 +5 (!) 36 

May/might 3 5 2 0 0 -2 -14 

Should, must, have to, 
9 16 0 3 5 +4 (2) 29 

ought to 

4.5. Percentages and Frequency Increases in Dependent Clauses 

In order to compare the frequencies and increases in usage of dependent clauses, the 

data for only dependent clauses were drawn from Table 4 and Table 5, and then Figure 2 

was derived. Figure 2 shows the percentages and changes for noun clauses, adjective 

clauses, and adverb clauses from lower levels to higher levels. 

As Figure 2 shows, the percentage ranks among the three types of dependent clauses 

overall seem to remain consistent throughout the four groups-adverb clauses, noun 

clauses, adjective clauses, if listed from most frequent to least-except for the following 

two cases. In Group 2, three types of dependent clauses yielded the same percentage, 21 %; 

in Group 4, adjective clauses appeared more frequently than noun clauses, which led to a 
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change in rank of these two forms compared to the other groups. 

To sum up, the following results can be ascertained: 

(1) The percentage ranks were the same in Groups 1, 2 and 3-adverb clauses, noun 

clauses, and adjective clauses, from most frequent to least. 

(2) In Group 1 and Group 2, dependent clauses appeared in less than 21%. 

(3) Starting from Group 3, the percentage of dependent clauses increased substantially. 

In particular, adverb clauses appeared frequently in 71 % and 79% of storybooks 

within Group 3 and Group 4, respectively. 

( 4) In the highest level, Group 4, the use of all three types of dependent clauses greatly 

increased. In particular, adjective clauses showed a significant change in percentage 

from 14% to 57% compared to Group 3, which was followed by noun clauses with a 

change from 36% to 71 %. 

FIGURE2 

Changes of Percentage for Dependent Clauses over Groups 
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:1111 Adjective clauses 

:- Noun clauses 

• Adverb clauses 

To explore dependent clauses in greater detail, the subordinating conjunctions with 

which these clauses were frequently used was examined. Table 8 displays the frequencies 

and increases in subordinating conjunctions for each type of dependent clauses found in the 

storybooks. 

If looking at the noun clauses, that-noun clauses2 were used by 16%, and wh-noun 

clauses were found in 13% of the storybooks. In particular, wh-noun clauses showed quite 

an increase by 43%, thus ranking third, from Group 1 to Group 4. 

2 For convenience, that-noun clauses refer to noun clauses beginning with the subordinating 
conjunction that. The same designation is applied to other subordinating conjunctions in the 
main text. 
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Within the adjective clauses, headless (i.e., lacking a complementizer particle) adjective 

clauses comprised 16%, who-adjective clauses, 11 %, and that-adjective clauses, 9%. In 

particular, headless adjective clauses had the second greatest frequency change of 50%. 

TABLES 

Frequency and Increases iri Dependent Clauses with Subordinating Conjunctions 

Increase: 
Dependent Subordinating Total 

Group 1 Group 2 Group 3 Group 4 G4-Gl 
clauses conjunctions 

N(rankl N % % 

That 9 16 2 3 3 +l 7 
Noun 

+6 (3) Question word 7 13 0 0 6 43 
clauses 

Omitted 5 9 0 2 2 1 +l 7 

Omitted 9 16 0 7 +7 (2) 50 
Adjective 

Who 6 11 1 3 +2 14 
clauses 

+4 (4) That 5 9 0 0 4 29 

When 18 32 1 6 10 +9 (1) 64 

Until 5 9 0 3 1 +o 0 

As 5 9 0 3 +3 (5) 21 

Where 3 5 0 0 3 0 +O 0 
Adverb 

Because 3 5 0 2 0 +O 0 
clauses 

So-that 3 5 0 0 2 +2 14 

While 2 0 0 0 +O 0 

After 2 0 0 0 +1 7 

Before 2 0 0 0 +I 7 

Although a range of subordinating conjunctions can be used to introduce adverb clauses, 

the nine subordinating conjunctions (when, until, as, where, because, so ... that, while, after, 

before) listed in Table 8 were found in the storybooks analyzed. When-adverb clauses 

appeared most frequently in the total 56 storybooks analyzed; moreover, the rate of 

increase ranked first at 64% among all types of dependent clauses from lower to higher 

reading levels. As-adverb clauses showed an increase of21 % from Group 1 to Group 4. 

5. PEDAGOGICAL IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS 

This study explored which grammatical forms appear frequently in different storybooks 

levels, and whether any patterns exist in the appearance of grammatical forms from lower 
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to higher levels. The findings of the study yield valuable insights into the types of 

grammatical forms to take into account when storybooks are used for ELLs. In particular, 

it can offer some guidelines for which grammatical forms are critical for them to know, 

depending on the various reading levels. 

When storybooks are used in teaching English to ELLs, the following pedagogical 

implications regarding dealing with grammar in storybooks can be considered: 

( 1) Modals can be considered a basic grammatical form for beginning readers. 

(2) To readers of varying levels of storybooks from easy to difficult, negatives, 

coordinate clauses, and adverb clauses are essential grammatical forms to know. 

(3) When dealing with higher levels of storybooks, the most important grammatical 

forms for readers to know is participles, and subsequently adverb clauses, adjective 

clauses, and infinitives are also critical to understand higher levels of storybooks. 

(4) There is an accumulating pattern of high-frequency grammatical forms at 

increasingly higher levels-starting from modals in the beginning level of 

storybooks, and then increasingly for negatives, adverb clauses, coordinate clauses, 

and participles, respectively in the subsequently higher level of storybooks. 

(5) As for tenses, present simple tense is important for the beginning readers, and as the 

reading levels of storybooks go up, past simple tense gains more significance. 

(6) Among the different types of modals, can/could are the basic modal verbs to know 

when reading varying levels of storybooks from easy to difficult. 

(7) Among three types of dependent clauses, the overall degree of importance can be 

expressed as adverb clauses > noun clauses > adjective clauses. However, when 

dealing with higher storybook levels, all three types of dependent clauses make 

significant appearances in storybooks. 

Along with the significance of the present research, there are some limitations to 

mention. First, if different storybooks were selected for analysis, it might lead to different 

results. The present study incorporated a large number of storybooks as data, but with 

different sampling one may not find, for example, identical patterns of appearance for 

grammatical forms across multiple groups of storybooks as what was found in the present 

research. Second, instead of using the number of storybooks containing a certain 

grammatical forms, ifthe number of sentences with a grammatical form were used as a raw 

number for frequency, this could lead to another perspective for a comprehensive analysis 

of grammatical forms used in storybooks. Third, further statistical analysis beyond the 

descriptive statistical analysis could indicate whether the appearance of grammatical forms 

per group of storybooks shows statistical significance. 

Given that storybooks are widely considered as effective materials for learning and 
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teaching English, it is imperative for educators and researchers with concerns about 

storybooks to have critical insight for better dealing with storybooks for ELLs, not making 

immediate judgments about the value of storybooks. This can be deduced from our 

concern about ELLs. Compared to first language learners of English, they would manage 

storybooks through a different path of reading and meaning-making processes with other 

types of difficulties. Therefore, we, as educators and researchers, need to ascertain through 

further research the particular aspects in which they experience difficulty with reading 

materials like storybooks in order to facilitate effective use of authentic reading materials 

for language learning. 

For further research, first, a study similar to the present study but with a different sample 

of storybooks would help to verify or extend the findings from this paper. Second, from the 

perspective of language learners, it would be worthwhile to investigate what causes 

difficulty in reading storybooks; in particular, which grammatical forms create obstacles 

for them, and what they do or how they feel when they face these obstacles. Studies using 

think-aloud or qualitative studies would be needed to explore what they actually 

experience mentally and cognitively when they struggle with the language in storybooks. 

To make storybooks or other authentic reading materials, which are originally written 

for first language learners of English, more suitable as language learning materials for 

ELLs, it is important to conduct further research to critically examine the language of 

storybooks from various angles. 
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APPENDIX 
List of Children's Storybooks 

Level Text 
Title Author Publisher 

Group Number 

Tl Bear hunt Anthony Browne Puffin 

H. Werner 
T2 Henny Penny NBooks 

Zirnrnennann 

T3 How do you feel? Anthony Browne Walker Books 

T4 My dad Anthony Browne Picture Corgi 

TS Quick as a cricket Audrey Wook Child's Play 

T6 Rosie's walk Pat Hutchins Redfox 

T7 Silly Sally Audrey Wood Harcourt 

Gl Cambridge 
TS The clever tortoise Gerald Rose 

University Press 

T9 The happy day 
HarperCollins 

Ruth Krauss 
Publishers 

TIO The very hungry caterpillar Eric Carle Puffin Books 

Tll Things I like Anthony Browne Walker Books 

Tl2 We're going on a bear hunt Michael Rosen Walker Books 

Tl3 Whoever you are Mem Fox Harcourt 

Tl4 Willy the dreamer Anthony Browne Walker Books 

TIS Animals scare me stiff Babette Cole Red Fox 

Tl6 Click, clack, moo cows that type Doreen Cronin Simon & Schuster 

Tl7 Five little monkeys bake a birthday cake Eileen Christelow Sandpiper 

TIS Five little monkeys sitting in a tree Eileen Christelow Sandpiper 

Tl9 I'm the best Lucy Cousins Walker Books 

T20 It looked like spilt milk Charles G. Shaw Harper Trophy 

T21 Mr Gumpy's outing John Burningham Red Fox 

G2 T22 Not now, Bernard David McKee Red Fox 

T23 Snow Uri Shulevitz A Sunburst Book 

T24 The doorbell rang Pat Hutchins Mulberry 

T2S The pig in the pond Martin Waddell Walker Books 

T26 
The story of the little mole who knew it Werner Holzwarth 

Pavilion Children's 
was none of his business & WolfErlbruch 

T27 The surprise party Pat Hutchins Aladdin 

T2S Truelove Babette Cole Redfox 
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Aladdin 
T29 Charlie the caterpillar Dom De Luise 

Paperbacks 

T30 Grandpa green Lane Smith 
Roaring Book 

Press 

T31 If you give a pig a pancake Laura Numeroff HarperCollins 

T32 Red riding hood James Marshall Puffin Books 

T33 Love you forever Robert Munsch Firefly Books 

T34 Meerkat mail Emily Gravett Macmillan 
G3 

T3S Oi! Get off our train John Burningham Red Fox 

T36 Olivia Ian Falconer Atheneum Books 

T37 Olivia and the missing toy Ian Falconer Atheneum Books 

T38 The elephant and the bad baby Elfrida Vipont Puffin 

T39 The Gruffalo Julia Donaldson Macmillian 

T40 The napping house Audrey Wood Houghton Mifflin 

T41 The shopping basket John Burningham Red Fox 

T42 Where the wild things are Maurice Sendak Red Fox 

Nadine Brun-Cosme Enchanted Lion 
T43 Big wolf and little wolf 

& Olivier Tallec Books 

T44 Doctor de Soto William Steig Sunburst 

T4S Dr. Dog Babette Cole Dragonfly Books 

T46 Fish is fish Leo Lionni Dragonfly Books 

T47 George and Martha James Marshall Houghton Mifflin 

T48 I want to be much more bigger like you Lauren Child Grosset & Dunlap 

T49 Piggy book Anthony Browne Walker Books 
G4 

TSO Princess Smartypants Babette Cole Paperstar 

TS! Stephanie's ponytail Robert Munsch Annick Press 

TS2 The great Kapok tree Lynne Cherry Harcourt 

TS3 The paper bag princess Robert Munsch Annick Press 

TS4 The smartest giant in town Julia Donaldson Macmillan 

TSS The true story of the three little pigs Jon Scieszka Viking 

Valerie Thomas & 
TS6 Winnie in winter Oxford 

Korky Paul 
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