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Becoming an effective partner for 
young language learners 
       

Nancy Stewart 
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• Joint attention 

• Observe and 
comment 
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Observe 

          Wait  

               Listen 

wise 

O W L s 
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• What might the 
play or activity be 
about? 
 

• What is the child’s 
purpose? 
 

• Is there a role for 
me? 
 

• What could I add? 
 

• How can I join in?  
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Questions……..…………and Comments  

What’s  that? 

 

I can see… 
 

(describe) 

 
 

I think… 
 

(share ideas) 

 

What noise does 

it make? 

What colour is it 

? 

 

I wonder..... 
(express 

curiosity) 

 

Oooooo.... 
(social oil) 

 

He might… 
(speculate) 

 

 Let’s think what 

to try... 
(discuss 

strategies) 

So you think 

that… 

(clarify) 

I’d really like to know 

about this… 
(be a learner) 
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5-finger rule 

Limit questions, and use comments 
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Expansions 

Context Child Much better if...... 

2-year-old at 

snack table 

Juice You want some 

orange juice. 

3-year-old 

looking at book 

about sea 

creatures 

That’s a big fish. That is a very big 

fish.  He’s 

enormous. 

5-year-old 

looking at a 

worm 

He’s wiggling 

and wiggling. 

I wonder if he’s 

trying to get 

somewhere by 

wiggling. 
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Quantity of adult talk is not the whole story 

Age 12-24 months: 

Quantity of words parents used influences children’s 

vocabulary at 30 months  
 

Age 24-36 months: 

Parents’ use of a variety of sophisticated words 
influences children’s vocabulary at 46 months   

(e.g.  “purchase” instead of “buy”, or “weary” instead of “tired”) 
  

Age 36-48 months: 

Parents’ use of narratives (talking about things that 

happened in the past or in the future) and explanations 
influences vocabulary at 54 months   

 

Rowe, M. (2012). A Longitudinal Investigation of the Role of Quantity and Quality of Child-Directed Speech in 

Vocabulary Development. Child Development: 83(5), 1762-1774. 
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‘When teachers do engage young children in 
conversation, the quality of such verbal interactions is 
found not optimal for language learning’                                
Chen & de Groot Kim 2014  

Language strategies: 

• Face-to- face used most frequently 

• Mostly one-directional – adult talking, children giving 
limited, one-word responses 

• Not engaging in cognitively challenging 
conversations – learning about child’s ideas; 
sustaining, expanding and extending  
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https://www.early-education.org.uk/pedagogic-pointers 

How do you listen to children and respond to what they say?  

  

• In what ways do you actively LISTEN to children and really show 

interest in what they have to say? 

 

• Reflect on the amount of time you give to each child to speak and 

share their opinions, and how long you wait (and pause) to listen to a 

child’s thoughts or reply. 

 

• Think about the value and priority during the day / week / term you 

place on hearing children’s thoughts and opinions. 

 

• How do we listen to children who might not use speech, or might not 

be confident to speak? What other ways can we hear their views? 
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Peer video reflections 


