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Maximising Opportunities to increase the
quantity and quality of words spoken to children
per hour

Lizzie Ross and Alice Daly
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The Word Gap
Recent Research
• Recent research (Fernald, Marchman, & Weisleder 2013) indicates that:
– Children’s vocabulary skills are linked to their economic
backgrounds;
– the vocabulary gap is evident in toddlers;
– At 24 months, children from the lower economic group were
performing at the same level as the 18-month-olds from the high
economic group (constituting a 6 month word gap by that age);
– by 3 years of age, there is a 30 million word gap heard between
children from the wealthiest and poorest families.
https://www.naeyc.org/resources/pubs/tyc/feb2014/the-word-gap

The Word Gap
Earlier Research
• Earlier research (Hart & Risley,1995) also identified that:
• Children’s vocabulary skills are linked to whether they are from ‘high talk’
vs ‘low talk’ home environments;
– “Simply in words heard…”:
• 616 words per hour = for the ‘average child in a family on welfare’
• (half of that of an ‘average child in a working-class family’
• 1,251 words per hour = for the ‘average child in a working-class
family’ (less than one third of that of an ‘average child in a
professional family’
• 2,153 words per hour = for the ‘average child in a professional
family’
– This is important because vocabulary development during the
preschool years is related to later reading skills and school success in
general.
https://www.naeyc.org/resources/pubs/tyc/feb2014/the-word-gap
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Bercow Report (2018)
The ability to communicate is fundamental to learning, to relationships
and to life chances. More than 10% of all children and young people,
over 1.4 million in the UK, have communication difficulties. Too many are
not getting the support they need.
EARLY IDENTIFICATION AND INTERVENTION
It is essential that the signs of SLCN are spotted early and acted on.
Understanding of speech, language and communication should be
embedded in initial qualifications and continuing professional
development for all relevant practitioners. Commissioners should ensure
that there is a system in place to follow up with children who are not
brought to appointments.
Bercow: 10 years on (2018)
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Who?
Identify the names of the specific children already at risk of and/or demonstrating
a word gap
Consider the possible systems available for supporting the accuracy of this
information.
• Progress checks
• Summaries
• Knowledge of children and families
• Speaking to parents to gain knowledge of communication skills at home
including home language if applicable
• Termly reports
• On-going observations
• Red book
• Age and stage Questionnaires (Health Checks)
• SEND register
• NB: Your access to any of this information is dependent upon the age of the
children in your setting and your role within the setting. E.g. Practitioner
Manager and SEND leader/SENCO
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(What and) How

Reflect upon and identify how the quality and
quantity of words spoken and heard by your
children can be increased
– with daily routines
– with your existing experiences and resources
– with alternative experiences and resources

Daily routines and Care
Quality interactions need CARE

Connect: practitioners need to connect with children and demonstrate they are
enjoying the time spent with children. Being connected motivates children to stay
in the interaction longer
Adults: conversations that provide the best context for a child to build their
language and literacy skills are those in which adults play an interactive part in
the conversation by enjoying the company of each other; following the child’s
lead and talking about what interest the child and the adult.
Routines: routines are repetitive, the words and actions used in the routine
become predictable, making it easier for children to learn them. Routines also
indicate how the voice of the child is being listened to.
Engage: for successful quality interaction, practitioners need to join in and
engage with play and the child will pay attention to what the adult is saying and
doing. For example the adult providing new language into the role-play area
based on a first hand experience.
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Daily Routines
List all the predictable daily
routines for children in your
care

•
•
•
•
•
•

Intimate care routines
Tidy up sessions
Transition times between planned
activities
Meal and snack times
Outdoor learning experiences
Drop off and collection times

Do we monitor or reflect upon this
predictable events to ensure
interactions are of the same quantity
and most importantly quality?
Do we monitor high talk and low talk
times within our setting?
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Are we maximising the use of resources available to monitor
and enhance practice at these times?

https://www.egfl.org.u
k/serviceschildren/earlyyears/send-andinclusion-early-years

Are we also using universally Ealing advocated tools to
support us in accurate early identification?

7

26/04/2019

Subtitle/section
slide
Subtitle/section
break
slide and
Considering
existingbreak
experiences
Click
here
own
resourcesIs allyour
our universal
Click
here to
to add
add
your
own text
text
practice of a good quality?

What do you currently do to support all
children’s communication?
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Providing visual prompts and objects of reference to support language and
understanding
Using visual timetables in an appropriate way
Correct use of agreed gestures across team to support communication if not
Makaton
Modelling and extending language in an age/stage appropriate way
Modelling key routines and playing alongside children to support understanding
Gaining information from parents and carers to inform support.
Reflecting children’s home, heritage and fascinations to ignite their interest in
communication
Reviewing your environment to consider if it promotes opportunities for children
to engage in conversation and interactions.
Predictability in routine to support understanding and linking of actions/events
to spoken words
Providing visual stimuli to encourage language based on children’s interests
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Creativity is about making meaningful
connections in thoughts

‘Creativity is about connecting the
previously unconnected in ways that
are meaningful for the individual’

Sharing their knowledge

• Firing children’s natural curiosity will naturally influence
them to extend their representations and explorations and
encourage communication attempts with you and their
peers.
• So in the most basic terms, providing rich teachable
opportunities will enable children to explore and represent
and communicate in a variety of forms.
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Is our universal practice of a good quality?
•

•
•
•
•

•
•
•

Secure attachments formed through a
Key Person system where changes are
kept to a minimum
Clear evidence of differentiation in
planning and provision
Practitioners communicate at children’s
eye level with good eye contact
Visual guidance used to support the
needs of all children i.e. labelling
Practitioners advocate holistic
communication including verbal and non
verbal communication and spend time
listening to what they have to say
verbally and nonverbally
Practitioners promote appropriate
speaking
and listening environments
Some key word signing is used i.e
Makaton

•
•
•
•

•

•
•

•

Letters and Sounds is in place phase
1 is delivered
Partitioning and softening's in the
environment promote communication
friendly environments
Children are spoken to appropriately
and their name used in a positive
intonation
Children are given time to respond
with instruction given in appropriate
intervals
Children are offered choices
Background levels are managed so
that children and adults can hear
each other with ease
Sustained shared thinking

This video went viral and shows how parents
can boost pupils' language skills

https://www.tes.com/news/viral-video-shows-how-parents-can-boost-pupilslanguage-skills

10

26/04/2019

Subtitle/section
slide
Subtitle/section
break
slidesome
Time
to explore tobreak
consider
Click
here
add
your
own
practical
ideas
support
and
Click
here to
to
addto
your
own text
text
increase language spoken per hour

Supporting the word Gap activities
In reviewing some of the tools and resources available we have discussed the
importance of supporting children’s speaking listening and attention through:
•
•
•
•

creating the correct physical environment
Modelling language
Providing small group activities for children to practice their communication
skills
Developing children’s confidence

We are now going to consider how some small group activities can be delivered
and adapted to meet the needs of children’s developing spoken language.
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Supporting the word Gap activities
In revisiting or introducing adaptations to familiar language and Interaction
activities it is important to re-focus on how the simplest of activities can be
presented to support so many aspects of children’s speech and language
development.
• Labelling everyday objects to make links between objects and spoken word
• Developing increasing vocabulary
• Listening and attention
• Following simple instructions
• Tuning into sounds
• Understanding and sequencing events or routines
• Tuning into visual prompts
• recognising rhyming strings
• turn taking
• Recall to support cognitive development
• working as part of a group to support active listening

Tony Train Sound Game
Consider the differentiation for this
activity for differing ages and
abilities
• Naming animals in bag
• Guessing from basic adult
description
• Using alliteration
• Recalling the different animals
in the bag. Which is missing?
Also consider the different skills
children are developing within this
activity
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Sound/objects/sequence of events Bags
Consider the differentiation for this activity for
differing ages and abilities
• Range of everyday objects to verbally
name
• Objects that go together to make links in
objects and actions. Baby and bottle
• Range of objects making up a sequence
of events. For example, getting dressed
• Objects with same sound to make up
sound stories
• Encouraging children to find additional
objects to add to the bag
• Finding the odd one out

What sound is missing/What sound can you
Hear?
Consider the differentiation for this
activity for differing ages and abilities
• Naming of animals and making the
correct sounds as they appear from
the bag
• Describing features of animal to guess
which is being held
• Identifying the animal who didn’t make
the sound
• Adding or reducing number of animals
according to ability
• Oral blending and segmenting
activities either to guess animal once
sound heard on when animal appears
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Magical Sound Box
Consider the differentiation for this
activity for differing ages and abilities
• Introducing objects to children to
name and explore the different
sounds which can be made
• Link sound and action together, Tear
the paper, tear tear tear
• Introduce objects to children before,
then hide them and making sound
• Explore sound of objects before
hiding
• Explore sound without introducing
first to further extend thinking and
tuning
• Encourage children to find other
objects to add to magic box

I Spy Jars
Consider the differentiation for this
activity for differing ages and abilities
• Add everyday objects for children to
find
• May ask child to find a specific item
hidden
• Use natural filling so easier to see
such as rice or fine shredded paper
• Encourage children to find small
objects to hide
• Could be objects for oral blending
and segmenting or with same first
sound
• Could introduce recording or objects
for literacy and numeracy
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What Next?
Please update your action plans for the final time and consider what
aspects of todays workshop you can go away and:
•
•
•

implement immediately
Share with your colleagues immediately or plan to share at next team
meeting
Add into your improvement plan to support continual quality
improvement

At the end of work shop 2, please
remember to complete your
evaluation of today’s conference
and hand into the workshop
facilitator/s
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