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Closing the ‘Word Gap’ – 
  It takes two! 

       

Nancy Stewart 
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“It is a persistent scandal that we have children 

starting school not able to communicate in full 

sentences, not able to read simple words. This 

matters, because when you’re behind from the start 

you rarely catch up. Your peers don’t wait, the gap 

just widens. This has a huge impact on social 

mobility.” 

 

Damian Hinds,  

Minister for Education 
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What is 

the word 

gap? 

The gap in 

communication skills 

between disadvantaged 

children and their peers 
when they start school. 
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Current government initiatives 

• £5 million to trial projects to provide practical 

tools and advice to parents so they can help 

their children learn new words 

• £8.5 million programme local authorities to 

fund projects to improve early language and 

literacy development for disadvantaged 

children 

• Training 1000 health visitors to assess and 

support communication and language 

• Train staff in Clarks, WH Smith, etc. to model 

communication and language 
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 Why and when 

does it matter?  

 Language development 
at age 2 is a good 

predictor of children’s 
performance on entry to 

primary school  
(Roulstone et al 2011) 

 Children growing 
up in disadvantage 

start school 19 
months behind in 

language 
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thinking 
learning 

literacy 

behaviour 
friends 

Why is learning language important for young children? 
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Chronological Age 

Low Oral Language in 

Kindergarten 

High Oral 

Language in 

Kindergarten 

5.2 years difference 

The Effects of Weaknesses in Oral Language 

 on Reading Comprehension Growth  (Hirsch, 1996) 
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A child behind in language at age 5 is  
• 11 times more likely to be behind in 

maths at 11 
• 4 times more likely to have reading 

difficulties as adults 
• 3 times as likely to have mental 

health problems 
• Twice as likely to be unemployed  
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Communication  

The different systems we use to pass on 
messages to other people.  
 
• gestures 
• facial expressions 
• sounds 
• pictures 
• symbols 
• words                                                               

(spoken or written) 
• signing  
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…and Language 
 

Language - the structure for words to be 
used, e.g. grammar and vocabulary 

 

Speech – the sound system of a language 
and the way words are formed in the 
mouth. All languages have different sound 
systems and babies tune in to the ones they 
hear around them.  
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‘The limits of my 

language mean 

the limits of my 

world’ 
  Ludwig Wittgenstein 
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Vocabulary range 
12 months 30 months 

Bottom 
10% 

0 250 

Median 
 

6 575 

Top  
10% 

30 660 
Fenson et al 1994 

Adult average 60,000 words; some adults near 120,000 
Bloom 2000 
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Can we count the 
missing words and 

teach children the ones 
they don’t know ? 

Researchers count the size of children’s 
vocabulary, but practitioners cannot – and what is 
a ‘new word’ for one child may not be for others 
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So what’s the 

best way to 

decrease the 

word gap?  

Understand the 

development of the 

4 strands of CL – 

and talk, sing, 

read and hang out 

with children  

Observe and describe 

the way children use 

language and use 

appropriate interaction 

and intervention 

strategies 
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….there is evidence that 
the rate at which 
children develop 

language is sensitive to 
the amount of input 

they receive from the 
adults around them. 

The quality of input 
that children receive 
is likely to be more 
important than the 

quantity.  
Law et al (2017:vi) 
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The language children hear matters 

616 
words/hour 

 

1251   
words/hour 

2153  

words/hour 

yes yes yes yes yes 

no no no no no no no 

no no no no 

yes yes yes yes yes yes 

yes yes yes yes yes yes 

no no no no no no no 

yes yes yes yes yes yes 

yes yes yes yes yes yes 

yes yes yes yes yes yes 

yes yes yes yes yes yes 

yes yes yes yes yes yes 

yes yes 

no no no no no  

Hart and Risley, Meaningful Differences, 1995 

Difference of 40 million words by age 4 

http://www.silhouettesclipart.com/wp-content/uploads/2007/07/family-silhouette-clip-art.jpg
http://www.silhouettesclipart.com/wp-content/uploads/2007/07/family-silhouette-clip-art.jpg
http://www.silhouettesclipart.com/wp-content/uploads/2007/07/family-silhouette-clip-art.jpg
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Beyond the “30 million word gap”:  
Children’s conversational exposure is associated with 

language-related brain function                                                           
Romeo et al 2018 

 

Results suggest that 

conversational experience 

impacts neural language 

processing over and above 

SES or the sheer quantity of 

words heard, and significantly 

explained the relation between 

children’s language exposure 

and verbal skill. 



    Early Learning Consultancy  

      tailored early years training and support                                                      

    Early Learning Consultancy  

      tailored early years training and support                                                      

Adult-child conversations have a more significant 

impact on language development than exposing children 

to language through one-on-one reading alone 

 Back-and-forth conversation contributed the most to the child’s 

future language score (6 times more so than adult speech alone) 

 Adult monologuing (one-sided conversation, such as reading a 

book to a child without the child’s participation) was more 

weakly linked to language development 

 Adult-child conversations are robustly associated with healthy 

language development. Parents should be encouraged not merely to 

provide language input to their children through reading or 

storytelling, but also to engage their children in two-sided 

conversations   

     Zimmerman et al, Pediatrics 2009 124 (1) 
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Guided play during which adults scaffold child-initiated 

learning seems ideal for developing language skills.  

 

Most notably, guided play seems optimal for achieving learning 

goals in language development. Crucially, during guided 

play, adults capitalize on teachable moments to support 

children’s learning. Language development seems to 

thrive particularly well in such settings because children 

benefit from having an attentive and sensitive adult 

partner who talks of the things that interest them.  

 
Talking It Up: play, language development and the role of adult support  

Deena Skolnick Weisberg Jennifer M. Zosh Kathy Hirsh-Pasek Roberta Michnick 

Golinkoff, American Journal of Play, volume 6, number 1  
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Children are born ready, able and eager to learn. 
   

They actively reach out to interact with other 
people, and in the world around them. 

 
 

 

Development is not an automatic process, however. 
   

It depends on each unique child having 
opportunities to interact in positive relationships 
and enabling environments.  

 

Development Matters in the Early Years Foundation Stage 



    Early Learning Consultancy  

      tailored early years training and support                                                      

    Early Learning Consultancy  

      tailored early years training and support                                                      

 
Social skills  

 Listening and Attention 

 

 

Branches 

Talking  
(expressive language) 

Leaves   

Speech Sounds 

Leaves - Reading  
Leaves - Writing  

The Tree of Communication, Language and Literacy 

Trunk 

Understanding(receptive language)  
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Listening and attention 
•  Enhanced by adults supporting children to focus 
attention 

 

Understanding 
•  Supported by adults who use gesture and provide links to 
known words 
 

Speaking 
•  Supported by adults who help children use talk to 
develop their language and thinking 
 

Social interaction  
• Supported by adults who model good relationships and 

‘serve and return’ conversation 

Four strands  
of communication and language development  
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Listening and attention 
 Listening–  

Phonological processing 

• Phonemes 

• Rhythms 

• Intonation 

• Words –  

the parsing  

problem 
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Attention 

• the ability to  

orient to, shift between and 

maintain focus on events, objects, 

tasks, and problems in the external world 

  

• These processes are dependent on 

the function of attentional networks in 

the brain. 
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Development of attention 
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Joint 
attention 
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Joint 
attention  

1. Share attention 
to same object 
 

2. Baby follows 
mother’s 
attentional gaze 
 

3. Babies begin to 
direct mother’s 
attention 
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Predicting early language skills: 
 
 

• Amount of time in joint attention 
• Mothers using language that follows infants’  focus of 

attention 
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The child has to grasp that 
the meaning for others is 
the same as the meaning 
for me. 

Understanding 
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Labels – but not just names 

• Nouns 

• Verbs 

• Describing words – adjectives and adverbs 

• Question words 

• Prepositions – to, from, under, on, beside 

• Time – next, after, before, soon 

• Quantity, number, size 

• Phrases and sentences   (‘Look at that kitty’, ‘It’s 

pretty big’) 
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Thinking – categories – concepts 
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Talking – expressive language 

babbling               

             single words 

        two-words together (telegraphic speech) 

              questions 

                   simple sentences  

                          complex sentences 

 

 

theory of mind    *    desire to communicate    *  
receptive phonological skills   * 

productive phonological skills   *    conceptual knowledge 
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Where to start?  
     

‘It may seem an obvious 
thing to say, but one of the 
best things we can do with 
young children is to have 
interesting and enjoyable 
conversations with them.’ 
 

   Michael Rosen  
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Conversation 

• Turn-taking 

• Language manners  

• Feedback –  active listening 

• Contingent responses 
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Making the most of everyday activities  

Children learn ‘in 
the moment’.  

Consistent high 
quality interaction 
strategies are the 
most powerful way 
to support language 
development. 
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Think about your last good conversation 

with a child  
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Three dimensions are important and can usefully 
be assessed:  
 
 
 
 

Better Communication Research Programme 

• language learning environment 
 

• language learning opportunities  
 

• language learning interactions 
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Conversations between adults and children that are 

characterised by high quality language learning 

interactions are the core of the communication 

supporting classroom.  

 

A classroom may have an exemplary physical 

environment and a deliberate provision of daily language 

activities; however, without adult-child interactions of 

sufficiently high quality and sensitivity, these efforts 

are not likely to result in the desired child outcomes. 

Better Communication Research Programme 



    Early Learning Consultancy  

      tailored early years training and support                                                      

 Talking – and listening – with young 

children in ways which encourage 

language development 
 

• Responding sensitively to children’s 

communication 

• Observing and commenting on child’s 

current interest, following the child’s lead 

• Talking to children in language they are likely 

to understand 

• Taking time for children to respond 
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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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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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• Supporting just one step beyond their current 
language development 

 

• Using techniques to build vocabulary, longer 
statements, and more complex sentences 
  Models of language 

  Expansions 

  Recasts 

  Open-ended questions 
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Expansions 
Context Child Typical adult 

response 

Much better if...... 

2-year-old at 

snack table 

Juice Ok, here 

you are. 

 

You want some 

orange juice. 

3-year-old 

looking at 

book about 

sea creatures 

That’s  a big 

fish. 

Yes and 

look, there’s 

a shell. 

That is a very 

big fish.  He’s 

enormous. 

5-year-old 

looking at a 

worm 

He’s wiggling 

and wiggling. 

Be careful.  

Hold him 

gently. 

I wonder if he’s 

trying to get 

somewhere by 

wiggling. 
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• providing children with assistance in obtaining 
items  

• managing behaviour  

• supporting children in peer relationships 

• praising children for appropriate behaviour  

• providing instructions to children  

 

• in book reading -- organisation of the reading 
task, simple feedback and naming activities 

 

 

Studies of teacher – child conversations in pre-schools and schools 
 

Most adult talk is: 
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Quality of teachers’ interactive conversations 

Child-centred strategies 
• Wait and listen 

• Follow the children’s lead 

• Join in and play 

• Be face to face 

Interaction-promoting strategies 
• Use a variety of questions 

• Encourage turn-taking 

• Scan 

• Imitate 

Language Modelling Strategies 
• Use a variety of labels 

• Expand 

• Extend 

 

 

 

Chen and de Groot Kim, Early Years 2014, 

Vol 34, No 3, 271-288 
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Respond 

Observing, assessing and planning to 
support communication and language 
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Unstructured 
 

Child-
initiated 
play 
 

Focused 
learning 
 

Highly 
structured 
 

Planning for communication and language 
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Parents 
 and 

other 
 key 

adults 


