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The Early Years
Make a Difference

Children’s vocabulary skills are linked
to their economic backgrounds. By 3
years of age, there is a 30 million word
gap between children from the wealthi-
est and poorest families. A recent

study shows that the vocabulary gap is
evident in toddlers. By 18 months, chil-
dren in different socio-economic groups
display dramatic differences in their
vocabularies. By 2 years, the disparity
in vocabulary development has grown
significantly (Fernald, Marchman, &
Weisleder 2013).

The study, conducted by researchers
at Stanford University, tested the lan-
guage processing of 18- and 24-month-
old toddlers using pictures, instructions,
and eye response. Each toddler sat in
her caregiver’s lap as images of two fa-
miliar objects were shown on a screen.
{The caregiver wore sunglasses so the
child could not be influenced, by the
caregiver’s responses to the questions
or images.) A recorded voice idenlified
one of the cbjects by name and used
it in a sentence (Look at the doggy).

26 TEACHING YOUNG CHILDREN

@ JULIA LUCKEMEILL

WOL7 NO3




R T A e R AL R

The researchers filmed the child’s eye
movements, tracking which picture the
child looked at (vocabulary) and how
long this took in milliseconds {(process-
ing time). (Watch a two-minute video
of the study at www.youtube.com/
watch?v=I7HNSL[Oc-w&feature=
youtu.be.)

Children from higher economic
backgrounds looked at the identified
object faster and spent mere time look-
ing at the correct image. 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 in both speed and
accuracy. The study also focused on the
way children process new vocabulary.
Here, too, young children from homes
with low incomes lag behind children
of the sarme age who are growing up
in more affluent circumstances (Snow
2013).

This new information connects to
what researchers discovered earlier.
The landmark Hart and Risley study
in 1995 identified "“remarkable differ-
ences” in the early vocabulary experi-
ences of young children. Researcher
and author Betty Hart described the
results of their observations: “Simply
in words heard, the average child on
welfare was having half as much expe-
rience per hour (616 words per hour) as
the average working-class child (1,251
words per hour) and less than one-third
that of the average child in a profes-
sional family (2,153 words per hour)”
{Hart & Risley 2003, 8). This is impor-
tant because vocabulary development
during the preschool years is related to
later reading skills and schoel success
in general.
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SUPPORTING DUAL
LANGUAGE LEARNERS

Eliminating the word gap is an
important goal, especially when
working with children who are new
to English. There are two key strate-
gies to add to the suggestions in
this article. First, do as many of the
recommended activities as possible
in the children’s home languages.
This helps you assess their prior
knowledge and know that they un-
derstand what is going on around
them. Second, intentionally ¢on-
nect new English words to words
they understand in their home
language to help them build their
English vocabulary. For example,
before you sing a song in English,
explain to children what the words
mean in their home language so
they understand what they’ll be
singing about.

What this means for you

Eliminating this inequality will
require early interventions that directly
address the problem. Preschool teach-
ers can build on what children already
know and respond to their interests
to introduce and reinforce new words.
Here are some things you can do to help
preschoolers build their vocabularies:

¢ Use new and interesting words in nat-
ural conversations. Try this at meal-
times or when presenting a new toy
or material. Introducing a new word
in context helps children learn what
it means. For example, it's easier for
children to learn what a ukulele is
when they can see and hear it as well
as listening to you say the word.

Use gestures and facial expressions
to help children make sense of new
words. For example, when introduc-
ing the word joyfud, you might smile
and wave your arms about to convey
what it means.
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* Sing with children and recite poetry
and rhymes to playfully introduce
vocabulary.

= Talk with children and encourage
children to talk with one ancther,
Keep the conversation going by ask-
ing questions, making comments,
and inviting children to think and
share their ideas.

* Read to children daily, taking time
to go over new words. Look for books
with illustrations that provide clues to
word meanings.

¢ Think about new vocabulary words
that might come up on a field trip
as part of the experience. A ttip to
an art exhibit could introduce the
word landscape, while a trip to a pizza
restaurant might introduce kneading
dough.

Give children ample time to learn
the meaning and uses of new words
before moving onto other words.

Help families understand how impor-
tant it is to talk with their children
and share new vocabulary words.
Send home suggested conversation
starters based on children's inter-

ests and classroom projects. Include
discussion questions in family literacy
packs. Post videos of conversations
between teachers and children.

Advocate for equity. Make sure that
all children have opportunities to
learn and understand the meaning
and uses of new words. 7V
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Help families talk with their children more. Sign and make copies of the
Message in a Backpack on page 29 to send home. It’s also available online

{in English and Spanish) at naeyc.org/tyc.
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