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The “Art” of Conversing with Children References and Resources 
Adults’ skills in carrying on meaningful and facilitative conversations with 
young children is reflective of how highly developed she/he is in the “Art of 
Teaching”.  Many consider holding conversations to be the primary teaching 
technique of early childhood educators, however, language facilitation 
during play is a technique which must be developed over time. Facilitating 
language and higher order thinking skills must be intentionally and explicitly 
implemented in an implicit way during play. 

Research shows that teachers tend to display “verbal domination” in their 
language behavior in the classroom, and that their instructional approach 
tends to be “linear” (e.g., one-way questions, one-way response), rather 
than reciprocal (e.g., open-ended questions with two or three way re-
sponses between adult and child; Dickinson, et al, 2004). 
One way for a teacher to assess how he/she is doing is to have another 
person videotape a play session during center time. Listen for the number 
of times you: 

• Use open-ended questions 
• Describe the child’s actions 
• Repeat what the child said and added a little more information 
• Comment on an object and described its function, size, shape, 

or other meaningful attribute. 
Reflect on the quality of the conversation, as well as the length of verbal 
interaction. 

Brochure compiled by Patsy Pierce, Ph.D. (CLDS), Pat Porter, Ph.D. (CLDS) please 
add and reviewed by Jan Putney, M.S. (Cabarrus County Schools) and Vivian James, 
Ph.D. (DPI). 

Visit NC’s Preschool Demonstration Programs. For more information:http:// 
www.governor.state.nc.us/Office/Education/Home.asp under training and confer-
ences. 

Armbruster, B., Lehr, F., & Osborne, J. High/Scope Education Research Foundation; 
(2003). A childbec omes a reader:B irth http://www.highscope.org 
throughpresc h ol.Po rtsmouth, NH: RMC Justice, L. (2004). Creating language-rich pre-
Research. school classroom environments. TeachingE xcep-
Arnett, J. (1989). Caregivers in daycare tional Children, 37(2), 36-44. 
centers: Does training matter? Journal of NICHD Early Child Care Research Network. 
Applied Developmental Psychology, 10, 541 (2005). Pathways to reading: The role of oral 
-552. language in the transition to reading. Developmen-
Chall, J. & Jacobs, V. (2003, Spring). tal Psychology, 41(2), 428-442. 
Poor children’s fourth grade slump. Notari-Syverson, A., Maddox, M., Lim, Y.S., & 
American Educator. Available at http:// Cole, K. (2002). Language is theke y:A program 
www.aft.org/pubs-reports/ for buildinglang uage and literacy. Seattle, WA: 
american_educator/spring2003/ Washington Research Institute. 
chall.html. Notari-Syverson, A., O’Connor, R., Vadasy, P. 
Collins, M.F. (2005). ESL preschoolers’ (2007). Ladders toliter acy, SecondE dition.Ba lti-
English vocabulary acquisition from more: Paul H. Brookes. 
storybook reading. Reading Research Nilsen, B. (2001). Week by week: Plansfor observ-
Quarterly, 40(4), 406-408. ing and recording youngch ildren. Albany, 
Dickinson, D. McCabe, A., & Clark- NY:Delmar-Thompson Press. 
Chiarelli, N. (2004). Preschool-based Paley, V.G. (2004). A child’s work:the importance 
prevention of reading disability: Reality offantasy play. Chicago, Univ. Press. 
versus possibilities. In Stone, C.A., Silli- Pianta, R., Howes, C., Burchinal, M., Bryant, D., 
man, E.R., Ehren, B. J. & Apel, K. (Eds.). Clifford, R. M., Early, D. M., & Barbarin, O. 
Handbook of Languagean d Literacy, pp. (2005). Features of pre-kindergarten programs, 
209-227. New York: Guildford Press. classrooms, and teachers: Prediction of observed 
Dickinson, D. & Tabors, P. (Eds.). classroom quality and teacher-child interactions. 
(2001). Beginning literacy withlangu age: Applied Developmental Science, 9(3), 144-159. 
Young children learningat hom ea t Rosenkoetter, S., & Knapp-Philo, J. (Eds.). 
school. Baltimore, MD: Brookes Publish- (2006) Learningt oread the world:L anguageand 
ing. literacy inthe f irst three years. Washington, DC: 
Debord, K., Moore, R., Hestenes, L., Zero to Three. 
Cosco, N., McGinnis, J. (2005). Pre- Roskos, K., Tabors, P.O., & Lenhart, L.A. (2004). 
schoolO utdoor Environment Measure- Oral languageand ea rlyli teracyin p reschool. 
ment Scale (POEMS),av ailable at Newark, DE: International Reading Association. 
www.kaplanco.com Smith, M., Dickinson, D., Sangeorge, A., & 
DeBruin-Parecki, A. (2007). Let’sr ead Anastasopoulos, L. (2002). EarlyL iteracyand 
together:Im proving literacyou tcomes LanguageC lassr omO bservation Scale (ELLCO). 
withthe adult-childinte ractive reading Baltimore: Brookes. 
inventory. Baltimore: Brookes Publishing. Smith, P. (2000). Talking classr oms:S haping 
Ezell, H. & Justice, L. (2005). Shared children’sle arning through oralan d language 
storybook reading:B uilding young chil- instruction. Newark, DE: International Reading 
dren’slang uage and emergent literacy Association. 
skills.B altimore: Brookes Publishing. Snow, C. E. (1991). The theoretical basis for 
Foundations:E arly LearningS tandards for relationships between language and literacy in 
NC Preschoolers and Strategiesto G uide development. Journalof Res earch inCh ildhood 
their Su cess. NC Dept. of Public Instruc- Education, 6(1), 5-10. 
tion, 2003. www.ncpublicschools.org. Snow, C. E., & Tabors, P. O. (1993). Language 
Harms, T., Clifford, R., & Cryer, D. skills that relate to literacy development. In B. 
(1998). Earlyc hildhood environment Spodek & O. Saracho (Eds.), Languagean d literacy 
ratingsc ale(Rev . ed.). New York: Teach- in early childhood education(pp. 1 -20). New York: 
ers College Press. Teachers College Press. 
Hart, B., & Risley, T. (2003). The early Strickland, D. & Riley-Ayers, S. (2006, April). 
catastrophe: The 30 million word gap by Early literacy: Policy and practice in the preschool 
age 3. American Educator. Available at years. NI ER PolicyB rief, 10. New Brunswick, NJ: 
http://www.aft.org/pubs-reports/ NIEER. Available at http://nieer.org/resources/ 
american_educator/spring2003/ policybriefs/10.pdf. 
catastrophe.html 

Promoting Oral 
Language 

Development 
in a High-Quality,  Inclusive 

Preschool Learning Environment 

A guide for Administrators, 
Teachers, and Families 

“Everyday activities of all sorts, 
accompanied by interesting talk with 

lots of new vocabulary play an 
important part in children’s language 

and literacy development.” 
—Dickinson & Tabors, 2001, p. 330 

http://nieer.org/resources
http://www.aft.org/pubs-reports
www.ncpublicschools.org
www.kaplanco.com
www.aft.org/pubs-reports
http://www.highscope.org
www.governor.state.nc.us/Office/Education/Home.asp


   

 

   
    

   
     

  
   

 
  

    
  

 
  

  
  

  

 

   
  

 
  

   
   

 
 

  
   

  
  

 

  
 

 

 
  

 
     

 
 

 

 
  

  
 

  
             

  
 

  
    

 
 

 
    

 

 
  

   
 

  

 
 

  
   
   

   
  

 
 

Lenoir-hyne CollegeInt ention ally Talk about Words  and What they M ean

e e

Promoting Oral Language Development 
Hold Real Conversations 

One of the most effective strategies for enhancing vocabulary devel-
opment and comprehension of language beyond the word level is to 
hold at least one “real” conversation that enhances vocabulary and 
language development with each child every day. A “real” conversa-
tion is described as being of interest to the child and having 3-4 
turns or exchanges between the adult and child (Roskos, Tabors, & 
Lenhart, 2004). 

Strategies 
• Make time and develop the confidence and skills to hold conver-

sations with young children on a regular basis (Hart & Risely, 
2003; Pianta et al., 2005). 

• Converse about books, songs, stories, and experiences 
• Use children’s interests as a basis for conversation 
• Speak courteously to children 
• Plan or take advantage of spontaneous opportunities to talk with 

each child informally 
• Refrain from talking judgmentally about children/others to them 

or in front of them 
• Show affection and sincere interest in children 
• Send consistent verbal and non verbal messages 
• Invite children into extended conversations with peers and adults 
• Listen attentively to what children have to say

 Follow the CAR 

Notari-Syverson, Maddox, & Cole (1999) 
developed a training videotape for adults to 
learn how to talk with children ages two-to-five as they talk to-
gether. They suggest “Following the CAR” when talking with young 
children: 
• Comment on what the child is looking at, touching or talking 
about and WAIT FIVE SECONDS; 
• Ask questions about what the child is looking at, touching, or 
talking about in a book and WAIT FIVE SECONDS; 
• Respond by adding a little more to the child’s response. 
Resources for obtaining this training video, “Language is the Key: Talking 
and Books” which describes the “Following the CAR” strategy, include 
www.wri.org; .www.wri-edu.org/bookplay; http://www.ncei-eclibrary.org/; 
Preschool Demonstration Program (list available at 
http://www.governor.state.nc.us/Office/Education/Home.asp under 
training and conferences). 

. Encourage Rather Than Praise 
As humans we are encouraged to continue learning about something 
when another person is truly engaged in what we are doing, saying, 
thinking, or feeling. Saying “good job” or “I like that” does not imply 
that we are interested or engaged in a child’s play or conversation. 
Many times these words signal the end of our time of engagement, 
rather than provoking the next level of inquiry about a learning/play 
event. T he deeper we become engaged in a child’s inquiry based play/ 
learning, the more profound the impact will be on that child’s under-
standing about the words, meanings, and social-conversational rules. 
There is much power in high levels of teacher engagement and conver-
sation; while difficult to describe, many teachers refer to these times 
as “teachable moments”. What we might see a teacher doing during 
these “teachable moments”: 
• Sitting with the children at their eye level, observing them play. 
• Listening to the children’s dialog about the activity and following 

their line of thought in the action. 
• Setting up something novel in the play situation that might cause 

“a problem”, and then asking “I wonder what will happen……”. 
• Describing the child’s actions, “Oh, now you’re putting the red car 

in the garage…..uh, oh, it doesn’t seem to fit in that space, now 
you’re trying another space”….. 

• Encourage children to describe their feelings during situation, 
“That leggo just doesn’t seem to fit, boy I can see you have a funny 
look on your face, how does this make you feel?” 

Think About What We Say, 
How We Say It 

Adults help build children’s understanding and use of appropriate 
word order and increase their vocabulary by “thinking before 
speaking”. We add more to a child’s language development and 
enhance their self esteem by encouraging them in these ways: 
• Participate in children’s play 
• Encourage children to describe their efforts, ideas, and prod-

ucts 
• Acknowledge children’s work and ideas by making specific 

comments: describe (not all at once): 
• Physical movement, control of tools, use of space, self-help-

skills in working on a project, control or expression of emo-
tions, vocabulary to describe the product, writing associated 
with creations; math and science concepts, revealed self-
identity, interactions. 

High/Scope Education Research Foundation; Nilsen, B. (2001). 

Intentionally Talk about Words 
and What they Mean 

words related to literacy, math, science, past and future 
events. 

2. Point to illustrations, objects to help children understand. 
3. Provide brief definitions. 
4. Use synonyms, “it’s like a…” 
5. Use gestures. 
6. Use the word in different sentences at different times and in 

different contexts. (C ollins, M.F., 2005) 

n.W ekby W ek: Plans for Observing and Recording Young Childre 

1. Don’t be afraid to introduce children to interesting “big” 

http://www.governor.state.nc.us/Office/Education/Home.asp
http://www.ncei-eclibrary.org
www.wri-edu
www.wri.org



