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Parents are bombarded with the message that the more words a child hears each day, the more prepared they will
be for kindergarten, for middle school and for life. Research has shown that children from economically
disadvantaged households enter school with roughly thirty million fewer words than children from affluent
backgrounds, and that disparity haunts them the rest of their lives. Children with less language suffer academically,
and ultimately financially, if they lag in vocabulary by the time they are three.
The National Association for Education of Young Children recently reported that by 18 months, children from different
economic backgrounds had differences in vocabulary and by two the divide had grown even more (Fernald,
Marchman, & Weisleder 2013).
That’s a lot of pressure for families. Especially for families who work a full day and leave children in the care of
others, whether a grandparent, a nanny or a childcare center. Most parents aren’t home to delight in sharing
language with their children daily, even though this is where they might want to be. The idea that they can’t support
children’s language development can make parents feel sad, guilty, out of control and worried for their child’s future.
I’d like to try to allay (or at least reduce) those feelings of guilt.
The folks who are delivering the word gap message (mainly, Too Small to Fail and Thirty Million Words) couldn’t be
more motivated to advocate for children. They want to get the word out and educate parents so they will start to use
more words every day. The message can have a mixed impact. Yes, it may make some parents talk more, or even
talk at, their children, but the downside is that the pressure to talk takes some of the joy out of talking.

As a long time early childhood educator, director and mother of three teenage
boys, I want to share some advice that will chill the chattiness.
1. All language is not equal - Context is everything when it comes to children.
If your talk is disconnected from something meaningful to them, you might as
well not speak at all. It needs to be relevant. If the child is interested in
balloons, colors, dogs, what’s for dinner, then follow where they lead. If they
want to explore the apartment, give them language for what they see.
2. Observation is key - In order to understand what language will stick, you
have to spend time quietly observing your child. What interests them? How
can I cultivate their interests through language? If you talk too much, you will
miss their cues. Observation on the weekend can supply you with
information about your child for you to draw on through the week. You’ll know
them well.
3. Talking when walking - While in the stroller, you don’t need to narrate the
world for your child. Often, the child is facing outward and isn’t engaged with
you directly so the exchange of language is very abstract. The child might
not know you are referring to a dog or a ball or whatever. If you stop, bend down low, make eye contact and
point to what’s interesting, you share attention and the language becomes part of a bigger, more intimate
experience. Tell your babysitter to get on the child’s eye level and talk about topics your child finds interesting.
4. The language of care - A child is diapered about 7,000 times, and that makes 7,000 opportunities for face to
face conversation that is relevant to the child. No matter who cares for the child during the day, they should be
engaging the child around what is most meaningful, such as I’m going to lift you up to change you; You are
wearing a striped shirt; The wipe will feel cold. The language of care (during diapering, sleeping, feeding, and
bathing) is perhaps the most meaningful of all, though adults often take it for granted.
5. Quiet times are learning times, too – Once infants and toddlers are refueled through care, they are ready to
explore the world and they need time for open ended, self-directed play. If they approach you to engage, then
of course you should be a partner. But you’ll notice they often want to silently work with objects, set up
experiments, and solve their own problems. This is important learning time and adult talk would just get in the
way. Caregivers support this learning just by being present.
6. Reading and singing count – Songs and books offer children expanded vocabulary in contexts that are
meaningful. Rhyme and melody scaffold children’s learning of language. The intimacy of sitting on a lap, or
singing at bed time, all create positive feelings around the language you or a caregiver use each day. It isn’t
necessary to read Shakespeare to build vocabulary as this won’t have meaning for the child. If Shakespeare is
what you love, it won’t do any harm either.
Children learn through everything they see, touch, smell and hear. The overemphasis on number of words before
three negates the multi-sensory experience of the infant and toddler. Of course, talking with your child is important,
as it is one of the best ways you get to know each other and share the world. The relationship is what’s key. Whether
you are home with your child, or the child spends her day in the care of others, make sure that you communicate your
ideas about language development to your caregiver.
All working parents wish they could share more quality time with their children. All of us enjoy hearing what our
children have to say and watching them grow. Thinking about the gap causes unnecessary anxiety, asking us to
overcompensate with chatter when we spend time together. Try to keep it in perspective. Caregivers all have special
gifts to give children – special chemistry, attachments, and conversations to have. Enjoy more, worry less and it will
all fall into place.
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Renee Bock is a dedicated early childhood educator, who is currently the Educational Director at Explore+Discover,
a social learning center in Manhattan that is dedicated to setting the standard for infant and toddler care and
education. Renee has more than a decade of experience in the field and holds a Master’s in Early Childhood
Education from Bank Street College in New York. In her present position, she is helping Explore+Discover open the
first of 27 New York City centers focused on children from 3 months to two years old. She can be reach at
Renee@K3Learn.com.
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