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Safety nets are language scaffolds to support children’s conversations. In addition to the safety nets listed on the ladder, see examples 
below.

Goal

Attempts to communicate
through non-verbal means (such as 

pointing, crying, gestures)

Says 1-3 word phrases using
Tier 1 words

Says complete sentence using
Tier 1 words

Says complete sentence using
Tier 2 words

Says multiple sentences using
Tier 2 words

Safety Nets

Answer question for child using well-formed sentences

Restate what the child said using more complex sentence

Use either/or questions to encourage use of Tier 2 words; use 
Tier 2 words in conversation with the child

Ask open-ended questions to probe for more information

Push-in use of transition words



PS/PK TALK Ladder Teacher Guide
TALK is an acronym that stands for Tune-In, Ask Questions, Lift Language, and Keep it Going. TALK is a 
strategy for having meaningful conversations with children that helps build a strong foundation for literacy. 
TALK can be used throughout the day, one-on-one, in small groups, or as part of a whole-group discussion. 
The TALK ladder provides a visual reminder to teachers on how to scaffold student language to reach the 
goal.

The TALK Strategy
  

•	 Tune-In - Allow children to drive the conversation. Often, adults enter conversations with children with 
their own agendas. Try to follow the child’s lead whenever possible.

 

•	 Ask Open-Ended Questions - Open–ended questions require more than a one-word response and allow 
the teacher to build upon the child’s statements. “Can you tell me more about that?” and “Why do you 
think that is?” are both general open-ended questions that prompt students to elaborate on a topic.

 

•	 Lift Language - Lifting language includes recasting and using safety nets. 

•	 Recast: Restate a child’s response using more complex syntax and vocabulary. 

•	 Safety Nets: Safety nets are vocabulary scaffolds that support children’s use of vocabulary words in 
their expressive language. Safety nets are particularly helpful for children learning English and those 
who have difficulty with word retrieval. 

•	 Either/Or: Provide a choice. One word is the target Tier 2 vocabulary word, and one is a word that 
means the opposite. Once children are familiar with new words, pose a question. “Do you want the ball 
or the car?” “Did the caterpillar transform or did it stay the same?”

•	 Phonemic Cue: This scaffolding technique involves the teacher providing the first phoneme or the 
first few phonemes of the target vocabulary word. After teaching the word combine, encourage a child 
to use the word during a small group activity. The child says, “I’m stirring the ingredients together.” The 
teacher responds, “Yes! You’re comb_____.”

•	 Ask for a Synonym: Ask students to give a synonym for a word they used. If the word has been 
taught, use a gesture associated with the word as an additional scaffold. After teaching the word, 
enormous, a child says, “The tower is really big.” The teacher responds, “It is really big. What’s that other 
word that means really big?”

•	 Keep it Going - Conversations can occur with one child or groups of children. When engaging in 
discussions with a group, encourage the use of Accountable Talk Prompts to facilitate the discussion.

Additional TALK Resources

•	 Building Vocabulary Teaching Aid - Explains the three Tiers of Vocabulary. Includes basic strategies for 
building vocabulary in preschool/pre-k. 

•	 101 Tier 2 Words - Use this resource for ideas of valuable tier 2 words to teach. Includes Spanish 
translations and child-friendly definitions. 

•	 Types of Questions - A list of example question prompts that teachers can use to generate higher-order 
questions.  

•	 Supporting Children’s Language - Guidelines for supporting typical language development, from birth 
through 36 months, or school-age children with language delays
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