
K-3 TALK Ladder with Safety Nets 

Gives random response 

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 

Fully articulates a response using 
multiple complex sentences with 

Tier 2 words 
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Use these “Safety Nets” to support children as they move up the TALK Ladder. 

*Most effective when utilized with visual vocabulary support for current content 

Safety Nets 

Honor child’s response and rephrase as either/or question. 

Restate what the child said, honoring their response, using 
more complex sentences. 

Use either/or questions, phonemic cue or ask for a synonym 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. 

Encourage sentence complexity through the use of 
accountable talk. 



K-3 TALK Ladder 

Teaching Tips and Example Scripts 

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 done all day, one-on-one, in small groups, or as part of a whole group discussion. The TALK 
ladder provides a visual reminder to teachers of how to scaffold student language to reach the K-3 Goal: 
Fully articulating a response using multiple complex sentences with Tier 2 words. 

The TALK Strategy 

• Tune-In: Allow children to drive the conversation. Often adults enter conversations with children   
with our own agendas. Try to follow the lead of the child whenever possible. 

• Ask Open-Ended Questions: Open–ended questions require more than an one word response and 
allow teacher to build upon child 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. 

③ Either/Or: Provide a choice. One word is the target Tier 2 vocabulary word, and one is a word 
that means the opposite. See examples below. 

③ Phonemic Cue: This scaffolding technique involves the teacher providing the first phoneme or 
the first few phonemes of the target vocabulary word. See examples below. 

③ 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. 

• 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. 



K-3 TALK Ladder 

TALK Glossary: 

Tier 2 words: High-utility words used across domains and may have multiple meanings. Examples: 
observe, complex, measure, fortunate 

Complete sentences: A sentence with a subject and predicate 

Complex sentences: A complete sentence with at least one subordinate clause 

Additional TALK Resources 

• TALK Teaching Aid- Defines the different elements of the TALK strategy. Promotes meaningful 
conversations and vocabulary development. Also includes examples of how to “lift language” when 
responding to children. 

• 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. 

• Open-Ended 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 

• Sentence Level Practice Activities - Teaching tips and examples of sentence types for our Writing 
Course 

https://lms.coxcampus.org//student/mediadetails.aspx?fileid=faee552c-8512-42f4-93b4-c5458fd5ef23&ReturnURL=/ContentPage.aspx?PageID=444afad9-e039-43d2-78f6-5fb2340b7db1
https://lms.coxcampus.org//student/mediadetails.aspx?fileid=81de55c3-93d7-40bc-879a-dc66e9dcb329&ReturnURL=/ContentPage.aspx?PageID=444afad9-e039-43d2-78f6-5fb2340b7db1
https://lms.coxcampus.org//student/mediadetails.aspx?fileid=836e94b2-264a-47ae-9840-fb2574307f3b&ReturnURL=/ContentPage.aspx?PageID=444afad9-e039-43d2-78f6-5fb2340b7db1
https://lms.coxcampus.org//student/mediadetails.aspx?fileid=e720d20e-19b9-4909-b77a-e5614d91b535&ReturnURL=/ContentPage.aspx?PageID=444afad9-e039-43d2-78f6-5fb2340b7db1
https://lms.coxcampus.org//student/mediadetails.aspx?fileid=489230c7-dd87-41db-967d-199cd4ce93dc&ReturnURL=/ContentPage.aspx?PageID=444afad9-e039-43d2-78f6-5fb2340b7db1
https://lms.coxcampus.org//student/mediadetails.aspx?fileid=1e09f6af-0ad9-41e0-be1b-a8e2de9662b8&ReturnURL=/ContentPage.aspx?PageID=444afad9-e039-43d2-78f6-5fb2340b7db1


K-3 TALK Ladder 

Scenario 1: Balloons 
Open-Ended Question: What do you notice when I blow up this balloon? 

GOAL: Fully articulates a response using multiple complex sentences with Tier 2 words 

When the balloon is deflated the sides are flexible, but when it is inflated, it is more rigid. The 
more gas is in the balloon, the more rigid the sides of the balloon become. If you add more air the 
balloon will pop because there is too much pressure on the sides. 

Response Safety Net 

Says multiple sentences using Tier 2 words 
Encourage sentence complexity through the use 
of accountable talk. 

When the balloon is deflated the sides are 
flexible. 
When it is inflated, it is more rigid. 

Can you tell me what you think would happen if 
you kept inflating a balloon? 
Why do you think that is? 

Says complete sentence using Tier 2 words Ask open-ended questions to probe for more 
information. 

The balloon inflated with gas. It is. 
What happens when the balloon is inflated? 

Says complete sentences using Tier 1 words 
Use either/or questions, phonemic cue or ask 
for a synonym to encourage use of Tier 2 Words; 
use Tier 2 words in conversation with child. 

The balloon is full of air. 

Either/or: I agree, since the balloon is full of air, is 
it inflated, or is it empty? 

Phonemic Cue: I agree, and another word for “full 
of air” is in_______... 

Ask for a synonym: Can you tell me another word 
for full of air? 

Says 1-3 word phrases using Tier 1 words Restate what the child said, honoring their 
response, using more complex sentences. 

Bigger I agree, the balloon is bigger because it’s inflated, 
it’s filled with air. 

Gives random response Honor child’s response and rephrase as an 
either/or question. 

I want to play with it. 

It’s fun to play with balloons. 
What do you notice about the balloon? 

Is it bigger or smaller after I inflated it, filled it 
with air? 



K-3 TALK Ladder 

Scenario 2: Economics 
Open-Ended Question: Explain why money is easier than bartering when trading for 

goods and services. 
GOAL: Fully articulates a response using multiple complex sentences with Tier 2 words 

It is easier to use money in exchange for goods and services than it is to barter. Bartering involves 
negotiating, and money does not. Negotiating is complicated and you may not reach an agreement. 

Response Safety Net 

Says multiple sentences using Tier 2 words 
Encourage sentence complexity through the use 
of accountable talk. 

It is easier to use money in exchange for goods 
and services than it is to barter. Bartering 
involves negotiating, and money does not. 

Why do you think negotiating is harder? 

Says complete sentence using Tier 2 words Ask open-ended questions to probe for more 
information. 

It is easier to use money in exchange for goods 
and services than it is to barter. 

I agree with you. 
Why do you think that is? 

Says complete sentences using Tier 1 words 
Use either/or questions, phonemic cue or ask 
for a synonym to encourage use of Tier 2 Words; 
use Tier 2 words in conversation with child. 

Money is easier to trade. 

Either/or: So do you exchange the money or do 
you give it away. 

Phonemic Cue: You’re saying money is easier to 
ex_______. 

Ask for a synonym: What’s the fancy word for 
trade? 

Says 1-3 word phrases using Tier 1 words Restate what the child said, honoring their 
response, using more complex sentences. 

Money So you’re saying money is easier than bartering. 

Gives random response Honor child’s response and rephrase as an ei-
ther/or question. 

I like money. I like money too. 
So, is money easier to use or is bartering easier? 



K-3 TALK Ladder 

Scenario 3: Meaningful Conversation 
Open-Ended Question: Tell me about your weekend. 

GOAL: Fully articulates a response using multiple complex sentences with Tier 2 words 

We went to my grandma’s house for her birthday celebration. We gave her some plush slippers, 
had a delicious chocolate cake, and she was so elated she cried. 

Response Safety Net 

Says multiple sentences using Tier 2 words 
Encourage sentence complexity through the use 
of accountable talk. 

We went to my grandma’s house for her birthday 
celebration. We gave her some plush slippers. How did your grandma respond? 

Says complete sentence using Tier 2 words Ask open-ended questions to probe for more 
information. 

We celebrated my grandma’s birthday. How did you celebrate? 

Says complete sentences using Tier 1 words 
Use either/or questions, phonemic cue or ask 
for a synonym to encourage use of Tier 2 Words; 
use Tier 2 words in conversation with child. 

It was my grandma’s birthday party. 

Either/or: Did you celebrate her birthday or was it 
a regular day? 

Phonemic Cue: Oh, you had a party for your 
grandma, you cel_______? 

Ask for a synonym: Oh, what’s that fancy word 
for party? 

Says 1-3 word phrases using Tier 1 words Restate what the child said, honoring their 
response, using more complex sentences. 

Grandma’s party 
So, you went to your grandma’s party. 
Tell me about it. 

Gives random response Honor child’s response and rephrase as either/or 
question. 

My shoe is untied. 
Let me tie your shoe. 
Did you stay home this weekend, or did you go 
somewhere? 




