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“Talk may be cheap, but it’s priceless for developing young minds.
(Neuman & Dwyer, 2009)

The Four Levels of Language

According to Massey (2004), there are four basic types, or levels, of language that can be used in the
preschool classroom:

1. Language that focuses on the concrete (e.g. labeling)
a. “Whatis this?” or “Point to the duck.”
2. Language that focuses on describing or recalling information
a. “What were the three animals we saw during our visit to the farm?”
3. Language that summarizes, defines, or compares and contrasts
a. “Corduroy was sad when Lisa’s mother said she didn’t want to buy him. Why didn’t
Lisa’s mother want to buy him?”
4. Language that reasons (e.g. making predictions, problem solving, explaining concepts)
a. “How do you know that your ship will float?”

Massey describes talk at Level 4 to be “cognitively challenging.” While teachers should engage children
in talk at all levels, language use in most preschool classrooms is at the lower levels. Teachers should
intentionally engage children in more cognitively challenging talk. Good times to do this are during story
reads, playtime, and meals.

Benefits of cognitively challenging talk:

- Linked to an increase in children’s vocabulary knowledge and use (receptive and expressive
vocabulary) (Dickinson, Golinkoff, & Hirsch-Pasek, 2010; Ruston & Schwanenflugel, 2010)
- Teachers modeling more complex syntax leads to children’s use of more complex sentences
(Huttenlocher, Vasilyeva, Cymerman, & Levine, 2002)
- Oral language development is linked to (Dickinson, Golinkoff, & Hirsch-Pasek, 2010; Neuman &
Dwyer, 2009):
o 3anda™ grade reading comprehension
o Later ability to decode words
o Development of phonological awareness
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