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Elements of Language

Language includes different elements, or parts. As children develop language, they need to learn each of
these elements. We help children learn language by giving them multiple opportunities to practice and learn
these skills in a meaningful context. We also model appropriate use in our own speech. The development and
interaction of all three of these elements is necessary for oral language comprehension and expression.
Strong oral language skills provide a foundation for literacy and later reading.

l. USE — Communication Skills (Pragmatics) — understanding nonverbal cues, perspective
taking, turn taking, perception of audience
e Use includes the rules for how to use language in social contexts.
e There are both nonverbal and verbal guidelines that drive the message.
e Knowing these sometimes subtle guidelines influences later reading comprehension, reading fluency, and
written language skills.
o Nonverbal: facial expressions, body language, listening when someone else speaks
o Verbal: tone of voice, choice of words
II. ~ CONTENT — Meaning (Semantics) — vocabulary, the words we know
¢ How we use language to convey meaning, knowledge, or thoughts; the meaning of language. We do this
primarily through our use of vocabulary.
¢ Includes knowledge of word meanings, use of figurative language, and understanding of word relationships.
e Astrong oral vocabulary helps children learn how to read. For example, children can recognize new
vocabulary words in print more easily if they are already a part of their oral vocabulary.

Ill.  FORM — Sounds (Phonology), Word Parts (Morphology), Rules (Syntax) — the sounds of
language; the structure of words and sentences (grammar)

A. Sounds (Phonology)

Phonological awareness is the ability to...

e hear that sentences are made up of individual words

e hear the separate syllables in words

e understand that words vary in length

e distinguish, identify, and generate rhyming words

e hear the individual sounds (phonemes) that make up words
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If you wanted, you could literally teach phonological awareness in the dark (Vukelich, Christie, & Enz, 2008). It’s
all about the sounds of language. Children need to develop an ability to hear and distinguish between these
sounds in order to become strong readers, writers, and speakers. Hearing individual words, syllables, sounds,
rhymes, or blends are all needed later to decode, spell, and read fluently.

B. Word Parts (Morphology)

Simple changes to word parts change the meanings of words. As children acquire language, they increase their
understanding and use of word parts to express their ideas in more detail. Although teachers will not
specifically teach children to identify or count word parts, it is important that teachers know and understand
how they work. This will help them notice children’s expanding use of word parts so they can push-in more
complex language structures.

Example Meaning

The cow jumped over Cow: one cow

the moon. Jumped: past tense (it already happened)
The cows jumped over the Cows: more than one cow

moon. Jumped: past tense (it already happened)
The cows are jumping Cows: more than one cow

over the moon. Jumping: present tense (it is happening now)

C. Rules (Syntax)

Syntax refers to the rules of putting words together in a sentence. Grammar is a part of it. Understanding the
rules of language helps children develop reading fluency, reading comprehension, and writing skills. The best
way for children to develop these skills is through exposure. Young children need to hear complex sentences
repeatedly to learn how to form them on their own. The more children hear them, the more they become part
of their everyday language toolkit.

Sentence length and complexity are greater in written language than in conversational language. That’s why
sophisticated storybooks are so important. When we read sophisticated storybooks, we are modeling the more
complex sentence structures children will need later for writing. Plus, sophisticated storybooks often introduce
new vocabulary words, giving children’s oral language an additional boost.

Teachers model complex language by (a) reading sophisticated storybooks, (b) restating and expanding children’s
sentences, and (c) having conversations...all day, every day.

Simple More Complex
| want a turn. | would like the next turn, please.

May | have a turn when you’re finished?
| don't get it. | don’t understand the directions.

Can you please explain what | should do?
I’m not sure what that word means.
| didn’t hear you; could you please repeat the directions?

He hit him ‘cause he was Mark hit Jose because he was angry that Jose took his
mad. ball away.
Read Ri ht This material is copyright protected by the Rollins Center for Language & Literacy at the Atlanta Speech School.
g Please reproduce for use with teachers, leaders, and parents. For more information, contact the

Rollins Center at Rollinsinfo@AtlantaSpeechSchool.org.

From the Start



Bower, E.P., & Vasilyeva, M. (2011). The relation between teacher input and lexical growth of preschoolers. Applied Psycholinguistics, 32,
221-241.

Dickinson, D.K. (n.d.). Why we must improve teacher-child conversations in preschools and the promise of professional development. Retrieved
October 24, 2011 from http://faculty.tamu-commerce.edu/jthompson/Resources/DickinsonTeacherChildConvers.pdf

Dickinson, D.K. (2001). Large-group and free-play times: Conversational settings supporting language and literacy development. In D.K. Dickinson
& P.0O. Tabors (Eds.), Beginning literacy with language: Young children learning at home and school (pp. 223-255). Baltimore, MD.: Brookes
Publishing Company.

Dickinson, D.K., Golinkoff, R.M., & Hirsh-Pasek, K. (2010). Speaking out for language: Why language is central to reading development.
Educational Researcher, 39, 305-310.

Dickinson, D.K. & Tabors, P.O. (2001). Beginning literacy with language: Young children learning at home and school. Baltimore, MD: Brookes
Publishing Company.

DeThorne, L.S., Petrill, S.A., Schatschneider, C., & Cutting, L. (2010). Conversational language use as a predictor of early reading development:
Language history as a moderating variable. Journal of Speech, Language, and Hearing Research, 53, 209-223.

Harris, J., Golinkoff, R.M., & Hirsh-Pasek, K. (2011). Lessons from the crib for the classroom: How children really learn vocabulary. In S.B. Neuman
& D.K. Dickinson, (Eds.). Handbook of Early Literacy Research (Volume 3), pp. 49-65. New York: Guilford Press.

McGee, L.M. (2007). Transforming literacy practices in preschool: Research-based practices that give all children the opportunity to reach their
potential as learners. New York: Scholastic.

Ruston, H.P. & Schwanenflugel, P.J. (2010). Effects of a conversation intervention on the
expressive vocabulary development of prekindergarten children. Language, Speech, and Hearing Services in Schools, 41, 303-313.

Vukelich, C., Christie, J., & Enz, B. (2008). Helping young children learn language and literacy: Birth through kindergarten.
Boston: Pearson.

Read Ri ht This material is copyright protected by the Rollins Center for Language & Literacy at the Atlanta Speech School.
g Please reproduce for use with teachers, leaders, and parents. For more information, contact the
Rollins Center at Rollinsinfo@AtlantaSpeechSchool.org.

From the Start



