
Developing Oral 
Language Through Play
Lisa Lenhart, PhD

The University of Akron



Today’s 
Objectives:

Review the importance of oral language 
as a predictor of children’s later reading 
comprehension. 
Explore how teachers can support young 

children’s oral language development.
Examine a research based technique for 

teaching vocabulary through play. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
These goals come right from the session description. 



“Large numbers of children at 
school entry lack the the 
critical oral language skills 
necessary for them to benefit 
from early literacy 
instruction.”
Lucy Hart Paulson, 2001

Research Point

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Take a few minutes and think about this. Agree? Disagree? What is your experience?



Oral 
Language …

•is the foundation for literacy 
development.

•involves speaking and listening.
•is essential for children to gain 
knowledge about the world.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Oral language is the foundation for literacy development. Preschool teachers need to be planful, purposeful, and playful in their daily interactions  and experiences (Assel, Landry, Swank, & Gunnewig, 2007) with the children in their classroom to help build a strong foundation in oral language and other emergent literacy skills. When planning for children, teachers need to be able to reflect on what children already know and can do and then plan to further their growth in oral language. Teachers are purposeful when they set clear learning goals for the children. Teachers who are playful in their daily interactions and experiences with children make learning fun, engaging, and encourage them to use their oral language skills throughout the day.

Oral language involves speaking and listening. It develops in infancy and continues to develop throughout life. 

Oral language is essential for children to gain knowledge about the world. It is critical for learning and thinking.



Facts About 
Language

Language appeared…. 2 Million years ago
Written forms of 
language appeared …

1.5 million years ago.

Number of oral 
languages today

6500 +

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This is some background 
There are roughly 6,500 spoken languages in the world today. However, about 2,000 of those languages have fewer than 1,000 speakers. The most popular language in the world is Mandarin Chinese.

While only 12% of the people in the world could read and write in 1820, today the share has reversed: only 17% of the world population remains illiterate. Over the last 65 years the global literacy rate increased by 4% every 5 years – from 42% in 1960 to 86% in 2015.1
�



Importance of 
Oral Language

Children who develop strong oral language 
skills during the preschool years create an 
important foundation for their later 
achievements in reading, especially reading 
comprehension (Storch & Whitehurst, 2002).

Children who lag behind their peers in 
language development are at-risk for later 
reading difficulties (Catts, Fey, Tomblin, & 
Zhang, 2002). 

Vocabulary knowledge is strongly related to 
reading proficiency and overall academic 
success (Beck, McKeown,& Kucan, 2002)

Presenter
Presentation Notes
How important is oral language? Read first bullet. Children who don’t develop strong language skills during these years are less likely to be successful beginning readers and their developmental lag behind their peers can continue throughout elementary school and beyond (Juel,1988).

Read second bullet. Children who enter preschool with language skills behind their peers, can catch up if they attend a high-quality prekindergarten.

Read third bullet. Vocabulary knowledge contributes to successful reading in many ways:
1. Research suggests a relationship between vocabulary and phonological awareness. Children who have a word in their vocabulary may be able to analyze the sounds in that word more easily than if they did not know the word (Goswami, 2001).
2. Vocabulary knowledge helps children decode words or map spoken sounds to words in print. If children read words that they already have in their oral vocabulary, it will be easier for them to sound out, read, and understand them. In addition, they will be able to comprehend what they are reading. If the words are not in children’s oral vocabulary, they have trouble reading the words and their comprehension is compromised (National Reading Panel, 2000).



Word Poverty: 
the Language 
Experience 
Gap

Children arrive in kindergarten 
with huge discrepancies in oral 
language development… and the 
gap between language-
advanced and language delayed 
children grows throughout the 
elementary school years. 

 Andrew Biemiller 2001

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Word poverty is the term for the discrepancy 



Word Poverty: 
the Language 
Experience 
Gap

Not all children are fortunate to 
be born into homes where 
parents or caregivers provide 
rich language experiences. 
These disadvantaged children 
enter our kindergartens lacking 
oral language skills. 

 Louisa Moats, 2001

Presenter
Presentation Notes
More on word poverty.
Do you experience this?



Hart & Risley compared the mean 
number of interactions initiated per 
hour in each of the three groups.

Interactions

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This is the Hart & Risley Study
Children enter preschool with different experiences in oral language. Some children have been in language-rich homes where there are many daily interactions and experiences. While others have come from homes where there were very limited conversations and experiences. The type of environment children have been exposed to for the first 3 to 4 years of life has a great impact on their development in oral language. 

To show you the “meaningful differences” in language growth for children who have a language-rich environment versus those children who do not, let’s take a look at a landmark language study conducted by Hart and Risley (1995). The researchers conducted a longitudinal study of children and families from three groups: professional families, working-class families, and families on welfare. The study began when the children were between 7-9 months old and were followed until they turned 3 years old.

Hart & Risley compared the average number of interactions initiated per hour in each of the three groups. They found 29 interactions initiated per hour in the homes of children who were from families on welfare, 28.5 interactions in the homes of children from families that were working class, and 33 interactions per hour in the homes of children who were from professional families.




Hart & Risley also compared 
the mean number of minutes
of interaction per hour in the 
three groups

Interactions

Presenter
Presentation Notes
They found that in an hour parents in professional families spent 42 minutes of their time interacting with their
babies, parents in working families spent an average of 26 minutes interacting with their babies and parents in welfare families spent 18 minutes.



Perhaps most striking were the 
differences in quality of 
interaction, when the 
affirmations vs. prohibitions per 
hour were compared.

Interactions

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Perhaps the most striking results were the differences in quality of interaction, when the affirmations vs. prohibitions per hour were compared. The average child in a professional family heard 32 affirmations and five prohibitions per hour, a ratio of 6 encouragements to 1 discouragement. The average child in a working-class family heard 12 affirmatives and seven prohibitions per hour, a ratio of 2 encouragements to 1 discouragement. The average child in a welfare family heard five affirmatives and 11 prohibitions per hour, a ratio of 1 encouragement to 2 discouragements. 

Extrapolated to the first four years of life, the average child in a professional family would have heard 560,000 more times of encouraging feedback than discouraging feedback, and an average child in a working-class family would have heard 100,000 more encouragements than discouragements. However, the average child in a welfare family would have heard 125,000 more times of prohibitions than encouragements.

The good news is that children can change adults. If children are in a high-quality preschool classroom where the teacher pays a lot of attention to the children and has a lot of back and forth conversations, the children will mirror the interaction at home. Thus, the children can change their parents interaction.



Cumulative Language Experiences

Presenter
Presentation Notes
In the number of words heard, the average child on welfare heard half as many words per hour (616 words per hour) as the average working –class child (1,251 words per hour) and less than one-third that of the average child in a professional family (2,153 words per hour). These results were stable over the duration of the 2 ½ year study. 



Cumulative Language Experiences

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Major Findings from the study:
 Children from all three groups of families started to speak around the same time and developed good
structure and use of language.
 Children in professional families heard more words per hour, associated with larger cumulative
vocabularies.
 In professional families, children heard an average of 2,153 words per hour, while children in working
class families heard an average of 1,251 words per hour and children in welfare families heard an average
of 616 words per hour. Extrapolated out, this means that in a year children in professional families heard
an average of 11 million words, while children in working class families heard an average of 6 million
words and children in welfare families heard an average of 3 million words. 
 By kindergarten, a child from a welfare family could have heard 32 million words fewer than a classmate from a professional family.
 By age three, the observed cumulative vocabulary for children in the professional families was about 1,100 words. For children from working class families, the observed cumulative vocabulary was about 750 words and for children from welfare families it was just above 500 words.
 Children in professional families heard a higher ratio of encouragements to discouragements than their
working class and welfare counterparts. This point was another striking research finding. Of the three socioeconomic levels studied, only the children in welfare families heard feedback that was overwhelmingly (80 to 90%) negative. This negative tone surely affects the children's self-concept, motivation level and expectations.

What do these results mean for children entering preschool? 1.) The size of the differences between families in the amount of talk to babies is tremendous. 2.) The differences add up to large advantages or disadvantages for children in in oral language before they begin preschool.




The Effects of 
Weaknesses in 
Oral Language 
on Reading 
Growth

Presenter
Presentation Notes
What happens when oral language is weak. 



What Matters 
in oral 
language 
development?

What does NOT Matter:
•Race and ethnicity
•Gender
•Birth order status
What DOES matter:
•Relative Economic Status

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Summary of Hart & Risley



Oral 
Language: The 
First Line of 
Defense

Important predictor of children’s 
later reading comprehension and 
the foundation of all literacy 
learning

Presenter
Presentation Notes
It’s Important!



Oral Language 
Comprehension

What is it?
The ability to speak & listen with 
understanding. Includes grammar, 
word meanings & listening 
comprehension

Why is it important?
Provides the language foundation
for learning to read and write

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The definition and why it matters. 



Oral 
Language

correlations between oral 
language and later reading 
differences.
Correlations between oral 
language and reading 
comprehension. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
1) There are strong correlations and longitudinal continuity between oral language and later reading differences.
2) Oral language and reading comprehension are strongly correlated.




Presenter
Presentation Notes
In the middle is where complex play happens. And when there is complex play vocabulary increases. 



(Dickinson & Neuman, 2006)

Shared book reading

Songs, rhymes, and word play

Storytelling

Circle time

Dramatic Play

Instruction: 5 
Best Practices

Presenter
Presentation Notes
In preschool research literature, there is consensus around 5 best practices that develop oral language and emergent literacy skills: a) shared book reading, b) songs, rhymes, and word play, c) storytelling,  d) circle time, and e) dramatic play.

Shared book reading should be a regularly occurring activity throughout the day. Most preschool teachers read books in whole group and small group formats, but reading a book with a child one-to-one is equally important. Reading with a child individually can be easily incorporated into the day during center time. 

Preschool teachers and children are very familiar with songs, rhymes, and word plays. These activities are not only great for building oral language skills, but especially for fine tuning the child’s ear to sounds in speech. In addition, the predictable patterns in the activities help build children’s sensitivity to beginning sounds (alliteration) and ending sounds that are alike (Roskos, Tabors, Lenhart, 2009).

Storytelling develops children’s oral language skills (active listening and oral expression) and world knowledge. If you are not familiar with storytelling, invite a guest speaker or another preschool teacher to your classroom who has experience with storytelling. Once you see how it is done, you may feel more confident in trying it yourself. Some teachers may feel more comfortable story telling by using props and puppets.

Circle time is fundamental to all preschool classrooms. Many young children learn social interaction skills during this time. Some of the skills they learn are how to take turns in conversations, listen attentively, and make eye contact when speaking with a classmate. All of these skills foster the development of oral language.

Research has shown that children’s participation and engagement in dramatic play can cultivate their oral language development, however, the development is dependent upon on the role the teacher plays modeling language (Dickinson, 2001). The strategies preschool teachers use (i.e., repeating the children’s idea) during conversations in dramatic play is associated with the language development of children at the end of kindergarten.





Dramatic Play

Nail Salon

Presenter
Presentation Notes
What vocabulary would they be using?



Flower Shop

Presenter
Presentation Notes
What words would theyuse?



Camping

Presenter
Presentation Notes
What vocabulary? What are some words?



Auto Shop

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Now what words?



Jackie (taking a phone-in prescription): Write this down, Ericka. 55 purple. 
No! No! 55 pink and 2 purple. 55 pink and 2 purple. 
Ericka (scribbling this down on paper): There ya go. (She hands it to Jackie.)
Jackie (reading the paper): You forgot the name (she points and hands it back to 
Ericka). 
Ericka writes down the name copying from a child’s name tag, then hands it and a 
small medicine bottle to Jackie.
Jackie: OK, a lady’s comin’ over now. Ding, ding, ding. Come in. (She 
talks to a pretend customer.) Hello! Here you are Ma’am. She got it all ready. 
Your name is [on the] back and your medicine, too. 55 pink and 2 
purple.

Jackie & Ericka (just turned 5 years) 
are playing pharmacy in the play 
office setting. They are filling 
prescriptions.



Adam agrees to go to the beach and goes along with the no-cat 
rule. “We need plenty of cups, “ she says. “One, two, three cups 
‘cause you wouldn’t wanna wash ‘em at the beach ‘cause that’s 
where we’re gonna swim, huh Adam?! She continues, “You 
should always bring potato salad, Adam. Always bring potato 
salad. It’s an important thing to do.

Sheona & Adam are in the 
housekeeping setting.

Sheona says. “We’re going 
on a picnic. Okay? At the 
beach, Adam, but don’t 
bring you cat along! We 
need lots of stuff for a 
picnic.” (She scribbles on a 
shopping list.)

Presenter
Presentation Notes
again



Scott to others: They not buyin’ ‘em. This is a library. They rent 
‘em.
Aaron: Could I rent this book, please? [Signs card.]

David: You return it on this stack. You’ve got four days.
Aaron: Does this mean four days? Wow! Neato, man! Hey! I 
bought this scary book for four days.

Scott, David & Aaron in the 
library corner.

David to Aaron: 
Wanna buy books?
Scott: Write your 
name here. [Aaron 
writes.]

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Again



Key Behaviors to Use During Interactive Readings:
Prompt to be actively engaged
Clarity & extend
Expand & extend
Explain the meanings
Prompt to use new vocabulary

Shared Book 
Reading

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Preschool teachers can build language and literacy through interactive book reading. There are 3 fundamental characteristics of interactive reading: 1) adult sensitivity and responsiveness, 2) child engagement, and 3) repeated readings.

Key Behaviors to Use During Interactive Readings:
Prompt children to be actively engaged in conversations about the book.
Clarify and extend children’s understandings about the book
Expand and extend children’s responses.
Explain the meanings of vocabulary in the book that you think are essential for children to learn.
Prompt the children to use the new vocabulary in their conversations about the book.
(VPK Emergent Literacy Course, 2005)

For more information on interactive shared reading, please see the power points on storybook questions and storybook vocabulary.




Play 
Observation

View the clip

Jot down:
What is the teacher doing?
What are the children doing?

Share observations
What have you learned?

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Here we will show a clip of a teacher doing shared book reading. 



Say 
Tell 
Do 
Play

An easy-to-implement technique 
that integrates proven “active 
ingredients” of direct instruction 
in shared reading and structured 
play. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Show the word cards

The goal is to deliberately teach a pre-selected set of target words contained in a storybook in an explicit, systematic and sequential manner. 

extension activities that reinforce words taught during book reading to more directly apply the high level principles of multiple exposures and multiple settings in preschool vocabulary instruction. 

embedded in the shared book reading-play paradigm 
say-tell-do-play technique represents a completion task where cognitive effort to learn new information is partially worked for the learner over successive exposures 




Presenter
Presentation Notes
Read Aloud Setting
Multiple Exposures + Social Interactions
Interactive Reading Before/During/After
Successive Exposures in Visual/Auditory Modes
Target Words
Play Activity




Say 
Tell 
Do 
Play

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The teacher points out, defines and rehearses new words with children by asking them to 
say each word, 
tell what it means to a partner, 
use a gesture associated with it 
use it in play. 

They get MULTIPLE exposures to the word. 
This additive approach (say-tell-do-play) increases the capacity of young learners’ working memory by using auditory and visual modes in an integrated way (Paivio, 1986). 
The PLAY part is the transfer from adult to child.

Teachers encourage children to use the target words in dramatic play 




6 Step 
Protocol:
Say 
Tell 
Do 
Play

Before During After Play

Tell title of 
Book

Read with 
expression/joy

Tell favorite 
part 
(encourage 
use of new 
words)

Play simple 
game with 
children 
encouraging 
use of new 
words

Say Tell Do 
Words

Highlight 
vocabulary 
words

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This is the protocol for shared book reading. 



Before

Presenter
Presentation Notes
These next slides go through the steps carefully. 





During



After



Children hear the word (exposure 1) 
Children pronounce the word (exposure 2)
Teacher tells a simple definition. (exposure 

3) asked to say it again (exposure 4) and
Children tell definition/meaning to a friend 

(exposure 5)
Gesture is added as children say the word 

again (exposure 6) 


A Lot of 
Exposure!

Presenter
Presentation Notes
—a total of 6 exposures (or more) in the say-tell-do sequence alone. Parsing the say-tell-do sequence further, we found that a shorter version--say-tell— equivalent to say-tell-do in instructional strength for helping children learn new words and suggested that having children explicitly say a new word and tell what it means may be the essential steps that power the whole technique (Author, et.al, 2007). 




Play 
Observation

View the clip
•Jot down:
What is the teacher doing?
What are the children doing?
How many exposures?

Share Observations

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Here we will view a clip of a teacher doing shared reading WITH STDP



Presenter
Presentation Notes
Sample planning form



Getting 
Started

 Book Selection Checklist: 
 Brief
 age appropriate 
 contains at least 6 words worth teaching
Word Selection Checklist:
• important and useful to the book.
• instructional potential 
• will help children learn new and important ideas
• Not  familiar 
• Definition Checklist:
• Brief, just a few words
• Clear, simple & child friendly
• Uses known words to define the new

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Here we will stop and look at books. Is it a good one? How do you know? What words would you choose?

Book Selection Checklist: 
The book is brief, containing 100-150 words. Can be read in 2-3 miutes
The book is age appropriate for 3-4 year old children
The book contains at lease 6 vocabulary words that warrant teaching
Word Selection Checklist
The word is important and useful to the understanding of the book.
The word has instructional potential for the children.
The word will help the children learn new and important ideas found in early learning strategies.
The word “adds to” the children’s mental dictionaries
The word is on the children probably do not know.
Definition Checklist
Brief, consisting of just a few words.
Clear, simple & child friendly
Uses known words to define the new target words




Research Point

“…. If we are to increase 
children’s ability to profit from 
education, we will have to enrich 
their oral language development 
during the early years of 
schooling. “

 Andrew Biemiller



Reflection

Activity

3-2-1 
3 A-ha’s
2 Points that were validated for 
you
1 Questions that still needs 
clarifying
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