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Being prepared for school involves a lot more than going to the store to buy a lunchbox and a 
backpack. There are many skills that children need to be able to function in a classroom and 
understand the curriculum. Children learn many of these skills at home as they interact with their 
parents and siblings. For example, they learn to express themselves well, understand directions, 
follow daily routines, listen to and tell stories, have conversations, and use their imagination.  

But success at school also depends on being able to understand and use “school talk”, a special type 
of talk that is used in the classroom. Also known as “academic talk” and “classroom discourse” [1], 
school talk is quite different from the type of language children hear during everyday life at home, 
which is known as “casual talk”. 

 

Differences Between School Talk and Casual Talk 

The differences between “school talk” and “casual talk” are reflected in why, how, and what we talk 
about [1,2]: 

o Why we talk 
 Casual talk helps us go about our daily tasks and maintain relationships. When 

someone asks a question at home, he or she usually doesn’t know the answer.  
 School talk is used to help children learn new things. When the teacher asks a 

question, he or she usually knows the answer, and is asking the question to test the 
children. 

 

o How we talk 
 Casual talk is informal and makes use of simple words, shorter sentences, and 

straightforward grammar. People tend to take turns talking during conversations. 
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When individuals tell stories, they don’t involve complex thinking and ideas are 
loosely linked together.  

 School talk is more formal and involves many unfamiliar words, longer sentences, 
and more complicated grammar. Words that describe mental states are used, such as 
“think”, “wonder”, and “know”. The teacher tends to do most of the talking, and 
the children are expected to listen unless the teacher calls upon them. When 
teachers and children tell stories, they are expected to be logically organized and 
easy to follow. 
 

o What we talk about  
 The topics in casual talk usually centre around people, objects, events and opinions 

which are personally relevant to the individuals having the conversation 
 The concepts discussed in school talk are more precise, and the topics are general in 

nature and accepted by the wider, educated public. For example, a general (school 
talk) topic would be bears, their habitat and food sources, whereas a personally 
relevant topic in casual talk would be a bear that a child saw at the zoo  [2]. 

 

How Teachers Can Help Children Learn about School Talk  

The first step is to identify which children are at risk for difficulties with school talk. A speech-
language pathologist can be consulted to help identify and assess these children. 

In order to help children understand and use school talk, teachers can: 

o Make school talk explicit 

One important way to promote school talk is to make it explicit by explaining the school 
talk expectations required before engaging in an activity. For example, a teacher might 
highlight the way she will ask questions that test the children’s knowledge by saying 
“Because we are in school, I’m going to ask you some questions I already know the answer 
to. This helps me know if I’m doing a good job teaching you. If you don’t know the answer, 
that’s okay. Maybe someone else will know the answer.” Teachers can also explain how 
children can make an educated guess when they are unsure of an answer, saying something 
like, “Sometimes you might not know the answer, but you can think about what the answer 
might be and let us know what you are thinking.” [1, p. 34] 

o Use “think alouds” 

“Think alouds” involve putting one’s thought process into words. Teachers can use think 
alouds to demonstrate the thought process involved in some aspects of school talk. For 
example, a think aloud which demonstrates how to think of an answer to a question might 
be: “I wonder who this book is going to be about? I am going to use the front cover to look 
for hints to guess who it’s about…” [1, p. 34). Teachers can also use think alouds to explain 
how to make a guess, such as, “There’s a picture of a bear and a bird on the cover, so maybe 
the book is about one of those animals.”  

o Use meaningful activities  
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It’s easiest to teach children about school talk while they are engaged in a meaningful 
activity during which school talk is used, such as Show and Tell and book sharing:    

o Show and Tell 
Show and Tell involves the child discussing personal experiences with the class via an 
explanation that is often guided by the teacher through comments and questions. In 
this way, the teacher guides the child’s casual talk about his or her personally relevant 
item towards talk that is closer to school talk. Before starting Show and Tell, the teacher 
can clearly describe the expectations to the children, saying something like “When you 
talk about your special rock in school, you may quickly tell us why it is special to you, 
but then we also want to talk together about what kind of rock it is…That way, we can 
use your special rock to learn about lots of rocks. I’ll help you by asking you some 
questions as you tell us about your special rock” [1, p.33]. 

 
o Book sharing 
Sharing books in preschool offers a good opportunity to model some of the more 
complex language and thinking required in school talk. Teachers can use and explain 
new, unfamiliar vocabulary, ask questions and make comments that help the children 
make connections between the story and their own experiences, and help children 
think beyond the pages of the book.    

Strategies for promoting the type of vocabulary and conversations found in school talk are the focus 
of ABC and Beyond™ [3]. Educators learn how to highlight more complex vocabulary and connect 
these new words to the children’s own experiences. They also learn to use questions, comments and 
think alouds during book sharing to help children think more deeply about the story. By providing 
explanations, talking about problems in the story, predicting what might happen, and connecting 
the story to the child’s own personal experiences, educators expose children to the language needed 
for school talk. 

 

How Parents Can Help Their Child Learn About School Talk 

Parents should not abandon their casual talk at home with their children! But they can prepare 
their child for school talk by incorporating some language that is similar to that used in the 
classroom. Parents can use daily activities like making cookies, doing a craft, or sharing books to 
model: 

o New words – Think about words that your child doesn’t already know when you do 
an activity together. While baking, you can talk about temperature, dough, or whisk. 
When playing with Lego, you can talk about structures, skyscrapers, or height. And 
books provide endless opportunities to introduce new words.  

o Explanations and descriptions – If your child is curious about something new, how 
it works, or what it does, offer an explanation or a description of the process. For 
example, if you are reading a book about a spider and your child is curious about its 
web, you can explain that the spider uses its web to catch bugs to eat, or offer a 
description like “the web is made out of sticky threads”. 



© Hanen Early Language Program, 2015.  
This article may not be further copied or reproduced without written permission from The Hanen Centre®. 

o Think alouds – Put your own thought process into words. For example, when doing 
a craft together, talk about your decision-making process by saying “I wonder what 
it would look like if I glued some popsicle sticks on the side. Hmmm…maybe it 
would be too heavy and fall over”. This is the type of thought process children need 
to engage in at school, and they are sometimes expected to describe their thought 
process to their teacher. 

o Questions and comments that expand your child’s thinking – Children need to 
infer,  reason, and think beyond the here-and-now during classroom discussions. 
You can make comments and ask questions during conversations at home with your 
child that will promote this type of thinking. For example, when reading Good 
Night, Gorilla [4], you might ask a question about the zookeeper, who hasn’t 
noticed the gorilla has stolen his keys, such as “What do you think the zookeeper 
will do when he notices his keys are missing?” Or you might make a comment about 
the zookeeper’s wife who is sleeping and doesn’t know that the zoo animals are 
sleeping in her bedroom, such as, “I think she is going to be shocked when she 
wakes up!” In this way, you can help your child think beyond the story, about what 
might happen next, how the characters feel, and why things happen in the story. 

Our Hanen resource I’m Ready™ [5] provides parents with strategies for modelling this type of 
language during books and daily life with their child. The strategies presented in I’m Ready™ are 
aimed at building children’s early literacy skills, but they also provide children with exposure to 
school talk. 
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