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Research consistently shows that young children’s oral language skills are integrally linked to

their literacy abilities, which affects their abilities in many academic subjects when they go to
school.

Developing early literacy skills is, in part, related to children’s shared reading experiences,
including those in early childhood education settings.

Because children’s literacy skills are only as strong as their language skills, it's important for
early childhood educators to use strategies that best support language learning when reading
with children.

In the Hanen Program Learning Language and Loving It~, educators learn to use responsive
interaction strategies during shared book-reading to help build early literacy abilities. Some
strategies in Learning Language and Loving It support children’s emerging code-related skills
(i.e., the ability to recognize and decode the words they see on a page), and other strategies
centre on language comprehension skills (i.e., improving children’s background knowledge and
vocabulary to help them make sense of books).

In this article, we will focus on how to coach educators to improve children’s language
comprehension skills while sharing books.

Reading with children versus reading to children

Young children’s language development is best supported when adults read with them, rather
than to them. What's the distinction? Reading with children involves responsive interactions.
This means the adult provides opportunities for children to share their thoughts and ideas and
then responds to these ideas in a way that encourages ongoing conversations. When adults
transform book-reading into a back-and-forth interaction and create more opportunities for
children to practise language skills, children are more likely to:

e Understand the language used in the story,

e Talk about what interests them in the story, and

e Connect what is happening in the story to their own knowledge and experiences.
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Sometimes, educators are unfamiliar with the idea of making shared book-reading interactive.
And, even when they are responsive during shared book reading, many educators may benefit
from coaching to adjust the ways they respond to help young children learn language
(Deshmukh et al., 2022).

The Hanen Book Reading Checklist is a helpful tool you can use to learn more about how an
educator engages children during shared book-reading. After guiding an educator to complete
the Checklist, you can review it together and identify areas in which the educator may need
support.

Let’s look at three key ways you can coach educators to enhance their reading with young
children.

1. Read with children in smaller groups

Story-time is often used as a whole-classroom “event,” like the image on the right — where all
the children in a classroom sit and listen to an adult read.

Have you ever experienced many children trying to share their ideas at the same time? That’s a
lot to manage! It is challenging — if not impossible — for educators to support responsive
interactions in this format.

In Learning Language and Loving It, educators learn that small groups of three to five children
are best for supporting language and literacy, particularly for children with language
difficulties. Small groups allow the educator to encourage each child to participate and then
attend to what each child says or does.

You can help educators think about times during the day when children are already in small
groups as new opportunities for shared book-reading. Here are some possibilities:

Children often have staggered arrival and

i i departure times each day. Educators can use
A Pick-up and drop-off times ] ] )
these times to engage a few children with a

book at a time.

Similarly, transitions from one activity to

. o another can be staggered. For example, children
B Transitions between activities .
may prepare for outdoor play in groups.
Educators may choose to read with one group

of children as they wait to get ready.
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Many education settings have a literacy centre
where children are encouraged to engage with
books. While this is a good start, books can be
part of other centres around the room too. At a
sand table, for instance, educators can include a
Making books available... book about the beach, digging, or construction.
everywhere! In a play kitchen, educators might choose to
have a book about food and cooking. By keeping
a thematically-matched book nearby, the
educator can more easily follow children’s
interests in a way that naturally leads to sharing
a book.

2. Turn book-reading into a conversation

Reading books with children means making sure they are active participants rather than passive
listeners. The conversation about a story needs to go back and forth about topics that
children find interesting.

How do we coach educators to turn book-reading into fun conversations that motivate children
to take turns?

The first step in turning book-reading into a conversation is to stop and Observe, Wait and
Listen™ (OWL™) to see what a child is interested in on the page.

You can coach educators to OWL™ beginning with the book’s front cover. They can read the
title, then wait to see if a child will look at, point to, or comment on something they notice.

Once a child has initiated about something they find interesting on the page, you can coach
educators to Follow the Child’s Lead by responding to them. For example, if the cover of the
book shows a girl and a bear, a child may point to the bear on the front cover and say, “Bear!”
The educator could say, “Uh oh, look! I'm thinking the main character in this story is going to
meet a scary bear!” After responding, guide educators to wait again to see what the child says
or does next. Waiting also encourages other children in the small group to take a turn and keep
the conversation going.

© Hanen Early Language Program, 2024
This article may not be further copied or reproduced without written permission from The Hanen Centre®.



The HELPING YOU
Hanen HELP CHILDREN
Centre® COMMUNICATE

3. Add language to develop critical thinking skills

In Learning Language and Loving It, educators learn how to respond with language that helps
children think more deeply about stories.

Research shows that educators use some responsive language strategies when reading with
children regularly. A 2022 study by Deshmukh et al. follows 93 preschool and kindergarten
educators and reports the strategies they used to respond to children’s turns during shared
book-reading.

The results of this study tell us that educators do frequently use strategies such as “extensions”
or asking more complex “factual questions” about the content of a story when responding to
children. And, overall, educators do adjust the complexity of their responses to support
children’s different levels of language skills during shared book-reading (Deshmukh et al.,
2022).

So, why are these strategies still an important focus of Learning Language and Loving It?

Well, the same study also reports that educators don’t often use language for Explanations
and Predictions, which are two important components of decontextualized language that help
children think and talk about ideas beyond the here-and-now (Deshmukh et al., 2022).

As Deshmukh et al. (2022) say, “It is concerning that [educators] are not following up accurate
child responses with scaffolds that employ reasoning and predicting” (p.161) because these are
essential language skills for critical thinking.

The educators you work with may naturally provide certain types of responses, but still need
support to add language for ideas such as Explanations and Predictions. You can coach them to
consider a variety of perspectives that ensure children are supported to develop many
language skills and are motivated to keep the conversation going.

Many of the ways to add language from a variety of perspectives are featured in our monthly
Book Nook posts.

To sum up

By supporting young children’s oral language during shared book-reading, educators prepare
them for early literacy and future academic success. Children learn best when educators turn
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book-reading into a conversation within a small group, and when they add language to
support children’s critical thinking skills.

Learning Language and Loving It™ — The Hanen Program® for Early Childhood Educators
provides speech-language pathologists with comprehensive training and resources on how to
coach educators to use practical strategies that foster the language and literacy development of
all children in the classroom, including those with language difficulties.

As soon as you graduate, you are eligible to be trained in the Learning Language and Loving It
workshop. Once certified, this enables you to deliver the Learning Language and Loving It
Program and use its resources with the educators you support.
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About The Hanen Centre

The Hanen Centre is a Canadian not-for-profit charitable organization committed to supporting all the
important adults in young children’s lives to build the best possible social, language and literacy skills. This
includes children with or at risk of language delays/disorders, autistic children, and children who may
benefit from social communication support.

Visit www.hanen.orqg for more information.
The Hanen Centre is a Registered Charitable Organization (#11895 2357 RR0001)
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