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Young Children’s Language in Context

This book explores how young children’s language development is intricately connected to the context in which it takes place. The term ‘context’ not only specifies a geographical location, but also encompasses notions of culture, community and activity. ‘Context’ also refers to discourse features and functions, and to the relationships between the speakers. Every context thus embodies specific practices, intentions and values which privilege particular words, phrases, meanings and communication conventions.

Each chapter highlights the dynamic, fluid and multifaceted interplays between language and context to illustrate how context, in every sense, is inextricably intertwined with young children’s language and literacy learning opportunities. The chapters interrogate the topic of ‘Young Children’s Language in Context’ by collectively exploring the multiple ways that context, broadly and variously conceptualised, intersects with language and literacy experiences. Authors examine how contexts shape language and literacy learning opportunities, how children’s language shapes their social-interactive and relationship contexts, and how their language and literacy experiences are, themselves contexts which create socially and culturally endorsed ways to represent ideas, intentions and expectations. This book will be of interest to researchers and advanced students of early childhood education and language development. It was originally published as a special issue in the International Journal of Early Years Education.

Sheila Degotardi is Professor of early childhood education and the Director of the Centre for Research in Early Childhood Education at Macquarie University, Sydney Australia. Her research specialises in infant-toddler pedagogies, with a focus on language, social interactions and inter-personal relatedness.

Shelley Stagg Peterson is Professor of literacy education in the Department of Curriculum, Teaching and Learning at the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education of the University of Toronto (Canada). Her current project, Northern Oral language and Writing through Play (NOW Play), uses collaborative action research with teachers and early childhood educators to examine ways in which play and experiential learning can support young children’s language and literacy.

Jiangbo Hu is Professor at Hangzhou College of Child Development and Education, Zhejiang Normal University (China), and an honorary research fellow at Macquarie School of Education, Macquarie University (Australia). Her research focuses on monolingual and bilingual children’s early language experiences across different cultural settings.
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Introduction—Language in context: positioning young children's language and literacy learning within place, community and culture

Sheila Degotardi, Shelley Stagg Peterson and Jiangbo Hu



The early childhood years are a critical period for the development of language and literacy skills. Not only do most children rapidly learn to understand and speak one or more languages, but they also learn to assign representational meaning to sounds and symbols. These skills allow young children to communicate with those around them, engage in conversations, share their ideas and information, and receive information from others. Children’s engagement with language and literacy, and their subsequent language and literacy development therefore constitute a powerful and foundational tool for learning (Barnes 2011; Boyd and Galda 2011; Mercer and Littleton 2007; Zauch et al. 2016).

While human beings are born with innate neurological dispositions that enable the development of language and literacy skills, young children’s language development cannot be divorced from the context in which it takes place. The term ‘context’ frequently specifies a geographical location, but the concept is much broader, encompassing notions of culture and community as well as the activity within which human behaviour occurs (Gruenewald 2003). When considering language and literacy learning, context also refers to discourse features and functions, and to the relationships between the speakers (Halliday 2003). Every context thus embodies specific practices, intentions and values, so each one privileges particular words, phrases, meanings and communication conventions (Montag, Jones, and Simit 2018).

Context, in every sense, is therefore inextricably intertwined with young children’s language and literacy learning opportunities. The inter-relationships, however, are complex, consisting of dynamic, fluid and multifaceted interplays between language and context. At one level, context will influence, or even prescribe language and literacy learning opportunities. Specific activity contexts bring with them scripts and narratives that are structured by the function and nature of the activity itself (Nelson 1985, 2007). These ‘interaction formats’ (Bruner 1985) provide children with meaningful experiences with the words, language functions and conversational rituals which are particular that that context. The familiarity and predictability of these formats and scripts enable children to both participate in, and derive meaning from the language interactions that occur (LeMonda et al. 2019; Degotardi and Pearson 2017).

At another level, children’s language shapes the context. The nature, content and intentionality of children’s words and conversations establish relationship dynamics that may include or exclude others and other worldviews. Using language and nonverbal communication modes, children also establish roles and narratives that are part of the meaning-making process in interactional contexts. Through their intentional use of words and phrases, children create linguistic repertoires for constructing and negotiating social meanings and ideas. The resulting communities of practice (Wenger 1998) see children using language to reproduce, invent and transform their social-interactive and relationship contexts (Corsaro 2005).

A further level of complexity is seen when young children’s language and literacy experiences are conceptualised as a context. On one hand, because language is firmly embedded within social and cultural knowledge and value systems, language experience reflects socio-cultural identity and thus creates contexts of socially and culturally endorsed ways to represent ideas, intentions and expectations (Bornstein and Cheah 2006; Purcell-Gates 2007). On the other hand, language use itself may comprise a context in which children are presented with meaning-making opportunities that are available through the affordances of the language and discourse experiences that they themselves create (Eggins 2004).

The papers included in this special issue interrogate the topic of ‘Young Children’s Language in Context’ by collectively exploring the multiple ways that context, broadly and variously conceptualised, intersects with language and literacy experiences. The first two papers draw attention to the ways in which young children’s language experiences can be shaped by the situational and cultural context in which they occur. The question of how language experiences vary according to the activity in which they take place is addressed by Caitlin Holme, Sam Harding, Sue Roulstone, Patricia Lucas and Yvonne Wren. These authors conducted a comprehensive scoping review to summarise and synthesise the findings of 59 relevant studies that examined variation in parent and young children’s talk across different activities, including play, book-reading, routine, caregiving contexts, and electronic media use. By noting that ‘interactions do not occur in a vacuum but are embedded within the activity contexts in which children spend their daily lives,’ their findings can inform those who wish to identify ways to foster early language learning in everyday contexts.

Also considering how language use can be shaped by culture, Ling Sheng, Wenming Dong, Feifei Han and Jiangbo Hu focused on the Chinese family’s language expansion in mealtime conversations. Their study reveals dynamic interactions between different types of conversations and language functions, which were initiated by both Chinese parents and children in a culturally specific way. The characteristics of language expansion across the different types of conversations demonstrated how language use can be shaped by the context of communication conventions embedded in Chinese culture. The findings have the implication for promoting mealtime conversations as a language learning context for young children in terms of using expanded language for maintaining the coherence of conversations for meaning-making.

The next three papers in our special issue shine a spotlight on how the language used by young children shapes their social-interactive and learning contexts. In a longitudinal study which traced how children’s language choices over the course of 18 months, Anna Strycharz-Banas, Carmel Dalli and Miriam Meyerhoff examine how these children’s used labels like ‘big boy’ and ‘baby’ to establish and manage their peer relationship contexts. Through a series of conversation extracts, their papers demonstrate how children used these labels to establish and re-negotiate individual and collective identities and boundaries. Their study draws attention to how ‘aspiring or “apprentice” members of a community of practice learned how to use the linguistic routines that characterised membership.’ Findings speak to how young children recognise that language can establish power relationships, and how children’s competency in using the linguistic routines that characterise particular relationship contexts is instrumental in cementing group membership.

By applying an ethno-methodological approach to child-educator interactions, Amanda Bateman and Aste Cekaite explored how literacy expectations in early childhood curricula in Sweden and New Zealand are implemented through talk-in-interaction between children and educators. This study moves away from the broader perspective of context being a static environmental space to context as co-constructed by the participants through their immediate interactions. The conversational analysis illustrates the different features of these children’s literacy learning experiences, considering a variety of contextual resources involving the concrete social situations, the types of activities, the participants’ knowledge about topics, and their interactional biographies.

The 229 Australian early childhood educators surveyed in Penny Van Bergen’s and Rebecca Andrews’ study explained that they engage in reminiscing conversations about shared past experiences with infants and three-to-five-year-old children multiple times on a daily basis in their long day care settings. Educator-child reminiscing is viewed as a context for engaging children ‘in potentially rich, decontextualised conversations about their own past experiences.’ Children construct new meanings of their experiences as they make connections between past experience and the new information that educators provide in mediation that is both spontaneous and relevant (Vygotsky 1978). In addition to supporting children’s conceptual learning, the shared reminiscing interactions provide a context for children to develop language, as well as social and emotional competence. These interactions contribute to children’s building of a sense of self, and to the creation of emotional bonds between children and educators.

The final two papers emphasise the positioning of language as context. Sheila Degotardi, Feifei Han and Jiangbo Hu present the first study to examine cross-cultural differences in the mental state talk used by infant-toddler educators in China and Australia. The authors note that caregivers’ explicit references to desires, emotions, perceptions and cognitions form a critical aspect of the linguistic context which socialises young children into ways of talking and thinking about the mind (Degotardi 2015; Meins et al. 2003). The study uses naturally occurring educator talk to infants, and compares the frequency of different categories of mental state talk between the two cultural cohorts. The reported differences appear to reflect deep-rooted cultural philosophical approaches to child-rearing and education, with implications for understanding cultural differences in developmental trajectories of young children’s understanding of the mind.

In the final article, Shelley Stagg Peterson and Nicola Friedrich conceptualise the assessment of five- to six-year-old children’s writing and drawing, a familiar practice in Canadian kindergarten and Grade 1 classrooms, as an interaction context (Bruner 1985) in which roles taken up by children and a researcher can be examined through analysing the purposes and socio-cultural understandings communicated in children’s self-talk and talk with the researcher, as well as in children’s drawing and writing. Children's talk supported and at the same time, provided a window into the planning, revising, monitoring and consolidating processes of children’s symbolic meaning-making. In this respect, the talk provided a context for children to meet the challenges of creating texts (Myhill and Jones 2009) and for the researcher to carry out the familiar assessment role of the teacher. In many respects, the roles taken up in the assessment context were consistent with socially expected roles of teacher and student. However, the talk in this child–adult interaction also created a context for the researcher and the children to co-construct meaning, transforming their expected roles. In some instances, the researchers took up roles as conversational partners who were interested in the stories and understandings that children were communicating in their texts.

This special issue aims to interrogate the many ways that ‘context’ is inextricably intertwined with young children’s language- and literacy learning experiences. Collectively, the papers represent a multi-theoretical and multi-methodological approach to understanding and appreciated the situatedness and diversity of young children’s language and literacy experiences. At a time when governments and policy-makers are increasingly seeking pedagogical methods that can be ‘scaled up’ and applied uniformly across a variety of contexts, these papers remind us that language, in all its forms and features, is inherently local. Montag, Jones, and Simit (2018) have argued that any particular language learning experience is ‘not merely a big bag of words, but a sequence of small bags of words encountered in time’ (p. 401). Each context presents a unique bag of words, phrases and texts which will shape children’s learning and identity. As Snow (2017) eloquently observes:



Conversations constitute situations in which language is linked to context, in which knowledge structures and built and elaborated and in which, because they get answers to the questions they pose, children become increasingly curious. Those are the real mechanisms for building better brains (p. 8).


The papers in this special issue therefore collectively reject calls to decontextualise pedagogical approaches to language and literacy learning. Instead, they draw attention to the real-world, localised interactions that support young children as meaning-makers within their communities and cultures.
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ABSTRACT

Linguistic interactions between parents and their children are frequently studied to investigate how children acquire language. From observations, researchers have identified interaction strategies that foster children’s language development. In turn, interventions to support children’s early language skills employ styles of interaction derived from these observations. However, researchers have not often considered how the activity context selected for observation may affect the language used, or whether these contexts reflect children’s diverse experiences.

The aim of this scoping review was to explore the breadth of literature about language use across a range of activities. Included studies described linguistic outputs of parents and typically developing children (aged 1;0–5;11 years) and activity context(s). Searches were conducted in PsycInfo, Medline, CINAHL, ERIC-ProQuest and Google Scholar.

From 16,718 records, 59 studies were retained. Studies were charted according to the population included, linguistic outputs recorded, activity contexts studied and the methodological design. To allow for comparison of results across activity contexts, five thematic categories were identified: play activities, book reading, naturalistic routines, media and methodological implications. Challenges for future research are discussed, including ways to ensure the ecological validity of findings by coupling naturalistic language recordings with data collected during diverse everyday activity contexts.



1. Introduction

For decades, researchers have employed various methods to observe language used during social interactions between parents and children (Bergelson et al. 2019; Nyberg et al. 2020). Data from these observations have been used to construct theories about how children acquire language and to highlight how participation in communicative exchanges predicts children’s vocabulary development (Zimmerman et al. 2009). Critical to these theories is the understanding that language acquisition is a mutual process (Donnelly and Kidd 2021), with linguistic outputs from both caregiver and child contributing to later lexical development. Theories have in turn been vital in informing early intervention for children who are struggling to acquire language (van Kleeck 1994).


1.1. Methods for studying parent–child language

Historically, psycholinguistic studies have been based on observations of infants and their parents in laboratory settings, engaging in activities selected by researchers for ease of eliciting and recording child language (Yont, Snow, and Vernon-Feagans 2003). While these approaches might be methodologically attractive in reducing potential confounders or distractions, they may not capture children’s everyday interactions as they occur at home (Wang et al. 2020). Indeed, Casillas, Brown, and Levinson (2020) note that children’s exposure to language ebbs and flows throughout the day during different daily activities.

In recent years, new technologies have been developed to record naturalistic observations in the home using automated recording devices (Bergelson et al. 2019). These methods do not require the researcher to be present, thereby avoiding risks to ecological validity caused by power asymmetries and potential impact on caregiver behaviours (Paugh and Riley 2019; Dudley-Marling and Lucas 2009). These naturalistic recordings are less labour intensive and also provide a large amount of linguistic data which is more reflective of children’s day to day experiences (Greenwood et al. 2011).

However, researchers have found that without context, data from naturalistic recordings can be difficult to interpret (d’Apice, Latham, and von Stumm 2019). Kuchirko (2019) argues that for researchers to understand how children acquire language, they must consider naturalistic linguistic interactions in real time and across diverse everyday activities.



1.2. Activity contexts in early intervention

Knowledge of how activity contexts relate to differences in language is vital to speech and language therapists and early years practitioners, who often use interventions based on parent–child interaction (PCI) when working with children with developmental language delays (Roulstone et al. 2015). The evidence suggests that parents are more likely to find PCI interventions acceptable when they are oriented to their family’s routines and activities, and consistent with their wider belief systems (O’Toole, Lyons, and Houghton 2021). As Crago (1992, 34) comments, ‘without knowing the cultural situations, interactions and interactants in a child's life, the clinician may not be able to structure the situation and the participants in the language-sampling process in an effective way’.

Gaining an understanding of how linguistic outputs vary across activities and interactions can inform intervention. However, reviews to date have focussed on PCI in clinical populations (Blackwell et al. 2014) or how children’s home environments and parent behaviours affect language outcomes (Topping, Dekhinet, and Zeedyk 2011). Reviews have only considered the impact of specific activities like book reading (Manz et al. 2010) or screen time (Madigan et al. 2020). In a recent meta-analysis about the effects of quantity and quality of parental linguistic input on child language skills, Anderson et al. (2021) charted data about the location and context of observations. However, they did not consider potential differences between specific activity contexts, or their effect on child language outputs.

In summary, it is important to understand the current evidence regarding variation in parent and child language use across activities in order to consider how methodological choices could influence findings. Moreover, for interventions to be tailored to individual families, it is important that practitioners understand the range of activities and interactions that children take part in at home. Following the ‘Population, Concept, Context’ framework recommended for scoping reviews (Peters et al. 2020), we defined the ‘population’ of interest as parents and preschool-aged children, the ‘concept’ as their linguistic outputs across different situations, and the ‘context’ as the activities that have been studied. Therefore our research objective was to explore the range of existing literature about variation in linguistic outputs of parents and their preschool children across different activity contexts.



2. Methods

A scoping review methodology was appropriate for our exploratory research objective. Unlike a systematic review, scoping reviews typically do not include quality appraisal or formal synthesis and do not attempt to determine whether study findings are robust or generalisable (Arksey and O’Malley 2005). Instead, scoping reviews ask broad questions to examine the range of available evidence, and to synthesise findings from a body of knowledge that is heterogeneous in methods and discipline (Tricco et al. 2018). The scoping review was conducted in accordance with the Joanna Briggs Institute (JBI) methodology (Peters et al. 2020).


2.1. Eligibility criteria


2.1.1. Population 

Study participants were parents/carers with a preschool-age child with typically developing language ability. Preschool age was defined as 1;0–5;11 years, to include an age range at which children have begun to produce identifiable words, but most children globally have not yet started formal schooling (World Bank Group 2020). Studies were excluded if children were bilingual, had an identified speech and language disorder/delay, a history of hearing difficulties, a chronic health condition, other developmental conditions or a congenital birth anomaly.



2.1.2. Concept 

Studies were required to record interactions between parents and children and analyse an aspect of the linguistic output. Given that Blackwell et al.’s (2014) systematic review focussed on parent–child interaction literature within a similar age range, accepted outputs were adapted from their findings. These included: quantity of language, for example counts of adult or child words; complexity of language, for example lexical diversity or mean length of utterance (MLU); dialogue participation, for example number of conversational turns; and syntactic features, such as counts of nouns or verbs.



2.1.3. Context 

We included studies that compared language outputs across two or more activity contexts. A comparison could be ‘within-activity’, for example two book reading contexts that differed by book genre, or ‘across-activity’, for example a comparison of play and bath time. Studies were excluded if interactions took place between non-parental caregivers and children in early years settings.



2.1.4. Methodological approaches 

We considered any study using a within-group design, to ensure that findings reflected variation in language use by the same participants across different activity contexts. To maintain a minimum standard of studies, papers were only included if they had been published within peer reviewed journals.



2.2. Search strategy

The full search strategy was developed with support from a clinical librarian, optimised in PsycInfo and then adapted for further databases (Supplementary Material 1). Studies published in languages other than English were excluded due to limited resources for translation.


2.2.1. Information sources 

The following databases were searched: PsycInfo, Ovid Medline, CINAHL, ERIC-ProQuest and Google Scholar.



2.2.2. Source of evidence screening and selection 

Search results were collated, uploaded to EndNote and deduplicated. Titles of studies clearly unrelated to the concept being studied were removed at this point. The first and second authors (CH and SH) independently reviewed 10% of the remaining abstracts to ensure consensus about inclusion, after which CH reviewed all remaining titles and abstracts. At full-text screening, a random sample of 20% of texts were reviewed by SH, with 100% agreement with CH on inclusion or exclusion of the sample. CH was sole reviewer for the remaining full text manuscripts, with consultation with SH for any cases where CH was unclear.



2.2.3. Data extraction 

Data were extracted and charted from relevant papers using an extraction form developed according to JBI guidance (Peters et al. 2020), and piloted by CH and SH on four studies (Supplementary Material 2). Thematic categories were developed in advance and then amended iteratively during the charting process, for example additional activity categories were added to better reflect data from the studies.



2.2.4. Analysis and presentation of results 

Data were calculated and presented in tables according to the population (participant characteristics), concept (linguistic outputs) and context (activities studied).
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