
143Module 7: Language Development

•• Engaging preschoolers and kindergarteners in dialogic reading can improve chil-
dren’s expressive language development and comprehension, especially for chil-
dren from lower socioeconomic backgrounds (Arnold, Lonigan, Whitehurst, & 
Epstein, 1994; Whitehurst et al., 1994; Zevenbergen & Whitehurst, 2003). Dialogic 
reading is a shared book-reading technique in which the adult creates a dialogue 
with children about the stories while reading by (a) asking open-ended questions, 
(b) having children make personal connections to the story, (c) encouraging children 
to respond using more sophisticated language, (d) modeling language, (e) using 
expansion and recasting of children’s language (see Table 7.1), and (f) praising their 
efforts. A similar approach called storybook sharing has been used with preschool-
ers and kindergartners who have specific language impairment to help them learn 
to communicate their thoughts, questions, and ideas (McNeill & Fowler, 1996).

All children, regardless of language or background, who are read to three or more 
times per week, have books in the home, and make frequent trips to the library have more 
advanced vocabulary and emergent literacy skills than children without these experiences 
(DeTemple, 2001; Payne, Whitehurst, & Angell, 1994; Santiago, 1994).

Encourage the development of listening skills. During class discussions and conver-
sations, teachers can model effective listening strategies such as active listening, which 
involves listening in a non-defensive way and responding by clarifying the message rather 
than criticizing (Farris, Fuhler, & Walther, 2004; Wolvin & Coakley, 1985). Students need 
listening skills to help them understand oral 
directions and explanations of concepts, lis-
ten during class discussions, and listen to 
peers during collaborative group work.

Provide vocabulary instruction. Not only 
does reading practice influence vocabu-
lary acquisition, but increased vocabulary 
knowledge contributes to students’ reading 
comprehension (Aarnoutse & van Leeuwe, 
1998; Verhoeven, van Leeuwe, & Vermeer, 
2011). Teachers can foster vocabulary 
development through direct instruction with 
repeated exposure to words in varying 
contexts, as well as through indirect meth-
ods such as reading and class discussions 
involving critical thinking and exchanging 
of ideas (Ford-Connors & Paratore, 2015; 
Murphy, Wilkinson, Soter, Hennessey, & 
Alexander, 2009; National Reading Panel, 2000). Vocabulary development should extend 
beyond the elementary school years and can be easily incorporated into many academic 
subjects in middle school and high school (Boyd, Sullivan, Popp, & Hughes, 2012; Kelley, 
Lesaux, Kieffer, & Faller, 2010).

Provide opportunities for oral and written language use. Collaborative group activities, 
social interaction, and discussions can provide better opportunities for students to develop 
language and literacy skills than large group lessons, lectures, and independent activities 
or seatwork (Raphael & Hiebert, 1996). For example, open-ended discussions of culturally 
relevant books can facilitate meaningful dialogue and reading comprehension in English 
language learners as early as first grade (Martinez-Roldan & Lopez-Robertson, 2000).  
A teaching method known as instructional conversations can also be effective with English 
language learners. Here, teachers scaffold students in the interpretation of texts through 
conversations that resemble spontaneous discussions, rather than evaluate students’ 

Reading. Reading to children regularly helps promote language and literacy skills.

Culturally responsive 
pedagogy: See Module 18

Instructional 
conversations: See 
Module 18
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