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11-month-old Josh is sitting on the carpet playing with a toy rabbit. His mum says, ‘Have you found your rabbit?!  He’s a lovely rabbit, isn’t he?  Are you giving him a kiss?  Ah! Is he dancing? He’s a lovely rabbit!”    This is the kind of conversation you hear people having with babies all the time. They spontaneously tune in to what has caught the child’s interest and they talk about it.  This style of interaction is referred to as contingent talk – talk that is about (i.e., contingent on) whatever has caught a baby’s attention.  Recent research suggests that hearing contingent talk could boost early language development.  

Language learning in infancy

From the third trimester of pregnancy, babies start to tune in to the sounds of the language around them, picking up on its melodies and learning its rhythms. Gradually after birth, they start to associate meaning with these sounds and by 6 months there is emerging evidence that babies have learnt what some common words refer to. However, it’s not generally until around their first birthdays that babies start to produce words reliably, with some taking up to 24 months to do so - and late talkers longer still. When word production starts is less important than where it eventually leads. Many months later, when children enter nursery and primary school, good language skills can help them to understand what is going on in a classroom environment. They can help them to communicate their wants and needs. And of course they help to build friendships with other children.  For all of these reasons, it is important for us to get every child off to a good start.

Language Learning and Socio-Economic Status (SES)

Children’s chances of getting off to a good start at school are not equal. They depend in part on where a child is from. It has long been known that children from more socially disadvantaged areas tend to start school with more limited language skills than children from more advantaged areas.  Relative advantage is often measured according to a family’s Socio-Economic Status (SES), which takes into account parent education, family income, and occupation. The Office of National Statistics also provides an indicator of relative advantage with its Index of Multiple Deprivation. For each postcode in England, it combines measures of things like neighbourhood employment levels, provision of healthcare, income, and housing and then ranks the postcodes from least advantaged to most. Using tools like this, we can study how disadvantage is associated with child development.  

Evidence from America and the UK indicates that from as early as 18 months, children’s language skills are associated with the socio-economic status of their family.   This does not mean that social advantage determines language skills – many children buck the trend.  But there is enough evidence of an association that we would want to find out whether there are ways of helping children be prepared for school and making sure that such help is effective for everyone.  To do this, we need to know how children’s experience of language learning differs from place to place and what we might be able to do to promote language learning. 

Language in the home

One factor that explains why children from less advantaged areas are less likely to have strong language skills is what happens at home.  The way that parents talk to their babies tends to differ according to culture and social advantage.  In a study we recently conducted, less advantaged parents tended to talk slightly less about what was in their child’s focus of attention.  There are lots of reasons why this might be – reasons that have to do with parents’ own language skills, their understanding of child development, their goals for their children and their feelings about being able to meet those goals.  Simple things like whether or not a parent is likely to pick up a book with their baby can have quite an impact on the kind of language that baby hears. 

When we followed children’s development until preschool age, we found that the way in which parents had spoken to their child when s/he was a baby could predict later language outcomes. It certainly was not the only predictor or even the most important. In fact the best indicator of later language was how well the baby was already communicating when they were just 11 months old. Nonetheless there is evidence that talking to babies when they are young has an impact on their language development. 

Contingent talk 

One style of talking that seems to be particularly important in the 9 -18 month period is what is referred to as contingent talk.  As in the toy rabbit example above, this involves tuning in to what a baby is interested in and then talking with them about it.  So, when Josh hears the words like ‘rabbit’ and ‘kiss’ when giving his rabbit a kiss, there’s a good chance he will learn something about how these words are used.  In contrast, if he heard someone talk about something he wasn’t already playing with, then he’d need to redirect his attention before he could begin to learn these words. There is good evidence that babies under the age of 18 months struggle to do this. There is also evidence that parents who engage in more contingent talk when their babies are young go on to have toddlers with larger vocabularies. 

Is it possible to promote contingent talk and thereby help children learn to talk? Evidence regarding parenting interventions to promote child language is currently mixed, with some studies reporting positive findings and others reporting little effect when programmes are rolled out at a national level. In a recent randomised controlled trial, we tested the effect of a contingent talk intervention. We showed first time parents of 11-month-olds a short video about tuning in to their baby’s attention (noticing what they were looking at and playing with, noticing if they babbled or gestured) and talking to them about it. Parents were then asked to practice contingent talk for 15 minutes a day for a month.

After the month had passed, parents who had taken part in this intervention were more likely to spontaneously engage in contingent talk compared to parents in a control group who had taken part in a matched intervention for dental health.  The contingent talk intervention also had a positive impact on the vocabulary development of babies from less socially advantaged families when they were 15 and 18 months, suggesting it helped language development. However, the effect of the intervention did not last when the babies turned 24 months, suggesting that if we want to make a difference we would need to have follow-up advice adapted to later developmental stages. Nurseries could play an important role here as interventions in these settings have been shown to be effective for older children, both when they are run on site and when they work by engaging parents.  Taken together, research to date suggests that it is possible to make a difference but it would require very substantial funding to do so. 

Contingent talk in day care settings

There is ample evidence that quality of day care affects children’s language outcomes. Nowhere does this make more sense than in baby rooms where staff need to divide their attention between more than one baby. The chances of any given child hearing language that is about what they are attending to are almost inevitably reduced. We know from studies of twins that dividing attention between babies can be tricky to do and can result in slight language delays compared to children who can more easily attract one to one attention.  It seems likely, then, that providing early years professionals with training in techniques like contingent talk might help to improve outcomes from very early on.  More research is needed to find out whether this would be effective.


Summary

Contingent talk is a style of interaction where a caregiver notices what their baby is attending to and then talks to them about it. It can be particularly helpful during the 9-18 month period when babies would otherwise find it difficult to learn what the words in their language mean. There is evidence that children from more socially disadvantaged areas tend to hear slightly less contingent talk on a day-to-day basis.  In one recent study, a parenting intervention helped to promote contingent talk across the board and this helped socially disadvantaged babies’ language in the short term. It is early days for research in this area but taken together, current research confirms the common-sense view that nurseries could play a key role in helping children get off to a good start at school. 



Tips on tuning in and talking

A recent study found that providing parents with the following tips helped to promote contingent talk. 

You can usually tell that a baby is interested in something if....

· They are looking at it
· They are playing with it, holding it or moving it around
· Sometimes, they may point at an object or try to show or give it to you
· Or, they may babble or shout or laugh about the object

When you notice your baby doing one of these things, talk to them about what has captured their interest. It might help them learn to talk.




Find out more about infant language development here!

http://beforefirstwords.upf.edu/
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