
 
 

Based on the White Paper authored by 
 

Meredith L. Rowe, Ed.D., University of Maryland 
Dana Suskind, M.D., University of Chicago 

Erika Hoff, Ph.D., Florida Atlantic University 

Early Language Gaps: Sources and Solutions 

Prepared for the White House meeting on “Bridging the Thirty-Million-Word Gap,”  
Oct. 4, 2013 

Erika Hoff, Ph.D., Florida Atlantic University 
 



Child development is the result of mental 
capacities operating on information provided by 
the environment: The environment matters 



The environment is a multi-layered system 
influenced by social and cultural factors 

Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological model of development 



The environment consists of everyday experiences 



One of those meaningful differences is 
the Thirty Million Word Gap 



Hart & Risley (1995).  Meaningful differences in the everyday experience of young 
American children. 





Consequences of the gap for children 



Evidence that it’s the experience provided by 
parents that matters 

y In Hart & Risley’s data 
{ SEI (an index of SES) accounted for 42% of the variance in 
children’s rates of vocabulary growth 
{ Parenting measures accounted for 61% 
{ Within groups, SEI was not predictive; the parenting measure was 

y In other studies 
{ Maternal language use and communicative behavior predict 
differences within SES levels (Pan, Rowe, Singer & Snow, 2005; 
Rowe, Pan & Ayoub, 2005; Wiesleder & Fernald, 2013)  
{ SES-related differences in children’s input account for SES-
related differences in children’s language (Hoff, 2003) 

 



Early experience also accounts for later 
SES-related differences in child outcomes  

Other parenting measures were language diversity (number of noun and adjective types per 
hour), feedback tone, symbolic emphasis (number of nouns, modifier, and past tense verbs per 
utterance), guidance style, responsiveness (adjacent utterances) 



Many more findings point to these 
same conclusions: 
 

• There are large SES-related disparities in 
children’s language experience 

 
• Those disparities in experience cause disparities 

in the development of oral language skills 
 
• Oral language skill at school entry predicts 

subsequent language and cognitive 
development and academic achievement 



SES 
Early 
language 
skills 

Later 
academic 
achievement 

Early 
language 
experience 

This is the story that the data tell 



What can we do about it? 
 
yEarly intervention to improve children’s experience 
during their early years is the best bet. 
 
yIt is better to prevent gaps before they begin than to 
try to close them later.  
 
How early do we need to start? 
 
 





SES differences in vocabulary and language 
processing skill are evident at 18 months 

Fernald,  Marchman, & Weisleder (2013)  Developmental Science 
Volume 16, Issue 2, pages 234-248, 8 DEC 2012 DOI: 10.1111/desc.12019 
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/desc.12019/full#desc12019-fig-0002 
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Fernald,  Marchman, & Weisleder (2013)  Developmental Science 
Volume 16, Issue 2, pages 234-248, 8 DEC 2012 DOI 

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/desc.2013.16.issue-2/issuetoc
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/desc.12019/full#desc12019-fig-0005


Halle  et al. (2009). Child Trends. Data from ECLS-B, n= 11,000 children born in 2001 



Where do we intervene? 



An example of a parent-focused intervention: 
Thirty Million Words LENA Recording Results 

• All participants completed 14 LENA recordings, completed pre-, post-intervention and 
followup measures to evaluate sustainability.   

• Participants receiving the TMW intervention significantly increased knowledge of child 
language development and amount of talk with their children (p<.01). Child vocalizations also 
increased over baseline for treatment group.   

Visits 1-3 = baseline, 4-10 = intervention, 11+ post. 

Suskind et al., 2013 



And, an argument for preschool intervention 
 
•Many children spend many hours in nonparental care before 
they reach school age. 
 

• Children’s language experience with teachers and childcare workers 
is related to their language development (Hoff, 2006; Huttenlocher 
et al., 2002; Dickinson & Porche, 2011). 

 
•Many children live in homes where a language other than 
English is spoken - 20% of all children in the U.S. and 41% of U.S. 
children living in poverty. 
 

• These children frequently enter school with inadequate English 
language skills, and they may have limited access to native English 
speakers at home.  

 
• School is too late for them too: 

 



Fitted growth trajectories in reading for native English speakers, language minority learners who entered kindergarten with initially full 
English proficiency (LM-iFEP), and language minority learners who entered kindergarten with initially limited English proficiency (LM-iLEP) 
and late qualified for the reading test in each round (N = 17,385). IRT = item response theory. 
 
 

Kieffer, M. J. (2008). Catching up or falling behind? Initial English proficiency, concentrated poverty, and the reading growth of 
language minority learners in the United States. Journal of Educational Psychology, 100(4), 851-868. doi:10.1037/0022-0663.100.4.851 

© 2008 American Psychological Association 



Why the focus on native (or near native) 
English speakers? 
 
• Child-directed speech provided by native speakers 

is more supportive of language development than 
child-directed speech provided by nonnative 
speakers. 

 
• This has implications for staffing high quality 

preschools. 
 
 



The relation between English use at home and 4-year-
old children’s English and Spanish vocabulary 

 1 native English, 1 native Spanish parent 2 native Spanish parents 

Hoff et al., 2013 



In sum, 
 
•Many children do not have the early 
language experiences that support the 
development of good oral language skills. 
 
•Good oral language skills (in English) are 
necessary to succeed in U.S. schools. 
 
•Schools don’t close the gaps; schools  begin 
too late.  
 
•The gaps begin very early. 
 
•Efforts to close the gaps must begin early 
too.  
 



Thank You 


	�
	Child development is the result of mental capacities operating on information provided by the environment: The environment matters
	The environment is a multi-layered system influenced by social and cultural factors
	Slide Number 4
	Slide Number 5
	Slide Number 6
	Slide Number 7
	Slide Number 8
	Evidence that it’s the experience provided by parents that matters
	Early experience also accounts for later SES-related differences in child outcomes 
	Slide Number 11
	Slide Number 12
	Slide Number 13
	Slide Number 14
	SES differences in vocabulary and language processing skill are evident at 18 months
	Slide Number 16
	Slide Number 17
	Where do we intervene?
	Slide Number 19
	Slide Number 20
	Slide Number 21
	Slide Number 22
	The relation between English use at home and 4-year-old children’s English and Spanish vocabulary
	Slide Number 24
	Slide Number 25

