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Summary

The overarching aim of the study is to examine staff educational
language practices with children under 3 years in high-quality early
childhood education and care (ECEC), and associations between ECEC
quality and language development. The main research question is: What
characterises educational language practices in Norwegian ECEC
measured to high quality, and what are the associations between quality
of the language-learning environment and vocabulary development?
This question is explored to get a more comprehensive understanding of
how to support early language development in ECEC.

The theoretical framework builds on sociocultural perspectives on
learning and social pragmatic perspectives on language development.
This approach implies an understanding that adult—child interactions
drive child development and contextual aspects (e.g., culture, tradition,
and languages) are influential. Research on educational language
practices and language development with children in ECEC under 3 is
scarce (Dickinson, 2011; Melhuish et al., 2015). In a Norwegian and
Nordic context, there are studies on staff—child and peer-to-peer
interactions; however, few focus on educational aspects related to
children’s learning processes (Bjgrnestad, Pramling Samuelsson, & Bae,
2012).

The aim of this study is to address the research gap using a multimethod
approach focusing on 1) how preschool teachers describe planning,
implementing, and assessing work on language; 2) staff-child verbal
interactions across different situations; and 3) the associations between
quality of language-learning environment and vocabulary development.

Overall, this study contributes with three main findings. First,
educational language practices with children under 3 in high-quality
Norwegian ECEC are characterised by a child-centred holistic approach
that provides a rich and meaningful language-learning environment



(Article 1 and Article 2). Second, educational language practices in high-
quality ECEC with children under 3 years are characterised by the use of
diverse and situated strategies for supporting language learning (Article
1 and Article 2). Third, language-learning environments for children
under 3 characterised by staff being responsive to children, extending
children’s communication, and facilitating conversations with children
are related to vocabulary growth from 3 to 5 years (Article 3).

Based on the findings, three topics are addressed in the discussion
section. First, characteristics and possible challenges of child-centred
educational language practices are discussed. The main strategy of
providing rich and varied vocabulary is seen in relation to the child-
centred approach. Second, contextual aspects influencing educational
language practices are discussed. Characteristics of practices during free
play, mealtime and circle time are discussed in relation to supporting
language learning in an ECEC context. Third, aspects of the language-
learning environment, and the measures used, are discussed in relation
to early language development.

In total, these findings contribute to the discussion of how to develop
high-quality ECEC for children under 3. This study shows the
complexity of the subject and the need for highly skilled staff working
with children under 3. This study adds to the research highlighting the
importance of providing a high-quality language-learning environment
in children’s early years.

Vi
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Introduction

1 Introduction

The quality of early childhood education and care (ECEC) and children’s
early language development has been a topic in research for decades
(McCartney, 1984; National Institute of Child Health and Human
Development [NICHD], 2000; Sylva et al., 2006). The significance of
high-quality ECEC for children’s language development is now widely
acknowledged (Melhuish, 2011; Zaslow, Martinez-Beck, Tout, Halle, &
Ginsburg, 2011). Studies within the field of ECEC and the field of early
language development have shown that the quality of staff—child
interactions and language-learning environments matters for early
language development (Hoff, 2006; Melhuish, 2011; Snow, 1999).
Language has been given much attention in research because of the
importance of language skills for children’s well-being in the here and
now (e.g., participation in play) and for later educational attainment (e.g.,
reading skills) (Dickinson & Porche, 2011; Storch & Whitehurst, 2002).

In Norway, research has shown that attending high-quality ECEC is
beneficial for children’s development (Havnes & Mogstad, 2015;
Lekhal, Zachrisson, Wang, Schjglberg, & von Soest, 2011). Despite the
importance of quality, findings from the large-scale research project
Gode barnehager for barn i Norge (GoBaN) indicate that the quality of
toddler care in Norway varies (Bjernestad & Os, 2018). Research
combining results from large-scale studies and small-scale case studies
has been valuable for enhancing the quality of practice and policy
(Melhuish, 2016; Sylva, Melhuish, Sammons, Siraj-Blatchford, &
Taggart, 2010). This study combines a qualitative, in-depth approach
with longitudinal data from GoBaN to get a comprehensive
understanding of how to support language learning in the early years.

The majority of the ECEC research on language and language-learning
environments in a Norwegian context has included children over 3
(Sandvik, Garmann, & Tkachenko, 2014). Children under 3 have gained
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more attention in research and policymaking because of the increased
enrolment of the age group in ECEC over recent decades. A review of
the research has shown that there is an overall focus on everyday life,
including staff—child and peer-to-peer interactions, with less focus on
educational aspects related to children’s learning processes (Bjgrnestad
etal., 2012). Internationally, research on children under 3 often includes
aspects of sensitivity, responsiveness, and attachment in relation to social
and emotional development (Dalli et al., 2011). This study takes an
educational approach, focusing on how children’s early language
learning is supported in ECEC. The concept of educational language
practices is used to focus on core aspects of the early childhood educator
profession (i.e., planning, work, and assessment).

1.1 Aim and research questions

Since research on educational language practices with children under 3
is scarce, the overarching aim of this study is to add knowledge to this
area and to the area of quality in ECEC. The main research question is:

What characterises educational language practices in
Norwegian ECEC measured to high quality, and what are the
associations between quality of the language-learning
environment and vocabulary development?

The main research question implies both exploration of educational
practices in settings with children under 3, and explanation of
associations between language-learning environments and children’s
vocabulary development. A research design combining qualitative and
quantitative approaches was chosen to get a more comprehensive
understanding of educational language practices with children under 3 in
high-quality settings and how the quality of ECEC is related to early
language development.
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The first part of the research question focuses on what characterises
educational language practices (defined as practices concerning
planning, work, and assessment) in child groups with a high-quality
language-learning environment. The second part builds on the first by
focusing on longitudinal associations between the quality of the
language-learning environment and children’s vocabulary development.
The thesis is a three-part study comprising three articles specifically
focusing on 1) preschool teachers’ own perspectives on their work on
language, 2) the quality of staff—child interactions, and 3) the effect of
the quality of the language-learning environment on vocabulary
development.

The first part-study presented in Article 1 (Hansen & Alvestad, 2017)
relates to the first part of the research question. The focus is on
Norwegian preschool teachers’ perspectives on how they promote and
support language and language development in child groups with
children under 3 measured as high-quality on the subscale ‘Listening and
Talking’ in the Infant/Toddler Environment Rating Scale-Revised
(ITERS-R; Harms, Cryer, & Clifford, 2006). The research question is:
What characterises educational language practices as described by
preschool teachers in kindergartens with high-quality scores on ITERS-
R? We chose a qualitative case study design to gain insight into the
preschool teachers’ perspectives on and experiences with educational
language practices. The findings indicated that preschool teachers
describe a holistic dialogical approach to educational language practices,
where varied social settings and strategies are used for language learning
and aspects of planning and assessment are seen as important. The
preschool teachers highlighted the importance of children’s language
learning during day-to-day activities.

The second part-study presented in Article 2 (Hansen, accepted) relates
to the first part of the research question and builds on the findings from
the first part-study (Hansen & Alvestad, 2017). The focus is on staff—
child verbal interactions to examine the language-learning environment
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and educational language practices in child groups with children under 3
measured as high quality. The research question is: What characterises
staff’s verbal interactions with children in four toddler groups? In this
qualitative observational study, the empirical data consists of 98 video
observations of staff—child verbal interactions. Findings from this study
indicate that educational language practices in high-quality language-
learning environments are characterised by responsive staff who use a
rich and contextual language and, to a certain degree, expand on
children’s utterances and explain meanings of words and/or make logical
connections. Moreover, the findings indicate that educational practices
vary depending on contextual aspects. These findings show the
importance of staff knowledge and skills in interpreting and following
up on children’s attempts to communicate in order to take advantage of
valuable child-initiated learning situations.

The third part-study presented in Article 3 (Hansen & Broekhuizen, in
review) relates to the second part of the research question. The focus is
on associations between the quality of the language-learning
environment in ECEC and vocabulary development from 3 to 5 years.
The hypothesis was that the quality of language-based interactions and
provision of language-learning opportunities (i.e., domain-specific
quality aspects) predict vocabulary development. Multilevel analysis
showed that the quality of the language-learning environment
experienced in toddler groups was associated with verbal ability at 5
years, when controlling for verbal ability at 3 years and the quality
experienced in kindergarten groups at 5 years. These results indicate that
toddler language-learning environments characterised by responsive
staff that have many conversations, use a wide range of words, and add
to children’s utterances promote vocabulary development.

These findings indicate that educational language practices in high-
quality child groups are described by preschool teachers as child-centred
and holistic. Staff verbal interactions are characterised by being
responsive, using a rich and contextual language, and to a certain degree
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expanding and explaining based on children’s utterances. Moreover, the
findings show that educational language practices characterised by
responsiveness, extended talk, and facilitating conversations
experienced in toddler care promote vocabulary development.

1.2 Quality in early childhood education and care
(ECEC)

ECEC quality is a complex and multifaceted construct used in policy,
research, and practice with different purposes and understandings. In this
study, ECEC quality is understood and operationalised in line with
research using structural quality, process quality, and result quality.
(Howes et al., 2008; Sommersel, Vestergaard, & Sggaard Larsen, 2013,
Sylva et al., 2006; Zaslow et al., 2011). Structural quality is relatively
stable over time and is often measured in terms of group size, adult—child
ratio, staff training and qualifications, curriculum, wages, and staff
stability. Process quality refers to children’s daily experience, and
variables included are aspects of adult—child interactions,
communication, and responsiveness. Measuring process and structural
quality can give some indications on associations between different
aspects of quality and the level of quality. However, the main interest is
often in the relationship between process and/ or structural quality and
result quality (i.e., child outcomes). There is an assumption of a linear
relationship: structural quality = process quality = result quality. The
discussions are on which aspects of structural quality have an effect on
process quality, and how structural and process quality relate to child
outcomes (e.g., mediating functions) (Cassidy, Hestenes, Hegde,
Hestenes, & Mims, 2005; Phillipsen, Burchinal, Howes, & Cryer, 1997,
Slot, Leseman, Verhagen, & Mulder, 2015). The hypothesis in this study
is that higher process quality in the early years, including language-based
interactions and provision of rich language-learning opportunities,
contributes to children’s language learning (i.e., result quality).
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Process quality is often measured by global observational tools such as
the Environment Rating Scales (ITERS-R, ECERS-R) and the
Classroom Assessment Scoring System (CLASS Infant, Toddler, Pre-
K). These rating scales are widely used to monitor and evaluate the level
of quality and examine relations between structural and process quality
(e.g., Bjarnestad & Os, 2018; Manning, Garvis, Fleming, & Wong, 2017;
Vermeer, van lJzendoorn, Carcamo, & Harrison, 2016). Moreover, the
scales are used to investigate the effect of quality on child development
(e.g., Burchinal et al., 2000; Eliassen, Zachrisson, & Melhuish, 2017; La
Paro, Williamson, & Hatfield, 2014; Mashburn et al., 2008). Since these
are widely used in policy and research, there are discussions related to
the validity of the measures in terms of measuring different levels of
quality, measuring different dimensions of quality, and the predictive
effect on child development (e.g., Bisceglia, Perlman, Schaack, &
Jenkins, 2009; Cassidy et al., 2005; Gordon et al., 2015; Perlman,
Zellman, & Le, 2004; Zaslow et al., 2011).

The environment rating scales used in this study are developed to provide
a measurement of a global quality, with a focus on interaction, materials,
and activities (Cryer, Harms, & Riley, 2003; Cryer, Harms, & Riley,
2004; Vermeer et al., 2016). More detailed, the perspective on quality
includes child-initiated activities and age-appropriate materials that
foster children’s solitary and social play and a ‘whole child’” approach
that integrates physical, emotional, social, and cognitive development.
In terms of educational practices, highly trained teachers need to
facilitate development by being warm and responsive to children’s age-
related and individual needs (Dickinson, 2006; Gordon, Fujimoto,
Kaestner, Korenman, & Abner, 2013). However, the scales are criticised
for emphasising the physical environment and safety aspects and missing
out core aspects of process quality (Perlman et al., 2004). Qualitative in-
depth studies have contributed more detailed descriptions and better
understanding of educational practices in high-quality settings. The
qualitative part of the EPPE study has, with the empirically developed
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concept ‘sustained shared thinking,” informed policy and practice
(Melhuish, 2016; Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2003).

The perspective on quality applied in research has influenced policy.
ECEC quality is emphasised in the Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development’s (OECD) Starting Strong publications
(OECD, 2001, 2006, 2012, 2015h, 2017). The argument is that high-
quality ECEC matters for children’s well-being here and now and for
long-term learning and development. Moreover, there is an argument
that an increase in public spending on ECEC will lead to better social
and economic development for the society as a whole. ECEC quality is
highlighted in several national governmental white papers (Barne-
familiedepartementet, 1999; Kunnskapsdepartementet, 2009, 2013,
2016). Quality came into focus in the late 1990s (St. meld. nr. 27 1999—
2000 *Barnehage til beste for barn og foreldre’), and was again actualised
at the end of 2000 after universally accessible and subsidised childcare
was achieved (for discussions on quality in a Norwegian ECEC context,
see Bjgrnestad, Tuastad, & Alvestad, 2017; Gulbrandsen & Sundnes,
2004). In the most recent white paper (St. meld. nr. 19 ‘Tid for lek og
leering’), the Norwegian government’s overall goal is defined as
providing all children with high-quality ECEC, with a special focus on
the content and the work on a new framework plan to ensure quality
(Kunnskapsdepartementet, 2016). The focus on curriculum to enhance
and secure the quality of Norwegian ECEC is also present in the OECD’s
review of Norway (OECD, 2015a).

1.3 Gode barnehager for barn i Norge / Better
provision for Norway’s children in ECEC
(GoBaN/BePro)

This study is part of the national research project Gode barnehager for

barn i Norge (GoBaN — www.goban.no). This project is the first large-
scale longitudinal study in Norway to systematically investigate the
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short-term effect of early years conditions at ECEC and home related to
children’s social and cognitive development. The project is following the
career paths of 1131 children from a wide range of social and cultural
backgrounds in kindergartens with differing organization, and focuses
specifically on the quality and effectiveness of ECEC.

I would like to highlight three aspects that have been important for
conducting this PhD study as a part of the GoBaN project. First, being
part of the project gave access to empirical data that was crucial for
conducting this study. The GoBaN data was used in the selection of
participants in the qualitative part, and longitudinal data from the project
was used on quality and language development in the quantitative part. |
think this study shows the potential of using observational data in
multiple ways to enhance our knowledge on ECEC quality. Second,
being involved in the data collection has been a unique experience in
understanding how to design and conduct large-scale research projects
in the field of ECEC. Direct involvement in coordinating and collecting
data gave an in-depth understanding of the data included in the project,
which was vital for using the data effectively. Finally, being part of a
knowledge community including fellow PhD students and international
and national experts on the field of ECEC has strengthened this study.
Sharing experiences and getting feedback on the study as it developed
contributed to my development as a researcher.

1.4 The Norwegian ECEC context

Today the vast majority of children 1-5 years of age attend ECEC in
Norway (91.3% in 2017), and 82.5% are enrolled at 1-2 years (Statistics
Norway, 2017, 2018). The high enrolment rate has shifted the political
focus from providing universally accessible ECEC to its content and
quality (Gulbrandsen & Eliassen, 2013; Kunnskapsdepartementet,
2016). Supporting children’s language development is emphasised as
one of the core tasks, and head teachers report that work on language has
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high priority and is increasing (Gulbrandsen & Eliassen, 2013; @strem
etal., 2009).

In terms of structural aspects, there are regulations for the number of
pedagogical leaders (i.e., trained preschool teachers) per child. In child
groups with children under 3, the current regulations require one
pedagogical leader per 7-9 children, and one pedagogical leader per 14—
18 children over 3 when children attend more than 6 hours per day.!
However, there are no regulations for group size or a general staff—child
ratio today. Age-based grouping is most common, and children attend a
toddler group when 0-2 years, and kindergarten group when 3-5 years
(Gulbrandsen & Eliassen, 2013). Based on the regulations on
pedagogical staff, the mean group size for children under the age of 3 is
nine, and for children over 3 years is 18, giving one pedagogical leader
per group (Utdanningsdirektoratet, 2018). The pedagogical leader is
given the responsibility to lead the educational work in accordance with
the national curriculum. In addition, there are usually two assistants per
group who are either vocationally trained or have no specific training in
the field of early childhood.

The national curriculum Framework Plan for the Content and Tasks of
Kindergarten (Kunnskapsdepartementet, 2011) is a regulatory document
in accordance with the Kindergarten Act regarding kindergartens’
educational orientations.? The framework plan is an integrated, play-
based curriculum promoting a unified approach to learning, and it
provides guidelines for fundamental values, content, and tasks
(Lohmander et al., 2009; OECD, 2015a). Language is described as a key
aspect, and interaction and dialogue are presented as central components
in promoting language development (Kunnskapsdepartementet, 2011).

! New regulations on staff—child ratio were implemented in August 2018; however, |
report based on the regulations that were current when the data was collected.

2 The national curriculum was revised in August 2017, but I report based on the
framework plan that was current at the time the data was collected.
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The importance of early and good language stimulation and all children
experiencing a rich and varied language environment is highlighted
(Kunnskapsdepartementet [KD], 2011, 2013). The Directorate for
Education and Training published the guide ‘Language in Kindergarten’
as an extension to the framework plan (Utdanningsdirektoratet [Udir],
2013). The aim of the guide was to add to the knowledge and skills of
the staff in ECEC. In it, systematic language stimulation that must be
knowledge-based is highlighted as one of the everyday duties of staff in
the Norwegian kindergarten. To create a good environment for language
stimulation, the staff must use language as they interact with the children.
The intention in the framework plan is that the educational work on
language should be a part of the overall work on providing children with
a supportive learning environment. Based on a review of two central
policy documents (see Table 1), there is a tendency towards a more
explicit systematic language stimulation characterised by being
knowledge-based, reflective, planned, and coherent.

Table 1 — Language in Framework Plan and Guide

Framework Plan (KD, 2011) Guide (Udir, 2013)

Kindergartens must ensure that all Systematic language stimulation is one of
children must have a rich and the everyday duties of a kindergarten, and it
varied language environment at must be knowledge-based, reflected,

their kindergarten. planned, justified, organized, purposeful

and coherent.
Staff play an important part as
linguistic role models and create an | To create a good environment for language

environment that stimulates all stimulation, staff will use language as they
children to use language well. interact with the children throughout the
day.

Research has shown knowledge and skills are required to successfully
understand the complexity between the intentions in the plan and
implementing it into practice (Alvestad, 2004; Haberg, 2015). Today, we
know little about how the intentions in the national framework plan are
implemented in high-quality settings.

10
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2 Theoretical framework

The theoretical framework in the current study builds on a sociocultural
perspective on learning and a social pragmatic perspective on language
development. This approach implies an understanding that adult—child
interactions drive child development and contextual aspects (e.g.,
culture, tradition, and language) are important.

2.1 Sociocultural approach to learning and
development

Sociocultural perspectives build on the understanding that learning is an
internalisation of socially and culturally situated knowledge through
participation in social practices and interactions with other members of
the culture (Vygotsky, 1978). There is a transformation of socially shared
activities into internalised processes, and language that at first is a tool
for social interaction becomes a private tool (private speech) as the child
internalises language (Bohannon & Bonvillian, 2013). In this
perspective, learning is a situated social practice, and communication
(instead of, for example, exploration) becomes the key mechanism of
learning. Communicative encounters between people are understood as
central to human development, in which language is an important
mediating tool (Veraksa, Shiyan, Shiyan, Pramling, & Pramling
Samuelsson, 2016; Vygotsky, 1978). To address the aspects of language
and communication in educational practices and language learning more
specifically, | have chosen to focus on the theoretical concepts of the
zone of proximal development (ZPD; Vygotsky, 1978) and scaffolding
(Bruner, 1996; Wood, Bruner, & Ross, 1976). Both concepts are
influential in the field of ECEC policy and practice (Sheridan, Pramling
Samuelsson, & Johansson, 2009; Siraj-Blatchford, 2009; Sylva,
Melhuish, Sammons, Siraj-Blatchford, & Taggart, 2004).

11
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Language is central to Vygotsky’s theory, and his concept of the ZPD is
central to his understanding of child development. The ZPD is defined
by Vygotsky (1978) as

the distance between the actual developmental level as
determined by independent problem solving and the level of
potential development as determined through problem solving
under adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers.

(p. 86)

This means that ‘what a child can do with assistance today she will be
able to do by herself tomorrow’ (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 87). In this
definition Vygotsky’s notion of learning is present in his emphasis on
the process of internalisation of shared social experiences. In other
words, the language (speech) used in the social interaction is taken over
by the individual child and internalised (Wertsch, Cole, & Leont’ev,
1981). The assumption is that the adult can identify the current
development level and, based on this knowledge, guide the child to the
next level of development, which is the proximal zone of development.

This emphasis on interactions as a driving force in child development
and adult guidance is present in the concept of scaffolding introduced by
Wood et al. (1976) and developed by Bruner in his work on the culture
of education and learning (Bruner, 1997). Vygotsky never used the
concept of scaffolding; however, it is argued that it derives from the
notion of ZPD (Siraj-Blatchford, 2009; Siraj-Blatchford, Sylva,
Muttock, Gilden, & Bell, 2002). Bruner’s work focused, in line with
Vygotsky, on learning as a socially situated activity and emphasised the
notion of culture in the process of learning. Moreover, the theory of
transformation described by Vygotsky from an interpersonal (e.g.,
between staff and the child) process into an intrapersonal (e.g., inside the
child) process can be identified in the concept of scaffolding (Siraj-
Blatchford, 2009).

12
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Scaffolding is defined by Wood et al. (1976) as a

process that enables a child or novice to solve a problem, carry
out a task or achieve a goal which would be beyond his unassisted
efforts. This scaffolding consists essentially of the adult
‘controlling’ those elements of the task that are initially beyond
the learner’s capacity, thus permitting him to concentrate upon
and complete only those elements that are within his range of
competence. The task thus proceeds to a successful conclusion

(p. 90).

In this perspective, the assumption is that when temporarily providing
support to a child within a social context, and gradually withdrawing the
support, the child becomes capable of solving problems independently,
and thus the child’s learning processes continue beyond the current
situation (Wood et al., 1976). The ZPD is closely related to the concept
of scaffolding, in relation to adult guidance and the learner’s focus on
solving problems that are adapted to their level of development.

With a focus on educational language practices in the current study, the
intention was not to observe practices directed at children’s ZPDs and
scaffolding, given that this requires knowledge of children’s levels of
development. Therefore, the theoretical framework of the ZPD and
scaffolding are used to conceptualise interactions where staff support
children’s language learning through active involvement and guide
children to the next level in their development.

2.2 Social pragmatic approach to language
learning

Language development and learning has been systematically studied
from different theoretical positions for centuries, and today the field of
early language development can be seen as cross-disciplinary, including
a variety of research questions and theoretical and methodological
approaches (Bavin, 2009; Hoff, 2014; Stone, 2004). There is an
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agreement today that language development is dependent on an interplay
between biological (e.g., genetics) and social (e.g., verbal input)
influences (Bohannon & Bonvillian, 2013). Thus, both cognitive and
social pragmatic theoretical approaches influence modern research,
policy, and practice in the field of language development (Bohannon &
Bonvillian, 2013; Chapman, 2000; Hoff, 2006; Stone, 2004,
Stromswold, 2001). The discussions between a cognitive and a social
approach are based on what children bring to the task of acquiring a
language and how contextual aspects impact language learning.

Within a formalist view (e.g., structuralism, cognitive) on language
learning, the social aspect and the use of language to communicate are
not understood to impact the learning. This means that a child’s inherent
social capacity and need to communicate do not have any influence on
language acquisition. The formalist view was developed by Chomsky
and colleagues focusing on the structure of language, with the ‘poverty
of the stimulus’ as the key argument (Bohannon & Bonvillian, 2013).
This argument implies that input from the environment (e.g., adult verbal
communication) is insufficient to explain the speed and complexity of
children’s language development (Bavin, 2009; Behme & Deacon,
2008). With its focus on the innate abilities and cognitive structures, the
social and pragmatic use of language are not important aspects of
language development in this approach (Bohannon & Bonvillian, 2013).

In a social perspective, language and the process of learning language
are understood as shaped and supported by the communication function
they serve (Bohannon & Bonvillian, 2013; Hoff, 2014, p. 19). The
argument is that the social function of language and the social capacities
of children are a part of the explanation of how children acquire
language, and children are more likely to process language when they
hear it in the context of communicative interaction (Hoff, 2014, p. 74).
Catherine Snow (1999) argues that crucial social factors for language
development are ‘the child’s precocious social capacity and the social-
interactive context provided to developing children by adult caregivers’
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(p. 273). Children’s language learning starts with their social precocity,
and they are learning language as they are learning about the world
(Snow, 1999). The child’s ability to understand others’ intentions and
engage in joint attention with adults is thus a part of the explanation of
how social factors influence language development (Graver, 2018; Hoff,
2014). Thus, there is enough complexity in the environmental input to
account for variations in early language development. However, there
are discussions within the social perspective in regard of which aspects
of the environment influence development most. Hoff and Naigles
(2002) describe two different approaches: social pragmatic including
joint attention and following children’s utterances. On the other hand,
there is a data-providing approach focusing on number of utterances,
word types, and tokens. In a social pragmatic approach, language is
viewed as a social phenomenon and language development as a social
process where the communicative experiences in interactions are
essential (e.g., ZPD, scaffolding). In the data-providing approach the
language input is seen as most important (Baldwin & Meyer, 2008;
Bohannon & Bonvillian, 2013; Hoff, 2014).

The Nordic early childhood education tradition has an open and broad
understanding of language learning and development in line with the
focus on the influence of environmental aspects in a social pragmatic
perspective (Grgver, 2018; Hoff, 2006). The formalist view with a focus
on internal aspects (e.g., phonological memory) is not consistent with a
broad and comprehensive view on learning and the emphasis on staff
support for children’s learning and development in everyday interactions
in the Nordic social pedagogical tradition (Kunnskapsdepartementet,
2011; OECD, 2006; Vist & Alvestad, 2012). Placing this study within a
Norwegian and Nordic ECEC tradition, the language-learning
environment and the support from adults are understood as central
aspects in supporting children’s language learning.
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2.3 Early language development (0—6 years)

Learning language is a complex process, and the study of language
development is divided into different components (e.g., phonology,
lexicon, and semantics) to deal with this complexity (Grever, 2018; Hoff,
2014; Melby-Lervag & Lervag, 2014). The components are developing
concurrently, and knowledge of the sounds (phonemes) and the content
(Iexicon and semantics) establishes the basis of early years language
development (Melby-Lervag & Lervag, 2014). Phonology is the sound
system of the language, and in Norwegian this could be the difference
between m and p that separates mil and pil, and mark and park, (example
used in Tetzchner, 2012) or b and v separating bekk and vekk, and bzre
and veere (example used in Garmann & Torkildsen, 2016). Lexicon and
semantics are the vocabulary, the word meanings, and how to form new
words. Morphology is the knowledge of combining units of meaning and
syntax is combining words into sentences. In addition, children develop
pragmatics, which makes them able to use language to communicate
information to others in a socially appropriate way (Hoff, 2014, pp. 4—
5).

There are individual differences in language development, and the
questions of late talkers and typical and atypical development are widely
discussed. During the second year, children develop their vocabulary
rapidly, both expressive and receptive, from just a few words at the start
of the second year (12-18 months) to an explosion of new words at the
end of the second year (18-24 months). A Norwegian study found that
around half of the children expressed 60 words at age 18 months and
over 300 words at 24 months (Simonsen, Kristoffersen, Bleses,
Wehberg, & Jargensen, 2014). There is a discussion about if there is a
vocabulary or word spurt during this period, starting when children know
around 50 words, or if the developments seen are more stable (Ganger,
Brent, & Dannemiller, 2004; Hoff, 2014; Simonsen et al., 2014). During
the third year (24-36 months), the most obvious development is
grammar (syntax and morphology), and children start to produce two-

16



Theoretical framework

and three-word sentences and inflect words. During the fourth year, there
is a refining of the language skills acquired, and children can produce
complex sentences; their conversation skills are improved to tell short
accounts of things they have done and ask questions. At the end of the
fourth year, the development of basic language skills is seen as complete,
and further development seems to be dependent on the skills at age 4
(Hoff, 2014; Klem, Hagtvet, Hulme, & Gustafsson, 2016; Melby-Lervag
etal., 2012).

Lexical (vocabulary) development is a vital part of early language
development and has been a topic of interest in research due to its ability
to predict later reading skills and educational attainment (Bornstein,
Hahn, Putnick, & Suwalsky, 2013; Graver, 2017; Melby-Lervag et al.,
2012; Rowe, Raudenbush, & Goldin-Meadow, 2012; Scarborough
2009). Receptive vocabulary is children’s word comprehension, and
expressive vocabulary is the production of words (Grever, 2018; Hoff,
2014). Results from a Norwegian study, in line with international
findings, showed that vocabulary comprehension precedes vocabulary
production, and both increase with age (Simonsen et al., 2014). The early
years are crucial for vocabulary development, and individual differences
at the ages of 3 and 4 seem to be persistent (Bornstein et al., 2013; Melby-
Lervag et al., 2012). Because of the rank-order stability in individual
development from 4 years of age, the achievement gap established at this
age seems to persist into school and later life (Dickinson & Porche, 2011;
Vandell et al., 2010). Some findings indicate that vocabulary size as early
as age 2 already accounts for a significant portion of the variance in
language skills at age 8 (Marchman & Fernald, 2008; Rowe et al., 2012).
The variation can partially be explained by environmental factors such
as the quality of the language-learning environments at home (mother—
child talk) and in ECEC (teacher—child/peer-to-peer talk) (Bohannon &
Bonvillian, 2013; Bowers & Vasilyeva, 2011; Dickinson, 2011; Hoff,
2014). Socioeconomic status has been a powerful predictor for child
development; however, recent research has shown that it is parents’
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knowledge and focus on stimulating language at home that matter
(Dickinson, 2011; Hart & Risley, 1995; Snow, 1999).

There are concerns about giving the social perspective on language
development too much emphasis and thus ignoring language’s relation
to genetics, early foundational skills (e.g., working memory and
executive functioning), and the fact that children develop language
regardless of the amount of joint attention and intersubjectivity.
However, evidence indicates that individual differences in children’s
vocabulary development are to a certain degree related to the availability
of environmental support and caregiver speech (Hoff, 2006, 2014;
Huttenlocher, Waterfall, Vasilyeva, Vevea, & Hedges, 2010; Spinath,
Price, Dale, & Plomin, 2004). The question under scrutiny in this study
IS not the debate between nature and nurture nor typical and atypical
language development, but how to provide children with the high-quality
language-learning environment they are entitled to.

2.4 Educational language practices in ECEC

Educational language practices are defined in a broad manner in this
study as practices concerning planning, work, and assessment related to
fostering language development in ECEC. The quality of staff—child
interactions are, from sociocultural and social pragmatic perspectives,
understood as significant for child development. Three aspects of
educational language practices possibly related to language development
are discussed (i.e., responsiveness, verbal input, and conversations).

Responsiveness is argued to be an essential part of high-quality
interactions, especially with children under the age of 3 (Dalli et al.,
2011; Girolametto & Weitzman, 2002; Helmerhorst, Riksen-Walraven,
Vermeer, Fukkink, & Tavecchio, 2014). Sensitive responsiveness is
defined by Helmerhorst et al. (2014, p. 772) as when ‘a caregiver
recognises children’s individual emotional and physical needs and
responds appropriately and promptly to their cues and signals’. Related
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to language development, responsiveness is often referred to in terms of
verbal communication strategies (Cabell et al., 2011; Girolametto &
Weitzman, 2002), and recent research has shown that communication-
facilitating strategies are related to language development (Justice, Jiang,
& Strasser, 2018). In this study, staff responsiveness to children’s
attempts at non-verbal and verbal communication and following
children’s lead in terms of topic and activity are seen as an important part
of educational language practices.

The quantity and quality of verbal input is seen as important for early
language development in research on mother—child dyads (Pan, Rowe,
Singer, & Snow, 2005; Rowe, 2012; Weizman & Snow, 2001), and in an
ECEC context (Dickinson & Porche, 2011). The content and quantity of
verbal interactions are often measured by types (number of different
words) and tokens (number of words), where types (e.g., use of
sophisticated vocabulary) predicted later language skills (Dickinson,
2011). In this study, the use of rich and varied language in meaningful
conversations, expanding children’s talk by repeating and adding
meaningful and descriptive words for objects and actions, is seen as
important in staff educational language practices.

Creating meaningful conversations with children requires more than
using a wide range of words. The concepts of extended discourse (Jacoby
& Lesaux, 2014) and sustained shared thinking (SST; Siraj-Blatchford,
2009) point to central components in meaningful and language-
supportive conversations. The “‘Home-School Study’ found that teacher
support for extended discourses predicts language development.
Dickinson and Tabors (2001) state that an extended discourse

requires participants to develop understandings beyond the here
and now and that requires the use of several utterances or turns to
build a linguistic structure, such as in explanations, narratives, or
pretend. (p. 2)
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Although the notion of extended discourse has been developed in relation
to children over 3 years, children tell short stories and can engage in
extended discourse during the third year (Ninio & Snow, 1999). The
EPPE study identified SST to occur more often in high-quality ECEC
settings (Siraj-Blatchford, 2009; Sylva et al., 2010). SST is in line with
the theoretical concepts of ZPD and scaffolding with an explicit focus on
the pedagogy of adult guidance, and scaffolding can be found in the
empirical concept of SST (Siraj-Blatchford, 2009). SST is defined as

an episode in which two or more individuals ‘work together’ in
an intellectual way to solve a problem, clarify a concept, evaluate
activities, extend a narrative etc. Both parties must contribute to
the thinking and it must develop and extend. (Siraj-Blatchford et
al., 2003, p. 153)

In a Norwegian context with a focus on children over 3, Gjems (2013)
found that the children’s utterances received few comments from staff,
they were seldom asked to expand on their answers, and they were not
invited to work together to develop their understanding. In a UK study
Siraj-Blatchford and Manni (2008) also found that the majority of the
questions asked were closed, which did not increase the children’s
encouragement or provide the children with the opportunity to
participate in sustained shared thinking/talking. In this study extending
on children’s utterances by encouraging them to remain on the same
topic and provide additional information is understood as an important
part of creating meaningful conversations. Supporting children’s
learning and their knowledge of the world is central to educational
practices in ECEC. In this study, the staff’s ability to extend on children’s
knowledge and reason with them about this knowledge is understood as
important. Specifically related to educational language practices,
extending on and explaining meanings of words and/or reasoning in
cooperation with children are understood as important.
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3 Research

Research on educational language practices with children under 3 and
associations between quality of language-learning environment and
language development are scarce in a Norwegian context. The research
presented in the following chapter is mainly based on international
research from the field of language development and ECEC that is
relevant to the study’s focus.

3.1 Quality of educational language practices in
ECEC

Research on the quality of educational language practices with children
under 3 is mainly done by studying mother—child dyads (e.g., Pan et al.,
2005; Rowe, 2012; Tamis-LeMonda, Bornstein, & Baumwell, 2001;
Weizman & Snow, 2001), and this has informed research on educational
practices in ECEC (Dickinson, 2011). The basic assumption is that
quantity (e.g., numbers of word types and tokens) and quality (e.g.,
responsiveness, joint attention) in adult-child communication are
significant for language learning.

Different aspects of mothers” communication are addressed, and
children’s vocabulary sizes are often used as an outcome measurement
as a predictor for later reading skills and academic success (Hoff &
Naigles, 2002; Pan et al., 2005; Rowe, 2012). Tamis-LeMonda et al.
(2001) looked at how maternal responsiveness (e.g., response to looks,
to exploration, to vocalisation, to play) predicts children reaching five
milestones in expressive language (first imitation, first word, first 50
words, combinatorial speech, and talking about the past). They found
that responsiveness at age 13 months was a stronger predictor then at age
9 months, and responsiveness at 13 months predicted the timing of
children’s first 50 words, combinatorial speech and first use of language
to talk about the past. This points to children already at 13 months being
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sophisticated communicative partners, and feedback on and elaboration
of their own language initiatives are important for language development
(Tamis-LeMonda et al., 2001). Hoff and Naigles (2002) looked at both
what they describe as social pragmatic aspects (e.g., joint attention,
following children’s utterances) and data providing aspects (e.g., number
of utterances, words types, and token). They found that data providing
aspects (i.e., quantity of words, lexical richness, and syntactic
complexity mothers produce in conversations) were related to children’s
lexical development (over 10 weeks). Their conclusions are that the
social aspect ‘provides motivation and occasion for language use and
thus brings the children into the context in which language-advancing
data are provided’ (Hoff & Naigles, 2002, p. 430). The importance of
data providing aspects was also found in Pan et al.’s (2005) study on
mother—child communication and children’s vocabulary production
between 1 and 3 years. They studied maternal communicative input in
word types, word tokens and pointing, and found that word types (not
tokens or pointing) predict vocabulary development (Pan et al., 2005).
Rowe (2012) studied the effect of quantity and quality of child-directed
speech on vocabulary development from 14 to 46 months. She concluded
that the use of diverse and sophisticated vocabulary with toddlers
explains variations in vocabulary development and wuse of
decontextualised language with preschoolers (Rowe, 2012).

In a review focusing on educational practices in an ECEC context,
Dickinson (2011) found, in line with mother—child research, that variety
of words used (types and tokens), responsiveness (joint attention) and
extending and clarifying utterances (extended discourse) support
children’s language acquisition. In another review of effective strategies
to support language development, Burger (2015) suggests that providing
children with opportunities to hear and use language, use of language in
meaningful contexts that are relevant for the children, direct interaction,
and a shared focus are core aspects. The research included in these
reviews is mainly on children above the age of 3.
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Girolametto and Weitzman (2002) focused on linguistic responsiveness
with toddlers and preschoolers in their study. Responsiveness included
following the children’s lead (child-oriented responses), extending on
conversations  (interaction-promoting responses), and providing
semantic and syntactic models of language (language-modelling
responses). They found that interaction-promoting responses are related
to toddlers’ language production (Girolametto & Weitzman, 2002). In
addition, they found the same amount of child-centred and interaction-
promoting strategies in both age groups; but language modelling
strategies differed, with more use of labelling with toddlers and
extension with preschoolers. Justice et al. (2018) investigated three
dimensions of the language environment: linguistic responsivity
(responsiveness), data-providing features of teacher talk (input, type-
token), and system-level general quality of teacher—child interactions
(global quality measurement). Teachers’ communication-facilitating
behaviours, defined as the strategies used by teachers to encourage and
maintain conversations, predicted growth in children’s vocabulary from
preschool to kindergarten (Justice et al., 2018).

3.2 ECEC quality and language development

Associations between ECEC quality and language development are often
studied by using regression analysis on cross-sectional data (Eliassen et
al., 2017; Gordon et al., 2013; Mayer & Beckh, 2016; Ruzek, Burchinal,
Farkas, & Duncan, 2014) and longitudinal data (Burchinal et al., 2008;
Howes et al., 2008; Keys et al., 2013; Sylva et al., 2006).

Taking a meta-analytical approach, Keys et al. (2013) included 6250
children from four studies to look at the relationship between quality in
preschool (3-5 years) and school readiness skills at kindergarten entry.
They found the ECERS total score to be significant related to language
outcomes. Burchinal et al. (2008) investigated the effect of the ECEC
quality measured by ECERS-R and CLASS on academic achievements.
Based on factor analysis they used a one-factor structure from the
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ECERS-R named ‘Interaction and Teaching’ (including items on staff—
child interaction, encouraging children to communicate, and using
language to develop reasoning skill). They found no statistical relations
between the ‘Interaction and Teaching’ factor and language development
(Burchinal et al., 2008). Including data reported in Burchinal et al. (2008)
and from other large-scale projects in the US, Howes et al. (2008) used
longitudinal data on 2800 children. The regression analysis of a two-
factor structure (‘Activities and Interaction’ and ‘Provision for
Learning’) from the ECERS-R showed no statistically significant
associations with language and literacy outcomes. However, they found
small effect sizes of a composite of process quality measured by ECERS-
R and CLASS on language and literacy, which also was the case in
Burchinal et al.’s (2008) study. In the UK-based longitudinal EPPE
study, Sylva et al. (2006) found no relation between ECERS-R and
cognitive development (including language) from 3 to 5 years in a
sample of over 3000 children using multilevel analysis. When looking at
an extended version of the ECERS-R named ECERS-E, they found
statistically significant (though small in magnitude) relations to non-
verbal measures of language, but not to expressive language (Sylva et
al., 2006). On the other hand, Ebert et al. (2013) found no significant
associations between quality measured with the German version of the
Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale — Extension (ECERS-E;
Sylva, Siraj-Blatchford, & Taggart, 2003) subscale ‘Literacy’ and
receptive vocabulary development from 3 to 6 years. The NICHD (2000)
team measured children’s language stimulation in childcare using the
ORCE scale, and they showed that the quality of language stimulation
experienced from 6 to 36 months predicted vocabulary skills at 15, 24,
and 36 months.

Despite diverging results from empirical research, there is an overall
agreement on the importance of high-quality ECEC for children’s early
development and later skills, especially for disadvantaged children
(Melhuish, 2011).
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4 Method

A multimethod approach was chosen to explore and provide in-depth
descriptions of educational language practices in ECEC, and to explore
and understand possible associations between educational practices and
children’s language development. The qualitative case study and the
quantitative longitudinal study are presented.

4.1 Design

A qualitative explorative and interpretative approach is used in Article 1
and Article 2 to empirically investigate educational practices situated
within a specific social context. Using qualitative methods provides a
detailed description and exploration of educational practices within a
high-quality ECEC context. A quantitative longitudinal approach is used
in Article 3 to empirically investigate the importance of the social
context in supporting children’s verbal language development. Using
quantitative methods enables an exploration of the relationship between
the quality of language-learning environment in ECEC and children’s
language development. A multimethod approach will make it possible to
get knowledge on educational language practices in ECEC and
associations with children’s language development.

With a pragmatic approach, the aim is to provide the best understanding
of the research question by focusing on why the research is being
conducted in the way it is rather than on what is being done (Creswell,
2014; Morgan, 2014; Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2005). Situating a study
within a paradigm implies following a set of ‘assumptions about the
nature of the world (ontology) and how we can understand it
(epistemology)’ (Maxwell, 2009, p. 224). In pragmatism, all experiences
are social in nature, meaning that our experiences are shaped by others,
and thus any attempt to produce knowledge occurs within a social
context (Morgan, 2014). Taking this approach implies an understanding
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that knowledge is “‘not about an abstract relationship between the knower
and the known; instead, there is an active process of inquiry that creates
a continual back-and-forth movement between beliefs and actions’
(Morgan, 2014, p. 1049). This means that knowledge about the world is
a result of taking actions and experiencing the outcomes. In this
perspective, knowledge exists apart from our understanding and is
created by our understanding of the world. The aim is, according to
Merriam (1998), after all to produce knowledge about the world; in this
study, the world is the world of educational practices. The aim is to
produce knowledge that can be useful for enhancing the quality of
educational language practices in ECEC.

There are some implications for using a pragmatic approach to
empirically explore educational practices situated within a specific social
context and associations between educational practices and children’s
development. First, in pragmatism the production of knowledge occurs
in a social context. There are several contextual aspects to take into
account when studying the field of ECEC (e.g., societal, institutional,
and individual cultures and traditions). Second, in pragmatism
knowledge is understood to exist apart from my understanding and is
created by my understanding of the world. As a researcher, | need to be
aware of the implications my own understanding of the world will have
on the answers given and the knowledge produced. Third, and maybe
most central to conducting research within a pragmatic approach, is the
question of why the research is done in this way. This implies an
argument for the choice of theoretical framework, methods, and
analytical strategies that can be used to answer the research question.

The overall study constitutes a qualitative study on educational language
practices and a quantitative study on ECEC quality and language
development, giving a multimethod design. The qualitative study aimed
at providing in-depth understanding of educational language practices in
high-quality ECEC, and the quantitative study aimed at investigating the
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relationship between quality of language support and children’s verbal
development (presented in Figure 1).

Longitudinal study on the
associations between
ECEC quality and
vocabulary development

Qualitative case study on
educational practices in
high-quality settings

Figure 1 — Design of the study

A more detailed overview is presented in Figure 2, illustrating the
methods and analytical strategies used in the three articles that constitute
the thesis. The main sources of qualitative data were collected using
interview and observation, which are well-known qualitative methods
(Creswell, 2013). Quantitative data was collected using observational
measurement, assessment, and survey as methods (Johnson &
Christensen, 2012).

Thesis —
Multimethod design

Article 1 - Article 2 — Article 3 -

Qualitative design Qualitative design Quantitative design

Method: interview Method: video- Method: ITERS-R,
— and field notes from | — observations from | — ECERS-R, BAS3, and

fieldwork fieldwork survey

Analytical strategy: Analytical strategy: Analytical strategy:

— transcribing and | coding and — multilevel regression
categorising transcribing analysis

Figure 2 — Detailed overview of design, methods, and analytical strategy in the different parts of
the thesis
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4.2 The qualitative case study

An explorative case study approach (Yin, 2014) was chosen to answer
the first part of the research question addressing characteristics of
educational language practices (Article 1 and Article 2). The aim was to
gain insight into preschool teachers’ perspectives on and experiences
with educational language practices, and to explore and describe staff—
child verbal interactions during everyday activities. The strength in a
case study design is the intensive and comprehensive focus on
phenomena or constructs in a real-life context in contrast to focusing on
individuals’ experiences in phenomenology or on cultural aspects of
practices, which are central in ethnographic research (Johnson &
Christensen, 2012; Merriam, 1998; Yin, 2014). Several methods (e.g.,
observation and interviews) were applied in this study to get information
from different sources to capture the complexity and entirety of the cases
studied (Creswell, 2013; Yin, 2014).

4.2.1 Selection of cases and participants

The participating ECEC centres are selected from the GoBaN sample of
93 centres and 205 child groups (Bjegrnestad, Gulbrandsen, Johansson, &
Os, 2013; Bjgrnestad & Os, 2018). For practical reasons, all the selected
ECEC centres in this study are from the southwestern region of Norway.

The selection strategy was based on two criteria. The main selection
criterion was a score of 5 or above (on a 7-point scale) on the subscale
‘Listening and Talking’ in the ITERS-R, consisting of three items: ltem
12 — Helping children understand language, Item 13 — Helping children
use language, and Item 14 — Using books. The requirements for obtaining
a high score are explained in detail by the developers of the scale (Cryer
etal., 2004), and a score of 5 or above is defined as high-quality (Howes,
Phillips, & Whitebook, 1992). The ITERS-R observation was done
before the case study was conducted, but there were no significant
changes in staff in the child groups included. The data collection in this
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study and the following analysis was done blind in regard to the exact
ITERS-R score. The second criterion was variation of structural aspects
(e.g., group size and staff composition). The second criterion was used
to see if structural aspects could give some variance in the quality of
educational language practices. Structural aspects are hypothesised to
affect educational and pedagogical quality (Gulbrandsen & Eliassen,
2013; Vassenden, Thygesen, Brosvik Bayer, Alvestad, & Abrahamsen,
2011).

Table 2 — Information on participating ECEC centres and child groups

Ownership | Total size | Location | Group | Staff members
size included
Centre 1 | Private 79in5 Urban 14 | 1 head teacher, 2
child pedagogical leaders,
groups and 2 assistants
Centre 2 | Municipal | 66in4 Urban 12 | 1 head teacher, 2
child pedagogical leaders,
groups and 2 assistants
Centre 3 | Municipal | 74in5 Rural 9 | 1 head teacher, 1
child pedagogical leader,
groups and 2 assistants
Centre 4 | Municipal | 118in11 | Urban 10 | 1 head teacher, 1
child pedagogical leader,
groups and 2 assistants

There is no intention of having a representative sample in a case study
(Yin, 2014). However, a comparison between the characteristics of the
selected centres and child groups and Norwegian ECEC centres in
general can assess if the aim of variation is achieved. Concerning
ownership there are one privately and three municipally owned centres,
and total size (number of children enrolled) ranges from 66 to 118. This
shows that all the centres in the current study are above the median size
in Norway (48 children) and are placed within the three highest deciles
(Gulbrandsen, 2017). Looking at ownership, only one of the four is
privately owned, which is lower than the actual 54% of privately owned
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ECEC centres in Norway (Utdanningsdirektoratet, 2018). The variation
in group sizes in this study ranges from 9 to 14, and compared to national
statistics the common size is 9 and 14 children with an average of 11 for
children under 3, indicating that the groups included are within the
average range (Utdanningsdirektoratet, 2018). In accordance with the
national regulations, there was one pedagogical leader in groups with
nine children or less and there were two pedagogical leaders in groups
of more than nine children. In Centre 4, there was only one pedagogical
leader, despite having 10 children in total, because of an overlapping
period where one child was starting and another was stopping, giving the
normal group size as nine children. There is a variation on structural
aspects in the participating centres, reflecting the national population of
ECEC centres; however, there are more municipality-owned ECEC
centres and there are no centres within the majority size range (less than
60 children).

Participants included in this study were four child groups, each from a
different ECEC centre, including in total 18 staff members and 45
children. All four head teachers were female and had between two and
twenty-five years of work experience. The six preschool teachers were
also female and had from two to more than twenty years of experience.
All head teachers and preschool teachers had a bachelor’s degree within
the field of early childhood education. Out of the eight assistants there
were two male and six female, and they all worked full-time and had
between five and twenty-five years of experience. Two of the assistants
had vocational training for child and youth work. In the four child
groups, a total of 45 children were enrolled at the time of the
observations, including 15 girls and 30 boys; 9 one-year-olds, 21 two-
year-olds and 15 three-year-olds.

In the process of getting access, the head of each centre was contacted
by phone and informed briefly on the scope of the study. Since the design
of the study involved interview and observation including staff and
children, a meeting was arranged with the pedagogical leaders to give
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more information and to allow them to decide if they wanted to
participate. At the meeting with the pedagogical leaders, the project was
presented with emphasis on how it would affect their daily work to have
a researcher present. All the preschool teachers were positive about and
interested in participating in the study. The next step was to inform and
collect written consent from the parents of the children and staff
members in the child group (see Appendix 1). The pedagogical leader
informed, handed out the information to, and collected the signed
consent forms from staff members and parents. This turned out to be an
effective strategy, and all parents and staff returned their written consent.

4.2.2 Data collection

Data collection for the case study was conducted between April 2015 and
January 2016, and included interviews with staff, observations in child
groups with use of video, and more informal observations. The data
collected includes a total of 20 days of observation, including 16 days
with video-recorded observations and 14 audiotaped interviews with the
head teachers, preschool teachers and assistants. All head teachers and
preschool teachers were interviewed. In order to reduce the workload for
the groups participating, one assistant per group was interviewed. The
observations were done between April and June 2015, and the interviews
between April 2015 and January 2016 (see Table 3 for a detailed
overview).

Table 3 — Detailed timeline of the data collection

Centre 1 Centre 2 Centre 3 Centre 4
Observation April - May —June | April —June | June 2015
June 2015 | 2015 2015
Video observation May — June | May —June | May —June | June 2015
2015 2015 2015
Interview head January October October November
teacher 2016 2015 2015 2015
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Interview preschool April 2015 | May 2015 April 2015 | June 2015

teacher 1

Interview preschool April 2015 | June 2015 - -

teacher 2

Interview assistant November | November October October
2015 2015 2015 2015

Interview

Semi-structured, in-depth interviews were chosen as a method to record
the participants’ perspectives on educational language practices. The
interviews were recorded using a digital voice recorder (Olympus WS-
832), and the audio file was transferred to an external hard drive and
stored securely immediately after the interview. The interviews were
carried out following an interview guide based on four themes: (1) work
on language, (2) educational planning, (3) tools for language assessment,
and (4) professional competence (see Appendix 3). Questions asked
included: *“How do you work with language stimulation in your group?’,
‘Can you give some examples on this?’, and “Which assessment tools are
you familiar with, and what are your experiences of using these tools?’
The themes were similar for head teachers, preschool teachers and
assistants. The questions were adapted to fit the responsibility level of
each of the staff members: questions asked to the head teachers focused
on the overall work and responsibility for supporting language and
questions asked to the assistants had more emphasis on everyday work.
The purpose of using open-ended questions was to allow the participants
to elaborate on their experiences and to provide opportunities for them
to make detailed explanations of their own practices (Fetterman, 2010;
Kvale, Brinkmann, Anderssen, & Rygge, 2015). The interview guide
was piloted and minor changes were made before the interviews were
carried out face-to-face on-site in the ECEC centres. Some questions
were changed for clarification and to make them more open-ended, to
allow the interviewees to relate them more to their own educational
practices.
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Observation

The observational data was collected using video recordings and field
notes. The observations were done between April and June 2015. Each
of the four centres was visited for five days (Monday to Friday), giving
a total of 20 days. The method used can be defined as naturalistic
observation, meaning that the observations were carried out in the natural
setting (the ECEC centre) and were not structured by predefined
categories (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2003). However, the focus of the study
was defined, and the intention was to get in-depth descriptions of staff—
child verbal interactions in everyday situations including contextual
aspects. Before the observations started, the staff were informed that
during the observations my position as a researcher was as an observer
and | was not going to participate. During the observations, the staff were
observed across situations and activities to get a comprehensive
perspective. The first day was used to get familiar with the ECEC centre,
the staff members, and the children; video observations were not
collected at this time.

Field notes were used to get descriptions of the ECEC centres’
environments, spaces for play indoors and outdoors, and educational
practices. The field notes were transcribed after the observations and
constitute a total of 35 pages. Video observations were recorded on a
handheld video camera with an on-camera microphone (Panasonic HC-
X920 and Rede VideoMic). Several recordings were deleted during the
observations due to children from other child groups who had not been
consented participating. Immediately after the observations, the video
files were transferred to an external hard drive and deleted from the
camera. The external hard drive was stored securely before the files were
transferred to Services for sensitive data (TSD) for secure storage. The
empirical data consists of 115 video-recorded observations (1115 min).
A video recording includes verbal interaction between a staff member
and a child or child group. The start of an observation was defined by a
verbal interaction between a staff member and one child or a group of
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children. The end was marked by a shift in activity or when the staff
member or child left the ongoing interaction or activity. In order to get
naturalistic observations of staff—child interactions in everyday
situations, the number of observations per activity, the length of the
observations, and the number of children and staff participating varied.
More detailed information on the observations included is presented in
Table 4.

Table 4 — Detailed information on video observations included

Total Free Freeplay Meal Group Transition Circle

play  (outside) time  activity time
Numberof | .0 | 4 17 33 7 4 13
recordings
Lengthin | 419, | 319 88 456 55 18 178
total (min)

4.2.3 Analytical strategies

The process of analysing qualitative data relies on interpretations done
by the researcher, a process also described as reflexive empirical
research (Alvesson & Skdldberg, 2008). Denzin and Lincoln (2013)
define qualitative research as a situated activity where the researcher
transforms the world into a series of representations through practices
including interviews, field notes, and recordings. In a qualitative
analytical process, one strategy is to reduce and interpret these
representations by describing and categorising (Creswell, 2013;
Maxwell, 2009). This process of meaning-making includes, according to
Merriam (1998), ‘reducing and interpreting what the participants said,
and what the researcher has said and seen’. The analytical process can be
described within a hermeneutical perspective, where the meaning,
interpretation, motive, and intentions are important for the understanding
of an empirical observation (Alvesson & Skéldberg, 2008). Taking an
abductive research approach (Blaikie, 2010) the starting point is the
empirical data, and the observations are related to a theoretical
framework or vice versa, where the result is presented as a plausible
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interpretation rather than a logical conclusion. Both the hermeneutical
process and the abductive approach move back and forth between theory
and the empirical data in an iterative process, where the intention is to
interpret and explore the phenomena or construct under scrutiny. The
case study design is in this sense a situated and detailed study for
learning, and not for proving (Flyvbjerg, 2006).

The research questions, empirical data, and units of analyses used in
Article 1 and Article 2 are presented in Table 5. These components are
central to choosing an analytical strategy. The focus in the following
paragraphs is on why these strategies were chosen to answer the research
question, in order to clarify the analytical procedure.

In Article 1 (Hansen & Alvestad, 2017), a hermeneutical approach was
chosen to get insight into the preschool teachers’ perspectives on, and
experiences with, educational language practices. The analytical process
was based on categorising empirical data, which is a core element in
interpreting qualitative data (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Creswell, 2013;
Maxwell, 2013). The process of analysing can be described in three
steps. The first step included reading the transcriptions to search for
common topics and patterns. Statements regarding the preschool
teachers’ descriptions of their educational practices were marked. The
second step resulted in the identification of five broad description areas.
In the third step the five description areas were written out as broad
categories, supported by quotations from the interviews and field notes.
In this process theoretical concepts provided contributions to the
descriptions and interpretations, pendulating between theory and the
empirical data in a way that is similar to the hermeneutical circle
(Alvesson & Skoldberg, 2008).

In Article 2 (Hansen, in review) an abductive approach was chosen to
get more detailed descriptions and explore staff educational language
practices in ECEC, combining theoretically constructed categories and
empirical data (Alvesson & Skoldberg, 2008; Blaikie, 2010). The
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analytical procedure included use of predefined codes and transcribing
selected speech samples based on the results from the coding, which is a
common approach used to study language in ECEC (Dickinson, 2012;
Dwyer & Harbaugh, 2018). The first step was to code the video
observations, based on the content in the verbal interactions and
contextual aspects, to enable examination of the characteristics of the
language-learning environment. The second step was to analyse selected
examples of staff educational practices, based on the initial coding. In
this step, the empirical observations were related to theory and research
in order to get more detailed descriptions of the practices.

Table 5 — Focuses, empirical data, and units of analyses in Article 1 and Article 2

Research question

Empirical data

Unit of analysis

staff’s verbal
interactions with
children in four
toddler groups?

staff—child interactions.

Article 1 | What characterises Semi-structured Preschool
educational language | interviews with six teachers’
practices as described | preschool teachers and | descriptions of
by preschool teachers | field notes. their educational
in kindergartens with work on language.
high quality scores on
ITERS-R?

Article 2 | What characterises Video observations of Verbal interactions

between staff
members and
individual children
or child groups.

4.3 The quantitative longitudinal study

A longitudinal design was used to answer the second part of the research
question addressing the association between the quality of the language-
learning environments of ECEC and children’s vocabulary development
(Article 3). The data is from the GoBaN project, which has a non-
experimental longitudinal design, following 1131 children in ECEC over
4 years with two measurement points (T1 at age 3 and T2 at age 5). The
potential of addressing a cause and effect relationship with a non-
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experimental design (rather than a randomised controlled trial) is
discussed in methodological literature (Johnson & Christensen, 2012).
However, the focus in this study is the effect of differences in quality of
the language-learning environment on children’s vocabulary
development, and thus a non-experimental approach is most suitable.

4.3.1 Sample

The sample used in the current study comes from the first and second
wave of GoBaN. Participants in the current study were 1131 children
(47.9% girls) from 206 toddler groups from 93 centres; the average age
of assessment at T1 was 35.5 months (SD = 2.7 months), and at T2 it was
60.3 months (SD = 1.4 months). Through a stratified random selection
(SRS) and self-recruitment in six counties in Norway, 93 centres were
enrolled, and within these centres 206 groups were observed using the
ITERS-R at T1 (Bjgrnestad et al., 2013; Bjgrnestad & Os, 2018). One
additional centre was included at T2 (to follow up children changing
centres), leading to a sample of 94 centres, and within these centres 205
groups were observed using the ECERS-R at T2.

4.3.2 Procedure

The data used in the current study includes data from test situations with
children at T1 and T2, survey data from parents at T1, and observational
data on quality in toddler groups at T1 and kindergarten groups at T2.
The test was conducted in familiar surroundings in the ECEC centre, and
a familiar staff member accompanied the children. Prior to the test
(naming vocabulary subtest from BAS3), the preschool teacher informed
and prepared the child for the test situation. The parents were also
informed the day before so that they could take part in preparing the
child. A staff member participated in the test to create a secure and
pleasant situation for the child. During the test situation, an emphasis
was put on being sensitive to the children’s signals to see whether they
wanted to participate or not (Pettersen, 2014). The quality assessments
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were done by certified ITERS-R and ECERS-R researchers and trained
observers who followed the procedures described by the Environment
Rating Scales Institute (ERSI — ersi.info). The certified researchers
completed the online course offered by ERSI (ersi.info), which was
followed by intensive training and certification with the developers of
the ITERS-R and ECERS-R (with an average within-one-point
reliability score of 96%). For the 12 trained observers at T1 and 11 at T2
(two to four per region), the interrater reliability was high, with an
average within-one-point interrater agreement of 87.5% (range of 85%
to 96% for all items).

Measures of quality — ITERS-R and ECERS-R

The Infant/Toddler Environment Rating Scale — Revised (ITERS-R;
Harms et al., 2006) was used to measure quality at T1 and the Early
Childhood Environment Rating Scale — Revised (ECERS-R; Harms,
Clifford, & Cryer, 2005) at T2. Each has been developed as a global
measure of quality and focuses on multiple processes within early
childhood learning settings. The ITERS-R consists of seven subscales
(‘Space and Furnishings’, ‘Personal Care Routines’, ‘Listening and
Talking’, ‘Activities’, ‘Interaction’, ‘Program Structure’, and ‘Parents
and Staff’) and within these subscales there are 39 items. The ECERS-R
also consists of seven subscales (‘Space and Furnishings’, ‘Personal
Care Routines’, ‘Language-Reasoning’, ‘Activities’, ‘Interaction’,
‘Program Structure’, and ‘Parents and Staff’) that contain in total 43
items. Each item is rated on a scale from 1 to 7 (1 = inadequate, 3 =
minimal, 5 = good, and 7 = excellent). The rating is based on whether
the hierarchically ordered indicators belonging to that item are met (i.e.,
a yes/no score). The rating scales measure the quality of the learning
environment, and thus do not focus on individual children or staff. The
subscale ‘Parents and Staff’ was not used, because information on
parents was collected through a parental questioner. The scales have
been adjusted to the Norwegian context by the GoBaN project group
(Bjogrnestad et al., 2013). In this study, three items from the subscale
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‘Listening and Talking’ from the ITERS-R were included: Item 12 —
Helping children understand language, Item 13 — Helping children use
language, and Item 14 — Using books. These were considered the most
relevant measures for the language-learning environment. From the
ECERS-R, four items from the subscale ‘Language-Reasoning’ were
included: Item 15 — Books and pictures, Item 16 — Encouraging children
to communicate, Item 17 — Using language to develop reasoning skills,
and Item 18 — Informal use of language.

Measures of vocabulary development — BAS3

Verbal ability was measured twice using the subtest ‘Naming
Vocabulary’ from the British Ability Scales 3 (BAS3; Elliot, 2011) when
the children were around 3 years (M = 35.5 months, SD = 2.69) and 5
years (M = 60.3 months, SD = 1.4). The children were shown a series of
pictures of objects, one at a time, and asked to name them. Correct
answers were worth one point, while incorrect answers or answers not
given were scored as zero. In order to adjust for age, the children were
presented with different items with varied degrees of difficulty. To deal
with the problem of comparability of test scores across different sets of
items, the raw scores were converted to ability scores in line with the
BAS3 Scoring Manual (Eliassen et al., 2017; Elliot, 2011).

Covariates

Information on family socioeconomic background and the home learning
environment (HLE) was included to adjust for confounders possibly
related to children’s language development. Parents reported their home
learning environment on frequency of reading, frequency of letter play,
and frequency of number play on the following scale: 0 = never,
1 = special occasions, 2 = once a week, 3 = several times a week,
4 =every day, and 5 = several times a day. As the indicator for
socioeconomic status, we used the highest attained educational level in
the household, measured on the following scale: 0 = up to minimum
compulsory education, 1 = post-secondary education, 2 = bachelor’s
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degree or lower university degree, 3 = master’s degree or higher
university degree.

4.3.3 Analytical strategy

A multilevel analysis (Hox, Moerbeek, & van de Schoot, 2010) was
chosen to analyse the two-level-structure data included, where children
(level 1) are nested in toddler groups (level 2). A multilevel regression
analysis was used to investigate the relationship between the quality of
the language-learning environment in toddler childcare groups and
children’s vocabulary development from age 3 to age 5. Verbal ability at
age 3 (T1) was included as a covariate when predicting verbal ability at
age 5 (estimating residualised change). This was done to see if there was
additional change, predicted by the quality of the language-learning
environment in toddler groups, above the stability in vocabulary
development. Mplus version 8 (Muthén & Muthén, 2013) was used to
estimate a series of multilevel models using verbal ability at T2 as
dependent variable and quality of the language-learning environment at
T1 (clustered by T1 child group) as main independent variable. The issue
of missing data was dealt with by using full information maximum
likelihood estimation (FIML; Enders, 2010). FIML has been
recommended as an appropriate way to deal with missing data and shown
to provide less biased estimates by accounting for systematic attrition in
longitudinal studies (e.g., Asendorpf, van de Schoot, Denissen, &
Hutteman, 2014).

4.4 Ethical considerations

Using methods such as video observation, test, and interview requires
ethical considerations on issues regarding respect for individuals and,
especially, children’s right to protection (Backe-Hansen, 2009; The
National Committee for Research Ethics in the Social Sciences and the
Humanities [NESH], 2016). This study has been approved by the
Norwegian Centre for Research Data (NSD) as a part-study of the
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GoBaN project (see Appendix 2). The GoBaN project was approved by
the NSD and by the Norwegian Data Protection Authority after
recommendations from the NSD (Bjgrnestad et al., 2013). All data in this
study has been used and stored in accordance with the approval given by
the NSD.

There are different ways to obtain the right of informed consent set out
by the Personal Data Act when involving children and adults in research
(NESH, 2016). The ECEC staff are required to be informed on the scope
of the project and how the data collected will be used. In this process, the
researchers are obliged to underline the fact that participation is
voluntary and that staff may withdraw from the study without giving a
reason. Moreover, it is important to inform the participants what being
observed and interviewed as professionals implies. In this study, the
focus was on securing the participants through correct and clear
information about the study and methods to be used, as well as the
societal importance of participating in research.

The NESH guidelines state that the use of informed voluntary consent
for children may be challenging because children are more willing to
follow adults’ instructions, and thus they feel that they cannot refuse to
participate (NESH, 2016). This issue is linked to the UN Children’s
Convention Article 12, which states that children who are able to form
their own views have the right to speak, and their viewpoint must be
weighted based on age and maturity. In this, there is an understanding
that children should be seen as active participants in the research process.
The children in the current study were between 1 and 3 years of age at
the point of recruitment, and to ensure the children’s right to protection
their parents were given an information letter and gave written consent
for their children’s participation (see Appendix 1). This approach is in
line with the guidelines from NESH (Backe-Hansen, 2009; NESH,
2016).
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Observing and testing children generated several challenging situations
that can be seen as practical ethical dilemmas and issues. For instance,
being a non-participating observer with a handheld videorecorder among
curious and contact-seeking children presented some ethical challenges.
One example was the issue of ignoring children’s attempts to interact and
getting them to understand my role as a non-participating observer.
ECEC environments are based on interaction between staff and children,
and children are used to adults supporting them and wanting to interact
and play. My experience was that it required pedagogical knowledge to
avoid offending or hurting the children’s feelings when taking a position
as a non-participating observer. In addition, there is an ethical
responsibility to intervene when observing a child treated badly by other
children or adults. In this study, the ethical considerations always
favoured the children’s best interests. It was especially important to be
aware of ethical considerations in the test situation because it required
the active participation of the children. In accordance with the guidelines
given by the GoBaN project, each test was conducted in familiar
surroundings in the ECEC centre, and a familiar staff member
accompanied the child taking part. A study done by Pettersen (2014)
found that sensitive and caring adults with an ability to improvise are
important for creating good situations for children. This is in line with
my experiences that the researcher needed to have knowledge and skills
in the field of early childhood education and care.

As a researcher within the ECEC field, one needs to be aware of
traditions, regulations, and guidelines, as well as the more procedural
aspects of interacting with children. Securing a good and safe
relationship with the participants requires practical ethical knowledge.

4.5 Validity and reliability

The questions of validity and reliability are addressed in relation to the
qualitative and quantitative parts of the study. Addressing the issue of
validity generates critical questions on the accuracy of the data collected,
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and how the data supports the results and conclusions. These are often
followed by questioning on other plausible interpretations and
explanations, and whether the conclusions can be trusted. To deal with
the level of accuracy and possible alternative explanations, validity is
discussed to minimise misrepresentation and misunderstanding (Johnson
& Christensen, 2012; Maxwell, 2009). Several issues must be addressed
in relation to the process of interpretation and explanation of the
empirical data. In the following paragraphs, strengths and limitations are
discussed in relation to questions of validity and reliability.

Internal validity is the study’s ability to argue for any causal relationships
identified (Johnson & Christensen, 2012). The issue of causality requires
‘thinking in terms of processes and mechanisms, rather than simply
demonstrating regularities in the relationships between variables’
(Maxwell, 2009, p. 222). In the present study both the qualitative and
quantitative parts require explanations of the social processes and
mechanisms producing the causal relationships identified. Three types of
evidence need to be present in a quantitative study to reach a causal
explanation: 1) evidence of a relationship between the independent
variable (ECEC quality) and the dependent variable (vocabulary
development), 2) evidence that the cause precedes the effect (controlled
by a longitudinal design), and 3) evidence of no confounding extraneous
variables (third variable problem). A threat to the validity in the
quantitative part of the study is the third variable problem, with
uncontrolled confounding variables that vary systematically with the
independent variable and influence the dependent variable. Even if
information on socioeconomic background and home learning
environment are included to adjust for confounders possibly related to
children’s language development, there could be a third variable not
included mediating the association. Moreover, issues regarding
identifying causality in non-experimental designs are widely discussed.
Therefore, the findings indicating a causal relationship in this study need
to be interpreted with caution.
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In contrast to the quantitative part, there are no statistical analyses that
control for the possible effect of confounding variables. According to
Maxwell this requires the qualitative researcher to use ‘evidence
collected during the research itself to make these “alternative
hypotheses™” implausible’ (Maxwell, 2009, p. 240). In the qualitative
study, method triangulation (interview and observations) and data
triangulation (multiple interviews and multiple observations) were
strategies used to provide transparency of the process of data collection
and to enhance the validity of the conclusions. Triangulation is a strategy
used to reduce the risk of systematic biases due to a specific method
(Creswell, 2013; Johnson & Christensen, 2012; Maxwell, 2009;
Merriam, 1998; Yin, 2014). Yin (2014) argued that the question of
validity can be met by using a prior clearly defined theoretical
framework and established analytical techniques in the process of
analysing and discussing the results from the empirical data. In Article 1
and Article 2, the theoretical framework and the analytical process are
described and argued in relation to the research question to provide
transparency to the research process and enhance the validity of the
conclusions. However, when analysing and interpreting interview data,
the meanings given by the participants (e.g., thoughts, feelings, and
intentions) are always portrayed. This may raise questions of the
interpretative validity (Creswell, 2013; Maxwell, 2009). The validity
could have been strengthened using a respondent validation strategy,
where the preschool teachers would have been included in the analytical
process (Maxwell, 2013).

Another question of validity is related to how the constructs studied (e.g.,
quality of ECEC) are accurately represented (Johnson & Christensen,
2012). In this study, construct validity is aspired to by providing clear
definitions and explanations of the process of operationalising the
constructs studied. However, there will always be an imperfect relation
between the way the constructs are measured or studied and the
constructs themselves (Johnson & Christensen, 2012).
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External validity relates to questions of generalisations, samples, and
participants (Creswell, 2013; Johnson & Christensen, 2012; Maxwell,
2009). In quantitative research, probability sampling to get a
representative sample is used to enable generalisation. However,
sampling errors can result in questions about the representation of the
sample in terms of generalising to the population (Onwuegbuzie, 2003).
Generalisability is not a purpose of a qualitative study, and strategies
used are theoretical or purposefully related to the research question
(Maxwell, 2009).

Reliability in quantitative research is related to questions of the accuracy
of the measurement tool (e.g., internal consistency) and reduction of the
variation between researchers using the tool (e.g., interrater reliability)
to secure consistency of results over time and reproducibility of results
(Johnson & Christensen, 2012; Maxwell, 2009). In a qualitative study,
different strategies are used to deal with reliability threats. In Article 1,
we were two researchers participating in the analytical process, which
reduced the bias, as we experienced. According to Maxwell (2009),
reliability in qualitative studies is also ‘understanding how a particular
researcher’s values influence the conduct and conclusions of the study’
(p. 243). There is always some uncertainty in analysing both quantitative
and qualitative data, however reliability can be strengthened by
increasing the transparency of the analytical process.

There are always limitations in studies within educational science in
terms of validity and reliability, and the limitations of the current study’s
results are discussed in the articles and the final discussion.
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5 Results

The results from each of the three part-studies are presented with focus
on aim, research question, theoretical and methodological framework,
and results.

5.1 Article 1. Educational language practices
described by preschool teachers in
Norwegian kindergartens

The aim was to examine Norwegian kindergarten staff’s descriptions of
how they support and promote children’s language development. The
research question was: What characterises educational language
practices as described by preschool teachers in kindergartens with high-
quality scores on ITERS-R?

The study was based on sociocultural theoretical perspectives in order to
understand children’s language development and the importance of the
social context for language acquisition. A qualitative case study design
was used, building on qualitative, semi-structured interviews with six
preschool teachers in four kindergartens, and field notes were used to
support the findings from the interviews.

The analysis resulted in five categories being identified that in sum were
interpreted as a holistic dialogical approach. This approach includes that
staff are responsive and sensitive, the work is contextualised in both
child-initiated and adult-led situations, staff use situated and diverse
strategies, planning for learning is seen as important, and there is a
flexible use of assessment tools.

These findings show that the preschool teachers interviewed had an
approach to supporting and promoting children’s language development
based on careful considerations about how to create a holistic and rich
learning environment for the children, and they valued working with
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language stimulation in everyday activities with a child-centred
approach.

5.2 Article 2. Language-learning environments
and educational language practices in groups
of children aged between 1 and 3 in
Norwegian ECEC

The focus in the second article was on staff—child verbal interactions.
The aim was to examine the verbal language used by staff when they
were interacting with children in four child groups. The research
question was: What characterises staff’s verbal interactions with
children in four toddler groups?

The study is based on sociocultural theoretical perspectives, where the
social context, including adult—child interactions, is understood to have
an influence on children’s language development. The empirical data
was 98 video observations of staff—child verbal interactions. Participants
were children and staff from four toddler groups in different settings, and
included, in total, 45 children and 17 staff members.

Findings from this study indicate that educational language practices in
high-quality language-learning environments are characterised by
responsive staff who use rich and contextual language and, to a certain
degree, expand on children’s utterances and explain meanings of words
and/or make logical connections.

These findings show the importance of staff knowledge and skills in
interpreting and following up on children’s attempts to communicate in
order to take advantage of valuable child-initiated learning situations.
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5.3 Article 3. ECEC quality and vocabulary
development in Norwegian ECEC

The focus in the third article was on associations between the quality of
the language-learning environments in toddler groups and children’s
vocabulary development in Norwegian ECEC. The aim was to
investigate the associations between the quality of the language-learning
environments (measured by selected items in ITERS-R) in toddler
groups and children’s vocabulary development from age 3 years (T1) to
age 5 years (T2) (measured by BAS3). The hypothesis was that high
quality language-based interactions and provision of rich language-
learning opportunities have an effect on vocabulary development.
Participants included in the study were 1131 children (47.9% qirls; age
at T1 assessment: M = 35.5 months, SD = 2.69; age at T2 assessment: M
= 60.3 months, SD = 1.4) from 206 toddler groups from 93 centres.

When controlled for verbal ability at 3 years and the quality experienced
in kindergarten groups (assessed at 5 years), the results showed the
quality experienced in toddler groups (assessed at 3 years) was
associated with higher verbal ability at 5 years. These results point to the
importance of a rich and varied language-learning environment in early
years.

The conclusion is that toddler language-learning environments
characterised by responsive staff who have many conversations, use a
wide range of words, and add to children’s utterances promote
vocabulary development from 3 years to 5 years.

5.4 Summary of the main findings

Overall, this study contributes three main findings. First, educational
language practices with children under 3 years in high-quality
Norwegian ECEC are characterised by a child-centred holistic approach
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to providing a rich and meaningful language-learning environment
(Article 1 and Article 2). Second, educational language practices in high-
quality ECEC with children under 3 years are characterised by the use of
diverse and situated strategies for supporting language learning (Article
1 and Article 2). Third, language-learning environments for children
under 3 years characterised by staff being responsive, expanding on
children’s communication, and facilitating conversations have a positive
effect on vocabulary development from 3 to 5 years (Article 3).

In total, these findings highlight the importance of providing a high-
quality language-learning environment in children’s early years.
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6 Discussion

The results from the three part-studies constituting the thesis are
discussed in this chapter in order to answer the main research question:
What characterises educational language practices in Norwegian ECEC
measured to high quality, and what are the associations between quality
of the language-learning environment and vocabulary development?
Based on the findings, three topics will be addressed in the discussion.
First, educational language practices will be discussed in relation to a
child-centred approach. Second, contextual aspects influencing
educational language practices will be discussed. Third, the quality of
language-learning environments will be discussed in relation to early
language development.

6.1 Diverse and child-centred educational
language practices

The results from the first and second part-studies showed a child-centred
approach in promoting and supporting language development with
children under 3. In the first part-study, analysis of interviews and field
notes showed that the preschool teachers emphasised a child-centred
approach in planning, work, and assessment. Analysis of staff-child
verbal interactions in the second part-study indicated that staff were
responsive and followed up on children’s initiatives. More detailed in-
depth analysis of short excerpts of verbal interactions identified that
following up on children’s input led to meaningful conversations and
child-initiated learning situations. Results from the third part-study
identified responsiveness and expanding on children’s communication
as aspects of the language-learning environment in toddler groups that
promoted vocabulary growth.

An overall focus on children’s exposure to words was found to be a
central strategy. One of the preschool teachers described their work as
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‘bathing children in language’ (Article 1) and referred to the importance
of the overall exposure to words in everyday situations. Analysis of
verbal interactions showed that adding words was present in 84% of the
observations and confirms the focus on vocabulary training (Article 2).
Children under 3 are in a developmental period where their receptive and
expressive vocabulary grows rapidly (Simonsen et al., 2014). The overall
focus on vocabulary in practice can be seen in relation to research
showing vocabulary as a core aspect of language development and
important for later attainment (Aukrust & Rydland, 2009; Grever, 2017).
Research has shown that supporting vocabulary development, especially
working on the content and meaning of words, appears to be more
common and more easily accessible than working on the sounds of
language (phonological awareness). Phonological awareness is an
important predictor for later reading skill; however, it has received little
attention in the field of ECEC (Carroll, Snowling, Stevenson, & Hulme,
2003).

Findings from this study show that focusing on a rich and varied
vocabulary can lead to interactions where children are included in terms
of naming objects but not actively engaged in meaningful conversations
(Example 1 in Article 2). The conversations were often characterised by
staff asking many questions and then repeating the words used by the
children, to correct them, or asking new questions often followed up the
children’s answers. A consequence of not capturing the children’s
intentions could be more instruction-based conversations that teach
words, contrary to the child-centred approach valued. Accordingly,
children are then not invited to participate actively in conversations they
are commonly exposed to in ECEC. This was also evident in Gjems
(2013) study of children over 3, where the results showed that children
were mostly invited to answer closed questions and not invited to work
together.

The overall focus on vocabulary training and the relatively low number
of educational inputs observed in the current study could be related to a
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lack of knowledge of effective strategies to promote language in
everyday situations with children under 3. A study by Vatne and Gjems
(2014) showed that only 62% of graduate students from the preschool
teacher education reported that they had a large amount of knowledge on
how to promote language learning with children under 3.

In contrast, another finding from this study shows that when staff
followed the children’s initiative they created opportunities for a rich and
varied language-learning environment, and the child-centred approach
was evident (e.g., Example 2 and Example 4 in Article 2). The results
from the first part-study showed that preschool teachers valued working
with child-centred conversations by building on children’s previous
experiences or shared experiences. Findings from the second part-study
showed the importance of having the skills and knowledge to fully
interpret and follow up on children’s input. Adding words and expanding
on children’s utterances are quality indicators included in the item (Item
13 — Helping children use language from ITERS-R) found to predict
vocabulary development in the third part-study. For a high-quality score
on this specific item, the staff needed to be observed having many turn-
taking conversations, add words and ideas to what the children said, ask
simple questions, and maintain a good balance between listening and
talking (Cryer et al., 2004).

Educational language practices in high-quality ECEC are characterised
by a child-centred approach actively built on children’s input, use of
familiar experiences, and use of knowledge of children’s language skills
to support language development. The main strategy identified for
supporting language was vocabulary training during everyday
conversations, and when following up on children’s input the staff
created meaningful learning situations. These findings are in line with
Erica Hoff in her argument that ‘the kind of experience that supports
language acquisition is meaningful conversation with an engaged
conversational partner who uses a rich vocabulary and varied syntactic
structures’ (Hoff, 2014, p. 106). This points to the importance of
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focusing on the content, giving children experiences beyond vocabulary
training in early years.

6.2 Contextualised educational language
practices

Findings from the first and second part-studies showed contextual
aspects influence the characteristics of educational language practices
(Article 1 and Article 2). Findings from the first part-study indicated that
the preschool teachers described informal situations such as free play,
transitions, and mealtimes as contexts for use of a rich and varied
vocabulary and child-centred conversations. More formal situations such
as circle time were described as situations used for reading and
storytelling (Article 1). This approach was also evident in the analysis of
the observational data in the second part-study. Analysis of staff—child
verbal interactions showed that staff expanded and followed up on the
children’s own initiative to a large degree in free play and at mealtimes,
and only to certain degree during circle time. In contrast, during circle
time staff were observed to a larger degree to explain meanings of words
and/or make logical connections in cooperation with children, doing so
less during free play and mealtimes. Accordingly, in situations where
children experienced more educational input, they had fewer
opportunities to get their own input included in the ongoing verbal
interaction. Finding more staff-initiated interactions and instruction-
based practices in adult-led formal situations (e.g., circle time) is in line
with research showing that circle time is a frequent setting for
instructional input (Phillips, Zhao, & Weekley, 2018) where children’s
opportunities for influence and participation are limited (Eide, Os, &
Samuelsson, 2012). Research has shown that different situations (e.g.,
free play, mealtime, and circle time) with changing contextual aspects
(e.g., small/large child groups, adult-/child-led activities, and
planned/unplanned activities) influence educational practices (e.g.,
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Dickinson & Tabors, 2001; Dwyer & Harbaugh, 2018; Girolametto &
Weitzman, 2002).

Findings in the first part-study show that the preschool teachers argued
for an active participation in children’s play, and the second part-study
shows that staff to a large degree respond, add words and expand on
children’s utterances during free play. The question of how to support
children’s learning and development in play has often been discussed
based on a continuum between child-initiated free play on one side and
adult-led play activities, including direct instructions, on the other side
(Lillemyr, Dockett, & Perry, 2013). Findings from the first and second
show that the preschool teachers tried to keep a balance between
participating in the children’s play and supporting learning, and giving
children space and time to explore by themselves. This balance may
explain the lower amount of educational input during free play. This
approach is in line with Vygotsky’s notion of the ZPD, where the
preschool teacher is trying to find a balance between what the children
can do independently and what they need guidance to achieve
(Vygotsky, 1978).

Mealtime was valued by the preschool teachers as a situation for child-
centred conversations (Article 1). Findings from the second part-study
showed that staff to a large degree added words and expanded on
children’s input, and there were fewer instances of explaining (Article
2). Mealtimes in this study included breakfast, lunch, and fruit/snack,
and were often situations where the children sat on high chairs around a
table. This provided staff with a unique situation to have turn-taking
conversations and extended talk on different topics with smaller groups
or one-to-one. The examples from mealtimes included in the second part-
study show the quality of mealtimes as learning situations. They show
the possibilities for working in one-to-one interactions. Moreover, they
show how these interactions could be extended to include the whole
group (Example 4 in Article 2) or work in smaller groups (Example 2 in
Article 2). These findings are in line with research showing the
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possibilities for meaningful child-initiated learning situations during
mealtimes (Bae, 2009; Dickinson & Tabors, 2001).

Circle time was often described by the preschool teachers as a situation
for planned activities, and the analysis showed that storytelling with use
of artefacts/objects was a common approach (Article 1). The focus on
more direct instruction was also evident in the analysis of the
observations in the second part-study. Circle time was the situation with
the most observed educational input in terms of explaining and least
observation of expanding on children’s input (Article 2). These findings
show that even if the staff take a child-centred approach in planning for
learning, the form and intentions of circle time cause more direct
instruction. Studies have shown the challenging aspects of including
children’s input in a planned activity (Emilson & Johansson, 2013).
However, studies have also shown that targeted interventions and staff—
child conversations with educational input are beneficial for child
development (Burger, 2015; Cabell, Justice, McGinty, DeCoster, &
Forston, 2015; Camilli, Vargas, Ryan, & Barnett, 2010).

The findings from the first and second part-studies can be interpreted as
staff in high-quality settings providing children with an open framework.
This includes access to learning environments where staff focus on
balancing their engagement to support children’s learning. In the REPEY
study, Siraj-Blatchford et al. (2002) found that high-quality settings for
children over 3 combined the provision of open framework, free-play
opportunities, and more focused groupwork involving some direct
instruction. The findings in the current study point to the importance of
critical reflections on how to plan and implement a framework
supporting learning and fostering well-being for children under 3.
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6.3 Quality of language-learning environment and
early language development

Findings from the third part-study showed that the quality of toddler care
was related to expressive vocabulary growth (Article 3). More
specifically, Item 13 — Helping children to use language, from the
subscale ‘Listening and Talking’ in the ITERS-R, was found to be
significantly related to vocabulary development, albeit with an effect that
was small in magnitude. A high-quality measure in Iltem 13 requires
responsive staff that have many conversations, use a wide range of
words, and add to children’s utterances (Harms et al., 2006).

In the third part-study, a more domain-specific approach was taken to
identify critical aspects of ECEC quality related to vocabulary growth.
This approach is in line with research showing that using domain-
specific approaches is more promising than using global measures of
quality (Burchinal, 2018; Dickinson & Porche, 2011; Zaslow et al.,
2016). Using global measures of quality has yielded diverging results
when trying to study the effect of ECEC quality on developmental
domains separately (Burchinal, 2018; Dickinson, 2006). Modelling
associations between children’s experiences in ECEC and development
is highly complex. Measurements with an inherent domain-independent
understanding can be difficult to combine with domain-specific
outcomes. The items included in this study from the ITERS-R are
specified by the authors of the scale to measure aspects related to
development of receptive vocabulary (Item 12), expressive vocabulary
(Item 13), and early literacy (Item 14) (Cryer et al., 2004).

The necessity for a more domain-specific approach and focus on the
content of staff educational practices has been discussed (Burchinal,
2018; Dickinson, 2006; Zaslow et al., 2011). Burchinal (2018) argues
that research on quality should focus more on educational practices (e.g.,
how staff actively scaffold children’s learning opportunities) and the
learning environment (e.g., access to age-appropriate activities).
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Examining the quality of the language-learning environment using
specific measures is more common in research on early language
development and early literacy. These studies often include analysis of
adult—child conversations, focusing on verbal input in terms of quantity
and quality. This approach provides detailed and rich descriptions of
educational practices (Dickinson, 2006). However, these studies often
include small samples, which makes it difficult to study the relation
between environmental support and child development.

The qualitative part of this study presented in the first and second part-
studies takes a more fine-grained approach to examining educational
language practices and language-learning environments in high-quality
settings. The qualitative part combines interviews and observations to
study core aspects of the profession of an early childhood educator. The
concept of educational language practices was used to focus on the active
support for language development, planning for learning, and
assessment. The results from the two part-studies included in the
qualitative part show the potential for a more detailed understanding of
educational practices. A qualitative approach to studying ECEC quality
can be useful for practitioners to develop their educational practices.

The results from this study show that combining different approaches
has the potential of enhancing our understanding of quality in ECEC and
examining the impact of variability of quality on children. The approach
taken can be interpreted as a toolkit approach, where global rating scales
are combined with more detailed descriptions of educational practices
(Dickinson, 2006). More specifically, the results from the rating scales
were first used to select cases of interest, these cases were studied in
detail, and finally specific aspects of the global scales were related to
measures of child development. Combining small-scale qualitative case
studies with large-scale quantitative longitudinal studies has provided
findings that have been influential in the development of policy and
practice (Melhuish, 2016; Sylva et al., 2010).
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6.4 Implications for practice

Staff in ECEC are constantly working on creating a high-quality
language-learning environment and supporting children’s language
learning. They are introduced to various theoretical perspectives and
findings from research throughout their preschool teacher education and
in-service professional development programmes. One of their main
tasks as practitioners is to convert and use the knowledge gained to
provide children with the best possible environment for development and
well-being. Likewise, it is important for researchers to conduct and
present research that can be used to inform and develop the field of
practice.

Biesta (2007) presents a twofold perspective on the use of educational
research in professional development. On one side, there is research that
takes a technical role by focusing on child outcomes and presenting
effective practices. On the other side, there is research that takes a
cultural role and reports different interpretations and present
understandings of educational practices. The present study takes both
roles. Findings in the third part-study are related to the ‘what works’
perspective. This part-study adds knowledge on what aspects of
language-learning environments seem to have an effect on children’s
vocabulary development. An important task for both researchers and
practitioners is to carefully interpret and use the knowledge produced in
a critical way to inform practice. The first and second part-studies relate
to the cultural role of educational research by presenting interpretations
and understandings of educational language practices in high-quality
ECEC. These part-studies take into account social and cultural aspects
in the results; however, the results also need to be carefully interpreted
(e.g., in relation to the theoretical framework).

In summary, the findings from this study can contribute to identifying
some context-sensitive hallmarks of good educational language practices
supporting language development with children under 3. In that matter,
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it can provide knowledge to staff in ECEC that can be used to identify
and discuss their educational work on language with children under 3.
Moreover, the findings can contribute to children having experiences in
ECEC that foster their language development.

6.5 Limitations and future research

Further to the limitations discussed in the three part-studies, there are
some general limitations related to the study’s theoretical framework and
methodology that are noteworthy.

This study is placed within the Nordic social pedagogical tradition, in
terms of both the studied field (i.e., Norwegian ECEC) and the
theoretical framework (i.e., sociocultural perspective). Social interaction
is highlighted in this perspective and understood as a driving force for
human learning and development. This has influenced the theoretical
concepts (i.e., ZPD, scaffolding, sustained shared thinking) used for
analysing the empirical data. Moreover, there is a focus on ECEC quality
as being a part of the GoBaN project. These aspects have influenced the
choices of theory used and conclusions. Use of other theoretical
perspectives and research could have given different results (e.g., focus
on attachment theory, social and emotional development, participation,
and peer-to-peer interaction). However, these perspectives would not, to
my knowledge, have given a more comprehensive understanding of the
research questions asked.

Furthermore, there are some methodological limitations. A multimethod
approach has a great potential for enhancing the quality of the study.
However, this depends on the possibilities for combining findings
contributing to informing the study’s conclusions. In this study, the
quantitative data was used to select cases. However, the longitudinal data
on child development was not collected at the time the qualitative case
study was conducted. Therefore, the results were first combined at the
end. Another noteworthy limitation is the sample in the qualitative case
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study. There are only high-quality settings included, making a
comparison between centres with high and low quality impossible.
However, including low quality centres would not contribute to
enriching the understanding of good educational practices.

Several topics could expand on the findings from this study:

To what extent does ECEC teacher education qualify teachers to
create rich and varied language-learning environments for all
children?

How are children from cultural and linguistic minorities included
in the language-learning environment and educational language
practices?

What are the effects of peer-to-peer interactions on language
development, and how do ECEC staff facilitate meaningful
interactions between peers?

What are the effects of quality in language-learning
environments on other aspects of language development (e.g.,
receptive vocabulary, phonological awareness)?

What are the long-term effects of high-quality language-learning
environments?

These research questions are just some examples of what could be given
attention in future research.
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Appendix 1 = Information letter including declaration of
consent

Joakim Evensen Hansen, Ph.D.-stipendiat
Universitetet i Stavanger

Institutt for barnehagelarerutdanning
4036 Stavanger

Til foresatte pa avdeling ... i ... barnehage

Stavanger, dato

Forespgrsel om deltakelse i forskningsprosjektet «Sprakarbeid i

barnehagen»

Dette er en foresparsel om a delta i studien «Sprakarbeid i
barnehagen», der jeg vil undersgke hvordan barnehagen arbeider med
barns spraklige utvikling i smabarnsavdelinger.

Studien er en del av forskningsprosjektet GoBaN (‘Gode barnehager
for barn i Norge’). GoBaN er det starste forskningsprosjektet innen
barnehagefeltet noensinne og er det farste i sitt slag til & ta for seg
kvaliteten i norske barnehager og dens innvirkning pa barn i
barnehagen. Prosjektet vil undersgke hva som karakteriserer en god
barnehage og hvilke faktorer som pavirker barnas trivsel, maloppnaelse
og utvikling. GoBaN er et nasjonalt og internasjonalt
samarbeidsprosjekt med forskere fra ulike forskningsinstitusjoner:
Hagskolen i Oslo og Akershus (HiIOA); Universitetet i Stavanger
(UiS); Hagskolen i Vestfold (HiVe); og Universitetet i Nordland (UiN).
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Malsetningen med dette kvalitative delprosjektet er & undersgke
hvordan barnehagene planlegger og arbeider med sprak i praksis. Jeg
vil samle inn data gjennom intervju med barnehagens personal og
observasjoner av barnegruppen. | observasjonene vil jeg benytte notater
0g videoobservasjoner. Jeg vil filme korte sekvenser av
hverdagssituasjoner for a fa innsikt i samspillet mellom voksne og barn
i formelle og uformelle sprakaktiviteter som fri lek og samling. Derfor
er det fokus pa sprakarbeidet i barnehagen, og ikke fokus pa enkeltbarn
i denne studien.

| lopet av prosjektet vil jeg etter avtale med barnehagen besgke
avdelingen ca. sju ganger for a fa et innblikk i avdelingens arbeid med
sprak i hverdagen. Studien vil gjennomfgres av undertegnende, Joakim
Evensen Hansen, stipendiat ved UiS.

Dataene fra denne undersgkelsen vil knyttes til hovedstudien del 1

(kartlegging av kvalitet og sprakkartlegging). Dette for & kunne gi et
best mulig bilde av det komplekse dagliglivet i en barnehage.
Innsamlede data vil bli lagret og oppbevart i samme database som

hovedprosjektet.

Delprosjektet ‘Sprakarbeid i barnehagen’ avsluttes 1.1.2017, men
innsamlete og anonymiserte opplysninger vil bli overfort
hovedprosjektet 34301_GoBaN. Innsamlete opplysninger i
hovedprosjektet vil bli slettet senest ved utgangen av 2053.
Hovedprosjektet har konsesjon fra Datatilsynet.

All informasjon som vil framkomme, vil bli behandlet konfidensielt, og
det samles ikke inn opplysninger om enkeltbarn i denne studien.
Delprosjektet er meldt til personvernombudet for forskning ved
samfunnsvitenskapelig datatjeneste (NSD).
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Det er frivillig & delta i delprosjektet, og du/dere kan nar som helst
trekke samtykket til deltakelse tilbake uten & oppgi noen grunn. Dersom
du/dere gjer dette, vil alle innsamlete opplysninger om ditt/ deres barn
bli anonymisert.

Dersom du/dere gnsker at deres barn deltar i prosjektet, er det fint om
du/ dere skriver under pa samtykkeerklaringen under og returnerer
svarslippen til barnehagens personale.

Hvis du/ dere har sparsmal, vennligst kontakt meg pa telefon eller e-
post.

Med vennlig hilsen

Joakim Evensen Hansen, Ph.D.-stipendiat
E-post: joakim.e.hansen@uis.no
Telefon: 51 83 35 68/ Mobil: 953 07 443

81



Appendices

Samtykkeerklzering

Jeg/vi har fatt og lest informasjonen om prosjektet «Sprakarbeid i
barnehagen» og samtykker til deltakelse i prosjektet.

Barnets navn:

Sted og dato:

, den , 20

Underskrift (signatur skrives med blokkbokstaver)
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Appendix 2 —= Confirmation letter NSD

Norsk samfunnsvitenskapelig datatjeneste A4S

YORWEZIAM SZO0A STIENCE 2A7Y MWICER

Joakim Evensen Hansen g Infazies v o
Institutt for bamehagelsererutdanning Universitetet | Stavanger r ‘;T T
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LN E KR U

4036 STAVANGER e

il v lub 0
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RS o 1T e
ir dato: 11.02 3045 wibrres 49831 73/LT Denes daicc Deres ref: Rt

TILBAKEMELDING PA MELDING OM BEHANDLING AV PERSONOPPLYSNINGER

Vi wizer til melding om behandling av personopplysninger, mottatt 29.01_2015. Meldingen gjelder

prosjektet:

41931 Sprékarbeid i barnehagen, delprosjekt | GoBal, prosjekinr: 34301
Behandlingsansvarlig  Universitetef i Stavanger, ved institusjonens everste leder

Daglig ansvariig Joakim Evensen Hansen

Personvemombudet har vurdert prosjekiet og finner at behandlingen av personopplysninger er
meldepliktig i henhold til personopplysningsloven § 31. Behandlingen tilfredzstiller kravene i
personopplysningsloven.

Personvemnombudets vurdering forutsetter at prosjektet gjennomfieres i trad med opplysningene gitt i
meldeskjemaet, korespondanse med ombudet, ombudets kommentarer samt
personopplysningsloven og helseregisterioven med forskrifter. Behandlingen av personopplysninger
kan settes i gang.

Det gjeres oppmerksom pa at det skal gis ny melding dersom behandlingen endres i forhold til de
opplysninger som ligger fil grunn for personvemombudets vurdering. Endringsmeldinger gis via et
eget skjema, hitp:/fwww_nsd_uib_no/personvemimeldeplikt/skjema.himl. Det skal ogsa gis melding
etter tre ar dersom prosjektet fortsatt pagar. Meldinger skal skje skriftlig til ombudet.

Personvemnmombudet har lagt ut opplysninger om prosjekiet | en offentlig database,
hitp:ffpvo_nsd nofprosjekt.

Personvemombudet vil ved prosjektets avsiutning, 01.01.2017, rette en henvendelse angaende
status for behandlingen av personopplysninger.

Vennlig hilzen

Katrine Utaaker Segadal
Lis Tenold

Kontakiperson: Lis Tenold tif: 5558 33 77
Vedlegg: Progjektvurdering

LRI et CF CASrOE 0roAREnT G0 oaaiaent ved NI rafing IV QOGS IRING,

EI N e Eeaa el VL R ] I RS N

K FIT - TR  I R STV ST AT T
ST RS H RO TR T RO P T R R W)

83



Appendices

Appendix 3 - Interview guides

Intervjuguide pedagogisk leder

Takk for at du gnsker a delta i prosjektet og takk for at du tar deg tid til
dette intervjuet i dag.

Sprakarbeid

Hvordan arbeider du med sprak pa din avdeling? Kan du gi
noen eksempler

Hva mener du er viktig i sprakarbeidet pa din avdeling? Hvorfor
er det viktig?

Planarbeid

Hvordan bruker du Rammeplanen i planlegging av sprakarbeid
pa avdelingen? Kan du gi et eksempel?

Hvordan bruker du barnehagens arsplan i planleggingen av
sprakarbeid pa avdelingen?

Benytter dere andre planer/ dokumenter i planleggingen?

Sprakstimulering og kartlegging

Hvilke metoder/ verktgy for sprakstimulering og
sprakkartlegging har du kjennskap til?

Hvordan er din erfaring med a bruke bestemte metoder/ verktgy
til sprakstimulering og/ eller sprakkartlegging pa avdelingen?
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Kompetanse og kompetanseutvikling

e Hva kunne du tenke deg a fa mer kompetanse om nar det
gjelder sprak og sprakmilje i barnehagen?

Intervjuguide styrer

Takk for at du gnsker & delta i prosjektet og takk for at du tar deg tid til
dette intervjuet i dag.

Generell informasjon

Utdanning, arbeidserfaring i denne barnehage og andre barnehager, alder

Generell informasjon om barnehagen

Antall barn, antall ansatte, antall avdelinger (organisering)
Barnehagens historie, beliggenhet
Satsingsomrade/ verdigrunnlag/ pedagogisk plattform ell.

Sprakarbeid

e Hvordan arbeider dere med sprak i barnehagen? Kan du gi noen
eksempler?

e Hva mener du er viktig i sprakarbeidet pa din avdeling? Hvorfor
er det viktig?

e Huvilket ansvar (rolle/ oppgaver) har du som styrer nar det
gjelder sprakarbeid i barnehagen?

Planarbeid
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e Hvordan bruker dere Rammeplanen i planlegging av
sprakarbeid i barnehagen? Kan du gi et eksempel?

e Omhandler barnehagens arsplan sprakarbeidet i barnehagen, i sa
fall hvordan?

e Hvordan brukes arsplanen i barnehagen pa alle barnehagen?

e Benytter dere andre planer/ dokumenter i planleggingen?

Sprakstimulering og kartlegging

e Hvilke metoder/ verktgy for sprakstimulering og
sprakkartlegging har du kjennskap til?

e Bruker dere noen av dere i barnehagen?

e Hvordan er din erfaring med & bruke bestemte metoder/ verktay
til sprakstimulering og/ eller sprakkartlegging pa avdelingen?

e Hva er din oppfatning av bruken av dette i din barnehagen?

Kompetanse og kompetanseutvikling

e Hva kunne du tenke deg a fa mer kompetanse om nar det
gjelder sprak og, hva har personalet behov for mer kompetanse
om relatert til sprakmiljg i barnehagen?

Intervjuguide assistenter

Takk for at du gnsker a delta i prosjektet og takk for at du tar deg tid til
dette intervjuet i dag.

Generell informasjon

Utdanning
Arbeidserfaring i denne barnehage og annen relevant erfaring
Alder
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Sprakarbeid

Hvordan arbeider du med sprak pa din avdeling? Kan du gi
noen eksempler

Hva mener du er viktig i sprakarbeidet pa din avdeling? Hvorfor
er det viktig?

Hvilket ansvar (rolle) har du som assistent/ fagarbeider nar det
gjelder sprakarbeid?

Planarbeid

Hvordan bruker du Rammeplanen i planlegging av sprakarbeid
pa avdelingen? Kan du gi et eksempel? Eventuelt brukes pa
avdelingen

Hvordan bruker du barnehagens arsplan i planleggingen av
sprakarbeid pa avdelingen? Eventuelt brukes pa avdelingen
Benytter dere andre planer/ dokumenter i planleggingen?

Sprakstimulering og kartlegging

Hvilke metoder/ verktgy for sprakstimulering og
sprakkartlegging har du kjennskap til?

Hvordan er din erfaring med a bruke bestemte metoder/ verktgy
til sprakstimulering og/ eller sprakkartlegging pa avdelingen?

Kompetanse og kompetanseutvikling

Hva kunne du tenke deg & fa mer kompetanse om nar det
gjelder sprak og sprakmiljg i barnehagen?
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Language-learning environment and educational language practices in

groups of children aged between one and three in Norwegian ECEC

Abstract: This study aims to investigate the language-learning environment and
educational language practices in four toddler groups measured as high quality on the
'Listening and Talking' subscale in the Infant/Toddler Environment Rating Scale —
Revised. The empirical data are taken from a larger fieldwork conducted in four child
groups, and comprise 98 video observations of staff—child verbal interactions.
Participants are children and staff in four toddler groups from different settings, and
include, in total, 45 children and 17 staff members. Findings from this study indicate
that educational language practices in high-quality language-learning environments are
characterised by responsive staff who use a rich and contextual language and, to a
certain degree, extend on children's utterances and explain meanings of words and/or
make logical connections. These findings show the importance of staff knowledge and
skills in interpreting and following up on children’s attempts to communicate, in order
to grasp valuable child-initiated learning situations. Implications for policy and practice

are discussed.

Keywords: educational language practices, toddlers, ITERS-R, language-learning
environment, ECEC quality

Introduction

The importance of providing children with an environment promoting learning, development,
and well-being are well established in research on Early Childhood Education and Care
(ECEC) (Melhuish 2011). Early years experiences and early language skills are fundamental
for later attainment (Shonkoff and Phillips 2000; Bornstein et al. 2014), and the quality of the
language-learning environments provided in ECEC are significant for children’s language
development (Hoff 2006; Justice, Jiang, and Strasser 2018). Interactions between staff and
children are understood to drive development, and for children under three, high quality is
often associated with warm, responsive, and supportive staff members (Bjornestad, Pramling

Samuelsson, and Bae 2012; Dalli et al. 2011). Various dimensions of language-learning



environments in ECEC are studied using global quality measures and more domain-specific
measures (Justice, Jiang, and Strasser 2018; Dickinson 2006; Girolametto and Weitzman
2002; Burchinal 2018). Yet there are few studies on educational aspects of quality in ECEC
for children under three, despite the potential positive effect on language development
(Burchinal et al. 2008; Keys et al. 2013; Burchinal 2018). Bjerestad and Os (2017) found
that the quality of toddler care in Norway falls within the minimal range using the
Infant/Toddler Environment Rating Scale — Revised (ITERS-R - Harms, Cryer, and Clifford
2006). However, based on the discussions on the ability of the ITERS-R to differentiate
between levels of quality (Bjernestad and Os 2017; Mathers et al. 2007), and the ability to
measure different dimensions of ECEC quality (Dickinson 2006; Bisceglia et al. 2009), there
is a need for a more fine-grained approach to study language and quality in ECEC.

This study takes a qualitative approach to get a more comprehensive understanding of
language used in four Norwegian toddler groups in different settings measured to high quality
(5 or above on a 7-point scale) on the subscale ‘Listening and Talking’ in the ITERS-R. Staff—
child verbal interactions are analysed to examine aspects of language-learning environments

and educational language practices expected to be related to early language development.

ECEC in Norway

In 2017, 82.5% of all children between 1 and 2 years of age attended ECEC in Norway. Age-
based grouping is most common, and children attend a toddler group from O to 2 years of age,
and a kindergarten group from 3 to 5 years of age (Gulbrandsen and Eliassen 2013). In terms
of staff—child ratio, the current regulations require one pedagogical leader per 79 children
under three when children attend more than six hours per day. However, there are no
regulations for group size or a general staff—child ratio. The mean group size for children

under the age of 3 is 9, which gives one pedagogical leader and two assistants per group



(Directorate for Education and Training 2018). The Norwegian ECEC centres are regulated
by the national Kindergarten Act and are required to implement the national curriculum
(Ministry of Education and Research 2011). The Framework Plan is an integrated, play-based
curriculum promoting a holistic approach to learning, and it provides guidelines for
fundamental values, content, and tasks (Lohmander et al. 2009; OECD 2015). It describes
language as a key aspect in children’s learning environments and refers to interaction and
dialogue as central components in promoting language development (Ministry of Education

and Research 2011).

Early language development and language-learning environments

It is generally accepted that social contexts, including adult—child interactions, have a
significant influence on children’s early language development (Hoff 2006, Snow 1999). The
relative stability in children’s language development shows the importance of early years
experiences for later development (Bornstein et al. 2014). However, the question of whether
or not there is a sensitive or critical period for language development during the early years is
a contentious one (Shonkoff and Phillips 2000). The interaction between adult and children is
central in socio-cultural theories (Vygotsky 1978; Bruner and Watson 1983), and in research
on early childhood education (Dalli et al. 2011; Sylva et al. 2010). Zone of proximal
development, scaffolding and joint attention are theoretical concepts describing learning
mechanisms mediated in interactions with adults or more capable peers (Vygotsky 1978;
Bruner and Watson 1983). Looking at environmental factors for supporting language
development, the literature identifies communication experiences and exposure to a language
model as key aspects (Hoff 2006). The development and use of language is embedded in a
social context, and the perspective here is that variation in the development of language can

be explained partly by the quality of educational input afforded by the caregiver (Hoff 2006).



The social contexts in ECEC are characterised by frequent shifts in types of situation
(e.g. free play, mealtime, transition between activities, care routine) resulting in different
contextual aspects (e.g. group size, staff—child ratio, adult- or child-initiated activities). These
aspects influences the quality of staff’s educational practices (Early et al. 2010; Sheridan,
Williams, and Pramling Samuelsson 2014). Studies on language-learning environments in
ECEC primarily focus on language used in a specific context (Cabell et al. 2015; Dickinson et
al. 2014), and there are few studies investigating the amount of support occurring in different

situations across several days in ECEC (Dwyer and Harbaugh 2018).

Educational language practices in ECEC

Research on educational language practices in ECEC for children under three is scarce.
Existing research builds on the assumption from mother—child research that quantity and
quality of child-directed speech are influential factors for language development (Dickinson
and Porche 2011; Rowe 2012). Studying mother—child communication, Tomasello and Farrar
(1986) argue that joint attentional processes provide scaffolding for early language. To
facilitate language learning in these episodes, it is important that adults follow the child's
focus and lead, and talk about objects that the child is focused on (Tomasello and Farrar
1986). In another study, Hoff and Naigles (2002) found that the lexical richness and syntactic
complexity that mothers produce in conversations with 24-month olds describe the variation
in lexical development. As children grow older, the number of words, number of different
words, utterance length and quality of informative content gain more importance (Hoff and
Naigles 2002). Rowe (2012) concludes that the use of diverse, sophisticated vocabulary with
toddlers explains the variation in vocabulary development, and use of decontextualised

language with pre-schoolers.



In a ECEC context, The Home-School study found that teacher support for extended
discourses, use of varied vocabulary and evidence of an educationally rich curriculum
predicted end of kindergarten measures and fourth grade language and reading abilities
(Dickinson and Porche 2011). Teacher support for extended discourses is the most powerful
predictor, and includes teachers' efforts to engage children in analytic thinking about stories
during book reading, conversations providing information during group times and use of
strategies to keep a joint focus in the group and extend on one-to-one conversation (Dickinson
and Tabors 2001). Girolametto and Weitzman (2002) investigated teachers' responsive
language input in groups with toddlers and preschoolers related to children’s language
productivity. They found the same amount of child-centred and interaction promoting
strategies in both age groups. The educational practices differed in terms of language
modelling strategies, with a greater use of labelling with toddlers and extension with
preschoolers (Girolametto and Weitzman 2002). Indicators for quality in verbal input seem to
be rich and varied vocabulary and expanding on children's initiative during the first and

second year, and the use of decontextualised language and explaining around the third year.

Aim of the study and research question

The aim of this study is to examine what characterises language-learning environments and
educational language practices in four toddler groups in different settings measured as high
quality on the 'Listening and Talking' subscale in the ITERS-R (5 or above on a 7-point
scale). Based on the importance of the verbal language used by staff in interactions with
children for early language development, the research question is as follows: What
characterises staff’s verbal interactions with children in four toddler groups? Specifically,
the staff’s verbal interactions are analysed in relation to contextual aspects (e.g. type of

situation, number of staff present) and content (e.g. adding words, extending) possibly related



to early language development. This study contributes a more fine-grained perspective on
high-quality settings, and not on the differences between groups with high- and low-quality

SCOres.

Method

Participants

The participants were strategically selected from the BePro/GoBaN sample of 206 child
groups observed using the ITERS-R (Bjernestad and Os 2017) based on two criteria. The first
selection criteria was a score between five and seven (good - excellent) on the ITERS-R
‘Listening and Talking’ sub-scale (Harms, Cryer, and Clifford 2006) to include child groups
with a high quality language-learning environments. The sub-scale consists of three items
measuring the language-learning environment in terms of helping children to understand
language (item 12), helping children to use language (item 13) and using books (item 14).
Each item is rated on a scale from 1 to 7 (1 = inadequate, 3 = minimal, 5 = good, and 7 =
excellent), and scored in accordance with requirements described at indicator level (in total 39
across the 3 items). The ratings are based on 3—4 hours of observation followed by an
interview with the preschool teacher to obtain information on aspects that were not observable
during the visit (Bjernestad and Os 2017). The exact ITERS-R scores were unknown to the
researcher during the observations. The second criterion was variation in the following
aspects: ownership (municipal and private), size (60—140 children), group sizes (9-14
children), preschool teachers per group (1-2) and geographical location (urban, rural) (see
table 1). In terms of size, all the centres in this study are above the median size in Norway (48
children), and are placed within the three highest deciles (Gulbrandsen 2017). Thus, there are
missing centres within the majority size of Norwegian ECEC centres. The second criterion

was used to secure a variation on structural quality aspects possibly related to the learning



environment and educational practices. In total, 45 children (between 1 and 3 years) and 17
staff members (15 female and 2 male) participated. The 45 children comprised 15 girls and 30

boys, and contained 9 one-year-olds, 21 two-year-olds and 15 three-year-olds.

[Table 1 near here]

Procedure and observational data

The empirical data in this qualitative observational study were taken from a larger fieldwork
conducted by the author in four child groups in different settings. Video-recorded observation
was chosen as a method to get more in-depth descriptions of staff—child verbal interactions.
Each of the four child groups were visited for a total of five days during May and June 2015.
The first day of observation was used to get familiar with the staff and children in the groups,
and field notes were used to obtain data on contextual aspects and educational practices. On
the following four days, all instances of verbal interaction observed were recorded with a
handheld video camera with an on-camera microphone. The 98 video-recorded observations
included in this study are from four days of observation in each group (in total, 16 days).
Immediately after the recordings, some additional contextual information was noted in the
field notes. Several recordings were deleted during the observations, and afterwards, because
children without consent participated. The start of an observation was defined by a verbal
interaction between a staff member and one child or a group of children. The end was marked
by shift in activity or/and when the staff member or child left the ongoing interaction or
activity. In order to get naturalistic observations of staff—child interactions in everyday
activities, the number of observations per activity, the length of the observation, and the
number of children and staff participating differed. Moreover, the frequent shifts in activities,
and children and staff moving around, made it impossible for one observer to capture all

instances of verbal interaction.



This study is a part of the BePro/GoBaN project, which has obtained the required
approval from the Norwegian Social Science Data Service and the Norwegian Data Protection
Authority, and follows all ethical standards and privacy policies that ensure participants'
confidentiality and anonymity. The four ECEC centres in the current study were selected from
this sample to secure the anonymity of the centres and staff. The selected ECEC centres were
asked to participate, and the staff members were informed that participation was voluntary.
The staff and parents gave written consent and were reassured that they could withdraw at any
time (NESH 2016). The ethical considerations during data collection always favoured the

children’s right to participation and well-being.

Analytical procedure

A qualitative analytical strategy, including categorising and transcribing, was chosen to
analyse the observational data (Johnson and Christensen 2012). The analytical procedure
includes using predefined codes and transcribing selected speech samples based on the results
from the coding, which is a common approach used to study language in ECEC (Dickinson
2012; Dwyer and Harbaugh 2018; Justice, Jiang, and Strasser 2018). The procedure can be
described as an abductive process, combining theoretical constructed categories and empirical
data (Alvesson and Skdldberg 2008).

The first step was to code the video observations based on the content in the verbal
interactions and contextual aspects to examine characteristics of the language-learning
environment. Two aspects were used to code the video observations; context, addressing the
contextual aspects, and content, addressing the staff member’s verbal language use. Context
was coded for type of activity (e.g. free play, mealtime, circle time), staff members (number
and position) and number of children. Content was coded based on category variables

developed for this study addressing educational language practices in terms of responding,



adding words, extending and explaining (see table 2). The content categories were coded YES
or NO, and are not mutually exclusive, which means that they can all be scored YES during
one observation. To score YES the criteria in the definition needed to be observed throughout
the interaction. All coding was done by the author directly from the recordings to ensure a
proximity to the empirical data and to reduce transcription time. In the following step, four
selected illustrative examples of staff educational practices were transcribed verbatim and
analysed. This was done to illustrate and get more detailed descriptions of good educational
practices identified in the coding. Three criteria for selection were used. First, observations
meeting requirements across different categories of content were selected, giving four
combinations: 1) responding and adding words; 2) responding, adding words, and extending;
3) responding, adding words, and explaining; and 4) responding, adding words, extending,
and explaining. Second, the criteria for content were combined with context. Based on which
categories of content occurred most frequently in a given context, observations were selected
for the situations with most observational data (i.e. free play, mealtime, and circle time). The
first example met the requirements of responding and adding words, in free play; the second
met the requirements of extending, in addition to responding and adding words, at mealtime;
the third met the requirements of responding, adding words, and explaining, in circle time;
and the fourth example met the requirements of responding, adding words, extending, and
explaining, during mealtime. Finally, based on these selection criteria, four episodes that were

typical examples of good educational practices were transcribed.

[Table 2 near here]

Findings and interpretations

The findings and interpretations are presented in two sections following the analytical

strategy. Frequencies of content and context are presented first, followed by qualitative

10



interpretations of four selected examples of educational language practices.

Frequencies of context and content

In total there were 98 observations (total 1069 minutes, min 2.17, max 30.5, mean
11.18), distributed in terms of context in 46 observations of free play, 30 observations of
mealtime, 11 observations of circle time, 7 observations of activities and 4 observations of
transition (see table 3). This distribution with a high number of free play observations and the
length of mealtime observations can reflect the structure of everyday life for children in one-

to three-year-old groups in Norwegian ECEC.

[Table 3 near here]

The size of child groups in the observations ranged from two children to 12 children (mean
5.8). This indicates a use of flexible groups in regards to size, and underpins that staff in
ECEC often interact with a group of children and seldom have one-to-one interactions. In 48
out of 98 observations, a preschool teacher or an assistant was alone with a group of children.
In the child groups with two preschool teachers, both teachers were only present at the same
time during three mealtime observations. Based on these observations, it seems that children
experience a high number of activities during a day where the preschool teacher or assistants
are working alone with a group of children. Group size is often used in a measure of staff—
child ratio, and is as a key indicator for ECEC quality (OECD 2006). The staff—child ratio
describes the number of children enrolled in the group per staff member, and does not account
for the number of staff members present and available for interactions with children.
Contextual aspects are often used as structural indicators for quality, and the associations
between indicators of structural and process of quality (e.g. staff—child ratio and staff—child

interactions) are discussed (Slot et al. 2015; Sylva et al. 2010). An argument is that a higher

11



number of staff provides children with increased opportunities for interactions and
educational instruction from staff (Perlman et al. 2017). According to Siraj-Blatchford (2007),
the characteristics of staff—child interactions are the foundation for providing a high quality

environment.

Looking at the content in terms of the staff’s verbal interactions, the results (see table 4) from
the coding show that in 97% of the observations the staff responded to the children's attempt
to communicate and in 84% they added words. Extending on the children’s talk and
contributing some additional information occurred in 49% of the observations, and in 38% of
the observations the staff explained the meaning of words and concepts in cooperation with
the children. These results indicate that the staff are responsive to children’s attempts to
communicate and add words. This is in line with the preschool teachers' descriptions of their
own educational language practices, where they place emphasis on responding to children’s
attempts to communicate and the use of strategies, such as vocabulary training and extending
on conversations (Sheridan and Gjems 2016; Author XXXX). These results are also in line
with requirements for a high score on the ITERS-R 'Listening and Talking' sub-scale, which
are to respond in a timely manner, interpret children’s communication and have meaningful

conversations with children throughout the day (Harms, Cryer, and Clifford 2006).

Combining context and content, the relationship between the social context and practice are
discussed, focusing on staff educational practices in different everyday activities. The results
(see table 4) show that during free play, the staff expand by adding words in 87% of the
observations, extend on children’s utterances in 61% of the observations and explain actions
or words in 35% of the observations. During mealtime, the staff add words in 83% of the
observations, extend in 50% of the observations and explain in 33% of the observations. In

circle time, the staff add words in 73% of the observations, extend on children’s utterances in
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27% of the observations and explain in 64% of the observations. Looking at opportunities for
conversation and language support, free play and mealtime are a place for adding words and
extending on conversations. In circle time, the staff add words and explain words or actions
more than they follow children’s utterances. There are small variations when relating type of
activity to responsiveness and adding words, and this seems to be present in most of the
interactions. More variations are found in relating activity to the content variables extending
and explaining. During mealtime, the staff extend in 50% of the observations and explain in
33% of the observations. In circle time, the staff extend in 27% of the observations and
explaining in 64%. Summing up, there seems to be more opportunities for child-initiated
conversations in free play and mealtime, and more staff-initiated interactions and instructional

practices during circle time.

[Table 4 near here]

In the following, four illustrative examples of responding, adding words, extending and
explaining, based on extractions from interactions in free play, mealtime and circle time, will
be presented and discussed. The staff members and children in the examples are from

different child groups.

Example 1 — Responding and adding words during free play

The first example is from a free play situation where the preschool teacher is responding to
the child’s attempt to communicate, which occurred in 97% of all observations, and adding
words, which was observed in 84% of all observations. The preschool teacher is sitting on the
floor with a group of four children and CHILD A is looking at a book with pictures sorted by

colours.

1 CHILD A: Look...
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2 PRESCHOOL TEACHER: yes, look at that, it's a butterfly — a beautiful blue butterfly,
it's blue ...

3 CHILD B: there ... (and points at the picture of the butterfly in the book)

4 PRESCHOOL TEACHER: yes, that's the butterfly and it has feelers (PT points at the

picture in the book). And what is that? (pointing at another picture)

13 CHILD C: and some green spoons ...

14 PRESCHOOL TEACHER: yes, and some green spoons, do we have green spoons
here in the kindergarten?

15 CHILD C: mmm...

16 PRESCHOOL TEACHER: T have not seen anyone (preschool teacher turn over to the
next page) oh, what is this? It's orange [the colour - oransje]

17 CHILD A: Orange [the fruit - appelsin]

18 PRESCHOOL TEACHER: yes orange (with distinctive tone) and what is this? (PT
points at another picture)

19 CHILD A: fish...

20 PRESCHOOL TEACHER: Yes, a fish, even a goldfish

In line 2, the preschool teacher is adding meaningful words to what the child is pointing at; a
beautiful blue butterfly. The sequence in which the preschool teacher asks a question and the
child responds continues until the preschool teacher in line 14 asks the child, 'do we have
green spoons in our kindergarten?' CHILD C confirms a belief that they have green spoons
with his/her response in line 15. The preschool teacher then follows up by stating that CHILD
C's answer was wrong by saying that she has not seen anyone. The preschool teacher
continues the sequence of asking a question, waiting for the child to respond and then
verifying the answer and asking a new question. This occurs in line 16, where the preschool
teacher rejects CHILD A's answer with no more talk about the green spoons, and instead turns

to the next page and starts asking a new question.

The high frequency of adding words is in line with the language modelling strategy with more

use of labelling with toddlers identified by Girolametto and Weitzman (2002). The

14



responsiveness and strategy of labelling can be seen as a part of child-directed speech, where
the focus is on creating a joint focus on the vocabulary used (Tomasello and Farrar 1986;
Rowe 2012). This use of child-directed speech in reading books with a focus on vocabulary
training creates a joint attention; however, there are fewer meaningful conversations and talk
in direction of extended discourses (Dickinson and Tabors 2001). The high frequency of
adding words is also in line with the findings in Author’s (XXXX) study, where preschool
teachers described vocabulary training as an important part of their educational work on

language.

Example 2 — Responding, adding words and extending during mealtime

The second example is from a mealtime, where the preschool teacher is responding, adding
words and extending on children’s utterances. Extending was observed in 49% of the
observations. The children have almost finished eating after a mealtime involving little
communication; just a few short questions and answers following the sequence discussed in

example 1. The preschool teacher is sitting next to CHILD A and CHILD B.

1 CHILD A: Oh no, look at the flowers (pointing at the window)

2 PRESCHOOL TEACHER: Yes there are many yellow flowers outside...

3 CHILD A: Yes, many flowers (looking at the window)

4 PRESCHOOL TEACHER: they are called dandelions

5 CHILD A: Dandelions ...

6 CHILD B: Dandelions ...

7 PRESCHOOL TEACHER: Yes, many yellow dandelions

8 CHILD B: Oh no look at all the flowers, the flowers we have inside (pointing towards
the window)

9 PRESCHOOL TEACHER: Do you have some flowers inside?

10 CHILD B: Look...(pointing towards window again)

11 PRESCHOOL TEACHER: Yes ... no, there are not many flowers on the orchid, it's
just the stalk, but there is one which will be in flower ...

12 CHILD B: Stalk...
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13 PRESCHOOL TEACHER: But there is a bud on one, so it will blossom

In lines 2 and 4, the preschool teacher adds words by naming the colour and type of flower
following the question and answer sequence. The preschool teacher responds and follows up
in line 7 by confirming that CHILD A and CHILD B are correct in their use of the word
dandelion. In line 11, there is a change in the preschool teacher’s communication, and it
seems that she interprets CHILD A's attempt to point at the orchid in the window. The
preschool teacher extends on the utterance in line 11 by continuing to talk about the orchid
and adding information by pointing out a bud that will blossom. In this example, the
preschool teacher is extending on children’s utterances by encouraging them to remain on the

same topic and provide additional information.

In this example, the preschool teacher interprets and understands the child’s utterances, and
creates space for joint attention on the topic introduced by the child (Tomasello and Farrar
1986). The preschool teacher provides talk directed towards extended discourses by extending
on the children’s topics and relating here-and-now content to there-and-then experience
(Dickinson and Tabors 2001; Girolametto and Weitzman 2002). This is present in the short
talk about the orchid, which had flowers and now is a stalk with a bud that will blossom. To
create joint attention and shared thinking by following children’s leads require competent and

active staff members.

Example 3 — Responding, adding words and explaining during circle time

The third example is from a circle time where the preschool teacher is responding, adding
words and explaining. Explaining was observed in 38% of all observations, and in 64% of the
observed circle times. The following contains extracts from a circle time led by a preschool
teacher that lasted approximately 30 minutes. Ten children in the one to three age group and
three assistants participated. The topic for the circle time was colours, and the activity
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involved children picking different objects from a bag and the preschool teacher naming and

explaining the objects.

1 PRESCHOOL TEACHER: What did CHILD A get?

2 CHILD B: Drawer...(answers with a low voice)

3 PRESCHOOL TEACHER: What did you say? (the preschool teacher looks at CHILD
B)

4 ASSISTANT: She said a drawer

5 PRESCHOOL TEACHER: A drawer? Yes, and what colour is the drawer?

6 CHILD C: Red ...

7 CHILD D: Green ...

8 ASSISTANT: What colour is it? (the assistant asks CHILD B)

9 CHILD B: Green...

10 PRESCHOOL TEACHER: Yes, it's green! Let's try to put the green drawer into this to
make a chest of drawers (puts the drawer into a chest of drawers). Look, we had a

drawer, but when the drawer is inside this, it will become a chest of drawers.

14 PRESCHOOL TEACHER: Do you want me to tell you another name for a chest of
drawers? It is a piece of furniture. Everything we have in this room is a piece of furniture;
the chair is furniture, the table is furniture, this shelf is furniture, the closet and the couch
are furniture. We have a lot of furniture.
In line 1, the preschool teacher initiates the activity by asking a question, and follows up in
line 5 by confirming the right answer and asking a new question. This sequence of asking
questions and responding by confirming the answer and following up with a new question is
repeated in line 8. In line 10, the preschool explains for that a drawer is a part of a chest of
drawers by showing how the drawer fits into a chest of drawers. In line 14, the preschool

teacher introduces a new word into the explanation by using the concept of furniture.

By explaining a drawer and introducing the furniture concept, the preschool teacher’s
educational practice is interpreted as planned and intentional. The preschool teacher gives the

children an opportunity to hear and use language. The whole group is given the opportunity to

17



experience a language model using language in a meaningful context and to participate in
interactions with a shared focus. This educational practice is in line with findings on effective
didactic strategies to foster language development in ECEC (Burger 2015). High-quality
staff—child interactions are characterised by the staff’s ability to engage in joint and
sustainable interactions with an educational content (Rowe 2012; Tomasello and Farrar 1986;

Siraj-Blatchford 2007; Dickinson and Porche 2011).

Example 4 — Responding, adding words, extending and explaining during mealtime

The fourth example is from mealtime. The assistant is responding, adding words, extending
and explaining. This example is from breakfast, and seven children are sitting around a table
with one preschool teacher and one assistant. The assistant and the preschool teacher are

helping the children to get started with the meal.

1 CHILD A: Open it ...

2 ASSISTANT: Shall I open it? What's in it?

3 CHILD A: Yes, open it so everyone can get.

4 ASSISTANT: Ohh... That’s the good kind of salami, that kind of good small salami.

5 CHILD A: I have to open it so everyone can get a taste, because there are eight children
here today.

6 ASSISTANT: Yes there are eight children here today, but there are only four (pointing
at the salami), so I think your mum thought that you should eat it with your bread.

7 CHILD A: But we have four, then everyone a little can have.

8 ASSISTANT: I can divide them; I can cut them in two.

9 CHILD A: No, because everyone can eat them as they are

10 ASSISTANT: Yes, but then it is not enough for all

11 CHILD A: It is ...

12 ASSISTANT: No, look, lets count ... 1-2-3-4 (counting the salami pieces) and I'll
count all the children 1-2-3-4-5-6-7, then there are three too few for everyone to get a
piece each (shows by counting on her fingers how many are missing). But if we divide
them into two, then everyone can get a piece.

13 CHILD A: How can you divide them into two ...?
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The assistant's first two inputs to the conversation in line 2 and 4 follows the sequence of
asking a question and adding words. In lines 3 and 5, the child is attempting to communicate,
and in line 6 the assistant identifies the problem the child is pointing to. CHILD A continues
in line 7, stating again what he/she wants to do, and the assistant follows up in line 8 with a
possible solution. The assistant uses an educational strategy to solve the problem by using
mathematical reasoning and introduces the concept of division. This is evident in her
explanation in line 12 when she is counting number of children and number of salami pieces,
and figures out how this can be divided with help from the children. Based on the child’s
initiative, the whole child group participates in the mathematical activity of counting and

dividing.

The assistants’ educational practice in this example is interpreted as grasping an opportunity
for a joint problem solving and shared thinking in a child-initiated learning situation.
Interactions with sustained shared thinking were one of the main findings characterising high
quality settings in the EPPE study (Siraj-Blatchford 2007). The assistant introduces the
mathematical concept of division as a natural part of the joint problem solving. This points at
the complexity in how to promote learning in a natural way by responding to children’s
initiative and work within the children’s zone of proximal development (Girolametto and

Weitzman 2002).

Final discussion

Studying selected child groups with high scores on the ITERS-R gave different perspectives
and descriptions of quality in Norwegian childcare for toddlers than does focusing on overall
perspectives (Bjornestad and Os 2017). The analysis identified a common educational
strategy focusing on vocabulary training by defining and conceptualising objects and actions

(present in 85 % of the observations). In all four examples, the practices are characterised by
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the staff asking children to name objects such as the dandelion or the drawer, followed by the
staff confirming the answer and immediately asking a new question. The analysis showed that
the staff extended on the children’s utterances in 49% of the observed interactions, and as
seen in example 1 this could be explained by staff not following up on question asked. This
indicates that children often experience staff members to ask a series of question, and not
follow up on the answers given. However, when following up on children’s answers, this
study shows that staff identify and build on a child-initiated learning situation. In order to
notice these opportunities, the staff need to follow the children’s curiosity and participate in
conversations on child-initiated topics as identified in examples 2 and 4. This requires both
active and participating children and staff members with intentional educational practices as
described in examples 2, 3, and 4. The results show that intentional educational practices in
everyday activities seems to strengthen children’s opportunity to actively participate. The
sensitivity to children’s needs, interest and experiences are aspects understood as contributing
to children’s learning and development (Vygotsky 1978; Bruner and Watson 1983). To create
joint attention and foster learning and development, the staff need to extend on child-initiated
learning situations and include children as active participants in a joint construction of
knowledge (Siraj-Blatchford 2007). This understanding is in line with the social perspective

on learning described in the Nordic socio-educational approach (OECD 2006).

Concluding remarks

This study aimed to examine what characterises staff verbal interactions with children in four
groups of children aged one to three, measured as high quality. The results show that
educational language practices in high-quality ECEC are characterised by responsive staff
using rich, contextual language, and to a certain degree extending on children utterances and

explaining. In terms of everyday activities, there were more instances of extending and fewer
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of explaining during free play and mealtime, and less extending and more explaining during
circle time. The results show the challenges and complexity, as well as the importance of staff
knowledge and skills in interpreting and following up on children’s attempts to communicate
and to grasp child-initiated learning situations during daily work with one- to three-year-olds

in ECEC.
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Table 1. Information on participating ECEC centres and child groups

Ownership | Total size Location | Group | Staff members
size included
Centre 1 | Private 79 children in | Urban 14 | 2 pedagogical
5 child groups leaders, 2 assistants
Centre 2 | Municipal 66 children in | Urban 12 | 2 pedagogical
4 child groups leaders, 2 assistants
Centre 3 | Municipal 74 children in | Rural 9 | 1 pedagogical
5 child groups leader, 2 assistants
Centre 4 | Municipal 118 children in | Urban 10 | 1 pedagogical
11 child leader, 2 assistants
groups
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Table 2. Definition of categories used in coding content of verbal interactions

children’s talk

Category Definition

Respond to children’s | In general, responds to children’s attempts at non-verbal and
attempt to verbal communication and follow children's lead in terms of topic
communicate and activity.

Add words to Expand children’s talk by repeating and adding meaningful and

descriptive words for objects and actions.

Extend children’s
utterances

Extend on children’s utterances by encouraging children to remain
on the same topic and provide additional information.

Explain words or
logical connections

Explain meanings of words or/and make logical connections
between actions, events, concepts or conclusions in cooperation
with children.
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Table 3. Video observations included in the study

Free play | Mealtime | Circle time | Activity | Transition | Total
Number of observations 46 30 11 7 4 98
Length in minutes 392.32 452.40 148.34 84.48 18.51] 1096.05
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Table 4. Percentages of activity and content (% within activity and total)

Respond Add words Extend Explain
Yes No Yes No Yes No Yes No

gf;%l)ay 98%| 2%| 87%| 13%| 61%| 39%| 35%| 65%
Mealtime 94%| 6%| 8%| 17%| 50%| 50%| 33%| 67%
(N=30)

(C;Ir:c}el)ﬁme 100%| 0%| 73%| 27%| 27%| 73%| 64%| 36%
Activity (N=7) 100%] 0%| 86%| 14%| 14%| 86%| 43%| 57%
(Tl\rlirf)iﬁ"n 100%| 0% 75%| 25%| 25%| 75%| 25%| 75%
Total (N=98) 97%| 3%| 84%| 16%| 49%| S1%| 38%| 62%
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