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Once up  a time, there was only one paved yellow road leading 
from the Country of the Munchkins to the Emerald City.
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Early language development is a critical foundation for communication, 
social relationships, reading, academic accomplishments, job performance 
and other life-long indicators of positive social development and economic 
success.

Language may be the Yellow Brick 
Road that leads to many valued life 
outcomes.
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Today’s Talk

• Life span outcomes
• The processes behind outcomes
• Optimizing outcomes for all children
• The Long View
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Part I

Life Span Outcomes
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Language scores are stable from 
toddlerhood through adolescence

• General language is  a robust individual 
characteristic 
• Language scores are stable from ages 2-11 and  

especially stable after age 4 
• Language abilities are relatively stable from 

childhood through late adulthood

Eadie P, Bavin EL, Bretherton L, et al. Predictors in Infancy for Language and Academic Outcomes at 11 Years. Pediatrics. 2021;147(2):e20201712 
Bornstein, Marc & Putnick, Diane. (2012). Stability of Language in Childhood: A Multiage, Multidomain, Multimeasure, and Multisource Study. Developmental psychology. 48. 477-91. 
10.1037/a0025889. 
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Age 4, Low Language Predicts:

Lower academic performance
Lower reading score
Lower language scores

Even when analyses  are adjusted for bio-ecological risk factors

Eadie P, Bavin EL, Bretherton L, et al. Predictors in Infancy for Language and Academic Outcomes at 11 Years. Pediatrics. 2021;147(2):e20201712 
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Age 5 Receptive Language Predicts Risk In Adulthood:

Poor literacy (1.6-4.0 X risk)

Poor mental health (1.5-1.8  X risk; greater for men)
Unemployment (1.9- 2.2 X risk) 

Analysis adjusted for bio-ecological risk factors; unadjusted risk  is about double 

Schoon I, Parsons S, Rush R, Law J. Children's language ability and psychosocial development: a 29-year follow-up study. 
Pediatrics. 2010 Jul;126(1):e73-80. doi: 10.1542/peds.2009-3282. 
Law, J., Rush, R., Schoon, I., & Parsons, S. (2009). Modeling developmental language difficulties from school entry into adulthood: literacy, mental health, and employment outcomes. Journal 
of speech, language, and hearing research : JSLHR, 52 6, 1401-16 .
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Poor language is associated with persistent social 
emotional and behavioral concerns 
Overall, small significant relationship
Children with a marked deficits in language have higher rates of 
behavioral and emotional disorders in adolescence and adulthood

• Anxiety
• Depression
• Peer relationships 

80% of children with identified behavioral problems have a history of 
language impairment 
Snowling MJ, Bishop DV, Stothard SE, Chipchase B, Kaplan C. Psychosocial outcomes at 15 years of children with a preschool history of speech-language impairment. J Child 
Psychol Psychiatry. 2006 Aug;47(8):759-65. doi: 10.1111/j.1469-7610.2006.01631.x. PMID: 16898989.
Goh, S.K., Griffiths, S.L., & Norbury, C.F. (2021). Sources of Variability in the Prospective Relation of Language to Social, Emotional, and Behavior Problem Symptoms: 
Implications for Developmental Language Disorder. Journal of Abnormal Psychology, 130, 676 - 689.
Chow, J. C., & Wehby, J. H. (2018). Associations between language and problem behavior: A systematic review and correlational meta-analysis. Educational Psychology Review, 
30(1), 61–82. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10648-016-9385-z
Hollo, A., Chow, J. C., & Wehby, J. H. (2019). Profiles of language and behavior in students with emotional disturbance. Behavioral Disorders, 44(4), 195-204.
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Many paths can lead 
to good language

• Toddlerhood is a critical time

• Good early childhood education

• Maternal responsivity

• And, some children with no obvious 
advantages do develop good language

Short, K., Eadie, P. & Kemp, L. Paths to language development in at risk children: a 
qualitative comparative analysis (QCA). BMC Pediatr 19, 94 (2019). 
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12887-019-1449-z
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Part 2

The Processes Underlying Life 

Span Outcomes
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https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1007/s10648-016-9385-z
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Language is:

üBiologically based
üVulnerable to disruption
üSocially adaptive
üCulturally and linguistically specific
üLinked to cognitive, motor and social development
üDependent on dyadic interaction
üIndividually variable

Adamson, L. B., Kaiser, A. P., Tamis-LaMonda, C. S., Owen, M. T., & Dimitrova, N. (2020). The developmental landscape of early parent-focused language intervention.
Early Childhood Research Quarterly, 50(Part 1), 59–67. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecresq.2018.11.005

13

Development is Complex (R. Davidson’s Model)
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Waddington’s (1957) “epigenetic landscape”

• Language, self-regulation and 
social emotional learning reside 
in the dyad in the infant and 
toddler years
• Each develops interdependently
• Each is mediated by the 

interactions with caregivers

Adamson, L. B., Kaiser, A. P., Tamis-LaMonda, C. S., Owen, M. T., & Dimitrova, N. (2020). The developmental landscape of early 
parent-focused language intervention. Early Childhood Research Quarterly, 50(Part 1), 59–
67. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecresq.2018.11.005
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Language is learned and used in 
social interaction

Foundational learning  processes are social: 
ümotivation
üobservation 
üimitation
ü response to to feedback

Social emotional development aligns with emergent social 
pragmatics 

Wenche, et al 2014
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https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1016/j.ecresq.2018.11.005
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1016/j.ecresq.2018.11.005
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Language learning is 
wholistic, multilayered 
and personal 
experienced-based

• Linguistic
• Social Pragmatic
• Social Emotional
• Internally and externally 

behavioral 
• Self-regulating
• Other-regulating 

17

Parent + Therapist EMT
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Classrooms and group care challenge early 
language learners

• Limited dyadic communication
• Content, form over social use

• Decontextualized referencing
• Fewer supports for self-regulation

• Most challenging for children who enter without strong 
language, social emotional skills and self-regulation

19

NICHD Child Care Study (2006; N=1,364)
Quality care affects language, cognitive, development (age 3) and school readiness 
(age 4.5)

• Positive caregiving
• Sensitive, encouraging, and 

frequent interactions between the 
caregiver and the child.

• Language input 
• asking questions, responding to 

vocalizations, and other forms of 
talking.

• Children in 30 percent of 
childcare settings receive a fair 
amount of positive caregiving. 
• Children in 53 percent of child 

care settings receive some 
positive caregiving.  
• Only 10% of childcare settings 

were considered high quality 

NICHD Study of Early Child Care and Youth Development (SECCYD) for more information about the SeccYD, visit the Study Web site at http://secc.rti.org. 
Burchinal, M., Kainz, K. & Cai, Y. (2011). How well are our measures of quality predicting to child outcomes: A meta-analysis and coordinated analysis of data from large 
scale studies of early childhood settings. In Zaslow, M., Tout, K., Halle, T., & Martinez-Beck I. (Eds.). Next steps in the measurement of quality in early childhood settings. 
Baltimore: Brookes Publishing.
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Pre-K Effects Are Fading Out
Burchinal et al, 2020; 2021; Burchinal, 2022 
• Concerns 
• Negative longer-term impacts for TN-VPK 
• Fade-out especially for reading and math skills; some fade out for language 

and  executive functioning (EF) skills in UNC and UVA Early Learning Network 
Projects

• Why are PK impacts fading so quickly after initial positive effects? 
• Which PK practices result in the least fade-out? 

Burchinal et al. (2020) Examining three hypotheses for pre-kindergarten fade-out. Dev Pysch . 58, No. 3, 453–469 doi.org/10.1037/dev0001302 
Burchinal et al. (2021) Relating early care and education quality to preschool outcomes: The same or different models for different outcomes? Early Childhood Research Quarterly, 
55 35–51. doi.org/10.1016/j.ecresq.2020.10.005 
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TN Pre K Study (Durkin et al, 2022)

Studies showing Fadeout of effects for intervention relative to 
control group 

Burchinal, 2022 
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Recommendations to sustain the relative 
advantage of preschool attendance
Classroom practices that promote Language and EF skills

• Sustained rich teacher-child conversations 
• Very limited use of large group, didactic instruction 
(<10m/session)
• Positive not punitive behavior management 

Teaching rote skills in PK does not promote development
Better: Teach Language, Executive Functioning (EF) rather than 
rote academic skills (basic reading and math)  

Burchinal, 2022
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Summary

• Classrooms that provide more supports consistent with earlier dyadic 
language learning contexts contribute to positive language and social 
outcomes

Teacher child positive relationships
Opportunities for learning in conversation

• Mastering early learning strategies (rather than static facts) facilitate 
learning in new instructional environments

Language  comprehension and use
Executive Functioning (EF) and Self-regulation
Social foundations 

Social emotional skills
Social pragmatics

24
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Both Social Process and Linguistic Input Matter
• Emphasis on dyadic, social process does not preclude:
• Systematic attention to language input
• Direct instruction for skills
• Engaged time that is language and literacy focused

Input in a responsive conversational interactions
Balancing dyadic interactions  and didactic instruction time
Pay attention to affect, valence of overall environment

25

Part 3

Optimizing Outcomes for 

All Children

26

Supporting critical language learning 
processes = preparing adult partners

Developmental 
knowledge

Strategies for 
Interaction

Strategies for 
instruction
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Early identification is critical

By 30 months
Language delays can be reliably identified
Consistent atypical social emotion and behavior identified

Intervention that begins before 3 years can be highly effective
Sufficient dosage
Progressive developmental approach
Consistent across child environments

Kaiser, A. P., Chow, J., & Cunningham, J. E. (2022). A case for early language and behavior screening:Implications for policy and child 
development. Policy Insights from the Behavioral and Brain Sciences, doi: 10.1177/23727322211068886 
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If we prevent poor language outcomes and 
associated long-term struggle 
vProgressive developmental approach
vConsistent with children’s needs for social, contextual support in 

everyday interactions
vSupporting caregivers
vSupporting teachers
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Naturalistic Developmental Behavioral Interventions

• Child-directed
• Responsive interaction
• Modeling and prompting
• Embedded in everyday interactions
• Teach a range of communication skills
• Often caregiver implemented

Shriebman et al., 2014
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NDBIs are effective early interventions for a 
range of children
• Improved child language outcomes 
• Heidlage et al, 2020; Roberts & Kaiser, 2011, Curtis et al, 2020 (meta analyses)

• Vocabulary
• Overall language
• Social communication 

• Sustained improvement in language gains
• Pak et al, 2022( meta analysis)
• Sustained gains proportional to gains at end of treatment over 2-13 months

31

ESSENTIAL Enhanced 
Milieu Teaching (EMT)

Communication as an Interactive Process

Communication and Language Forms

Communication Partners as Implementors

32
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EMT: Naturalistic Developmental BehavioraI
Intervention Components

Developmental Strategies
• Dyadic Focus

• Partner responsiveness
• Child focus + interests
• Child communication 

attempts
• Joint attention 

foundation 

• Linguistic Input
• Modeling
• Expansions 
• Developmental sequence 

of skills

Behavioral Strategies
• Environmental   

Arrangement
• Context
• Function

• Functional 
Reinforcement
• Prompting

• Time Delays
• Milieu Teaching 

Prompts

33

EMT Principles and Strategies 

1. Promote adult-child communication now
• Notice and respond 
• Follow the child’s lead and interests

2. Increase child engagement with objects and activities
Child preferred activities
Join the child in play and activity
Teach play and participation

3. Expand the social basis of communicative interactions
• Arrange environment to increase engagement
• Teach joint attention strategies
• Balance turns (mirror and map)
• Increase person engagement

4. Teach child communication target forms to advance language
• Model 
• Expand
• Prompt

34

EMT Prelinguistic + Linguistic Goals

Social Foundations

Joint attention 
behaviors
Engagement/ 
Responding

Vocabulary

Functional words
Labels/nouns
GAP verbs

Agents/objects
Locations

Specific verbs
Predicates/

modifiers

Early Syntax

Noun verb diversity
Verb tense and 
agreement
Pronoun/noun 
replacement
Agent action

Object predicate

Decontextualized 
Language

Past events
Predicting future 
events
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Child Number of Different Words

19

32

47

55

18

26

32

38

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

Start Month 1 Month 2 Month 3

Nu
m

be
r o

f D
iff

er
en

t W
or

ds

Treatment Control

d =0.5

d =0.5

d =0.2

MCDI
T: 264
C: 215
D =0.4

Roberts, M. Y. & Kaiser, A. P. (2015). Early intervention for toddlers with language 
delays: A randomized controlled trial. Pediatrics, 134(4), 686-693. doi: 10.1542/peds.2014-2134. 36
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Reduction of Language Delays

35%
65%

Children with scores in the average range on 
the PLS-4

Control
Interventi on

Odds ratio: 2.391 (.98, 5.82) p = .05
Relative risk = 1.40 (.99, 1.97)

Roberts, M. Y. & Kaiser, A. P. (2015). Early intervention for toddlers with language 
delays: A randomized controlled trial. Pediatrics, 134(4), 686-693. doi: 10.1542/peds.2014-2134. 37
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Maximizing Language in Preschoolers with 
Developmental Language Delay 
• 108 toddlers with receptive and 

expressive language delays
• Caregiver-implemented NDBI
• Enhanced Milieu Teaching-SF 
• 18 months intervention
• Core vocabulary
• Action Sentences 
• Decontextualized language

38

Ann Kaiser, Pamela Hadley, Megan Roberts, PIs
National Institute on Deafness and Communication Disorders

38

Intervention Overview

39

Teach, Model/Coach, Review  

TEACH (5-10 min) the strategy of the day 
is identified, with explanation, rationale, 
and example provided

Model/Coach (30 min) the therapist and 
parent take turns interacting with the 
child using the strategies

Review (5-10 min) the therapist and 
caregiver are given time to reflect on the 
session and the impact that the strategies 
had on the child 

40
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CONNECT. COMMUNICATE. TEACH

Classroom Essentials Language and Communication Peer Interactions

Play and Engagement Emotions

ToddlerTalk

41

Classroom Essentials 

Play and Engagement Communication Emotions Peer Interactions

Inclusive and accessible environment
Create space in the day to play and communicate 

Positive relationships with children, families, and the classroom team 

Help children become 
actively engaged by 

joining in as play 
partners, following 
children's lead, and 

expanding children's 
involvement

Notice and respond to 
children's various 

modes of 
communication, and 
model sentences and 
new vocabulary during 

play and routines.

Help children learn to 
recognize feelings 

within themselves and 
others, and learn early 

strategies for 
expressing and 

regulating emotions.

Help children learn to 
recognize feelings 

within themselves and 
others, and learn early 

strategies for 
expressing and 

regulating emotions.

How do we get there?

42

Part 4

The Long View
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Changing how we think about language
• Life-long language competence begins in 

the toddler years
• Language learning originates in dyadic 

social  interactions
• Enhancing ecological opportunities for 

development rather than only 
remediating deficits
• Communication partners are important to 

language development and use across the 
lifespan

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY
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https://www.hindawi.com/journals/cdr/2013/284741/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/


9/8/22

12

Expanding teaching language

• Prepare parents, caregivers and 
teachers to  support children as 
language learners
• Teach children strategies for 

communication, language, social 
interaction and self-regulation 
• Continue  teaching language, content, 

form and use social contexts in pre-K, 
elementary school, and beyond
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Intervention can improve language at any age

Pre Kindergarten

• Build vocabulary
• Expand syntax 
• Strengthen oral 

language 
foundations across 
social and learning 
contexts

Before Grade 3

• Build vocabulary for 
academics, reading

• Strengthen 
comprehension for 
academics, social 
interactions

• Teach social 
pragmatic skills for 
classroom, peers  

Across the school 
years

• Strengthen fluency
• Improve peer 

related social skills
• Teach language-

based strategies for 
oral comprehension, 
reading, writing

Cirrin FM, Gillam RB. Language intervention practices for school-age children with spoken language disorders: a systematic review. Lang Speech Hear Serv 
Sch. 2008 Jan;39(1):S110-37. doi: 10.1044/0161-1461(2008/012). PMID: 18162642.
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Public Health 
Approach

Early 
identification of 
language  and 

social emotional 
delays

Developmental 
monitoring of 

language, 
academic and 

social emotional 
development

Provide 
accessible  

universal, high-
quality childcare 

at reasonable 
cost

Make early 
intervention 

more accessible

47

What about the 
Yellow Brick Road?

• A path not an end
• Many opportunities for 

development

• Many points of intervention
• Built by many caregivers, 

teachers and peers 

48



9/8/22

13

And, now my 
lovelies

• Questions and Discussion
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For more information

• Website : http://kidtalk.vkcsites.org/
• Recent research
• Information for parents and practitioners
• This presentation (will be accessible by 9/12) and 

other related presentations
• Email me:  Ann.Kaiser@Vanderbilt.Edu
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http://kidtalk.vkcsites.org/

