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AUTHENTIC LANGUAGE - Saying It Like It Is
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Ask any preschool teacher - Is it important to model language for young
children? - and the answer would be a very loud “Yes!” The teacher might go
on to tell you that young children are language learnecs and thar the critical
period for language development begins in infancy and lasts chrough to che
carly school ycars. J. Nash, (1997) reports chat the window of opporwunity
for the development of syntactic understanding, the rules relaced 1o word
order and communicating meaning, is generally closed by age five. Young
children are also busy learning the phoaology of their language, which is the
particular sounds of their mother tongue, and vocabulary, semancics and the
pragmarics of language.

Now, if we were to usk another question ~ Is it important to model cespece for
young children? — we might get an even louder “Yes!" Children are members
of communitics, and chey learn about themselves and how to relate to ochers
i their familics, preschool classrooms, neighbouchoods, etc. by watching and
listening 1o the impoctant people in their lives. J. Stonc, (2002) reminds us
thac “children learn from what adults say and from how chey say ir...
modcling with words and manner how people deal with each other™. Qur
goal, then, is to show children how to be with us and wich each other, for
the benefic of the individual and the whole group.

However, sometimes our goals and beliefs abour supporting young childrens

development are somewhat out of kileer with our pracrices. Picturc this.

Three-year-old Amy eells her hurried dad as he rushes away from the day care
centre ac drop off cime. “You need to use your listening ears when I'm talking
to you.” Or, your two year old son tells you that the TV is busy when you
tell him it’s time for you to watch your show. Or how abour if four-year-old
Anthony tells his grandmother to have 2 no thank-you taste when she passes
over the creamed corn ar Sunday dinner. These fictitious sicuations might bring
abouc a chuckle, or perhaps some indignarion, because it is so blatantly in-
appropriate for children to talk to adults chis way. Bur, of course, we have
to ask ourselves, where do children learn to talk like this? Where do they pick
up these words and this behaviour? Could this be what we're modcling?

Some of dhe common directives and explanations we use in our programs
are not really accomplishing our overall lunguage, social and emotional
development goals for children. Some of these sayings ase relatively benign,
sorne are confusing and some actually have cthe potential to harm children.

The benign sayings arc casy ta say. because we tend to sav them so often,
but their syntax is not correct. They include sayings such as:
/ listening cars v walking feet v inside/outside voices

* Instead of using these roll-off-the-tongue sayings, we should talk to chitdren

as we would talk to each other. Say what you wane to say clearly and give 2
reason for your tequest. e.g. “Please listen. I want you ta hear this so you'll

know what 1o do.”

THOSE saviNGs THAT ARE CONFUSING INCLUDE THE FOLLOWING:

v Thac wov is busy. Toys are inanimate objects and can, in and of themselves,
be busy. Only people and animals can be busy.

v Usc vour words. Young preschool children have vocabularies of approx-
imately 2000 to 4000 words. How are they 1o know whar specific words we
want them to use in chese sicuacions? I children knew what words to use,
theyd be using them. They often need us to ask questions, inrerpret the sic-
uation and repeat other people’s words in order to know what words to use.

¢ Have a no-thank-you-taste. “No thank you™ implies thac you do not
wint any and are not going ca have the thing that's being offered. How
can we ask children (o not have a wste and have a taste at the same rime?
Inscead we could simply offer 1 taste or use encouragement and suggese
that they “Try it — you might like ic today.”

v Friends All children ia the group arc not really friends wich all of the ather
childcen in the group all of the time. la spite of our best artempts arc
community building, there ate times when some children really don't like
other children in the group. Insiscing thar the children call each other fiends
does not make the children actually be friends.

v You need to ...whatever, Often times when we simply want children w do
something, we tell them that they nced to do it. A need is something chac
is necessary tor the child's well-being. More often than not, when we tell
children chat they need to do something, it actually relates to our own
desires. chat is. whae we want chem o do.

Finully there is the categocy of sayings char have che potential to be harmful

to the child, parcicularly as it relaces to his or her emotional development:

¢ “Put your tears away”, or “You're o0.k.” said in respoase to a crying child.
Both of these sayings tell the child that we are denying their feelings and
that we're asking chem to also deny their feelings. Although we may feel
uncomforrable wit.h the tears of a child, we should acknowledge their pain
and sorrow and help them find ways o cope. Acknowledging feelings is
the single most important thing thac we can do to help children learn to
manage those feelings.

v Asking a child co say, “No thank you", when sfhe is struck by another
child, As children are developing their sense of independence they arc
also learning how to defend themselves and make theic wishes known.
We should be helping them develop self-concrol and a sense of efficacy
in these situations. When children arc hit by other children, we can model
an appropriate response. We can suggese chat they say something like,
“Stop. You're hurting me.” We want children o know chat they are capable
of dealing with difficult interpersonal sicuations and chat they don't have
to be overly polite w people who are hurting them.

As early childhood professionals, we carry a very greac responsibility in
supporting the development of our children. In order ro ensure that the goals
thac we have for young children match che practices that we use, we need to

be genuine, be real and be authentic with them. We need to say it like it @s.
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