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Know it to Grow it 
Using the latest brain 
science to boost language 
development through 
early talk

Colleen Haddad
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• Understand the 
science behind the 
power of early talk.

• Connect your why to 
the science. 

• Put into practice a

By the end of the presentation, you will be able to…
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Non-profit organization

Global standard for measuring 
talk in early childhood

Build school readiness and 
strengthen families with 
parent-group classes. 

Add an early-language 
focus to any home-
visiting program.

Transform interactions in 
child care through job-
embedded professional 
development.
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“Talk pedometer” technology
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Early language leads to opportunity
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We talk less than we think we do

Those of us that talk the least    
overestimate the most

Richards, et al., JEI (2017)
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A child who enters kindergarten unprepared is 25% more likely not to finish 
high school and 60% percent more likely to skip college.

The challenge we face

5/24/2022 © LENA 9
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Baby’s Brain

• Grows most in the first few years 
of life!

• Builds millions of neural 
connections per second

• “Prunes” synapses that are not 
used

• Processes speech at 1/5 speed 
of adults Synaptic growth in the brain over time

Source: Dr. Kimberly Noble



11© LENAApril 7, 2021

Conversational Turns

• Experiences impact how our 
brain’s blueprint is expressed.

• Back-and-forth talk is the most 
important way to encourage 
growth.

• Conversational turn taking is more 
critical to language development 
than the number of words a child 
hears.

5/24/2022 © LENA 11
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Confirming the power of turns

Brain function –
Romeo et al., 2018a

Brain structure –
Romeo et al., 2018b

Long term outcomes –
Gilkerson et al., 2018

Brain structure & reading 
skills – Merz, et al. 2019
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The Power of Conversational Turns

What happens in 
my brain when I 

experience 
language?

1,220 turns per day

Verbal score = 121

580 turns per day

Verbal score = 90

5/24/2022 © LENA 13
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Conversational Turns and Socioemotional Learning

Peer-Reviewed Study: 
Pontifica Catholic University of 
Chile

Results: the number of turns in 
infants’ language environment 
predicted their socioemotional 
skills at 30 months. 
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Building Brain Time! 

1. Fill in the blank: Children process language at _____ speed of 
adults. 

2. Which area of the brain used in Dr. Romeo’s study was activated 
when conversation turns were occurring? 

3. True or false: Children who experienced more conversational 
turns had greater surface area on the left perisylvian cortex, 
and in turn, reading skills in elementary school. 
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Inside Early Talk report

Six key findings:
1. 40 conversational turns per hour is a new benchmark 

for caregivers.
2. High-turn families demonstrate attainable patterns 

of talk.
3. Home settings are consistently higher in interactions 

than child care settings.
4. In child care, interactions are lowest when they 

matter most.
5. There are large disparities in the language 

environments children are experiencing in child care.
6. The effects of COVID-19 reveal reduced turn-taking in 

child care.
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Inside Early Talk report
Key Finding #1: 40 conversational turns per hour is a new benchmark for caregivers.
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The Follow Up Normative Study (FUNS)

2006 2016

329 children/families
census-matched SES

2-48 months old

LENA recordings
Developmental assessments

146 children
9-13 years old

Developmental assessments

Do LENA measures
in early years

predict development?

Yes!
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Inside Early Talk report
Key Finding #2: High-turn families demonstrate attainable patterns of talk.
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Inside Early Talk report
Key Finding #3: Home settings are consistently higher in interactions than child care settings.
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Inside Early Talk report

Key Finding #4: In child care, interactions are lowest when 
they matter most.

The period between 18 and 24 months is especially 
predictive and statistically significant, indicating a “key 
window” for adult-child engagement. 
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Inside Early Talk report
Key Finding #5: There are large disparities in the language environments children are experiencing in child 
care.

20% of children are in 
language isolation

More than 2/3 of children 
experience fewer than 15 
turns per hour

Only 6% of children 
experience 40 turns 
per hour
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Inside Early Talk report
Key Finding #6: The effects of COVID-19 reveal reduced turn-taking in child care.

Loss of about
8 turns/hour
for same ratio

35-40% reduction
in ratio to get back to
same turn-taking level

• Reducing child-to-
teacher ratios is critical, 
especially when 
teachers face new 
challenges or additional 
responsibilities.
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Research into Practice

www.info.lena.org/more-talk

1. Find 25-minute blocks during the day to focus on 
talk

2. Talk about what you’re doing and thinking. Turn 
daily routines into opportunities for talk.

3. Avoid too much screen time, or use this as a time 
to talk about what’s happening in the story they’re 
watching

4. Each time you get one back-and-forth exchange, try 
to make it two!

5. Tune in and respond to what your child is 
interested in or doing.

6. Avoid interrupting or appearing disinterested when 
your child tries to talk back to you or get your 
attention.

http://www.info.lena.org/more-talk
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Moments of Reflection

• Which finding was most surprising to you? 
• Which finding is most impactful for your day-to-day work? 
• How will you take this research and put it into practice in your community?
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The Talking Tips

• Simple, accessible behaviors

• Used while talking, singing, reading

• Incorporated into both 
parent-directed and 
teacher-directed initiatives
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Let’s Practice!

5/24/2022 © LENA 29
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Using Talking Tips while Reading

• Point out objects in books and 
name them. 

• Let children name what they see.

• Ask, “What is happening in the 
picture?”

• Repeat and build on their 
answers. 

• Ask, “Why?” “Where?” and “I 
wonder...” questions.

March 5 © LENA

30
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Let’s Practice!

5/24/2022 © LENA 31
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Using Talking Tips while outdoors

• Get down to their level, face to 
face.

• See how many different objects, 
colors, or actions you can name.

• Talk about the time of day, the 
weather, and the season. 

• Be silly! Dance, jump, run!

5/24/2022 © LENA 32
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Using Talking Tips during mealtimes
• Name the foods, drinks, utensils, 

and cooking tools used.

• Use descriptive words for taste, 
temperature, texture, color, size, 
shape, and amount.

• Pay attention to what the 
children are interested in and 
comment on it.

• Use action words to comment on 
what you can do with the food.

33
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Using Talking Tips while Singing

• Get down to their level, 
face to face.

• Make faces, use 
gestures.

• Use songs like “Wheels 
on the Bus” or “Itsy-
Bitsy Spider” that have 
gestures and motions!

• Be silly! Relax and have 
fun! 

5/24/2022 34
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Free download: Talking Tips

© LENA 35

https://info.lena.org/14-talking-tips

Available in 

English, Spanish, 

French, Arabic, 

Portuguese, Korean, and 

Mandarin!

https://info.lena.org/14-talking-tips
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Takeaways

What actions will you take to increase talk? What did you learn 
from today’s session that you will take into your work (or 
parenting)? 
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Communities leveraging LENA
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Let’s stay connected!

Visit us online at LENA.org

Find us on Twitter @LENAEarlyTalk

Find us on Facebook @LENAEarlyTalk

Find us on Youtube bit.ly/LENA-YouTube

brittaneyrobinson@lena.org

…And sign up for 
LENA’s newsletter

to stay in the loop about 
future webinars and 

opportunities!

bit.ly/lena-newsletter


