‘Chit-chat’ every day helps with work, rest and play: supporting parents to develop young children’s language skills
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The article seeks to investigate how early years practitioners support parents in developing young children’s language skills. The study is based in a chain of private day nurseries in an area of social deprivation in the north-west of England. Bottrill (2018), suggests that children from disadvantaged backgrounds may have heard 3 million fewer words than their more enriched peers. Data collection draws on qualitative and quantitative paradigms and combines observations of children and parents, observation and assessment of children, interviews with parents and a focus group. The study is being conducted over a twelve month period with 46 children aged from 2 years to rising 5 and their parents.

Background
Increasing numbers of children appear to be entering education with poor language skills and there is evidence to suggest that this difficulty continues to increase. In 2016, Nasen identified that there had been an increase of 83% in children with overall speech and language difficulties between 2011 and 2016 whilst in 2017, I-CAN estimated that 1 in10 children have speech, language, and communication difficulties. The catalyst for the study arose from concerns of practitioners regarding the number of children starting settings with poor language skills, and their apparent lack of progress in language development.

Early years practice
The prime emphasis for those working with very young children is on personal, social and emotional development, and language and communication (DfES, 2014).  The ability to communicate effectively is essential for children’s emotional development since it enables children to talk about their feelings (Crowley, 2017). It is evident that children develop language skills through social interaction in a language rich environment, which starts from birth and ultimately continues in a supportive family group (Livingstone, 2014). A key feature of Early Years practice is to establish strong partnership with parents. 

Method
It was made clear from the outset that the aim of the study was in the realms of improving outcomes for children. Informed consent was received from all participants, anonymity and confidentiality was assured and the right to withdraw at any point was explicit. The researcher was aware of the need for sensitivity and thus participants were offered the opportunity to verify the results. An important factor in the study was listening to parents, their views, attitudes and beliefs. 
Observation of parents and children
The main opportunities for observing interactions between children and parents was at the start and end of the day, and during the weekly play and stay session.  Observation is an integral part of daily Early Years practice (Palaiologou, 2010) an aspect that parents are fully aware of and compliant with. In this instance parents knew they were being observed and had given their permission (Cohen et al., 2008).

Observation and assessment of children
Children were observed by their keyworkers over the period of one month and assessed against EYFS learning outcomes for Speaking (DfE, 2014).  This established a baseline against which progress could be monitored periodically throughout the year with the final outcome at the end of the year.

Interviews with parents
In order to establish what parents understood about supporting their children’s language development, a series of short interviews was set up. Of the 30 parents represented by this group, 26 participated.

Focus group with parents
Following the interviews parents expressed their ease to contribute to a focus group with 20 participating. Discussion was open and honest, and was deemed by parents to have deepened their relationships with staff and other parents.
Findings
Interactions observed between parents and children
Children were happy to have parents staying to play with them and keen to share their experiences of nursery together.  Initially parents were eager to join in with activities too, getting down to the child’s level, reading stories, joining in with messy activities and pretend play. After this (between 30-40 minutes) interest waned with parents expressing views such as, ‘being bored,’ ‘finding it too much like hard work,’ ‘can’t the children just get on with it?’ Interaction with parents became limited and less frequent and children were gradually being ignored as parents started conversations with each other. This perhaps identified a need for parents to form social relationships and share common experiences of raising children (Jackson and Needham, 2014). It was also noted that 90% of parents used their mobile phones both when arriving in the morning and when collecting children from nursery at the end of the day.  At this time of day, children were keen to show examples of what they had done such as paintings, however at this point some parents appeared hostile towards their children for ‘interrupting’ them. In addition to a lack of interaction between parent and child, this limited the opportunity for staff to speak with parents. The end of the day is an important space where practitioners can share details of a child’s day with the parent.
Parents' understanding
Parents of children in the 22-36 month age band felt that language development was a natural step and ultimately their children would become competent speakers. Parents across all age bands felt that it was the role of EY staff as ‘experts’ in child development to encourage speech and language and were confident to leave it to them. Discussion around time spent speaking and listening with children at home revealed that 70% of parents allowed children to watch TV unlimited and /or unsupervised, 62% of children had a TV in their own room and 46% of children had an I-pad.  This would suggest that children are often left alone/away from adult interaction. Parents in general felt this was positive because they had ‘provided’ for their children, though they seemed to have little appreciation of the need to spend time talking with their children, or of using books and reading with them. In fact only 12% of parents spent time reading with their children. Bottrill (2018) recognises the need for parents not simply to provide, but to ‘raise’ children, with an emphasis on the need to talk, sing and ‘chit-chat’ together.  Parents did not perceive there to be any issue with the use of technology, with many claiming it encouraged their child’s understanding of its use, and therefore, was a good preparation for later life. Some (12%), felt that the use of mobile technology helped their child to develop patience, by having to wait their turn to speak. Only a small number of parents (3%) considered the effect this may have on their child as an individual, and on their language development. Some parents (5%) expressed feelings of inadequacy and even ignorance, of how to support their child’s language development.  
Practitioner views
Whilst practitioners were pleased by the level of confidence shown towards them by parents, they were equally concerned by the lack of knowledge and understanding that parents had of children’s language development, and recognised the need to establish parental support. What was more concerning was the lack of responsiveness shown by some parents towards children who simply wanted to talk to them. There is some indication from a recent study by McDaniel and Radesky (2017), that the increased use of technology and social media may be having a negative effect on the developing child in terms of language skills. The interactionalist approach of Bruner (Reardon et al, 2018) maintains that children learn language in a social context supported by adults. In this way not only does speech develop, but also the model by which communication is effected such as, eye contact, facial expression and turn taking. All of this would imply that where children are not engaged in this process with the adults around them, their language development (and accompanying communication skills) may be hindered. In line with EYFS policy and practice (DfES, 2014) the need to further develop partnership with parents became the driving force.
Conclusion
Language is essential for communication and to establish emotional bonds (Neaum, 2016). Where children do not have the opportunity to engage in communication then emotions may be stifled. Whilst the ability to develop language is innate (Chomsky, 2006), it needs to be nurtured from birth if effective communication is to develop (Hart and Risley, 1995). Language reinforcement by parents, family and influential adults is essential for the developing child. It could be suggested that the responsiveness of the parent is pivotal here (Field, 2010). 
Key points:

· Regular and frequent verbal interaction with parents is essential for development of children’s language skills 

· Some parents are unsure of themselves and support from practitioners can boost their level of confidence

· Facilitating social networks which nurtures parents will increase positive outcome for children 

Next steps
The study highlights the need to support parental interaction with their children in order to enhance language development. Based on the analysis of data, practitioners established a monthly ‘Chatter-box’ where parents and children come along and participate in fun activities aimed at developing language skills. ‘Chatter-packs’ are sent home containing language activities for parents and children to enjoy together. Additionally, a parent-room has been established where parents can meet and provide mutual support. 

Children’s progress is to be assessed in line with EYFS outcomes (DfES, 2014) and feedback regularly collected via the parent drop-in-box. Initial responses from parents are positive with some feedback indicating improvements in their child’s language; acknowledging that this may be anecdotal, there does appear to be an increase of self-confidence in parents. The impact of this intervention will be evaluated at the end of the first year of implementation.
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