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CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK OF

Oral Language Support

CONCEPTUAL CHALLENGE
Focusing conversations on interesting and
sufficiently complex topics helps to extend
conversations and supports the linguistic
complexity of the language that is used.

Importantly adults model and support rich
language and the development of abstract

thought by asking children to pretend,
describe and explain, to reason and

speculate.

“The best way to develop language is
to provide rich experiences and then
give children the language they need

to talk about those experiences.”

Sandra Mathers

“High-quality interactions are more
likely to take place when:

practitioners notice what children
know and can do, and respond

accordingly”

Ofsted, 2023

“Children need to engage in more
extended discourse that displays both
increasing linguistic sophistication and

conceptual challenge with age.”
Meredith Rowe & Catherine

Snow

“In communication supporting
environments, the physical

environment provides support for
facilitating children’s exposure to

diverse aspects of language”

Julie Dockrell

For more information:
bit.ly/OxEduDeanery

In the early years, children develop language
by being involved in interactions with others.

From non-verbal communication to back-
and-forth conversations – it is the

involvement in extended turn-taking that
best supports young children’s oral language

development. 

BACK-AND-FORTH CONVERSATIONS

To support children’s involvement in
interactions, adults make children feel

comfortable; they recognise,
acknowledge and respond to what

children are engaged in and
communicate; they show that they are

listening, and they encourage children to
talk. 

INTERACTIONAL SUPPORT

The most effective way for adults to
model language is to adapt the language
they use when interacting with individual

children so that it is sufficiently rich in
vocabulary and grammar to build on and

extend the child’s language skills.  

LINGUISTIC STIMULATION

ASSESSING AND ADAPTING LANGUAGE

To be effective in helping children
develop new language skills, topics of

conversations have to be interesting and
meaningful to children, conceptually

within the child’s level of understanding,
and linguistically tailored to the child’s

language level. 

CURRICULUM PLANNING
Effective language support relies on
careful and deliberate curriculum

planning that supports planned and
incidental language supporting

interactions. Adults think about what
children know and can do, what they

want them to learn, and which
techniques will best support their

learning.

LANGUAGE RICH EXPERIENCES
Experiencing enough planned and

incidental interactions with adults secures
the learning educators intend. Educators

therefore need to engage children in
activities across contexts that help to
introduce and embed vocabulary and

language structures. This should include
oral storytelling and discussions during

shared book reading.

LANGUAGE FRIENDLY PHYSICAL
ENVIRONMENT

The language learning environment has
to facilitate children accessing language

input, and resources that will help to
engage them in language rich

experiences. Elements to consider are the
space, layout of the room, visual displays,

the level of distractions and noise, and
books and resources for play. 

WORKING WITH OTHERS

Language supporting interactions don’t
take place between one educator and an

individual child – the whole team in an
early years setting, and other people in the
child’s life (most importantly the parents)

are involved, and by working together they
can best a child’s support learning. 

How do we support oral language development in early years education?

Young children learn language best when they are involved in back-and-forth interactions and
engaged in conversations with others. To support language learning, adults are responsive to the

child’s non-verbal and verbal language and make space and time for communication. They model
rich language and thinking, and plan experiences that motivate children to engage in conversations.

They chose conversation topics that are meaningful, engage children in extended conversations,
and are sufficiently complex to support language and thinking. To extend a child’s language skills,
adults build on the child’s language skills and plan where to take them next. In early years settings,

all adults in the team get involved, and working with parents is essential to support language
learning in the wider context. 
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Communication Supporting Classroom Observation Tool 
(Dockrell et al., 2012)

Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale-Revised 
(ECERS-R; Harms et al., 1998)

Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale Curricular Extension to
ECERS-R 
(ECERS-E; Sylva et al., 2001)

Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Well-Being Scale for 2-5-
year-olds provision 
(SSTEW; Siraj et al., 2015)

Teacher Interaction and Language Rating Scale 
(Girolametto et al., 2000)

Observing Language Pedagogy Instrument 
(Mathers et al., 2022)

Communication Friendly Environment Checklist 
(ICAN & The Communication Trust)

The Early Years Communication Commitment Review Checklist 
(ICAN & The Communication Trust)

Early Years Setting Audit for a Communication Friendly
Environment 
(Early Years Alliance, 2011)

EARLY LANGUAGE SUPPORT

Research and Audit Tools

EARLY LANGUAGE SUPPORT

Guidance Documents

Supporting you to meet curriculum requirements for
communication and language 
Help for Early Years Providers. Department for Education, 2023

Approaches and practices to support communication and
language development in the early years 
Education Endowment Foundation, 2022

Developing young children’s knowledge and skills in
communication and language 
OFSTED, 2023

Development Matters. Non-statutory curriculum guidance for the
Early Years Foundation Stage 
Department for Education, 2023

Non-statutory guidance for the Early Years Foundation Stage 
Early Years Coalition, Early Education, 2021

Supporting children with speech, language and communication
needs 
Guidance for practitioners in the Early Years Foundation Stage.
Department for Children, Schools and Families & ICAN, 2008 

Resource library for educators 
Info pages on how to support children facing challenges with
talking and understanding words. 
Speech and Language UK, 2023

Language development in the Early Years
National Education Union & Speech and Language UK, 2023

Speech and language support for 0-3s 
Training to support children’s language and learning. 
Elklan, 2023

Speech and language support for 3-5s
Training to support children’s language and learning. 
Elklan, 2023

Which research and audit tools currently exist to measure the quality of language support
in early years settings and classrooms? 

And what is the current UK guidance on language supporting practices in early years
settings and classrooms?

Below are some  key documents the researchers Ereky-Stevens, Gardner, Sylva and
Lindorff identified when carrying out a review in 2023 to inform the development of a  

self-report questionnaire for early years practitioners and educators. 

For more information:
bit.ly/OxEduDeanery

https://www.fis.cityoflondon.gov.uk/asset-library/classroom-observation-tool.pdf
https://ers.fpg.unc.edu/early-childhood-environment-rating-scale%C2%AE-revised-ecers-r%E2%84%A2
https://www.tcpress.com/ecers-e-4th-edition-with-planning-notes-9780807751503
https://www.tcpress.com/ecers-e-4th-edition-with-planning-notes-9780807751503
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/books/mono/10.4324/9781003379867/sustained-shared-thinking-emotional-well-being-sstew-scale-iram-siraj-denise-kingston-edward-melhuish
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/books/mono/10.4324/9781003379867/sustained-shared-thinking-emotional-well-being-sstew-scale-iram-siraj-denise-kingston-edward-melhuish
https://www.hanen.org/Shop/Products/Teacher-Interaction-and-Language-Rating-Scale.aspx#:~:text=The%20Teacher%20Interaction%20and%20Language,their%20everyday%20interactions%20with%20children.
https://www.education.ox.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/OLP_Educator_Knowledge_FULLOct2022.pdf
https://speechandlanguage.org.uk/educators-and-professionals/resource-library-for-educators/creating-a-communication-supportive-environment-early-years/
https://speechandlanguage.org.uk/educators-and-professionals/resource-library-for-educators/
https://www.eyalliance.org.uk/sites/default/files/somerset_eal_section_4_early_years_communication_friendly_audit.pdf
https://www.eyalliance.org.uk/sites/default/files/somerset_eal_section_4_early_years_communication_friendly_audit.pdf
https://help-for-early-years-providers.education.gov.uk/communication-and-language
https://help-for-early-years-providers.education.gov.uk/communication-and-language
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/early-years-evidence-store/communication-and-language
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/early-years-evidence-store/communication-and-language
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/best-start-in-life-a-research-review-for-early-years/best-start-in-life-part-2-the-3-prime-areas-of-learning#communication-and-language
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/best-start-in-life-a-research-review-for-early-years/best-start-in-life-part-2-the-3-prime-areas-of-learning#communication-and-language
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1007446/6.7534_DfE_Development_Matters_Report_and_illustrations_web__2_.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1007446/6.7534_DfE_Development_Matters_Report_and_illustrations_web__2_.pdf
https://birthto5matters.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/Birthto5Matters-download.pdf
https://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/ukgwa/20110202122217/https:/nationalstrategies.standards.dcsf.gov.uk/node/161358
https://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/ukgwa/20110202122217/https:/nationalstrategies.standards.dcsf.gov.uk/node/161358
https://speechandlanguage.org.uk/educators-and-professionals/resource-library-for-educators/
https://neu.org.uk/sites/default/files/2023-05/NEU_A5_WEB_FLYER_EY_191022_SpeechAndLanguageUK.pdf
https://www.elklan.co.uk/Training/Settings/CFSe/EarlyYears/
https://www.elklan.co.uk/Training/Settings/CFSe/EarlyYears/




Please find the questionnaire
in A4 format here

https://www.education.ox.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/LangQuest-EY-questionnaire.pdf

