Oral Language Development in the Early Years

Oral language is essential as we use it on a daily basis to help us to communicate our needs. While written language plays an important role in our lives, “oral language exchanges account for the bulk of our day-to-day communications, as the primary form of discourse all over the world” (Peregoy & Boyle, 1997, p. 100).

The principal role of language is communication. From the very beginning of life, through interactions with parents or caregivers, infants vocalize by cooing as they quickly begin developing a sense of the role of language in communication. The connection between communication and sound making indicates the beginning of true language. Through daily interaction with other language users, we eventually learn how to use language to communicate messages and to convey feelings that enable us to function in a society.

Additionally, the language that a member of a specific community uses reflects the values and beliefs that are rooted in their culture. In other words, language is a cultural tool that provides the means for members of a group to maintain their shared identity and to relate to each other. Through the process of language learning, parents socialize their children into socially and culturally appropriate ways of behaving, speaking, and thinking (Lu, 2000).

According to Tabors and Snow (2002), “all normally developing children learn a first language in the context of social interaction within their family structure, beginning with the production of babbled syllables at about 6 months, moving on to stable sound sequences around 1 year of age, and continuing with the rapid acquisition of words and grammar throughout the early childhood period. For children to be considered native speakers of a particular language, they must have age-appropriate control over all aspects of the language system. Developing control over the linguistic system of their native language is a major undertaking of the early childhood period for all children” (p. 160). 
Beginning School-Based Literacy Development

Young children begin school with a wide range of language and literacy skills. Not all children come to school with backgrounds that are rich in oral language. Many enter with partial expressive language skills or knowing less vocabulary words than their peers. They may lag behind in the developmental sequence cited above. It is important that oral language play a key role in the classroom, a place where “talk is valued as a learning tool” (Peregoy & Boyle, 1997, p. 100). In the following pages are other ways to provide daily opportunities for children to talk to each other while working together.

Integration of Oral Language and Written Language

It is important that teachers conscientiously allow oral language to thrive by encouraging children to engage in conversation with each other and to create a classroom climate where students feel comfortable asking questions or seeking clarification whenever necessary. Teachers may not realize that they do most of the talking, from 65% to 95% in most classrooms (Peregoy & Boyle, 1997). 
From the first days of school, teachers need to create the conditions for many opportunities to integrate oral language (listening and speaking) with written language (reading and writing) as children begin their journey toward literacy as capable speakers, readers, and writers of their language. Current research supports the key language principle that the four language processes – speaking, listening, reading, and writing – develop interdependently. In other words, there are strong connections among the four language processes, and strength in one often leads to strength in another (Walter, 1996).

The integration of the four language processes is a reflection of natural, day-to-day communication where each is not addressed separately. For example, a trip to the grocery store may involve asking family members what they need and jotting their response on a shopping list, or a comment may be shared with a neighbor about the ingredients you read on a box of cookies. 

In the classroom, the integration of listening, speaking, reading, and writing may be a shared writing activity such as the Daily News. In this activity the teacher begins with a discussion about what happened during the day. Decisions are made about which sentences will be recorded. The news is written and then read by the entire class. 

Differences of Oral Language and Written Language Acquisition

Faced with the realization that the majority of children can learn to speak one or more languages, many do not find the same success with reading and writing. A well-known  fact remains that “virtually all individuals (under conditions ranging from highly supportive to highly restrictive) develop dimensions of oral language that render them functional, whereas many individuals, even under relatively supportive conditions, do not become literate. The reason is that literacy is not ‘acquired’ in the same sense that oral language is acquired” (Pellegrini, 2002, p. 55). 

Peregoy and Boyle (1997) highlight the following as significant differences between how oral and written language is acquired.

Oral Language Development

· Oral language is developed in every culture.

· All children learn the language of their community.

· Infants become naturally wired for the sounds of oral language through daily interactions with parents or caregivers.

· Oral language is learned with little explicit instruction.

Written Language Development

· Not every culture develops written language.

· Not all children learn the written language (ability to read or write) of their community.

· Written language was invented as a way to represent spoken language using abstract symbols that must be taught.
· For most children written language must be learned with a lot of explicit instruction and requires lots of practice.
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