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Abstract

Early reciprocal language experiences are crucial for children’s language development. Early childhood education and
care (ECEC) has the potential to facilitate language development. However, knowledge on ECEC educators’ actions in
implementing early language facilitation is scarce. This study surveyed educators’ declared practices of early language
facilitation and its relationship with their educational background. Open-ended responses gathered from 644 Finnish
ECEC educators were categorized by content and analyzed in relation to the educators’ qualifications and work experience.
The findings showed that when reporting on their practices, the educators typically did not focus on the child’s com-
municative initiatives and reciprocal language. However, the responses of educators with a qualification in ECEC special
education contained more focused content on child-led reciprocity. Moreover, both ECEC special education teachers and
educators with experience in infant-toddler ECEC underlined the importance of interaction. The findings indicate a need
to increase educators’ awareness of their actions in facilitating children’s early language skills. To achieve the educational
and preventive rehabilitative potential of ECEC, it is crucial that centers both include ECEC special educators in their

teaching staff and invest in educator training.

Keywords Content analysis - Early childhood education and care (ECEC) - Early language facilitation - Educators

background - Infant-toddler

Introduction

Children’s early linguistic experiences are crucial for their
language development (King et al., 2021; Lytle & Kuhl,
2017). In addition to home care, early childhood educa-
tion and care (ECEC) has an important role in supporting
children’s language growth including the potential to bridge
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gaps that may exist in the early language environment of
children from different backgrounds (Walker & Carta, 2020;
Walker et al., 2020). To achieve this objective, such sup-
port should include actions that facilitate children’s lan-
guage development (e.g., Degotardi, 2017). In the present
study, childhood educators’ declared practices on children’s
language facilitation were surveyed among Finnish ECEC
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educators in relation to their professional qualifications and
work background.

Adult Reciprocal Input as a Facilitator of Early
Language Acquisition

Critical skills for later language development (phonetic
discrimination, word mapping and comprehension) are
acquired by the age of two years (e.g., Bergelson, 2020;
Kuhl et al., 1992; Sanchez-Alonso & Aslin, 2022). The rela-
tionship between early spoken language interpretation and
vocabulary growth is robust (Ellis et al., 2015; Fernald et
al., 2006), forming a continuum to vocabulary mastery and
word production and further proficiency in language skills
(Marchman & Fernald, 2008). Receptive language skills are
especially important in language development (Maitta et
al., 2016; O’Neill et al., 2019). Thus, the early childhood
period should be a priority for promoting language skills.

An adult’s linguistic input is associated with a young
child’s developmental language outcomes (e.g., McGillion
et al., 2013). Reactions to a child’s communication initia-
tives, such as gaze, voice, babbling, gestures, word attempts
or words, and responding to them in similar ways, reinforce
and maintain turn-taking (e.g., Onnis, 2017). Such child-led
reciprocal communication captures a child’s attention and
invites the child to engage in the continuum of linguistic
turn-taking. An adult’s consistent attention to a child’s ini-
tiatives, including reinforcement, expansion, and naming of
the child’s expressions, facilitates the child’s receptive and
expressive language development (e.g., Paavola et al., 2005;
Roberts & Kaiser, 2015; Romano & Windsor, 2020).

Early pre-linguistic (communication) skills reflect a
child’s early experiences of reciprocal communication and
become the recourse for recognizing the need for additional
language facilitation to prevent later language-learning dif-
ficulties (Vermeij et al., 2022; Visser-Bochane et al., 2020).
Children who experience less language facilitation at home
or show delays in their pre-linguistic development are those
for whom ECEC is a setting where these linguistic child-led
reciprocal experiences can and should be encouraged.

ECEC Facilitating Early Language Development

The quality of ECEC is strongly related to educator-child
interaction (Pianta et al., 2020). Studies have shown that the
quality and quantity of language facilitation in teacher-child
interactive situations is generally low in pre-kindergarten
(Cabell et al., 2013) and toddler classrooms (La Paro et al.,
2014). In Finland, although we lack studies from infant-
toddler classrooms, similar findings have been reported in
ECEC groups of children over age 3 (Salminen et al., 2012).
Some evidence exists on differences between educators in
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their actions (Os, 2019). Some educators facilitate language
by creating opportunities for mutual and sustained discus-
sions, whereas others mainly use language to give instruc-
tions or for other pragmatic purposes when interacting with
children. This leads to very different language learning
experiences for the children depending on the educators’
skills and opportunities to enrich and support their com-
munication initiatives by replying to them, extending and
giving a chance to continue on their turn again (Degotardi,
2017).

In addition to individual actions, educators differ in their
beliefs about early language development. In some cases this
can lead to practices that fail to facilitate language develop-
ment (Degotardi & Gill, 2019; Lim & Lim, 2013). Another
problematic issue concerns educators who perceive children
as passively maturing at their own individual pace instead
of as active learners (Degotardi & Gill, 2019). To effectively
facilitate young children’s language development by paying
attention to and synchronizing their actions with children’s
communication skills requires that educators have sufficient
understanding of children’s language learning processes
(see White et al., 2015). Educators who lack this knowledge
are at risk of allowing children’s existing language skills to
define the frequency of their responsiveness, resulting in the
more skillfully communicating children receiving constant
feedback and responses from their educators (Degotardi et
al., 2018) while less able and non-verbal children are easily
left behind and deprived of linguistic stimulation (Hu et al.,
2019). Thus, children who are already linguistically more
developed receive more child-led reciprocal language facili-
tation than peers who are truly in need of it.

Hence, to use the potential of ECEC to ensure early lan-
guage development for all children, it is crucial that educa-
tors understand the importance of early language facilitation
and how it can best be implemented. Thus, where necessary,
educators’ understanding and opportunities to use facilita-
tive means should be increased (Lorio & Woods, 2020).

Language Facilitation in the Finnish ECEC Context

The present study was conducted in Finland, where ECEC
can be characterized as a combination of care, education,
and teaching, that is aimed at laying a foundation for life-
long learning (Finnish National Agency for Education,
[OPH], 2014). To increase the quality, viability, and par-
ity of early childhood education nation-wide, the Ministry
of Education and Culture has laid down a core curriculum
for early childhood education that includes the making of
an individual pedagogical plan for every child who attends
ECEC (OPH, 2022). Although this core curriculum under-
lines the importance of the richness of language, its empha-
sis is on older children (Rutanen & Hénnikéinen, 2019),
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leaving considerable space for ECEC centers and educators
to apply their professional expertise and knowledge on what
constitutes appropriate language facilitation.

ECEC educators, with their diverse qualifications and
educational backgrounds, are responsible for language
facilitation in daily practice. An ECEC teacher in Finland
is required to complete a bachelor’s degree in early child-
hood education or a program of education leading to profes-
sional competencies in ECEC (60 credits) (Finlex, 2018).
ECEC teacher training programs at the bachelor’s level
include studies on both child development and pedagogies
for young children, including support for language learn-
ing. However, universities have the freedom to decide the
emphases and content of their curricula. Social pedagogues
with a bachelor’s degree in social services and health care
from universities of applied sciences may also work as
ECEC teachers. An ECEC team will also include child car-
ers with a secondary-level vocational degree in social ser-
vices and health care or other comparable qualifications. In
turn, ECEC special education teachers with an additional
master’s degree in special education, have a consultative
role in ECEC. Given this diversity in the educational back-
ground of ECEC teachers and the lack of research on the
content of early language facilitation in ECEC, it is impor-
tant to study whether and, if so how, they are associated with
ECEC teachers’ understanding and implementation of early
language facilitation practices.

The Present Study

Ideally, all children in ECEC should at all times receive
language facilitation appropriate to their individual level of
development. However, knowledge on the current state of
this support in ECEC and whether or not educators’ educa-
tional and working life background is associated with the
means they use to facilitate language development is very
limited. This study sought to contribute to knowledge in this
understudied domain. Although the facilitation of expres-
sive and receptive language occurs simultaneously early
in language development (e.g., Kuhl et al., 2014; Onnis et
al., 2018), speech perception and receptive language set
the stage for later language learning (e.g. Ellis et al., 2015;
Fisher, 2017; O’Neill et al., 2019). Therefore, in this study,
we focused particularly on receptive language and speech
comprehension. The research questions were:

1. What means of language facilitation do early childhood
educators consider effective in supporting the receptive
language development of children under age two? To
what extent do educators include child-led reciprocal
(pre-) linguistic communication in their means of lan-
guage facilitation?

2. How are educators’ educational qualifications and work
experience related to the means of the language facilita-
tion they report using with children under age two?

Due to parental allowance (National Pension Institute
[Kela], 2022) the minimum age for children entering ECEC
in Finland is nine months. Thus, early language facilitation
in the present study concerns children aged 9 to 24 months.

Materials and methods
Participants and Data Collection

In April 2021, electronic survey data were gathered from
educators working in ECEC centers. Recruitment was aided
by teachers’ unions, who conveyed the invitation to partici-
pate in the study to the target population. A link to the sur-
vey, which included a cover letter and privacy statement,
was emailed to union representatives. A total of 644 educa-
tors responded to the survey. Of these individuals, 86.8%
were currently working in an ECEC centre (for children
aged from nine months to six years), 0.8% in family day
care, 0.8% in open ECEC (for children in parental care) and
13.8% in other settings (mainly administration, studying,
projects, parental leave, schools and as consultants in more
than one ECEC unit). Some participants reported work-
ing in more than one unit, resulting in a total of settings in
excess of 100%.

The survey was developed by the authors, based on the
literature on the facilitation of early language development.
It was piloted with 20 educators before the data were gath-
ered. The survey included questions on the participants’
current workplace, educational qualifications, geographi-
cal work area, length of work experience, and work experi-
ence with infant-toddler ECEC groups. As part of a larger
project, the survey also covered topics on early language
facilitation, its potentiality and importance in ECEC, par-
ticipant’s experiences of children’s early language develop-
ment, situations in which they had supported or monitored
language development, and self-assessed knowledge on
carly language development.

Content Analysis

Analysis of the first research question was based on the par-
ticipants’ responses to the following open-ended question:
‘What means do you consider best for facilitating receptive
language and speech comprehension in children under the
age of two? For example, what concrete methods would
you state on the child’s individual early childhood educa-
tion plan?’.

@ Springer



Early Childhood Education Journal

Data were analyzed using qualitative content analysis
(Elo & Kyngds, 2008; Kyngis, 2020). Depending on the
type of the response, the unit of analysis (Elo & Kyngis,
2008) was a word or sentence. The number of language
facilitation means mentioned by the participants ranged
from 0 to 21 and the length of responses from 6 to 1 099
characters.

First, without using predetermined categories and after
gaining familiarity with all the units of analysis, the first
author interpreted, compared, and sorted them into 52 tenta-
tive subcategories. Categorization in this phase was based on
the child’s language learning in educator-child interactions,
the child’s emotional well-being, and the content of ECEC
activity along with its settings, methods, actions, environ-
ment, educators, administration, and co-operation. After
the tentative categorization, all authors together discussed
the subcategories and refined the coding system. The data
included three types of ambiguous responses. First, differ-
ent participants used the same terms for different purposes
shown by the context the words were used (e.g. the term
“saying” in one participant’s response could mean describ-
ing out loud what the child was doing, while in another par-
ticipant’s response it could mean asking the child to name
things). Second, mostly using the passive voice, some par-
ticipants did not clarify whether they were referring to edu-
cator-child interaction or entire (small) group interaction in
their responses (e.g., reading, singing). Thus, they did not
give clear information about the actors involved (child or
children, adults), and/or possible reciprocity in the action.
Finally, some participants used list-like responses by refer-
ring to a means of facilitation by one word (e.g., “pictures”)
without clarifying the purpose of the activity. In the case of
these ambiguous responses, the situational context was used
to aid interpretation where possible. After discussing the
emerging subcategories and coding system, the responses
were analyzed in two steps.

By the process of familiarization, tentative categoriza-
tion, and the coding principle mutually agreed upon by the
authors, a deductive analysis of the data was conducted by
the first author. The core element of the analysis was child-
led reciprocal linguistic communication, which included
the educator naming and expanding the child’s communi-
cative expression, target of attention or current action and
then handing the communication turn back to the child. The
responses related to this element were assigned to category
1 (Table 1), which was further divided into four subcatego-
ries. Means of facilitation that were not described precisely
enough to be included in category 1 and did not fulfill the
criteria of child-led reciprocity but were close to it in terms
of content were assigned to category 2, which had six sub-
categories (Table 1). These responses included recogniz-
able elements of educator-child linguistic communication
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at a more general level in situations targeted at language
learning.

Analysis of the rest of the data was continued by uti-
lizing an inductive approach, which yielded an additional
four main categories. The features of these categories were:
the child was central in the response but language was not;
ECEC was the topic of the response rather than a child or
language reciprocity; the topic of the response was adminis-
trative matters concerning ECEC services; and the response
did not include information relevant to the question asked
(Fig. 1).

In total, six main and 21 subcategories were identified.
As the six main categories differed from each other in how
closely or loosely the means of language facilitation rep-
resented child-led reciprocal linguistic communication, we
investigated how the child and the description of language
use were linked in the responses and how this was related to
the educator’s actions. To illustrate their proximity to child-
led reciprocal linguistic communication, the main catego-
ries were labelled ‘spheres’ (Fig. 1). Categories 1 and 2 were
the ‘core spheres’. Participants’ responses more loosely
related to the core content were assigned to spheres at a
distance from it. Thus, the spheres furthest from the center
contained responses focused on administrative factors that
did not include child involvement or language reciprocity
and responses that were unconnected to the question. The
spheres were then named as shown in Fig. 1.

Author 1 coded all the responses to their category and in
the case of core spheres 1 and 2 also to subcategories. The
coding was done twice for controlling mistakes. The inter-
rater reliability of the coding system, assessed for 20% of
the data, using Krippendorff’s alpha, was 0.80 (confidence
interval: 0.77-0.84; Hayes & Krippendorff, 2007) as veri-
fied by a master’s student majoring in special education.

Notions

Use of the same means of facilitation for different purposes
in the educators’ responses resulted in their ending some of
them being assigned to different categories. For example, if
the means of facilitation was a ‘picture’ enabling the child’s
expression, it would end up in sphere 1, whereas if it was
used in the creation of multimodality or assisting the child’s
comprehension it would end up in sphere 2, and, if used in
a list-like way in sphere 4. If the word ‘play’ was the only
word in the response or cited as a pedagogical method, it
was placed in sphere 4 (ECEC environment), whereas if the
educator was using play as a way of developing language
comprehension or symbolic play, it was assigned to sphere
2 (general language facilitation). Because educator-child
linguistic communication can be considered a component
of shared reading, this use of reading was placed in sphere
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Table 1 Spheres of early language facilitation

Sphere name (% of the Subcategories

educators providing at

least one mean for the

% of educators pro-
viding a mean for the
subcategories of the

Examples

sphere) spheres 1 and 2
SPHERE 1. a=Noticing and reacting to the child’s communicational 13.4 a : The sensitive adult
Child-led recip- initiatives (and responding to them) 9.3 who observes the child and
rocal linguistic b=Giving the child a turn in communication and encour- 8.2 responds to initiatives
communication aging and/or enabling their speech or other communica- 1.1 b : He/she is also praised and
(23) tional expression encouraged to tell and communi-
¢ =Naming the target of the child’s attention/ pointing/ cate by him/herself
action (and/or repeating/expanding the child’s expression) ¢ : When the child says e.g., “00”
d=Ensuring or clarifying the intelligibility of the child’s and shows a lamp, we say, “Yes,
expression ( continuum in turn-taking) there is a lamp there. Glad you
noticed. Do you think it’s fine?”
d : We repeat the words a child
has produces, while making sure
his/her message gets through
SPHERE 2. a=Purposeful use of gaze, gestures, face expressions, tone 14.4 a : Making eye contact with the
General language of voice, face-to-face contact, and all other meaningful 52.8 child when interacting
facilitation additions to enrich the communicational situation and its 2.6 a : Enriching the play
(75.3) multimodality without the accuracy of sphere 1. Encourag- 41.1 b : Sensitive interaction
ing or supporting the development of symbolic play is also 1.6 b : Examining the things of
included here to help receptive language development 10.2 interest
b=All the (list-like) interaction, communication, and joint b : Interaction between an adult
attention without clear reference to the child’s involvement and a child
or their role in it and/or clear reference to sphere 1 c : The child is asked questions
¢ =The educator answering the child's questions and d : Shows concretely what the
then asking the child questions, a process that facilitates words mean, e.g., says “Put on
language development with young children, is not clearly gloves” and takes the gloves and
evident even points to the child's hands.
d=Ensuring and supporting the child's comprehension of d : When things are discussed/
speech in the ECEC environment or learning to compre- explored (especially new things),
hend it in daily situations with the help of situational and what is being discussed is also
concrete speech and/or object or AAC-communication in shown.
adult action without the mention of turn-taking e: Valuing the child’s native
e=Ensuring positive experiences of language and/or inter- language
action as well as creating and then maintaining the child's 2 Discussing with the child,
motivation in mutual turn-taking e.g., at the time of dressing
f=Enabling the child to be involved in the communica-
tion in daily group situations by creating opportunities for
educator-child communication, tempting the child into it,
and/or maintaining the child’s interest in it without refer-
ence to sphere 1
SPHERE 3. a=Creating a good atmosphere in the ECEC group a : Displaying genuine joy

Child’s well-being
(30.4)

b=Investing in a good relationship between the educator
and child by offering physical and emotional proximity
while the educator is nearby and available for the child.
Educator's attitude, commitment, motivation and consis-
tency in encountering the child is important.

¢ = Supporting child’s emotional growth, the child’s par-
ticipation as a social group member, and the child’s holistic
well-being, confidence, and self-regulation. Utilizing child-
specific issues (e.g., developmental level and target of
interest) in planning and executing the education with the
child and in choosing an appropriate level for the child’s
instruction.

b: Having a positive attitude
even when there are challenges
b : Having a good relationship
to the child

c. Strengthening the child's body
awareness and self-image

c: Naming the emotions the child
displays.

c: Utilizing the child’s interests
and strengths

c¢: Documenting the child s
speech and language
development

@ Springer
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Table 1 (continued)

Sphere name (% of the Subcategories
educators providing at

least one mean for the

sphere)

% of educators pro-  Examples
viding a mean for the
subcategories of the

spheres 1 and 2

SPHERE 4.
ECEC environment
(90.2)

SPHERE 5.
Framework and
co-operation

a=Learning environment: its familiarity, security, routine,
organization, and sound.

b=Pedagogical methods and organizing of ECEC activi-
ties: repetition, modeling, operating in the zone of proximal
development, positive pedagogy, peer learning, facilitation
of learning (e.g., by making it more interesting), play, con-
tent of the core curriculum, small group activity, full-time
pedagogy, utilizing of existing organizational structures in
education, no rush, and good organization in all operation.
c=A linguistically rich ECEC environment, including list-
like AAC, nonverbal, art, rhythm, music, literacy, gross-
and oral motor, sound listening and recognition, television
and tablet computer, cognitive skills, themes and vocabu-
laries, ready-made commercial materials for language
teaching. Children hear rich language in the environment.
a = (Mainly staff) resources

b =Multi-professional co-operation and support

¢ =Educational partnership with guardians or parental

a : Clear daily routines, where
the child can participate
independently

b : An adult organizes play pairs
where the other of the children is
more linguistically advanced

c : Picture communication,
signs, and quick drawing

c: (Educators) use linguistically
rich and orthodox language

c: Use of literacy sources (e.g.,
picture books, rhymes)

a : Smaller group size

b : Intervention happens early
enough; nowadays, when you
contact child health care ser-
vices, you are told to wait.

¢ : Co-operation with the home
environment through certain
operative principles, e.g., screen
time, presence of the adult (par-

(11.8) guidance
d=Educator-related factors that highlight the quality of
education (such as the educator’s qualification, knowledge,
understanding, general attitude, commitment or work ethic
while excluding the educator’s sensitivity in the relation-
ship with the child, which is included in sphere 3)

SPHERE 6. a=The responses in which the educator does not know or

Unconnected cannot write anything

responses

0.9

ent), and interaction/reading.
d : Qualified staff

a : I cannot tell

a : I cannot write anything in
here

Spheres and their subcategories identified from participating educators’ responses on language facilitation means

2 (general language facilitation) while mentions of books or
reading were assigned to sphere 4 (the ECEC environment).

Quantitative Variables and Analyses

The second research question focused on the relationship
between educators’ professional qualifications and work
experience and their declared practices of early language
facilitation. Here, the unit of analysis was the participat-
ing educator. The two core spheres of language facilitation
were included in the analysis, as they were considered the
most influential for the child’s language outcome (see, e.g.,
McGillion et al., 2013). Based on the results of the analy-
sis of the first research question, a dichotomous variable
for each subcategory in spheres 1 and 2 was formed. This
resulted in four dichotomous variables for sphere 1 and six
dichotomous variables for sphere 2. Educators scored the
value of 1 if they had provided a means for reflecting on a
certain subcategory and 0 if not. Moreover, a sum score for
the dummy variables of each core sphere was computed.

@ Springer

These total scores reflected the breadth of the educator’s
preferred means of language facilitation in a specific sphere.

Educators’ academic qualifications were measured with
two variables. The first variable was the educator’s high-
est educational qualification in the field of ECEC, which
was categorized into four categories: 1 =no qualification in
ECEC; 2 =vocational upper secondary education in ECEC
(e.g., child carer); 3=a lower tertiary-level qualification in
social services and health care (e.g., from a university of
applied sciences); and 4 =a bachelor’s degree in education
(from a university, with a major in early childhood edu-
cation, including 60 credits of pedagogical studies). The
second variable was an additional qualification in early
childhood special education (0=no, 1 =yes).

Work experience was also measured with two variables.
The first, length of work experience, was measured with
five categories: 1 =less than 5 years; 2=5 or more but less
than 10 years; 3 =10 or more but less than 20 years; 4=20
or more but less than 30 years; and 5=30 or more years
of experience. The second variable, experience of working
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Fig. 1 Sphere structure of educator-reported practices related to the facilitation of early language skills in ECEC

with infant-toddler groups in ECEC, was coded as 0=no,
1 =yes.

Each subcategory (treated as a dichotomous variable)
was analyzed separately, using cross-tabulation and the y*
test. The differences between participants’ total test scores
for the background variables were analyzed using the Mann-
Whitney U test or Kruskal-Wallis test with Cohen’s d value
(weak 0.20<d <0.50, moderate 0.50 <d < 0.80, and strong
d>0.80) or Cramer’s V value (df=1: weak 0.10< V' <0.30,
moderate 0.30<V<0.50, and strong V>0.50; df=3:
weak 0.06<V<0.17, moderate 0.17<V<0.29, and
strong V'>0.29; df=4: weak 0.05<V<0.15, moderate
0.15<¥V<0.25, and strong V>0.25), respectively, as the

measure of effect size (Cohen, 1988). The correlations
between the educators’ background variables are displayed
in Appendix 1.

Results

Categorized Language Facilitation Means Produced
by the Educators

First, the educators’ declared practices of early lan-

guage facilitation were examined. Six main categories of
responses were identified, coded, and labeled as ‘spheres’

@ Springer
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to differentiate their proximity from child-led reciprocal lin-
guistic communication.

Table 1 shows the main categories/spheres, subcatego-
ries, and examples of each subcategory. The percentages
depicted in each main category/sphere and subcategory in
spheres 1 and 2 refer to the proportion of educators who
mentioned a mean of language facilitation in that (sub)cat-
egory. Due to the variety of means stated by the educators,
their responses could be categorized in more than one (sub)
category. However, 21% of the participating educators did
not state any content that could be assigned to core spheres
1 or2.

Core Sphere 1: Child-Led Reciprocal Linguistic
Communication

Sphere 1 consisted of responses showing that educators
considered the child as active or taking the initiative in com-
municating and/or that reciprocal linguistic communication
with continuity and clarity in learning. The four subcatego-
ries comprising Sphere 1 contain responses in which the
educator reacts to a child’s initiative, repeats/reframes, and
expands these and hands the turn back to the child (Table 1).
Reacting to the child’s initiative by responding, repeat-
ing, and/or expanding the child’s expression was rarely
mentioned explicitly; hence, ‘responding’ was marked in
parenthesis.

Core Sphere 2: General Language Facilitation

Sphere 2 consisted of responses describing more general
expressions of educator-child interaction without specified
content or reference to the child’s turn (Table 1). With its
six subcategories, this sphere encompassed joint attentional
moments between the educator and the child, efforts to sup-
port or ensure speech comprehension in everyday situations,
positive experiences for the child when using language and
supportive of the development of the pre-linguistic skills
that are related to receptive language (e.g., symbolic play,
gestures, pointing, gaze, and linguistic multimodality)
(Mastta et al., 2016).

Sphere 3: Child’s Well-being

Sphere 3 comprised responses that were not language-spe-
cific but instead consisted of holistic support for a child’s
well-being, growth, and development (Table 1). The three
subcategories included mentions of the importance of creat-
ing a good atmosphere, supporting children’s well-being and
emotional growth, creating a positive relationship between
child and educator, and considering the child’s interests and
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needs. Although language facilitation was not explicitly
described in this response sphere, the child was.

Sphere 4: The ECEC Environment

Sphere 4 responses were related to the ECEC environment
and activities more broadly (Table 1). The educator’s actions
were described in a general manner without the child’s role
being articulated and/or actions were not precisely described
in relation to language facilitation. With three subcategories,
Sphere 4 displayed the richness of the ECEC environment,
including all its activities, educational methods, and refer-
ences to the core curriculum (OPH, 2022). List-like means
were also assigned to this sphere (excluding Sphere 2, the
subcategory b), as their purpose was not explained and
hence, they could not be assigned to any one of Spheres 1-3.

Sphere 5: Framework and Co-operation

Sphere 5 consisted of responses concerning ECEC’s opera-
tional framework and co-operation among adults (Table 1).
Its subcategories were administrative leadership, resources,
co-operation in and outside of ECEC, parental guidance and
co-operation, and matters related to the educator’s profes-
sionalism and the quality their work. The sphere did not
include descriptions of educators’ activities with children or
language facilitation.

Sphere 6: Unconnected Responses

Sphere 6 responses lacked content relating to the ques-
tion asked (Table 1) but were nevertheless included in the
analysis.

The Relationship between Educators’ Backgrounds
and Declared Practices of Early Language
Facilitation

For the second research question, the relationship between
the educators’ background factors and their responses on
early language facilitation was analyzed. The focus was on
the core spheres 1 and 2. As shown in Table 2, educators’
professional qualifications were not associated with their
responses in any specific subcategory of Sphere 1 or with the
total number of subcategories of means in Sphere 1 (child-
led reciprocal linguistic communication). However, having
a qualification in special education was associated with the
means mentioned in Sphere 1 in the subcategories (a) notic-
ing and reacting to the child’s communicational initiatives
(and responding to them) and (b) turn for the child and in
the total number of subcategories of means, but not with the
subcategories (c) naming the target of the child’s attention
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Table 2 Sphere 1 child-led reciprocal linguistic communication by educators’ background variables (N = 644)

Background variables

Sphere 1: Child-led reciprocal linguistic communication

1A 1B 1C 1D Total 1 A-1D
n % n % n % n %  M(SD)
Group of education (n)
no ECEC qualification (42) 10 238 1 2.4 1 24 0 0 0.29 (0.46)
Social/health field professionals 22 11.0 14 7.0 18 9 0 0 0.27 (0.65)
(ECEC qualification) (200)
Secondary education for nurses 2 5.1 4 103 1 2.6 0 0 0.18 (0.56)
(ECEC qualification) (39)
BA or MA level qualification 52 143 41 1.3 33 9.1 7 1.9 0.37(0.72)
from a university, major: early
childhood education (363)
Test result $*4(3)="1.50, (3)=5.38, (3)=4.07, H(3)=5.48, $*4(3)=6.50,
p=.057,V=0.11 p=.146, V=0.09 p=.254,V=0.08 p=.140, V=0.09 p=.090,
d=0.15
Work experience (1)
less than 5 years (74) 13 17.6 4 5.4 3 4.1 1 1.4 0.28(0.56)
5-9 years (78) 10 128 8 103 9 115 1 1.3 0.36 (0.68)
10-19 years (127) 15 11.8 10 7.9 13 102 3 24 0.32(0.69)
20-30 years (152) 24 158 18 11.8 14 92 0 0 0.37 (0.73)
more than 30 years (213) 24 11.3 20 9.4 14 66 2 0.9 0.28 (0.66)
Test result $4(4)=3.00, xA(4)=2.88, 1A(4)=4.48, Y(4)=3.71, (4)=1.76,
p=.558,V=0.07 p=.578,V=0.07 p=.344,V=0.08 p=.447,7V=0.08 p=.780,
d=0.12
Work experience: under 2-year-
olds in ECEC (n)
no (86) 11 128 6 7 8 9.3 0 0 0.29 (0.53)
yes (558) 75 134 54 97 45 8.1 7 1.3 0.32(0.70)
Test result $A(1)=0.27, ¥4(1)=0.64, $A(1)=0.15, (1)=1.09, U=23525.50
p=.869, V=0.01 p=.423,7V=0.03 p=.697,V=0.15 p=.296, p=.691,
V=0.41 d=0.02
Special education teacher ()
no (534) 57 10.7 44 82 42 7.9 6 1.1 0.28(0.64)
yes (110) 29 264 16 145 11 10 1 0.9 0.52(0.80)
Test result Y¥(1)=19.41, x4(1)=4.29, $3(1)=0.55, x4(1)=0.04, U=34643.50
p=<0.001, ¥=0.17 p=.038, V=0.08 p=.458,7V=0.03 p=.843,7V=0.01 p<.001,
d=0.24

Note Subcategory 1 A: Noticing and reacting on child's communicational initiatives (and responding them), 1B: Turn for the child, 1 C: Naming

the target of child’s attention, 1D: Clarifying the child’s expression

or (d) clarifying the child's expression. Moreover, neither
the length of the educators’ work experience nor their expe-
rience of working with infant-toddler groups in ECEC was
associated with their declared means of language facilita-
tion in Sphere 1 or with the total number of subcategories of
means in Sphere 1.

As in Sphere 1, the educators’ qualifications were not
associated with any specific subcategory of the responses
included in Sphere 2 (general language facilitation) or with
the total number of subcategories of means in Sphere 2
(Table 3). However, having a qualification in special edu-
cation was associated with educators’ declared means of
language facilitation in Sphere 2: ECEC special education
teachers had more responses in the subcategories (a) multi-
modality of language and pre-linguistic receptive language
skills, (b) general communication and joint-attention, d)

comprehensive speech support in daily situations, and a
larger total number of subcategories of means, but not in the
subcategories (c) questions and answers, €) offering posi-
tive experiences of language, or f) turn-taking situations.
The length of work experience was related only to the sub-
category (a) multimodality of language and pre-linguistic
receptive language skills insofar as the educators with the
shortest and longest experience reported more responses
than the educators with 10 to 20 years of work experience.
Having experience with infant-toddler groups in ECEC was
associated with reporting responses in the subcategory (b)
general communication and joint-attention and with the
total number of subcategories of means in Sphere 2.

@ Springer
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Discussion

Effective child-led reciprocal language facilitative actions
ECEC are a resource that can serve early language learning
experiences for young children with diverse home environ-
ments (see Walker et al., 2020). The current study showed
that although many of the educators had a university-level
degree in ECEC or in special education in ECEC, their
declared practices of early language facilitation were fre-
quently ambiguous and inconsistent. However, compared to
the other educators in the sample, the ECEC special educa-
tion teachers produced more specific content on effective
means of language facilitation.

Early Language Facilitation in ECEC

The examination of ECEC educators’ declared practices
of early language facilitation yielded six main categories
(spheres) of responses, indicating that their outlook on
early language facilitation was diverse. Moreover, in line
with previous studies (Degotardi & Gill, 2019; Lim & Lim,
2013), personal beliefs and experience alongside or instead
of professional knowledge, seem to explain the multidimen-
sionality found in declared practices of facilitating early
language development.

Child-led Reciprocal Linguistic Communication in ECEC

The educators with responses included in Sphere 1 (child-led
reciprocal linguistic communication) showed a rich under-
standing of effective practices of early language facilitation
(see White et al., 2015). However, most of the educators did
not explicitly mention child-led reciprocal linguistic com-
munication as a salient means of early language facilitation.
That is, they did not refer to child initiatives, adult responses
(and expansions), and/or handing the communication turn
back to the child. Instead, these educators used more general
terms for educator-child communication, such as ‘good/sen-
sitive interaction’ (Sphere 2, general language facilitation).
Thus, even if they did not exhaustively clarify the content
of language facilitation in educator-child interactions, they
perceived language or speech as important.

The risk of a child’s language skills impacting the educa-
tor’s linguistic response (Degotardi et al., 2018; Hu et al.,
2019) was also seen in the present study. Educators rarely
reported promoting, responding to and interpreting a child’s
tentative communicational initiative (Sphere 1, child-led
reciprocal linguistic communication). This is in line with
earlier findings indicating that preverbal communicational
initiatives and expressions are easily missed by educa-
tors unless they are sensitively listening for them (Nyland,
2009). Thus, to promote a child’s reciprocal communicative

opportunities, educators should orientate themselves to the
child’s gaze, sounds, and gestures, even if these are not yet
strongly developed, and should utilize all the basic care
interactions with the child during the child’s time in ECEC
(subcategory 2f). To accomplish this objective, educators’
understanding of the importance of early language develop-
ment and knowledge of means to facilitate it as well as their
ability to notice children who do not yet generally communi-
cate verbally must be enhanced. If not, language facilitation
will not fulfill its purpose of equalizing children’s experi-
ences of reciprocity but will mainly target children whose
expressive language skills are already well-developed (see
Bleses et al., 2020).

It is particularly noteworthy that the educators partici-
pating in this study rarely provided information on how
they respond to a child’s initiatives (Sphere 1). The type
and quality of an educator’s response to a child’s initiatives
(e.g., McGillion et al., 2013) must include an opportunity
for the child to learn the language (e.g., Roberts & Kaiser,
2015). Efforts to increase educators understanding of lan-
guage development should focus especially on this issue,
as reacting to a child’s initiatives is pointless if the educa-
tor’s input lacks appropriate content. Thus, even if the child
is given the experience of being noticed, opportunities for
language facilitation and positive learning outcomes will be
missed (see, e.g., Os, 2019).

Language Facilitation with Diverse Means

In addition to the core spheres, four more main catego-
ries were identified in this study. One third of the educa-
tors’ responses contained content assignable to Sphere 3
(the child’s well-being). These educators wrote specifically
about the child’s well-being, demonstrating their under-
standing of the importance of emotionally warm relation-
ships, the role of language in forming these, and vice versa.
However, while a good relationship with a child lays a foun-
dation for the child’s learning (Dalli et al., 2011), it is not a
sufficient condition for language facilitation, as it does not
automatically promote children’s learning.

As also found by Degotardi and Gill (2019), the pres-
ent educators mostly conceived of language facilitation as a
group of activities in an ECEC environment (Sphere 4, the
ECEC environment), with the child being simply exposed to
language rather than actively participating in its production.
Theoretically, all the ECEC environmental means assigned
to Sphere 4 can include reciprocal meaningful involvement
of the child in language acquisition and its learning out-
comes, for example, through the use of special child-related
themes or vocabularies. However, it is important to involve
young children in the on-going action and observe whether it
captures the child’s attention or matches the child’s interests.

@ Springer
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Furthermore, it is essential that the child can understand the
target of joint attention, which itself requires a mastery of
receptive language and reciprocal communication (see, e.g.,
Adamson et al., 2004; Watt et al., 2006). Thus, the factors
determining the achievement of these objectives include the
educator’s understanding of language facilitation within a
spectrum of linguistic multimodalities and taking actions
that have a positive impact on a child’s learning.

Some educators emphasized the importance of staff
resources (Sphere 5, framework and co-operation) as prereq-
uisite of early language facilitation in ECEC. They stressed
the importance not only of the educators’ understanding but
also of the possibility of implementing language facilita-
tion in ECEC on a daily basis and then extending it to the
child’s home. Clearly, investing in ECEC’s resources can
prevent difficulties early on and hence reduce the need for
later remediation.

Educators’ Background as a Possible Way to Benefit
the Infant-Toddler Group in ECEC

The second research question investigated the relationship
between the educators’ professional backgrounds and their
responses on how best to facilitate early language devel-
opment. The findings showed that on the whole the ECEC
special education teachers understood the importance of
child-led reciprocity. It is likely that these special educa-
tion teachers had various qualifications in addition to their
basic degree that possibly contributed to explaining the dif-
ferences in the responses of this group compared to those
of the other educator groups. It should also be noted that
ECEC special education teachers receive training in a wide
range of topics related to child development, of which
language development is only one component. Within the
ECEC work community, familiarizing oneself with the topic
depends on the resources available; this may be another
explanation leading to individual differences in educators’
competence. ECEC special education teachers also differ
from the other ECEC educators in their work duties. Instead
of being responsible for a specific group of children, ECEC
special education teachers observe daily situations and
interactions from the viewpoint of individual children. They
have more opportunities to notice how language facilitation
occurs in ECEC and thus experience of its impact on child
language learning. Therefore, based on the findings of the
present study, involving these professionals in ECEC teams
would be critical step forward in more efficiently facilitating
early language development.

In addition to the ECEC special education teachers, the
responses of the educators with experience of working with
infant-toddler groups in ECEC educator-child communica-
tion as the means of language facilitation were expressed
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more generally (Sphere 2, general language facilitation).
The results indicate that although the experience of working
with infant-toddler groups in ECEC does not alone support
educators’ understanding of language facilitation practices
in detail (Sphere 1, child-led reciprocal linguistic commu-
nication), it helps educators to orient themselves to their
content. Thus, having experience in these groups has the
potential to increase an educator’s competence in facilitat-
ing early language learning.

It should be noted that experience in functional language
facilitation can also be gained through teamwork with other
ECEC professionals. In diverse teams, the success of early
language facilitation is easily dependent on the capacity
(e.g., experience, education, and personality) of the person-
nel involved as well as on other resources available to the
ECEC professional team that may also partially define the
competence of special education teachers. However, the
purpose and best practices of early language facilitation
should be basic knowledge that is available to all ECEC
educators. To increase educators’ understanding and assist
them in their tasks, systematic multi-professional co-oper-
ation is needed.

Limitations

This study has its limitations. First, in a survey-based study,
it is not possible to refine responses by asking clarifying
questions. Replying in writing to an open-ended survey
question likely reflects personal preferences regarding
response length. The question put to the educators referred
to a child’s individual ECEC plan. Responding to this may
reflect individual or unit-specific practices of documenting
these plans. Gathering the data through an interview would
have allowed for more specific questions to be asked and
could have yielded richer and more diverse content. Even
if they reflected educators’ understanding and implementa-
tion of early language facilitation, their survey responses
may differ from what actually happens in practice. Educa-
tors may also have unconsciously been effectively facili-
tating children’s language development even if they were
unable to report how they did this in a way that met the
criteria for inclusion in Sphere 1 (see Os, 2019). Videotap-
ing ECEC episodes could more precisely have captured the
real language facilitation actions of educators, especially
of those who did not explicitly mention practices of child-
led reciprocal linguistic communication in their responses.
However, the value of using survey data in this study, even
taking into account the limitations linked to self-reports,
was that it enabled the participation of a large number of
educators from ECEC centers across the country. Moreover,
the respondents had sufficient time and possibility to choose
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a suitable time to respond to the survey and reflect on their
work.

Second, the study was conducted in Finland, a context
with its own cultural characteristics. For example, the Finn-
ish ECEC is regulated by law (Finlex, 2018) to guarantee
the same quality of services nationwide. The Finnish ECEC
is also supported by policies and curricula that emphasize
children’s individuality and the importance of lifelong
learning. Hence, the present findings may be particularly
relevant for countries with similar ECEC policies, including
a child-centered approach and the qualifications required of
educators.

Clinical Implications and Future Research

The main clinical implication of the present findings is that
educators need more knowledge about the facilitation and
appropriate content of early language development and its
importance in ECEC. This large—scale study showed that
educators’ understanding of early language facilitation
practices is currently unfocused and unintegrated. Provid-
ing knowledge through education, written materials, or
direct guidance to create the best possible circumstances for
early language facilitation in the ECEC context is crucial
(see also Degotardi & Gill, 2019). It would be beneficial to
put early language facilitation in a more central position in
training programs for ECEC teachers and other ECEC staff.

In Finland, while the core curriculum (OPH, 2022) of
ECEC mentions reacting to children’s communicative ini-
tiations as important in the practical work of ECEC edu-
cator teams, it is not explicitly related to early language
facilitation and offers no concrete practices (such as those in
Sphere 1 in this study) for facilitating early language devel-
opment. Although specific characteristics of language facil-
itation in different age groups are not specified (Rutanen
& Héannikéinen, 2019), high-quality ECEC nevertheless
requires educators to translate documentary information
into concrete daily activities and practices to secure optimal
language development for each child. This imposes a high
demand on educators. Thus, early language facilitation in
ECEC should be supported by reforming the core curricu-
lum or other similar country-specific information sources
with including more relevant content concerning early lan-
guage facilitation.

Future ECEC research on early language facilitation
could be furthered in two ways. First, reflective video
assessment could be used in ECEC intervention studies (see
Romano & Schnurr, 2022) and also as a practical method to
increase the quality of early language facilitation in ECEC.
Second, in relation to ECEC resources (Sphere 5, frame-
work and co-operation), the possibility of educator-child
situations in ECEC settings that facilitate language learning

should be examined, especially for children whose initia-
tives are not easily noticed (Hu et al., 2019; Nyland, 2009).
ECEC has the potential to provide early language facilita-
tion that can reduce the differences between children in their
language learning environments outside the ECEC center.
Every child should have the right to quality language facili-
tation to make the most of their future learning opportunities
and cope with societal demands. Thus, increasing educators’
preparedness for supporting early language facilitation,
investing in ECEC special education teachers, and priori-
tizing language learning from an early age would increase
children’s prospects for successful life-long learning.
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024-01719-4.

Acknowledgements We would like to thank the following Finnish
trade unions for kindly assisting in data: the Finnish Union of Practical
Nurses, the Finnish Union of Child Care, Talentia, Early Childhood
Education Teacher’s Union of Finland, and the Association of Finnish
ECEC Special Teachers. We would also like to thank the master’s stu-
dent in special education who helped with coding the data.

Author Contributions E.A.: Conceptualization, Methodology, Valida-
tion, Formal analysis, Investigation, Data Curation, Writing - Original
Draft, Visualization, Funding acquisition.: E.R.: Conceptualization,
Methodology, Validation, Formal analysis, Data Curation, Writing -
Review & Editing, Visualization, Supervision.: N.R.: Conceptualiza-
tion, Methodology, Validation, Formal analysis, Writing - Review &
Editing, Supervision.: T.A.: Conceptualization, Methodology, Valida-
tion, Data Curation, Writing - Review & Editing, Supervision.: P.S.:
Conceptualization, Methodology, Validation, Data Curation, Writing
- Review & Editing, Supervision.: M.L.: Conceptualization, Method-
ology, Validation, Writing - Review & Editing, Supervision.

Funding Open Access funding provided by University of Jyvéskyla
ayu).

Declarations

Ethical Approval The study was funded by University of Jyviskyld,
Olvi Foundation and the Finnish Cultural Foundation. The study was
conducted by ethical standards of human research by using Univer-
sity’s privacy statement to inform the participants.

Conflict of interest We have no known conflict of interest to disclose.

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons
Attribution 4.0 International License, which permits use, sharing,
adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format,
as long as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the
source, provide a link to the Creative Commons licence, and indicate
if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this
article are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless
indicated otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not
included in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended
use is not permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted
use, you will need to obtain permission directly from the copyright
holder. To view a copy of this licence, visit http://creativecommons.
org/licenses/by/4.0/.

@ Springer


https://doi.org/10.1007/s10643-024-01719-4
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10643-024-01719-4
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Early Childhood Education Journal

References

Adamson, L. B.,Bakeman,R., & Deckner, D.F.(2004). The development
of symbol-infused joint engagement. Child Development, 75(4),
1171-1187. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2004.00732.x.

Bergelson, E. (2020). The comprehension boost in early word learn-
ing: Older infants are better learners. Child Development Per-
spectives, 14(3), 142-149. https://doi.org/10.1111/cdep.12373.

Bleses, D., Jensen, P., Slot, P., & Justice, L. (2020). Low-cost teacher-
implemented intervention improves toddlers’ language and math
skills. Early Childhood Research Quarterly, 53, 64-76. https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.ecresq.2020.03.001.

Cabell, S. Q., DeCoster, J., LoCasale-Crouch, J., Hamre, B. K., &
Pianta, R. C. (2013). Variation in the effectiveness of instructional
interactions across preschool classroom settings and learning
activities. Early Childhood Research Quarterly, 28(4), 820-830.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecresq.2013.07.007.

Cohen, J. (1988). Statistical power analysis for the behavioral sci-
ences. Erlbaum.

Dalli, C., White, E. J., Rockel, J., Duhn, 1., Buchanan, E., David-
son, S., & Wang, B. (2011). Quality early childhood education
for under-two-year-olds: What should it look like? A literature
review. Report to the Ministry of Education. Ministry of Educa-
tion: New Zealand. https://hdl.handle.net/10289/5997.

Degotardi, S. (2017). Joint attention in infant-toddler early childhood
programs: Its dynamics and potential for collaborative learn-
ing. Contemporary Issues in Early Childhood, 18(4), 409-421.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1463949117742786.

Degotardi, S., & Gill, A. (2019). Infant educators’ beliefs about infant
language development in long day care settings. Early Years,
39(1), 97-113. https://doi.org/10.1080/09575146.2017.1347607.
https://doi-org.ezproxy.jyu.fi/.

Degotardi, S., Han, F., & Torr, J. (2018). Infants’ experience with ‘near
and clear’ educator talk: Individual variation and its relationship
to indicators of quality. International Journal of Early Years Edu-
cation, 26(3), 278-294. https://doi.org/10.1080/09669760.2018.
1479632.

Ellis, E. M., Borovsky, A., Elman, J. L., & Evans, J. L. (2015). Novel
word learning: An eye-tracking study. Are 18-month-old late
talkers really different from their typical peers? Journal of Com-
munication Disorders, 58, 143—157. https://doi.org/10.1016/].
jeomdis.2015.06.011.

Elo, S., & Kyngis, H. (2008). The qualitative content analysis pro-
cess. Journal of Advanced Nursing, 62(1), 107-115. https://doi.
org/10.1111/j.1365-2648.2007.04569 .

Fernald, A., Perfors, A., & Marchman, V. A. (2006). Picking up speed
in understanding: Speech processing efficiency and vocabulary
growth across the 2nd year. Developmental Psychology, 42(1),
98-116. https://doi.org/10.1037/0012-1649.42.1.98.

Finlex, & Act on Early Childhood Education and Care. (2018).
https://www.finlex.fi/en: Act on Early Childhood Education and
Care/540/2018.

Finnish ~ National ~Agency for Education, OPH, web-
page (2014). https://www.oph.fi/en/education-system/
early-childhood-education-and-care-finland.

Finnish National Agency for Education, OPH, webpage (2022).
https://www.oph.fi/en/education-and-qualifications/
national-core-curriculum-ecec-nutshell.

Fisher, E. L. (2017). A systematic review and meta-analysis of predic-
tors of expressive-language outcomes among late talkers. Journal
of Speech Language and Hearing Research, 60(10), 2935-2948.
https://doi.org/10.1044/2017_JSLHR-L-16-0310.

Geoffroy, M. C., Coté, S. M., Borge, A. 1., Larouche, F., Séguin, J.
R., & Rutter, M. (2007). Association between nonmaternal care
in the first year of life and children’s receptive language skills

@ Springer

prior to school entry: The moderating role of socioeconomic sta-
tus. Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry, 48(5), 490-497.
https://doi.org/10.1111/1.1469-7610.2006.01704.x.

Geoffroy, M. C., Cété, S. M., Giguere, C. E., Dionne, G., Zelazo, P.
D., Tremblay, R. E., & Séguin, J. R. (2010). Closing the gap in
academic readiness and achievement: The role of early childcare.
Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry, 51(12), 1359—-1367.
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1469-7610.2010.02316.x.

Hayes, A. F., & Krippendorff, K. (2007). Answering the call for
a standard reliability measure for coding data. Commu-
nication Methods and Measures, 1(1), 77-89. https:/doi.
org/10.1080/19312450709336664.

Hu, J., Torr, J., Degotardi, S., & Han, F. (2019). Educators’ use of com-
manding language to direct infants’ behaviour: Relationship to
educators’ qualifications and implications for language learning
opportunities. Early Years, 39(2), 190-204. https://doi.org/10.10
80/09575146.2017.1368008.

King, L. S., Camacho, M. C., Montez, D. F., Humphreys, K. L., &
Gotlib, I. H. (2021). Naturalistic language input is associated
with resting-state functional connectivity in infancy. Jour-
nal of Neuroscience, 41(3), 424—434. https://doi.org/10.1523/
JNEUROSCI.0779-20.2020.

Kuhl, P. K., Williams, K. A., Lacerda, F., Stevens, K. N., & Lindblom,
B. (1992). Linguistic experience alters phonetic perception in
infants by 6 months of age. Science, 255(5044), 606—608. https://
doi.org/10.1126/science.1736364.

Kuhl, P. K., Ramirez, R. R., Bosseler, A., Lin, J. F. L., & Imada, T.
(2014). Infants’ brain responses to speech suggest analysis by syn-
thesis. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 111(31),
11238-11245. https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1410963111.

Kyngis, H. (2020). Inductive content analysis. In H. Kyngés, K. Mik-
konen, & M. Kééridinen (Eds.), The application of content analy-
sis in Nursing Science Research (pp. 13-21). Springer. https://doi.
org/10.1007/978-3-030-30199-6_2.

La Paro, K. M., Williamson, A. C., & Hatfield, B. (2014). Assessing
quality in toddler classrooms using the CLASS-Toddler and the
ITERS-R. Early Education and Development, 25(6), 875-893.
https://doi.org/10.1080/10409289.2014.883586.

Lim, C., & Lim, S. M. Y. (2013). Learning and language: Educarer—
child interactions in Singapore infant-care settings. Early Child
Development and Care, 183(10), 1468—1485. https://doi.org/10.1
080/03004430.2013.788814.

Lorio, C. M., & Woods, J. J. (2020). Multi-component professional
development for educators in an early Head Start: Explicit
vocabulary instruction during interactive shared book reading.
Early Childhood Research Quarterly, 50, 86—100. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.ecresq.2018.12.003.

Lytle, S.R., & Kuhl, P. K. (2017). Social interaction and language acqui-
sition: Toward a neurobiological view. The Handbook of Psycho-
linguistics, 615-634. https://doi.org/10.1002/9781118829516.
ch27.

Maittd, S., Laakso, M.-L., Ahonen, T., Tolvanen, A., Westerholm, J.,
& Aro, T. (2016). Continuity from prelinguistic communication
to later language ability: A follow-up study from infancy to early
school age. Journal of Speech, Language, and Hearing Research,
59, 1357-1372. https://doi.org/10.1044/2016 _JSLHR-L-15-0209

Marchman, V. A., & Fernald, A. (2008). Speed of word recognition and
vocabulary knowledge in infancy predict cognitive and language
outcomes in later childhood. Developmental Science, 11(3), F9—
F16. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-7687.2008.00671 .x.

McGillion, M. L., Herbert, J. S., Pine, J. M., Keren-Portnoy, T., Vih-
man, M. M., & Matthews, D. E. (2013). Supporting early vocabu-
lary development: What sort of responsiveness matters? /EEE
Transactions on Autonomous Mental Development, 5(3), 240—
248. https://doi.org/10.1109/TAMD.2013.2275949.


https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1469-7610.2006.01704.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1469-7610.2010.02316.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/19312450709336664
https://doi.org/10.1080/19312450709336664
https://doi.org/10.1080/09575146.2017.1368008
https://doi.org/10.1080/09575146.2017.1368008
https://doi.org/10.1523/JNEUROSCI.0779-20.2020
https://doi.org/10.1523/JNEUROSCI.0779-20.2020
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.1736364
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.1736364
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1410963111
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-30199-6_2
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-30199-6_2
https://doi.org/10.1080/10409289.2014.883586
https://doi.org/10.1080/03004430.2013.788814
https://doi.org/10.1080/03004430.2013.788814
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecresq.2018.12.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecresq.2018.12.003
https://doi.org/10.1002/9781118829516.ch27
https://doi.org/10.1002/9781118829516.ch27
https://doi.org/10.1044/2016_JSLHR-L-15-0209
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-7687.2008.00671.x
https://doi.org/10.1109/TAMD.2013.2275949
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2004.00732.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/cdep.12373
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecresq.2020.03.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecresq.2020.03.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecresq.2013.07.007
https://doi.org/10.1177/1463949117742786
https://doi.org/10.1080/09575146.2017.1347607
https://doi-org.ezproxy.jyu.fi/
https://doi.org/10.1080/09669760.2018.1479632
https://doi.org/10.1080/09669760.2018.1479632
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jcomdis.2015.06.011
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jcomdis.2015.06.011
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2648.2007.04569.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2648.2007.04569.x
https://doi.org/10.1037/0012-1649.42.1.98
https://www.finlex.fi/en
https://www.oph.fi/en/education-system/early-childhood-education-and-care-finland
https://www.oph.fi/en/education-system/early-childhood-education-and-care-finland
https://www.oph.fi/en/education-and-qualifications/national-core-curriculum-ecec-nutshell
https://www.oph.fi/en/education-and-qualifications/national-core-curriculum-ecec-nutshell
https://doi.org/10.1044/2017_JSLHR-L-16-0310

Early Childhood Education Journal

National Pension Institute of Finland. (2022). KELA, webpage. https://
www.kela.fi/families

Nyland, B. (2009). Language experiences of preverbal children
in Australian childcare centres. European Early Childhood
Education Research Journal, 17(1), 111-124. https://doi.
org/10.1080/13502930802689087.

O’Neill, H., Murphy, C. A., & Chiat, S. (2019). What our hands
tell us: A two-year follow-up investigating outcomes in sub-
groups of children with language delay. Journal of Speech
Language and Hearing Research, 62(2), 356-366. https://doi.
org/10.1044/2018 JSLHR-L-17-0261.

Onnis, L. (2017). Caregiver communication to the child as moderator
and mediator of genes for language. Behavioural Brain Research,
325(Pt B), 197-202. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bbr.2017.02.003.

Onnis, L., Truzzi, A., & Ma, X. (2018). Language development
and disorders: Possible genes and environment interactions.
Research in Developmental Disabilities, 82, 132—146. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.ridd.2018.06.015.

Os, E. (2019). Engaging toddlers in interactions during meals: Group-
related joint attention. Nordisk Barnehageforskning, 18. https://
doi.org/10.7577/nbf.2692.

Paavola, L., Kunnari, S., Moilanen, 1., & Lehtihalmes, M. (2005).
The functions of maternal verbal responses to prelinguis-
tic infants as predictors of early communicative and linguis-
tic development. First Language, 25(2), 173—195. https://doi.
org/10.1177/0142723705050341.

Pianta, R. C., Hamre, B. K., & Nguyen, T. (2020). Measuring and
improving quality in early care and education. Early Childhood
Research Quarterly, 51, 285-287. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
ecresq.2019.10.013.

Roberts, M. Y., & Kaiser, A. P. (2015). Early intervention for toddlers
with language delays: A randomized controlled trial. Pediatrics,
135(4), 686—693. https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2014-2134.

Romano, M., & Schnurr, M. (2022). Mind the gap: Strategies to bridge
the research-to-practice divide in early intervention caregiver
coaching practices. Topics in Early Childhood Special Education,
42(1), 64-76. https://doi.org/10.1177/0271121419899163.

Romano, M. K., & Windsor, K. S. (2020). Increasing deictic gesture
use to support the language development of toddlers from high
poverty backgrounds. Early Childhood Research Quarterly, 50,
129-139. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecresq.2018.12.004.

Rutanen, N., & Hénnikéinen, M. (2019). Finland: Becoming and the
youngest children at home and in ECEC. In M. Gradovski, E.
Eriksen @degaard, N. Rutanen, J. Sumsion, C. Mika, & E. J. White
(Eds.), The first 1000 days of early childhood: Becoming. Policy
and pedagogy with under-three year olds: Cross-disciplinary

insights and innovations (Vol. 2, pp. 93—108). Springer. https://
doi.org/10.1007/978-981-32-9656-5 6

Salminen, J., Lerkkanen, M. K., Poikkeus, A. M., Pakarinen, E.,
Siekkinen, M., Hénnikdinen, M., & Rasku-Puttonen, H. (2012).
Observed classroom quality profiles of kindergarten classrooms
in Finland. Early Education & Development, 23(5), 654-677.
https://doi.org/10.1080/10409289.2011.574267.

Sanchez-Alonso, S., & Aslin, R. N. (2022). Towards a model of lan-
guage neurobiology in early development. Brain and [Lnguage,
224,105047. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.band1.2021.105047.

Tamis-LeMonda, C. S., Luo, R., McFadden, K. E., Bandel, E. T., &
Vallotton, C. (2019). Early home learning environment predicts
children’s 5th grade academic skills. Applied Developmental Sci-
ence, 23(2), 153-169. https://doi.org/10.1080/10888691.2017.13
45634.

Vermeij, B., Wiefferink, C., Scholte, R., & Knoors, H. (2022). Pre-
dictors in language proficiency of young children with presumed
developmental language disorder within the setting of early lan-
guage intervention. Frontiers in Communication, 7, 1011175.
https://doi.org/10.3389/fcomm.2022.1011175.

Visser-Bochane, M. 1., Reijneveld, S. A., Krijnen, W. P., van der
Schans, C. P, & Luinge, M. R. (2020). Identifying milestones
in language development for young children ages 1 to 6 years.
Academic Pediatrics, 20(3), 421-429. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
acap.2019.07.003

Walker, D., & Carta, J. J. (2020). Intervention research to improve
language-learning opportunities and address the inequities of the
word gap. Early Childhood Research Quarterly, 50, 1-5. https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.ecresq.2019.10.008.

Walker, D., Sepulveda, S. J., Hoff, E., Rowe, M. L., Schwartz, I. S.,
Dale, P. S., & Bigelow, K. M. (2020). Language intervention
research in early childhood care and education: A systematic sur-
vey of the literature. Early Childhood Research Quarterly, 50,
68—85. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecresq.2019.02.010.

Watt, N., Wetherby, A., & Shumway, S. (2006). Prelinguistic predic-
tors of language outcome at 3 years of age. Journal of Speech
Language and Hearing Research, 49, 1224-1237. https://doi.
org/10.1044/1092-4388(2006/088).

White, E. J., Peter, M., & Redder, B. (2015). Infant and teacher dialogue
in education and care: A pedagogical imperative. Early Child-
hood Research Quarterly, 30, 160—173. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
ecresq.2014.10.008.

Publisher’s Note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to juris-
dictional claims in published maps and institutional affiliations.

@ Springer


https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-32-9656-5_6
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-32-9656-5_6
https://doi.org/10.1080/10409289.2011.574267
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bandl.2021.105047
https://doi.org/10.1080/10888691.2017.1345634
https://doi.org/10.1080/10888691.2017.1345634
https://doi.org/10.3389/fcomm.2022.1011175
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.acap.2019.07.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.acap.2019.07.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecresq.2019.10.008
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecresq.2019.10.008
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecresq.2019.02.010
https://doi.org/10.1044/1092-4388(2006/088)
https://doi.org/10.1044/1092-4388(2006/088)
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecresq.2014.10.008
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecresq.2014.10.008
https://www.kela.fi/families
https://www.kela.fi/families
https://doi.org/10.1080/13502930802689087
https://doi.org/10.1080/13502930802689087
https://doi.org/10.1044/2018_JSLHR-L-17-0261
https://doi.org/10.1044/2018_JSLHR-L-17-0261
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bbr.2017.02.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ridd.2018.06.015
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ridd.2018.06.015
https://doi.org/10.7577/nbf.2692
https://doi.org/10.7577/nbf.2692
https://doi.org/10.1177/0142723705050341
https://doi.org/10.1177/0142723705050341
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecresq.2019.10.013
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecresq.2019.10.013
https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2014-2134
https://doi.org/10.1177/0271121419899163
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecresq.2018.12.004

	﻿Declared Practices of Language Facilitation in Early Childhood Education and Care with Children Younger than Two Years
	﻿Abstract
	﻿Introduction
	﻿Adult Reciprocal Input as a Facilitator of Early Language Acquisition
	﻿ECEC Facilitating Early Language Development
	﻿Language Facilitation in the Finnish ECEC Context
	﻿The Present Study

	﻿Materials and methods
	﻿Participants and Data Collection
	﻿Content Analysis
	﻿Notions


	﻿Quantitative Variables and Analyses
	﻿Results
	﻿Categorized Language Facilitation Means Produced by the Educators
	﻿Core Sphere 1: Child-Led Reciprocal Linguistic Communication
	﻿Core Sphere 2: General Language Facilitation
	﻿Sphere 3: Child’s Well-being
	﻿Sphere 4: The ECEC Environment
	﻿Sphere 5: Framework and Co-operation
	﻿Sphere 6: Unconnected Responses


	﻿The Relationship between Educators’ Backgrounds and Declared Practices of Early Language Facilitation
	﻿Discussion
	﻿Early Language Facilitation in ECEC
	﻿Child-led Reciprocal Linguistic Communication in ECEC
	﻿Language Facilitation with Diverse Means


	﻿Educators’ Background as a Possible Way to Benefit the Infant-Toddler Group in ECEC
	﻿Limitations
	﻿Clinical Implications and Future Research
	﻿References


