
 

Do some children really hear 30 million more
words than others?
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The concept that children from lower socioeconomic backgrounds start
out at a learning disadvantage because they hear fewer words than
children from higher socioeconomic backgrounds—a so-called 30
million-word gap—should be explored with more detail, says a Purdue
University social scientist and researcher.
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David Purpura, an associate professor in the College of Health and
Human Sciences' Department of Human Development and Family
Studies, writes in an analysis that it is time to use more precise methods
of assessing children's language environments and exploring children's
language development because it will allow us to better support
children's language and cognitive development, for all children.

Purpura's review article was published in the journal Child Development
by the Society for Research in Child Development.

The 30 million-word gap was originally developed by researchers Betty
Hart and Todd Risley and suggests that children up to age 4 from a lower
socioeconomic status heard 30 million fewer words than children from a
higher socioeconomic status. That gap is often cited by politicians,
educators and those who work with children to indicate the need for
more support for early childhood learning.

Purpura points out that children would need to hear an additional 24
words every minute for 14 hours a day for the first four years or read 96
books per day just to make up the gap.

"The number itself doesn't matter. What parents do with their children
does matter. We need to look at the barriers that prevent parents from
doing more—those barriers matter," Purpura said.

Purpura said researchers need to explore learning environments and
support networks such as schools, early childhood education centers and
home settings to see what can be beneficial for families and children.

"Different families do different things," Purpura said. "We can't tell
parents to do more. It is physically impossible for families to make up a
gap like that as it is unrealistic.
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"Focusing on the gap actually moves the conversation from where it
should be—on supporting young children's early development. It
unnecessarily stigmatizes communities and ignores individual
development. It can impact not just language development and
education, but also economic and workforce development."

Families can sometimes face access issues to early childhood education,
as well as access to books or reading materials and community programs
that encourage reading come into play. Other external factors should also
be attended to such as parental reading ability and who interacts with the
child during the day.

Purpura said one way to figure out what the true gap is—if there is
one—would be to conduct a large national representative study, rather
than small non-representative studies as has been done in the past, which
could be used to develop more specialized programs to support families,
teachers and providers to help children develop their early language
skills.

"There is still a lot of work to be done in understanding the word gap, its
magnitude and where it is generated from. It's important to understand
how individual communities and cultures interact within families and
recognize that communication happens through a multitude of methods,"
Purpura said. "We do know that it's not just about saying words into 
children's ears that will support their development. It should be a quality
interaction such as reading a book and readying the child for thoughtful
discussion and helping them to explore their world."

  More information: David J. Purpura. Language Clearly Matters;
Methods Matter Too, Child Development (2019). DOI:
10.1111/cdev.13327
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