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facilitator
training

30 Minute 
Parent Meeting



facilitator training

“Talking is Teaching: Talk, Read, Sing! Building 
Your Child’s Future One Word at a Time”
• The parent/family education, discussion and action

piece “Talking is Teaching: Talk, Read, Sing! Building
Your Child’s Future One Word at a Time” is designed
to be a 30 minute facilitated conversation based
on precise, research based information about
the importance of talking, reading and singing
with young children from the minute they are
born. Make sure you have taken the time, through
reviewing this Facilitator’s Guide, to become
knowledgeable about the research and strategies
that define this premise.

Why facilitated conversation rather than lecture? 
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/resources/
building-adult-capabilities-to-improve-child-
outcomes-a-theory-of-change/

Planning Your Meeting
Since this is designed to be a short (30 minute)
meeting, it makes the most sense to either add it to 
an event or gathering where parents of young children 
will be in attendance or add something else to it – a 
meal, a play group, book sharing or read aloud, music 
experience...

If possible, host the meeting in a space where parents 
can sit at tables in a U shape in order to make 
conversation easier. Because it is a short meeting 
aimed at parents of babies and toddlers, it is typically 
best not to provide childcare, but let the children 
attend with their parents. If childcare is already 
provided, and children are used to the space and the 
provider, it may work for children to be separated 
from their parents/family.

The number of participants will vary, but in order to 
have rich conversation, at least three participants 
should be in attendance. A maximum of 15 
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participants is suggested so that everyone has a 
chance to participate.

Sample Invitation is in Addendum Section.

Facilitating the Meeting – Getting Started
Give participants the hand out as they enter the room.

Begin by welcoming attendees and telling them 
in your words, that they are about to be part of an 
uplifting experience that will:

• Teach them about the importance of early
language for brain development, reading, and all
future learning.

• Help them realize all of the good they are doing
for their little ones by talking, reading and singing
to them.

• Share ways to do even more!

Introduce yourself and mention the young children 
that are in your life (children, grandchildren, children 
in your care, neighbors…)

Ask each of them to introduce themselves and talk 
about the young children in their lives.

This type of introduction gets everyone’s voice in the This type of introduction gets everyone’s voice in the 
room so that right away, you all become part of a room so that right away, you all become part of a 
learning community.learning community.

Facilitating the Meeting
Please keep in mind that you will be introducing 
information during the beginning (front page 
of handout) of the meeting and then facilitating 
conversation about that information and how it relates 
to people’s lives during the second part of the meeting 
(back page of handout).
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TALKING IS TEACHING: Talk, Read, Sing!
BUILDING YOUR CHILD’S FUTURE one word At a time

Parents:
The more words your little one 
hears in conversations with you, the 
more connections their brain makes 
about words and what they mean. 
Understanding lots of words makes all 
learning easier, so talk, read and sing with 
your child!

so: because:
• The brain develops more rapidly in 

the first few years of life than at any 
other time in life.

• Loving words and caring touches help 
your baby’s brain develop.

• The more words children hear and 
understand, the better prepared they 
will be to learn.

• Reading aloud to your child is a great 
way to introduce new words as well 
as a love of reading. If you are not a 
confident reader, “read” the pictures. 
It’s your voice that is important.

tune intalk moretake turnsCitation, Thirty Million Words at the 

University of Chicago



MY NOTES:

What am I already doing? What else can I do?
When, where and how can I make sure that my child hears and knows lots and lots of words?

Notice what your child is focused on. 
Tune in, join in, and talk about it.

Talk about what you are doing, talk about what your child is doing. 
Expand on what your child says.

Respond to your child’s sounds, gestures and eventually, words. 
Give your child time to respond to you. 
Ask lots of questions that require more than a “yes” or “no” answer. 

tune in

tAKE 

TURNS

TALK 

MORE
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Step by Step Support for Facilitating the 
Meeting

• The front page of the “Talking is Teaching: Talk, Read,
Sing! Building Your Child’s Future One Word At A Time” 
handout is meant to outline all of the reasons that
talking to, reading with and singing to children
builds their brains and supports their social
emotional development for learning and life.

• Facilitators can read the “Parents” paragraph
directly from the sheet.

• The four points in the “Because” section can be read
aloud by the facilitator, or by participants taking
turns and the facilitator can say something like,
“And this is all illustrated very well in the following
video” and show the HEART video.  https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=tpeBlz1ec18. After the
video is shown, the facilitator can ask, “What is
one thing you saw in this video that is meaningful
to you?”

• The “So: Tune In, Take Talk More, Take Turns” Can be
introduced as a simple, achievable enrichment
of what parents are already doing with their
children. I would introduce it kind of like a “magic
prescription” that we are all already doing, but can
do more of now that we are aware of how much it
matters.

•• NOTE:NOTE: Feel free to use any of the other short
videos introduced to you during the first half of our
training if you would like to.

Then go to the back of the sheet to talk more about 
Tune In, Talk More, Take Turns. Tell parents the sheet 
is designed to take notes for themselves in case they 
remember or hear something that they want to do 
when they get home.

• For “Tune In” ask parents what it looks and feels
like when someone is tuning in to what they are
doing or saying. (eye contact, body language,
facial responses, verbal responses…) You could
even have participants pair up and tune in to each
other for one discussion and ignore each other for
another. https://tinyurl.com/y9ogsh8d NOW you
can have a group discussion lead by these types of
questions:

— How do you tune in to your child first thing in
the morning?

— How do you tune into your child when you are 
in the car or on the bus?

— How do you tune into your children when they 
are afraid?

— How do you tune into your children when they 
are happy?

— How do you tune into your children when they 
are watching TV?

— How do you tune into your children when they 
don’t understand something?

• For “Talk More” – point out that more words matter.
That children who hear and learn more words
have more “brain power” to learn new things. Talk
about the “business talk” of life, which we all have
to include in our day to day words with children,
and the “chit-chat talk of life where meaningful
language enrichment occurs.

— How can you talk more at the grocery store?

— How can you talk more while watching TV
together?

— How can you talk more before or after 
childcare or preschool?

— How can you talk more while doing laundry?

— How can you talk more while grocery 
shopping?

— How can you talk more at mealtime?
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• For “Take Turns” – Point out that turn taking while
talking with your child lengthens conversations as
well as your child’s conversational skills, feelings
of self-esteem and connection to you. The number
of turns taken in a conversation is as or more
important as the number of words your child
hears!

— How do you encourage more turn taking while
reading a book?

— How do you encourage more turn taking while 
shopping?

— How do you encourage more turn taking while 
playing?

— How do you encourage more turn taking when 
traveling about town?

— How do you encourage more turn taking after 
seeing a movie or TV show/

— How do you encourage more turn taking when 
your child is confused about something.

To Close Meeting:
It is very important that participants leave feeling 
“nourished” about what they are already doing and 
encouraged and committed to do more. That is why 
the last two questions are so important.

Have participants take time to answer “What am I 
already doing? What else can I do? Ask people willing 
to share to do so.

Upon closing – give participants the “five minute” 
lesson cards to take home – if time, ask what time or 
space they might use to design their own card. 

Thank participants and have them complete three 
question feedback form and leave with you (in 
Addendum Section).

where to send Feedback Forms
Send participant feedback forms with your feedback 
form (in Addendum Section) to: Great Start 2525 3rd 
Ave S., Escanaba, MI 49829 or scan to 
tweaver@dsisd.net

How to get more materials
Please email tweaver@dsisd.net

Questions? 906-786-9300 Ext 109

feedback 

and 

materials
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Do you love and care for a child who is a 
baby, toddler or preschooler?
If so, don’t miss this meeting! You will learn and share proven, easy, 
everyday ways to boost their brain power now and for the rest of their lives.

EVERYBODY READY FOR A GREAT START            GREATSTARTWAYNE.ORG

Talking is Teaching: talk, Read, Sing! 
building your child's future one word at a time

When:

Where:
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We need your feedback!
On a scale of 1 – 5 did you find this meeting

  1 2 3                    4 5  1 2 3                    4 5

   Not Helpful Somewhat Helpful Very HelpfulNot Helpful Somewhat Helpful Very Helpful

What did you like or dislike about this meeting?

What is something you will do as a result of what we shared at this meeting?

Thank You!!

We need your feedback!
On a scale of 1 – 5 did you find this meeting

  1 2 3                    4 5  1 2 3                    4 5

   Not Helpful Somewhat Helpful Very HelpfulNot Helpful Somewhat Helpful Very Helpful

What did you like or dislike about this meeting?

What is something you will do as a result of what we shared at this meeting?

Thank You!!



facilitator evaluation
Facilitator:

Date/Time of Meeting:

Location:

# in Attendance:

Your reflection on this experience for yourself and for participants:

Please submit this along with the participant feedback forms from your meeting to: Great Start Collaborative-
Wayne, 7445 Allen Rd, Suite 160 Allen Park, MI 48101 in the SASE given to you at training.
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observed, recorded and analyzed over 1300 
hours of casual interactions between parents 
and their language-learning children. Analyzing 
this data in multifaceted ways in order to 
provide as much information as possible took 
an additional three years.

THE RESULTS
The researchers expected to find differences 
but also found important similarities among 
families from all socioeconomic levels. 

The data also showed striking differences 
in not only how many words children heard, 
but the types of words and the amount of 
responses parents gave to their children.

THE HISTORY OF THE 
LANDMARK STUDY
In 1965, during the War on Poverty, Betty Hart 
and Todd Risley, Child Psychologists at the 
University of Kansas, wanted to identify how 
to improve the poor academic achievement 
of low-income children. They challenged the 
conventional wisdom of the time that if you 
do well in school it’s because you are smart, if 
you don’t, it is because you are not. 

Hart and Risley designed a prevention 
model, a half day program for the Turner 
House Preschool, located in an impoverished 
neighborhood in Kansas City, Kansas. This 
model focused on building the everyday 
vocabulary children were using and evaluating 
the growth of that vocabulary. The Turner 
House children experienced a spurt of new 
vocabulary, but the language enrichment 
did not accelerate new vocabulary usage 
beyond direct teaching of new words. The 
developmental trajectory of the Turner House 
students did not change.

THE STUDY PRODUCING 
FINDINGS OF A 30 
MILLION WORD GAP BY 
AGE THREE
Thankfully, Betty Hart and Todd Risley did 
not give up! They insisted on finding out why 
their 1965 project failed. In 1982 they initiated 
a study to see what was happening to children 
in their homes at the very beginning of their 
vocabulary development. Families entered the 
study when their children were seven to nine 
months old and stayed until their children were 
three years old. Betty Hart, Todd Risley  and 
their research team spent two and a half years 
observing 42 families from all socioeconomic 
strata for an hour each month to learn what 
went on in homes with babies and toddlers 
as they were learning to talk. The researchers 

UNDERSTANDING THE 30 MILLION WORD GAP30 MILLION WORD GAP  
 Elaine Koons, Education Leader, Great Start Collaborative-Wayne

IN ONE HOUR:
The highest SES children heard 
an average of 2,000 words while 
children in the lowest SES families 
heard 600 words.

Highest SES parents responded to 
their children about 250 times, lowest 
SES parents responded less than 50 
times.

Children in the highest SES heard 
about 40 expressions of verbal 
approval per hour. Children in the 
lowest SES homes, about four.

““
””  

Our surprise was… how 
naturally skillful all the 
parents were and the 
regularity with which we 
saw optimum conditions 
for language learning. 

The cumulative effect of these hourly numbers 
showed an ever widening gap. Follow up 
studies show that these differences had lasting 
effects on a child’s performance later in life. 
The word gap became the achievement gap. 
However; parental knowledge about child 
development and the importance of talking 
with children can positively impact this gap!
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MORE ABOUT THE
The study followed children to age three, but 
the data has been extrapolated to estimate 
the amount of early experience children of 
different SES groups might bring to preschool 
at age four. The researchers estimated 
that by age four, children in a professional 
family would have accumulated experience 
with almost 45 million words, children in a 
working class family, would have accumulated 
experience with 26 million words and children 
in a poor family would have accumulated 
experience with 13 million words. This 
extrapolation indicates a word gap of 32 
million words between the highest and lowest 
SES by age four.

The word count is the total number of words, 
not the number of different words. 

PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS

SO... 
With ongoing assistance, support and guidance 
from Too Small to Fails’ national “Talking is 
Teaching: Talk, Read, Sing” campaign staff, and 
knowledge gained from Dana Suskind MD’s 
“Thirty Million Words Initiative,” Great Start 
Collaborative-Wayne has developed our local 
Detroit/Wayne County “Talking is Teaching: 
Talk, Read, Sing!” Community Campaign. 

Our goal is to provide community wide 
knowledge, support and esteem to families for 
what they are already doing by talking, reading 
and singing with their children and to also offer 
ideas and strategies to do more to reduce the 
gap.

Citations
Hart, Betty, and Todd R. Risley. 1995. “The Early Catastrophe: The 30 Million Word Gap by Age 3” 
Hart, Betty, and Todd R. Risley. 1995. Meaningful Differences in the Everyday Experiences of Young American Children. Baltimore: Paul H. Brooks 
Publishing Co. 
Suskind, Dana and Beth Suskind. 2015. Thirty Million Words. New York: Dutton-Est 1852

““

””  

The data revealed that the 
most important aspect 
of children’s language 
experience is its amount… 
there is less need for 
programs to try to teach 
parents to talk differently 
to their children or to 
change parent styles of 
interacting and more 
need for programs to help 
parents learn to talk more 
to their children.

- Betty Hart, Todd Risley

““

””  

Hart and Risley’s 
groundbreaking study 
showed with statistical 
force that the preliminary 
factor in what would 
eventually become known 
as the achievement gap 
was the difference in early 
language exposure. And 
while at first glance their 
data seemed to relate this 
to socioeconomic status, 
careful analysis linked it 
solidly to a child’s early 
language experience, 
which was often, but 
not always linked to 
socioeconomic status.

- Dana Suskind, MD

RESULTS

       Taking is Teaching!

PROFESSIONAL FAMILY
45 MILLION WORDS

WORKING CLASS FAMILY
26 MILLION WORDS

LOWEST INCOME FAMILY
13 MILLION WORDS

32 MILLION WORD GAP
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relevant research

Word Gap
Dickinson, David K., and others. 2012. “How Reading Books Fosters Language Development around the World.” Child Dickinson, David K., and others. 2012. “How Reading Books Fosters Language Development around the World.” Child 
Development Research 2012: 1-15.Development Research 2012: 1-15.

This piece pulls evidence from a number of studies that show the importance of making language the primary focus 
for early interventions, specifically through book reading. It highlights how book reading provides an ideal setting for 
fostering language while at the same time building strong affective bonds between parents and children; and how reading 
comprehension is critical for long-term academic success and is dependent on language abilities that emerge early in life.

Fernald, Anne, and Adriana Weisleder. 2012. “SES differences in language processing skill and vocabulary are evident at Fernald, Anne, and Adriana Weisleder. 2012. “SES differences in language processing skill and vocabulary are evident at 
18 months.” Developmental Science 16 (2): 234-248.18 months.” Developmental Science 16 (2): 234-248.

This research finds that by 18 months of age, toddlers from disadvantaged families are already several months behind 
more advantaged children in language proficiency. According to the study, toddlers from wealthier homes could identify 
pictures of simple words they knew — “dog” or “ball” — much faster than children from low-income families. By age 2, the 
study found, affluent children had learned 30 percent more words in the intervening months than the children from low-
income homes.

Greenwood, Charles R., and others. 2011. “Children’s Home Language Environments Using Automatic Speech Recognition Greenwood, Charles R., and others. 2011. “Children’s Home Language Environments Using Automatic Speech Recognition 
and Technology.” Communication Disorders Quarterly 32 (2): 83-92.and Technology.” Communication Disorders Quarterly 32 (2): 83-92.

This research replicated and extended the findings of the Hart & Risley study using automatic speech processing instead 
of human transcription of language samples. Thirty-seven children between the ages of 12 and 20 months were recruited, 
and their families’ educational attainment was used as a socioeconomic indicator. The study lasted 10 months, and 
researchers collected audio recordings in the children’s homes via LENA’s automated speech processing technology. 
Similar to the key findings in Hart & Risley, this study found that children in lower income households heard fewer words 
compared to children from middle or higher-income households.

Hart, Betty, and Todd R. Risley. 1995. “The Early Catastrophe: The 30 Million Word Gap by Age 3.” Meaningful Differences Hart, Betty, and Todd R. Risley. 1995. “The Early Catastrophe: The 30 Million Word Gap by Age 3.” Meaningful Differences 
in the Everyday Experiences of Young American Children. Baltimore: Paul H. Brookes Publishing Co.in the Everyday Experiences of Young American Children. Baltimore: Paul H. Brookes Publishing Co.

During the 1960s, Kansas psychologists Betty Hart and Todd Risley observed 42 families at different socioeconomic levels 
- welfare homes, working-class homes, and professionals' homes - for an hour each month to learn about what typically
went on in homes with 1- and 2-year-old children learning to talk. Results showed that children in professionals' homes
were exposed to an average of more than fifteen hundred more spoken words per hour than children in welfare homes. By
age four, this amounted to a total gap of 32 million words.

Putnam, Robert D. 2015. Our Kids: The American Dream in Crisis. New York: Simon & Schuster.Putnam, Robert D. 2015. Our Kids: The American Dream in Crisis. New York: Simon & Schuster.

There is a startling gap between parents based on education and the amount of time that they spend engaging in activities 
that support cognitive development, or so-called “Goodnight Moon” time. “Goodnight Moon” time includes activities such 
as reading, talking, and playing—activities that have increased dramatically among families with highly educated parents. 
In the 1960s and 1970s, highly educated and less educated parents were spending similar amounts of time reading to their 
children. More recently, the total gap between high- and low-educated parents’ time spent on “Goodnight Moon” activities 
was more than half an hour daily. This gap adds up over weeks, months, and years culminating in a significant gap in time 
investment in young children.
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relevant research

Snow, Kyle. 2013. “New Research on Early Disparities: Focus on Vocabulary and Language Processing.” National Snow, Kyle. 2013. “New Research on Early Disparities: Focus on Vocabulary and Language Processing.” National 
Association for the Education of Young Children.Association for the Education of Young Children.

Web review of recent research findings regarding the word gap and implications for child policy and practice.

Brain Development
Burr, Jean, and Rob Grunewald. 2006. “Lesson Learned: A Review of Early Child Development Studies.”Burr, Jean, and Rob Grunewald. 2006. “Lesson Learned: A Review of Early Child Development Studies.”

Research review of various high-profile early intervention programs. The paper provides a summary of model programs 
and summarizes major findings and implications.

Caskey, Melinda, and others. 2014. “Adult Talk in the NICU with Preterm Infants and Developmental Outcomes.” Caskey, Melinda, and others. 2014. “Adult Talk in the NICU with Preterm Infants and Developmental Outcomes.” 
Pediatrics: e578-e584.Pediatrics: e578-e584.

The authors of this study compared adult word counts heard by pre-term babies with Bayley Scores of Infant and Toddler 
Development at 7 and 18 months to investigate the relationship between early exposure to language and later cognitive 
and linguistic outcomes. The authors found a link between exposure to adult speech in NICU and better cognitive/linguistic 
outcomes at 7 and 18 months. The impact of parental speech on outcomes for preterm infants indicates an opportunity for 
intervention with parents beginning in the NICU.

Center on the Developing Child at Harvard University. 2007. “A Science-Based Framework for Early Childhood Policy: Center on the Developing Child at Harvard University. 2007. “A Science-Based Framework for Early Childhood Policy: 
Using Evidence to Improve Outcomes in Learning, Behavior, and Health for Vulnerable Children.” Cambridge.Using Evidence to Improve Outcomes in Learning, Behavior, and Health for Vulnerable Children.” Cambridge.

This report is concerned with applying scientific knowledge to the formation of early childhood policy. Key insights include: 
1) Ensuring safe environments, healthy and warm caregiver relationships, and learning opportunities are important for
healthy development in young children. 2) Early programs are likely a better investment than later remediation, both in
terms of developmental outcomes and return on investment.

Center on the Developing Child at Harvard University. 2007. “The Science of Early Childhood Development (InBrief ).” Center on the Developing Child at Harvard University. 2007. “The Science of Early Childhood Development (InBrief ).” 
Cambridge.Cambridge.

This two-page summary from the Harvard Center on the Developing Child highlights key insights from the science of early 
brain development.

Committee on Integrating the Science of Early Childhood Development. 2000. From Neurons to Neighborhoods: The Committee on Integrating the Science of Early Childhood Development. 2000. From Neurons to Neighborhoods: The 
Science of Early Childhood Development. J. P. Shonkoff and D. A. Phillips, eds. Washington: National Academy Press.Science of Early Childhood Development. J. P. Shonkoff and D. A. Phillips, eds. Washington: National Academy Press.

This landmark study is an update and synthesis of current scientific knowledge of child development from birth to age 
five. Key findings include: 1) Early experiences affect the development of the brain and lay the foundation for intelligence, 
emotional health, and moral development, but the focus on the period from "zero-to-three" is too narrow. 2) Healthy early 
development depends on nurturing and dependable relationships. 3) How young children feel is as important as how they 
think, particularly with regard to school readiness. 4) Although society is changing, the needs of young children are not 
being met.
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relevant research

Gertler, Paul, James Heckman, and others. 2014. “Labor market returns to an early childhood intervention in Jamaica.” Gertler, Paul, James Heckman, and others. 2014. “Labor market returns to an early childhood intervention in Jamaica.” 
Science 344 (6187): 998-1001.Science 344 (6187): 998-1001.

This randomized controlled study examines the long-term benefits of early childhood interventions, specifically a home 
visiting model in Jamaica that promotes children’s cognitive and social development through positive parent-child 
interactions. Children in the home visiting intervention demonstrated better skills than those in the control group, and 
their parents had improved parent-child interactions in the early years that translated into greater parental investments 
later on in life. Most notably, these children also earned 25 percent more as adults than those in the control group, and 
they also caught up (in earnings) to their advantaged peers.

Gros-Louis, Julie, and others. 2014. “Maternal Responsiveness and the Development of Directed Vocalizing in Social Gros-Louis, Julie, and others. 2014. “Maternal Responsiveness and the Development of Directed Vocalizing in Social 
Interactions.” Infancy 19 (4): 385-408.Interactions.” Infancy 19 (4): 385-408.

This study finds how parents respond to infant babbling can speed the child’s language development. Researchers 
discovered that infants whose mothers responded to what they thought their babies were saying showed an increase in 
developmentally advanced, consonant-vowel vocalizations, which means the babbling has become sophisticated enough 
to sound more like words. The babies also began directing more of their babbling over time toward their mothers. On the 
other hand, infants whose mothers did not try as much to understand them and instead directed their infants' attention at 
times to something else did not show the same rate of growth in their language and communication skills.

Kuhl, Patricia K. 2011. “Early Language Learning and Literacy: Neuroscience Implications for Education.” Mind, Brain, and Kuhl, Patricia K. 2011. “Early Language Learning and Literacy: Neuroscience Implications for Education.” Mind, Brain, and 
Education 5 (3): 128-142.Education 5 (3): 128-142.

In this article, Patricia Kuhl uses evidence from neuroscience research to propose that it is the interaction between 
computational skills and social cognition that opens plasticity for language learning. Findings from her research show 
that early in infancy a child is able to detect the phonetic and prosodic patterns of speech, and transition from universal to 
language-specific listeners.

Luby, Joan, and others. 2013. “The Effects of Poverty on Childhood Brain Development: The Mediating Effect of Caregiving Luby, Joan, and others. 2013. “The Effects of Poverty on Childhood Brain Development: The Mediating Effect of Caregiving 
and Stressful Life Events.” JAMA Pediatrics 167 (12): 1135-1142.and Stressful Life Events.” JAMA Pediatrics 167 (12): 1135-1142.

Several sources have demonstrated a link between poverty and the areas of the brain that are involved in stress regulation 
and emotion processing, and a link between supportive parenting and brain development. This study investigates the 
relationship between poverty, total white and total cortical gray matter volume, and hippocampus and amygdala volumes. 
It supports the conclusion that poverty “is associated with smaller white matter, cortical gray matter, and hippocampal 
and amygdala volumes” (p. 1140). However, these effects my be mediated by caregiving, and the research underscores the 
critical role of nurture for child well-being.
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