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A national discussion: How can we bridge socioeconomic disparities in school readiness 

and help ensure that all children succeed in school? 
 

 Widespread concern and a push for intervention are focused on the early and persistent 
gap in children’s vocabulary associated with family income and the deficits in school 
readiness and achievement related to this gap.   

 

The Word Gap refers to SES-related deficits in language input received by children and 
associated deficits in children’s word knowledge.  

 

 
 
Children’s language ability powerfully predicts their school success, and the Word Gap may be 
a leading cause of the large percentage of children who are not kindergarten ready when they 
begin school.  
 

 Good language skills are needed for both social and cognitive school readiness. 
 

 



 
How do we bridge the gap? How do we nurture successful language learning?  
 

 Children learn best from real-life interactions with the adults in their lives. 

 Children’s communication skills that develop through these interactions are foundational 
for school success. 

 

The path towards language begins well before the first word. 
 

Strong language skills result from more than language input (the number of words the 

child hears). 

 

 Strong language skills depend on babies building close, nurturing relationships with 
trusted adults and engagement in a reciprocal, collaborative process.  

 Such relationships encourage children to want to keep connecting and communicating. 
 

Qualities of parent-toddler interactions that build a foundation of communication predict 

language success. These qualities include: 

 
• Joint engagement (parent/caregiver and child) with symbols and objects  
• Shared routines and rituals 
• Fluid and connected conversations 

– Both verbal and nonverbal exchanges  
– A balance between parent and child 
– Not just feeding the child language 

  

What matters for children’s language development is connecting and communicating: 
 

• Tuning in to children  
• Reading and responding sensitively to children’s cues—both verbal and non-verbal  
• Engaging in reciprocal back-and-forth play and interaction 
• Incorporating lots of rich language into everyday moments.  
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