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Let’s Talk…
Engaging Children in 

Conversations

JANUARY 2012 V. 2

FRAMEWORK FOR EFFECTIVE PRACTICE 
SUPPORTING SCHOOL READINESS FOR ALL CHILDREN

OBJECTIVES

• To identify the benefits 
of conversations with 
children.

• To learn the key 
elements of meaningful 
conversations.

• To identify opportunities for conversations.

• To explore strategies for extending conversations .

• Link to Arizona College and Career Ready 
Standards
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KEY CONVERSATION ELEMENTS

In meaningful conversations with young 
children, teachers:

• Actively listen to what a child says.
• Physically get on the child’s level.
• Match the tone and feelings of the conversation 

to a child’s affect.
• Promote multiple reciprocal back-and-forth 

verbal exchanges.

KEY CONVERSATION ELEMENTS

Adapted with permission.
Cole, K., Maddox., M., Notari-Syverson, A., & Lim, Y.S. (2006). Language is the key: Video programs for building language and literacy in 
early childhood. Seattle, WA: Washington Learning Systems.
StoryQUEST: Celebrating beginning language and literacy, first year annual report. (April, 2004). Unpublished report, California Institute on 
Human Services, Sonoma State University, Rohnert Park, CA. 

C. A. R.: 
• Comment 
• Ask 
• Respond

How do extended conversations 
benefit children?

•Expands high‐level thinking 
skills

•Provides opportunities for 
children to think about their 
thinking and evaluate their 
understandings

•Develops knowledge of new 
concepts and skills

•Enhances children’s 
understandings throughout 
the conversation

•Models back‐and‐forth 
exchanges

•Assists children in learning 
how to communicate more 
clearly and accurately

•Increases vocabulary

•Helps children learn more 
language to understand 
their actions and to express 
their ideas

Introducing 
Novel Words

Engaging in 
Thick 

Conversations

Asking 
Questions

Expanding on 
What Children 
Say

Extended 
Conversations
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…AND BENEFITS FOR TEACHERS

• Conversations build positive 
relationships between children and 
teachers.

• Conversations support curriculum 
and assessment: 
– Tell what children already know.
– What they are ready to learn next.
– How well they are learning new skills.

CONVERSATION TIME

Routine times that easily elicit 
conversations:
• Arrival and departure
• Times of extended play
• Meal and snack times
• Small group activities
• Transitions
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Strategies for Extending Conversations

• Have Conversations

• Extend into THICK

• Listen and Ask Questions 

• Listen and E x p a n d

• Offer New Words

HELLO

What are extended conversations?

Extended conversations are rich, back-and-forth 
exchanges that help children develop more 
complex language and thinking skills.

What do extended conversations 
look like?

In extended conversations 
with children, teachers:

1) Take into account children’s 
interests and experiences.

2) Provide opportunities to scaffold 
language development.

3) Expand on children’s ideas.
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Engaging in “thick” conversations!

THIN:
• Children use 

and hear 
limited 
language.

• Questions only 
require one 
word answers.

• Stops thinking 
process.

THICK:
• Children use and hear a variety of 

language.
• Encourage two-way conversations.
• Respond to children’s interests and ideas.
• Promote higher-level thinking skills. 
• Explaining
• Connecting
• Comparing
• Imagining possibilities

Thin Conversation Example
Teacher: 

Child:

Teacher:

Child:

What did you make?

A plane.

Does it fly?

Yes.

Thick Conversation Example
Teacher: 

Child:

Teacher:

Child:

Teacher:

Child:

Teacher:

Child:

Teacher:

Child:

Teacher:

Child:

What was your favorite part of creating this 
piece of art?

I liked making the plane.

Oh, you made an airplane. Tell me how you made 
this airplane.

I drew on the paper and folded it up.

I see. You drew your design on the paper with 
markers and then folded the paper into an airplane. 
What is your next plan going to be?

I am going to fly it in the sky.

Very interesting, how do you know that your plane 
will fly?

Because I made these wings.

Oh I see, so you think that the wings help the airplane 
fly. I think that is an excellent hypothesis. How will you 
test your idea that the wings will make your plane fly?

I will throw it. (throws plane and laughs) I did it!

Yes, your airplane soared across the table! How do you 
think you could make your airplane fly higher?

I will make it another wing. (Child heads back to the 
drawing and writing center.)

Practice Vignettes

• Things to consider:
– Expands on child’s ideas.

– Extends thinking by asking 
questions.

– Connects to prior experiences.

– Scaffolds language development.

– Engages in many back-and-forth 
exchanges.
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Asking questions

Asking children meaningful questions 
focuses children in on their 
own thinking and actions. 

Questions that continue conversation

• Focus on children’s interests and 
excitement.

• Request information teachers do not 
already know.

• Match child’s language 
ability.

• Stimulate creative thinking.
• Show teacher’s interest.

What are Open-Ended Questions?

• A question with many answers.
• Require more than a one word response.
• Allow children to express their ideas 

and opinions.
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Questions that Stop Conversation

• Intended to test. 
• Rhetorical, no response 

really needed.
• Too simple or complex.
• Close-ended examples:

– What is this called?
– Are you having fun?
– Did you play in the block area?
– That’s a large tree, isn’t it?
– How are the balls the same as the oranges?

Asking Children Questions

Open-
Ended

Close-
Ended

Memorize 
Recall

Apply
Analyze

Problem Solve
Predict
Create

Asking Children Questions

Open-
Ended

Close-
Ended

Memorize 
Recall

Apply
Analyze

Problem Solve
Predict
Create
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Asking Meaningful Questions

1) Ask children about what they are doing. 
• What are you working on?
• Tell me about your project

2) Ask children to provide explanations. 
• Why?
• How?

3) Ask children to make predictions. 
• What do you think will happen next?

4) Ask children to connect learning to their 
own lives. 
• Have you seen one of these before?
• What does this remind you of?

Look a plane!

Expanding on what Children Say

Expansions provide additional language in response to 
children’s words to extend conversations.

I see a plane flying 
high in the sky. I go on a plane 

with my grandma 
before.

You went on a plane 
with your grandma. 
Where did the plane 

take you?

Expand on children’s words to scaffold 
Language

Ways to 
Expand on 
MY Words

Make my phrase 
more complete.

Make my phrase 
more complex.

Add novel and 
interesting 
words.
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Expand on children’s words to scaffold 
thinking

Relate to 
my life.
Relate to 
my life.

Apply to 
my world.
Apply to 
my world.

Explain 
thinking.
Explain 
thinking.

Summarize 
my 

thoughts.

Summarize 
my 

thoughts.

Link to 
what I 
already 
know.

Link to 
what I 
already 
know.

Connect 
concepts.
Connect 
concepts.

Relate to 
my actions.
Relate to 
my actions.

Ways to 
Expand on 
MY Words

Invite me 
to think 
deeper.

Invite me 
to think 
deeper.

Introducing New Words

• Use Tier 2 and Tier 3 words
• Explain what new and unusual words 

mean and use them in context
• Add fanciful, magical                     

language to your 
conversations

Arizona Early Learning Standards Training 
Modules

27

Rewrite the following sentences to 
include a Tier 2 or Tier 3 word:

• We are going for a walk.

• Bridget built a house.

• You baked a cake!

• Jose moved the magnets.
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Remember to…

• Encourage meaningful talk among all children 
and adults in the classroom.

• Follow the child’s lead: Talk about topics children are 
interested in.

• Use questions to extend conversations, not drill 
children.

• Ask questions and expand on children’s words to  
access higher thinking skills.

• Use new and interesting words to build vocabulary 
and comprehension.

• Let conversations happen throughout the entire day!

Thank You!

• Arizona Department 
of Education
– Early Childhood 

Education Unit
– 602-364-1530

**Adapted from The National Center for Quality Teaching and Learning.**
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Resources

• National Center for 
Quality Teaching and 
Learning, 

http://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.
gov/hslc/tta-
system/teaching/center


