MEANINGFUL DIFFERENCES IN THE EVERYDAY EXPERIENCE OF 
YOUNG AMERICAN CHILDREN          
by Todd Risley
In our first book Betty Hart and I reported what parents actually do in American homes.  We had collected data – with reliable and repeated samples of daily life – on sufficient numbers of families who were sufficiently representative to estimate average amounts of parent talk received by American infants and toddlers from their parents.

We found:

1. How much talk actually goes on between parent and child in everyday life.  
When they are awake and with their parents, 1 and 2 year old American children hear     an average of:

· 340 Utterances per hour
· 1440 Words per hour
· 90 Questions per hour
· 17 Affirmations per hour, and
· 7 Prohibitions per hour addressed to them by their parents
 2.  There are large differences between families.  
      The amount of parent talk differs greatly between families:  Some parents address                  fewer than 500 words to their child in an hour of family life, while others address over 3,000 words.  Some parents express approval and encouragement more than 40 times in an hour of family life and other parents less than 4 times an hour

 3.  Those differences mount up.  
       For each family, the amount a parent talks to their children is consistent across time.  If we extrapolate the parent talk we observed across the waking hours of a child’s life we estimate that by the time they are four years old some children have heard over 50 million words addressed to them by their parents, while others have heard only 10 million words.  And some four-year-old children have heard over 800 thousand affirmative statements from their parents while others have heard less than 80 thousand.

 4.  Extra talk is more complex and positive. 
      Both talkative and taciturn parents use similar numbers of initiations, imperatives, and prohibitions per hour to govern their children.  While taciturn parents say little else, the talkative parents’ ‘extra’ talk is mostly conversation about other things.  The extra talk of talkative parents contains more of the varied vocabulary, complex ideas, subtle guidance, and positive reinforcement thought to be important to intellectual development.

 5.  Amount of family talk is a characteristic of low and high social class. 
      The amount that parents talk to their infants and toddlers is generally correlated with

the parents’ social and economic status, with welfare parents being taciturn and professionals being talkative, while working-class parents vary greatly from the most talkative to the most taciturn.
 6.  The amount of family talk accounts for child outcomes. 
      The amount of parent talk that infants and toddlers receive – particularly the amount of ‘extra’ talk above and beyond that needed to govern their behavior – is powerfully related to their later vocabulary size and to other measures of their later verbal sophistication.  Parent talkativeness accounts for all the correlation between  SES (and/or race) and the verbal intellectual accomplishments of these young children.  The relationship is so strong that, presumably, shared biological temperament as well as cultural factors contribute to talkativeness.
In our second book The Social World of Children Learning to Talk, we described how children actually began to talk in their daily lives and how the pattern of interaction – the social dance between parent and child – changed as the child learned to talk.

We found:

7. Children’s talkativeness stops growing when it matches the level of their parent.
       Parents talk to their infants at the frequency per hour that is typical of their family.  As they begin talking, children’ utterances containing recognizable words accelerate until the frequency of their utterances match their parent’s frequency of talking to them.  At this point children’s growth in talking levels off, and a child’s frequency of talking stabilizes at whatever level is typical within is or her family.

8.  Expressive language experience is linked to receptive language experience. 
     At three, children of average families express themselves in language about 400 times an hour, children of the most talkative families express themselves over 600 times an hour, while children of the most taciturn families express themselves in language less than 200 times an hour.

9.  Between school and reading age there are already vast differences between American children in language experience.
     If we combine the expressive and receptive language experience we observed, and extrapolate across the waking hours of the child’s life, we estimate that by the time they are four years old average American children will have accumulated 45 million words of receptive and expressive language experience.  Children of the most talkative families will have accumulated over 70 million words, while children of the most taciturn families will have accumulated fewer than 18 million words of receptive and expressive language experience. 
10.  From these findings we hypothesize: 
· The accumulation of language experience is the major determiner of vocabulary growth and verbal intellectual development.
· The amount of social language interaction between parents and children in the first years of life is the primary source of early language experience and a major determiner of later language experience.

· The amount of social language interaction between parents and children in the first years of life, although influenced by shared biological temperament, is largely a function of the children’s accommodation to the family micro-culture set by the parents’ own childhood experience.  A family micro-culture can be changed.
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