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“Talk is cheap” is an old saying, but in child development, it has enormous payoffs... 

School success correlates far more positively with early language experiences than with 

socioeconomic status. 

—Alice Sterling Honig, 1996 

1. The relationship between thought and language has been an important topic of inquiry for many 

developmental psychologists and linguists. Vygotsky’s position on it is summarized in the Davidson 

Films video Growing Minds: Cognitive Development in Early Childhood. Discuss this relationship. 

2. Some students may initially be hesitant about the “fancy” terminology of linguistics. Dr. Honig 

makes a strong case that by knowing the correct terms, students can be helped to better understand the 

components of language, and thus feel empowered to encourage the language development of the 

children they will be responsible for. Do your students think that having words for these components 

help them? 

3. The behavioral psychology term “shaping” is relevant to what occurs in infancy for children as they 

learn the phonology of their language. Adults “reinforce” sounds that are important to them, and 

ignore those that are not. If possible, have your students spend some time with a young baby and his 

or her caregiver in observation of this phenomenon. 

4. How many of your students are bilingual? At what age did they learn the second language? Does Dr. 

Honig’s contention—people who learn a language after childhood have accents—seem true in their 

experience? 

5. All caregivers of children, whether as teachers or parents, should know that receptive language 

deficits are more serious than productive ones. Discuss “quiet” children your students have known 

who grew up to be very verbal people. Talk about simple tasks that they can do to establish that quiet 

children DO have receptive language. 

6. A phenomenon not mentioned in the video is the situation where children seem to revert from correct 

use of irregular verbs to incorrect use (I “wented”). This means that the child is not just copying 

language he or she hears, but is actively manipulating it. Have your students share examples of young 

children’s incorrect grammar that they have heard in their families and at work. 

7. We think the caregiver who discusses the Kleenex with a toddler is an excellent example of how 

adults can help children extend their language. The topic need not be important, but the way she 

helped the child communicate gave encouragement to the small girl to continue her explorations with 

language. What examples of adult communication do you especially like in this video? 

8. What are the research implications that link language experiences more to school success than socio-

economic status? Do your students know of children from financially poor but culturally rich families 

who have been successful, or of children from affluent homes who have not had good language 

experiences? What can public agencies do to help language-deprived children? 

9. How comfortable are your students who are going to be working with very young children with 

talking for and with young children? Skilled caregivers spend a lot of time verbalizing with and for 



Davidson Films, Inc. Nourishing Language Development in Early Childhood Discussion Topics 

 with Alice Sterling Honig, Ph.D. 

CINEFETE 
info@cinefete.ca / www.cinefete.ca 

1586, Fleury St East, suite 210, 

Montreal (QC), H2C 1S6 

1.800.858.2183 
 

small children to their enormous benefit. Some novice teachers find this hard to do. Have them 

practice this skill with their peers, some of whom can pretend to be babies and toddlers. Have them 

do both “self talk” and “parallel talk”.  

10. How many verbal games (“Patty cake”), rhymes, and songs for children do your students know? Have 

them share some lesser-known ones with each other and make up some. Young children love chants, 

and your students can learn to create some themselves with your help. (“This is the way we pour our 

juice, pour our juice….so early in the Morning.”) 

11. Alice Sterling Honig is an emeritus professor at Syracuse University. For three decades, she has 

sponsored an annual workshop on Quality Infant/Toddler Caregiving (QIC) with the College of 

Human Ecology at the university. Her website is available at 

humanecology.syr.edu/Faculty/HonigAlice.aspx. She has authored several caregiver books. 
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Related Films Also Available From Davidson Films 

This is one of seven films in Davidson Films' "Early Childhood" series. The other titles are: 

 

 Building Literacy Competencies in Early Childhood (2000) 30 Minutes 

 Growing Minds: Cognitive Development in Early Childhood (1996) 25 Minutes 

 How Children Learn  (1997) 23 Minutes 

 Play: A Vygotskian Approach  (1996) 26 Minutes 

 Maria Montessori: Her Life And Legacy (2004) 35 Minutes 

 Performance Assessment: A Teacher’s Way Of Knowing (1993) 21 Minutes 

 

Other related films are: 

 Human Brain Development: Nature and Nurture (2007 27 Minutes 


