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In  this  Special  Issue  we  focus  on  highlighting  intervention  research  addressing  inequities  in  early
language-learning  experience  that  may  place  some  children  at a  disadvantage  later  in school.  Research
over  the  last  three  decades  has  documented  evidence  for the  differential  amount  and  quality  of  chil-
dren’s  early  language  exposure,  referred  to  as  the  “word  gap.”  This  gap  has been  associated  with  family
socioeconomic  factors  and  has  important  consequences  for children’s  later  vocabulary,  literacy  and  school
performance.  Given  the  profound  social,  academic,  and  economic  costs  that  may  result  when  young  chil-
dren  do  not  have  ample  language-learning  opportunities,  it is  of  primary  importance  to  prevent  inequities
in  language  experience.  With renewed  interest  in  finding  solutions  to  the  word  gap,  this  Special  Issue  is
organized  around  a series  of  literature  syntheses  analyzing  the  state  of  language  intervention  research.
Reviews  of  intervention  studies  conducted  with  parents,  early  educators  and  healthcare  providers,  and
with culturally  and  linguistically  diverse  participants,  as  well  as reviews  of training  and  implementa-
tion  practices,  and  methodological  factors  that  inform  intervention  are  described.  Ten  featured  empirical
studies  document  the  efficacy  of  communication  and  language  interventions  and  illustrate  promising

practices  designed  to  improve  outcomes  for  infants  and  young  children  from  disadvantaged  backgrounds.
Based  on  the findings  described  in  this  compilation  of articles,  we provide  some  summary  highlights  and
future  directions  for research  addressing  the  word  gap.  First,  we  review  the evidence  for  the  word  gap
and discuss  the  literature  to  date  in  this  area.

© 2019 Elsevier  Inc.  All  rights  reserved.
. Research identifying the word gap

It has been over two decades since Hart and Risley first described
heir longitudinal study measuring the home language experiences
f infants and young children (Hart & Risley, 1992). In their longi-
udinal study chronicling differences in the amount and quality of
anguage interaction infants and young children had with adults,
hey found that on average, children from economically disad-
antaged backgrounds had far fewer positive language-learning
xperiences. By the time children in their sample were entering
reschool, they estimated that children from socioeconomically
dvantaged homes were exposed to approximately 45 million
ords while children from the poorest homes were exposed to

loser to 10 million (Hart & Risley, 1995). From these figures, the
0 million “word gap” in children’s language-related experience
as derived (Hart & Risley, 2003). Variability in children’s earli-

st language-learning experience predicted language, reading and
chievement in kindergarten through early elementary school as
eported in a subsequent follow-up study of children from the orig-

nal sample (Walker, Greenwood, Hart, & Carta, 1994).

There continues to be an ongoing intensive discussion about
he importance of children’s early learning environments to later
evelopment. Interest in the word gap has led to recent research

ttps://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecresq.2019.10.008
885-2006/© 2019 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.
emphasizing the development and scaling up of interventions and
measurement tools designed to prevent the word gap. In addition
to intervention studies designed to decrease or prevent language
delay (as shown by the syntheses and intervention studies pre-
sented in this Special Issue), community- and population-based
campaigns aimed at preventing the word gap have been developed
(e.g., Providence TALKS – http://www.providencetalks.org/, Reach
out and Read – Klass, Dreyer, & Mendelsohn, 2009; Zuckerman,
2009, Too Small to Fail – https://talkingisteaching.org/resources,
Talk With Me  Baby – http://www.talkwithmebaby.org/, the Thirty
Million Words Project – Suskind, Suskind, & Lewinter-Suskind,
2015). The word gap has also been addressed by several federal
funding initiatives (e.g., Health Resources and Services Administra-
tion and Health and Human Services – Carta, Greenwood, & Walker,
2014).

2. Critiques of early research

The original Hart and Risley study also raised methodological

concerns related to sample size and the conflation of SES and race
(e.g., Adair, Colegrove, & McManus, 2017; Baugh, 2017; Sperry,
Sperry, & Miller, 2018). As was  the case when Hart and Risley
recruited their sample, there continues to be a disproportionate

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecresq.2019.10.008
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http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1016/j.ecresq.2019.10.008&domain=pdf
http://www.providencetalks.org/
http://www.providencetalks.org/
http://www.providencetalks.org/
http://www.providencetalks.org/
http://www.providencetalks.org/
https://talkingisteaching.org/resources
https://talkingisteaching.org/resources
https://talkingisteaching.org/resources
https://talkingisteaching.org/resources
http://www.talkwithmebaby.org/
http://www.talkwithmebaby.org/
http://www.talkwithmebaby.org/
http://www.talkwithmebaby.org/
http://www.talkwithmebaby.org/
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecresq.2019.10.008


2 d Rese

r
c
F
i
r
(
2
P

3

l
h
D
T
2
r
c
d
M
m
f
s
S
o
p
e

4

c
p
t
G
C
v
l
p
(
S
2
v
l
S

s
l
i
t
a
a

5
l

g
R
i
t
c
(
c

 Guest Editorial / Early Childhoo

epresentation of racial, cultural and ethnic minorities in economi-
ally disadvantaged groups in the United States (Children’s Defense
und, 2019). The association between SES and quantity and qual-
ty of adult language input (regardless of race), has however been
eplicated many times in the decades since the original study
Golinkoff, Hoff, Rowe, Tamis-LeMonda, & Hirsh-Pasek, 2018; Hoff,
003; Huttenlocher, Waterfall, Vasilyeva, Vevea, & Hedges, 2010;
ace, Luo, Hirsh-Pasek, & Golinkoff, 2017; Rowe, 2008).

. The adverse impact of poverty on child language learning

The association between SES linked disadvantage, adult-child
anguage interaction, and later language/literacy/school outcomes
as been widely documented (e.g., Aikens & Barbarin, 2008;
ickinson & Porche, 2011; Gilkerson et al., 2018; Rodriguez &
amis-LeMonda, 2011; Rowe, Raudenbush, & Goldin-Meadow,
012). The negative effects of poverty are evident on neu-
ocognitive language systems (Hackman & Farah, 2009), neural
onnectivity (e.g., Kuhl, 2010; Romeo et al., 2018), and in the
eveloping language of children as young as 9 months (Fernald,
archman, & Weisleder, 2013). When development is compro-
ised by the stress of poverty, children may  be placed at further risk

or later delays, reading problems, and school failure, which come at
ubstantial personal and economic cost to society (Heckman, 2006;
honkoff & Phillips, 2000; Warren & Walker, 2005). The persistence
f SES-related disadvantage in early language development may
erpetuate inequality – making action to close the word gap an
thical and moral imperative.

. Need for intervention research addressing the word gap

There is therefore, a compelling need to translate communi-
ation and language intervention research into evidence-based
ractice that can build the capacity of parents and early educa-
ors to prevent achievement gaps as children enter school (Carta,
reenwood, Baggett, Buzhardt, & Walker, 2012; Council on Early
hildhood, 2014; Hirsh-Pasek et al., 2015). While there are inter-
entions and practices found to be effective for improving child
anguage outcomes, few have been adopted or maintained by
arents or practitioners in home- or community-based settings
Justice, Logan, & Damschroder, 2015; Phillips & Adams, 2001;
chwartz, Carta, & Grant, 1996; Smith, Warren, Yoder, & Feurer,
004; Walker, Bigelow, & Harjusola-Webb, 2008). Language inter-
entions have yet to be scaled to community-wide or population
evel studies (Darcy Mahoney, McConnell, Larson, Becklenberg, &
tapel-Wax, 2020; Greenwood et al., 2017).

This Special Issue provides a unique opportunity to feature a
eries of topical systematic reviews and conceptual analyses of
anguage intervention research and to highlight corresponding
ntervention studies. Improving knowledge of effective interven-
ions and practices is necessary to inform future prevention efforts
nd to identify interventions to meet the needs of diverse children
nd families experiencing economic disadvantage and poverty.

. Overview of studies addressing communication and
anguage interventions

Research syntheses completed by interdisciplinary topical work
roups convened through the HRSA-Bridging the Word Gap
esearch Network (Carta et al., 2014) were solicited for inclusion

n this Special Issue. The six featured syntheses address research

opic areas covering (1) parents, (2) early educators, (3) health-
are providers, (4) culturally and linguistically diverse participants,
5) training and implementation practices, and (6) methodologi-
al factors that inform intervention. Each synthesis highlights the
arch Quarterly 50 (2020) 1–5

strengths and weakness of studies in the intervention literature.
Ten empirical studies describing innovative interventions docu-
menting the effects of communication and language interventions
provide promising results and direction for future studies address-
ing the language-learning environment for infants and young
children experiencing economic disadvantage. These studies are
featured below according to the key topics aligned with each of the
research syntheses.

5.1. Parent-implemented communication and language
intervention

In the years since identifying the disparity of the language-
learning experiences of children from different socioeconomic
backgrounds, interventions to improve children’s language out-
comes by intervening with parents and guardians have been
developed and evaluated (Heidlage et al., 2020). In their meta-
analysis of parent-implemented language interventions, Heidlage
et al. (2020) report that the randomized control trials they ana-
lyzed identified modest improvements in children’s expressive
language following intervention. They note however, that few stud-
ies addressing parent-implemented communication and language
interventions have included infants and young children from low-
SES backgrounds.

Two randomized control trials (RCT) featured in this Special
Issue evaluate the delivery of intervention models with parents of
infants and toddlers. Leung, Hernandez, and Suskind (2020) report
the effects of their parent-implemented home-visiting curricu-
lum to enrich the language environment for infants and toddlers.
Feil et al. (2020) present findings from an internet-based inter-
vention designed to facilitate the use of the intervention by
parents and children from economically disadvantaged house-
holds.

Studies examining innovations in the implementation of shared
book reading interventions to promote parent-child language
interaction for children from economically disadvantaged back-
grounds (Canfield et al., 2020; Knauer, Jakiela, Ozier, Aboud, &
Fernald, 2020; Seven & Goldstein, 2019; Troseth, Strouse, Flores,
Stuckelman, & Johnson, 2020) are included in this Special Issue.
These studies build upon the literature associating oral language
experience and later vocabulary (Burchinal et al., 2000; Dickinson,
Golinkoff, & Hirsh-Pasek, 2010; Walker et al., 1994), reading pro-
ficiency and print awareness (Justice, Chen, Tambyraja, & Logan,
2018; Mendelsohn et al., 2011; Neuman, 2008; Whitehurst &
Lonigan, 1998). Troseth et al. (2020) for example, report the use
of an electronic enhancement to promote parents’ use of dialogic
reading strategies during a shared reading intervention imple-
mented with parent-child dyads.

In a conceptual analysis, Adamson, Kaiser, Tamis-LeMonda,
Owen and Dimitrova (2020) propose a set of premises to guide
parent-implemented language intervention research with infants
and toddlers. They posit that to have an impact on children’s lan-
guage outcomes, intervention should start before children begin
using words, and include the role of transactional and developmen-
tal processes. Each of the papers addressing parent-implemented
interventions in this Special Issue emphasize the important role
of interaction for improving child outcomes and provides unique
perspectives as to how to support parents in using practices that
enrich the home language-learning environment.

5.2. Language interventions in child care and early learning
programs
Surveying language intervention studies conducted in early
education and child care settings, Walker et al. (2020) characterize
the features of studies focused on increasing the communication
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nd language of infants and young children. Walker and colleagues
oncluded that more studies are needed in which interventions are
mplemented in early learning settings serving infants and young
hildren from low-SES backgrounds, culturally and linguistically
iverse children and children with disabilities.

Illustrating intervention studies implemented in child care and
arly learning settings, Lorio and Woods (2020) utilized single-
ubject case methodology to analyze an interactive shared book
eading intervention with teachers in Early Head Start classrooms
o increase children’s vocabulary. In their small-scale RCT study,

asik and Hindman (2020) analyzed the effects of their interven-
ion to increase the vocabulary of preschool-aged children from

 high-poverty, urban school district. Levine et al. (2020) report
n their analysis of a new measure of vocabulary and syntax and
anguage processes for preschoolers. In a single-case design study
nvestigating the effects of a naturalistic prelinguistic communi-
ation intervention implemented in an Early Head Start program,
omano and Windsor (2020) describe their efforts to increase tod-
lers’ use of deictic communication gestures. Each of these studies
ontributes to our knowledge about effective interventions and
ractices that can be implemented by early educators in child care
nd early learning settings that have the potential to address the
ord gap.

Biel et al. (2020) report on the features of intervention train-
ng and delivery in their systematic analysis of intervention studies

ith caregivers in homes and in classrooms. Biel and colleagues
eveal a need for more thorough descriptions of the training pro-
ided when implementing evidence-based practices in home and
hild care/early education settings to maximize the potential for
hanging adult behavior that can lead to improved child outcomes
see also Gottfredson et al., 2015; Greenwood, Schnitz, Carta, Wal-
isch, & Irvin, 2019).

.3. Children from culturally and linguistically diverse
ackgrounds

Given the increasing population of young children from cul-
urally and linguistically diverse backgrounds, Larson et al. (2020)
ocus their systematic review on describing and analyzing the fea-
ures of intervention studies to promote language development
mplemented with young children who are learning their home lan-
uage(s) as well as standardized American English. In this research
ynthesis, Larson and her colleagues expand upon existing litera-
ure related to cultural and linguistic diversity (CLD). They examine
he methodological features and report on the efficacy of studies in
hich CLD populations were included.

In an RCT designed to the enhance the language acquisition
nd early literacy of young children from economically disad-
antaged homes in rural Kenya, Knauer et al. (2020) tested
ariations of a dialogic reading intervention with primarily illit-
rate maternal caregivers. In addition to testing the intensity
f the training formats to improve the quantity and/or qual-
ty of caregiver-child book-sharing and to addresses hypotheses
round intervention engagement, they also assessed the extent
o which the intervention improved child vocabulary. In another
tudy, analyzing the effects of a book-sharing intervention using
ingle-subject design with Turkish fathers and their preschool-
ged children, Seven and Goldstein (2020) reported that Turkish
athers successfully increased their use of more complex, decontex-
ualized language interactions during a book-sharing intervention
ith their young children. These studies provide promising
xamples of ways in which interventions that are culturally
nd linguistically responsive can improve the language-learning
nvironments and outcomes for young children from diverse back-
rounds.
arch Quarterly 50 (2020) 1–5 3

5.4. Pediatric and population-level interventions

In their examination of pediatric and population-level inter-
ventions in this Special Issue, Darcy Mahoney et al. (2020) found
few studies of population-based public health interventions, but
those that met  their inclusionary criteria showed promising results
for improving parent behavior in particular, and for child lan-
guage and literacy outcomes. In a representative study linking
low-income families with literacy resources, Canfield et al. (2020)
examine the contributions of a pediatric healthcare implemented
intervention and library access on parents’ home literacy activities
with their children. Particularly promising is the potential for the
scalability of pediatric-based interventions focused on improving
parent-child interactions (see also Radesky, Carta, & Bair-Merritt,
2016; Weisleder et al., 2016).

5.5. Methodological features of communication and language
intervention research

In their analysis of the methodological quality of peer-
reviewed language intervention research studies focused on
children from low-socioeconomic backgrounds, Greenwood et al.
(2020) addressed questions related to ecological validity, rigor or
trustworthiness and readiness for scaling up to prevent the word
gap. These authors reported that although most of the intervention
studies employed generally high standards of methodological rigor,
most interventions were not implemented by parents/caregivers;
and few of the studies met  the criteria for scaling up to address
community-wide prevention.

The intervention studies featured in this Special Issue begin to
address some of the gaps and methodological shortcomings in the
literature highlighted by Greenwood et al. (2020) for example; (a)
including participants from low-SES and/or poverty backgrounds,
(b) demonstrating that parents and early educators can imple-
ment interventions with fidelity, and (c) using rigorous research
design. For instance, a number of the intervention studies included
in this Special Issue employed single-subject experimental research
designs (see Lorio & Woods, 2019; Romano & Windsor, 2019; Seven
& Goldstein, 2019) that meet the What Works Clearinghouse stan-
dards for single-case designs (Kratochwill et al., 2013). Various
small- and large-scale RCT designs are also employed (see Fiel et al.,
2019; Knauer et al., 2020; Leung et al., 2020; Wasik & Hindman,
2019).

6. Next directions for guiding communication and
language intervention research

The premise underlying the research addressing the word gap in
this Special Issue is that the period of development between birth
to 3 years represents a unique time during which transactional
effects can have a substantial positive or negative impact on child
outcomes (Gilkerson et al., 2018; Hart & Risley, 1995; Hoff, 2003;
Pan, Rowe, Singer, & Snow, 2005; Walker et al., 1994). Research
addressing the word gap has been informed by a developmen-
tal transactional framework wherein early social communication
and language development is facilitated by bidirectional, reciprocal
and cumulative interactions between a child and his/her envi-
ronment (Adamson et al., 2020; Bronfenbrenner, 1994; Sameroff,
2000; Warren & Walker, 2005). In the final paper of this Special
Issue, Ford et al. (2020) propose an eco-behavioral model of lan-

guage development aligned with an analysis of social determinants
of child development. Their framework expands upon transactional
models of development to inform the planning of future interven-
tions to support children’s optimal development.
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The 18 studies included in this Special Issue contribute to our
nowledge of communication and language interventions that may
e effective in addressing disparities in language-learning opportu-
ities associated with SES. The series of research syntheses provide
n overview of the strengths and weaknesses of the empirical
esearch addressing communication and language intervention
or infants and young children. While interventions effective for
ddressing communication and language delays or improving child
anguage outcomes have been developed, infants and young chil-
ren from low-SES or poverty backgrounds have only rarely been

ncluded as participants. Too often, published articles describing
hese studies have not provided sufficient information to address
uestions around fidelity of intervention implementation or ade-
uately described the factors contributing to intervention success
r failure, making replication impossible. The featured intervention
tudies address many of these deficiencies and provide innovative
pproaches that contribute to a growing literature base of studies
esigned to address the word gap and meet the needs of diverse
hildren and families experiencing poverty and/or related risks. It
s our expectation that this Special Issue will contribute to moving
he field forward in efforts to take interventions to scale to pre-
ent persistent SES-related inequities in language experience by
educing or eliminating the word gap, and, ultimately, to improve
he opportunities for children from diverse family backgrounds to
each their potential in school and beyond.

edication

We  dedicate this Special Issue to the memory of Drs. Betty
art and Todd Risley. Their pioneering research documented the

mportance of early language-learning experiences for children’s
evelopment and for their future.
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