
 

Te c hn i c a l  As s i s t a nc e  a nd  T r a i n i ng  S ys te m  

Page 1 of 3 
 

TATS eUpdate 

Curriculum and Instruction 

 

Keeping Conversations Going with Preschoolers  

Who Have Language Delays 
April 2008 

 

 

The following information is taken from: Weitzman, E. & Greenberg, J.  

(2002).  Learning Language and Loving It: A Guide to Promoting Childrenôs 

Social and Language Development in Early Childhood Settings (2
nd

 ed.).  

Toronto:  Hanen Centre. 

 

 

Best Practice: 

Questions play an important role in keeping conversations going but they are often 

overused or misused.  For example, questions that test a childôs knowledge, are too 

simple or complex, or are rhetorical, can stop a conversation dead in its tracks.  How 

questions are asked and the kinds of questions that are asked can keep the child engaged 

in the turn-taking conversation and extend the topic to increase the childôs knowledge. 

 

To keep a conversation going:  

¶ Ask questions that are sincere, show your interest, and encourage the child to 

respond.    

Child hands the teacher a doll 

Teacher: ñWhy is your doll wearing no clothes?ò   

 

¶ Ask questions that the child can answer. Open ended questions are appropriate 

only when children have the language skills to answer them.  Begin with more 

focused, manageable questions to allow the child to take a turn.  The goal is to 

help the child stay in the conversation, not to test memory skills.   

Question that may be too difficult to answer: Teacher:  ñWhat happened 

when you went to the dentist, Nikki?ò  

 

Ask instead:  

Teacher: ñWhere did the dentist look?ò   

Child: ñIn my mouth?ò   

Teacher: ñWhat did he put in your mouth?ò  

Child: ñA sharp scraper and a toothbrush.ò 
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¶ Combine a question with a comment.  Keep the conversation going by making a 

comment which acknowledges the childôs messageô then, ask a question to help 

the child take another turn.   

Child: ñLook!ò  

Teacher: ñOh, what a beautiful stone, Joey!  Where did you find it?ò   

Child: ñAt the fence.ò    

 

¶ Ask interesting questions that have no correct answer to stimulate creative 

thinking and problem solving.   

Teacher: ñIôm going to keep this container because Iôm sure we can use it 

for something.  What could we use it for?ò   

Lia: ñYou could keep crayons in there.ò   

Matt: ñWe could use it at the sand table.ò   

Darnell: ñWe could use it as a drum.ò   

 

¶ Extend the topic to keep a conversation going. By extending the topic, additional 

information is provided which increases the childôs understanding.  This often 

involves going beyond the here-and-now, and beyond concepts such as colors, 

shapes, and sizes.   

Child:  ñSsshhh!  The baby is sleeping.ò     

Rather than asking a question, respond by: 

o Informing:  ñYour baby is sleeping in her bed just like you sleep on 

your cot.ò 

o Explaining: ñIôll be quiet so I donôt wake the baby.ò 

o Talking about feelings: ñYouôll be mad if I wake up your baby.ò 

o Projecting: ñIf I were that baby, Iôd like you to sing you a song 

while I went to sleep.ò 

o Talking about the future:  ñWhen that baby wakes up, she wonôt be 

tired any more!ò 

o Pretending/imaging: ñIôm tired too.  Iôm going to sleep right next 

to the baby.ò 

 

 

Reflection 

A teacher is sitting on the floor next to the rabbit cage with Marcy and Adam.  What 

questions could be asked to get the conversation going and what could be said to extend 

the topic? 

 

 

Communication leads to community, that is, to understanding, 

 intimacy and mutual valuing.  

ï Rollo May 
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