
Method

• This study is a corpora analysis of language data from a rural, working-

class, African American community in Alabama and a rural, working-class, 

European American community in Indiana

• The original studies were ethnographic in approach and longitudinal by 

design, involving extensive fieldwork and in-home observations (Sperry et 

al., 2019)

• Children were observed every 2 months from 24 to 42 months of age

• Half-hour samples were transcribed verbatim

• Transcripts are coded for three types of decontextualized utterances 

(narrative, pretend, and explanations).
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Literacy is often a significant focus of parental efforts during a child’s early 

years. Simple ways to improve a child’s early literacy outcomes include 

engaging in pretend play with the child or simply guiding them through 

imaginative storytelling, which has been shown to have a higher significance 

than dialogic book reading alone. Another way to increase a child’s exposure 

to and use of decontextualized language is through the recollection of past 

events. For example, a caregiver may induce a narrative dialogue by asking 

their child about their day upon picking them up from school or by sharing 

their plans for the next day. Lastly, explanatory dialogue can take place 

throughout the day as a parent or child describes why something has occurred 

or how something must be done.

Decontextualized language is any language that is removed from the child’s 

current physical surroundings. It can be categorized as either narrative, 

pretend, or explanatory and requires the child to understand both sequencing 

and causality and the capacity for imaginative, pretend play. Exposure to 

decontextualized speech on an everyday basis within the home has been 

demonstrated to correlate positively with a child’s vocabulary and literacy 

outcomes by the age of five years old (Beals, 2001; Snow et al., 2001). 

Although these studies were conducted with low-income children and their 

families, a question remains concerning how typical the results found from 

their samples are across the range of American families.  This question is 

particularly important since the language input within low-income and 

culturally diverse families has often been underestimated (Sperry et al., 2019).  

Research Question:

How do the rates of decontextualized utterances in two low-income American 

communities compare with those rates established in the literature?

• Data coding and analysis is ongoing.  Although there 

appears to be much less decontextualized talk in these two 

communities, these proportions may change considerably 

as more transcripts are considered.

• Beals (2001) looked at dinner-time conversations only 

whereas these data come from all points in the child’s day.  

Although Beals’ data collection method was naturalistic, 

dinner time may likely call forth more decontextualized 

talk as family members report their daily activities and 

make plans.

• It may be more reasonable to compare these data to Rowe 

(2012).  Rowe only reported means, however, and there is 

not enough data coded in this project at this time to justify 

reporting means.

Coding Discussion

Results

Figure 1. Proportion of decontextualized utterances in parent-

child conversations in three American communities.

Type of Decontextualized Speech Example 

Narrative 

(Roland, 28 months old, Alabama) 

 

[Roland has been looking at a sales brochure that came in 

the mail when he notices fishing gear.] 

 

R: My Granddaddy go . goes fishin' with he boots. 

 

Pretend 

(Roland, 28 months old, Alabama 

[Grandma and Roland have been looking at a picture book.  

Suddenly, when they turn the page and see a horse, Roland 

jumps are Grandma’s lap and begins jumping around.] 

 

G: Why you keep hoppin’? 

R: (gazes away from Grandma at the researcher and 

smiles broadly) 

G: You doin' like the horse? 

R: Yeah. 

G: Are you galloping like the horse? 

Explanation 

(Sarah, 24 months old, Indiana) 

[Sarah is trying to crawl out of her swing while dad is 

pushing her.] 

 

Dad:  Whaddaya doin’? You’re not supposed to get 

your leg out of there, you’ll fall out. 

 

7 6

32

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

Alabama Indiana Boston (Beals, 2001)


