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ABSTRACT

Investigation into Japanese Early Childhood Care and Education
Professionals’ Consciousness of Language Development in Children (2)

(Age-specific expectations - Educational Activities and approaches)
Yuko Umeda' , Bethany Iyobe’

" Department of Child Studies, Faculty of Human Life Studies, University of Niigata Prefecture
* Department of International Studies and Regional Development, Faculty of International Studies and
Regional Development, University of Niigata Prefecture

*Correspondence; University of Niigata Prefecture, 471 Ebigase, Higashi-ku, Niigata 950-8680, Japan

This research aims to explore Japanese early childhood care and educational professionals’ views
on children’s development of verbal communication skills. The data from a series of semi-structured
interviews conducted with professionals teaching 3- to 5-year olds was analyzed to highlight what
expectations early childhood care and educational professionals hold for various age groups regarding
verbal communication skills along with what methodologies are employed for supporting development
of such skills. The participants in this study tended to have similar expectations for specific age groups
of children regarding the development of verbal communications skills. In terms of three-year-olds, they
hoped children would become able to express their feelings and thoughts in words and show a willingness
to convey these to the teacher. For four-year-olds, there was an expectation that children would develop
the ability to use verbal communication amongst themselves to both express their thoughts to others
and understand the ideas of their peers in the context of play and classroom interaction. Furthermore, it
was hoped that four-year-olds would begin to use words to express the reasons behind their ideas and
requests. Concerning five-year-olds, it was hoped that the children would be able to discuss amongst
themselves, without the intervention of a teacher, to the point of reaching a conclusion or a joint decisions
regarding how to proceed in play or an activity. When asked to describe in what way the professionals
supported the development of verbal communication skills in their classrooms, the participants of this
study showed a tendency to focus on the development of such skills during free play or regular daily
activities. In these instances the importance of intervention or guidance during times of communication
breakdown emerged as a shared belief. In addition, a broad range of activities through which verbal
communications skills could be enhanced also emerged. The participants referred to the creation of group
activities requiring a discussion component, as well as presentation opportunities for children to express
their ideas to the class as a whole. Furthermore, activities such as word play and the reading of picture
books were also mentioned. Finally, there was some emphasis placed on the importance of teachers being

aware of their own language use during regular activities.

Key Words: early childhood care and education professionals’ consciousness, language development,

age-specific expectations, educational activities and approaches, semi-structured interview
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