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Formal language

• To succeed at school, children need to be 
confident in understanding and producing formal 

language

• What is formal language??

– Varied vocabulary

– Complex sentences

[LuCiD’s Communication research theme focuses on 
how children learn complex sentences]



Complex sentences…

• Link ideas together:
– Adding information: The flowers with stripes are unusual

– Clarification: You must eat the orange that I put in your bag

– Time: After dinner, you can have some cake

– Cause: We need our coats because it’s cold

– Consequence: You can join in again if you apologise, 

• Take different perspectives:

– I think it’s raining

– He thinks it’s raining



Why are complex sentences difficult?

• Order of information in the sentence & the real 
world (French & Brown, 1977)

• Before you eat your food, wash your hands

• Sit on the carpet after you’ve finished your pictures



Why are complex sentences difficult?

• Depend on assessing what is shared knowledge

– Old before New

When you make 

the dinner, 

don’t put any 

mushrooms on!

Junge et al., 2015



Why are complex sentences difficult?

• Depend on adopting other people’s perspectives

The cow

knows

the sticker

is in the

blue box.

The frog

believes

the sticker is

in the red box.

I believe

the sticker

is in the

red box.

I know

the sticker

is in the

blue box.

Find 

the 

sticker!

Brandt et al., 2016



The Research

• Greater exposure to complex (multiclausal)  

sentences at 3yrs of age leads to better 

understanding and greater use at 4yrs of age

• Measured for both parental input, and input 

in preschool context (in USA)

• e.g. He went to the shops and bought some milk

The lamp broke because it 

fell off the table

Huttenlocher et al., 2010; 2002



Well when we've put hot 

water in there to make 

hot tea we must keep it 

in the middle of the 

table, because if it falls 

on the floor I'll be very 

very upset

Well when we got back 

to the car after our 

walk, your shoes were 

so dirty that we took 

them off before you go 

in the car

Because if it was going past 

Mummy's house before 

Mummy had left her house 

to go to the platform, then 

either Mummy's running 

very very late and she 

would've missed the train 

anyway, or the train's going 

past too early 

Daddy went to 

work just before… 

just after you got 

out of bed

What do Caregivers say to their 3-4 year olds??



The Reality: catering for children from 

highly verbal to language-impaired ???

• “Children with Specific Language Impairment can be 
helped by speaking in very short sentences”

• “It’s really important to keep what you say to a 
minimum and make sure you’re only saying the things 
that are really important for the child… Sometimes we 
tend to use a lot of unnecessary language which can 
then be very confusing for the child”

• “Give them one instruction, get them to complete that, 
then give a second instruction…don’t put all the 
instructions together”

RALLI campaign, Teacher Tips 1 & 2, https://www.youtube.com/user/RALLIcampaign



How you can help typically developing 

children

• Use complex sentences – the more children hear, 
the more they understand (book reading is great!)

• Check children’s understanding - if necessary try 
reordering the sentence to match the order of 
events

• Talk about how you and others feel and think –
children who hear lots of ‘mental state’ talk  seem 
to be better at using and understanding mental 
state terms



How you can help

• Gesture supports understanding, so if you tend to 

gesture, carry on! (McNeil et al., 2000; Theakston et al., 2014)

• Some suggestive evidence that for 2-3yr olds, role 

play contexts promote complex language, by 4yrs re-

telling stories works well (Klein et al., 2010).



Thank you for listening.

Any questions?

Find out more via our series of articles 
in Nursery World magazine, available 

at:

http://www.lucid.ac.uk/resources/for-
practitioners/


