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For decades, research on child language acquisition followed a tradition of
looking to work conducted in the lab, often with homogeneous samples of
children and families, to address questions about typical and atypical patterns
and processes of development. Less common was work motivated by questions
about the context of language learning — questions about language use and
exposure, questions about the influence of specific inputs at home and school
on trajectories of learning and questions about the role of second language
acquisition. An exception to this trend is the work of Catherine Snow —
a scholar who articulated the link between children’s early language interac-
tions, whether at the family dinner table or while engaged in joint storybook
reading with a parent or caregiver, and their later language and literacy beha-
viours. Within her expansive and innovative programme of research, Snow has
paid special attention to identifying those high-lever interactions — the ques-
tions, the types of utterances and the kinds of texts — that are linked with
children’s vocabulary and language growth.

Tracking with the increasing diversity of the school-age population, includ-
ing linguistic diversity tied to immigration and globalization, the widening
income-achievement gap and a press for policy and practice-based solutions to
these challenges for education, Snow’s early work, mostly conducted in homes
and with young children, was followed by almost two decades of work that has
been foundational to a next generation of research focused on examining and
describing solutions to the dire need for richer classroom language-learning
environments. This body of research ranges from large-scale intervention work
in US classrooms serving high numbers of linguistically diverse learners to
preschool classrooms in Latin America serving academically vulnerable
children.

Fittingly, then, we have before us an unparalleled volume — one that focuses
on building a pedagogically relevant theory of language learning. This book is
based on the idea that developing an educationally relevant approach to
language demands an investigation of language and literacy learning in its
diverse cultural contexts, as evidenced by chapters that focus on learning and
development in China, Chile, the Netherlands, Norway, Canada and the USA.

Xx1
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Combining methodological rigour and a sophisticated lens on development
with both ecological validity and practical relevance, the chapters address how
language exposure and language use in early childhood at home and in
school are precursors to academic language use and literacy in the school
years. The volume goes further to address how academic language and its
precursors can be supported through instruction and specific discourse prac-
tices at home and in classrooms.

The volume solidifies a new era of research — research that is at once robust
methodologically and substantively but equally attentive to issues of context
and pressing problems of policy and practice. Today’s policy makers and
education leaders need guidance on how to improve the forms of language
practices to which children and adolescents are exposed at home and in school.
And at the same time, much more discussion among researchers is needed
about the qualities of language use and competency that prepare all children,
recognizing multilingualism as a feature of today’s population, to become
language and text users in modern societies. The volume, and the trailblazing
work on which it is based, is therefore inspirational and much needed; it
showcases the fundamental developmental ideas and understandings that
have had a profound influence on language and literacy research and practice
initiatives taking place in many parts of the world and will serve as a guide for
such work in decades to come.

Nonie K. Lesaux
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