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It's more than
just baby talk

MCT illustration

Expert on early language, shaping brain to speak
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NUFER: Language development crucial to childhood

From C-1

“Tt is critical for social devel-
opment — you have to be able
to communicate ~ il is very
important for academic rea-
sons = you need 10 be able to
Yisten and learn in school —
and spoken language forms the
basis for reading and writing.”

Ellis Weismer, who has
done brain research comparing
typical talkers and late talkers,
will share her findings at 7
p.mn. Wednesday at Appleton
North High School.

Her presentation is part of
the “Brain to Five™ series fea-
turing Waisman “brain investi-
gators” sponsored by the Ap-
pleton Education Foundation
in partnership with Waisman.

“We think all parents, and
others, will benefit from hear-
ing this presentation,” said
Juhie Krause, AEF executive di-
rector.

“Parents can’t wait to hear
their child’s first word. If it

hasn’t happened when the
milestone checklist says it
should, or when a friend’s
child started to talk, should
they be eoncerned? Dr. Ellis
‘Weismeér will help us transiate
what those coos and gurgles
babies make mean for language
developiient.”

Ellis Weismer said she plans
to discuss the brain bases for
language and the term “neurc-
plasticity, which really means
we know changes can occur in
the organization of the brain as
the result of experience — ei-
ther normal experience or ex-
perience followmg brain dam-
age and recovery.”

Ellis WeismeT, who has also
done research on language de-
velopment in chilkdren with
autism, said parents should be
reassured most infants and tod-
dlers learn language easily and
naturally, without any kind of
special intervention or help.

“Maost parents have very
good instincts about how to
modify their language 1o young

children,” she noted. “Some
call it Motherese.” We call it
child-directed langnage.”

Parents’ natural tendency to
1alk to infants and toddlers
usinig differemt-size sentenices
and intonations are very useful
in helping them “break into
this language code,” she said.

“From birth, infants start
learning how to do ‘reciprocal
communication” and how to
listen for human voices.”

She will discuss studies on
early word learning and a pro-
cess called “fast mapping,” the
ability to hear a word once or
twice and be able to be put
meaning to it.

Ellis Weismer said parents
should expose children to “lots
of talking directed at them.
There are all different levels of
information that children are
pigking up every day about
sounds, meanings of words,
how we: put words together in
sentences and how we string
sentences together to make big-
ger ideas and stories.”

She advises parents who
want to nurture language devel-
opment t0 engage young kids
in routines and games like
“Peck-aBoe” and rhyming ox-
ercises, read aloud to children
30 they listen to stories, limit
TV and, instead of sitting them
down with a video, give them
audiotapes to help them hone
their listening skills.

Ellis Weismef is also an ad-
vocate of early acquisition of
foreign languages.

“In the preschool period,
they soak up new language and
there is no end to the number
they can learn if exposect
early,” she said.

“They are not just learning a
foreign language, but mental
flexibility in being able to sus-
tain attention. This is especial-
Iy good for kids with attention
deficit issues, I'm speculating,
but I'd try that in a heartbeat
rather than give them medica-
tion” right away.

Kathy Walsh Nufer: 920-093-1000, ext. 290,
or knufe@postorescent com
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