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Word classes in the spontaneous speech
of preschool children’

Extended summary

After the reform of preschool education, in kindergartens in Serbia, the attention is devoted to
the children’s communicative abilities and symbolic expression, including the writing of letters, while
other aspects of speech development are neglected.

The subject of the research is the spontaneous speech of children of preschool age, aged three
to seven years. The corpus consists of a total of four-hundred children’s statements, one hundred each
from children of ages 3.0-3.11, 4.0-4.11, 5.0-5.11 and 6.0-6.11. The statements were collected using
the technique of anecdotal notes in kindergartens in Jagodina. The respondents are native speakers of
the Serbian language, the Kosovo-Resava dialect. The children’s speech was recorded most often dur-
ing free play or eating, less frequently while drawing or engaging in other activities. After the analysis,
the lists of nouns, pronouns, verbs, adjectives, numbers, adverbs, prepositions, conjunctions, excla-
mations and words that appear in children’s speech were extracted. The paper offers a deeper insight
into the speech development of the children aged three to seven and indicates the aspects of speech
development that should be given more attention.

In children’s spontaneous speech, verbs are the most represented, nouns are the second most
represented, and pronouns are the third. Within each type of words, the most represented are typi-
cal representatives for that type of the word, which are also frequent in the speech of adults addressed
to children. Words with a more complex semantic structure, such as verbs of change of state, are not
common in the speech of the preschool children.
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Speech is acquired through imitation, so teachers should use carefully selected vocabulary in
their speech, taking care that the statement is understandable to the children, but that the children
have opportunities every day to hear a new word from the teacher. Our research showed that certain
word classes are absent in children’s spontaneous speech. The use of adjectives, adverbs, exclamations
and particles should be encouraged in the preschool children’s speech.

When describing, special attention should be paid to what something is like in terms of color,
introducing children to the names of different colors and shades of colors. It is necessary to describe
the inner qualities of people with children. Since distal pronouns are not represented in children’s
spontaneous speech, it is preferable to use them when addressing children. Guided fantasy is an ex-
cellent stimulus for using descriptive adjectives and adverbs of manner that rarely occur in children’s
spontaneous speech.

We also work on enriching children’s active and passive vocabulary through lexical, semantic,
and semantic-creative games. Games with antonyms, homonyms, synonyms, hyponyms, and hyper-
onyms, as well as games to expand the meaning of words, are types of language-thought games. All
of these language games can easily fit into the project approach by having the teacher design a game
with words related to the topic of the project.

The conducted research was of a smaller scale and the collection of the children’s statements
was limited in time and space. Nevertheless, we believe that it provides an insight into the level of
language development of today’s preschool children whose mother tongue is Serbian and provides
guidelines for further research into the spontaneous speech of children with regular speech develop-
ment. The mentioned limitations of this study could be overcome in the future through a larger-scale
research, with respondents from different cities in Serbia.
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