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Supporting listening and attention skills 
 

0 -11 
mths 

Look at me look at you: Sit the child facing you on your knee and sing songs 
and rhymes; especially those with actions or lots of repetition. 
Look and grab: If you have a hanging mobile try talking to the child about what 
they can see, hear and touch. Try making your own mobile using different 
objects such as teaspoons, bells, feathers or scarves, but remember not to put 
too many objects on at one time. 

8 – 20 
mths 

A basket full of feelings: Gather a selection of different objects and place 
them in a basket or box; for example a pan, wooden spoon, sieve, feather, 
keys, loofah, sponge, shell, brush or wooden pegs. Sit your child close to the 
objects and allow them to explore, and then try naming the objects as they pick 
them up. Remember to keep the basket interesting by removing and adding 
objects regularly. 
Sing lots of songs and rhymes  with the child, especially ones with actions or 
lots of repetition. Good times to do this are when you are changing their nappy, 
getting them dressed or at bath time. You can clap along or try dancing; for 
example rock to ‘Row, row, row your boat’. Remember you can always make up 
your own words. 

16 – 26  
mths 

Hide and find it: Show the child a toy and let them explore what it looks like 
and how it feels. Hide the toy under a blanket and ask “Where’s the …. gone?” 
Try getting the child to hide and name things. 
Say and sing: Take time to share action rhymes and songs with the child as 
you go about your day. This will help them become familiar with the rhythms of 
language. Songs and rhymes help children learn to read and write when they 
are older. 

22 – 36 
mths 

Listen up: When out and about with children, try to pick out some of the 
sounds you can hear such as cars, birds or planes. Draw their attention to the 
sound and ask them to listen for other sounds they can hear. 
Using the words ‘ready steady go ’, before doing an activity such as putting a 
car down a car run or rolling a ball will help encourage the child to wait and 
listen for the reward.  The reward is the activity. To increase the wait, give a 
bigger gap between each word.  The child may start to say the words and join 
in. This technique can be used with any activity that the child is interested in. 
A noisy read: Choose a book you know well and are confident to share with 
children. As you read the story, try to introduce different voices for the 
characters and sounds for what is happening. Try using a book such as 
‘Walking through the Jungle’ or ‘Dear Zoo’. 

30 – 50 
mths 

Follow my leader: Play ‘Follow my leader’ getting the child to copy your 
actions. Then try asking them to be the leader and copy their actions. 
What comes next?: When you are reading a familiar story with the child, try 
stopping just before something exciting happens and ask them what they think 
is going to happen next. 
What can I hear?: Stop for a minute and listen together for what you can hear. 

40 – 60 
mths 

Story time: When reading and telling familiar stories with children, pause as 
you read and talk with them about what has happened and what might happen 
next. You can bring stories to life by finding familiar objects from the story and 
using them to re-tell the story; for example for ‘Goldilocks and the Three Bears’ 
find a doll or a bear or a bowl. 
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Supporting Understanding 
 

0 -11 
mths 

Chatter matters: Remember to talk to children slowly and clearly in short 
sentences about what you  and they are doing (even if they cannot understand 
what you are saying yet) and use their name to get their attention. This will help 
their brain to develop. 
Peek-a-boo: Hold a small scarf up between you and the child and say “Where 
has (name) gone?” Put the scarf down and say “There you are!” or “Peek-a-boo 
I can see you!” Use lots of facial expressions to reinforce what you are saying. 

8 – 20 
mths 

What is in the box?: Find a box and put interesting things in it; for example 
favourite toys, kitchen utensils, clothes or pictures of people who are special to 
the child. As the child plays with them tell them what they are called. 
Lift the flap: Look at the pictures together, naming what you can see. 
Talk time: Use gesture to help children understand what you are saying such 
as miming a drinking action when saying “Do you want a drink?” 
Where is it?: Make a game of asking simple questions such as “Where is your 
shoe?” or “Where is your nose?”  

16 – 26  
mths 

Talking tasks: Whilst tidying up, ask the children to help you by passing you 
items e.g. “the red car”. 
See & say: Talk about what you can see e.g. “tiny leaf” and collect any things 
they are particularly interested in to talk about later 

22 – 36 
mths 

Find and seek: Hide objects either around the setting – indoors and outdoors. 
Show the children what you are hiding then ask them to go and find it. Use toys 
that are easy to describe; for example “Can you find me the ball?” or “Can you 
find me the little teddy?” Try asking the children to run/jump/skip to find objects. 
Story telling: Make up a simple story involving objects that the children are 
familiar with such as a cuddly toy or a hat. Keep the story short and include 
things the  children have done recently; for example ‘Teddy goes to the beach’. 

30 – 50 
mths 

What’s in the box?: Find a few familiar objects and hide them in a box or 
under some fabric so the children cannot see them. Choose an object and 
describe using interesting words and see if they can guess what it is such as 
rough/smooth, furry, spiky, round or hard/soft. 
I wonder…: Begin to ask simple questions to help children to think about how 
and why things happen such as “I wonder why that worm likes it in the ground?” 
or “I wonder how we can get this table clean?” 
Where are you?: Try to use words like ‘on’, ‘through’ or ‘behind’, as children 
move around. 

40 – 60 
mths 

Grow my vocabulary: When you are playing with children, find opportunities to 
introduce describing and doing words like enormous, huge, tiny, prickly, 
creeping or hopping. Children will find it easier to understand new words when 
they are part of play or an outing such as “I can see you crawling through the 
tunnel” or “You’re right, it’s a black dog and it’s got a curly tail.” 
Word play : Children are beginning to have a sense of humour so have fun 
making up nonsense rhymes and sharing simple jokes.  
Sort it out : Gather together a group of objects and ask children to sort or order 
them with you in different ways; for example a horse, a bear, a scarf, a shoe 
and a bag. Remember there are different ways to sort; for example by size, 
colour or things that go together. The important thing is to talk to your child 
about how you have sorted together. 
Talking story: Tell children familiar or made up stories without using a book. 
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Supporting talking skills 
 

0 -11 
mths 

Look out and tune in: Carry the child to a window where you can see the 
outside world. Talk gently about the things you can see. Indoors or outdoors 
notice what children are looking at and talk about it. 
Copy cat: Copy the sounds the child makes. Try making new sounds and 
expressions such as making kisses with your lips, blowing out your cheeks or 
blinking your eyes. Remember it takes a lot of effort for children to copy you so 
do this over and over again. 
Play sounds: Make play sounds that go with actions like ‘bang’ as a door 
shuts, or ‘shshsh’ for running water. 

8 – 20 
mths 

Who is on the phone?: If you have an old mobile or toy phone use it to have 
pretend phone calls with children. Remember to encourage and respond to their 
attempts at talking even if it’s babble. 
Point and name: When children point to things tell them what they are called 
such as door, window, cat, shoe, nose or toe. Remember that sometimes 
children point because they want to know what something is called and not 
necessarily because they want it. 

16 – 26  
mths 

Wait and see: Try to give children long enough to respond to you. At this age 
your child might need up to 12 seconds to think about what you have said and 
respond. 
A family affair: Gather together objects which are important to the child; for 
example one of their shoes, a hat, pictures, a toy and talk about them. 

22 – 36 
mths 

A rhyme a day: During everyday routines sing songs and rhymes that fit in with 
what you are doing; for example when changing nappies sing ‘Head shoulders 
knees and toes’ or when you are out and about sing ‘The wheels on the bus’ or 
when you are cooking sing ‘Five fat sausages’. Try changing the words to 
include the children’s names in the rhyme. 
Running commentary: Remember to talk to children about what you are 
doing; for example “I’m getting the beakers out so we can all have a drink.”  

30 – 50 
mths 

Listen and extend: When children says things to you like “Look a doggy” 
answer them adding more language including some describing words; for 
example “Yes it’s a big black dog”. 
Link words to feelings:  e.g. “your face does look cross. Has something upset 
you? 
Use open questions: “In wonder what would happen if…?”  

40 – 60 
mths 

Treasure: Keep interesting objects that might otherwise be thrown out such as 
old watches, hair accessories, scarves, shells, buttons and pine cones and put 
them in a box. Enjoy looking through the box with children and talk about them; 
for example “I really like this bumpy, jagged shell.” This will help increase 
children’s vocabulary. 
You play role play: Play with children in imaginary situations; for example they 
are a shop keeper and you are a customer or they are a vet and you are taking 
their animals (toys) to be treated. Use appropriate language such as “how may I 
help you”. 
Word play: Think of words that begin with the same sound; for 
example ‘Seven, silly sausages’. Have fun with real and made up 
words that rhyme such as ‘school, rule, pool’ and ‘sig, squig, mig’. 
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Supporting social communication 
 

0 -11 
mths 

Eye to eye: During feeding time be close to the child, look into the child’s eyes, 
smile and talk to them. Remember when children are very small their eyes 
focus on objects 
Share a smile: Hold the child close to you and facing you; smile at them and 
rub noses with them. When the child is a little older try using a mirror so they 
can smile at themselves. 

8 – 20 
mths 

Time to chat: When you chat with children leave time for them to say 
something back. 
Talk as you go: When you are busy talk to your child about what you are 
doing; for example “Lets get this paint out and get ready to have some fun – I’m 
going to get some red paint and some brushes?” Remember children can 
understand lots more words than they can say. 
I play you play: Sit with the child and give them something that makes a noise 
such as a pan and wooden spoon and have a similar object yourself. Let the 
child explore the sounds they can make with the objects and then take turns. 
Remember to be enthusiastic as you play together. 

16 – 26  
mths 

Choose a story: Find a quiet five minutes to share a story with the child. 
Remember children love looking at the same books again and again and it is 
good to re-visit favourite stories.  

22 – 36 
mths 

Talk time: Encourage children to talk with you about what is happening. They 
will need lots of time to find their words and respond to your simple questions. 
Try adding on a few words to extend their language; for example if a child says 
“I got new shoes” then you could say “Yes, beautiful new red shoes with laces.” 
How do you feel?: Take the opportunity to talk about feelings; for example “I 
can see you’re sad because you want a turn on the bike.” 

30 – 50 
mths 

Story play: Play alongside the child talking about what you are doing; for 
example “I’ll put a bridge over my train track here and then the people can get 
to the station.” 
Social play: support 2 children to play together with something like a dolls 
house, garage or train track 

40 – 60 
mths 

Choices: Try to give children opportunities to make their own choices about 
where to play, who to play with, what to play with 

 

Early language develops most successfully, in a social context with parents or carers 
interacting in a dynamic way with their child. In this context the adults adapt the form 
and content of their language to match the developmental level of the child. The 
television or video is no substitute for this process. 

Ayala Manolson (1992) states in her book ‘It Takes Two to Talk’; that a  
‘child doesn’t learn to communicate by himself. He learns through involvement with 
his world. We (parents/carers, other adults) are the largest part of that world, and it’s 
what we do and how we do it that affects the child’s opportunities to learn.’ 
 

Below is a table listing the normal development of a child’s comprehension, 
expression and social communication from birth to school start. 
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Age Comprehension Expression Social communication 
From birth 
– 1st month 

Two way interactions can 
be observed at 2 hours 
old (Snow 1972). This is 
the beginning of 
conversational turn-
taking.  

Basic ability to imitate 
facial expression. 
Babies’ cries have 
different meanings 
such as for hunger or 
pain. 

At a few hours old 
babies show a 
preference for faces 
over objects. 

1 – 4 
months 

By 4 months babies are 
able to distinguish their 
language from others 
which are quite similar 
e.g. Spanish and 
Catalan. 

Babies often vocalise 
with two or more 
different syllables. 

Turn–taking. Cooing 
noises are heard after 
6 weeks. Babies use 
sound to manipulate 
their environment. 

By approx.  
6 months 

Situational 
understanding, babies 
look to a familiar adult for 
cues if they are uncertain 
how to react to a new 
object or experience. 
Babies will react 
differently according to 
voice tone and facial 
expression. 

Occasionally, babies 
vocalise with four or 
more different syllables 
at one time. Non-
specific indication of 
emotion/need e.g. 
shouting for attention, 
screaming in temper. 

Babies share 
interests by gaze and 
gesture, make noises 
to get attention. 

By approx. 
9 months. 

Regularly stops activity in 
response to ‘No’.  
Responds to own name. 

Babbles with intonation 
e.g. makes different 
sounds with different 
tones and inflections.  

Responds to 
parent/carer 
‘indicating’ gesture. 
Beginnings of 
imitation, e.g. wave 
bye-bye. 

By approx. 
12 months. 

Generally shows intense 
attention and response to 
speech over prolonged 
periods of time – 
responds to peoples’ 
names. Recognises 
familiar voices and smiles 
at familiar people. 

May be using first 
recognisable words 
which usually name 
things in the 
environment e.g. ‘drink’ 
could mean: I want a 
drink. 
Mummy’s drink. 
No drink – depending 
on the context and 
baby’s facial and 
gestural cues. 
 
 

Points to indicate 
need and to show 
things to others. 

By approx. 
16 months. 

Recognises and identifies 
many objects when they 
are named. 

More frequent use of 
initiated words, final or 
beginning consonant 
often missing. 

Frequent 
communication 
initiated by child both 
for requests, needs, 
sharing and showing. 
Likes to copy adult 
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Age Comprehension Expression Social communication 
actions and show 
functional play with 
toys. 

By approx. 
18 months. 

From a single request 
identifies 2 or more 
familiar objects from a 
group of 4 or more 
familiar objects. 

Exploring a lot with 
sounds. Many speech 
sounds can be heard in 
this ‘pretend language’. 
May use play sounds 
as words e.g. ‘brm’ for 
car. Begins repeating 
words overheard in 
conversation – uses 6 
to 20 words 
spontaneously. 

Good at getting 
meaning across using 
gestures and facial 
expression. 
Can point out pictures 
in a book. Can point 
to parts of the body. 
Understands simple 
action words e.g. 
‘Make teddy go to 
sleep’. 

By approx. 
22 months. 

Recognises new words 
daily at an ever 
increasing rate – when 
heard rather than verbal. 

Speaks more and more 
new words each week. 
Gesture used less 
often. 

Mainly with adult – 
still watches other 
children. 

By approx. 
27 months. 

Demonstrates an 
understanding of action 
words (verb form) by 
selecting appropriate 
pictures e.g. correctly 
chooses picture showing 
drinking. 

Children often use 
personal pronouns (I, 
you, he, it, etc.) 
correctly. 

Plays alongside other 
children with shared 
imitated acts and 
activities. 

By approx. 
30 months. 

Shows an understanding 
of size differences 
correctly selects ‘the little 
doll’, ‘the small book’ etc. 
from among a group of 
similar objects. Begins to 
understand inference e.g. 
putting on wellies means 
being allowed to splash 
in puddles. 

Refers to self by using 
pronoun rather than by 
his/her proper name. 

Plays with other 
children using non-
verbal and verbal 
communication. 
Enjoys social chat. 

By approx.  
30 months 
– 3 years. 

Able to follow instructions 
containing 3 key words 
and to select an object 
for use e.g. ‘Which one 
do we cut with?’ Able to 
find two objects when 
asked. 
Enjoys sharing in simple 
storybooks with pictures. 
Can understand several 
concepts e.g. size, 
placement (on/under) 
and knows how to define 
objects by their use e.g. 
‘Which one do we wear?’ 

Increasing range of 
sounds used in words 
although may have 
difficulty with long 
sounds e.g. ‘f’, ‘s’, ‘sh’. 
Child uses two word 
sentences and a range 
of 3 – 4 word phrases 
e.g. ‘Mummy go home,’ 
‘me want one now’. 
Child begins to learn 
grammatical rules:  
e.g. Prepositions by 
car, at home and 
negatives e.g. ‘not 

Word combinations 
become more 
complex with 
elaboration of 
different parts of the 
sentence. Enjoys and 
shares simple 
storybooks with 
pictures. 
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Age Comprehension Expression Social communication 
dinner time.’ 

By approx. 
4 years  

Child uses language to 
reason e.g. ‘I’m getting 
presents ‘cos it’s my 
birthday.’ 
Child can understand a 
growing number of 
abstract words and 
concepts. The language 
of time and feelings 
becomes more 
meaningful. 
Child is able to 
understand instructions, 
particularly in context: 
Child answers questions 
about past, present and 
future events. Child is 
able to understand and 
use reasoning effectively 
in conversations e.g. a 
discussion about why 
wellies might be better to 
wear than shoes on a wet 
day. 
Child can show some 
appreciation of jokes 
which play on words. 

 Child is able to relate a 
story in a reasonably 
logical way, where 
there is a beginning, 
middle and end. Child 
still makes some 
mistakes with 
grammar.  
The following speech 
sound immaturities are 
acceptable up to  
4½ years: 
Consonant blends, 
particularly clusters 
e.g. ‘str’ insecure` or 
reduced ‘sh’ – ‘s’, ‘ch’ –
‘ts’, ‘dg/j’ – ‘dz’, ‘s’ 
simplified to ‘th’. 
Immature ‘r’ blends, ‘l’ 
blends,’s’ blends, e.g. 
bwidge, fwimmimg. 
Language levels 
expected at 5 years: 
Intelligible under most 
conditions. 
Immaturities may 
persist ‘r’, ‘th’. 
Child is able to 
complete sentences 
without omitting 
function words. Join 
simple words using 
conjunctions e.g. 
‘because’. Explain a 
sequence of events 
from child’s 
experience. 
Immaturities of syntax 
e.g. irregular past 
tense and plurals still 
common. 

Child’s use of 
language very similar 
to that of an adult, 
only makes 
occasional errors. 
Attention control:  
Child is at integrated 
stage. They are able 
to continue an activity 
and listen to simple 
instructions. This may 
break down if the 
activity (tying a 
shoelace) or the 
instruction is too 
complex for the child. 
Pragmatics: 
Child is able to take 
turns in 
conversations. Adapt 
to the listener’s needs 
in conversation. 
Children should be 
able to use language 
for a range of 
purposes: 
Express needs, 
feelings, wants. 
Make own comments 
and give directions. 
Use social greetings. 
Use language in play. 
Respond to and 
maintain 
conversation. 
Make use of 
questioning. 
Make use of 
descriptive language. 
Report previous 
experience. Reason. 
Predict events. 
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Organising your learning environment. 
 

• Assign a key worker who can get to know the child well and find out about the 
way that the child communicates and makes their needs known. 

 
• Use symbols, pictures or real objects to help and support a child, especially 

when they are making choices. 
 

• Put together a ‘communication book’, with photos and descriptions, showing all 
practitioners the signs, expressions, words or behaviours that the child uses in 
order to communicate their feelings and needs.  

 
• Provide plenty of opportunities for the child to succeed in areas of play that do 

not involve language. 
 

• Use number rhymes and action rhymes. 
 

• Start by working with the child in a small group of two children and gradually 
extend the size of the group step by step. 

 
• Plan ahead for topics or other activities. Choose areas of vocabulary or 

concepts that will be used, teach a small number of these. The child will then 
feel more confident at the beginning of the activity. 

 
• Target specific concepts for additional teaching using objects, pictures and 

everyday situations to help reinforce the meaning of a word. 
 

• Use observation diaries to keep records of words and phrases that a child 
seems to find difficult to understand. 

 
• Link actions, pictures and real objects to concept words such as ‘heavy’ or 

‘low’ so that eventually the child learns what they mean. 
 

• Provide continued support so that the child can generalise their new learning 
to different situations and activities. 

 
• Provide clear areas for your different activities, with structure and routine for 

each session. 
 

• Ensure your resources reflect individual children’s interests, strengths and 
cultures. 

 
• Consider ways of making transition between home/setting, setting/setting 

easy, predictable and comfortable for the child. 
 

• Make sure you always appear happy to meet the child and are welcoming to 
them and their parents.  
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Developing your practice 
 

• Be responsive to the child’s stage of development; match your speech and 
language to the child’s level, extending their language gently. 

• If the child is just beginning to use language/has English as a second 
language, emphasise one or two key words that you know the child can 
understand. 

• Rephrase instructions that have been given to a whole group so that an 
individual child can follow them.  

• Relate new words to those that the child already knows or relate them to 
familiar situations such as home life. 

• Be patient listeners and interpreters. 

• Use the process of repeating a word correctly to clarify what the child was 
trying to say, without expecting the child to repeat it.  

• Provide simple commentary alongside play and supplement with open 
questions e.g. ‘What are they doing?’, ‘why …?’, ‘where…?’ – type questions. 

• Play, talk, listen and show! e.g. Show the child while telling them how to stack 
bricks, play with puppets and match animals. 

• Keep instructions concrete by talking about and showing the child what to do. 

• Encourage the child to make choices and be more independent e.g. using 
pictures, symbols, objects, puppets. 

• Encourage collaboration/friendships; draw attention to other children’s play. 

• Provide support to help child join in, i.e. interpret what the child is saying to his 
peers. 

• Be observant! – The child may not understand everything that is being said. 
They may be responding to a host of other clues and not specifically to the 
words alone. 

• Be aware that some children may find it difficult to transfer what they have 
learned from one situation to another. 

• Teach all children about feelings and emotions such as ‘happy’, ‘sad’, ‘jealous’ 
or ‘angry’.  
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Children with comprehension difficulties. 
 
Children with comprehension difficulties may show one or more of the following: 

• Appear to ignore you. 

• Have difficulties following instructions. 

• Need individual instruction before they respond appropriately to a question or 
instruction. 

• Cope better with activities that do not rely on listening to language. 

• Have difficulty remembering information because they have not really understood 
in the first place. 

• Use strategies to cover up the fact that they have not understood e.g. by 
watching others, using facial expression as a cue, changing the subject, avoiding 
activities. 

• Repeat all or parts of questions or instructions but not respond to them. 

• Look as if they understand some routines when in fact they are following other 
children. 

• Watch the speaker’s face and try to guess. 

Things to consider:- 

� Observe and note the child’s level of comprehension and plan appropriately. 

� Use the child’s interests and experiences as your starting point. 

� Identify your different activities/play areas clearly e.g. using mats, screens, 
cloths.  

� Establish clear, predictable routines and session structure. 

� Warn children of impending change of activity, e.g. bell, egg timer, symbol 
card. 

� Make instructions logical, chronologically ordered and clear. 

� Use taped instructions. 

� Use a ‘buddy system’ in some activities e.g. playtime, lunchtime, changeovers 
etc. 

� Use peer ‘role models’ e.g. ‘can you sit down, like Jack?’ 

� Plan activities and choose areas of vocabulary to teach prior to the activity. 

� Target a specific word for additional teaching, using objects, pictures and 
everyday situations. 
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� Plan to make connections between activities, ideas and vocabulary. 

� Relate new words to those the child already knows and use them in familiar 
situations. 

� Plan activities which have a strong visual component. 

� Think about the best seating position for the child – near you? Facing? Not 
looking into light? 

� Use a visual timetable. 

� Support instructions with gestures, signing, pictures or objects. 

� Provide visual cues when activities are about to change, e.g. use flow charts 
or pictures on a board to display carpet/table/outside. 

� Have some visual symbols ready on the table to aid memory/prompt. 

� Use symbols instead of talking e.g. showing an ‘ear’ for listening. 

� Gain the child’s full attention before speaking; be face to face. 

� Give simple, clear instructions. 

� Give plenty of time for the child to process and respond to language. 

� Praise and reward child’s attempts immediately. 

� Describe the behaviour you are pleased with e.g. ‘good sitting, Tom!’  

� Play alongside the child and provide a simple spoken commentary linking 
actions with words e.g. ‘the train’s on the track’, ‘baby’s sleeping in her 
buggy’. 

� Repeat key sentences and ask the child to repeat back to you what they have 
to do. 

� Interweave directions and actions to aid understanding and remembering of 
instructions.  

� Ask children to ‘repeat back’ simple instructions or information. 

� Keep the order of instructions the same as the order of mention. 

� Use the child’s name at the start of instructions e.g. ‘Sue, give the cup to 
Tom’. 

� Name the adult that the child will be working with e.g. ‘Jenny, you’re with Miss 
Jones for painting’.  

� Encourage the child to ask when something is not understood. 

� Use all three channels when talking to the group or individuals: 

� Do it (model the activity) - See it (support with symbols/gestures etc) - Hear it 
(simple and clear instructions) 
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Expressive language difficulties. 
 
Children with expressive language difficulties may show one or more of the following: 
 

� Child just uses basic and/or immature words and phrases. E.g. ‘daddy work’. 

� Child may not talk or only talks in limited situations. 

� Relies on body language and gesture to convey needs and information. 

� Physically takes you to what they need or want to show you. 

� Uses the wrong words. 

� Has difficulty remembering which words to use/uses frequent pauses/‘fillers’ 
e.g. ‘erm’, ‘you know’, ‘thingy’. 

� Put words, phrases, sentences and/or events in the wrong order. 

� Use another child to ‘talk’ for them. 

� Does not speak clearly. 

� Has a very limited vocabulary. 

� Has difficulty developing friendships and negotiating in free play situations. 

� Loses fluency (stammers) when excited, stressed or pressured. 

 

Consider:- 

� Observe and note the child’s level of expressive language and plan 
appropriately. 

� Use the child’s interests and experiences as your starting point. 

� Make sure the child will need to communicate i.e. don’t do everything for him! 

� Make it necessary for the child to make choices e.g. milk or juice? 

� Set up frequent and varied ‘pretend play’ activities e.g. using phone, playing 
shops. 

� Use puppets; a child will sometimes talk to a puppet more confidently. 

� Use activities involving a surprise element or deliberate mistakes.  

� Use ‘role reversal’; e.g. take turns to give a simple instruction or commentary. 

� Use drinks time, where children take turns to use language e.g. give out 
snacks saying, ‘John, would you like a biscuit?’ 
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� Use carpet time or other, as a chance for each child to choose a song/story 
(by word, sign or symbol/picture). 

� Use ‘show and tell’ time, supported with prompts e.g. their toy, message from 
mum etc. 

� Use peer ‘role models’, e.g. repeat question to several children, before asking 
the child with difficulties. 

� Plan activities and choose areas of vocabulary to teach prior to the activity. 

� Target a specific word for additional teaching, using objects, pictures and 
everyday situations. 

� Relate new words to those the child already knows and use them in familiar, 
everyday situations. 

� Plan to make connections between activities, ideas and vocabulary. 

� Use a visual timetable. 

� Have some visual symbols ready, to support his expressive attempts. 

� Teach the child some key Makaton signs. 

� Make frequent use of commentary alongside his play, to model his language. 

� Ask ‘open’ questions i.e. questions starting with ‘when…?’, ‘where…?’, 
‘how…?’ etc. 

� Give extra time for the child to reply. 

� Avoid the other children ‘talking’ for the child. 

� Model the correct phrase after his attempts to talk (but don’t ask him to copy 
you back). e.g. ‘I want milk, please.’ 

� Be alert and responsive! Make it easy for him to gain your attention if he tries 
to. 

� Look at him when he speaks and listen encouragingly, attentively and 
patiently. 

� Interpret his attempts to communicate, when needed. 

� Don’t put him under pressure: he may not like being in the spotlight – don’t 
insist he answers his name, says ‘please’/‘thank you’, ‘sorry’ etc. 

� Imitate his words/phrases back to him, so he knows you’re listening to him. 

� Extend his language, adding a little to his sentence e.g. ‘mummy car’ – ‘yes, 
it’s mummy’s car’. 

� Praise and reward child’s attempts immediately. 

� Encourage and enable the child to ask when something is not understood. 
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Social Communication difficulties 

Children with social communication difficulties may display a range of the following 
behaviours: 
 

� Does not readily acknowledge your presence/interactions. 

� It is difficult to engage him in your interactions. 

� Is over-focussed on his own activity and does not readily respond to more 
peripheral events, or ‘overhear’ conversations. 

� Problems understanding facial expressions.  

� Uses language for a limited range of reasons e.g. solely to request or protest. 

� His interactions with others are infrequent/sporadic. 

� Infrequently initiates interactions with others. 

� Doesn’t understand the need to cue the listener in to him, when he tries to 
communicate. 

� Poor or unusual use of body language, expression and intonation. 

� Does not readily anticipate more predictable events/actions in songs etc. 

� Does not maintain his turns in a conversation; finds more general turn-taking 
hard. 

� Expressions are ‘out of context’ or inappropriate to the moment, e.g. 
interrupts, goes off at a tangent unexpectedly. 

� Poor imaginative play skills: play often rigid and repetitive and very tightly 
structured. 

� Doesn’t understand humour or jokes. 

� Behaviour can be disruptive. 

 

Consider:- 

� Observe and note the child’s level of communication and plan appropriately. 

� Use the child’s interests and experiences as your starting point. 

� Organise to maximise opportunities for conversation. 

� Establish clear, predictable routines and session structure. 

� Make plentiful use of visual support (timetables, menus, cue-cards, signing). 

� Make sure routines and ‘in between bits’ provide communication opportunity. 
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� Provide child with alternative means of communicating e.g. handing or 
pointing to picture/symbol, or using gesture/sign. 

� Plan for collaborative activities/working in pairs. 

� Include simple turn-taking games. 

� Support play in the home corner/pretend play areas. 

� Provide commentary alongside the child’s play. 

� Gain and maintain the child’s attention during interactions. 

� Keep face to face. 

� Use child’s name before communicating. 

� Use clear body language and intonation. 

� Keep your language, simple and clear, emphasising key words. 

� Be repetitive. Use the same language repeatedly, rather than changing the 
words or sentence structures. 

� Make it easy for him to gain your attention if he tries to. 

� Listen to him: look at him when he speaks and listen encouragingly, 
attentively and patiently. 

� Give him time to respond. 

� Don’t bombard with repeated questioning and commenting. 

� Interpret his communication intentions. 

� Imitate his attempts/model correct language. 

� Offer him choices: ‘Do you want to do painting or puzzles?’ 

� Make liberal use of praise and meaningful rewards. 

� Back up your communications with signs/gestures/pictures. 

� Be aware of your own different styles of interaction and keep these varied 
(e.g. demonstrator, modeller, instructor, observer, helper etc). 

� Avoid using idioms. 

� Work closely with parents to identify triggers of stress, likes/dislikes 

� Teach all children about feelings and emotions such as ‘happy’, ‘sad’, 
‘jealous’, ‘angry’. Learning to recognise these in themselves and others is a 
skill for life. 

� Help children learn the vocabulary of emotions e.g. ‘scared’, ’happy’, ‘worried’ 
etc. 


