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Congratulations!
In completing this Early Talk - Working with under 3s training, you can help support early 
communication development in babies and young children. We know that 1.2 million children in 
the UK struggle to communicate. This course is aimed at reducing the number of children having 
communication difficulties because of a poor start in early communication.

I CAN is the children’s communication charity. We are experts in helping children develop the speech, 
language and communication skills they need to thrive in a 21st century world. Our vision is a world 
where all children have the communication skills they need to fulfil their potential. Our mission is that 
no child should be left out or left behind because of a difficulty speaking or understanding. 

Without support, communication difficulties are life limiting. A child who struggles to speak will find it 
hard to read, write and make friends. 

In some socially deprived areas of the UK, upwards of 50% of children are starting school with poor 
language skills. One in ten children has more severe difficulties and needs long term support. 

Nobody wants a child’s potential to be wasted. It happens because communication difficulties are 
not visible, often mistaken for something else, or not noticed at all.

I CAN works to:

•   Share our expertise and knowledge to increase awareness of communication difficulties and  
 inform policy making.

•   Provide resources and information for parents, families and people who work with children.

•   Provide assessments for children so that their families know what support will meet their needs.

•   Give teachers and professionals working with children the skills to help children who struggle  
 through our evidence-based programmes.

At the very heart of I CAN are our two special schools which give expert care and education to  
children with problems so severe their needs cannot be met elsewhere.

I CAN’s Early Talk model – in which I CAN supports practitioner training and accreditation of settings 
and schools – is a crucial part of how we support children at every age and stage of development. 

I CAN 
Unit 31 Angel Gate 
Goswell Road 
London 
EC1V 2PT                

Tel: 0845 225 4073 
info@ican.org.uk 
www.ican.org.uk  
www.talkingpoint.org.uk
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I CAN Early Talk (0 - 5 years)
Early Talk is a learning programme devised to develop the skills of practitioners in the vital area of 
children’s communication. Early Talk does this through staged training packages, mentoring and 
service development which includes accreditation and good practice validation.

More information about I CAN and Early Talk is available online at www.ican.org.uk/earlytalk 

Continuing Professional Development 

Participants can relate the knowledge and skills gained from this course to the ‘universal’ level  
of the Speech, Language and Communication Framework (SLCF). Visit www.slcframework.org.uk.  
for more information. 
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SESSION 1: COURSE INFORMATION 

 Welcome and introduction 
•  Activity 1: Lingo bingo
•  Learning objectives: Session 1

Background: the importance of communication 
•  How do we communicate?
•  Why is communication and language development important for children under 3?

Unit 1: Early communication development 
•  How does communication begin?
•  Activity 2: How do babies and toddlers communicate?
•  Building blocks and skills needed to communicate
•  Communicating in home languages
•  Stages of development
•  Activity 3: Stages of communication development

Unit 2: Factors affecting communication development
•  Considerations when working with very young children’s communication and language
•  What can go wrong in communication development?
•  Impact of risk factors
•  Activity 4: What are the risk factors?

Unit 3: Who can help and how? 
• Activity 5: Role of practitioners
• Role of the practitioner
    –  Observation and planning
    –  Identification of need
    –  Partnership with parents and carers
    –  Support and intervention
    –  Collaboration with others

Unit 4: Seeking support
•  When to seek targeted support and how to refer on
•  Activity 6: When to seek support and how to refer on
•  Where to seek support nationally
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 Optional pre-learning activity 
 
Think about a child under 3 whom you know or have been working with. Consider how their 
speech, language and communication (SLC) is developing. 

•   How would you know that the child’s SLC skills are on track? 

•   What is your role with the child? 

•   How could you extend your role to be more supportive of their communication development? 

•   Are there any background factors that are important to consider?
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Welcome and introduction

Activity 1: Lingo bingo

Who has blue eyes?
Who has read all the  
Harry Potter books?

Who doesn’t  
like chocolate?

Who has lived in  
another country?

Who speaks more  
than one language?

Who has a pet?  
(And what type?)

Who is going on holiday  
in the next month?

Who has a brother or sister?
Who is wearing  
something red?

Learning objectives
By the end of this session, participants will be able to:

•   describe the development of speech, language and communication skills in children under  
 3 years.

•  understand the processes of communication up to and including first words.

•  identify risk factors that impact on the development of communication skills.

•  understand the role practitioners play in supporting speech, language and communication  
 development in children aged 0-3 years.

•   gather information about difficulties with speech, language and communication, including when 
and where to refer.
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Background: the importance of communication

How do we communicate?
Communication is two way. It relies on the input and understanding of information and also on the 
sharing of information with another person.

Language is a system of sounds and words that conveys meaning. It includes understanding 
(receptive language) and spoken words/talking (expressive language). 

Speech sounds can be described very simply as the sounds and sound combinations that are put 
together to make words and spoken language.

Communication is the sending and receiving of messages using spoken or written language,  
non-verbal sounds, gestures, body language or symbols (including writing). It is a two-way process.

Good communication skills have impacts on learning (especially as the curriculum is delivered orally), 
on behaviour (and understanding the rules of the classroom and society), on how people relate to 
each other socially and on how children understand and describe their own and others’ emotions.

For more information on how poor communication skills affect learning, behaviour and outcomes  
in later life, see The cost to the nation of children’s poor speech, language and communication 
(available to download at www.ican.org.uk).1

Why is communication and language development 
important for children under 3?
•  Babbling around the age of 7 months is a strong predictor of later language production;  

children who babble early seem to be those who start to talk early.2 

• A child’s development score at just 22 months can serve as an accurate predictor of educational  
 outcomes at 26 years.3  

• The vocabulary a child has at aged 5 is a predictor of their educational success and outcomes  
 at age 3.4

We also know that the amount and type of language children of different backgrounds are exposed 
to varies significantly. 

• Hart and Risley’s5 research identified that the difference in the number of words different groups  
 of children hear is 19 million words in the first three years of life (with some children hearing  
 45 million and others hearing only 26 million).

1 Hartshorne, M. (2006) The cost to the nation of children’s poor communication. I CAN Talk series, issue 2 
2  McGillion, ML, Herbert, JS, Pine, JM, Vihman, M, DePaolis, R, Keren-Portnoy, T & Matthews, DE 2016, ‘What paves the way to conventional 

language?: The predictive value of babble, pointing and socioeconomic status’ Child Development.
3 Feinstein, L. (2003) in Allen, G. (2011) Smart investment: massive savings. London: Cabinet Office 
4 Feinstein, L. and Duckworth, K. (2006) Development in the early years: its importance for school performance and adult outcomes. London:    
  Centre for Research on the Wider Benefits of Learning, Institute of Education, University of London 
5 Hart, B. and Risley, T.R. (1995) Meaningful differences in the everyday experience of young American children. Baltimore, MD: Brookes
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At the same time, children’s brains are developing very rapidly:

• 75% of the brain growth occurs in the first two years of life.6 

• The experiences that children have at this young age physically affects the structure of  
 their brains.7

This focus on the importance of early communication is reflected in several recent reports and 
reviews. 8, 9, 10 They concluded that early support for communication and language:

• Improves educational and social outcomes, and life chances for children

• Helps to support further language development, making best use of a critical period of development

• Ensures effective monitoring so that difficulties can be identified 

• Varies greatly from area to area, but can be effective and cost efficient

• Should start early – before children are 2 years old

6 Hodas, G.R. (2006) Responding to childhood trauma: the promise and practice of trauma informed care. Pennsylvania Office of Mental Health  
   and Substance Abuse Services 
7  Perry, B.D. (2002) Childhood experience and the expression of genetic potential: What childhood neglect tells us about nature and nurture.  
 Brain and mind 3: 79–100
8   Law et al (2017) Early Language Development:  Needs, provision, and intervention for preschool children from socio-economically disadvantage  
 backgrounds Endowment Foundation. EEF and PHE

9  Reports from Save the Children as part of the Read On Get On Campaign https://literacytrust.org.uk/policy-and-campaigns/read-on-get-on/ 
10  Law et al (2017) Language as a wellbeing indicator. EIF
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Unit 1: Early communication development

How does communication begin? 

Activity 2: How do babies and toddlers communicate?

Write your notes here
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Building blocks and skills needed in order  
to communicate

You will see from this diagram that early interaction is vital – this supports the first four levels of the 
building blocks shown:

At the bottom of the diagram (representing the earliest stages of development), a fundamental aspect 
is attention and listening skills. These skills play an essential role. 

Children need to develop appropriate attention before they can achieve any of the later skills that are 
part of the communication process. This area of development can be supported by how we interact 
with very young children and the environment that we set up for them. 

Learning which sounds are important for learning to talk and which aren’t is a vital skill: babies and 
toddlers need to learn how to listen. Listening involves learning to tune in to everyday sounds that 
adults take for granted, like dogs barking; doorbells; aeroplanes; telephones, rain on the window, etc.

Speech (the sounds that we use) is the very last block in the diagram – the very tip of the iceberg  
of development. This is the latest skill to develop and relies on all of the other building blocks  
being in place.

With thanks for this model to Liz Scott (Greater Glasgow and Clyde NHS).
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Communicating in home languages
It is important to note that children will develop the language that they hear used around them. In most 
parts of the world, and in many families in the UK, this may be one or more than one language.

Parents should be encouraged to use the language that they would most naturally use at home, when 
talking to their children. (There is a section on English as an additional language in the Understanding 
Communication Development resource in the toolkit.)

The language of the setting (in many cases, English) can be learnt once the home language has  
been established.

Stages of development
• The stages of speech, language and communication (SLC) development increase in complexity.

• There are typical ages linked with the stages.

• These stages are based on what we know about monolingual English language development and 
although many languages may share common themes e.g. words for actions, words grouped 
together to form sentences , the stages of language development may differ for each language a 
child with additional languages may be exposed to.

Can you link the stages with the right ages, i.e. are your expectations too high or too low?
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Activity 3: Stages of communication development

Age range
Listening and 

attention
Understanding

Speech sounds 
and talk

Communication 
skills for 

interaction

Up to 3 months

3 – 6 months

6 – 12 months



Early Communication Development
from birth-5 years

l i ti l t

Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet 

© I CAN 2017 Early Talk (0 - 5 years) Working with under 3s: Babies’ and toddlers’ speech, language and communication development training. 
This resource has been developed by and is the intellectual propertyof I CAN, the children’s communication charity.

14

Working with under 3s

Age range
Listening and 

attention
Understanding

Speech sounds 
and talk

Communication 
skills for 

interaction

12 – 15 months

15 – 18 months

18 months  
– 2 years

2 – 3 years
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SLC development up to the age of 2
0-3 months 
• Reflexive noises (gasps and burps). 
• Sounds without intent to communicate (crying). 
•  Cooing in response to carer’s voice. 
• Turn-taking and imitation (copying of mouth shapes). 
•  Understanding of the emotional state of adults from voice and facial expression.

3-8 months 
• Still largely unintentional. 
• Babbles in repeated syllables, exploring sounds that can be made with the vocal tract. 
• Can express emotion with facial expression, movement and vocal tone. 
• Begins to use gesture to communicate, e.g. reaches for ‘lift me up’ or ‘more’. 
• Understands and can anticipate familiar routines (enjoys peekaboo). 
•  May show understanding of some words that are important to them when these words are used in 

a familiar context and spoken by a familiar adult.

8-12 months 
• Clear intentions behind communication. 
• May communicate for a concrete reward or for a social reward. 
• Waves ‘bye-bye’. 
• Understands familiar words in context (‘no’ and ‘bye-bye’). 
• May copy simple words or symbolic noises. 
• Babbles in syllables with varied intonation that sounds like conversation.

12-18 months 
• Develops first words (motivating, high-frequency words, relating to here and now). 
• First words may not sound like the adult model but are recognisable in context to a familiar adult. 
• First words may be used to refer to too many referents, e.g. ‘car’ used for all vehicles. 
• First words may be used too narrowly, e.g. ‘chair’ might refer to child’s own chair but they are  
  unable to transfer this label to other chairs. 
• Can demonstrate understanding of some single words on request, e.g. ‘Where is your 
  nose/mouth?’ 
• Masters referential pointing to share interest. 
• May request repeated labels, e.g. ‘Dat?’ and uses question intonation.

18-24 months 
• Vocabulary reaches 50 single words before the first two-word combinations are used, 
  e.g. ‘Mine cup’. 
• Understands simple two-word instructions, e.g. ‘Give keys to Daddy’.

For more information on early language development, see I CAN’s Stages of speech and language 
development poster.
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Unit 2: Factors affecting communication 
development 

Considerations when working with very young 
children’s communication and language

All practitioners have a role to play in supporting children’s communication development, whether 
they are working directly with children or with their families.

When supporting communication development at this young age, it is important to take into account that:

• There is a wide range of variation between children as they develop.  

This development will be influenced by the home environment and cultural norms. One piece of 
research found that at 25 months, children’s language development ranges from those using three  
to four word sentences (55%) through to one or two word sentences (27%) and children at or below 
the single word level (18%).10  

With such variations it can be difficult to judge what an acceptable rate of progress is. It is worth 
considering whether the child may just lack experience. If this is the case, added stimulation  
of an early years setting/group, and/or support to the parent/s may lead to a change over time.  
Children from severely language-deprived backgrounds can show remarkable recovery when  
placed in a facilitative environment.11  

It is very important that a child’s progress is monitored over time to ensure that they are catching up 
with their peers. If they are not, further action is required.

•   Evidence of a child’s development may vary depending on how they present with different adults  
 and in different environments.

Behaviour observed in the setting may be different from communication skills demonstrated at home 
and vice versa. Therefore it is important not to generalise or make assumptions about what the child 
can or cannot do, based on a single observation. 

It is vital to liaise closely with and respect the views of parents.

• For the youngest children, support given by an adult must be child-led; young children haven’t yet  
 developed the skills to focus on adult-led tasks. This doesn’t usually happen until around the age  
 of 2 (and even then concentration will be brief).

10 Roulstone, S., Law, J., Rush, R., Clegg, J. and Peters, T. (2011) Investigating the role of language in children’s early educational outcomes.  
   Bristol: University of the West of England 
11 B Bishop, D. and Mogford, K. (1993) Language development in exceptional circumstances. LEA Hove (UK)/Hillside
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The same applies to observations of a child’s communication and play. Practitioners can change 
the environment to provide opportunities for different types of activities. However, planning must  
be flexible to make the most of the child’s own interests, motivation and stimulation to discover  
and learn.

•  Parenting behaviour may vary between families and could be influenced by a wide  
 range of circumstances (such as family make up, environmental influences, economic  
 considerations, social conventions and cultural influences).

Practitioners will need to be aware of their own values and be sensitive to those of parents.

• There is often a focus on ‘activities’ rather than interacting during everyday routines    
 and situations.

Practitioners must devote significant time to meet children’s physical, health and safety needs. 
These times can be useful times for supporting communication and language.

What can go wrong in communication 
development?
Risk factors may have an impact on communication development. This may present as:

•  expressive language delay (late talking)

•  receptive language delay (difficulty in understanding spoken language)

•  unusual interaction (difficulty in understanding the meaning of language and difficulty  
 in understanding and using the rules of language including perception, judgment and  
 the implied intention of communication exchanges)

•  speech sound difficulty (making it hard for people to understand what a child is  
 saying. There is a typical pattern of how and when different sounds develop.  
 Sometimes there are unusual or delayed patterns to this development)

•  a combination of any of the above.
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Impact of risk factors

Possible risk factors

Hearing loss - Definite causal links have been made between intermittent hearing loss in the first 18 
months of life and later communication difficulties.12 These children miss out on models for speech 
and language and their listening ability is affected. If a child cannot make consistent use of the 
auditory channel, there may be a tendency to ‘tune out’ or switch off to sound in preference for other 
stimuli. However, some children who experience middle ear problems after 18 months may have 
developed sufficient grounding in communication to be able to cope with intermittent hearing losses. 
The impact on speech and language for these children is thought to relate to the frequency and 
severity of infections.

Socio-economic groups - Language delay has been statistically linked to a range of socio-economic 
factors. Studies in areas of social disadvantage show that in some areas this figure is as high as 84%.13

Social disadvantage in children has been linked with disordered attachment which impacts on 
communication development. 14

Caution is advised: Children from all social groups are equally likely to be affected by specific speech 
and language impairment, i.e. SLC difficulties that are not due to general cognitive delay or another 
primary cause. Each child should be considered individually. Generalisations can lead to practitioners 
having low expectations and limiting the potential for some children from lower socio-economic groups.

MOST RESILIENT CHILD
Supportive factors

High self esteem
Problem solving repertoire

Self efficacy

MOST CONDUCIVE  
ENVIRONMENT

Supportive factors
All language enrichment 

in place 
Good attachment

LEAST CONDUCIVE  
ENVIRONMENT

Risk factors
Parental depression

(incidence of PND 10%)
Drug and alcohol abuse
(particularly influential if  

single parent)
High birth order and twinship

 LEAST RESILIENT CHILD
Risk factors

Cognitive difficulties
Sensory impairment
Genetic conditions

nature
nurture

12  Shriberg, L.D., Friel-Patti, S., Flipsen, P. Jr., Brown, R.L. (2000) Otitis media, fluctuant hearing loss, and speech-language outcomes: 
   A preliminary structural equation model. Journal of Speech, Language, and Hearing Research, Vol. 43 
13  Locke, A., Ginsborg, J. and Peers, I. (2002) Development and disadvantage: implications for the early years and beyond. International Journal  
   of Communication Disorders Vol. 37, No. 1, 3–15; Hart, B. and Risley, T.R. (1995) Meaningful differences in the everyday experience of young  
   American children. Baltimore, MD: Brookes; www.stokespeaksout.co.uk 
14   Ref.  Barlow , J., Schrader McMillan, A., Axford, N., Wrigley, Z., Sonthalia, S., Wilkinson, T., ... & Coad, J. (2016). Review: Attachment and 

attachment related outcomes in preschool children–a review of recent evidence. Child and Adolescent Mental Health, 21(1), 11-20.
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Parental illness, Maternal depression and parents health and well being. Drug or alcohol misuse, 
baby’s illness can all impact on the quality and quantity of parent-child interaction. Mental or physical 
ill health or drug dependency in either the mother or the child is likely to affect interaction. If a parent 
or carer is neglectful, insensitive to a baby’s communication attempts or doesn’t initiate interaction, 
the baby’s communicative behaviour can diminish and even fade out.

Babies who smile and initiate less, cry excessively or are generally unsettled due to illness,  
distress orpoor attachment will generally lead to fewer and less rewarding ‘conversations’  
with their carer. The relationship between parent and child behaviour is cyclical, with one  
directly affecting the other.

Television viewing is a controversial issue: there is some evidence that screen time has a negative  
impact on language acquisition.15  However, as televisions and other electronic screens (including 
iPads and mobile phones) are a regular feature of most homes, it is important to think about how 
these are used.

It is considered that screen watching can be a pleasant shared activity and potentially beneficial if:

•  a selected programme or game is watched/played together, with an adult commenting on  
the content

• the adult helps the child to understand and join in or talk about the programme/game

• the programme/game relates to the child’s experiences.

• choose children’s programmes that are designed for the child’s age.

Wallpaper TV is a term used to refer to the situation when the TV stays on and provides a constant 
background of noise that inhibits play and conversation. This can then hinder the development of 
a young child who is learning to listen. Practitioners can have a significant role in promoting good 
practice at home.

Persistent dummy use and bottle-sucking may:

•  damage the growth of teeth

•  interfere with normal babbling, serving to quieten the baby which in turn means the adults around  
 the child are not prompted by the baby’s sounds to interact

•  alter speech development if the child talks with a teat or dummy in their mouth; this prevents  
 normal movement of the tongue and jaw 

•  have an impact on the frequency of occurrences of otitis media.16

15 Sigman, A. (2008) Does not compute – screen technology in early years education. See http://www.rmet.co.uk/DoesNotCompute.pdf 
16 Niemelä, M., Pihakari, O., Pokka, T. and Uhari. M. (2000) Pacifier as a risk factor for acute otitis media: A randomized, controlled trial  
   of parental counseling. Pediatrics, Vol. 106 No. 3, pp. 483–488 
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Some dentists, however, claim that taking the dummy away can promote thumb-sucking which  
may persist for longer and can be more damaging to teeth than a dummy. An alternative view is  
that only a minority of dummy-suckers revert to thumb-sucking. If the dummy is withdrawn sensitively 
(using praise and rewards) or if it is kept only as part of a sleep routine, the risk of developing  
thumb-sucking behaviour is reduced. Practitioners have a role in raising awareness and supporting 
parents to manage dummy use.

It is helpful if there is a clear policy in each early years setting/centre about the use of dummies.  
The policy in the setting/centre should reflect and promote the message ‘Keep it for comfort only’ 
and staff should consider how to support child, family and themselves to reduce/remove the dummy 
– it’s not good to just take it away.

Bilingualism

Children learning to communicate who are exposed to more than one language at a time may 
take longer to achieve milestones an additional language, but they are no more likely to have 
a developmental language disorder than a monolingual child. Bilingualism in itself is not a 
communication impairment and bilingual children will, in time, typically master both languages as 
proficiently as their peers.

However, a bilingual child is no less likely to have a developmental language disorder than a 
monolingual child. Therefore practitioners must be alert to potential difficulties faced by children 
who do not speak the language of your setting. Identification can be challenging because either 
practitioners wait  thinking they are just taking a long time to learn or over-refer when they just need 
more time.

Parents should be encouraged to use their home language with their children. In situations where 
each parent uses a different language, each should consistently use their own language with  
their child.

Take care not to automatically put slow development or a lack of language use down to bilingualism 
or learning English as an additional language. Find out from the parents how the child’s language is 
progressing in their home language.

Summary

•  None of these factors on their own can determine the outcome for the child.

•  Any communication difficulty will arise out of the complex interaction of a range of factors.

•  Some factors may be inherent in the child and may either pose a risk (e.g. congenital deafness)  
 or build resilience (e.g. high sociability or problem-solving aptitude).

•  Some factors may be generated by the environment and may pose a risk (e.g. isolation from  
 other children).
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•  Some factors may support the child and work against the risk factors (e.g. adult carers who are  
 willing to play frequently).

• The potential interplay between risk factors and resilience is of great importance for interpreting  
 assessment. An identical impairment will affect individual children in completely different ways.

• An individual assessment of the child’s communication capacities and/or difficulties, and  
 consideration of the wider context will help the early years practitioner to judge which children  
 need specialist referral and/or additional support.
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Unit 3: Who can help and how?

Role of practitioners

Activity 5: Role of practictioners

Observation and planning:

Identification of need

Partnership with parents

Intervention/support

Collaboration/working with others
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Alternative Activity 5: Role of practitioners – scenarios

Abdul

Context Stay and Play group in a children’s centre

Child Abdul, aged 3½ years

Details
Attends weekly with mum for last 12 months. Mum has a new baby.  
Abdul uses a dummy throughout the group

Concern
Staff have noticed that he has not been heard to speak. He shows interest 
in the action songs at circle time

Who might be 
involved?

What action would 

those involved take?

Maja

Context Baby room of a private nursery setting

Child Maja, aged 18 months

Details Attends three days a week for last 4 months. She had difficulty settling in

Concern
Staff have noticed that she does not seem to understand the words that 
they say. Her family speak English at home

Who might be 
involved?

What action would 

those involved take?
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Bobby

Context Baby room of a private nursery setting

Child Bobby, aged 2 years and 3 months

Details Attending today for the first time with his foster mum. Recently fostered

Concern
Staff have noticed that he speaks a lot but it is very difficult to  
understand him

Who might be 
involved?

What action would 

those involved take?

Camilla

Context Voluntary sector playgroup

Child Camilla, aged 2½ years

Details Camilla has recently started attending the playgroup each morning

Concern
Staff have noticed that she does not play with toys in the same way as 
other children. She does not seem to interact

Who might be 
involved?

What action would 

those involved take?
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Jayden

Context Toddler room of a children’s centre nursery

Child Jayden, aged 2 years 10 months

Details
Family recently re- housed into the area and Jayden receives 2 year old 
funding to attend nursery

Concern
Staff have noticed that he makes noises and points but that he does not 
use any recognised words except ‘mama’

Who might be 
involved?

What action would 

those involved take?

Olivia

Context
Children’s centre crèche during a healthy eating course for parents taking 
place over eight weeks

Child Olivia, aged 15 months

Details
Has attended the crèche four times. Her parents are receiving family 
support around routines at home

Concern
Staff have noticed that Olivia appears passive and is frequently 
unresponsive to adults and children around her

Who might be 
involved?

What action would 

those involved take?
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Observation and planning

Good observation and planning is useful for:

•  ensuring children are settled and happy

•  enabling development through a range of support and activities

•  identifying specific needs.

Additionally:

•  limitations inherent in formal testing are particularly significant for children aged 0–3 years.

•  assessment involves comparing observations and parent reports with expected norms.

•  informed by parent/carer views, observations, any speech and language therapy assessment/ 
 advice, the practitioner will adapt their planning to include appropriate interventions.

Identification of need

Monitoring developmental progress is integral to the work of a range of professionals working with 
very young children.

For older children, formal tests are available for speech and language therapists (some can be used 
by early years practitioners) to assess a child’s skills. 

However, when we consider very young children, the limitations inherent in formal testing are 
particularly significant:

•  Typically developing children aged 2 and under have not mastered the attention control or  
 listening skills required to complete formal testing

•  It’s normal for children under 3 years of age to struggle with ‘doing what adults say’ unless the  
 task is chosen to be especially motivating for them

•  Children under 3 years may have limited understanding of spoken instructions and they may not  
 understand what is required of them

•  Young children’s behaviour may reflect the stresses associated with being in an unfamiliar test  
 situation and this may obscure the test results

•  Testing is likely to show what a young child can do only in that environment and at that time.  
 This is because, at this age, children’s skills are very much dependent on where they are when  
 they learn those skills.
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Assessment in the 0 – 3 years range, therefore, involves comparing observations and parent reports 
with expected norms. There needs to be a focus on gathering information during everyday activities to 
build up a profile of the child’s skills.

Norm-referenced checklists can be a valuable tool provided that the practitioner is aware of the 
normal variation in children’s development and can help parents to understand such variability 
between different children. See I CAN’s Ages and Stages of SLC development poster, Progress 
Check pad and Development Matters information, for reference.

For those people working within the EYFS, there is a requirement to complete a progress check for all 
2 year olds. This focuses on development within the three prime areas, including communication and 
language, and must include written information for parents. Support can be found through a guide 
written by the National Children’s Bureau.17

In the process of observation, assessment and planning (described above), the practitioner is likely to 
identify some children with needs. When these needs relate to communication and language, it may 
be appropriate to make a referral to the speech and language therapy service, or to activate the local 
pathway for support. 

Pointers for additional support may include:

•  poor or no expressive language

•  limited or no facial expression/poor social skills

•  difficulty in understanding directions and/or information

•  unusual speech sounds which are difficult to understand

•  parent/carer expressing concern relating to communication skills

•  a pre-existing condition previously unknown to staff in the speech and language therapy service.

A significant proportion of late talking children go on (with support) to catch up and then fall within 
typical limits. However, there are ‘alarm bells’ that ring at key ages:

•  no words being used at 18 months

•  appearing not to understand what is being said by 18 months

•  not joining words together at 2 ½ years

•  showing signs of frustration with getting the message across

•  not being relatively easily understood by 3 ½ years.

There is a golden age for learning to talk.18 This is before 5 ½ and studies have shown that vocabulary 
at age 2 predicts performance on entry to primary school19 which is linked with later educational 
outcomes and success; so the earlier difficulties are identified, the better. 

17  National Children’s Bureau (2012) The EYFS progress check at age 2. See www.ncb.org.uk or www.foundationyears.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2012-2013/A-Know-
How-Guide.pdf

18  Bishop, D.V.M. and Adams, C. (1990) A prospective study of the relationship between specific language impairment, phonological disorder and reading retardation. 
Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry 31

19 Roulstone et al (ibid)



Early Communication Development
from birth-5 years

l i ti l t

Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet 

© I CAN 2017 Early Talk (0 - 5 years) Working with under 3s: Babies’ and toddlers’ speech, language and communication development training. 
This resource has been developed by and is the intellectual propertyof I CAN, the children’s communication charity.

28

Working with under 3s

Partnership with parents and carers

Practitioners have a responsibility to work in partnership with parents/carers and this partnership 
approach also helps the child to feel valued and supported. 

Partnership with parents is beneficial for all children, but it is particularly important for a child with an 
established additional need. Practitioners working in the early years are well placed to develop these 
relationships.

Some parents may be wary of ‘specialists’ and to them, the early years practitioners and/or family 
facing practitioner may represent a trustworthy professional with whom they and their child has 
regular contact. 

Maintaining a positive, ‘can do’ outlook, celebrating each small achievement and showing 
understanding and enjoyment of the child are key elements that impact on the family and on 
outcomes for the child.

Well informed parents who trust in the practitioner’s knowledge and expectations of the child are 
more able and motivated to support their child.

Supporting parents can be acheived through:

•  modelling communication supportive interaction

•  providing information regarding communication development and strategies to support it  
 (refer participants to sessions such as I CAN’s Exploring Communication Development) 20

•  providing information on the child’s development in this area and referral for support if needed  
 and agreed.

Support and intervention

Following observation of the child, it is possible to plan support for that child – how to support  
development on to the next stage and whether any particular interventions are necessary.

The practitioner needs to:

•  provide an appropriate, communication-supportive environment

•  use knowledge and skills in interaction with the baby/child

•  measure outcomes and monitor progress

•  review activities and impact on progress

•  adjust necessary aspects of support to lead to the best outcomes

 
20  Working with Parents toolkit: Exploring Communication Development. See www.ican.org.uk/shop
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•  co-ordinate the support programme in the setting/group by adapting the planning and following  
 any individualised plan that might be in place

•  deliver any intervention strategies that might be in place for the child’s communication skills

•  celebrate progress.

Collaboration with others

Children do not exist only in nurseries, children’s centres, clinics or their homes. Many children, 
especially those with needs that are identified early, may have a large number of professionals in their 
lives as well as their parents.

Key actions are:

•  leaders and managers liaising appropriately with local groups and agencies to co-ordinate  
 approaches to provision for SLC development

•  developing effective multi-agency work (data sharing agreements may need to be discussed)

•  different practitioners and organisations having time together. This can help with planning for and  
 reflecting on approaches that support children’s SLC and identify children with SLCN

•  working with other people or organisations to provide parents and staff with the information they  
 need to effectively support children’s SLC development or needs

•  ensuring parents are involved if there are concerns about their child’s SLC development

•  parents/carers know their child best and can provide essential information about communication  
 skills and development

•  education professionals, e.g. Special Educational Needs Co-ordinator (SENCo), area SENCo,   
 development officers/education officers with responsibility for early years can provide advice and  
 recommend a course of action

•  health visitors are often aware of local support services.
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Unit 4: Seeking support

When to seek targeted support  
and how to refer on
Most Speech and Language Therapy services still run an open referral system, which means  
that anyone can refer to Speech and Language Therapy departments - this includes you.  
However, referrals require parental consent and staff must ensure that the parent understands  
what the concerns are. Most services have an access criteria, which is worth being aware of prior to 
referring parents to the service.

Referral to other agencies will vary from area to area and within different specialties. Often, there is  
a pathway which identifies who to refer to depending on the child’s needs
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Activity 6: When to seek support and how to refer on

Scenario A

A little girl aged 19 months has been enrolled in a local early years setting. She has been 
assigned a key person and has regular contact with a health visitor. Her parents have visited the 
setting and have talked through a family questionnaire with the manager of the setting. They say 
they have requested a place at the setting hoping that their daughter will benefit from mixing 
with other children and gain confidence.

They also report that their child was born with a cleft lip and palate and had surgery to repair  
the cleft. This was partially successful and their child can eat and drink normally. But they have 
been told that further surgery might be required to maximise her potential for speech sound 
development.

•  What will your role(s) be?

•  What skills and knowledge-base will be required of you in each role?
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Scenario B

You are concerned about a little boy you see who comes from a difficult and challenging family 
background. Mum is a single parent and suffers from depression. The boy has just had his 
second birthday.

When he entered nursery he was not using any language at all, though his mum reported that 
he uses some words like ‘Hiya’, ‘Mummy’, and ‘Cat’ at home. He played primarily with sand and 
water and he didn’t appreciate adults trying to join in with his play. In the last couple of weeks, 
he has begun to attempt to use speech alongside pointing to tell staff what he wants in the 
nursery. He has also begun to explore much more of the nursery.

•  What will your role(s) be?

•  What skills and knowledge-base will be required of you in each role?
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Scenario C

You have involvement with a little girl whose family speaks Hindi. She has two older brothers 
who did not develop English until they were at school. You hear them have long conversations 
with their parents in Hindi.

The little girl has just started to attend nursery at 2½ years old and seems very quiet and shy. 
You have not heard her say anything at all yet.

•  What will your role(s) be?

•  What skills and knowledge-base will be required of you in each role?
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Glossary

Explain each of the terms ‘speech’, ‘language’, ‘communication’ and ‘speech, language and 
communication needs’. 

Explain the factors that increase the risk of children and young people having speech, language 
and communication needs. 

Develop a glossary for your setting, explaining the terms:

•  speech 
•  language 
•  communication 
•  speech, language and communication needs (SLCN).

Give an example of how you might use this glossary in your setting.

How speech, language and communication skills support other areas of learning

Explain how speech, language and communication skills support each of the following areas in 
children’s development – learning, emotional, behavioural, social.

Design a poster for your setting showing how speech, language and communication skills support 
children’s:

•  learning 
•  social development 
•  emotional development 
•  behaviour.

The audience for your poster should be either parents or other practitioners in your setting.

Keep your information clear and easy to read. Use pictures or photographs to illustrate your information.

You could photocopy or photograph your poster to include in your portfolio or use your original if 
you prefer.

You will need to summarise carefully the main points.

Optional follow on activities
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Summarising ages and stages 

Summarise the typical stages of speech, language and communication development of children 
in the following age groups, including both understanding and use of language:     
 
• 0-5 years.

Using information you have found in the ages and stages resources available, develop a table 
that summarises key points about typical development.

Many of the ages and stages resources will have lots of detailed information so you will need to 
summarise carefully the main points.

How children develop speech, language and communication skills

Explain how children and young people develop their speech, language and communication and 
identify how this applies to children who are learning more than one language.    

Explain how speech, language and communication work together to enable effective interaction. 

Explain the different ways in which a child or young person may not follow typical speech and 
language development.   

Design an information sheet for your setting explaining how children and young people develop 
their speech, language and communication skills.

In your leaflet, make sure you also explain:

•  how this applies to children who are learning more than one 
     language 
•  how speech, language and communication work together for    
     effective interaction 
•   the different ways a child or young person may not follow typical patterns of speech, language 

or communication development.

The audience for your information should be other practitioners in your setting. Keep your 
information clear and easy to read. You may find using diagrams or pictures helpful.
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Session 2:  
Positive approaches in communication 

development
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Session 2: Learning objectives
By the end of this session, participants will be able to:

 • consider how babies and toddlers learn through play

 • understand the relationship between play, cognition and language development

 • identify the stages of play development and its links with language acquisition

 • use a range of strategies to support all children’s communication development

 • gain ideas on activities which can develop language and play within an everyday play environment

 •  consider the role of the environment in supporting speech, language and communication (SLC) 
development.
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Unit 5: Language, play and cognition/learning 
development
How the brain changes physically depends largely on what opportunities are provided for the child.1

Evidence shows that babies are not passive recipients in communication; from the moment a child 
is born, they are actively seeking out stimulation and opportunity. The environment to which they are 
born provides children with natural communicative opportunities, and the nature of interaction means 
that children are innately tuned into systems that will support their communication and language 
development.

Since a brain begins with extra cell connections, those that are used and strengthened are retained, 
while those that are unused are lost.2 There is a clear indication that a reciprocal relationship exists 
between the child’s language and behaviour and the parents’ (adults’) interaction style.

Optional Activity A: Still face experiment

 

This is available on youtube (www.youtube.com/watch?v=apzXGEbZht0) or on the Words for Life 
website (www.wordsforlife.org.uk/video/still-face-experiment).

1 Perry, B.D. (2002) Childhood experience and the expression of genetic potential: What childhood neglect tells us about nature and nurture. 
Brain and mind 3: 79–100 
2 Mcleod, B. (November 2003) Neurological and developmental foundations of speech acquisition. American Speech-language-hearing 
Association Convention, Chicago, invited seminar presentation
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Activity 7: Understanding the relationship between play, language and cognition/learning 
development

 Photo description
Links between cognition, 

language and play

Photo 1

Photo 2

Photo 3

Photo 4
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Caution! Remember that while the links between cognition/learning and language are essential 
to our understanding of language difficulties, a significant proportion of children demonstrate 
communication impairments in the absence of any other cognitive deficit. These children with 
specific language impairment (SLI) do not show generalised learning difficulties and may cope 
normally with non-linguistic tasks.

 

 

Play

Language Cognition/
learning

These three sets of skills can be seen as a triangle. If one side is not there, the other sides collapse.
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Development of play
Because of the close link between language, cognition and play, the stages of development in each 
area are closely related. The ‘related reading’ section shows how each area of communication links 
with play at different ages. It also gives ideas for suitable play activities at each age.

There are several classifications of the stages of play. This description centres on the following four 
stages which were outlined by Rosemary Bazley on the Talking Point website (www.talkingpoint.org.uk). 
Note that these stages of play overlap.

1.  Exploratory - This is the stage at which children are exploring objects. They do this with eyes,  
  hands and mouths. They feel, look at and shake objects (usually around birth to eight months). 
  In terms of language development, this is the age when children are starting to show interest in 
  things around them and at the end of this stage, are sharing that interest with others by pointing.

2.  Relational - This is the stage where children try out putting two things together. ‘What happens 
  if I bang two bricks together/put this spoon in that cup/put the train on the track?’ (usually 6 to 
  18 months). At the end of this stage, children are starting to relate two words together.

3.   Symbolic - This is the stage where objects can be used to represent something else.  
(usually 9 months onwards). Initially a doll can represent a baby, then items can become more  
symbolic, e.g. a shoebox can be dolly’s bed, a large cardboard box can be a car, a boat, or a  
house and a plastic banana can be a phone. It is also well established in research that symbolic 
play is the first step to literacy.3 Symbolic understanding is a first step to understanding words, 
since words themselves are a symbol for the thing they represent.

4. Role play - This is the stage where the child can be someone else – a shop assistant, a nurse, a 
  daddy. At this imaginary stage, teddy, dolly and later, miniature figures can act out anything from 
  everyday events to adventures (usually 2 years onwards). This is also the stage when children  
  are beginning to use language to let people know about things which are not immediately in front 
  of them.

This is one theory of play development. Each stage (the stages are not necessarily linear) refers to the 
dominant play skills that children engage in, at each age range. There is considerable overlap 
and indeed children will continue to spend time engaged in earlier types of play during the pre-school 
years and beyond.

Note: Play can take many different forms in different cultures, so some cultures may be more 
physical in their approach and play partners can vary hugely from culture to culture. This doesn’t 
mean that exploratory, relational, symbolic and role play don’t happen – they may just look different.

At all stages of play, the value of real objects should never be underestimated. Children (and 
adults, to some degree) will learn and retain information about new objects and concepts if they 
can actually touch, feel, hear, see and/or taste them. So touching and/or tasting a real strawberry 
will give us much more information about it and help us to remember it, than simply looking at  
a picture.

3 Christie, J.F. (ed.) (1991) Play and early literacy development. Albany: State University of New York Press
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Unit 6: Creating a communication supportive 
environment
In the first part of this course, we saw the axis slide (with risks factors and resilience).   
We discussed how an individual’s resilience or vulnerability to speech, language and communication 
needs depends on the nature of the person and the environment that they are in or how the person 
is nurtured.

We also said at the beginning of this session that there is an enormous amount of brain growth 
before 2 years of age. How the brain grows depends on:

a) the internal characteristics of the child

b) the environment that they find themselves in

c) the experiences they have

d) the interaction with their care giver.

We cannot necessarily affect the child’s nature, so the aspect that we can control is the nurture.

In the model on Slide 60, the child is at the centre of the concentric circles (with the aspects of nature 
discussed in the first session of this course).

The adults are responsible for the outer circles either directly through face-to-face interaction or in 
the planning of activities/routines or how the environment is set up.
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Key methods of supporting communication 
development

Activity 8: Supporting communication development

Write your notes here:
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Area 1: Communication supportive environments

See slides for information on planning and structure and on physical environments.

Area 2: Routines and activities
The nature of routine within early years settings enables children to know what to expect, to feel secure 
within their environment and to predict what happens next. This predictability is important 
even for very young children.

A visual timetable can help children to know where they are in the day and what comes next.

Singing and rhymes are also important. Remember:

•  Sing and rhyme any time.

•  Anyone can sing.

•  Rhyming can help reading.

Practitioners working with children (particularly in the 0-3 age range) have to devote significant time 
to meet children’s physical, health and safety needs. If these times are used only as care routines, 
the practitioner will fail to take advantage of prime opportunities for learning.

However, if practitioners take advantage of these routines for interaction and communication, they 
will observe that from the child’s perspective these routines can become stimulating, interesting and 
pleasurable.

‘Birth to Three: supporting our youngest children’ in Scotland4 stresses the value of physical  
care and nursery routines in developing close relationships and fostering positive interactions.  
The importance of physical care in developing supportive relationships is widely recognised.

The two quotes on Slide 58 highlight the importance of physical care and the need to deliver such 
care in the context of a relationship, which is personalised and attentive to individual needs and 
preferences.

There may be a conflict for practitioners; between knowing about the importance of 
attachment and the risk of feeling they are becoming too attached. Elfer5 discussed this in detail.

The Hanen programme (www.hanen.org) describes how target words can be introduced through 
everyday routines: If you think about how many times children are involved in these activities, and 
that if the same words are used each time in simple sentences, or even in songs (made up, modern 
or traditional), children will be exposed to these words hundreds if not thousands of times.  
For example, if the word ‘nappy’ is used 5 times each time a baby has their nappy changed, they 
will hear the word over 200,000 times by the time they are 12 months old. This helps very strongly in 
language development.

4 Learning and Teaching, Scotland (2005). See http://www.educationscotland.gov.uk/images/birth2three_tcm4-161671.pdf 
5 Elfer, P. (2007) What are nurseries for? Journal of Early Childhood Research, Vol. 5, No. 2
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Optional Activity B: Language support through routines (Chatter Matters DVD) 

Write your notes here:

Other activities can be useful too. These can be based on the stages of play described earlier and 
can be built into the everyday structure. 

Don’t worry about plenty of repetition at this age – children enjoy the predictability that repetition 
brings. As long as the activity is popular, there is no reason not to do it today even though you did it 
yesterday.
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Activity 9: Activities for developing language

Name of Activity

Link to what stage  
of play

Useful for

How could this activity 
be amended for different 
occasions/age groups?

What is key to the 
interaction for this activity 

to be successful?

Other notes
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Activity 9: Activities for developing language

Name of Activity

Link to what stage  
of play

Useful for

How could this activity 
be amended for different 
occasions/age groups?

What is key to the 
interaction for this activity 

to be successful?

Other notes
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Activity 9: Activities for developing language

Name of Activity

Link to what stage  
of play

Useful for

How could this activity 
be amended for different 
occasions/age groups?

What is key to the 
interaction for this activity 

to be successful?

Other notes
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As we have seen, play, cognition/learning and language are closely linked. As well as providing 
structured activities that the children can become involved with, it is important to observe, imitate and 
respond to child-led play. Intervention should begin at the level of the child. Joining in and imitating 
the child’s play may allow you entrance to their play.

Remember: IT AINT WHAT YOU DO, IT’S THE WAY THAT YOU DO IT!

Area 3: Adult interaction
Aspects of the practitioner’s behaviour which support communication are:

• appropriate qualifications including staff development opportunities

• knowledge about the development of communication in children under 3 years of age

• warmth and responsiveness.

We have already highlighted the important role of attachment relationships in supporting young 
children’s development. It is now thought that children are capable of forming close relationships with 
more than one carer and that practitioners who are willing to foster this closeness can influence early 
brain development and the potential for communication and learning in babies. This is one reason that 
a ‘key person’ role is specified in the 2012 Early Years Foundation Stage Framework.

The brain is richly supplied with nerve cells, which are interconnected via complex neural networks. 
A child’s thoughts and actions result from signals travelling between these cells. The connections 
that are made, as a result of the child’s repeated experiences, promote healthy development in all 
areas. This is partly the role of adult interaction in supporting communication development.

Healthy development of the neural systems which allow optimal social and emotional functioning 
depends upon attentive, nurturing caregiving in infancy.6

Research shows that warm, loving relationships (attachments) with caring adults have a tangible 
and long-term influence on children’s lives, contributing to optimal social, emotional, and cognitive 
development for infants and toddlers.7 

To enable an attachment relationship to develop, practitioners must provide warmth and 
responsiveness. Warmth and physical closeness provide children with assurance that they will be 
protected from harm and that a special adult (the attachment figure) will help them to regulate feelings 
of anxiety. In this state, children can make the best use of the stimulation which the environment has 
to offer, exploring and using all of the senses. Children who are anxious and do not feel connected to 
their carer are less likely to explore and experience the environment.

6 Perry, B.D. (2002) Childhood experience and the expression of genetic potential: What childhood neglect tells us about nature and nurture.  
Brain and mind 3: 79–100 
7 Zeanah, C.H. and Zeanah, D. (2001) in Parlakian, R. Growing up healthy: what local governments can do to support young children and their 
families. Washington DC: Zero to Three Policy Center
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FACT

The aim for early years practitioners is to generate warmth. This will help with attachment.  
This is FACT.

Face to face Make a habit of positioning yourself so that you can share smiles and 
communicate easily. You will be able to observe what interests the child and 
spot their communications

Attention Be available for the child. This doesn’t just mean attending for as long as is 
needed to stop them from crying

Closeness Physical proximity is reassuring, even at times when a child seems to be 
benefiting from solitary or peer play

Touch  Holding, rocking and playing with fingers and toes
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Responsiveness (recognising and responding to communication attempts) helps a baby to 
recognise themself as a person who can make their needs known and influence those around them. 
This reduces feelings of helplessness, builds the child’s self-esteem and their awareness of the role of 
communication (cause and effect). Responsiveness is the key factor in turning early communicative 
attempts into words.

PRICELESS

To support responsiveness, the early years practitioner has a PRICELESS role.

Prime time  Respond to a child’s cues and pick prime times for communication and 
play. Periods of stimulation need to be balanced with times of relative calm. 
Babies in particular are vulnerable to over stimulation and need frequent rest 
times

Recognise 
communications  Tune in to communication, both unintentional and deliberate acts

Interpret Interpret the child’s sounds, gestures, body movements, direction of gaze 
and facial expressions. Reflect in simple words the child’s feelings, interests 
and needs

Copy back  Copy the child’s sounds and gestures to establish turn-taking and imitation. 
This is enjoyable and affirms the child’s behaviour

Echo  Accept children’s attempts at words. Echo back correctly and with praise 
but don’t criticise or correct speech and language immaturities

Language models  Model language that matches the child’s immediate experience. Comment 
on what they are interested in at that moment. Model single words and 
interesting sounds for children at preverbal stages. For children who are 
using recognisable words, model language at a level they can attempt to 
imitate. Offer choices using objects to support verbal language, e.g. ‘juice’ 
or ‘milk’

Extend  Echo back and add a new word or idea to the child’s utterance to help them 
extend their language use

Slow 
communication and 
value Silences

 Quiet moments slow the pace of interaction and allow the child to make a 
deliberate or unintentional turn. They also give the practitioner a chance to 
observe children’s interests and communications more closely
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Activity 10: Observing practitioner interaction

Write your notes here
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Self reflection: interaction strategies

What do I do well?

What do I struggle with?

How am I going to tackle this?

When will I review my progress?

Progress checked and outcome:
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Summary: Combining factors to support 
communication and language development
A reminder, then, that children bring with them aspects of nature that will either support their 
communication development or make this more difficult. We, as adults, have a role in providing a 
supportive environment, routine, activities and interaction with children.

Activity 11: Developing language – scenarios

Ryan – 13 months

Ryan loves being at his daycare nursery. He says ‘Mummy’ when his mother comes to collect 
him. His key person can understand the few words he has and has noticed he likes to point and 
say ‘look’ when he spots things of interest to him. He regularly says ‘again’, ‘car’ and ‘milk’ plus 
several other words that his key person understands but some part-time staff find unclear.

Ryan loves the singing session and enjoys banging on the drum but his attention easily wanders 
if something else catches his eye. However, he will look round when his name is called and his 
key person feels he can understand quite a few words now, providing the adult keeps sentences 
very short.

Ryan plays happily alone but looks for the security of a familiar adult. He mostly enjoys banging 
objects which he frequently puts in his mouth.

Millie – 15 months

Millie loves looking at books with her key worker. She particularly likes animals and will point to 
the cat, dog, fish, cow and bird in a picture book when asked ‘Where’s the….?’

Millie’s mother describes her as a chatterbox as she chatters to herself in a sing-song fashion 
when she is playing. Nobody can understand this chatter, but Millie’s key person knows that 
this is Millie attempting to communicate before she has all the words she needs. However, Millie 
is learning language with enjoyment and has about 25 words already and is beginning to copy 
words her mother and key person are using.

Millie likes watching the older children play in the home-corner and has started to give the 
dolls a cup, pretending to give them a drink. Millie’s brother has some play people and Millie 
sometimes likes to hold these but doesn’t pretend they are people yet.
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Bradley – 15 months

Bradley is very lively and has been walking for some time now. His mother describes him as 
having a mind of his own and reports that his favourite word is ‘no’. He can get cross if he can’t 
get his own way but can easily be distracted by showing him something interesting. However, 
Brandon can also be co-operative and will find his toys and help to put them away when staff 
say sentences like ‘Bradley, where’s the telephone?’ He will then find the telephone among the 
toys and put it into the box the adult is holding. 

Bradley enjoys playing with cars on his mat; driving them around and making them crash! 
Bradley has started to make little sentences and will say ‘bye bye Nanny’ when his grandmother 
drops him off at his nursery. He has lots of single words and can name quite a few of his toys 
and the food on his plate at meal times. He loves ‘beans’ and when the children sit down for a 
meal he likes to point to the chairs and say ‘Sue chair’, indicating that he wants his key person 
to sit next to him.

Ruary – 2 years

Ruary loves music and singing, particularly action songs and rhymes. He likes to be around 
familiar adults and can get upset when his mum or significant other leaves the room. He 
understands simple words such as ‘stop’, ‘hello’ and ‘up’. He recognises familiar phrases such 
as ‘it’s bath time now’ and ‘time for lunch’, particularly when these are supported by a gesture or 
a visual clue.

Ruary uses some baby signs, such ‘more’ and ‘finished’. He babbles freely and likes to take 
turns copying an adult’s ‘babble’. He loves to look at books, particularly those with bright 
colours. He will say ‘woo woo’ when he sees a dog or a picture of a dog.

Esther – nearly 3 years

Esther loves her nursery and enjoys playing alongside the other children. She is beginning to 
have short conversations but adults find she can be distracted quite quickly. She is making little 
sentences which are generally clear. She has recently started to use ‘she’ and ‘he’ when chatting 
about her peers (although not always correctly).

Esther’s key person describes her understanding as good; Esther can tell the difference between 
the ‘big bucket’ and the ‘little bucket’ if asked when playing in the sandpit. She understands 
some questions when looking at a book with an adult and responds appropriately by pointing to 
the picture if asked ‘Who has a hat on?’ or ‘What’s he doing?’

Esther enjoys playing with her dolls, feeding them, dressing them and pretending they are going 
to nursery or the park. She enjoys making furniture for her dolls using boxes from the gluing 
table.



Early Communication Development
from birth-5 years

l i ti l t

Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet 

© I CAN 2017 Early Talk (0 - 5 years) Working with under 3s: Babies’ and toddlers’ speech, language and communication development training. 
This resource has been developed by and is the intellectual property of I CAN, the children’s communication charity.

62

Working with under 3s

Activity 11: Prompt sheet

 

Child’s name .......................................................................................................................................

Approximate stage of play ................................................................................................................

Chosen activity ..................................................................................................................................

How does this activity support:

•  Attention? .......................................................................................................................................

•  Understanding? .............................................................................................................................

.............................................................................................................................................................

•  Speech sounds and talk? .............................................................................................................

.............................................................................................................................................................

•  What does the environment need to be like? .............................................................................

•  What strategies are important? ...................................................................................................
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Child’s name .......................................................................................................................................

Approximate stage of play ................................................................................................................

Chosen activity ..................................................................................................................................

How does this activity support:

•  Attention? .......................................................................................................................................

•  Understanding? .............................................................................................................................

.............................................................................................................................................................

•  Speech sounds and talk? .............................................................................................................

.............................................................................................................................................................

•  What does the environment need to be like? .............................................................................

•  What strategies are important? ...................................................................................................

The following quotes advise caution when planning. Following the child’s lead is fundamental 
to success and spontaneity; flexibility and responsiveness must be prioritised over reaching a 
predetermined goal.

‘Practitioners can, to some extent, plan for communication experiences but interventions are 
ultimately led by the child and must flow with the child’s interest and state of mind.’ 
Birth to Three, Learning and Teaching Scotland, 2005

‘…no plan written weeks in advance can include a group’s interest in a spider’s web on a frosty 
morning or a particular child’s interest in transporting small objects in a favourite bucket…’ 
Early Years Foundation Stage, DCSF, 2008
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Conclusion
If practitioners have a thorough understanding of the development of communication skills in children 
under 3, are able to identify risk factors and select appropriate strategies to overcome those risks, 
the children in their care will become resilient, capable, confident and self-assured.

Through early intervention, informed and reflective practice, partnership with parent/carers and 
collaboration with partners, the early years practitioner will develop a key role in promoting positive 
outcomes for children aged 0-3 years.
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Target setting

Following the Working with under 3s training, I will:

1.

2.

Signed:

Name:

Date:
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Communication and play development from  
birth – 4 years
The information below focuses on babies, toddlers and pre-schoolers in these age ranges:

• Birth to 3 months 
• 3 – 6 months 
• 6 – 12 months 
• 12 – 15 months 
• 15 – 18 months 
• 18 months – 2 years 
• 2 – 3 years 
• 3 – 4 years

Within speech, language and communication development there are four key areas.

   • Attention and listening 
   • Understanding of language 
   • Speech sounds and talk (expressive language) 
   • Social skills

The following information provides key behaviours and actions to look out for in the child, which will 
need to be supported by the adults’ behaviour and actions. Information around the child’s play stage 
is also including as well as strategies to support this level of play.
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Age Communication skills
Stage of play and strategies  

to adopt 

Birth – 3 months

Attention and listening

•    The baby turns towards a 
familiar sound such as the 
parent’s voice and enjoys 
listening to the parent’s 
voice rather than any other

•   The baby is startled by loud 
noises

Exploratory play 
Mouthing; shaking, hitting 
(object against floor, wall), 
examining, feeling/rubbing, 
dropping (and looking), 
throwing

Play ideas 
Follow the child’s lead 
giving lots of eye contact. 
Imitate simple actions and 
vocalisations, e.g. blowing 
raspberries, making funny 
faces. Play games such as 
peek–a-boo. Engage baby 
with action songs or songs to 
soothe  

Provide toys that are large, 
colourful and easy to handle. 
Provide toys with different 
properties, i.e. textures, 
shapes, colours and those 
that make a range of sounds. 
Engage with books that are 
colourful, interactive and 
robust!

Understanding

•    The baby recognises the 
parent’s voice and turns and 
looks at the parent when 
they use the baby’s name

•    The parent can calm the 
baby using a soft and 
friendly voice 

Speech sounds and talk

•    The baby expresses 
themself with frequent crying 
especially when unhappy or 
uncomfortable

•    The baby is starting to make 
vocal sounds, e.g. cooing, 
gurgling

Social skills

•    The baby is already aware of 
others and their emotions. 
The baby gazes at faces and 
copies facial movements, for 
example sticking out their 
tongue!

•    The baby is starting to make 
eye contact for increasing 
lengths of time
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Age Communication skills
Stage of play and strategies 

to adopt

3 – 6 months

Attention and listening
•    The baby watches the 

adult’s face when they talk

Exploratory play 
Mouthing; shaking, hitting 
(object against floor, wall), 
examining, feeling/rubbing, 
dropping (and looking), 
throwing

Play ideas 
Follow the child’s lead 
giving lots of eye contact. 
Imitate simple actions and 
vocalisations, e.g. blowing 
raspberries, making funny 
faces. Play games such as 
peek–a-boo. Engage baby 
with action songs or songs to 
soothe.  

Provide toys that are large, 
colourful and easy to handle. 
Provide toys with different 
properties, i.e. textures, 
shapes, colours and those 
that make a range of sounds. 
Engage with books that are 
colourful, interactive and 
robust!

Understanding
•    The baby shows excitement 

at the sound of approaching 
voices

Speech sounds and talk

•    The baby makes vocal 
noises to get attention and 
makes sounds back to the 
adult when talked to 

•    The baby laughs during play 
and babbles to themself 

Social skills

•    The baby senses different 
emotions in the parent’s 
voice and may respond 
differently, for example, 
smile, quieten, laugh

•    The baby cries in different 
ways to express different 
needs
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Age Communication skills
Stage of play and strategies  

to adopt 

6 – 12 months

Attention and listening

•    The baby locates the source 
of another’s voice with 
accuracy

•    The baby can now focus 
on different sounds, e.g. 
telephone, door bell, clock

Exploratory play  
Children will continue to explore 
through the mouth and hands 
by touching objects. They will 
look at and imitate adults. 
They may also be copying 
more movements, for instance 
dropping objects. They will 
enjoy simple cause and effect 
games e.g. peek-a-boo. They 
will explore toys alone

Relational play 
Children will start to bang 
two objects. They may place 
objects into another, place 
objects on top of another, take 
rings off/on stacks and build 
towers of two cubes

Play ideas  
As with 0 – 6 months (also use 
large bricks). Toys children 
can manipulate with pleasing 
effects are great at this age, 
particularly as they begin to sit 
up and crawl. Activity blankets/
quilts with different textures 
and attachments that squeak 
or jingle; rattles; activity bars; 
soft balls to drop and retrieve; 
begin to teach them dexterity 
and the concept of cause and 
effect. Cloth or board books, 
especially those with pictures 
of faces or familiar objects, 
let children practise object 
recognition and instil basic 
ideas of language

Understanding

•    The baby understands 
frequently used words 
such as ‘all gone’, ‘no’ and 
‘bye-bye’ especially when 
supported by gestures and 
when the words are used in 
contexts

•    The baby stops and looks 
when they hear their own 
name 

Speech sounds and talk

•    The baby uses speech 
sounds (babbling) to 
communicate with adults; 
says sounds like ‘ba-ba, 
no no, gogo’ and stops 
babbling when they hear a 
familiar adult voice 

•    The baby uses gestures 
such as waving and pointing 
to help communicate

•    At around 12 months the 
baby begins to use single 
words, e.g. ‘mummum’, 
‘dada’, ‘tete’ (teddy)

Social skills

•    The baby enjoys action 
rhymes and songs and 
tries to copy adult speech 
sounds and lip movements

•    The baby is starting to take 
‘turns’ in conversations 
(using babble)
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Age Communication skills
Stage of play and strategies  

to adopt 

12 – 15  months

Attention and listening
•    The baby attends to music 

and singing and enjoys 
sound-making toys/objects

Relational play 
At this stage children may 
still be banging two objects, 
placing objects into one 
another, placing objects on top 
of one another, rings off/on a 
stack, building towers with two 
cubes. They will put a spoon 
in a cup, pillow/sheet on a toy 
bed, a toy table/chair by a toy 
table, comb/brush hair

Self-pretending 
There will also be an element of 
self pretending, i.e. feeding self 
with cup and/or spoon; making 
‘feeding’ sounds; brushing hair; 
washing self; sleeping on doll’s 
bed or pillow; sitting on doll’s 
chair; dressing self with doll’s 
clothes. At this stage, children 
may start to play with familiar 
adults and notice other children

Play ideas 
As babies begin to crawl and 
walk, opportunities begin to 
expand. Begin to introduce 
some large pretend play 
objects to encourage the above 
skills. Get involved in play by 
copying and/or following the 
child’s lead

Understanding

•    The baby can now 
understand single words in 
context, e.g. ‘cup’, ‘milk’, 
‘daddy’ and can actually 
understand more words than 
they can say

•    The baby is starting 
to understand simple 
instructions, e.g. ‘kiss 
mummy’, ‘give to daddy’, 
‘stop’

Speech sounds and talk

•    The baby says around 10 
single words, although these 
may not be clear. They also 
use their hands to reach 
or point to something they 
want while saying words or 
making speech sounds

Social skills

•    The baby likes being with 
familiar adults and enjoys 
watching adults for short 
periods of time
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Age Communication skills
Stage of play and strategies  

to adopt 

15 – 18 months

Attention and listening

•    The toddler listens and 
responds to simple 
information and instructions, 
for example ‘Ben, put on 
shoes’, ‘Aysha, give to 
daddy’

Doll pretending 
Children will feed dolls with 
cups/spoons, comb/brush 
doll’s hair, wash doll, lie on bed/
pillow, sit doll on chair, dress/
undress doll, hug/kiss doll, 
make doll walk/jump. Starts to 
play with familiar adults and 
notice other children

Play ideas 
As above, further developing 
pretend play scenarios and 
opportunities for adults to ‘get 
in on the child’s play’

Understanding

•    The toddler understands 
a wide range of single 
words and some two-word 
phrases, e.g. ‘coat on’, ‘blue 
ball’, ‘cuddle teddy’ and can 
give named familiar objects 
to adult, for example ‘coat’, 
‘big car’, ‘apple’, ‘little book’

•    The toddler recognises 
and points to objects and 
pictures in books if asked

Speech sounds and talk

•    The toddler still babbles but 
uses at least 20 single words 
correctly, although they may 
not be clear. Uses constant 
babbling and single words 
during play

•    The toddler now uses 
intonation, pitch and 
changing volume when 
‘talking’

•    The toddler copies gestures 
and words from adults

Social skills

•    The toddler uses simple 
pretend play and prefers to 
play alone although they like 
to be near a familiar adult

•    The toddler is increasingly 
independent; however they 
are happiest when they are 
near a familiar adult and can 
receive support, feedback 
and guidance from them
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Age Communication skills
Stage of play and strategies  

to adopt 

18 months – 2 years

Attention and listening

•    The toddler listens and 
responds to simple 
information and instructions, 
for example ‘Ben, put on 
shoes’, ‘Aysha, give to 
daddy’

Doll pretending 
Children may still explore things 
with their mouth. They will be 
learning through trial and error 
and beginning to copy other 
children and adults. They will 
look at other children playing 
but not necessarily join in with 
their play. They are more likely 
to play with familiar adults or 
alone 

Play ideas 
At this stage, children enjoy 
repetitive actions such as 
scribbling on a series of pages 
and putting objects in and out 
of bags/boxes. They may still 
be developing their pretend 
play skills using functional/
everyday toys which they 
can relate to their real life 
experiences

Understanding

•    The toddler understands a 
wide range of single words 
and some two- and three-
word phrases, e.g. ‘Ellie’s 
coat on’, ‘find the blue ball’, 
‘cuddle teddy’ and can give 
named familiar objects to 
adult, for example ‘coat’, 
‘big car’, ‘apple’, ‘little book’

•    The toddler recognises 
and points to objects and 
pictures in books if asked

Speech sounds and talk

•    The toddler still plays with 
sounds but uses at least 50 
single words correctly. This 
is constantly developing

•    The toddler may start joining 
words together using two or 
three word phrases during 
play

•    The toddler now uses 
intonation, pitch and 
changing volume when 
‘talking’

•    The toddler copies gestures 
and words from adults

Social skills

•    The toddler uses simple 
pretend play and prefers to 
play alone, although they 
like to be near a familiar 
adult

•    The toddler is increasingly 
independent; however they 
are happiest when they are 
near a familiar adult and can 
receive support, feedback 
and guidance from them
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Age Communication skills
Stage of play and strategies  

to adopt 

2 – 3 years

Attention and listening

•    The child is beginning to 
listen to talk with interest, 
but is easily distracted

•    The child will listen to talk 
addressed to themself, but 
finds it difficult if prompts 
are not provided, e.g. use of 
name, ‘stop and listen’

Symbolic play 
Children will begin to use 
symbols in their play such as 
a banana becoming a phone. 
They will be starting to play 
alongside other children, 
showing some reasoning skills 
(towards 3 years). There will 
still be an element of learning 
by trial and error. Children will 
copy adults and other children. 
Play will be more ‘imaginative’, 
for instance acting out adult 
roles with toys, e.g. telling them 
off, giving directions

Play ideas 
At this stage children will enjoy 
action games, particularly 
for toddlers, who delight in 
running, jumping, climbing 
and riding. Low climbing toys, 
large balls, and outdoor items 
like a sandbox or wading pool 
are also good choices for 
developing gross motor skills 
and stimulating interaction with 
adults and their peers

Take-apart toys, pop-up toys 
and simple puzzles gratify 
toddlers’ curiosity about 
how things work, reinforcing 
eye-hand coordination and 
understanding of spatial 
orientation and cause and 
effect. Learning about cause 
and effect is a fundamental skill 
as children will become aware 
that they can influence objects 
and their environment

Understanding

•    The child will be developing 
an understanding of simple 
concepts including in/on/
under, big/little

•    The child will understand 
phrases like ‘put teddy in the 
box’, ‘get your book, coat 
and bag’, ‘draw a big brown 
dog’

•    The child understands 
simple ‘who’ and ‘what’ and 
‘where’ questions but not 
‘why’

•    The child understands 
a simple story when 
supported with pictures 

Speech sounds and talk

•    The child uses 300 words 
including descriptive 
language, time, space, 
function

•    They will link four or five 
words together

•    The child may stutter or 
stammer when thinking what 
to say

•    The child will use pronouns 
(me, him, she), plurals and 
prepositions (in, on, under)

•    The child may have 
problems saying some 
speech sounds: (l/r/w/y, f/th, 
s/sh/ch/dz/j)
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Age Communication skills
Stage of play and strategies  

to adopt 

2 – 3 years

Social skills

•    The child holds a 
conversation but jumps from 
topic to topic

•    They will be interested in 
others’ play and will join in 

•    The child will express 
emotions towards adults 
and peers using words, not 
just actions
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Age Communication skills
Stage of play and strategies  

to adopt 

3 – 4 years

Attention and listening

•    The child enjoys listening to 
stories

•    They still find it difficult to 
attend to more than one 
thing at a time, so can’t 
easily listen to a speaker 
while carrying on an activity; 
has to switch attention 
between speaker and task

Symbolic play 
Children will now begin to 
recognise shapes, letters and 
colours. They may be able to 
solve jigsaw puzzles through a 
mixture of thinking and trial and 
error. At this stage, children will 
be playing more co-operatively 
together and take turns with 
other children. They will show 
more reasoning skills and will 
be asking ‘why’ and ‘how’ 
questions. Their play will be 
more imaginative, e.g. playing 
in the home-corner, dressing up 
and cooking

Play ideas 
This is the ideal time to develop 
imaginative and interactive play 
using props/toys that connect 
with the experiences children 
have. Play telephones, kitchen 
appliances and utensils, tool 
sets, medical kits, cars, dress-
up clothes and, of course, baby 
dolls, as well as toy people and 
animals all spark the scenarios 
children like to construct. 
Finger or hand puppets offer 
another way of acting out 
and mastering day-to-day 
experiences

Understanding

•    The child will understand 
questions or instructions 
with two parts: ‘get your 
jumper and stand by the 
door’

•    The child will understand 
‘why’ questions

•   The child will be aware of 
time in relation to past, 
present and future, e.g. 
‘Today is sunny, yesterday 
was rainy. I wonder what 
the weather will be like 
tomorrow?’ (towards 4 years) 

Speech sounds and talk

•    The child will use sentences 
of four to six words, e.g. 
‘I want to play with cars’, 
‘What’s that thingy called?’

•    The child will use future and 
past tense

•    The child may continue to 
have problems with irregular 
words, ‘runned’ for ‘ran’, 
‘swimmed’ for ‘swam’

•    The child is able to 
remember and enjoys telling 
long stories or singing songs

•    The child still has difficulty 
saying r, j, th, ch and sh.
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Useful strategies to support communication 
development in children under the age of 3 
 
GET THE CHILD’S FULL ATTENTION FIRST 
Get down to the child’s level and engage their attention before speaking or asking a question – say 
their name to encourage them to stop and listen.

MAKE LEARNING LANGUAGE FUN 
Funny voices, rhymes, noises and singing all help children to learn language. Be silly – often the 
daftest things gain their attention.

IMITATE CHILDREN’S LANGUAGE 
With very young children, simply repeat back sounds, words and sentences. This demonstrates that 
you value all they say. This can be anything from ‘ba’ to ‘Oh, you liked the apple?’

USE A FULL RANGE OF EXPRESSION 
Speak in a lively, animated voice and use lots of gestures and facial expressions to back up your 
words – you’ll give clues about what your words mean.

USE SIMPLE, REPETITIVE LANGUAGE 
Keep sentences short as you talk about what is happening (‘We’re driving in the car’ or ‘Wow, you’re 
building a tower’).

MAKE IT EASY FOR THE CHILD TO LISTEN AND TALK 
It is easier for the child to know what to listen to if your voice is not being masked by the television or 
music.

Give the child quiet times to help them focus on your words. If they use a dummy, make sure that it is 
not in the way of their talking. Keep dummies to sleep times.

BUILD ON WHAT CHILDREN SAY 
Talk very clearly and add one or two words to the child’s sentence – if the child says ‘look car’, you 
could say ‘look, red car’.

GIVE CHILDREN TIME TO RESPOND 
Children often need time to put their thoughts together before answering, so give them longer to 
respond than you would with an adult.

BE CAREFUL WITH QUESTIONS 
Try not to ask too many questions, especially ones that sound like you’re constantly testing the child, 
or where you already know the answer.

DEMONSTRATE THE RIGHT WAY 
Praise the child’s efforts, even if the results aren’t perfect – simply say the correct pronunciation 
rather than point out the mistake, e.g. if the child says ‘Look at the dod’, you can say ‘yes, it’s a dog’.


