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I CAN
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 (0-5 years) is a learning programme devised to develop the skills of early years practitioners 
in the vital area of children’s communication. Early Talk does this through staged training packages, 
mentoring, service development and accreditation.

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

About the Training Manual
This Training Manual is divided into the following sections:

•   Tutor Notes: information for delivering the training. (Please note that optional/alternative   
 activities are included in this manual. The use of these is at the discretion of the tutor/lead   
 practitioner.) 
•    Tutor Resources: The PowerPoint slides are available to download at  

www.icancharity.org.uk/licensing. 

Participants receive their own book containing course information and activity templates. 

Participants should be advised to complete their evaluation of the course and order their certificate  
online using I CAN’s website.

Sessions 1 and 2
This course is divided into two sessions: 

Session 1 Babies and toddlers speech, language and communication development.

Session 2 Positive approaches in communication development.
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How to use this manual
Course activities and information are given throughout the manual, along with suggested timings for 
each unit and sections.

Minor amendments to this course can be made. However, the learning objectives are identified and 
must remain. Tutors may enrich the course by adding material or giving examples from their own 
professional experience.
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Tutor Notes: Session 1

General resource checklist for Session 1

Resources 
PowerPoint presentation equipment and/or overhead projector

Participant Books (one per person)

Flipchart

Coloured marker pens

Pens 

Large sheets of paper (flipchart size)

Early Talk toolkits

Sheets for Activity 4 (photocopiable from Tutor Resources section)

Blu-tack

Attendee/list

Programme for Session 1

 Allow 2½ hours 

Timings What will I need?

 Welcome and introduction  
•  Activity 1: Lingo bingo 
•  Learning objectives: Session 1 5 minutes

• Participant Books 
•  Flipchart and pens (for feedback 

session)
•  Access to PowerPoint to show  

learning objectives

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

15 minutes

• Access to PowerPoint 
• Participant Books
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Timings What will I need?

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 

40 minutes 

• Participant Books 
• Flipchart and pens 
• Access to PowerPoint  
•  I CAN Stages of Speech and 

Language Development wall 
charts – in toolkit

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?

45 minutes

• Access to PowerPoint 
• Flipchart and pens 
•  Handout – Activity 4: What are 

the risk factors? in the Tutor 
Resources section

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

45 minutes 
for Units  
3 and 4

 
  

•  Flipchart and pens (for Activity 5, 
prepared with headings)

• Participant Books 
• Access to PowerPoint

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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Session 1: Babies’ and toddlers’ speech, 
language and communication development
 Allow 2½ hours in total for Session 1

Please note that there is an optional learning activity (in the Tutor Resources section) that you may 
choose to give to participants before attendance on the course. If this is used, ensure that it is 
referred to at the start of Session 1.

Notes for guidance

This course is part of the Early Talk (0-5 years) training. As a licensed tutor you will have 
experience as well as local expertise, resources and knowledge that you may want to include. 
You can also use your own introductory activity if you prefer.

Welcome and introduction

 Allow 7 minutes for this section, including activity

Slide 1 

 
 

1

Working with under 3s


Session 1: Babies’ and toddlers’ speech, 
language and communication development

1
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 Allow 2 minutes

•     Introduce yourself, welcome participants and outline that everything they need is in their 

Participant Book and toolkit

•     General housekeeping, e.g. location of toilets, refreshment arrangements, fire  

evacuation procedure

•    Ensure that course participants are signed in (attendee list is in the Tutor Resources section) 

•     Identify that there is a significant amount of information to be covered in a short space of time; 

however the participants will have plenty to offer and it is useful to share experiences

•    Mention that there are practical activities and group activities in the training course

•    Let the participants know that if they completed the optional learning activity, this will  

      provide useful background thinking for this session

Slide 2  Activity 1: Lingo bingo

 Allow about 3 minutes for this activity

Aim: 
For participants to get to know each other, move around and have the opportunity to speak

Resources:
Lingo bingo in Participant Books

Presentation of task: 


Ask participants to try and get a signature in each of the boxes of their Lingo bingo activity sheet 
(in Participant Book).

Participants will need to move around and can ask other participants one question.

If the participant that they speak to cannot sign the individual box they have asked about, the 
participant must move on and find someone else.
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Learning objectives: Session 1

 Allow 2 minutes 

Slide 3

 

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 
knowledge of when and where to refer on.

 
Mention that practitioners are able to self audit their level of knowledge and skills to ‘universal’, 
‘enhanced’ or ‘specialist’ levels of the Speech, Language and Communication Framework (SLCF) by 
going to www.communicationhelppoint.org.uk. (This course is aimed at the ‘universal’ level.)

3

Learning objectives: Session 1

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 what can go wrong in communication 
development. 



3
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Background: the importance of communication

How do we communicate?
 Allow 7 minutes

Slide 4

Communication is two way. It relies on the input and understanding of information and also on the 
sharing of information with another person.

Slide 5

Highlight what constitutes speech, language and communication.

•    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.

4

How do we communicate?

We	hear,		
attend	and					
listen	

We use words to 
share meaning – 
TALKING 

Using language to interact with other people – COMMUNICATION
We have to want, need and be confident to communicate

We put together what we hear, and UNDERSTAND
We plan and organise what we will say

We make and use 
sounds  to form 
words – SPEECH

With thanks to The Communication Trust for this model

4

5

Speech, language and  
communication (SLC)

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.

5
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Slide 6 

Speech, language and communication are a fundamental life skill, impacting on lots of different 
areas. For example, 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.

If participants want more information on how poor communication skills affect learning, behaviour and 
outcomes in later life, refer them to Talking About a Generation - The Communication Trust 2017 
(available to download at www.thecommunicationtrust.org.uk )
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

6

Links to other areas of life

 
 

Learning 
 

 

Behaviour 
 

Social 
development 

Emotional 
development 

Speech, 
language and 

communication 

With thanks to The Communication Trust for this model 6
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Why is communication and language  
development important for children under 3? 
 Allow 10 minutes 

Slide 7 

Babbling, which occurs as strings of repeated syllables (ba-ba-ba, da-da-da) or mixture of syllables 
(ba-da-ga) around the age of 7 months is a strong predictor of later language production: children 
who babble early tend to be those who start to talk early, most likely because babbling allows 
children to practice the sounds of their language.1

A child’s development score at just 22 months can serve as an accurate predictor of educational 
outcomes at 26 years.2 The vocabulary a child has at aged 5 is a predictor of their educational 
success and outcomes at age 30.3  

We also know that the amount and type of language children of different backgrounds are exposed 
to varies significantly. Hart and Risley’s4 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).

At the same time, children’s brains are developing very rapidly, with 75% of the brain growth 
occurring in the first two years of life.5 The experiences that children have at this young age 
physically affects the structure of their brains.6 

7

Why focus on communication in the 
0-3s?

Babbling around the age of 7 months is a strong predictor of 
later language production

By 22 months – a child’s development can predict 
outcomes at age 26.


By 2 years – 75% of a child’s brain growth has occurred. 
The experiences of the child physically affect the brain 
structure.


By 4 years – the difference in the number of words different 
groups of children hear is 19 million.


By 5 years – a child’s vocabulary will predict their 
educational success and outcomes at age 30.


7

1 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.
2 Feinstein, L. (2003) in Allen, G. (2011) Smart investment: massive savings. London: Cabinet Office
3 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
4 Hart, B. and Risley, T.R. (1995) Meaningful differences in the everyday experience of young American children. Baltimore, MD: Brookes
5 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
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
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Slide 8

This focus on the importance of early communication is reflected in several recent reports and 
reviews.7,8 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

7 Law et al (2017) Early Language Development: Needs, provision, and intervention for preschool children from socio-economically disadvantage backgrounds  
  Endowment Foundation. EEF and PHE
8 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/ 
  Law et al (2017) Language as a wellbeing indicator. EIF

8

The importance of early intervention

Early intervention: 

•  improves outcomes for children

•  may maximise language acquisition

•  helps identify communication difficulty

•  is effective and cost efficient

...
8
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Slide 9

Focusing on communication development in children aged 0-3 years is undoubtedly crucial: 

•    It may minimise potential secondary difficulties such as the incidence of emotional and 
behavioural difficulties.

•    Early intervention is likely to maximise the child’s communication development and improve  
future outcomes. 

•    By focusing on children at this young age, not only can we provide preventative intervention  
for all children, but we are also able to nurture and support those who are most ‘at risk’ of 
developing speech, language and communication difficulties. 

 
Key roles that practitioners have to play at this stage will be discussed later in the session.  
However, the importance of attachment and warm, positive relationships to the development of 
communication have been identified (guidelines in the ‘Early Years Foundation Stage’ in England, 
‘Foundation Phase’ in Wales and ‘Birth to Three: Supporting our youngest children’ in Scotland). 
Practitioners working with young children are ideally placed to foster close relationships and support 
families to promote positive attachment.. This is also supported in England’s EYFS requirement for a 
key person.10

Supporting attachment with parents and carers can also be achieved through close working 
together. This is one aspect which is discussed in some of the resources in the Early Talk toolkit. 

Although attachment is universal, there are differences in the understanding of attachment between 
cultural groups. Appreciating these differences can help families and practitioners work together 
more effectively.

This young age is also one where early identification of speech, language and communication 
needs (SLCN) and language delay is possible and where, if identification occurs early, intervention 
may be possible.

9

The importance of early intervention 
(cont.)

•  may minimise potential secondary difficulties

• supports all children

• supports those ‘at risk’

• addresses attachment issues

• forms close partnerships with parents and other  
practitioners.



9
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The Healthy Child Programme (DoH, October 2009) recommends developmental screening of 
children at the age of one and two and a half years. It is recommended that this is carried out by a 
team led by health visitors but with active involvement from parents and carers. The tools used are 
The Ages and Stages Questionnaire (ASQ-3 ) and The Ages and Stages Questionnaire - Social and 
Emotional.

The ASQ-3 reviews 5 areas of child development and the ASQ -SE 2, provides information from 8 
domains of child social and emotional development. Both act as a starting point for discussion.

The EYFS identifies that all children in early years settings should have a progress check at age 2. 
Written information must be provided to parents/carers and the check ‘should be provided in time to 
inform the Healthy Child Programme health and development review.’11 

Both these aspects mean that early years or other family facing practitioners may be among the first 
professionals to be in a position to identify emerging SLCN. They may also be the first professionals  
to raise the issue with parents or discuss parents’ concerns. These issues will be discussed later 
in the course.

10 Department for Education (2014) Statutory Framework for the Early Years Foundation Stage: Setting the standards for learning, development and care for children from  
    birth to five
11 Department of Health (2009) Healthy Child Programme: The two year review. See www.dh.gov.uk/publications
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Unit 1: Early communication development 
 Allow 35 minutes overall, including Activities 2 and 3

Notes for guidance

Acknowledge that there may be a wealth of expertise in the room and that the intention is to 
highlight understanding of communication development. This section provides the opportunity 
to clarify understanding about communication and language development and establish shared 
understanding of terminology. 

This training is based on theories and models of monolingual English language development. 
Practitioners will need to be mindful and sensitive to parents they want to engage as aspects 
such as attachment, parents as partners and adult child interaction styles vary hugely from 
culture to culture.

How does communication begin?

Slide 10  Activity 2: How do babies and toddlers communicate?

 Allow about 5 minutes for this activity

Aim: 
To encourage participants to think about the different aspects of communication in babies and 
toddlers. 

Resources: 
Flipchart and pens for feedback.

Presentation of task:  
Ask group the question, ‘How do babies and toddlers communicate?’

Prompt the group to name ways or examples of communication and write these on flipchart.

Highlight some differences between how babies/children communicate compared to adults,  
e.g. cry, write, vocalise, clear speech.

Note: These are the very first stages of communication development which then goes on to 
become the understanding and use of words (language) and increasingly adult sounds in words 
(speech).

Refer participants to the Understanding Communication Development book and the Ages and 
Stages poster in the toolkit. Highlight section in the Participant Book with more detailed information 
on stages of communication and language development from birth to 24 months.
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Building blocks and skills needed to communicate
 Allow 15 minutes for this section 

Slide 11

 

                                                                 

You will see from this slide that early interaction is vital – this supports the first four levels of 
the building blocks.

In the earliest part of the diagram, 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 actual speech sounds that we use to make clear words) is the very last block in the 
diagram – the very tip of the iceberg of development.

Refer participants to the Building Blocks of Language (Liz Scott, Greater Glasgow and Clyde NHS) 
in their Participant Book. Optional film clip: The pyramid of speech and language development - 
Hounslow can be viewed online on Youtube.

11

Building blocks of language 

11
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Communicating in home languages
It is important, at this point, to note that children will develop the language that they hear used 
around them. 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. This is vital for good overall language development and can then 
provide a foundation for other languages that are to be learnt. (There is a section on English as  
an additional language in the Understanding Communication Development book in the toolkit.)

The language of the setting (in many cases, English) can be learnt once the home language has  
been established.   
 
Slide 12  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Slide 12 identifies statements about the development of language for consideration when  
English is not the first language to be developed. 
 

Stages of development
Slide 13

12

How do children learning more than 
one language develop SLC skills?

	
	
	
	
	


Skills develop by the 

same means 
whatever the 

language.



They always follow a 

developmental 
pattern but patterns 
vary depending on 

the language.



Bilingualism is a 

recognised 
advantage.



Mixing words from 
both languages in a 
sentence is a normal 

part of bilingual 
language 

development.


Becoming bilingual is a 
gradual process and 
can take years rather 

than months.

Encourage parents to 
talk to their children 
in the language they 

would naturally use at 
home.


Adapted model from The Communication Trust 12

13

Do you know what to expect of speech 
and language development 0-3 years? 


Listening and attention

Understanding  

Speech sounds and talk

Communication skills for 
social interaction 

13
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Slide 14  Activity 3: Stages of communication development   

 Allow about 10 minutes for this activity plus 5 minutes feedback 

Aim: 
To encourage participants to think about what they know about speech, language and 
communication (SLC) development and the age and order in which communication skills develop.

Resources: 
Blank forms with table for ages and areas of communication development (in Participant Book).

 Presentation of task:  
In pairs or threes, encourage participants to think about what babies and toddlers are typically 
doing and at what age, in terms of listening and attention/understanding/speech sounds and talk/ 
communication for social interaction.

Ensure that participants do not have access to the answers section in their Participant Book or 
other resources from the toolkit while completing this task.

 Feedback: 
Feed back and relate to Ages and Stages poster and also Progress Check (both in toolkit). Ask 
participants if there were any surprises.

Points to highlight: 
 •   That the stages of SLC development increase in complexity.  

 •    That there are typical ages linked with the stages. It is worth participants identifying whether 
they have linked the stages with the right ages, i.e. are their expectations too high or too low?

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.

There are different types of bilingualism which might be observed in babies and toddlers :

Simultaneous - where the he child is exposed to and acquires two languages simultaneously from 
birth or before the age of 3 years.

Sequential/successive - where the first language is acquired and the second learned afterwards. 
This is the most common form in the UK.

Passive - this refers to  pre school children who are monolingual in their home language but receive 
passive exposure to English from their surroundings e.g. TV, siblings who are at school.  Point out 
that passive exposure to TV won’t develop English and that if the sibling is using English then the 
child is likely to be a sequential bilingual. 
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Unit 2: Factors affecting communication 
development
 Allow 40 minutes overall, including Activity 4  

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. 

It seems relevant to determine the considerations to take into account when supporting 
communication development at this young age. 

Slide 15

•    There is a wide range of variation between children as they develop and 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%).12 
 
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, in which case with the added stimulation 
of an early years setting/group, and/or with support to the parent/s, you may see change over 
time. Children from severely language-deprived backgrounds can show remarkable recovery when 
placed in a facilitative environment.13                                                            

•    Evidence of children’s development may show variation dependent on how they present with 
different adults and in different environments.  

12   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

13 Bishop, D. and Mogford, K. (1993) Language development in exceptional circumstances. LEA Hove (UK)/Hillside   

15

Unit 2 : Factors affecting 
communication development 

Considerations – variation
•  There is a wide variation in typical development between

different children. 

•  Variation also exists within each child and for each child  
in different contexts.

•  Child-led interventions require time and skill so that the child’s 
interest in and motivation to learn remain active.

•  Parenting behaviour may vary between families and could  
be influenced by a wide range of circumstances. 

......
15
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Behaviour observed in the setting may not be reflective of communication skills demonstrated   
at home and vice versa. Therefore it is important not to generalise or make assumptions about  
what children 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, as 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). 
 
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 capitalise on children’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. 
It’s important to engage in dialogue to avoid stereotyping and assumption making. Ask lots of 
questions.

Slide 16

•    There is often a focus on ‘activities’ rather than interacting during everyday routines and situations 
E.g. during nappy changing times

•   Close, effective work with parents is vital.

•    Practitioners have to devote significant time to meet children’s physical, health and safety needs.  
These can be useful times for supporting communication and language E.g. when children are 
eating.

16

Considerations – support


•  The focus should be on interaction rather than activities. 

•  Close, effective working with parents is vital.

•  Practitioners have to devote significant time to meet 
children’s physical, health and safety needs. (Routines can 
be a useful time to support communication development.) 



16
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What can go wrong in communication 
development?
Slide 17

Risk factors may have an impact on communication development, which may present as: 

•   expressive language delay (late talking)

•     receptive language delay (difficulty in understanding spoken language)

•    Social interaction difficulty (difficulty in understanding the meaning of language in context and 
difficulty in understanding and using the social rules of language)

•     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.

17

What can go wrong? Speech, language 
and communication needs (SLCN)


•  Expressive language delay

•  Receptive language delay

•  Social interaction difficulty

•  Speech sound difficulty 

•  Combination of any of the above.

17
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Impact of risk factors

Notes for guidance

Some of the following risk factors may be controversial or may be unfamiliar to participants and 
some explanation may be required. Ask participants whether they are surprised to see any of 
the factors listed and discuss as appropriate.

Slide 18  Activity 4: What are the risk factors?

 Allow about 15 minutes for this activity overall

Aim: 
To consider risk factors that may affect children’s development of communication skills.

Resources: 
Blu-tack and sheet with potential risk and resilience factors on (in Tutor Resources section), cut up 
and divided between the groups.

Flipchart with the nature and nurture axis drawn as shown below.

Presentation of task: 

 Allow 8 minutes

Ask participants to:

•   close their Participant Books

•   work in groups of around four, or as a whole group, depending on the size of the group

•    identify risk and resilience factors, which might affect the development of communication  
skills in young children

•   identify whether these relate to ‘nature’ or ‘nurture’

•   move the individual factors in relation to the flipchart to identify whether they have a positive or  
     negative influence. 
 
Feedback: 

 Allow 5 minutes

Invite participants to either place each factor directly on to the flipchart axis, or to indicate where 
each factor should go.

Discuss controversial/uncertain factors. Encourage participants to share their experiences  
(ensure the discussion stays within time).
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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
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Nature influences

Slide 19

•   Family history of SLCN 
•   Primary diagnoses of 
  –   sensory impairment (vision or hearing) 
  –   genetic conditions, e.g. Down’s syndrome 
  –   other medical conditions, e.g. cerebral palsy 
  –   cognitive impairment  
 •    Pre- or peri-natal difficulties (e.g. low birth weight, pre-term and birth trauma) - Practitioners need 

to be aware of children who have been born prematurely. It is important to take account of the 
expected date of delivery as well as the actual date of birth when monitoring development

•    Upper respiratory infection and glue ear. There is an increased risk of glue ear in families who 
smoke.

Definite causal links have been made between intermittent hearing loss in the first 18 months of life 
and later communication difficulties.14 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.

19

Risk factors: nature

• Family history of speech, language and communication
needs (SLCN)

•  Primary diagnoses: 
•  sensory impairment
•  genetic conditions, e.g. Down’s syndrome
•  other medical conditions, e.g. cerebral palsy
•  cognitive impairment

•  Pre- or peri-natal difficulties (e.g. low birthweight, 
pre-term and birth trauma)

•  Upper respiratory tract infections and otitis media effusion 
(glue ear).

19

14 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
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Nurture influences

Slide 20   

Notes for guidance

The following issues are becoming increasingly controversial and research is highlighting 
the impact of environment and socio-economic background on children’s potential for 
development. Tutors may need to anticipate varied responses to the following information.

The following facts are available for discussion with the group, if time allows:

Low socio-economic (SE) background 

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%.15 More recent research 
indicates that it is not poverty, itself, which matters most but what parents do to promote their 
children’s communication skills.16 

In addition social disadvantage in children has been linked with disordered attachment which impacts 
on communication development.17

Caution in discussing these issues is advisable. Children from all social groups are equally likely to 
be affected by developmental language disorder and/or language disorder associated with autism/
cerebral palsy/Down Syndrome etc., 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. 

20

Risk factors: nurture

•  Lower socio-economic background*
•  Physical/mental illness in carer (e.g. depression, alcohol/

substance misuse)
•  Carer’s communicative behaviours:

•    reduced responsiveness (parent responds less often)
•    reduced contingency (parental responses less sensitive to  

  baby’s lead)
•    less adaptive interaction (rate and complexity of carer’s talk  

  and use of intonation)
•  Parenting practices, e.g.:

•    wallpaper TV
•    dummy and bottle use. 

       
* Linked to communication delay but not Speech Language Impairment (SLI) 20

15 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
16 All Party Parliamentary Group on Speech and Language Difficulties (2013) The links between speech, language and communication needs and social disadvantage 
17  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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Illness/addiction 
Parental illness,  depression and parents health and wellbeing, 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, father 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 
or poor attachment will generally elicit fewer and less rewarding ‘conversations’ with their carer. The 
relationship between parent and child behaviour is cyclical.  

Television
Television viewing is a controversial issue: there is some evidence that screen time has a negative 
impact on language acquisition but it’s too soon to say what the long term effect will be on children 
growing up with screens.18 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 
for positive interactions with children.  

It is considered that TV 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.

Dummies and bottles 
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 dummy in their mouth; this prevents normal 

movement of the tongue and jaw 
•   have an impact on the frequency of occurrences of otitis media.19

18 Sigman, A. (2008) Does not compute – screen technology in early years education. See http://www.rmet.co.uk/DoesNotCompute.pdf
19 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.

There needs to be 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 ‘dummies hide smiles’ 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 

Slides 21 and 22  

Children learning to communicate who are exposed to more than one language at a time may 
take longer to achieve milestones in 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 two or more  languages 
as proficiently as their peers. 

Equally 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 as 
there are cultural and cognitive advantages to bilingualism:

• Talking to children in their strongest language will provide a solid foundation on which other 
languages can be learned.

• Learning more than one language is good for general learning.

• It’s important for social and cultural identity.

21

Risk factor?

Are bilingual children more likely to have  
communication difficulties?

No

Children learning to communicate who are exposed to 
more than one language at a time may take longer to 
achieve milestones but they are no more likely to be 
affected by specific language difficulties 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. 

 21 22

More than one language

• Additional language learning is not an indicator for SLCN;  
nor are limited English skills, where the home language is  
developing as expected.

• However, some children who are learning more than one  
language will have SLCN. This is because developing SLC  
skills is difficult for them whatever the language and they  
would have difficulties whether they were learning two  
languages or one.

• It is really important to identify these children’s needs, but  
it can be quite difficult.
	
	 With thanks to The Communication Trust for this slide  22



© I CAN 2018 Early Talk (0 - 5 years) Working with under 3s: Positive approaches in communication development training.  
This resource has been developed by and is the intellectual property of I CAN, the children’s communication charity. 31

Early Communication Development
from birth-5 years

l i ti l t

Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet 

Working with under 3s

However, 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.

One aspect of bilingualism to be aware of is code switching, where the child uses words from 
different languages in the same sentence. This is not a problem as long as there is consistency in 
terms of vocabulary use in a sentence. It is  a very normal aspect of second language acquisition.  
It can reduce over time as proficiency improves in the new language, but equally can form part of  
the adults normal communication pattern.

Summary

Conclude the discussion of risk factors as follows.

Slides 23 and 24

Discuss the fact that:

•   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) 

•    some factors may support the child and work against the risk factors (e.g. adult carers 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.

23

Summary

•  None of these factors on its 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).

...



23 24

Summary (cont.)

...
• Some factors may be generated by the environment and  
may pose a risk (e.g. isolation from other children). 

• Some factors may support the child and work against the  
risk factors (e.g. adult carers willing to play frequently).


24
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Unit 3: Who can help and how?
 Allow 45 minutes for Units 3 and 4

This and the following units consider the three routes that need to be explored when developing 
speech, language and communication in children. 
 
•   The role of the practitioner – what can you do to help? 
•   Who can help locally? 
•   Who can help nationally?

There are key roles for practitioners working with children and their families in supporting 
communication development in the 0-3 age range. Through such roles, practitioners are best placed 
for identifying any difficulties that might be occurring as children develop.

Slide 25  Activity 5: Role of practitioners

 Allow about 13 minutes for this activity including feedback 

Divide into five groups. Ensure groups are represented by a range of professions if possible

Aim: 
How can you as a practitioner support children’s speech, language and communication 
development?

Resources: 
Flipcharts with different headings: 1) Observation and planning  2) Identification of need  
3) Partnership with parents 4) Intervention/support 5) Collaboration/working with others

Different groups to work on different flipcharts. These can be rotated part way through,  
but keep a check on the time.

Presentation of task: 

 Allow 8 minutes

(Ask delegates to close their Participant Books during this activity.) Each group to consider 
the theme on their flipchart. Ask each group to identify why each aspect is important, what 
practitioners can do to enable this activity and how they will monitor the impact. 

Feedback: 

 Allow 5 minutes

Each group feeds back to the whole group about what is on the flipchart in front of them.   
More information will be given on these areas through the next slides.  
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Alternative Activity 5: Role of practitioners

N.B. there is not a slide to accompany this activity.

 Allow about 13 minutes for this activity including feedback

Divide into groups of 4 – 6.

Aim: 
What are the different roles of practitioners in supporting young children’s speech, language and 
communication (SLC) development?

Resources: 
Scenarios in Participant Book.

Different groups look at different scenarios. These can be rotated part way through, if time allows.

Presentation of task: 

 Allow 8 minutes

In groups of 4 – 6, participants consider the scenario in front of them and answer the questions. 

Feedback: 

 Allow 5 minutes

Feedback to focus on the different roles of the practitioner. Gather feedback into the different 
topic areas: 1) Observation and planning  2) Identification of need  3) Partnership with parents  
4) Intervention/support  5) Collaboration/working with others.

More information will be given on these areas through the next slides.  
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Role of the practitioner 
Use the following slides to support feedback from Activity 5. 

Observation and planning

 Allow 3 minutes

Slides 26 and 27 

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 it should be considered that: 

•    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, and speech and language therapy  
 assessment/advice, the practitioner will adapt their planning to include appropriate     
 interventions.

26

Observation and planning

Useful for:

• Ensuring children are settled and happy

• Enabling development through a range of support and     
activities

• Identifying specific needs

26 27

Observation and planning 
(cont.)

...
Observations made by early-years practitioners and health 
visitors are invaluable.

•  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, and speech 

and language therapy assessment/advice, the practitioner 
will adapt their planning to include appropriate 
interventions.

27
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Slides 28-31

29

Observing SLC:  
Principles of good practice (cont.)


•         Children and their parents should know what’s          
happening and why, and have opportunities to share their 
views

• Once is almost certainly not enough

• Include information about the context

• Note carefully


29

31

Observation case study (cont.)


• analysing – using your observations and being clear about   
what you have found out, using examples to explain

• evaluation and reflection – what went well, what the child’s  
successes were and what you could improve next time.





With thanks to The Communication Trust for this slide 31

28

• Be clear about the purpose of your observation.

• Look at speech, language and communication as  
part of the whole child.

• Planned and spontaneous observations are both   
important.


...



	

Observing SLC: 
Principles of good practice

With thanks to The Communication Trust for this slide 28

30

Skills needed:

•observation – watching what the child, and others  
involved, do and say

• recording – making a careful note of your observations    
and the context

• checking – using information on development to see if a  
child is on track.

...


Observation case study

With thanks to The Communication Trust for this slide 30
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Identification of need

 Allow 3 minutes

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 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 that time. This is 
because, at this age, children’s skills are very much dependent on where they are when they learn 
those skills.

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. Refer to I CAN’s Ages and Stages of SLC development poster, Progress 
Check pad and Development Matters (or EYFS Early Years Outcomes) 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.20

 

20 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
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Slides 32 and 33 

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. Those children who are yet to develop English may present with 
limited talking. You would expect to see progress within one term.

•    Limited or no facial expression/poor social skills. Remember in some cultures eye contact is seen 
as disrespectful.

•    Difficulty in understanding directions and/or information. With children new to English it may be 
necessary to initially assess their skills in their home language.

•   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.21 This is before 5 ½ and studies have shown that 
vocabulary at age 2 predicts performance on entry to primary school22 which is linked with later 
educational outcomes and success; so the earlier difficulties are identified, the better.

21  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

22  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

32

Identification of communication 
difficulties

The practitioner may through observation, assessment and 
planning begin to identify some children with SLCN. Such 
children may need to be referred to the speech and language 
therapy service.

Referral may be considered for the following reasons:

•  poor or no expressive language

•  limited or no facial expression/poor social skills

•  difficulty in understanding instructions and/or  

information 
...
 32 33

Identification of communication 
difficulties (cont.)

•  unusual speech sounds that 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.


33



Early Communication Development
from birth-5 years

l i ti l t

Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet 

© I CAN 2018 Early Talk (0 - 5 years) Working with under 3s: Positive approaches in communication development training.  
This resource has been developed by and is the intellectual property of I CAN, the children’s communication charity.38

Working with under 3s

Partnership with parents and carers

 Allow 3 minutes

Slides 34 and 35

Practitioners have a responsibility to work in partnership with parents/carers and this partnership 
approach 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.

Support parents 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)23

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

35

Methods of supporting parents 

•  Model communication-supportive interaction.

•  Provide information regarding communication     
development and strategies to support it.

•  Provide information on the child’s development in  
this area.

•  Refer for support if needed and agreed. 


3534

Partnership with parents and carers


•  Early-years practitioners and family-facing practitioners 

have a responsibility to work in partnership with parent/
carers.


•  Partnership with parents is beneficial for all children but 

is particularly important for a child with an established 
additional need.


•  Parents may be wary of ‘specialists’.


Well-informed parents who trust the practitioner  
are more able to support their child.

34
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Support and intervention

 Allow 3 minutes 

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.

Slides 36 and 37 

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 

•    co-ordinate the support programme in the setting/group by adapting the planning and following 
any individualised plans that might be in place

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

•   celebrate progress.  

36

Support and intervention

•  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.

...  36 37

Support and intervention (cont.)

...
•   Co-ordinate the support programme in the setting/group by  
    adapting the planning and following any Individualised  
    Education Plan (IEP) that might be in place.

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

•   Celebrate progress.  



37
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Collaboration with others

 Allow 3 minutes 

Slide 38

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.

38

Collaboration with others

•  Liaise appropriately with local groups and agencies to  
    co-ordinate approaches to provision for SLC development.

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

•  Different practitioners and organisations have time  
    together. 

•  Work with others to provide parents and staff with the  
    information they need.

...



38
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Slide 39

More key actions are:

•  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.

More details of the above areas are given in I CAN’s guide to good practice Making a Difference. 

39

Collaboration with others (cont.)

...

•  Ensure 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. SENCO, area SENCO, 
development officers or education officers with responsibility  
for early years can advise and recommend a course of action.

•  Health visitors are often aware of local support services.

39
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Unit 4: Seeking support 

Notes for guidance

This is an opportunity to provide information on what is available locally. There may not be time 
to do this within the session, but contact names, numbers and leaflets can be signposted.

If the trainer does not have local knowledge, encourage participants to let each other know 
of useful contacts. This could be something that is circulated after the session, as a way of 
developing a network of interested practitioners.

Slide 40

It is important to get to know the local contacts and local systems. Try setting up a visit to find out 
more or invite a representative to come and talk to your setting/service.

•    Local Speech and Language Therapy service: local pathway possibly leading to referral, 
assessment and intervention

•   Local Health Visiting service: advice and sharing ideas
•   Other local agencies and contacts. 
 
 
 

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 - this includes you. However, referrals cannot  
be made without parental consent and staff must ensure that the parent understands what the 
concerns are. Most services have an access criteria and it is worth practitioners finding out what this 
is locally so that they can give parents accurate advice.

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.  

40

Unit 4 : Seeking support 

Local support

•  Local speech and language therapy service:  
referral, assessment and intervention (local pathway)

•  Local Sure Start service: advice and sharing ideas

•  Other local agencies and contacts 


40
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Slide 41  Activity 6: When to seek support and how to refer on

 Allow about 13 minutes for this activity overall

Aim: 
To encourage participants to identify communication difficulties

Resources: 
Case samples for Activity 6 (in Participant Book) 
Flipchart and pens

Presentation of task:

 Allow 10 minutes

•   Split participants into groups of 4 
•   Each group to take one of the case samples 
•   Discuss the case and answer the questions on the sheet. 
 
If participants finish their discussions very quickly, give them another case to discuss.

Feedback:

 Allow 3 minutes

Gather feedback from groups about possible action on to the flipchart.  
Tutor draws conclusions from this and leads a short discussion if there is time. 

Points to highlight: 
•   In this activity we are just looking at language and communication.
•   Parents are always the first people to discuss concerns with. 
•   There may be other difficulties a child is experiencing, e.g. physical skills which may need      
     observation and require noting on a referral.
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Where to seek support nationally
Slide 42

•    Talking Point: website providing information, advice and tips for parents and professionals at 
www.talkingpoint.org.uk. Includes a progress checker for parents and professionals to find out 
how a child’s communication and language development compares with typical stages at  
http://www.talkingpoint.org.uk/ParentDirectory/Progress-Checker.aspx

•    Talk to your baby: information for parents and professionals at www.talktoyourbaby.org.uk.   
Also runs the Words for Life campaign at www.wordsforlife.org.uk

•    Early Support Programme: advice and support booklets available in England but web access is 
available across the UK at www.ncb.org.uk/early-support 

•    I CAN Help is for parents and professionals who have concerns about children:  
020 7843 2544 or enquiries@ican.org.uk. Parents or professionals can contact I CAN and arrange 
a telephone call with a speech and language therapist to discuss queries or concerns.

Slide 43

•   I CAN: advice leaflets for parents and professionals at www.ican.org.uk 
•    Afasic: an organisation primarily for parents, but advice leaflets are available for parents and 

professionals at www.afasic.org.uk 
•    Education Scotland: general information for professionals in Scotland and other countries in the 

UK at www.educationscotland.gov.uk 
•    Royal College of Speech and Language Therapists: information about speech and language 

therapy at www.rcslt.org 

42

National support

•  Talking Point: website providing advice and tips for parents 
and professionals at 
www.talkingpoint.org.uk

•  Talk to your baby: information for parents and professionals at  
www.literacytrust.org.uk/talktoyourbaby and 
www.wordsforlife.org.uk

•  Early Support Programme: advice and support booklets 
available in England but web access UK-wide at 
www.ncb.org.uk/early-support

•  I CAN Help for parents and professionals who have concerns 
about children: 020 7843 2544 or enquiries@ican.org.uk

42

43

 National support (cont.)

...

•  I CAN: advice leaflets for parents and professionals at  
www.ican.org.uk

•  AFASIC: organisation primarily for parents but advice leaflets 
available for parents and professionals at 
www.afasic.org.uk

•  Education Scotland: general information for professionals in 
Scotland at www.educationscotland.gov.uk

•  Royal College of Speech and Language Therapists: 
information about speech and language therapy at  
www.rcslt.org

43
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Slides 44

BREAK FOR LUNCH
 

44

Any questions?
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Tutor Notes: Session 2

General resource checklist for Session 2

Resources

PowerPoint presentation equipment and/or overhead projector

Participant Books

Flipchart

‘Post it’ notes

Coloured marker pens

Video clips - Still face experiment, if using optional Activity A

Learning To Talk DVD 

Chatter Matters DVD - if using optional Activity B

DVD player

Babbling Babies and Toddler Talk/Ready, Steady, Talk packs (either from toolkits, or 
one per group is enough)

Target setting document (contained in the Participant Book)
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Programme for Session 2

 Allow 2½ hours for Session 2

Timings What will I need?

•   Participant Books 
•    Access to PowerPoint

Unit 5: Language, play and cognition/learning 
development

•   Links between play, language and cognition/
learning development

•  Activity 7: Understanding the relationship  
    between play, language and cognition/   
    learning development

•  Development of play

30 minutes •   Flipchart and pens 
•   Access to PowerPoint  
•   Participant Books
•    Cut up photographs, at 

least one per group.  
Tutor resources Page 80

•   Still face experiment video  
     clip if using optional  
     Activity A

Unit 6:  Creating a communication supportive
environment

•  Key methods of supporting communication   
    development

•  Activity 8: Supporting communication  
    development

•  Area 1: Communication supportive environments

•  Area 2: Routines and activities

•  Activity 9: Activities for developing language

•  Area 3: Adult interaction

•  Activity 10: Observing practitioner interaction

•  Summary: Combining factors to support  
    communication and language development

•  Activity 11: Developing language

•  Conclusion

1 hour  
 45 minutes

•   Access to PowerPoint
•   Flipchart and pen
•   Post it notes
•   Participant Books
•   DVD player
•    Learning to Talk DVD
•    Chatter Matters DVD – if 

using optional Activity B

Plenary

•  Target setting

•  Course evaluation

15 minutes •   Participant Books
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Session 2: Positive approaches in communication 
development

 Allow 2½ hours for Session 2

Learning objectives: Session 2  
 Allow 5 minutes

Slides 45 and 46

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.

45

Working with under 3s


Session 2: Positive approaches in 
communication development 



45 46

Learning objectives: Session 2

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

• Consider how babies and toddlers learn
• Understand the relationship between play, cognition/ 
learning and language development
• Identify the stages of play development and its links with 
language acquisition
• Be able to use a range of strategies to support all children’s 
communication development 
• Gain ideas for activities that can develop language and play     
within an everyday play environment
• Consider the role of the environment in supporting  
SLC development

 46



© I CAN 2018 Early Talk (0 - 5 years) Working with under 3s: Positive approaches in communication development training.  
This resource has been developed by and is the intellectual property of I CAN, the children’s communication charity. 49

Early Communication Development
from birth-5 years

l i ti l t

Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet 

Working with under 3s

Unit 5: Language, play and cognition/learning 
development

 Allow 30 minutes in total, including activity 

 Allow 15 minutes for first section (including Activity 1)

Slide 47 

The slide shows that there is a huge amount of brain growth in the first few months and that the 
majority of the growth happens before the age of 2.  

How the brain changes physically depends largely on what opportunities are provided for the child.24

Slide 48

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.

24 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

47

Unit 5 : Language , play, cognition/
learning development

Brain development 
•  ‘During the first eight months of life, there is an eight fold  

increase in synaptic density while the developing neurons  
in the brain are actively “seeking” their appropriate    
connections’(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)


•  ‘75% of brain growth occurs between birth and the age of  

2’(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).

 47

48

Babies and children are drivers for 
communication

• From the moment a child is born, they are actively seeking  
out stimulation and opportunity. 

• Their brains have extra cell connections which either grow or  
die, depending on the response from those around them.

• Those opportunities are either seized and nurtured or  
missed.

• There is a clear indication that a reciprocal relationship  
exists between the child’s language and behaviour and  
the parents’ (adults’) interaction style.      
(See http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=apzXGEbZht0)

48
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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.25

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

At this point, tutors may wish to show the ‘Still face experiment’ which demonstrates how a child’s 
communication attempts link very closely with the response from the adult. This sequence is just 
under 3 minutes long and available on youtube (www.youtube.com/watch?v=apzXGEbZht0) or on  
the Words for Life website (www.wordsforlife.org.uk/video/still-face-experiment).  

Links between play, language and  
cognition/learning development
Learning (or cognition) is closely linked with play and language development: play provides the 
opportunities for learning. This then provides a foundation for language development.

Slide 49  Activity 7: Understanding the relationship between play, language and  
cognition/learning development

 Allow about 10 minutes for this activity 

Aim: 
To consider how different activities support the development of play, language and  
cognition/learning.

Resources: 
 •    Cut up photographs, at least one per group  (Tutor Resources)

Presentation of task: 
 •    Divide into at least four or five groups. Each group discusses a photograph of a  

child/children at play.
 •    The group must identify what might be happening in terms of the development of play, 

cognition/learning and language development.

 •   Select a few photographs to feed back to the whole group.
 •   Discuss together how important each area is to the other.

25  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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Slides 50 and 51

These slides summarise a definition of cognition:

Cognition/learning - Terms referring to the mental processes involved in gaining knowledge and 
understanding, including thinking, knowing, remembering, judging and problem-solving. 

These are higher-level functions of the brain and encompass language, imagination, perception and 
planning.

Learning/Cognitive development and in particular the ability to use and understand symbols 
enables a child to grasp the system of symbols that underpin our language.

Learning/Cognitive development allows a child to become involved in increasingly complicated 
activities that can be observed in the developmental stages of play.

The view of play can change depending on who describes it. Ask participants to turn to the person 
next to them and briefly discuss play from the perspective of an adult and then a child. Then show 
slides 52 and 53.

51

Play, language and cognition

Cognitive development allows a 
child to become involved in 
increasingly complicated activities 
that can be observed in the 
developmental stages of play.


Cognitive development and in particular the ability to 
use and understand symbols enable a child to grasp the 
system of symbols that underpins our language.

51

Play

Language Cognition/
learning

50

Cognition/learning

A term referring to the mental processes involved in gaining 
knowledge and understanding, including thinking, 
knowing, remembering, judging and problem-solving. 

These are higher-level functions of the brain and 
encompass language, imagination, perception and 
planning.


50

53

What is play?

...to a practitioner?

•  A window through which we observe cognitive 
development

•  A vehicle through which we influence the growth of 
cognition and support communication development



5352

What is play?

...to a child?


‘The eager engagement in pleasurable physical or 
mental effort to obtain emotional satisfaction’

(Mary D. Sheridan)


‘The sum total of every moment (that felt right) from 
waking up to going to bed…Life itself, a positive and 
creative way of living’

(Brenda Crow, author of Play is a feeling)
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To a child? 
‘The eager engagement in pleasurable physical or mental effort to obtain emotional satisfaction’  
(Mary D. Sheridan).

‘The sum total of every moment (that felt right) from waking up to going to bed…Life itself, a positive 
and creative way of living’ (Brenda Crow, author – Play is a feeling).

To a practitioner? 
A window through which we observe cognitive development.26

A vehicle through which we influence the growth of cognition and support communication 
development.

Most practitioners are aware that language development and the development of play skills go hand 
in hand. Language and play are also underpinned by the same cognitive skills. In addition language 
learning is supported through play. 

26  Forman, G. and Hall, E. (2005) Wondering with children: the importance of observation in early education. Early Childhood Research & Practice, Vol. 7, No. 2.  
See http://ecrp.uiuc.edu/v7n2/forman.html
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Slide 54

Play is nicely summed up by Fromberg and Gullo:27 Play enhances language development, social 
competence, creativity, imagination, and thinking skills. 

Play provides an environment which is rich in motivation, experience and social reward and hence 
stimulates the development of language.

Play brings about an exploration of the physical and social world which fuel a child’s cognitive 
development.

Slide 55

Language provides a means of sharing ideas, real or imagined situations, defining roles and 
managing conflict in play.

It also provides a framework for reasoning, learning and storing information which then supports 
further cognitive development.

Both play and learning/cognitive development underpin the development of language.

27 Fromberg, D.P. and Gullo, D.F. (1992) Perspectives on children. In Williams, L.R. and Fromberg, D.P. (eds.) Encyclopedia of early childhood education. New York: 
Garland Publishing Inc, pp. 191–194

54

Play, language and cognition

Cognitive development allows a 
child to become involved in 
increasingly complicated activities 
that can be observed in the 
developmental stages of play.


Cognitive development and in particular the ability to 
use and understand symbols enable a child to grasp the 
system of symbols that underpins our language.

51

Play

Language Cognition/
learning
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Encourage participants to think of these three sets of skills as a triangle. If one side is not there,  
the other sides collapse.

Caution! Participants should be clear 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 Developmental Language Disorder (DLD) do not show generalised learning difficulties 
and may cope normally with non-linguistic tasks.

Development of play 

 Allow 10 minutes for this section 

Because of the close link between language, cognition and play, the stages of development in each 
area are closely related. The Participant Book shows how each area of communication links with play 
at different ages. It also gives ideas for suitable play activities at each age.
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One theory of the stages of play

Slide 56

 
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): 
Participants can follow through this in their Participant Book and identify which language stage is 
linked to each stage of play. Also 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 8 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 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 on). Initially a doll represents 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.28 Symbolic understanding is also 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. 

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.

28 Christie, J.F. (ed.) (1991) Play and early literacy development. Albany: State University of New York Press
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Developmental stages of play

§  Exploratory

§  Relational

§  Symbolic

§  Role play
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Key message
Slide 57

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.

At this point, it is important to look at how play activities can be used (at the appropriate age) to 
support communication development and how the level of communication development is reflected 
in play development (see Participant Book).

Point out that 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. 

Acknowledge that 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.

57

Key message
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Unit 6: Creating a communication supportive 
environment 

 Allow 1 hour 40 minutes including activities

Slide 58 

In the first part of this course, we saw this slide and 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 caregiver.29

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

29 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
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Unit 6: Creating a communication 
supportive environment

Nature/nurture





Nurture




  Nature
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Key methods of supporting communication 
development

Slide 59  Activity 8: Supporting communication development

 Allow about 12 minutes in total 

Aim: 
To consider known key methods of supporting communication development

Resources: 
Post it notes 
Three flipchart pages, one each entitled: environment, routines/activities, adult interaction.  
(These are not presented to participants until after they have completed the first two steps below)

Presentation of task:
•   Ask participants to close their Participant Books.

•   Divide into groups of three or four. Each group has a pile of Post it notes.

•    Each group to write down as many ways as possible that they know of to support 
communication development. Each method to go on a different Post it note.

•    After 6 minutes of brainstorming, present the flipchart pages and ask each group to choose 
which flipchart the method should be stuck to.

•    This activity a) enables you to see which area is best known to the group and b) provides a 
basis for further discussion in the following slides/activities.

Slide 60 

Highlight how these considerations for communication development relate to each other. Here, 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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What affects communication 
development?

Environment

Activities/routines

Adult 
interaction

Child
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Area 1: Communication supportive environments

 Allow 5 minutes  

Discuss the Post it notes that have been stuck on the flipchart entitled ‘environment’, before moving 
onto the other two flipcharts

Aspects of the environment that support communication 
development

Slide 61

Planning and structure: 

•    Clear policies and procedures (including identification and observation procedures along with 
referral to other professionals – discussed in Session 1 of this course; also policy on dummy use)

•    Well-qualified and knowledgeable staff with continuing professional development (CPD)

•    Availability of information on communication development and top tips to parents and staff

•   Explicit planning which provides for a balance between calm comfort and stimulation

•    Changes at the child’s pace by gradually introducing new experiences which motivate, build 
familiarity with materials and allow for repetition

•   Activities that provide challenge and stimulation to meet each child’s needs

•   Familiar routines 

•   Arrangement of quiet spaces to encourage intimacy and sharing

•   Aspects which reflect the child’s home environment, language and culture.

61

The environment - planning and 
structure

•  Clear policies and procedures (identification/observation/ 
referral/dummy use)

•  Well-qualified and knowledgeable staff with CPD
•  Information on communication and language development  

 and top tips to parents and staff
•  Explicit planning - balance between calm comfort and  

 stimulation
•  Changes at the child’s pace 
•  Challenging and stimulating individually focused curriculum 
•  Familiar routines including quiet spaces 
•  Reflecting child’s home environment, language  

 and culture
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Slide 62

Physical environment:

•   Using visual supports in the environment, e.g. signs/gestures/photographs/labels 
•   Appropriate resources – quality versus quantity 
•   Access to natural everyday objects and experiences, e.g. leaves falling 
•   Consideration given to colour, light, noise 
•   Open areas (not enclosed) as babies like to be able to see adults around them 
•   Appropriate soft furnishings 
•   Environment meets physical needs – space to move, explore, kick, roll 
•   Homely places to eat 
•   Intimate nappy changing areas 
•   Limited ongoing noise.
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The physical environment

•  Visual supports, e.g. signs/gestures/photographs/labels
•  Appropriate resources – quality versus quantity
•  Natural everyday objects and experiences, e.g. leaves  

falling
•  Consider colour, light, noise
•  Open areas (not enclosed) as babies like to be able to see  

adults around them
•  Appropriate soft furnishings
•  Environment meets physical needs – space to move,  

explore, kick, roll
•  Homely places to eat
•  Intimate nappy-changing areas
•  Limited ongoing noise
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Area 2: Routines and activities

  Allow 15 minutes including activity 

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.

Slide 63 

Key activities that are part of everyday routines and can be used to support communication 
development are:

•   nappy changing/toileting 
•   snack times 
•   mealtimes 
•   moving around the setting 
•   sleeping 
•   storytime 
•   singing and rhymes 
•   hello/welcome and goodbye.

63

Everyday routines

•  Nappy-changing/toileting
•  Snack times
•  Mealtimes
•  Moving around the setting
•  Sleeping
•  Storytime
•  Singing and rhymes
•  Hello/welcome and goodbye
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Slide 64

Singing and rhymes are also important: Infants as young as 2 months are responsive to rhythmic 
patterns of an adult voice with movements of face, hands, etc.30 Music has been shown to be 
important in the bonding process. In addition, the repetition of words and patterns within songs and 
rhythms help children to learn about the structure and meaning of their language.

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 Scotland31 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.
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Singing and rhymes

•  Infants as early as 2 months are responsive to rhythmic  
patterns of an adult voice with movements of face, hands, etc  


•  Carers are tuned into infants and infants in turn tune into  
carers and this attunement underlies human communication


•  The repetition of words and patterns within songs and  

rhythms helps children to learn about the structure and  
meaning of their language.
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30 Trevarthen, C. and Aitken, K.J. (2001) Infant intersubjectivity: research, theory and clinical applications. Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry 42(1) 
31   Learning and Teaching, Scotland (2005) . See http://www.educationscotland.gov.uk/images/birth2three_tcm4-161671.pdf
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Slide 65

The two quotes on the slide 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. Elfer32 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.

 

 

32 Elfer, P. (2007) What are nurseries for? Journal of Early Childhood Research, Vol. 5, No. 2

65

Physical care and routine -  
Valuing process over outcomes


‘Physical care can help to build relationships where it is 
personalised and attentive to individual needs and 
preferences’
 
‘Routines are an important part of the babies’and young 
child’s day…In an attempt to complete a routine task quickly, 
adults often lose a valuable opportunity to interact responsively 
with the child.

(Birth to Three: supporting our youngest children)



Adults need to take advantage of physical routines  
to develop stimulating communication strategies.
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Optional Activity B: Language support through routines 
Aim: 
To demonstrate language support through routines

Resources: 
Chatter Matters DVD

Presentation of task:

•    Play a section from the Chatter Matters DVD. Recommended are: Talking families; Paul, 
Evelyn and Rino (1:44 – 2:55) and Talking families; Susanna and Olivia (1:41 – 3:20)

•    Discuss as a group how everyday routines can be used to support development of 
communication and language

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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Intervention through play 

Slide 66  Activity 9: Activities for developing language 

 Allow 12 minutes overall 

Aim: 
To encourage participants to find and share resources to plan activities that can be used to  
support communication development

Resources: 
Ready, Steady, Talk 
Babbling Babies 
Toddler Talk 
(Available in the toolkit for participants of this course)

Activity sheet in Participant Book

Presentation of task: 
 •    Participants are split into groups of four or five. Give each group a few cards from Babbling 

Babies and Toddler Talk and/or a copy of Ready, Steady, Talk. (Alternatively, you could use any 
local activity packs that are available.)

 •    Ask participants to choose one of the activities and fill in the activity sheet in their Participant 
Book with information about how this could be used/adapted and how it will benefit speech, 
language and communication development.

 •    Participants think about additional interaction strategies that could be used to support that 
child’s development while they are engaged in the activities.

Feedback:  
Ask some groups to present their activity and state how it can be adapted and what interaction 
strategies might help.

Points to highlight: 
The activities are useful as a framework, but how useful they are in supporting communication 
development depends very much on how they are used and the interaction that goes  
alongside them.



Early Communication Development
from birth-5 years

l i ti l t

Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet 

© I CAN 2018 Early Talk (0 - 5 years) Working with under 3s: Positive approaches in communication development training.  
This resource has been developed by and is the intellectual property of I CAN, the children’s communication charity.66

Working with under 3s

Slide 67

As we discussed at the beginning of this session, 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. 

 
Area 3: Adult interaction

 Allow 35 minutes including activity

Slide 68

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. 

68

What supports communication 
development?


Practitioners are required to:

• Have suitable qualifications and staff development     
opportunities
• Understand about the development of children under 5,  
including the development of communication skills


Good practice includes:
• Warmth and responsiveness (supporting the process of  
attachment)
• Responding appropriately
• Developing good strategies for communication
• Having a knowledge of activities that can support  
communication
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Intervention through play

As this is children’s ‘work’ they  
may be very involved in their own  
play.  

You can gain plenty of information 
through monitoring and supporting 
play skills.  

You can also support language 
development by playing alongside 
the child, commenting and  
extending play with interaction.
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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 2014 Early Years Foundation Stage Framework.

Slide 69

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.33 

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.34

To enable an attachment relationship to develop, practitioners must provide 
warmth and responsiveness (these are both highlighted on the next slides)

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. 

33 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
34 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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What affects brain development?

•  ‘Healthy development of the neural systems which allow 
optimal social and emotional functioning depends upon 
attentive, nurturing care giving in infancy.’

•  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.
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Slide 70

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

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

Slide 71 

Responsiveness (recognising and responding to communication attempts) helps a baby or child to 

recognise themself as a person who can make their needs known and influence those around them. 

71

What supports communication 
development? Responsiveness



Prime time
Recognise communication
Interpret
Copy back
Echo
Language models
Extend
Slow communication and value
Silences

71

70

What supports communication  
development? Warmth



Face to face 

Attention

Closeness

Touch
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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.

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 
communication

 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. (Sometimes known as 
‘serve and return’)

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 (Sometimes known as ‘match plus one’)

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

Refer participants to the Top Tips Poster, also included in the Learning to Talk DVD in the toolkit.

An alternative explanation is given in the ‘related reading’ section of the Participant Book.



Early Communication Development
from birth-5 years

l i ti l t

Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet 

© I CAN 2018 Early Talk (0 - 5 years) Working with under 3s: Positive approaches in communication development training.  
This resource has been developed by and is the intellectual property of I CAN, the children’s communication charity.70

Working with under 3s

Slide 72  Activity 10: Observing practitioner interaction

 Allow about 25 minutes overall

Aim: 
To consider what aspects of the practitioner’s behaviour support communication

Resources: 
DVD player (with speakers), Learning To Talk DVD

Presentation of task:

 Allow 20 minutes 
 
 •    Inform the participants that they will be asked to feed back on behaviours that support the 

children’s communication.

 •    Run Learning To Talk DVD – Early Years Observations, Childminder setting 0 – 2 years 00:43 
- 10:10 showing childminder, Mark, interacting with children under 3. (The whole section is 
approximately 10 minutes. If time is short, play until 5:45 only).

 •    In small groups ask the participants to discuss what aspects of the caregiver’s behaviour 
supported meaningful and rewarding communication. Relate these to the PRICELESS acronym. 

Feedback one observation at a time from each group until ideas have been exhausted. Let the 
participants know that on the DVD (in the toolkit), they can continue to watch the sections of the 
film again and there will be a narrative highlighting good practice.

Feedback and self-reflection:

 Allow 5 minutes 
 
Are there any of these aspects that you as an individual practitioner find difficult? 

Make a commitment to yourself/a colleague to focus on this technique and review your progress  
in 6 weeks’ time – what did you do, what difference did it make? – see Participant Book.
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Summary: Combining factors to support 
communication and language development

  Allow 25 minutes including activity

Slide 73

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.

73

What affects communication 
development?

Environment

Activities/routines

Adult 
interaction

Child

73
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Slide 74  Activity 11: Developing language 

 Allow 20 minutes overall

Aim: 
To encourage participants to think about different children and how they can use what they have 
learned today to support communication

Resources: 
Scenarios and prompt sheet in Participant Book

Presentation of task: 

 Allow 12 minutes 

•  Participants are to split into groups of four. Select one scenario for each group. 

•  Ask the participants to reflect on their allocated scenario and identify the child’s approximate  
    stage of play and possible age.

•  Participants should fill in the prompt sheet regarding the child’s level of development and also  
    consider how the environment and adult interaction can be used to support this child.

Feedback:

    Allow 8 minutes 
 
Give each group an opportunity to discuss its case scenario. Use participants’ own examples to 
support/add to discussions.

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 
Slide 75

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.

75

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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Plenary

Target setting

Discussion points – how will I change my practice tomorrow? 

Slides 76 and 77

  Allow about 10 minutes in total

Spend 3 minutes reflecting on what the main learning points of this session have been. How will 
you go about embedding this learning when you get back to your setting? Use the target setting 
document in the Participant Book. 

Think of 3 actions you will take. Discuss them with your neighbour or work colleagues.

How will you know it has made a difference?

What would you expect to see as a result of the action?

Could anyone else in the setting verify this change?

What would be the time scale for them to go back and check?

Use the target setting document (within the Participant Book) to note the actions you plan to take.  
Tutors can suggest these targets are shared with the parents of children attending their settings 
by displaying them on their walls.

Feed back one idea each to the whole group.

Discuss how the whole group could support each other, e.g. through networks, email,  
 phone numbers and twilight meetings/special interest groups.

Course evaluation
Remind participants to complete the course evaluation and order an attendance certificate  
 by visiting www.icancharity.org.uk/validate-a-course. (They will need to provide the Tutor’s 
name so please ensure they have the Licensed Tutor details.)

CLOSE

76

What will you do now?




Communication and 
language is vital to young 
children and is a prime 
area of the 2014 EYFS, 
so what will you do to 
support it?

76 77

Online evaluation


To complete course evaluation and order
attendance certificate, visit:

http://www.icancharity.org.uk/validate-a-course


77
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Tutor Resources
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Optional pre-learning activity (Session 1)

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 to their communication development?

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

If using this activity, copy and give one to each participant due to attend the course.
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Attendee list and networking details  
(Sessions 1 and 2) 

Photocopy this sheet and ensure that participants on each course fill in the details.

 
Date: 

Venue: 

Tutor:

Name
Contact address
(address/email)

Contact phone number
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Activity 4: What are the risk factors? (Session 1)
Cut out one set for each group. 

Long-term dummy and bottle use Upper respiratory tract infections

Mobile phones Foetal alcohol syndrome

High sociability Birth trauma

Lower socio-economic background Visual impairment

Central heating Parental responses not sensitive

Unresponsive parent Siblings

Physical illness in carer Medical conditions, e.g. cerebral palsy

High self-esteem High birth order

Genetic conditions, e.g. Down’s syndrome Alcohol and substance misuse

Post-natal depression Forward-facing buggies

Stress Neglect/abuse

Low birth weight Communication is valued

Good problem-solving skills Range of experiences

Wallpaper TV Hearing loss

Prematurity Child-directed speech

Good attachment Twinship

Mental health issues Appropriate language models

Language enrichment in place Technology, e.g. iPods and iPads
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Activity 7: Positive approaches in communication 
development (Session 2)
Please cut each photograph.
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Play

Language Cognition/
learning

Play

Language Cognition/
learning
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Play

Language Cognition/
learning

Play

Language Cognition/
learning
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