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Welcome to Understanding
Communication Development

Babies are hardwired to communicate right from birth, but all 
children need help to learn to talk.  Communication doesn’t just 
develop on its own, although it can seem that way. 

Understanding Communication Development is aimed at early 
years practitioners and childminders.  It describes what we mean 
by communication and how children move from being able to copy 
tongue movements at birth to talking about the birthday party that 
they went to yesterday.  We also give you details of how you can 
help babies, toddlers and young children learn to talk.

This book is brought to you by I CAN.  We are the children’s 
communication charity. 

I CAN’s mission is to ensure that no child who struggles to 
communicate is left out or left behind. 

Our vision is a world where all children and young people who 
struggle to communicate receive the help they need so that they 
can have a happy childhood, make progress at school and thrive 
as adults.

What is ‘Communication’ – and how is it 
different from ‘Speech’ and ‘Language’?

Communication describes how we pass on and receive messages 
from other people. This information can be through words (spoken or 
written), noises (the sound of a kiss over the telephone or a cheer at a 
football match), gestures or hand movements (a wise nod or a  
wave ‘bye-bye’).  

Language is the structure for words to be used.  ‘Language’ describes 
the words we know and use, how sentences are made up, the order 
of the words and the little parts of the words that change ‘cow’ into 
‘cows’ or ‘need’ into ‘needed’.  

Understanding words and sentences and using them are both  
language skills.

Speech is the name given to the way sounds are made in the 
mouth to form spoken words.
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So why is communication so important? 

Communicating (being able to listen, understand and talk  
meaningfully) is recognised as the foundation skill for life. 

So how do we learn to communicate?    

The words that come out of a child’s mouth are the end product of lots 
of learning.  The learning starts before birth with hearing in the womb.  
Skills development is described in this diagram6 shown on the right.

As long as young children can hear well, they can begin to learn to 
listen to the sounds around them and to pay attention to what they can 
see and hear.   

Another early skill is turn-taking where children learn that when they 
make a sound  (babbling),  another sound might come back from the 
adult they are with.  Or when they make a face, a funny face might 
come back to them.  These are very early forms of conversation.

Around the same time, babies start to understand what is likely to 
happen next in a situation.  These situations might be seeing a familiar 
adult come into the room, or having a mobile wound up ready for 
‘sleep-time’.

After this, babies and toddlers learn to link  a word with a particular 
thing or situation. So you will see the child getting excited when they 
hear, ‘Here’s mummy’ or ‘D’you want some milk?’

Once children know what words mean, they can start to use them.  
Early words won’t sound much like the adult version - This is a later 
skill and starts to happen once children build up their knowledge of 
words and start to use shorter, then longer sentences.

So you can see, there is a lot going on behind each word! 

1  Field, F (2010) The Foundation years: preventing poor children becoming poor adults.  The report of the 
 Independent Review on Poverty and Life Chances. The Cabinet Office
2  Allen, G (2011) Early intervention: the next steps. The Cabinet Office
3  Tickell, Dame C (2011)The Early years: foundations for life, health and learning: An Independent Report on the 
 Early Years Foundation Stage to Her Majesty’s Government 
4  Lock, A, Ginsborg, J and Peers, I (2002) Development and disadvantage: implications for the early years: 
 International Journal of Language and Communication Disorders. Vol 27, No.1.
5  Law et al (2000) Provision for children’s speech and language needs in England and Wales. DfES research report 239 6  Greater Glasgow and Clyde NHS Trust 
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Skills for learning to talk
Recent government reviews including those by Frank Field1, 
Graham Allen2 and Dame Clare Tickell3, highlight how good 
communication and language development help children at  
home, in school, in preparation for reading and writing, and later  
in life. 

These skills are also important in increasing social mobility  
and improving life chances. However, research has shown that in  
some parts of the UK, more than 50% of children go to school 
without the communication skills they need4. Some of these children 
catch up and for some, these difficulties may continue into their 
adult life5.  

Some children get the help that they need through speech and 
language therapy and support in school; some children aren’t  
that lucky.

We do know that prevention and early identification are vital for 
supporting children’s language and communication skills.  
All early years practitioners can really help.

Children need these skills to:

•	 Make	friends

•	 Learn	

•	 Let	people	know	what	they	want	

•	 Know	how	to	behave	

•	 Make	the	most	of	their	lives	
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Learning to talk – what’s important

We have already seen that words are the end product of developing 
some very tricky skills – do you remember the diagram on page  3?

Most	children	have	an	automatic	interest	in	voices	and	faces	and	they	
will start by learning to focus on sounds and copy some of what they 
see and hear.  Did you know, a newborn baby can copy you sticking 
your tongue out if they are held close to your face? It is through 
copying that many parts of the communication chain develop. 

Listening 

Learning to listen and to focus attention takes time.  Very young 
children are extremely distractible and will turn to any noise or 
movement that is nearby. Usually, by the time a child is about three, 
they are able to focus on one thing with all of their attention.  

This means that young children find it difficult to stop what they are 
doing and move on to the next activity.  Information that is given while 
a child is playing is not very likely to be understood.

Learning what words mean

Children learn to understand words long before they can use them.  

From about nine months old, children begin to understand frequently 
used words, associated with a particular situation or item.  They learn 
this through constant and frequent repetition of the word which is always 
associated with the thing that it stands for.  For example, a nine month 
old will have heard the word ‘bed’ or ‘cot’ many, many times since they 
were born and often this is at the time when the child is going to bed 
or getting out of bed.  This is how children learn what words mean – 
through repetition, associated with a real example of the word.  

Children are helped to learn words if the sentences used are very short 
and if there is emphasis placed on new words.  

Talking with meaning

In the same way that children do not understand long sentences 
immediately, they will not usually start to talk in long sentences.  
Instead, children need to build up the sentences they use. 

From about a year or eighteen months, children start to form sets of 
sounds that they use consistently to mean a certain thing.  (Even if the 
set of sounds do not sound much like the adult form of the word, it is a 
word just the same).

Listening very carefully for first words means that when you hear  
them, you can respond.  It may be that the baby says ‘da’ meaning 
‘that’.  When this happens and then an adult responds and repeats  
the word back to the baby, it lets the baby know that the adult 
understands what they are saying.  It also gives the baby a ‘model’  
of the word to copy.  Then they can adjust the sounds to be more like 
the adult sounds that they have heard.  

Children can only adapt their sounds when they are ready.   
So, it really helps when the adult says something like ‘That?  
You want that one?’ and then passes the object to the baby.  
Or even better ‘That? That’s a ball.’

When children have about 100 or so single words, they usually  
start to build some of these words up into mini-sentences.  Initially, 
these sentences will be two words long and may be something like  
‘bye-bye teddy’ or ‘milk gone’.  This is made easier for the child 
if they hear very short sentences around them.

Sounds easy 

We all know that children don’t use adult sounds straight away.  
There is a pattern to the sounds that children use first.   
They will also adapt word sounds to make simpler word versions, 
so ‘plate’ might become ‘pate’.  This typically happens at three 
but by four, most children have moved on to the adult version of 
the word.  

The first sounds to be used are the ones that are made at the 
front of the mouth, like ‘p’, ‘ b’ and ‘m’.  It is not until a child is 
about five years old, that they can really make an adult-sounding 
‘s’ and ‘sh’ and ‘ch’.

To find out more about how children learn to talk, watch the 
Learning to Talk DVD that comes with the UCD Toolkit.  

To watch a fascinating video sequence about the ages and  
stages of communication development visit  
www.youtube.com/watch?v=jt7y1IM2jOM.

Information is also available in the Talk Together leaflet or on 
the First Words and Ages and Stages of Speech, Language 
and Communication Development posters.  Alternatively, visit
www.talkingpoint.org.uk
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Helping children learn to talk – one of the most 
important things you can do as a practitioner

Communication is the foundation for just about every aspect of  
a child’s development.  Helping build good speech and language  
skills is one of the most important things you can do as an  
early years practitioner.

Research shows that progress in communication is vital in supporting 
children’s educational, social and emotional development. That’s why
it’s so important for every child to develop a sound foundation of 
language and communication skills during their early years. 

We also know that learning to talk relies on key underlying skills and 
these can be supported right from birth.  The care provided for young 
babies is just as important as activities with toddlers and pre-school 
children when it comes to learning to talk.

Every child can benefit from activities focussing on communication, 
whether they are newborn babies or children ready to start school.  
Talking activities are useful regardless of the child’s starting point.  
They can help those who are a little behind, catch up.  They are also 
useful for those who are on target to build even stronger foundations. 

You can never be too good at communicating! 

It is important that you respond to children just as much as you talk to 
them.  This way they will learn that they can be good talkers too.

Watch the enclosed DVD Learning to Talk and look at how practitioners 
can support children’s early language development.  

You may also want to make your setting (or even a group that you run) 
communication-friendly.   The enclosed book Making a Difference will 
give you hints on how to do this. 

For children whose home language is not English, having support by 
someone who naturally speaks the same language is ideal.  If this is 
not possible, talk in English and encourage their parents to talk in the 
language they would naturally use at home.  This way, children have a 
good basis for learning English when they are ready.

The next few pages help show how communication develops at 
different ages and what you as an adult can do to help.

Underlying skills for speech, language and  
communication include:

•	 Paying	attention	and	listening

•	 Understanding	what	is	said

•	 Developing	vocabulary

•	 Building	bigger	sentences	 

•		 Social	talk 
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Babies – getting it right, right from the start

Everybody who cares for young children plays a very special role in 
helping them to learn to talk.  

Most	children	begin	their	speech	and	language	development	inside	
their mother’s womb.  From around 24 weeks, in the womb, they 
can hear sounds. As they travel around with their mother, they get 
particularly used to her voice. Young babies easily get used  
to other people’s voices if they hear them often. 

From the day they’re born, children love playing games and most 
babies are fascinated by faces and voices. In fact, playing with people 
is one of the games that children love most.  So, what could be more 
satisfying than sharing fun time with young children, knowing that it’s 
also helping them to develop important skills? 

Talking to babies in simple short sentences will help make sure that by 
the age of one, they will already understand a handful of words.  You 
can also help by looking at the child when you talk to them or they are 
talking to you.  With babies, you can encourage this by playing games 
with your face such as ‘peekaboo’ or sticking your tongue out.
 
Babies	learn	from	repetition	linked	with	the	item	that	the	word	
describes.  So hearing the word ‘ball’ when they see a real ball, when 
they are looking at a picture of a ball, or when they are playing with a 
ball, helps them to understand the word. 

Through nursery rhymes and traditional songs (which are often very 
repetitive), they learn to listen.  If the rhymes are linked with actions, 
this can help support babies’ understanding of words.

Toddler talk

There is a great deal of variation in the number of words different two 
or three year olds will be using.  However, you should be concerned if a 
two year old has no recognisable words at all (see the section on ‘What 
to do if you are worried’).

At this age, children will  increase the number of words they understand. 
They will also develop short (and then longer) sentences describing 
what they see and how they feel.  Later, they will  talk about what is 
going to happen or has already happened.

Children learn to talk from hearing you say simple sentences over and 
over again.  So it’s good to talk to children about everyday activities 
that you do together, whether it’s changing nappies or tidying up toys, 
it all helps.  Start with talking about what you are doing now, so that 
toddlers can see the things you are talking about.  Focus on what 
the child is interested in.  This way, they are much more likely to be 
interested in what you are saying.

Short sentences really help children of all ages learn new words  
and understand what they mean.  Commenting on what a child is  
doing will provide the context for the new words to be learned.  So if a 
toddler is playing with cars, you could say, ‘Oh, you’re pushing that car.  
That’s a big car.’ (This will encourage toddlers to say more than if you 
asked a question that they don’t feel is related to what they are doing, 
or that requires only a ‘yes’ or ‘no’ answer such as. ‘Do you like cars?’)

Once they understand some words, babies or toddlers usually  
attempt to make their own version of adult words. This tends  
to happen between 12 and 18 months.  Listen out for their first 
attempts at words and let them know that you understand what they 
are saying, by repeating back the word to them.  When you hear a 
baby say ‘do’ while pointing at a dog, you can say, ‘Dog – yes,  
it’s a lovely dog.’
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Getting ready for school

By	the	time	a	child	is	four,	they	are	usually	able	to	follow	simple	 
stories with or without pictures. They can understand abstract 
concepts such as ‘why’ questions.  They will also be able to use  
well-formed sentences of six words or more.  Children of this age are 
usually able to be understood by people who do not know them so  
well although, they may still have immaturities in their grammar such  
as saying ‘I runned’ or ‘mouses.’

At this stage, a focus is often placed on language enrichment and 
extending vocabulary.  This can be built up very gradually.  Remember 
that children may still not understand the longer sentences that are 
used by the adults around them.  

A useful ‘rule of thumb’ is to use sentences that are one word 
longer than the child uses. So when children are talking in four word 
sentences, your sentences should be approximately five words long.

This is quite hard to do and you will probably need practice, but it  
will certainly help the children you work with understand better.   
It will also give them a chance to learn the new words that you are 
encouraging without having to sort out what all the other words  
mean in that sentence.  

Try counting the number of words that you and your colleagues 
use in a sentence and see if they are much longer than the 
length of sentences the children use.  Also note down how many 
questions you ask children and how many times you comment on 
what they are doing.  
 
You could also try recording yourself with a video or tape recorder to 
find out what length of sentences you generally use with children. You 
may be surprised!

Copying is a strong instinct for children, so when they are ready, 
children will try to copy the sounds used in words and they may not get 
them right straight away.  

If a child says a word that doesn’t quite sound right, repeat the 
word back as you would say it. Don’t try to get the child to “say 
it again properly” as this can lead to frustration and lack of 
confidence.  When the child has the skills, they will attempt a  
more adult version of the word.
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Top Tips for helping children develop language 
and communication skills. 
 

In summary, a chatty child is a happy child. Be proud 
that you are supporting children’s communication. 
Encourage every attempt, even if it’s unclear.  
 
Talking is good for you....and for the children in  
your care. 

 Look at the child you are working with.   
 Show them that you’re ready to listen.  
 It also encourages them to look at you.  
 This is easier to do if your eyes are on  
 the same level. So get down to their  
 eye level or bring them up to yours.

 Children need practice to be good at talking.  
 Make sure they have plenty of opportunities  
 to talk with you and that you really listen to  
 what they say. 

 Dummies get in the way of learning to talk.   
 Keep dummies for sleeptimes if babies need  
 them then.  It might help if your setting has  
 a policy on dummies so that parents know  
 what the rules are.

 Have quiet times. Turn off the television,  
 radio or music and give children the chance  
 to listen without having to work out what  
 they should be listening to. 

 Talk in short sentences. This helps children  
 understand what you are saying.  It also  
 gives them a chance to copy the kind of   
 sentence you’re using. 

 Understanding words is a skill that’s  
 acquired slowly. Build on what each child   
 says. When they say one word, e.g. ‘bus’,  
 you say two words, e.g. ‘red bus’. 

 Children need time to process language,  
 so give them a chance to respond. Resist the  
 temptation to jump in too quickly. 

 Children learn to modify the sounds they   
 use by listening to adults. But they can’t  
 necessarily change the way they say things  
 straight away. If a child attempts a word,   
 e.g. ‘dod’, say it back to them, e.g. ‘dog’.  
 But don’t make them say it back to you   
 afterwards. They’ll do this when they’re ready.

 Children’s speech takes several years to  
 mature. A child learns through playing,  
 so encourage children to play with sounds  
 by making animal noises and so on. Nearer  
 to school age, playing can involve rhyming  
 games or making up words.
  

1

2
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5

6

7

8

9

 Encourage parents to talk in the language  
 they would naturally use at home.  Speaking  
 more than one language is an asset.  If there  
 is a member of staff who speaks the child’s  
 language, they can do this.  Otherwise,  
 speak in English which the child will learn   
 when they are ready. 

10
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Developing a communication friendly setting

A communication supportive setting is one which, among  
other things:

Has staff with an understanding of how communication develops and 
that communication is about understanding as well as talking.

Has information on what to do if staff are concerned about how a 
child’s communication is developing, e.g. how to refer to a speech and 
language therapist and the need to get parents’ permission before this 
can happen.

Communication helps children to learn through other means than 
language.  This includes having visual timetables to help children 
understand what activity is next, i.e. when they get a snack or go 
outside to play and how long it is until they will be picked up to  
go home.

Has a quiet area with fewer distractions ie. a good area for children to 
learn to attend to what is being said to them.

Has a set routine for the session.  This helps children to understand 
where they are in their day and is particularly important for children 
who don’t yet have the communication skills to find out.

Has good communication with parents - i.e. so that they know what 
activities have been done in each session. Parents can then follow up 
at home with the same songs or stories used in the setting.

Has staff who use natural gestures to support oral communication or 
who	use	a	language	development	signing	system,	such	as	Makaton.

Provides information to parents on how communication develops and 
how their children are progressing in this area.

Strategies for staff include: 

•	 Often	re-reading	favourite	stories	to	children

•	 Making	time	to	say	rhymes	as	well	as	sing	with	groups	
 of children

•	 Frequently	supporting	songs	and	stories	with	actions,	 
 objects or puppets

•	 Using	appropriate	methods	to	introduce	new	concepts	 
 and vocabulary

•	 Seeking	opportunities	to	repeat	and	reinforce	new	vocabulary

•	 Linking	children’s	spoken	language	with	written	language

•	 Giving	regular	feedback	to	those	who	struggle	to	understand	 
 and check children have understood instructions

•	 Accepting	non-verbal	communication	as	well	as	verbal

•	 Ensuring	that	all	children	(including	the	least	verbal	or 
 non-verbal) have a turn at expressing themselves in a group

•	 Turn	off	noises	that	are	unncessary,	e.g.	music	or	the	TV	on	in	
 the background.

•	 Listening	to	children’s	attempts	to	communicate	and	repeating	
 these back.

Language style includes:

•	 Using	simple	repetitive	language	during	everyday	activities

•	 Gaining	children’s	attention	before	delivering	instructions

•	 Talking	at	an	appropriate	rate	using	short	sentences	

•	 Staff	adapting	their	language	to	the	level	of	the	child’s	

•	 Modelling	the	correct	sentence	when	staff	hear	a	child’s	 
 incorrect utterance

•	 Extending		the	child’s	utterances

•	 Encouraging	children	to	ask	questions	

•	 Using	vocabulary	the	children	can	understand	in	everyday	 
 instructions

• Giving children time to respond

•	 Giving	a	running	commentary	on	the	child’s	activity	rather	than	 
 asking questions, most of the time

• Using natural gestures and facial expression to support  
 language

Approaches include:

•	 Ensuring	that	all	children	have	the	opportunity	to	interact	
 1:1 with an adult if they wish

•	 Speaking	sensitively	to	shy	or	unsettled	children

•	 Helping	children	to	settle	when	they	arrive	if	needed

•	 Playing	alongside	children	without	always	directing	their	play

•	 Encouraging	children’s	independence	and	self	confidence	by	 
 acknowledging efforts to ‘giving it a try’.

•	 Facilitating	shared	play	and	turn-taking

•	 Modelling	activities	and	talking	about	what	they	are	doing

•	 Modelling	a	range	of	positive	behaviour	and	language	

•	 Helping	children	to	develop	and	extend	imaginary	play

•	 Supporting	outdoor	play	by	modelling	language	based	on	the	 
 child’s activities and encouraging peer interaction

•	 Using	questions	that	invite	conversation	or	encourage	 
 reasoning skills, rather than creating yes/no answers

•	 Responding	positively	to	children’s	efforts	to	communicate

•	 Giving	clear	expectations	of	rules

•	 Letting	children	know	of	expected	changes	to	the	day,	 
 e.g. visit from the dentist

•	 Actively	supporting	children	in	solving	their	problems	and	 
 disputes 

•	 Respecting	the	child’s	other	languages	where	relevant, 
	 i.e.	home	language	or	British	Sign	Language
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Working together with parents

Parents are the experts on their children, but so much is written about 
being a parent that some people are left confused and many feel guilty. 

What parents need from early years practitioners is a positive 
relationship based around the child’s best interests.  Helping parents 
to feel ‘at home’ in your setting helps you to develop this relationship.  
Taster sessions, coffee mornings, open days, family fun days and 
information sessions all help you to get to know the parents of the 
children you care for.  

Sharing information is easier when people know each other a little –  
so once parents have settled in, they may feel more like letting you 
know more details about any involvement that their child has with other 
professionals (such as a Speech and Language Therapist). They are 
also likely to be more receptive to information that you would like to 
pass on and to sharing concerns that they or you may have.

Studies have shown that the home learning environment is the most 
important in affecting outcomes at the end of primary school7. You 
can help by letting parents know the important role they play, what to 
expect at different ages, how they can support speech, language and 
communication development and how their children are progressing in 
these areas.  There are lots of websites, books, DVDs, leaflets, toolkits 
and posters that will help you to provide this information to parents  
(see Resources section).   

7			Sylva,	K,	Melhuish,	E,	Sammon,	P,	Siraj-Blatchford,	I	and	Taggart,	B	(2004)	The effective provision of pre-school 
 education (EPPE) project: final report: A longitudinal study DfES 1997-2004 

Remember 

If parents speak a different language, it is
important to try and find someone to share 
information in their own language.           
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Find out more

Areas to consider are:

•	 The child’s understanding of language: Do they follow 
 instructions on their own as well as in a group? What   
 happens if these instructions are out of the normal routine,  
 i.e. at snack time, you could say, ‘Go and get your coat’ and  
 see what happens. You could also try asking about pictures in  
 a book.  The type of question that you ask will depend on the  
 child’s age, e.g. ‘Can you see the duck?’ (for a one or  
 two year old); ‘Which one is kicking the ball?’ (for a two or  
 three year old) or ‘Can you find the small blue bucket?’ 
 (for a three or four year old).

•	 Use of words and sentences: What length of sentences does 
 the child use?  Is what the child is talking about relevant to what  
 is going on around them?  Does the child use the right level of  
 grammar and linking words such as ‘but’ and ‘if’?

•	 Speech sounds: Does the child use a range of speech sounds?  
 Is their speech easy to understand? If not, can you work out  
 which sounds are used and which are not? How does this relate  
 to what the child is expected to do for their age?

If a child has English as an additional language, it is important to 
know how they are communicating in their home language, rather 
than looking only at English.  

Children who speak more than one language are no more or less 
likely than other children to have difficulties with speech, language 
and communication.

Is there a problem?

Some children struggle even though they have someone around them 
doing all the right things.  

With approximately 10% of all children across the UK having ongoing 
difficulties in one or more of these areas, early identification is really 
important.

Children with good communication skills are more likely to turn 
into confident adults with many opportunities in life. Having 
underdeveloped communication abilities can disadvantage a child in 
many different ways, from learning to read and write, to simply having 
fun and making friends.

If you are worried about a child’s communication skills, keep a note of 
what the child is doing – what do they understand, how do they get 
their message across?

If you are still worried, move on to the steps described on the following 
pages.   

The first steps are to watch and to listen. 

It is vital to see the child in as natural an 
environment as possible – playing in the ‘pretend 
play’ area or outside.  Try to hear a selection of 
the child’s longest sentences.  This is best done 
by hearing the child at play, retelling a story or 
talking about a book or picture.  Do this rather 
than asking the child questions – questions tend to 
limit the length of sentences you are likely to hear, 
as the child will usually only answer the question, 
rather than give additional information.

These children might have difficulties in:

•	 Understanding	words	and	sentences,

•	 Finding	the	right	words	to	express	themselves,	

•	 Making	adult	speech	sounds

•	 Knowing	what	to	say	when
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Improving your skills in supporting 
communication development

No matter how good you are at supporting children’s communication 
development,	there	is	always	room	for	improvement.		Maybe	this	is	
an area that is new to you, or maybe you have been considering for 
a number of years how what you do helps children’s language and 
communication. Or maybe you are somewhere in between.

One thing that might help you know how to move forward is for you to 
check what you already know and can do.   

The Speech, Language and Communication Framework (SLCF) 
lists the skills and knowledge that everyone working with children 
needs to support the communication development of all children and 
those with speech, language and communication needs (SLCN).  You 
can look at how your knowledge and skills relate to this framework on 
www.communicationhelppoint.org.uk/.

The SLCF is divided into four stages: Universal, Enhanced, Specialist, 
and Extension. The stages range from the skills and knowledge that 
everyone who works with children and young people should have 
(universal) through to the specialised learning around SLCN at a 
postgraduate level (extension)8.

A speech, language and communication unit has been included  
as a mandatory part of the Level 3 Diploma for the Children and 
Young People’s Workforce.	Materials	to	support	the	delivery	of	
this unit have been produced by The Communication Trust.   
These are available free and include video footage, activities and 
handbooks. For more information, or to order materials, contact 
enquiries@thecommunicationtrust.org.uk.  Alternatively to view 
them online, visit www.talkingpoint.org.uk/eymp

I CAN (the children’s communication charity) runs a range of 
training courses for early years practitioners in supporting children’s 
communication development.  For more information on these  
courses or other materials that may help develop your skills further, 
contact enquiries@ican.org.uk or phone 0845 225 4073 
or visit www.ican.org.uk

8   www.thecommunicationtrust.org

What to do if you are worried

There is plenty of information available about how children develop 
communication skills and at what ages.  I CAN has produced an Ages 
and Stages of Speech, Language and Communication Development 
poster for professionals as well as the First Words poster for parents.  
There is also an on-line progress checker available at: 
www.talkingpoint.org.uk/Parent/Directory/Progress-Checker.aspx

If you are worried about a child’s communication development, talk 
over your concerns with colleagues and with the child’s parents.  If the 
parents agree, ask for the child to see a speech and language therapist 
for an assessment.  The speech and language therapist can let you 
know whether the child has a difficulty and how you can work together 
to support the child.  

Anyone can refer a child to speech and language therapy with the 
parents’ permission, or the parent can contact their local team 
themselves.  For details of your nearest speech and language therapy 
department, go to http://www.talkingpoint.org.uk/GPs/EY%20
Directory/Find%20Local%20Services.aspx.

You can also 

Keep a note of any concerns that you have 
about the child’s communication development – 
what these concerns are and the date that you 
noticed the difficulties. Also keep a record of any 
discussion with other professionals and the child’s 
parent/s. This will help you to keep track of how 
you have handled the concerns and also to note 
any progress the child may make.
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Recommended books

Talk to Me!

Following an awareness that with  
so many other demands on their attention,  
parents may be well be talking to their  
children less than ever before, this book   
written by Sue Palmer (www.suepalmer.co.uk) 
focuses on a small project aimed  
at raising parents’ awareness of the issues.   
It also looks at ways that schools could   
develop talk between parents and their    
children.		Available	from	the	Basic	Skills	Agency	
(publication number A2000).

Letters and Sounds: Principles and 
Practice of High Quality Phonics

Available from the Department for Education, 
this is a phonics resource with useful early 
activities for children in the Foundation Stage 
Phase.  Phase one activities are designed to 
underpin and run alongside activities in other 
phases. For more information, visit:  
www.education.gov.uk/publications/
standard/publicationdetail/Page1/ 
DFES-00281-2007.

Where to find out more

Finding out new information can be costly and time consuming.   
But	it	doesn’t	have	to	break	the	bank.		If	you	have	access	to	a	
computer at work or at home, there are some great websites with 
plenty of information and even the chance to ask specific questions  
to panels of experts.

www.talkingpoint.org.uk Designed for parents, people who work 
with children, and children and young people themselves, this one-
stop information portal contains everything you need to know about 
supporting children’s speech and language development. Talking Point 
helps you to identify if a child is having difficulties or falling behind. 
If they are struggling, then it tells you what to do. The site contains 
valuable resources which can be downloaded and used to support 
children, and links to lots of other places that can help. 

www.ican.org.uk I CAN has programmes specifically aimed at 
supporting young children’s communication.  Early Talk and Early Talk 
0 – 3 programmes are described, along with information and resources 
that will help practitioners improve their skills and confidence in 
supporting the communication development of all children.  

You can also book a phone call with a speech and language 
therapist if you want more information about speech, language and 
communication development or have concerns about a specific child.  
Call I CAN’s enquiry service on 0207 843 2544. 

www.talktoyourbaby.co.uk This website is run as part of the 
campaign by the National Literacy Trust to encourage parents and 
carers to talk more to children from birth to three years of age.  
It has information on recent research, resources and initiatives and 
is frequently updated.  You can also sign up to receive a regular 
newsletter online.

www.stokespeaksout.org Stoke Speaks Out is a multi-agency 
project looking at the issues underlying children’s language deficits 
in Stoke on Trent.  The website has a section for children, parents 
and practitioners.  It has useful leaflets, details of the latest research, 
project updates and reading lists, as well as pictures and stories for 
children to print and colour in.
 
www.afasic.org.uk AFASIC is the UK charity which supports children 
and young people with speech, language and communication 
impairments and their parents and carers.  This website details 
publications that are available to support children who struggle to 
communicate.  Included are downloadable leaflets with handy hints to 
support common communication difficulties.  These are also available 
to order, call 0207 490 9410.

Communication Counts – Speech and 
Language Difficulties in the Early Years

A practical description of ways of working with 
parents and families of children with some 
level of communication disability in early years 
settings.  Communication Counts also gives  
evidence about changes in language 
development following work with children as 
individuals and as groups.  Author Fleur Griffiths 
describes in detail aspects such as how to 
be a play partner with children and how this 
can impact on communication development.  
(Published by David Fulton Publishers 2002).

Children’s Communication Skills: From 
Birth to Five Years

This book gives practical guidelines on what 
to expect from children at different ages and 
how to help them to achieve this.  It looks 
at both verbal and non verbal development  
and discusses issues such bilingualism and 
the	importance	of	play.	By	Belinda	Buckley	
(Routledge 2003).
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Baby Talk

This book is originally aimed at parents of 
children between 0 and 5, but is equally as 
valuable for the practitioner.  It describes how 
time can be spent with children each day, 
developing communication.  It has a wonderful 
section for each age group, considering the 
type of toys that the children at each age might 
be interested in and how these can be used to 
develop	speech	and	language	skills.		By	Sally	
Ward.	(Published	by	Ballantine	Books	2001).

Foundations to Literacy

This book looks at seven underpinning skills for 
good literacy development.  The strands are all 
integral to good communication development 
and include aspects such as developing listening 
skills and rhyme.  The book is packed with ideas 
for	each	concept	and	skill.		By	Sue	Palmer	and	
Ros	Bayley.	(Publisher	by	Network	Educational
Press Ltd 2004).

Chatter Matters DVD

This DVD contains a fascinating programme 
presented	by	Dr	Tanya	Byron	(House of Tiny 
Tearaways, Little Angels) offering dozens of 
brilliant ideas to help you develop your child’s 
speaking and listening skills throughout their 
preschool years.  Includes a series of colourful 
mini-posters that enable you to check the 
progress of your child’s communication 
development.

Exploring Communication Development Toolkit

As part of the I CAN Toolkit series, this resource is 
for early years practitioners working with parents and 
provides a range of materials to explore with parents 
how to support their child’s speech, language and 
communication. The toolkit includes a session-
plan book with a CD containing the PowerPoint 
presentation, Certificates for parents and details of 
how to run two structured parent sessions.

Babbling Babies & Toddler Talk

Packed with 30 inspiring, beautifully illustrated 
activities for parents and adults to play and develop 
a baby’s communication skills, these cards provide 
clear, imaginative ways to interact with under-threes.  
Developed by expert practitioners, each activity  
has an idea for babies from birth to 6 months,  
6 – 12 months and 12 – 18 months and for toddlers 
from 18 months to 3 years old. Available in a 
paperback and a hardback edition.

Learning to Talk DVD

This self-study resource supports all workers in 
the early years including child minders, playgroup 
coordinators, pre-school teachers and nursery 
nurses to create communication-rich environments. 
The resource includes tips and examples of how 
early years professionals can turn every activity in 
their setting into a communication development 
opportunity.	Presented	by	Dr	Tanya	Byron	(from	the	
House of Tiny Tearaways and Little Angels). 

£12.99

£12.99

Additional resources are available from I CAN at  
www.ican.org.uk/book-shop and at and The Communication Trust 
at www.thecommunicationtrust.org.uk
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