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Introduction: How this book can help your child talk


For the past twenty-four years, I’ve been fortunate enough to have my dream job—I am a children’s speech and language therapist (the US equivalent of which is a speech-language pathologist, or SLP). My work has taken me to child development centers as far afield as Australia, India, Sri Lanka, and Vietnam, but now I am based in Oxford, England, where I run my own private practice, The Owl Centre.


I specialize in working with children under the age of five and have helped patients with all sorts of speech, language, and communication problems—from babies who aren’t yet babbling to toddlers who are more interested in Thomas the Tank Engine than talking to children whose speech has been severely affected by their dummy addiction.


When I wrote the first edition of this book, at the time titled Small Talk, I would never have predicted what I am seeing now: growing numbers of children whose speech has been severely impacted and delayed by the COVID-19 pandemic. Sadly, the lengthy lockdowns, constant wearing of masks (meaning babies couldn’t watch people’s mouths move to copy them), school closures, and lack of playgroups and opportunities to socialize with others have taken a huge toll on those vital early years of children’s speech and language development. Those early years are when the brain builds neural pathways to learn new skills; for instance, pathways from the jaw, lips, and tongue establish the foundations of talking.


Of course we can’t blame this all on COVID. The huge increase in our smartphone use is another large contributing factor. Every time I go downtown or on the school run, I see a parent who is scrolling through their phone ignoring their child, missing a great opportunity to be talking and interacting with their baby or toddler about what their child can see around them. It’s almost as if parents have forgotten that they need to talk to their babies to help them speak—and keep chatting with them once they can. Hopefully this book will help turn that tide the other way.


I want to provide support and strategies to worried parents whose children find talking challenging. This updated edition covers all of your key concerns. Whatever questions you may have about your child’s language development, I am here to answer them. I always think the worst point in time for a parent is when you have a niggle at the back of your mind, perhaps for some time, and you’re not sure whether you should or shouldn’t be worried. Or perhaps you are definitely worried and not sure what you can do to help.


In this book, we cover topics that include: Is my child autistic or are they suffering from speech delay? Why can’t my 18-month-old say “Mummy” when all her peers can? Maybe you’re wondering why your child constantly shouts or why you can’t understand a word your child says. Does your friend boast that her baby has mastered 100 words, while yours only knows 10?


Whatever your reason for picking up this book, it has been written to reassure and help you take positive action, because when it comes to encouraging communication, you really are your child’s best resource.


THIS BOOK CAN HELP YOU . . .


Easily identify speech concerns and use expert strategies to overcome them


What to Do When Your Child Isn’t Talking takes a super practical problem–solution approach. Clear chapter headings will help you identify what’s going on with your child’s communication and focus on the problem. In each chapter I’ll explain what you can do to help solve the issue by encouraging or resetting the natural stages of language development with fun games and activities. I want to teach you how you can build language skills for life so you can bring up a child who is confident, social, curious, and happy.


Know what stage your child has reached and how to help them to the next milestone


I’m constantly quizzed about speech, language, and communication development—by friends, the checkout lady in our local store who knows what I do for a living, and even strangers on the street who have seen me coming out of my clinic. Almost without exception, they want reassurance that what their child is doing is “normal” for their age, or they ask about what might be considered “a problem” or a “delay.” I put these words in scare quotes for a reason: We all have perfectly imperfect children who are individuals and who develop at their own rate.


If your child doesn’t seem to be speaking like their peers, you might be relaxed or frantically worried. I’ve seen children who can hold conversations at 18 months, while others of the same age can barely say a recognizable sound. Both are perfectly acceptable and therefore “normal.”


But given the exceptional circumstances we’ve been living in and the devastating impact the pandemic has had on speech development, the concerns that our children have fallen behind the usual milestones are more common than ever. Speech delay has, in effect, become the new normal, so it’s even harder for parents to identify whether their child has a different issue that needs to be addressed. This book will help you to work out if there’s an issue and to take positive action, so you can stop worrying!


Have a calmer, happier home


If a child struggles to communicate and seems to be getting annoyed, it may be because there is a gap between their current cognitive ability and their level of speech; they don’t yet have the language capability to express what they want. This can result in frustration and temper tantrums as they struggle to verbalize their thoughts. So, the earlier your child can communicate—whether it’s to tell you that they want to play with the red car, would like a drink, or are feeling too hot—the less frustrated and the calmer they will be.


Of course, a child’s inability to communicate what they want or need isn’t only frustrating for the child. Parents can feel helpless when their child struggles to tell them something and they simply cannot understand what it is. By helping them to become confident talkers you will help to reduce the frustrations of both you and your child, so you will feel calmer, too!


Give your child a head start at school


A study at the University of Kansas showed that the greater the number of words children heard from their parents or caregivers before the age of three, the higher their IQ and the better they did in school.1 They found that children with a positive communication environment went on to achieve higher scores on tests of language, reading, and math when they entered school. The project is the first large-scale study to examine the impact of children’s early environment (before they are two) on their language. The findings emphasize that what parents do with their children, even before they have started to talk, can help prepare them for school and lifelong learning. Professor Sue Roulstone, director of the Speech and Language Therapy Research Unit for North Bristol Trust, says, “The main message is that, as parents, we can have a big impact on how our children learn to talk, and the better our children are talking by the age of two years, the better they will do when they start school.”


What to Do When Your Child Isn’t Talking will help you and your child unlock and unblock the magic of communication. The way that you communicate and engage with your child will affect not only how they interact with you but also how they approach the world, express themselves, learn, pick up social skills, and achieve and exercise independence. In other words, you are not merely teaching your child how to talk but also how to think, act, and be.


So without further ado, let’s get on with chapter 1, “How to Recognize a Problem with Your Child’s Speech, Language, or Communication Skills.”


—Nicola




Chapter 1


How to recognize a problem with your child’s speech, language, or communication skills


Many parents have a gut feeling that there is something wrong with their child’s speech, language, or communication development, but often it is difficult to know, first, whether or not you should be worried, and second, exactly where the problem lies.


Below are two checklists; the first is a brief age-related screening assessment (this, or something similar, might be used by the SLP at a child’s initial assessment session) and the second is a list of behaviors and scenarios that should help you work out where your child’s biggest communication challenges lie. Use the lists below to identify if there is an issue and what the priority area is, then you’ll be able to navigate to a correlating section of the book for specific guidance.


Checklist 1: Age-Related Screening Assessment


A child of 12 months of age or less


A child of this age should see an SLP if they




	have difficulty with eating or drinking,


	are not responding to noises in the environment or your voice,


	are not looking at or interacting with familiar adults, and/or


	are not babbling at 12 months.





A 2-year-old child


A child of this age should see an SLP if they




	cannot focus on an activity that they have chosen for more than a few seconds,


	cannot follow very simple instructions, 


	cannot understand short phrases—for instance, “Get your coat” or “Where’s teddy?,”


	are saying fewer than 50 words, and/or


	seem to have lost some of their skills.





A 2½-year-old child


A child of this age should see an SLP if they




	have difficulty concentrating on an activity for more than a few seconds,


	cannot understand two key words in a sentence—for example, “Make the baby sit” or “Show me your nose and your hair,” and/or


	are saying fewer than seventy-five words and not joining two words together.





(Note that at this age, speech sounds are still inconsistently spoken, and it is common for a child to find the following speech sounds tricky: “s,” “sh,” “f,” “v,” “ch,” “j,” “th” and “r.”)


A 3-year-old child


A child of this age should see an SLP if they




	are not able to concentrate on an activity led by an adult for a few seconds,


	have difficulty understanding three key words in a sentence—for example, “Put teddy under the bed,”


	are still only using single words and learned phrases, and/or


	are only understood by familiar adults.





A 4-year-old child


A child of this age should see an SLP if they




	seem vacant when you talk to them or they repeat your sentence back,


	are not able to make a conversation and seem reluctant to communicate,


	seem to be still using only key words in a sentence and not using grammar, such as past and future tenses, and therefore sound like a younger child,


	do not understand or use concepts such as big/little or in/on/under,


	are not understood when they’re talking, and/or 


	aren’t mixing with peers.





Checklist 2: Which is my child’s priority area?


A child with attention and listening difficulties might1




	be easily distractible, unable to focus on an activity led by an adult, or even on something your child has chosen, for long enough to gain information from it,


	have difficulty sitting still,


	appear to rush around and find it hard to focus on one activity,


	be unable to assimilate two pieces of information at the same time—for instance, if your child is watching TV, they won’t be able to listen to you calling their name and will seem as if they’re ignoring you,


	
be unable to complete a task,


	not recall information immediately after it has been given,


	daydream,


	not engage in group activities,


	need constant reminders from adults to look and listen, and/or


	be labeled as “disobedient” or “disruptive” because your child can’t do what they are told.





A child with difficulty understanding might




	repeat instructions rather than carry them out (known as echolalia),


	follow part of an instruction rather than the whole thing,


	appear not to listen when spoken to,


	appear quiet and withdrawn,


	show a lack of interest when stories are read,


	be labeled as “naughty” because they can’t follow the instructions,


	answer questions incorrectly and inappropriately,


	wait for others to move before following an instruction when in a group,


	generally copy other children,


	rely on the use of gestures and other nonverbal clues,


	look slightly vacant when you talk to them,


	prefer to stick to an established routine and get upset or agitated when it changes, and/or


	be unable to understand complicated sentences and follow verbal instructions.





A child who has difficulty talking might




	use a limited amount of words, relying on a reduced vocabulary,


	say only the key words in a sentence and miss the grammar,


	sound like a much younger child,


	repeat the same phrases over and over again, 


	shorten long words and long sentences,


	
frequently have trouble finding the right word and get stuck, or use a word that is closely related to the target word but not exact—for instance, using “house” for any building,


	be shy or withdrawn with other children or adults, especially if they perceive that they are expected to talk during an activity,


	use gestures, facial expressions, and body language to communicate,


	be very physical to get attention—for instance, by tapping or hitting other children,


	be frequently frustrated,


	be reluctant or refuse to answer direct questions, and/or


	have difficulty retelling a story or relaying information.





A child with speech–sound problems might




	sound like a younger child,


	talk, but be difficult to understand,


	have difficulty making themselves understood to unfamiliar adults and look to their parents to interpret,


	use nonverbal communication (signs, gestures, facial expressions, pointing, and so on) to communicate,


	be frequently frustrated, and/or


	use the same word or sound over and over again.





A child with social communication difficulties might




	appear to be a loner and spend a lot of time playing by themselves,


	have limited or inappropriate social communication (e.g., be quite physical rather than verbal, not respond when spoken to, pull an adult physically or put their hand on something they want),


	have inappropriate volume, speak in a monotone or talk too fast,


	talk about one subject for much of the time,


	not give eye contact during communication,


	be unable to play imaginatively with toys and instead do the same play routine over and over—for instance, lining up cars,


	
not be able to take turns in a conversation,


	talk continuously, shout out, or find it difficult to take turns,


	make inappropriate comments that appear rude or obnoxious,


	be quiet or withdrawn but quite happy in their own little world,


	have difficulty sitting for group activities,


	not show things to adults or point, and/or


	prefer to follow a routine and may be anxious when the routine is abandoned.





What to do if your child needs help


If you are concerned that your child may have a speech, language, or communication problem, get help early—the earlier the better. Talk to your pediatrician or local speech-language pathologist. This book doesn’t replace the need to see a trained professional, but it gives you a head start in identifying your child’s communication issues and enables you to begin to implement simple strategies that can help.


What will a speech-language pathologist (SLP) do?


An SLP will see a child who has a difficulty in any of the areas listed below.




	Attention and listening


	Skills for understanding language and using expressive language


	Social communication skills


	Speech skills


	Voice problems


	Oral skills (problems with strength, range, and speed of oral movements)


	Eating and drinking issues


	Stuttering





The SLP will assess your child’s skills to establish or confirm where the problem lies. We do this in many ways: through play, observation, standardized assessments, and discussion with key people. You will then be offered tailored advice, targets, and a program of exercises and training workshops designed to help achieve the targets. Your child’s SLP will include the whole family as much as possible, and they will work together with other experts, such as teachers, pediatricians, occupational therapists, nursery caregivers, and so on, to provide an integrated service for your child.


WHAT IS LANGUAGE AND HOW DOES IT DEVELOP?


Given how often I am grilled about first words, vocabulary, and general speech milestones by friends and family, it’s clear to me that most parents want more information on how children develop speech, language, and communication skills. I always find that people are reassured if they feel informed, so here I will explain more fully what’s going on in your baby’s brain during the crucial first four years of life—while keeping things as simple as I can.


What is language?


Speech, language, and communication involve a variety of skills.




	Attention and listening: how we focus and concentrate on the person talking in order to receive a message


	Comprehension: how we understand the language that we hear


	Expression: how we form words into sentences and use appropriate grammar to convey a message


	Speech/phonology: how we use sounds to make up a word


	Social skills and pragmatics: how we interact with someone to receive a message and use language appropriately to communicate, such as body language, eye contact, tone, volume, etc.


	Memory: how we remember and store words and sentences in our brain





The diagram below demonstrates this beautifully.




  


   [image: Diagram shows several skills that aid development of speech, language and communication. The labels are connected to each other by arrows. Check long description.]






   Description

   The first label is 'Hear', second is 'Listen', third is 'Understand the words', followed by 'Choose the right words', next is 'Choose the right order', followed by 'Use grammar', then 'Choose the right sounds', next is 'Coordinate muscles', and the last label is 'Say it'. The left side of the chart says Auditory memory and right side says Interaction. End of long description.


   

How does language develop?


It’s pretty amazing that children speak. It is thought to be the most complex skill human beings develop and we still don’t understand it fully. Philosophers, psychologists, and linguists debate endlessly about what exactly enables a child to acquire language—is it nature or nurture? How is the brain wired in order to listen to and process language? Numerous models have been drawn to try to represent these processes, but I think the two diagrams below represent language development most clearly. The Language Cake shows the general outline of the components a child needs to acquire in order to speak, and the Language Tree shows this in more detail, along with what the parent can do to influence this process.


The Language Cake


Imagine trying to serve a cake without a plate. It would crumble and disintegrate. In the illustration that follows, the plate represents the skills that need to be mastered before language can develop. These skills, the foundation for language, are showing an awareness of others, having a desire to communicate, listening, waiting, turn-taking, memory, attention, play (pretend play and imaginative/symbolic play), and eye contact. These preverbal skills are all essential to a greater or lesser degree, depending on the child, in order to acquire spoken language.


Once the skills shown on the plate are in place, children will start to respond to verbal language because they now have the tools to begin to understand spoken language. For instance, take the word bye-bye. Imagine a set of parents, frantically waving and saying, “Bye-bye, bye-bye” to their preverbal child. This child needs to have an awareness that someone is communicating with them, a desire to communicate back by looking, listening and attending/concentrating, remembering, taking a turn, etc., and then, when these skills are established, the child will begin to understand the word bye-bye, attempt to say it—possibly by saying “ba-ba” or “dye-dye” in the first instance—and then adjust it to “bye-bye” once their speech skills are developed.


I see a lot of children who aren’t talking, and often their parents are desperate for me to start therapy that targets saying words. I have to explain to them that the preverbal skills shown on the Language Cake plate need to be addressed first. So, I might focus on playing turn-taking games or listening to environmental noises (e.g., the washing machine, the birds in the garden) to improve a child’s attention and understanding. Only then can we proceed with actually saying words.






  


   [image: Drawing of the language cake: a 2-tier cake with 2 cherries on top, placed on a plate. It shows the skills required to aid speech and language. Check long description.]






   Description

   Skills shown on and around the plate are 'Awareness of others', 'Desire to communicate', 'Eye contact', 'Symbolic play', 'Memory', 'Listening', 'Waiting', 'Attention', 'Turn-taking'. Next is the 2-tier cake. First tier is labelled 'Understanding (comprehension)', second is labelled 'Expression and grammar'. The top of the cake is labelled 'Speech sounds'. End of long description.


     



The Language Tree


The Language Tree shows how the “Top Tips for Talking” (see illustration) directly influence a child’s language development. The roots of the tree are attention/listening and understanding of language and thinking—without these, the tree would fall down. The tree then grows, and spoken language/expressive language appears. Words form the bulk of language—the tree trunk—and, from this, sentences emerge. The fruit and leaves on the tree are most noticeable to the eye and are what make it pretty—speech sounds and grammar are what make language sound pretty, but you could understand language without good speech sounds or eloquent grammar (in the same way you can grasp the meaning intended when a foreigner speaks broken English). Without sunshine, the tree would not grow at all. In this diagram, sunshine represents parental input and praise, and the rain represents the things a parent can do to help the tree to grow. In no particular order, these are create positive interactions; use single words and short sentences; allow time; give instructions in small steps; avoid lots of questions; offer choices; talk about the “here and now”; have realistic but high expectations; develop listening skills; repeat, repeat, repeat; be a Tuned-In Parent (see the section “What Type of Parent Are You”); and use Say What You See (which you’ll learn more about in Top Tip for Talking 6).


[image: Drawing of a tree surrounded by clouds and the sun. The tree bears fruits and leaves, and it has deep roots in the soil. The labels show habits that assist language development.]




THE FIVE WAYS IN WHICH CHILDREN LEARN LANGUAGE


Research by British academics Judith Coupe O’Kane and Juliet Goldbart, who specialize in communication at Manchester Metropolitan University, concluded that there are five fundamental principles of how children learn language.2




	A child needs a reason to communicate.


	A child begins to use language when they understand that it’s a better way to get what they want.


	A child learns language through meaningful interactions with an adult who is providing both appropriate models and appropriate content. This is NOT a passive process.


	A child needs an adult to provide repetition and clarification in order for them to develop the ability to decode what is being said.


	A child needs to develop cognitive and social skills alongside language skills in order to continue developing language.








TOP TIPS FOR TALKING


Here are six of the best “Top Tips” you can start using right now to help a child with speech, language and communication delay.


Now that you can see how difficult learning to speak actually is, there are a few simple techniques that you can implement right away—even if you haven’t yet had time to read the rest of the book. These skills will empower you to get the best out of your child and are relevant to every single interaction you have together, so aim to make them part of your daily routine.


And don’t worry, I know that most parents never have a free moment, so these tips are super quick and effective. Ten minutes is all you need! I hope that if you find a small window you will just reach for this book and find these strategies for some speech-boosting inspiration.


Top Tip for Talking 1


Enjoy 10 minutes of Special Time every day


I tell parents to aim for a minimum of 10 minutes of dedicated one-on-one playtime with their child every day (this should be separate from reading a bedtime story together). It may sound shockingly short but it’s achievable even for the busiest of parents and these 10 minutes of fun and games will make a big difference in your child’s communication skills (and their emotional well-being, too). I want to emphasize that this is the bare minimum—if you have the luxury of spending three hours of uninterrupted quality time with your baby each day, while managing to maintain fun and enthusiasm, then do! This is an important point because it is quality, not quantity, that counts when it comes to Special Time.


Aiming for 10 minutes of uninterrupted time is crucial and achievable for most parents, and 10 minutes can easily turn into more when you are having fun!




GETTING THE MOST OUT OF STORY TIME


A bedtime story should be additional to your 10 minutes of Special Time a day and should be done from a very early age—from birth, in fact. I find that many of the parents I meet at my clinic try to read to their babies every word of a book when, actually, for young babies, it’s best to simply say one or two single words that relate to the pictures on the page. As you “tune in” to the level of your child’s language and thought, you will be able to modify your storytelling accordingly—first reading one word or line from each page, then the whole story.


Don’t forget to point out parts of the images your child might be interested in that may not always relate to the text—a picture of a dog or tractor, perhaps. Use your baby’s finger to point to these things, as it encourages your child to look at the same thing you are looking at and talking about.


Seek out books with a catchphrase repeated on every page—for example, Brown Bear, Brown Bear, What Do You See? by Bill Martin Jr. and Eric Carle or, for older children, We’re Going on a Bear Hunt by Michael Rosen and Helen Oxenbury. Or if you have a favorite book that doesn’t have a repetitive line in it, simply add one yourself. I love the book Where’s Spot? by Eric Hill, and tell parents to say, “Where’s Spot?” each time they turn the page, even though, amazingly, it’s not in the text. The goal is that your children should know the catchphrase so well that you can pause as you turn the page, and they will say the punch line for you, learning new words and grammar as they go.


Lastly, photo albums can work just as well as storybooks. Initially, simply name the people in the pictures, then add more detail. For example, first you might say “Mummy,” then this might become “Mummy swimming” and finally “Mummy swimming in the ocean on vacation last summer” (see chapter 11, “How to Choose and Get the Best Out of Your Storybooks,” for more hints and tips on reading stories).





Top Tip for Talking 2


When your child plays, remove screens


This piece of advice is very important, and more difficult to achieve than you would imagine. It centers on your child’s not being distracted by screens while playing. We all know how easy it is to be distracted when we try to sit down and focus on one particular task, and for children, more often than not, it is a screen that they’re distracted by. And, inevitably, they end up focusing on the screen instead of their play or your model for language.


Remember this Top Tip during your Special Time, too; you are busy and it’s not my aim to make you feel guilty, but I’d encourage you to try to figure out when in your day the windows of opportunity arise and make the most of them. It could be between supper and the start of the bedtime routine, or the 10 minutes before you unload the dishwasher. Try to constantly remind yourself that your Special Time has to be quality time.


Research tells us that many of us parents are prioritizing chores over uninterrupted one-on-one time with our children. I know that life can be terribly busy, but try not to multitask or get distracted during your Special Time. Think about a recent time you spent with your little one; did you have your phone in your hand, the TV on, or Twitter at your side while you played or talked? I often have to remind my husband to put his phone down when he plays with our daughter, Jess, as it seems to have been surgically stitched to his hand!


I must admit I’m guilty of multitasking, too. Only the other evening, I was reading Jess a bedtime story while watching television at the same time. It was so natural, sitting in the living room with the TV on, that it was a few minutes before I realized I was shortchanging Jess and turned it off.


Ensure the TV is switched off and phones are out of reach and on silent. When there is background noise, the words you say become indistinct and it’s difficult for your child to focus on you—and, don’t forget, you are your child’s best role model for language. All ears should be on you, so they only have one source of information to process.


Sit down with your child, and be sure you are at the same eye level and face-to-face. If your child is little, sit them in a baby bouncer or prop baby up with pillows on the bed while you sit opposite, otherwise just sit on the floor together. Either way, it is important that young babies are well supported—you’ll get more out of your child if they don’t have to focus on balancing in order to achieve head control, or on sitting or standing while trying to concentrate on you.


Top Tip for Talking 3


Keep your language simple and clear


SLPs agree that understanding language is the key to good language development. The more your child understands, the better their language will be and the more they will want to say. Once your baby can understand that something that is fluffy and says “woof, woof” is a dog, they can then begin to say the word. So, we must use our words clearly as a model for our babies. For example, “Look, a cat. Meow, meow, cat.” (Read more on modeling words in chapter 4.)


Parents often fail to appreciate just how new everything is to their babies. We as adults have been chitchatting for years and years—I, for one, love to chat—but imagine how that must sound to a baby. You are essentially bombarding them with strange, unknown sounds that, to them, have absolutely no meaning. This must be even more confusing than if, say, you were abroad listening to people talk in a language you had never heard before, because at least you’d be able to understand the body language, facial expressions, and social context.


The best way to help your little one start to make sense of the world is by feeding them bite-size morsels of language at the right level. So, when your little one is under the age of one, for example, try to communicate in a very simple way using a lot of repetition.


Focus on the key words in a sentence and don’t worry too much about using correct grammar. A sentence like “The teddy has fallen out of the stroller” should be simplified to “Teddy fall down,” depending on the level of the child’s language.


Many parents might worry about adapting the grammar of a sentence, but as your child’s language grows, your own language naturally expands and becomes more grammatically advanced alongside your child’s. Talking in this simplified way will help your little one begin to understand what these entirely new words and sounds mean.




CASE STUDY: LINKING WORD AND ACTION


Owen has been taking his son, Laurie, swimming every week since he was eight weeks old. Right from the start Owen learned to say a set phrase to Laurie whenever he dunked him in the water. Several weeks into the course, Owen noticed that Laurie recognized the phrase “Laurie, ready, go!” and knew it meant he was about to get wet. Even if Owen said these words on dry land, like in the living room, Laurie would blink his eyes and hold his breath in preparation for the water. This proves just how quickly a child can link words and actions together, demonstrating beautifully how a baby of just three months old begins to grasp our language.





Top Tip for Talking 4


Repeat, repeat, repeat


Do you remember your school teacher drilling into you rules such as “I before E except after C” or, later on, Spanish phrases such as “¿Cómo te llamas?” If you do, this is because repeating words and ideas over and over again helps them to stick in your mind. So, applying this rule to language development, we have to say things, repeat them, and stress the words we want the child to learn.


In fact, children love to hear information being repeated (for example, when you tell the same story for the hundredth time or sing repeatedly about five little ducks who went swimming one day, over the hills and far away . . .). This may be tedious for you but it is a highly effective way for your little one to begin to understand the language that you are teaching them.


However, it is important to try to be consistent with the words or phrases that your child hears. For example, there are hundreds of ways to say that something is “small”—such as “little,” “tiny,” “itty-bitty,” and so on—but your child will learn quicker if you drill into them just one such word, so try to pick one and stick to it in the early stages of language development. They will pick up the others later, don’t worry.




USING WORDS IN CONTEXT


A study I once read suggested that a child would need to hear a word being spoken in its context at least 500 times before they will understand what the word means, and many more times again before they will begin to attempt to say it. I once told a parent this and she, quite understandably, asked if this meant she could simply say “cup” 500 times in a row and her baby would suddenly be able to say it. An interesting idea! The answer is no, but do try to repeat certain words often and, most importantly, in context. For example, say “up” each time you pick up your baby, repeat “down, down, down” when you go down the stairs, “open the door” when you’re getting into the car or “shake, shake, shake” for a rattle. Doing this each time will help your baby learn the word and also reinforce the context in which that word is meaningfully used.





Top Tip for Talking 5


Stay one step ahead


As your child gets older and progresses through the phases of language and speech development, as a parent you need to stay one step ahead. So, ideally, you would be able to identify which phase of communication your child is in and know what is coming next—then you can continuously encourage your little one to move forward to the next phase. This book will help you to do that. Being aware of where you’re headed will help enormously!


Top Tip for Talking 6


Say What You See


If you only take one thing away from this book, it should be this: Say What You See. This is THE most important technique you can use with your child. I drone on and on about Say What You See because parents need to master this technique in order to promote their child’s language development. Simply put, the idea is that language develops through play. So, watch your child play, think about what they might be thinking, and provide a comment to put their thoughts into words. This might sound easy, but it can actually be quite tricky and it takes a lot of practice to get good at it. Using the Say What You See technique helps children feel relaxed and secure, exposes them to language relevant to their play, and enables them to receive positive responses as they attempt to communicate.


All you do is give a gentle running commentary of what your child is doing and what is happening at that moment in time. It involves following your child’s lead, observing them closely to see what they are interested in, and commenting and then pausing to give space for your child to respond. We can often talk too much or ask too many questions without giving our children a chance to speak. So, rather than saying, “What are you doing?,” “Did Dolly fall down?,” you should say, “Dolly’s drinking her milk. Whoops! She fell off the chair. Poor Dolly. Ah, May’s cuddling the dolly.” (Incidentally, I always use the child’s name—in this case, “May”—or I omit the name, saying, for instance, “cuddle the dolly,” rather than use pronouns such as “you” or “I,” which, in this case, would be “You’re cuddling the dolly.” To use these latter pronouns can be confusing for the child. For advice on when to use “I” and “you,” see Pronouns, chapter 8).


This powerful technique helps your child to focus on their activity for longer (and the longer they stay with an activity, the more they will learn), become involved in what they’re doing, and link what they hear to what they are doing or thinking. Crucially, it also helps children feel confident and relaxed because it avoids putting pressure on them to talk or give answers, and you will find that they are more likely to babble or talk in response to your comments when they feel under no obligation to speak.


Having said all that, it’s not nearly as easy to hold back as it sounds. We naturally want to test, question, and direct our children. For example, if a child were to bang blocks together, perhaps not playing with them in the traditional way, instinctively you would want to say, “Build me a tower,” but what you should say is, “Bang, bang, bang go the bricks.” By saying “bang, bang, bang” you are verbalizing your child’s thoughts, showing them your interest and valuing what they’re doing rather than directing their play—so you become a great playmate rather than a teacher. And next time they repeat the action or play sequence, they will hear your voice in their head, almost like a scratched record, and eventually want to say it for themselves.


These Top Tips require you to learn a lot of new information and you are unlikely to take it all in at once. Please don’t worry. You’re learning as your child learns—in bite-size pieces! Try to incorporate one of these techniques at a time into your daily routine until they become second nature. Practice makes perfect!




SAY WHAT YOU SEE WORKS FOR ALL AGES


A work colleague of mine tells a wonderful story about her grandson, who is nine. She took him to the park and he said, “Granny, will you do that thing where you say what I am doing?” And she remembered having continuously used Say What You See when he was a child. She willingly obliged, saying, “Up, up, up the steps. Sitting down at the top of the slide. Getting ready . . . wheeeee, down you go.” He was clearly loving the fact that she was totally involved and enjoying his play, which gave him a sense of confidence and security.


This just proves that Say What You See is for children of all ages and, honestly, all children love it. Sometimes when you carry out this technique with a child for the first time, they look at you in amazement and then do something else to see what you’ll say. Obviously, if they were to throw the toy you’d discipline as usual, but that’s the beauty of this technique: You can dip in and out of it as much as you like throughout your day. Please, please, try it today!





WHAT TYPE OF PARENT ARE YOU?


I know that you’re reading this book to learn all about your child’s communication, but the last word in this chapter is actually all about you! Throughout this book you will find lots more games and activities (under the heading “Top Tip for Talking”) to help your child learn these skills. And as you, the parent, are fundamental to helping your child become a great communicator, let’s now look at your own parenting style and how to adjust it to benefit your child. Get ready to be brutally honest with yourself—if you’re not sure, ask your partner or a trusted friend what kind of parent they think you are!


In the textbook It Takes Two to Talk by Jan Pepper and Elaine Weitzman, one of the most useful chapters confronts the sensitive issue of the parents’ communication style and how it can impact their child’s speech, language and communication development. The authors describe seven types of parent and explain that, throughout the day, a parent may dip in and out of all seven “types” but usually has one dominant parenting style. Read the descriptions below, which have been adapted from Pepper and Weitzman’s book,3 and see if you can spot yourself.


The Director


The role of director has the parent leading and controlling a child’s daily interactions. The parent does most of the talking and tells the child what to do and how to do it. For example, Robert wants to find the page with the monster in his favorite book but his dad is playing the director role, insisting that they read the book page by page.


The Tester


In this role, the parent asks a lot of questions in order to see what the child has learned. But constant testing doesn’t help the child learn—a child learns best when they’re having fun and their parents are tuned in to their interests.


The Entertainer


When in this role, the parent tends to take the lead, doing most of the talking and playing, and leaving little opportunity for the child to interact and be part of the fun. However, children need to be actively involved to learn.


The Helper


The Helper does everything for the child, from finishing their sentences to answering questions on their behalf. But when parents are too quick to help, they may not find out how much the child can communicate and what really interests them.


The Mover


This role may be adopted by a busy parent who has 101 things to do that take priority over communicating with the child. This parent often does not notice when the child is trying to show or tell them something.


The Watcher


Sometimes, parents would like to interact with the child but aren’t sure how to join in, so end up watching or commenting from a distance. But to learn language, children need to interact with their parents.


The Tuned-In Parent


This parent is tuned in to the child’s interests, needs and abilities. A Tuned-In Parent gives children opportunities to start an interaction and then responds immediately, with interest.


Out of these seven types, the Tuned-In Parent is the one to aspire to. You can’t be a Tuned-In Parent all the time, but try to play this role more often—be honest and ask yourself if you talk too much, fool around too much, continuously test your child, or help your child too often.


You are your child’s most valuable resource when it comes to learning to communicate, so please do try to tune in to being a Tuned-In Parent.




Chapter 2


What to do when . . . your baby isn’t communicating with you


You’re sitting at playgroup and all the other 6-month-old babies in your peer group are gazing adoringly at their mothers, seemingly fascinated by what their friends are doing and are making all manner of wonderful ooe, eee, and ah noises with a raspberry thrown in for good measure. Your baby, meanwhile, isn’t saying a peep. This isn’t a one-off occurrence. You might have noticed it over a period of weeks in different settings, leaving you wondering why your baby isn’t babbling when everyone else’s is.


Let’s go back to the start. Many adults might think that the time before a baby’s words emerge is irrelevant; that the sounds a baby makes are chaotic, arbitrary, and meaningless. This is far from the truth. Between the ages of 0 to 18 months, our tiny tots are forming the building blocks they need to be able to use words and language. In other words, the pre-babble or preverbal phase of moaning, groaning, screeching, squealing, staring into your eyes, and squawking for attention is absolutely essential and, as a Tuned-In Parent, you can identify and reward your baby’s attempts to communicate, helping them on their journey toward spoken words.


Interestingly, this journey starts far earlier than you might think: At 24 weeks in utero, your baby’s ear is now structurally complete, and researchers believe that even at 16 weeks’ gestation, these tiny tots can hear sounds from outside the womb.


Neurotypical babies are born instinctively sociable and can interact with you from the day they’re born by copying you—if you stick out your tongue, so will they, and when they are crying, they are telling you that they are either in pain or discomfort (due to a dirty nappy, feeling too hot or too cold, and so on), or feeling tired or hungry. Crying noises are made of vowel sounds such as “ah,” “ooo,” and “uh.” And, before long, your baby will start to use these vowel sounds and experimental noises as a way to “talk” and here begins pre-babble, a way of communicating that must be responded to in order for the babble phase to start.


So, let’s think about how your baby is interacting. This will tune you into what they are or aren’t doing. Early on, their only method of communication is to gaze into their parent’s eyes or to cry.


There are four types of cry, each meaning something different. Can you detect these types of cry in your young child?




THE LISTEN, WAIT, RESPOND TECHNIQUE


Have you ever really listened to your baby cry? Usually, we’re so quick to jump up in a panic and cuddle them that we often forget to actually listen. Next time your baby cries, listen hard for just ten to thirty seconds to the type of cry they are making so that you will gradually feel more confident in interpreting their cries and figuring out what they want. The only cry that must be addressed immediately is the pain cry, which is very distinct so you can’t mistake it for something else—there will be no doubt that your baby is in pain.





Types of cry


The types of cries your baby makes are




	pain cry: a sharp scream followed by a moment of no breathing, and another sharp scream,


	discomfort cry: a whiny sound, almost like a fake cry, which doesn’t stop when the baby is picked up,


	hunger cry: a low-pitched cry that rises and falls with a rhythm. It usually gets progressively louder and the baby can’t be calmed down. The baby might root for the breast or suck on their hand at the same time, and


	tired cry: a soft, rhythmic, moaning cry as the baby tries to settle to go to sleep.





Over time, these cries turn into spoken noises or simple vowel sounds. Cue the next communication phase!


ARE CRIES BEGINNING TO SOUND LIKE VOWEL SOUNDS?


It may surprise you to learn that newborn babies are virtually silent—unless they are crying—because they haven’t yet learned how to make any other sounds. Crying noises are made of vowel sounds—”ah,” “hoo,” “ooo,” “uh.” And, before long, your baby will start to use these vowel sounds as a way to “talk,” so you will begin to hear little “aahs” and “uurs” popping out as they kick on the play mat. (This could happen at about 10 to 12 weeks).


I bet you didn’t think that crying is nature’s way of enabling a baby to climb the language development ladder! Crying is the first spoken means of communication, and even though there are no fully formed words within a baby’s cries, the seeds of those words are there and are encouraged to grow through the crying process.


But there are also ways that you can help to nurture these seeds. The best way is by playing games, and below are a few suggestions.


Top Tip Time  Encouraging early vowel sounds


We have already established that crying noises sound like more desperate vowels, so the next step is to play games involving vowel noises anytime from around 3 months onward. Try the following games.




	Every time you hug your baby say, “Ahhh.” My daughter at age 2½ was still saying, “Ahhh” when we cuddled.


	Fall to the floor and say, “Argh!” Children are highly motivated by sound and movement, so can you imagine how rewarding it would be to a baby to see a grown adult fall to the floor, saying, “Argh!” right in front of their face?


	Prop your baby up so they can see you clearly, then spin around and say, “Eeee.”


	Yawn in a very exaggerated way, saying “Hurrrh” with a big stretch. You could stretch your baby’s arms up at the same time.


	Sit your baby on your lap, facing you. Bounce them up and say, “Weeeee” and then lower them down, saying, “Oooooohhhh.”


	Continue to use “motherese” (see the section “Motherese”) when you’re face-to-face with your little one. Talk to your baby about anything and everything: “We’re going to see Maisie and Carrie today at the café.” Then wait for your baby to say something. Then respond again, “Yes, you’re right. We’ll have to wrap up warm—it’s cold outside.”





The key with these games is to play them a few times to establish the routine and to get your baby familiar with the noise that is paired with the action. Then, play the game again and pause before your big finale, enabling your baby to join in and attempt appropriate sounds, too—which may take some time. Once your child realizes that their sounds are intentional and meaningful (so that, if they say, “Eee,” they are rewarded by your spinning around in response to them), they will continue to move forward with their communication. This is another anticipation game, where you are anticipating your baby’s movement or noise as they interact with you during the game. It can be noisy, but great fun!


CAN YOU HEAR YOUR BABY MAKING LOTS OF DIFFERENT VOWEL SOUNDS?


There are five vowel letters in the English alphabet (A, E, I, O, U). But in the speech and language therapy world there are many more vowel sounds—depending on the accent, it’s somewhere between eleven and twenty. Say the following four words and listen to how different the letter “a” sounds each time: father, cat, about, pay.


So, when you hear your baby begin to experiment with sounds and noises, trying to “talk,” it is a wide range of vowel sounds that you will hear—“ah,” “ur,” “ooo,” “ei,” “uh,” “aya,” and so on, rather than A, E, I, O, and U. As I previously mentioned, vowel sounds are derived from crying noises. I suppose the best way to explain this is that they are like spoken crying noises that the baby uses to experiment with finding their voice.


Once your baby starts to use them, it’s really important that you react and reward them by smiling, talking back and looking at your child to engage them and show them that you are listening. Say things like, “Are you telling me a story?” and “And then what happened?” This way, you are encouraging your baby to say more.




HOW BABIES BEGIN TO LEARN WORDS


The other day, a friend of mine said, “Guess what? Milly [6 months] has started saying “iya” [as in “Hi-ya”]. Can it really be true?” Well, the answer is yes! Initially, a child says something by accident, which sounds like a real word. At 6 months, it was probably the case that Milly was saying this word accidentally, as part of her experimental speech, but because her parent was so delighted, Milly was rewarded by having the word said back to her—for example, “Iya, iya, Milly.” Then, sooner or later, Milly would have begun to understand that she was communicating with her parent and repeated the word—randomly initially, then she began to use it in the correct context. The realization that you and your baby are intentionally communicating with each other is really exciting.





Top Tip Time  More vowels, please!


Try the following games to encourage your baby to say some vowel sounds.




	Get down on the floor so that you’re at your baby’s level and play with a toy you know they really like, preferably something that makes a noise. You could even lie on the floor together and encourage a bit of tummy time. Don’t make a sound yourself but create a sound from the toy. Don’t give your baby eye contact unless you sense that they are not looking at you or the toy and, if this is the case, move into their line of vision again until they look at you. The idea is to encourage them to get your attention by using their voice. If they make a sound, respond immediately by bringing the toy closer to them and showing it to them. Give them a big kiss and the toy to play with and say, “You’re so clever; you were calling Mummy.” If your baby doesn’t make a sound, respond to a physical movement—for example, a wave of their arms or an excited kick. Keep rewarding their efforts and respond extra enthusiastically when they do make a sound.


	
Make various vowel sounds to your baby in the mirror and wait to see if they copy you. In the first instance, you could try “ooo,” “eee,” and “ah.” Say the sounds your baby makes back, too.


	Sing songs that include vowel sounds to your baby—this will not only help to develop the vowel sounds in their vocabulary but also boost their listening skills. A favorite with my patients is the classic “Old MacDonald Had a Farm,” simply because of the chorus, “E-I-E-I-O,” which is made entirely of vowel sounds. The key is to sing it very slowly so your baby can listen and join in. Another good song is “Row, Row, Row Your Boat,” with the version of the ending that goes “If you see a crocodile, don’t forget to scream—argh!”


	It sounds obvious, but you can say, “Aah” whenever you cuddle your baby or a teddy, and say, “Ooo” whenever you see anything surprising or interesting.


	If you’re really motivated, you could make simple and bold flash cards for your baby. Try a ghost for “ooo,” a mouse for “eee,” and a crocodile for “argh.”





It might be that your child, for some reason, doesn’t seem interested in looking at or interacting with you. Although eye contact per se isn’t the be-all and end-all of excellent communication skills—and some people who have poor eye contact can still communicate extremely well—a child who engages with others and learns to listen to people who are talking to them has a huge advantage when it comes to developing social skills, learning to talk and learning in general.


IS YOUR BABY INTERACTING AND MAKING EYE CONTACT WITH YOU?


From the moment your baby is born, they instinctively want to look at your face, in fact baby’s brains are preprogrammed to be attracted to looking at people’s faces. Can you imagine hearing the same voice for nine months and not knowing where the sound is coming from? Sure enough, soon after birth, your baby will begin to actively check out the source of the sound—your face. Amazingly, within 15 hours of birth, a baby can recognize which face their mother’s voice is coming from. At birth, a baby is able to focus at a distance of 8 to 12 inches (20–30 cm), which is the rough distance between a baby’s face and their parent’s when they are feeding—perfect planning by Mother Nature.


Establishing good eye contact with your baby helps you develop a strong social and emotional bond, encourages your baby to look at your face to see where the sound comes from and, a few weeks down the line, copy and experiment with their own voice.




HOW EYE CONTACT DEVELOPS


Outlined below is the developmental pattern for eye contact.




	A newborn is able to look for short periods at a human face and is attracted by movement.


	At 2 months, a baby will “lock” on to a human face, especially when the face is accompanied by a voice, and can use their eyes to track between two people, objects, or patterns—even at some distance.


	At 4 to 6 months, a baby recognizes familiar people by smiling at them, but is also drawn toward the novelty of a new face or object.








Why is eye contact important for early communication?


I am reminded of the importance of eye contact every time I take case histories from parents who have children with speech and language problems. I notice that when I break eye contact, the person stops speaking. When I maintain eye contact, the person continues talking, knowing that I am interested in what they have to say.
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