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INTRODUCTION

Weekly playgroups…one-on-one playdates…talking to people of various ages…virtual communication: Young children are exposed to a wide variety of social situations both in school settings and at home, but they don’t always have the experience or knowledge to understand how to handle them. Learning key social skills, like making eye contact, speaking at an appropriate volume, sensing and respecting others’ feelings, listening carefully, and exhibiting self-control, can help them feel prepared and approach these situations with excitement and interest instead of fear and stress.

Teaching your young child social skills early on—at roughly ages 1–8—offers a wide range of important benefits. Many studies show that strong social skills help kids reduce stress levels, play and work cooperatively with peers, achieve greater academic success, and develop deeper relationships with those around them.

Just as you begin teaching your child how to count, recite the alphabet, and learn colors at home, you can also teach them social skills by playing fun games at home. Social Skills for Kids is a collection of more than 150 activities designed to teach kids the social skills they’ll need in childhood and beyond, such as:


	Communication

	Active listening

	Cooperation

	Responsibility

	Empathy

	Engagement (joining and participating in groups)

	Self-control

	Emotion regulation

	Problem-solving

	Respect



Each activity includes a list of materials, most of which are things you probably already have on hand. You’ll also find a quick summary of the activity, the number of participants needed, where you can complete the activity (inside, outside, or online), and a list of the skills kids will practice while participating in the activity. The step-by-step instructions on how to set up and complete the activity or play the game will help you get to the fun parts quickly! To make the most of the activities, dive into the reflection questions, which will prompt kids to think about their experience playing the games and determine how to use those skills in other situations in their lives.

These activities can be done in a short amount of time, at home within your family, with a group of friends on a playdate or in the neighborhood, or even at a distance with family and friends on a video chat. The activities teach kids through imaginative play, hands-on experience, watching others model relevant skills, and person-to-person interaction. Every child is different, so this range of techniques allows you to choose which are best for your child’s personality and age as well as the situation at hand.

Practicing the social skills featured in this book will give your child the emotional intelligence to feel happy and confident at home, at the playground, in the community, at school, and beyond! Let’s get started!
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1 LAYING THE GROUNDWORK


In this part, we’ll explore what social skills actually are and why they’re so important for your child, both right now and in the future. You’ll also learn roughly when certain skills begin to develop, change, and flourish in childhood, so you can try to gauge where your child might be on the developmental spectrum.

You’ll find important steps for teaching, modeling, and building social skills; examples of how kids learn about social skills in a variety of familiar settings; as well as easy-to-follow guides for leading conversations around social skills and new situations with your kids.






CHAPTER 1 SOCIAL SKILLS 101


WHAT ARE SOCIAL SKILLS?

Social skills encompass a range of proficiencies that people need in order to get along with others, actively and positively contribute in social settings, and form and maintain relationships. These relationships could be with family members, friends, fellow team or club participants, classmates, teachers, community leaders, and even future work colleagues.

Social skills help kids assess an environment and then choose actions that fit that situation or social interaction. Since situations and social expectations change depending on the setting, it’s important that kids learn a wide variety of behaviors, words, and actions. It’s also important for them to be able to recognize that their words and actions impact those around them.

Communication, turn taking, cooperation, empathy, self-control, emotion regulation, problem-solving, conflict resolution, and other abilities fall under the umbrella of social skills. To successfully participate in social groups, kids need to learn to not only communicate their own thoughts and feelings but also recognize the thoughts and feelings of others through their words and nonverbal communication like body language and facial expressions. They’ll also need to develop skills around cooperating with others, such as taking turns sharing ideas or using materials, or working together to solve problems, whether they be social problems, academic problems, or challenges in team sports!

THE BENEFITS OF STRONG SOCIAL SKILLS

Social skills will play a very important role in every area of your child’s life as they continue to grow and develop. Cultivating strong social skills can lead to a whole host of positive outcomes for your child.

Less Stress and Loneliness

Social skills can help ward off stress and loneliness in children. When kids are able to form and maintain relationships, they’re less likely to be lonely. Plus, kids feel less stressed if they have trusted companions they can go to for support when needed. Research tells us that stress and loneliness are linked to both poor mental and physical health outcomes, so building strong social skills can actually help support positive mental and physical well-being for kids.


Academic Success

Strong social skills are also linked to academic success. Kids who are able to communicate effectively, actively listen to others, engage in problem-solving, and self-regulate their emotions do better in school, when measured by grades. Cooperative learning activities that students often undertake in school aim to prepare kids with real-world learning opportunities that can promote academic success. In these situations, kids who are able to communicate their ideas to peers, listen without judgment to their peers’ ideas, and then use this information to plan for an assignment or project do better than those who struggle to work effectively in a team.

Additionally, when they face roadblocks in a group academic setting, kids who can self-regulate by being aware of their own emotions and using effective and appropriate calming strategies can refocus more quickly, thus losing less academic time. Self-control, also called impulse control, is also linked to academic success, as kids who are able to demonstrate self-control miss less instruction and have better peer relationships than those who struggle with self-control in the classroom setting.

Career Success

While their careers might seem like a long way off, time flies…and before you know it, your child will be applying for a weekend job or entering the workforce. Strong social skills prepare kids to be strong team members, compassionate colleagues, and responsible employees. A study funded by the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation examined the social skills of more than seven hundred kindergarten students, then followed their outcomes in adulthood. The study showed that there may well be links from behaviors associated with strong social skills—like sharing, resolving conflicts, and cooperating—to long-term successes, such as attaining higher education, landing higher-paying jobs, and experiencing better mental health. That study also found that children with strong social skills at an early age (kindergarten and first grade) were more likely to have full-time jobs 20 years later. Why could this be the case? The development of early social skills might create opportunities for strong social connectedness and meaningful engagement in academic and social situations.

WHEN DO SOCIAL SKILLS DEVELOP?

Social skills are constantly developing, from birth and even into adulthood. We are constantly receiving information from our environment that shapes the way we act in certain situations or with certain people. We are also constantly getting information from people around us—through verbal or nonverbal communication—that lets us know how our actions or words impact those around us or could potentially impact them.

As your child grows, you can expect to see some of the following social skills develop. As with most aspects of child development, progress will vary from child to child. Some of these skills may show up earlier than expected and some may appear later. Typically, this isn’t cause for alarm, but always reach out to your pediatrician if you have concerns about your child’s interactions, behavior, or health.

0–6 Months

Social skills are already beginning to develop in infancy. Infants begin establishing eye contact (a nonverbal communication skill), smiling when familiar people approach, and laughing in response to playful antics.

6–12 Months

During the second half of the first year, babies continue to establish stronger eye contact and are more able to maintain this eye contact. They may also smile when socially approached by new faces in addition to familiar ones, mimic behaviors like clapping or pointing, reach for caregivers, and respond to the facial expressions of others.

1–2 Years

During the second year of life, toddlers begin to develop basic self-regulation skills like settling or calming down (sometimes called self-soothing). They may also begin to offer toys to others and engage in role-play like mimicking routines and actions. They also begin to communicate verbally with simple words or phrases.

2–3 Years

At this age, kids begin to imitate pretend play actions, like making food or cleaning the house. They also begin to share their own desires or feelings by asking for what they want and using assertive verbal communication. They may also engage in caregiving behaviors—such as playing with a doll—showing concern and awareness for the needs of others. At this age, they usually also begin playing alongside other children, though they may not actually be playing with the other children (called parallel play).


3–4 Years

Kids in this age bracket continue to play beside others but might now begin to play with peers or siblings. Kids are able to take turns at this age and play with a group of 2–3 peers. They may also treat dolls and stuffed animal as if they are alive and engage in social play with these items. At this age, kids could start talking about their feelings in a variety of situations. They might also demonstrate an awareness of family and social rules, especially when they know they have broken the rules! Kids may also show spontaneous kindness and care toward others.

4–5 Years

During the fifth year of life, kids are able to engage in turn taking and imaginative play with others. In their play, they may be working together toward a common goal, showing early cooperation skills. They begin to engage in imaginative play that expands outside of their own experiences, like pretending to be a barista at a coffee shop. Kids can also play games with simple rules, like hide-and-seek or freeze dance. At this age, kids are more communicative and engage in conversations with same-age peers.

5–6 Years

At this stage in life, kids may begin to engage in play with others with a shared goal. They may play together in an imaginative way, like pretending to be characters from their favorite TV show. Or they might be playing together in an imaginative mission, like defending townspeople from a fire-breathing dragon! They may also begin playing board games with adult guidance. Kids might also engage in negotiations during play, like, “You be the knight this time and I will be the dragon, and next time, I’ll be the knight and you can be the dragon!” Kids at this age are usually able to engage in more thoughtful conversations with peers, as they begin to ask questions about other kids’ interests, experiences, and ideas.

6–7 Years

Kids continue engaging in play with peers and may play with larger groups. They will also begin to make up their own games with their own rules in a group, which may require some negotiation. They also play cooperative games and are beginning to learn to cope with losing.


7–8 Years

Social and cognitive skills are really advancing now! Kids continue playing cooperatively with peers, creating their own games, and engaging in play that is outside their personal experience (like captaining a pirate ship). However, play at this age is often less imaginative and more goal directed or competitive. At this age, kids are better able to deal with losing competitive games and have an understanding of sportsmanship.

Kids are becoming very aware of other people’s feelings and more aware of others’ perceptions and intentions. They are also aware that multiple feelings can exist together. For example, they recognize that they can feel excited about the big game but also nervous about their own performance in the game. They demonstrate the ability to cognitively process things they are seeing in their environments and use this information to choose appropriate actions for themselves. They can plan their actions and think ahead. For example, when they want to invite a friend to play, they can plan an activity in advance. Kids at this age are more able to consider several aspects of a problem at once when they engage in problem-solving tasks.

Special Considerations That Can Impact Social Development

While development of social skills generally follows these age ranges, there will be variance among children, especially those with diagnoses that impact social interaction. For children diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder, engagement skills, communication skills, self-control, and other social skills may not follow the expected developmental pattern. Likewise, children diagnosed with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder may struggle to demonstrate age-expected self-control or emotion-regulation skills.

If your child has been diagnosed with a condition that impacts their social interactions and development or communication, talk with your pediatrician to learn more about expected development and strategies for helping your child make developmentally and individually appropriate progress. The activities in this book will still be fun for you and your child! Talk to your child’s providers about which areas (e.g., communication, emotion regulation, etc.) would be best to focus on right now, and choose activities that target those skills.


HOW KIDS DEVELOP SOCIAL SKILLS

The main way that children learn social skills is by watching the people around them and then practicing those skills in their own lives. Kids pick up on social skills starting as early as birth! Let’s think about some specific examples.


	It’s that late-afternoon time frame. It has been a while since lunch, and nap time is over. Dinner won’t be ready for a while, but your child is hungry. Your child can observe how siblings ask for a snack when they’re hungry and use this example as a means for obtaining his own snack. He sees a sibling say, “Mom, can I please have a banana?” and can then mimic the behavior to obtain a snack for himself. If he’s a baby taking in all this information, he may not ask quite so directly. But he may make some sounds in an attempt to get what his sibling has just gotten. Observing members of the family gives babies and kids information about how to act or how to obtain the things they need in the home setting.

	You’re at the grocery store and there is a long line. Your 3-year-old child is sitting in the seat of the shopping cart and looks around at the others in the line. Waiting in a long line might be a new experience for your toddler, but seeing how people wait patiently in line at the grocery store gives her important social information about what is expected in this particular setting.

	At the park, your child sees others playing a game that looks really fun. She does not know these children and seems unsure how to join the game. While she watches them play, she may see others join the game. Observing how other children join the game gives her information on how she can get in on the fun too.



Three basic steps make up the important task of navigating social situations like these: seeing, thinking, and acting.

Step 1: Seeing

Seeing involves noticing and taking in social cues, and it’s critical for developing social skills because it is the process of observing and taking in important information about the environment and others in the environment. Seeing can take on many forms:


	Children observe what adults are doing in the environment around them.

	They can also pick up on the tone of the environment. Is it a playful, casual environment, or do others seem serious?

	When kids face a new situation, they may also observe other kids’ behaviors. What are the other children doing? How are they completing the task? How are they playing?

	
Kids can pick up on other people’s reactions. They may notice that a friend seems excited to see them and then move to give the friend a hug. Or they may notice that a sibling seems bored with the game they are playing, which may lead them to suggest a new game.



Kids use this information to guide their own actions, which in turn directly impact others. If the seeing or observing does not take place, kids may choose actions or behaviors that do not fit the environment or situation.

Step 2: Thinking

The second task, thinking, involves interpreting the observed information by thinking about what has been observed and what one can do with the information. For example:


	What does it mean when I see all the other kids sitting quietly on the carpet facing the teacher?

	What does it mean when my friend is sitting alone with tears in her eyes?

	What does it mean when my mom is on the phone in her office?



Thinking also involves interpreting the intentions of others, as in:


	What did he mean by that?

	What does her action tell me?



This is a skill that certainly develops over time, but it is an important piece of the social-skill-development puzzle. You can practice while out in the world. For example, at the playground, when your child jumps in front of a friend in line for the slide, they will likely get a strong negative response from their friend. The friend might yell, “Hey, she cut in line! It’s not her turn! I was waiting.” Over time, kids will internalize that social cue: My friends feel upset when I don’t wait patiently and give them their turn. Others will benefit from some adult guidance here. “Notice how your friend’s face is showing a frown and her arms are crossed. How do you think she’s feeling? Why do you think she might feel that way? What is a different choice you could make to help your friend feel better?”

Step 3: Acting

Once information has been observed and thoughtfully considered, kids can act in a way that fits the context (or doesn’t!). While younger kids sometimes jump right to acting, following all three steps of the process will ensure a better outcome.

Children as young as 3–5 can begin to think ahead and plan their actions by anticipating future consequences, such as moving closer to the bottom of the staircase before jumping off the final step, because they anticipate a painful physical consequence if they jump off the top step! Though younger kids can certainly observe and learn from social consequences (like, My sister cries when I pull her hair. I don’t want my sister to be sad, so I won’t pull her hair anymore), researchers believe age 7 is the developmental age at which most kids are better able to develop rational thinking, have an internalized conscience, and control their impulses in social settings (sometimes referred to as the “age of reason”). In this phase, they are more aware of not only how others are feeling but also how their behaviors can impact those emotions. They can use the information they have observed, think it over rationally, and then choose appropriate actions. While there are certainly individual differences, prior to this age, many children still view themselves as the center of their own world and have difficulty seeing things from someone else’s perspective.

Building Social Skills Through Spoken Observations

As kids get older, around 5–8, they’re more developmentally able to take in direct instruction and receive feedback or suggestions on these skills through thoughtful questioning with trusted adults. This can be as simple as overhearing a parent wonder aloud about a situation. Spoken observations can help kids better understand what it looks like to follow the three steps: observe others (seeing), think about the needs and the expectations of the social situation (thinking), and then choose an action that fits the situation (acting). Let’s look at some specific examples:


	You have just boarded a subway car and sat down with your child. You anticipate that your child might use a louder voice than is appropriate in this setting, so you say, “Hmm, I noticed when we got on this train car that everyone is sitting quietly. Some people are reading, and others are listening to music. I think the other passengers might be bothered if I have a loud phone conversation with my sister right now. I’ll send her a text message now and call her later when we get home.”

	You and your child have arrived at story time at the local public library. The activity today is a book reading followed by a craft at a table with peers. This is your child’s first experience with an activity like this, so you say, “I noticed when we walked in that all the other children are sitting on the carpet with their grownups. They have their hands in their laps and are looking toward the librarian. Let’s join them and do what they are doing!” After the story, when you move to the craft table, you say, “Look at all these cool supplies! I see there are several other children at the table too. It looks like the supplies are for everyone to use. Let’s choose just a couple of these and a couple of those so that there are enough supplies for everyone.”

	You arrive at a birthday party with your child. The other children are clearly excited, running around the space, yelling after one another and playing games. You expect that your child might become a little overexcited if he joins in with the running group, so you say, “Wow, birthday parties are so exciting! It seems like everyone is having fun. I’m noticing that Jaden’s grandmother is covering her ears. All that running and yelling might be hurting her ears. Look, Jaden’s mom set up a fun game over there, and your friend Max is playing. Why don’t we join him?”



Recognizing others’ feelings and how our own actions may impact them is a critical component of social-skill development, and hearing you observe these will help your child begin thinking about these processes. Over time, they’ll grow to internalize this process for themselves.

HOW TO PROVIDE GENTLE GUIDANCE FOR SKILL DEVELOPMENT

Sometimes, when you find yourself in a situation in which your child needs guidance in solving a problem, it can be hard to find the right words or the right roadmap. As you guide your child through real-time problem-solving in social scenarios, you can think of the IDEAL method suggested by the American Psychological Association to guide your conversation:


	
Identify the problem and the feelings involved in the situation.

	
Determine possible appropriate solutions.

	
Evaluate each possible solution.

	
Act, after choosing the best solution.

	
Learn from the situation so you can apply this information later!



Here’s what that might look like:



	Situation: Your 7-year-old child comes home from soccer practice complaining that Jamie would not pass the ball to him. “Jamie is such a ball hog! I was open, and I told him that I was open, but he still wouldn’t pass to me. I don’t even want to play on the team anymore!”




	Identify the problem and feelings:




	
Adult: “Wow, it sounds like soccer practice was really hard today. You’re feeling frustrated.”

Child: “Yes, and mad! It’s not fun to play when someone hogs the ball.”

Adult: “It sounds like you’re not enjoying playing your favorite sport right now because of what happened today with Jamie.”

Child: “Yeah, it’s not fun when people don’t share the ball.”

In this situation, the feelings have been labeled (frustrated and mad), and the problem has been identified: A previously enjoyed activity isn’t feeling fun right now because of a peer interaction.





	Determine possible solutions:




	
Adult: “What do you think you should do about this problem?”

Child: “I just want to quit the team. It’s not fun anymore!”

Adult: “Hmm, that’s one idea. Let’s see if we can think of some others.”

Child: “Well, I guess I could talk to him and ask him to pass the ball.”

Adult: “You could definitely do that. He might not know how you feel.”

Child: “Or I could tell everyone else on the team not to pass the ball to him.”

Adult: “That’s another idea. I wonder if we could think of something else.”

Child: “Maybe I could ask Coach Tre if he could remind everyone to pass the ball when people are open and have a good shot at the goal.”

Adult: “That’s another great idea. Let’s think about what might happen if you tried each of these solutions.”





	Evaluate solutions:




	
Solution 1: Adult: “If you decided to just quit the team, you would probably really miss playing soccer. It’s your favorite sport! Let’s see if another solution might be better.”

Solution 2: Adult: “You could talk to Jamie and tell him how you feel. You could tell him that you feel frustrated when he won’t pass the ball to you and ask him to pass the ball when you’re open near the goal. He might not know how you feel, but if you share how you’re feeling, he might be more willing to pass the ball.”

Solution 3: Adult: “You could tell everyone else not to pass the ball to Jamie. But that doesn’t really seem like good sportsmanship, right? That might cause a big problem between teammates.”

Solution 4: Adult: “You could talk to your coach about the problem. He could spend some time at practice reminding everyone to work together and be teammates. He might even have everyone practice some passing drills to make sure everyone knows how to do it. Which solution do you think would be the best one?”

Child: “Well, I’m not sure I’m comfortable talking to Jamie about how I feel about it. So I think I’ll just talk to Coach Tre first instead. That seems like the best to me.”

Adult: “I think that’s a great solution. Coach Tre will be able to help.”





	Act with the chosen solution:




	
At soccer practice, your child can arrive early to speak with the coach about the problem.

Child: “Coach Tre, can I talk to you?”

Coach: “Of course. What’s up?”

Child: “Last week at practice, I was really frustrated because Jamie wouldn’t pass me the ball. I kept telling him I was open, but he just kept the ball. I was just really upset and was wondering if we could maybe talk about passing or practice passing at practice.”

Coach: “Thanks for letting me know how you felt about that. We can definitely talk about passing. It’s always important to practice!”





	Learn from the situation:




	
Adult: “I’m so proud of you for picking a helpful solution to this problem from soccer. What do you think you learned from this?”

Child: “Adults really do want to help. Coach Tre knew exactly what to do, and practicing passing at practice really did help everyone on the team. And I’m glad I didn’t quit just because I was mad. I would have really missed soccer!”

Adult: “That’s great! It’s always okay to talk through problems and ask for help. And it’s important not to make big decisions or act when we’re angry. Taking time to talk through the problem helped you make a calm decision.”






Guiding kids through this process of thinking about the problem and the feelings involved and then considering possible solutions can help them evaluate different aspects of the problem and think about others who are involved. Ruling out solutions that may have negative outcomes is also important, as you are encouraging kids to look ahead and make predictions about what might happen if they take certain actions. It can also encourage them to pause and take time to think over the problem before they act, an important impulse-control skill in all areas of life.

GENERAL TIPS FOR HELPING KIDS

We’ve already discussed many ways you can help your child “in the moment” when they are encountering social situations. The following are additional ways to provide safe spaces for your child to learn social skills:


	Give them lots of opportunities for practice! Join regular play groups, be around neighbors, and visit the park.

	Play games together so they can learn about turn taking and winning and losing graciously.

	
Hold casual playdates so they can practice sharing and doing what someone else chooses.

	Video chat with friends or family members so they can practice active listening and picking up on nonverbal cues in an electronic setting.

	Teach your kids how to identify and name their own feelings and practice noticing feelings in others.

	Teach empathy. Look for opportunities to talk about how others might be feeling. Model for kids how to imagine how someone else might be feeling.

	Role-play before situations so kids can practice ahead of time. For example, before heading to the park, role-play how to ask to join a game. Before going to art camp, role-play complimenting a peer’s work.

	Give your child lots of opportunities for independent success—only step in when necessary.

	Offer your child gentle, encouraging feedback about social skills.



Giving children lots of varied opportunities for learning while offering constructive, compassionate feedback and gentle guidance will help them develop the important social skills they need for success in school, on the playground, and beyond.






2 ACTIVITIES


In this part, you’ll find more than 150 activities that you can do at home, in the neighborhood, in your community, or on a video chat with friends and family to practice these important skills. Each activity includes a suggested age range, a list of helpful materials, skills that the activity focuses on, step-by-step instructions, and any necessary teaching or preparation tasks to complete before the activity. You’ll also find discussion questions for after the activity to get kids thinking about how they can transfer their learning to real-life scenarios. These discussion questions are an important transition to help kids process what they’ve just done and consider how it relates to the world around them. You’ll find specific questions tailored to each exercise, but you can always ask additional open-ended questions, like, “What was fun/difficult/easy about this activity?”

Keep in mind that the age ranges given are simply suggestions and that kids develop at different rates (and that’s okay!). Pick and choose activities that you think will work best for your child. And if an activity doesn’t go how you hoped it would the first time, give it another try later.

On the other hand, if your child really enjoys any particular activity, feel free to repeat it over and over. Kids love to feel a sense of mastery when they are able to accomplish a task or challenge. Make small changes to keep things interesting or make it your own by tailoring an activity to your family’s interests to really get buy-in from your child.

Most importantly, have fun together!






CHAPTER 2 LET’S CHAT! COMMUNICATION SKILLS


WHAT IS COMMUNICATION?

“Communication” refers to the ways that we share and relay ideas. Communication can be both verbal and nonverbal. Verbal communication refers to the way we actually talk to one another. This can include spoken words, written or typed words, the tone of voice we use, and even the volume of our voices. After all, it’s not just what we say but how we say it that communicates an important social message!

Nonverbal communication refers to the way we communicate with our movements, postures, facial expressions, and bodies. It can include things like nodding, making eye contact, turning our bodies toward those who are speaking, smiling while others talk to us, and more. We can activate kids’ understanding of this nonverbal communication by demonstrating postures and asking them to think about how they would feel if someone stood or looked like this when they were speaking. Here’s an example: “How would you feel if you were telling me a story about something really exciting that happened, and I was frowning with my arms crossed and looking at things around the room? But how would you feel if I was making eye contact, nodding, and looking excited while you were talking to me?”

WHAT DOES COMMUNICATION LOOK AND SOUND LIKE?

Communication can sound like a verbal conversation, but it’s so much more than just speaking. It can look like a frown, slumped shoulders, or excited jumps and smiles. It can also look like a written note or text message. Some examples of communication that kids engage in include:


	Talking to family members and friends

	Drawing a picture for a friend to cheer them up

	Crying or frowning after a peer takes a toy without asking




COMMUNICATION IN KID-FRIENDLY TERMS

To explain communication to your kids, try saying something like this:


We all have things we want to say and ideas we want to share. There are so many ways that we can do this. We can tell someone what we are thinking with our words. We can show someone how we are feeling with our faces. We can draw a picture that shows how we are feeling too. All these things are communication. Communication means that we share our ideas, thoughts, or feelings with our words, bodies, faces, writing, or drawing.



WHY COMMUNICATION SKILLS ARE IMPORTANT

Communicating effectively is a huge piece of the social-skills puzzle! Infants use cries to communicate their needs to caregivers. Toddlers use their behavior to communicate their wants and needs. Children use their words, faces, behaviors, and more to share their ideas and experiences. Communication skills are how we share our thoughts, our needs, our dreams, our ideas, and so much more. Being able to communicate effectively with others promotes group cohesion, group effectiveness, and feelings of connectedness.

WHERE AND WHEN KIDS WILL USE COMMUNICATION SKILLS

Communication is everywhere! Kids will communicate their needs, fears, and wants at home. They’ll communicate their creativity and imagination in play settings. They’ll communicate their ideas and questions in the classroom. Providing them the skills to communicate effectively with words and actions will give kids a leg up in all settings, as they’ll have the confidence to speak up and ask for what they need and share their own unique ideas.

LOOKING AHEAD

In this chapter, you’ll find games and activities to help your child practice these verbal and nonverbal communication skills. Give them a try as a family or play with friends in the neighborhood. Some of these activities can even be played with grandparents, cousins, or friends on a video chat.






BABY TALK

Babies actually have lots of ways of communicating, even though they may not be able to verbally share what they want to say. While they might not understand your responses right now, your verbal responses will encourage communication and give babies a sense of accomplishment when their attempts at communication are rewarded.




	Age Range:

	1–2




	Skills:

	Nonverbal cues, body language




	Materials:

	None




	Number of Participants:

	Baby and caregiver




	Where to Play:

	Inside or outside







HOW TO PLAY


	When your baby makes attempts at communication using cries, arm waves, or nuzzles, respond verbally to them.

	For example, when your baby nuzzles in close to your arm, say, “It looks like you’re hungry! Let’s get you some milk. Thanks for telling me what you need!” Or when your baby reaches out to touch the book you’re reading, say, “Oh, you are interested in the story! Let’s turn the page and see what happens next.”



THINKING BACK AND LOOKING AHEAD (FOR CAREGIVERS)


	How did my baby communicate with me today?

	In what other ways can I respond to my baby’s attempts at communication?








CHITCHAT

While they may not be able to verbally respond to what we say, babies get a lot out of a real conversation with a caregiver. Spend time carrying on a “conversation” with your baby, even if it feels a little one-sided. Simulating regular conversations like this while offering pauses for your baby to interject will help them build conversation skills before they’re even talking! They’ll learn about the give and take in a conversation and enjoy being a part of the chitchat.




	Age Range:

	1–2




	Skills:

	Nonverbal cues, body language




	Materials:

	None




	Number of Participants:

	Baby and caregiver




	Where to Play:

	Inside or outside







HOW TO PLAY


	At a special time each day, like after bath time or during a diaper change, make time for a conversation with your baby.

	Maintain eye contact with your baby and engage in physical touch by holding hands or helping your baby sit up in your lap if developmentally appropriate.

	Talk to your baby like you would an older child. Simply share about your day or ask them questions about their day. After asking them questions, pause, make eye contact, and give them a chance to “respond.” They may respond with coos, simple eye contact, or playful kicks.



THINKING BACK AND LOOKING AHEAD (FOR CAREGIVERS)


	How did my baby communicate with me today?

	In what other ways can I respond to my baby’s attempts at communication?








BOOK TALK

Engage your baby in conversations about the books that you read, even if they can’t verbally respond just yet. Asking them questions and pointing out exciting things on the pages will help your baby build vocabulary and grow their confidence for trying to communicate.




	Age Range:

	1–2




	Skills:

	Nonverbal cues, body language




	Materials:

	Books




	Number of Participants:

	Baby and caregiver




	Where to Play:

	Inside







HOW TO PLAY


	During book time, engage your baby in conversations about the story. Say things like, “Wow, I wasn’t expecting him to do that. Did you know that was going to happen?” Pause and give your baby a chance to respond!

	Point out exciting or important details on the page. “Do you see this blue dog? That blue dog looks fuzzy and soft. Would you like to play with a blue dog?” Again, after each question, pause, make eye contact, and give your baby a chance to respond.

	When your baby responds with small sounds or kicks, or reaches for the page, respond as if they have spoken to you. “Oh, really?! You did see that coming? Wow, you’re really perceptive.” Or, “You think a blue dog would be fun? I think so too.”



THINKING BACK AND LOOKING AHEAD (FOR CAREGIVERS)


	How did my baby communicate with me today while I read them this story?

	In what other ways can I respond to my baby’s attempts at communication?








VOLUME HOPSCOTCH

Being aware of one’s own voice volume is important for all kinds of social interactions. This activity will help kids develop an understanding of voice levels using a scale and physical body movements. Help them think about when each voice level on the scale is appropriate to use.




	Age Range:

	3+




	Skills:

	Communication, voice levels




	Materials:

	Chalk




	Number of Participants:

	1+




	Where to Play:

	Outside







BEFORE YOU START
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