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To William (Bill) Piazza, who at the age of ninety-one had never forgotten the value of play. This is for you, Dad.






Introduction: PUTTING PLAY TO WORK


I spent over thirty years as a speech pathologist in a large elementary school district in a major western state. The students I worked with were enrolled in special-needs preschool classes, general education classes, special education classes, and gifted student classes… In other words, the whole spectrum of young humanity came into my classroom. There, I learned the value of play in helping my students accomplish therapeutic goals. And every year I would be reproached by at least one parent, saying, “My son says all they do in your class is play games.” As adults, after all, we regard play as a leisure activity, something you do once the real work is done.

But play is the work of childhood—as well as the delight. It is how we begin to understand the world we live in, and our place in that world. Play is the way children learn to answer some very important questions, including: Who am I? Who is that person over there? How do I get their attention? How do I get what I want? This process starts at birth, with the very first interactions being between parent and child.

The language that surrounds a baby provides him with the basis for complex thought. The ability to use repetition, imitation, rhythm, and musicality to retain information is a learned linguistic skill. Puzzles encourage the language-based ability to analyze the situation, ask questions, formulate answers, and think abstractly about possible outcomes. All of these skills are taught and reinforced through game play.

This can all be intimidating for a first-time parent, or even a veteran parent with little time to spare. But the good news is, human beings are born communicators. As social beings, we seek out interactions with others to sustain ourselves. The newborn infant knows this instinctively; he has the tools to reach out to his parents, and the parents, in turn, instinctively respond. This book will give parents the skills to build on this natural relationship, optimize their time with their children, and help them develop communication skills that will last a lifetime. And I promise, it will even be fun!

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

To make the most of the tools offered in this book, you need a basic understanding of what to expect at each stage of your child’s development. I want you to avoid the predictable traps of either underestimating your child’s abilities or expecting more than your child can give at any stage. Both create stress that can undermine your efforts.

Chapter 1, “Growing Together,” presents an overview of what average human development looks like, in terms of motor, language, and social skills. Chapter 2, “Saying It,” looks at the development of speech sound production (articulation). Keep in mind that what these chapters describe are guidelines. Some children develop certain skills earlier or later, and still remain well within average range. This information is not meant to create anxiety, but to guide your choice of games and activities your child might enjoy.

These two chapters also include a list of Parent Skills that can help you create a meaningful and open relationship with your child. Some might seem obvious, but their conscious application in the actual moment of learning may take some practice. Try them out—you may be surprised at how effective they are.

Since the topic of this book is games and play, I have included chapter 3, “Toys,” which looks at the commercially manufactured toys that are a large part of a child’s life. They form the basis of many an adult’s fond memories of friends and family. Sometimes expensive, they can represent a major purchasing decision. How do you choose the right toy for your child? How can a toy help your child’s language development? What about video games? Are they bad for kids? You will find my thoughts and guidelines about what to look for when purchasing toys.

GAMES FOR EVERY OCCASION

I have provided over sixty games and activities for you to choose from that are appropriate for children ranging in age from infancy to the early elementary school years. Each game description states the Target Skills (the speech, language, motor, and social skills that the game is designed to support), the Materials needed (with several options to spark your creativity whenever possible), and a description of the Object of the Game, so that all players will understand the goal.

These games and activities are selected for their ease, fun, and proven effectiveness. Whenever possible, they have been devised to fit in with a parent’s busy life. Many focus on how to bring play into everyday chores and experiences, incorporate play into larger family gatherings, and use games to deepen your relationship with your child. As children mature, the games they prefer become more abstract and fanciful in nature. But don’t worry—I have provided everything you need to get started, from games to play with infants and toddlers to creative storytelling and rule-governed card games for school-age kids.

SEVEN CHAPTERS OF GAMES

The games in each chapter are arranged from simplest to most complex, so you can select the game or activity that will allow you and your child the greatest success and enjoyment. The seven chapters are organized as follows:


Nothing Up My Sleeve: These are games and activities played with common household objects, or no materials at all. Easy to play in the spur of the moment.

In the Toy Box: These games and activities maximize speech and language development by using things you find around the house that your child probably already plays with—bath toys, children’s books, pots and pans.

I Can Do It Myself!: You can create your own materials together with your child. Introduce your kids to Cootie Catchers and edible play dough. Recipes and patterns are provided. These homemade materials work alone or in combination in a variety of games and activities that support speech and language growth.

Who Goes First?: Avoid those inevitable discussions about fairness with games that teach children language, speech, and social skills they can take to the school playground.

A Full Deck: Card games are fun, portable, and the basis of an infinite number of games and activities. Go to www.simonandschuster.com/books/The-Gift-of-Gab to download a full set of cards you can use with this book. You and your child will soon be creating your own personalized card decks. Great for nonreaders and advanced readers alike.

At Home and On the Road: You can take game play, and language development, with you everywhere you go. These are games to play with your child as you go about the chores of daily life, like grocery shopping and laundry.

Let’s Party!: These games and activities allow you to bring game play to larger groups and cross-generational gatherings like birthday parties and family get-togethers—situations that can be challenging for children with developing speech, language, and social skills. The structure of these well-defined games and activities helps ensure that your time together is well spent.
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1. GROWING TOGETHER

Being a parent is by turns rewarding, defeating, frustrating, challenging, invigorating, and exhausting. No two siblings are the same; with every child comes a new personality. Thankfully, the early milestones are more consistent. As we explore child development, keep in mind that the “ages” are averages. Some children reach these milestones a bit sooner, some a bit later. Girls are often a bit ahead of boys, especially when it comes to verbal development.

Within each age range I’ve also included the relevant Parent Skills. Keep in mind that some of these skills will span the whole of childhood; others are stage-specific. Use what works for you and your child. The idea is to enjoy your time together.

THE FIRST INCREDIBLE YEAR

Your infant is a natural wonder. From birth he can communicate with you in several ways. His cries alert you to the presence of hunger, wet diapers, and the need for a cuddle. His coos and snuggles reward your attentions. By three months, his smiles entice you to play. At this point he also begins to vocalize with the seemingly random sounds we call babbling. He soon learns that he can use his own actions to affect his world. He can hold his bottle, grab his toy, hug his puppy, push the peas away and spit them out.

By six months he notices that the objects around him seem to appear and disappear as if by magic. At ten months, separation anxiety may become an issue. Most children will utter their first words between nine and eighteen months. By his first birthday, he is likely using his growing collection of one-word phrases to call you and other family members by name, ask for important things he wants, and refuse objects, food, and toys. His sense of self is taking hold. Perhaps he can even crawl or run away from or toward a person or object.

At this stage, play is a one-on-one activity. Even if an adult or other child is involved, the one-year-old will likely prefer to play alone, or with one other person whose role is to offer an object or react to his actions with approval.

IMPORTANT PARENT SKILLS

At this stage you want to “bathe” your child in language. Your most important tools will be Self-Talk, Parallel Talk, and Gestures.


Self-Talk: Narrate your actions and thoughts out loud to your child as you live your life with him. Making breakfast? Describe your choices: “Eggs or oatmeal today? I think oatmeal and fruit will taste good.” Feeling confused? Describe your feelings: “I don’t know what to do. Should I call Grandma and ask her? I think I will.” As you narrate your life, give him a chance to respond. “What do you think? The pink or the blue socks? You think the blue go better with jeans. Okay. I’ll wear those today.” Self-Talk provides real-time examples of sentence structure, vocabulary, problem solving, thinking skills, and emotional health.

Parallel Talk: The mirror of Self-Talk, Parallel Talk is the description of your child’s actions and feelings in real time, as they happen. He makes a face and spits out the peas: “Ugh! You hate peas! Yucky peas!” He eagerly reaches for his bottle: “Mommy, I want juice now. I’m thirsty.” His eyes grow sleepy: “You are so tired. Time for a nap.” This technique grows with your child. Once he begins to talk, build on his words and expand his phrases into sentences. If he says, “Cookie,” respond with “Want a cookie? A chocolate cookie?” If he says, “Go bye-bye,” you say, “Go bye-bye? Want to go to the store?” Bring the expansion back to him to keep the conversation going.

Gestures: Not all communication is verbal. Try pointing to the thing you are talking about. Use vocal inflections and funny voices to illustrate your feelings and his. Listen to music and dance.



THE TERRIFIC TODDLER

Your child is now his own person, with clear preferences and aversions. He finds joy in repetition, and from favorite toys, songs, and cartoon characters. He now knows that objects have permanence, even if he can’t see them. He wants to be an active participant in household routines like cleaning up, doing the laundry, and grocery shopping. With a matured concept of object permanence comes the sometimes-pesky concept of possession. Sharing can be a challenge. He begins to note the size, color, and shape of things. He becomes more curious about the outside world. He knows he is a person different from others, and that other people don’t always respond to him in the same ways—i.e., Mommy says no to a request for a cookie, but Daddy says yes. The mirror is a great joy. Boy or girl, most toddlers love dressing up and using makeup to change their appearance.

Around age two, he will begin to speak in two- to three-word phrases, such as “My ball” or “Mommy, get it.” On average, he will be able to speak more than three hundred words and understand more than one thousand. Now growth begins to happen very quickly. By approximately three years of age, he will begin to use language in expanding ways for many purposes. As his needs become more abstract, so does his language use. He discovers that he can not only ask for what he wants or refuse what he doesn’t, he can also talk about what has happened in the past or plan for the future. He can make up his own stories. He discovers that language is not only practical, it’s fun. With the growth of abstract language at about age three, fantasy play begins. Acting out favorite stories, creating his own stories, and taking on different roles become part of play. Patterns take center stage. Rhyming, alliteration, songs, and chants are now fascinating for him. He uses them to poke fun or communicate anger; for example, “Poopy puppy” or “poo-poo head.”

As he approaches age four, play becomes more of a group activity, with each participant taking on a different role. Not yet rule-governed, play is fluid and based on imitation of the activities and stories he is most familiar with.

IMPORTANT PARENT SKILLS


Expansion: Now is the time to add Expansion to your language-teaching toolbox. You take your child’s simple two- to three-word phrase and add a more adult vocabulary and structure. For example, if he says, “Mommy, cookie,” you respond by paraphrasing his statement. “Mommy, give me a cookie? Okay. Let me get it for you.” Remember to always respond to the meaning of what he said. Expansion is not a means of correction, but a way to model more sophisticated language use.

This, Then That: Turn everyday activities into participation games. Your toddler has seemingly endless energy and wants to “do” everything he sees others do. This is a good time to introduce the concept of “This, Then That.” For example: “First clean up, then have a cookie.” “First a bath, then a storybook.” “First a storybook, then sleep.” This concept also assists with dealing with anticipation. In an age of instant gratification, it is hard for kids to wait. “Hungry? Help make the sandwiches. What goes first? Cheese? Okay, put it on the bread.” And “Let’s clean up the toys. First one to fill the bucket is first to choose a cookie… Go!”

Controlled Choices: Reduce frustration by providing choices for your toddler. Too many items to select from can be overwhelming for both parent and child. Let him choose between two shirts. “This or that” choices are appropriate. Use this technique to build vocabulary (size, shape, color, function) and decision-making values. (“It’s raining… umbrella or raincoat today?”)

Predictability: Reduce anxiety around new experiences by giving your child the powers of prediction, observation, and adaptation. Tell him what you are going to do. Describe for him how you will prepare and what you expect when it happens. (“Let’s get ice cream. We’ll get our favorite hats and go to Baskin-Robbins. It’s hot today. There may be a line, but we will be patient.”) Then carry out the plan as you describe again what you are doing. If things go awry, as things sometimes do, describe for him how you can adapt. (“Oh, phooey! They don’t have strawberry ice cream. I’m disappointed. I’ll get the vanilla. I like vanilla.” “Oh no! You dropped the ice cream! No problem, I’ll share mine with you.”) Then, after the event, discuss the experience with him. How did the plan work? Is he happy with the outcome? (“My ice cream was good. Did you like yours?”) This skill builds language in obvious ways, like verb tenses and the concepts of past, present, and future. But it works in more subtle ways as well. He will learn how to handle anticipation through planning, and how to endure disappointment. Your own use of language can influence your child’s mastery of his emotional world.

Repetition: At this age, children love watching the same TV shows and movies and hearing the same stories over and over again. It can drive a parent a bit bonkers, but for the child, there is comfort in familiarity. There is also the probability that each time he sees the movie or hears the story, his mind has matured a bit and it may have new meaning for him, or he may notice new details. This makes repetition a valuable way to help him grow in observation, prediction, judgment, and imagination.

Using Repetition with Books: Take advantage of the beautiful and colorful illustrations in children’s books. Look for picture books without text. These allow the greatest flexibility in storytelling. If you can’t find a suitable picture book, no problem. A book with text can be adapted: At the first reading, cover up the words at the bottom of the page. Examine the pictures together and make up a story based on what you see. Then read the author’s story together. There will be surprising differences between your story and the author’s. Explore those differences. Then go back and encourage him to tell his own story based on the pictures. Pre-reading skills are no longer passive. They are active, interactive, and imaginative.

Using Repetition with Movies: You can teach your child to become an active movie watcher. Watch along with him as often as possible, and observe him as he watches. Is he engaged and interacting with the story? Is he passive and mesmerized? To find out, stop the video at a point where a character does something silly or bad. Ask what he thinks about what is happening, or what he thinks will happen next. Give him ideas on how to understand what is happening. “Why did Pooh go to see Eeyore? I think Eeyore was sad and Pooh is his friend.” “Is that character scary? I think he’s just silly.” See what he has to say. You will often find that the movie he was watching wasn’t the same as the one you saw. Is the story different for him than it was earlier? This opens up many conversations for you to share.



THE PRESCHOOL SCHOLAR

Young childhood, ages four to six, is the phase where your “baby” starts to move into the world. He is ready to engage with others on his own terms, with the skills you have taught him safely tucked in his bag of tricks. To make this transition successful, his environment—generally preschool and early elementary school—becomes more rule-driven. Daily routines happen on a defined schedule. Games now have rules to guide play and maintain order. Someone must “go first.” Fairness becomes a guiding concept. This sets the stage for conflict, just as his independent friendships grow in importance vis-à-vis family relationships. Maintaining a sense of self within a group, evaluating his own behavior, and adjusting accordingly all become important life skills now.

His physical dexterity has also matured. The games and activities he prefers pose both physical and intellectual challenges. Card games, board games requiring him to move pieces around, computer games requiring timing and prediction, math games, and word games make an appearance right about now.

To see the standard for verbal skills at this age, look on YouTube for videos of four-year-olds telling stories. Notice the growing mastery of narrative. There is a definite story with a series of events, although all grammatic elements are not yet in place. Very little prompting from adults is necessary.

IMPORTANT PARENT SKILLS


Controlled Independence: Parenting now gets a bit trickier. By age four, your toddler has become a young child who is ready to move out into the world with independence, even if you are not yet ready! Unfortunately, we don’t live in a world where true free-range childhood is a comfortable option for most parents. But we must recognize that a young child needs to learn to navigate the world on his own terms. How do parents manage this balancing act? You can carefully select the environments for your child to experience the beginnings of his independence. Preschool environments are key, and not all are alike. Take your time, talk to friends. Have a tryout day at a school you think may be a good fit. Let him tell you what he thinks. His feeling some control over the choice may reduce his anxiety and give him confidence. At ages five or six, supervised sports and clubs are exciting options. Look at the published manuals for Cub Scouts or Brownies, and you will see they are designed to encourage group social skills and language skills like memorization and following complex directions.

Continue Learned Parent Skills: Self-Talk, Parallel Talk, Expansion, Building Predictability, and Processing Stories and Events continue and become ever more important. It is time for the communication foundation you put in place the first four years or so of his life to pay off. His increased independence and exposure to the world outside of the family comes with some risk. You need to help him manage that risk. Here is when you learn to ask questions about what happens when you can’t be around. Help him with information about upcoming events so that he can make better choices. What will he see? How will he feel? What will he do if he gets lost in a store?

Read Together: Books for this age group are filled with ideas on how to navigate a complex world. Read them together. Do the actions of the characters support your values? If not, why not? Engage on these questions together. When you read aloud, activate your inner actor. Use inflection and gestures. Continue to stop and ask questions. Guess what will happen next. Examine the pictures together for emphasized details. Take the characters of your favorite stories and create new ones together.



MASTERS OF CHILDHOOD

Between the ages of six and eight, your child masters the principles of childhood. These are the golden years. Learning to read and reading to learn are pleasures you can share. Numbers become ideas that can be manipulated, the first steps in mathematical literacy. Game play matures.

The outside world intrudes further on your ability to control your child’s experiences, and your role moves closer to that of a guide or coach. Games are a great way to navigate this transition, especially games you create together that build on the firm foundation of the language and social skills you have already provided. Your child now learns that his own actions can influence his successes and failures. He can set goals and can take steps to achieve them. He can enlist groups of people with varying skills to work toward a goal. His abilities extend to independence in school requirements, such as homework completion and project planning. Creativity is the goal at this age. The ability to describe the how and why of his creations will be of increasing value throughout his schooling and on into adult life.

An eight-year-old should be able to relate experiences as a comprehensible series of events. He is very aware that there is a proper way to tell the story, mimicking the inflections he heard when an adult told it to him. Grammatic elements such as verb tense are in place.

IMPORTANT PARENT SKILLS


Setting Limits: At this point, communicating with your child should be a way of life, like eating and breathing. You will exercise the power of setting behavioral boundaries and establishing consequences. Listen to what your child wants to accomplish, and assist him in designing his plan and establishing his own consequences. The object is Self-Discipline. As much as possible, resist the temptation to nag. Your role is to establish household routines that provide opportunities for him to complete tasks such as homework, getting ready for school in the morning, and spending time with friends.

Discipline: If your child’s misbehavior did not result in harm to himself or others, I recommend turning the event into a learning experience by providing a “way out.” For example: You told him to clean up his room, with the understanding that if he did not do it, he couldn’t go to the pizza party on Friday. He didn’t clean up, so no party. Hysteria ensues. But you can give him a way to earn back the privilege. If he cleans his room and empties all the trash cans in the house, then he can go to the party. Now you are not the bad guy, and he learned a lesson.

Scheduling Activities: Some families are challenged to find time together. Busy parents can lead to overscheduled children. While activities can be great for socialization and skill mastery, it’s still important at this age for your child to have downtime. Unstructured time is when he has the opportunity to reflect, explore his own interests, play his music, draw his pictures, read for pleasure, see friends, and independently use the life and language processing skills you have gifted to him.

Screens Everywhere: Clearly, pocket electronics, AI, and personal screens will be a part of life from now on. (And who knows what else the future may hold?) You can’t fight it, so learn to use the electronics in your life constructively. Share screens when you can. If computer games are his thing but not yours, watch him play and ask him to explain what he is doing. Be a cheerleader. Share a joy of reading? Each of you take a book along as well as a screen when you travel. But other than plane rides and long car trips, strive not to use individual screens while you’re together. The goal is connection, whatever the medium.
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2. SAYING IT SPEECH SOUND PRODUCTION, ARTICULATION, AND… TWEETY BIRD?


The way we speak and what we say are intertwined. I have found that parents of young children are most often concerned about errors in speech sound production because these errors interfere with their ability to understand what the child wants to say. People outside the family, those least familiar with the child, are likely to point out these errors, implying that the parents need to “do something.” But most of these errors, especially in very early speakers, are perfectly natural. Speech development takes years; the child will most likely outgrow them. But how do you tell the difference between age-appropriate articulation patterns and those that warrant more concern? That’s exactly what I hope this chapter will help you do.
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