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Introduction


Welcome to Talking with Your Toddler! We are two speech-language pathologists who have joined together to write a book filled with fun and exciting games and crafts designed to help improve your toddler’s speech. Teresa Laikko is a certified speech-language pathologist who has worked for over thirty years in a variety of settings, including schools, homes, and hospitals. Her daughter, Laura Laikko, has recently received her master’s degree in speech-language pathology and has provided services for toddlers, children, and adults.


Our book has been designed with toddlers in mind. While the activities are targeted at children who are two to five years of age, we believe that these activities and strategies can be used with all children, including typically developing and non-typically developing toddlers.


In picking up this book you have demonstrated an interest in your toddler’s language development. This is awesome. Language is everything. Why? Language is essential to all kinds of communication. This can include requests, comments, expressing wants and needs, and interpersonal communication. We want toddlers to have a good foundation in language skills so that they can build to more complex skills. Language has a great impact on educational success as well.


How to Use This Book


The goal of our book is to present parents, professionals in child development, and family members with fun activities that encourage language development in toddlers. Providing multiple opportunities for children to practice their language skills and learn new vocabulary, these activities include games and crafts that are engaging and affordable, often using materials found around the house. The strategies can be incorporated into your daily life to encourage a child’s language development.


An important note: This book is not a replacement for speech-language therapy or other services. This book cannot “cure” a child who needs services. This book can only provide strategies and activities to help children expand their language skills. It also contains resources regarding speech-language services, as well as information on identifying when a child may need to get evaluated. Additionally, this book covers developmental milestones and the approximate age when the average child reaches them.


Our book is designed to provide you with ways to expand your child’s language through conversation and play. It is organized to be user-friendly to you, the busy parent. First, we talk about why language is so important. Then, we present several strategies that you can use when talking with your child in order to enhance their language development. We will refer to these strategies throughout the book, including ways to use them over the course of your day, during special occasions and holidays, and even in the midst of errands and outings.


We also have chapters dedicated to promoting literacy with your child, as well as helping them to express their emotions. Because many children at this age will attend preschool, we have also included information on ways to prepare your child for this big step. We will review techniques to expand your child’s language using technology and strategies to help them improve their production of speech sounds so that you can understand them. Finally, you’ll find plenty of information about when to seek the help of a speech-language professional and how to find the best person for the job.
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Did you know that by talking to your child, you are building their brain? Dana Suskind, a pediatric surgeon and author of Thirty Million Words: Building a Child’s Brain, states that the brain is hardwired to learn from human language and interaction. She founded a project called the Thirty Million Words Initiative, developed at the University of Chicago. This initiative began after researchers discovered that children in poor households often hear far fewer words than in households that are more affluent. They estimated that by age three, children in poverty hear thirty million less words than in other households. Dr. Suskind says that language is the nutrition for the developing brain—the most important thing you can do for child’s future success is to talk to them.
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Why Now?


Why focus on language in toddlers? Most of the wiring of the human brain occurs during the first three years of life, and research has shown us that children’s language is related to the amount of talking that parents do with their children.11 We want to help you find and take advantage of opportunities to have conversation with your toddler. Use our strategies while playing with your child, and watch their language expand!




Risley, T. R. and B. Hart, Promoting Early Language Development (2006). In N. F. Watt, C. Ayoub, R. H. Bradley, J. Puma, and W. A. LeBoeuf, eds., The Crisis In Youth Mental Health: Critical Issues and Effective Programs, Vol. 4 (Westport, Connecticut: Praeger Press, 2006): 83-88.





Thank you for picking up our book. Let’s have some fun!
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1    Risley, T. R. and B. Hart, Promoting Early Language Development (2006). In N. F. Watt, C. Ayoub, R. H. Bradley, J. Puma, and W. A. LeBoeuf, eds., The Crisis In Youth Mental Health: Critical Issues and Effective Programs, Vol. 4 (Westport, Connecticut: Praeger Press, 2006): 83-88.
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Language and Your Toddler


Let’s get started. As previously stated, language is everything. We use words, phrases, and sentences to communicate with others every day. Think about it. We wake up and say “good morning” to our families and we talk about what we are going to do during the day. (Or we might just grunt, “Coffee.”) As the day goes on, we talk to family, coworkers, and friends. We watch television and listen to the radio. We get pleasure from understanding what we hear and enjoy talking about our lives with others. We use language all the time, and language makes our lives more enjoyable and easier.
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We are often asked if learning two languages causes speech or language problems. The answer is no! Children all over the world learn more than one language without developing speech or language problems. The same strategies for learning communication skills apply for learning more than one language. Generally, bilingual children follow similar developmental milestones as children learning only one language. Developing two languages depends on the amount and quality of exposure the child has to both languages.
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Language enables us to do many things. A rich vocabulary and knowledge of how to use and understand words in sentences allows us to interact successfully with others. We use language to make requests, gain attention, protest, greet others, ask for help, play with others, seek affection, seek approval, comment, argue, agree, suggest, describe, make plans, make friends, instruct, remind, persuade, and on and on. Phew!


A toddler is a young human being who is just beginning to learn the wonderful world of words and how to use them. These new words make his life easier too. Have you ever gone to a foreign country or just thought about going to a foreign country where you didn’t know the language? Do you remember your feelings about it? I bet you wondered how you were going to be able to get around, ask questions, and generally figure out life without knowing the language. Knowing a few important words makes the trip easier, and knowing many words and how to use them in sentences makes the trip even more enjoyable. Your toddler is learning how to use words to make sense of his world too. He wants to use words to make requests (okay, maybe demands), inform, get love, get attention, and so much more.


There are many different stages of language development, from learning single words to using complete sentences and paragraphs to telling stories. This book will help you guide your child to the next logical step. If your child is using single words, that’s great! They are probably ready for the next step of putting two words together. If they are putting two words together, try for three-word utterances. Sometimes, toddlers make up their own words for something or are unable to pronounce a word correctly. That’s okay too.


Stages of Language Development


Children learn language at different rates and there is a large range of “normal” language development. Understanding of language is referred to as receptive language; the ability to express language is called expressive language. Receptive language skills often develop earlier than expressive language skills. The following chart depicts the typical development of listening and speaking skills. Some skills may develop a little sooner or a little later than the time ranges listed below; this is just a general guideline of what to expect from your child.
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If your child is not meeting these stages of development by the exact ages listed, it is not an immediate cause for concern. As we’ve said, these are very general ranges. Some children meet these stages a little slower, some reach them quicker. However, if you do have serious concerns regarding your child’s speech and language development, it is very important to seek professional help. Young children benefit greatly from early intervention. School districts across the United States have early intervention programs in place to help children ages three to five who are behind in their general development. These programs offer services to children who exhibit delays in communication (speech and language), motor, or cognitive skills. In addition to school districts, there are state agencies that provide services to children ages zero to three with delays. We go into more detail on all of this information, as well as red flags and warning signs to watch out for, in When to Go to a Professional (page 94).


How Many Words Should My Child Be Saying Anyway?


It depends! Children learn words at different rates. However, there is a large range of what is typical behavior at different ages. Generally, children can understand much more than they are able to express; their receptive language is greater than their expressive language.


According to Dr. Rhea Paul, the general guidelines are:


     [image: ][image: ]  By 18 months, children should be using around 50 words, but do not worry unless they are using fewer than 10–20 words.


     [image: ][image: ]  By 24 months, children should be using 200–300 words, but do not worry unless they are using fewer than 50 words.


     [image: ][image: ]  By 3 years, children generally use between 500–1000 words.


     [image: ][image: ]  By 5–7 years, children generally use 3000–5000 words.22




Paul, Rhea, and Courtenay F. Norbury. Language Disorders from Infancy through Adolescence, 4th ed. St. Louis: Elsevier Mosby, 2007.
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2    Paul, Rhea, and Courtenay F. Norbury. Language Disorders from Infancy through Adolescence, 4th ed. St. Louis: Elsevier Mosby, 2007.












Chapter 2
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Strategies


When talking with your toddler, there are many strategies you can use to encourage language production. Most of them will seem like common sense—you are probably doing them without realizing it! Continuing to use these strategies daily will help your child’s language skills grow. They are designed to create opportunities for your child to speak in a natural, low-pressure environment. Do not try to force your child to speak—we don’t want language to be a negative experience.


Before we begin, we want to warn against using these strategies constantly. We do not want you to pepper your child with questions or talking every second of the day. This will make your child feel overwhelmed or pressured. Instead, use these strategies in moderation. Some quiet is good during the day, as we’re sure you’d agree!


There are different ways to speak with your child. In their book Meaningful Differences, researchers Hart and Risley differentiate between business talk and extra talk. Business talk is more directive. This is when you are telling your child what to do, such as “Get dressed” or “Clean up your toys.” Extra talk consists of chit-chat, or spontaneous and informal conversational exchanges. This may sound like, “That car is very fast!” or “What a loud dog!” While both kinds of talk are necessary when communicating with your child, Hart and Risley suggest that extra talk is essential for brain development.33 Don’t be afraid to chit-chat with your child.




Hart, Betty, and Todd R. Risley. Meaningful Differences in the Everyday Experience of Young American Children. Baltimore: Paul H. Brookes, 1995.





Core Strategies


The following is a list of strategies we will refer to throughout the book. These core strategies, which have been adapted from Dr. Rhea Paul’s textbook Language Disorders from Infancy through Adolescence, are simple techniques to incorporate into playtime with your toddler. They can help expand your child’s utterances. When we say “utterances,” we mean the smallest continuous unit of speech with a clear beginning and ending. It does not need to be a complete sentence; for example, if your child says “Car go,” that is an utterance.


Self-Talk


This is an easy technique to implement. Simply talk aloud about what you are doing and how you are feeling throughout your day. By thinking and feeling out loud, you give your child a model on how to communicate thoughts and emotions in different settings and situations. Just hearing the correct way to speak will help your child create a mental blueprint to follow. Here are some examples:


     [image: ][image: ]  When smelling something particularly scrumptious, like cookies, exclaim, “I smell something good!”


     [image: ][image: ]  When you are faced with a problem, state the problem, and then state how you might solve it. For example, “Where is my phone? Maybe I left it in the kitchen.”


     [image: ][image: ]  When you are playing with your child, narrate what you are doing. “I’m going to make my doll dance.”


Parallel Talk


Parallel talk is similar to self-talk. While self-talk is about talking through your own actions, parallel talk describes what your child is doing as they are doing it. This provides them with the vocabulary and language for the action, even if they are not speaking about it themselves. This works especially well with play activities.


With parallel talk and self-talk, you do not need to constantly narrate your lives every second of the day. Include the techniques occasionally, incorporating them into your daily routine. Don’t bombard your child with constant chatter or feel pressured to speak constantly.


     [image: ][image: ]  When your child is playing with cars and crashing them together, try saying, “You crashed the car! You crashed the blue car into the red car!”


     [image: ][image: ]  When your child is drawing, comment on their actions as they are working. “You are using the blue crayon to color the sky!”


     [image: ][image: ]  When you and your child are playing catch, you might use a mixture of parallel talk and self-talk. For example, “You threw the ball! Oh no, I missed the ball!”


Modeling


To use modeling, repeat what your toddler says, particularly key phrases during play. Toddlers often imitate the imitation. We know that this sounds like a revolving door, but research suggests that children who imitate demonstrate advances in language production.44




Carpenter, Malinda, Michael Tomasello, and Tricia Striano. Role Reversal Imitation and Language in Typically Developing Infants and Children With Autism. New Jersey: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 2005.





When you repeat the utterance, it provides the child feedback. It also encourages them to continue the conversation and learn basic turn-taking that we use when conversing with others. You know how the more you do something the better you get at it? It is the same thing with speech. The more a child talks, the better they will get at it. When your child says “car,” repeat it. “Car!” The child may again repeat, “Car!”


We will refer to modeling in two different ways throughout the book. One way is this strategy, in which you repeat what your child says. The other is when we ask you to provide an adult model, or an example, of how to say an utterance or phrase.


Expansion


Expanding your child’s utterances is another way to provide them with examples of correct structure, vocabulary, and more. Simply restate what your child has said and expand it into a longer sentence. This is a very natural way of communicating with your child—you may already be doing it. You don’t need to put the child’s phrase in a paragraph-long monologue; just a brief sentence will help them. A good rule of thumb is to expand their utterance by one word. So if your child is making two-word utterances, repeat their phrase back to them with another word added. If they are using three-word utterances, expand it to four.


     [image: ][image: ]  If your child says “dog run” while watching a dog chase after a ball, you could say, “You’re right! The dog runs.”


     [image: ][image: ]  Your child may say “blue car” while you are racing with toy cars. Your response could be something like, “The blue car wins.” You can make your expansion slightly longer if you wish, to something like, “The blue car wins the race!”


     [image: ][image: ]  You can even expand one-word utterances. For example, if your child is eating crackers and says, “Yummy,” your expansion could be, “Yummy crackers!”


Script Therapy


This strategy involves creating a script for a familiar activity to encourage your child to repeat a given set of phrases. Again, any time your child speaks is good practice, even if it’s just repetition. This is a fun strategy you often see in preschool classes. Do you notice how these classes often begin and end with a song or phrase that the whole group sings? This is a form of script therapy. In preschool, you might see it with good morning songs or that oh-so-familiar clean-up song. You can use this at home too. Using this with a routine that is repeated frequently will give your child multiple opportunities to practice their language.


     [image: ][image: ]  Bathtime is a good opportunity to provide your child with repeated phrases, songs, or chants. (Examples could be as simple as singing Sesame Street’s “Rubber Ducky” song each time your child takes a bath.)


     [image: ][image: ]  Waking up in the morning and going to sleep at night also provide good opportunities for script therapy. Try singing a familiar song when they get up and at bedtime. We will review songs and routines in our morning and evening chapters for these times of day.


Follow Your Child’s Lead


Everybody wants to talk about what they are interested in. If you follow your child’s conversational lead, it is more likely they will be motivated to continue the conversation. Listen to what your child is saying and expand on it. They’ll be more interested in holding a conversation with you if it’s about what they want.


     [image: ][image: ]  If your child is saying “train go,” do not try to talk to them about the teddy bear you have. Join in on the train conversation! Try adding, “The train goes fast!” Don’t overwhelm your child with too many extra words when you respond. Expanding on their utterance by one or two words is fine.


     [image: ][image: ]  Talk about a favorite character from a TV show or movie. For example, if your daughter points out a princess on a lunch box, talk about it. “You’re right, there is Princess Anna! I like her green dress.” You can also attempt this at the store, although we warn you that this runs the risk they’ll want to take that item home.


     [image: ][image: ]  If your child is very interested in the bug on the sidewalk, lean down and join them. If they point and say “bug,” you might want to go along with the topic. Comment on the item of interest with something like, “The bug is green.”


[image: ]


Wait Time and Taking Turns


We know that you want to talk with your child, but give them a chance to think and respond. Children learning language need time to process your words and think of their own words to respond with. This takes some time. If your little one does not respond right away, we recommend waiting just a little bit longer. In a conversation, people typically take turns speaking. Your child might need more time to take their turn.


Turn-taking does not always mean verbally participating in a conversation. Sometimes taking turns can just be making a sound, such as “boom!” or a facial expression (think acting surprised during peekaboo). You might take turns reacting to each other during a game or making faces at each other. Turn-taking simply refers to just that—taking turns.


[image: ]


Sneaky Tricks


We call the following techniques “sneaky tricks” because they are easy ways to elicit language from your child without actively directing your child’s responses. These strategies will help your child practice their speech skills without your orally drilling them for more information.


Milieu Teaching


Milieu teaching consists of manipulating the environment, or setting it up so that your child needs to use speech, sounds, or even gestures to indicate their wants. You can then build on what your child does. For example, if they just point, you can tell them the word (“cookie”) and try to get them to imitate. If they already say “cookie,” you can encourage them to use a longer utterance by modeling “I want cookie” or “Cookie, please.” We suggest giving the child three opportunities to communicate their desire for the object. We do not want to punish them for not using language, but to encourage it step by step. Reward them for their best effort, even if it is just a grunt or a gesture. When you give them the object after they have tried, remember to model it for them. Say the word you provided; in this instance, the word “cookie,” as you give it to them. Just be sure not to frustrate your child by making everything unreachable or unattainable. Life should be enjoyable, not a constant test. Also, it’s important to take baby steps. Don’t expect full sentences from a child who is at the single-word stage.


     [image: ][image: ]  Place a fun activity, such as bubbles or race cars, on a shelf too high for them to reach, but still low enough for them to be able to see it. When they reach for the item or point, tell them what you want them to say. This could be “please” or “bubbles.” Once they repeat your word, have made an effort, or have surpassed three opportunities to do so, give them the bubbles!


Ask Open-Ended Questions


These are questions that require an answer other than yes or no. If you only communicate with your toddler in yes or no questions, you’ll only get one-word answers! Open-ended questions will force (okay, encourage) your child to expand their vocabulary.


     [image: ][image: ]  While reading a book or looking at pictures, ask your child to describe what they see. Try asking, “What is the bear doing?” instead of, “Is the bear eating?”


     [image: ][image: ]  “What do you want to watch?” This question is more open-ended than something like, “Do you want to watch Dora the Explorer?”


     [image: ][image: ]  “What do you like?” is also more open-ended than “Do you like this car?”
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Begins to understand words for some colors and school, and so on.
e} shapes. People outside of the family understand what they're
§ Understands vocabulary related to family, such as saying.
E sister, uncle, and grandpa. Answers simple questions and begins asking
0% ‘When?" and “How?"
<
B Sentences are longer, often containing four or more
@ words.
No longer frequently repeating syllables or words.
Includes pronouns (l, you, me, she) and plurals (beds,
cars).
Hears and understands most of what is said at home | By now, their language is exploding!
and at school. Makes all speech sounds in words, but may make
5 Follows longer directions. mistakes on difficult sounds, such as |, s, 1, v, z, ch, sh,
g Begins to understand words such as first, next, and or th. These sounds often develop naturally as your
g child matures.
o ast.
i Begins to understand time concepts, such as Tells a short story.

Participates in conversation for longer periods of
time.

Sentences are becoming longer and more detailed.
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