Be face-to-face with your child

It is important to get down to a child’s physical level when playing and interacting with them. This allows you to be face-to-face and look directly into each other’s eyes. Being face-to-face can be really motivating for children who are more reluctant to engage or tend to follow their own agenda. You will likely notice more of the child’s non-verbal communication (facial expressions, actions, sounds etc.) by being in this position.

Follow your child’s lead
Following your child’s lead means letting the child lead the play while you pick up on their interests and join them. It is important to be positive so rather than focus on what your child can’t or doesn’t do, focus on what he could or might do if you followed his lead. 

The best way to begin following your child’s lead is to see what interests them. Your child may not use words but they might initiate communication by smiling, looking, offering you a toy or pointing etc. 

There are four main ways to follow your child’s lead and these are:

· Imitating or copying what they have said

· Interpreting

· Commenting

· Joining in and playing

It is not necessary to use all four strategies at one time but you may find it useful to use two at a time depending on the stage of your child’s language development.

Imitating/copying your child

Imitating involves following the child’s lead by doing exactly what they do. You copy his/her facial expressions, sounds, gestures/actions or words. You may find that you get bored with this activity long before your child will. It is important to continue the game though as the child will likely be enjoying the interaction. Often when we imitate a child they will imitate right back or they may continue to perform an action or sound to keep the interaction going. 

Interpreting your child

Interpreting your child means giving meaning to their message. It means saying it as your child would if they could. Your child may not yet have developed the ability to send messages to you directly. Therefore it is important to interpret your child’s behaviour and sounds as if it were meaningful and intentional and add comments. Your child may not yet understand what you are saying but through regular interpreting from you they will begin to understand that their behaviour can make things happen. They will realise that their sounds, cries, looks and body movements are useful for communicating.

An example of interpreting is if you child looks at a toy, you can follow their line of vision to see what has captured their interest and say, “Oh, you like that teddy” then give them the teddy. If your child sneezes you could say, “Oh dear! What a big sneeze”. If your child picks up their coat you could say, “You want your coat on”. 

Commenting

As adults we like to feel that we are being listened to. This is the same for children.  When your child initiates communication (verbally or non-verbally) and you respond by commenting your child will know that you are interested in what they have to say. It also allows you to provide information that your child can learn from. 

It is quite common for adults to respond to a child’s initiation by asking a question rather than commenting. However comments are much more likely to keep an interaction going whereas questions can end an interaction if a child feels they are being tested. 

When commenting you should:

· Respond immediately or you may lose your opportunity

· Reflect on what the child is interested in

· Respond enthusiastically and warmly in order to build your child’s confidence and desire to interact

· Make sure you WAIT for a response from your child before moving on or saying something else. Some children require extra time to take in language before they can respond.

When commenting you should not:

· Respond by saying “good work” or “good talking” as this will likely end the conversation

· Talk for too long as it is important to take equal turns. It is more beneficial to say something short and wait for your child to respond. 

Join in and play with your child
Ideas to begin joining in & playing with your child:

· If your child has not yet learned how to play with you then you can try to get their attention by being very interesting and animated and use opportunities to imitate your child’s actions, sounds etc. 

· Play alongside a child and wait to see if you are invited into the play

· Join in by playing a game your child knows well

· If your child is already using words and phrases it is likely that they will engage in “pretend play”. Join in the imaginary scenarios and have fun! The more fun you are to be with the longer the interaction is likely to last.  Try not to take over the play though – allow time to observe, wait and listen to your child so that you encourage your child to initiate more communication.

Give your child a reason to communicate

If your child is reluctant to initiate communication then it is possible to create situations in order to give them a reason to communicate, such as:

· Place something that you know your child likes within view but out of reach

· Introduce hard-to-operate toys that encourage your child to seek help

· Do the unexpected, e.g. put your child’s sock on their hand etc.

· Offer things bit by bit, e.g. offer one crisp and encourage the child to vocalise, look at you, reach out etc to communicate to you that they want another one 

· Offer choices, e.g. “juice or milk?”

