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Eight Easy Ways to Support Your Child’s Language Development

Parents often ask me how they can help their child start talking, or expand what they are able to communicate. Here are eight ways you can support your child on the path to communication:

Tune into your child: In a world where children are often “seen and not heard,” it is important to know that your young child may be using nonverbal communication strategies. This might include gestures, pantomiming, taking your hand to lead you to what they want. You can also tune into their facial expressions, how they move their body and where they turn their eye gaze. Once you know what they want, you can provide them with the words they need. We want to show them that we understand what they are trying to say- validate the content and model the form. (I see that you want more milk.)

Be on your child’s level: Take the time to get on the floor or in the sandbox with your child. Young children learn by doing, touching and experiencing. When you provide language that matches what they are doing, you help make words more meaningful. Think of yourself as their voiceover, and narrate their play. Be sure to model object labels, action words and descriptive words too. 

Make your language relevant: Context is key. When a child is interested in something, they will talk more about it. Make sure that you are talking about what your child is doing. Avoid the use of “test questions” that don’t foster interaction and put your child in response mode. This is especially true for yes/no questions. 

Create communication opportunities in daily routines: During your daily routine, you have hundreds of opportunities to model words that matter to your child, words that they will likely need to use. The repetitive nature of this modeling helps children learn words faster. Think about all the actions in cooking, dressing, mealtime, bathing, etc.

Keep it simple: Children hear words hundreds if not thousands of times before they use them in their own vocabulary. While it is always good to model full sentences for your child, younger children often learn by imitating. For younger children, using simple repetitive sentences makes it easier to pick up words, since they cannot imitate what they can’t produce. Use a natural voice and a slow rate. As their language grows, your models can become more complex. 

Provide balanced play experiences: All children have their affinities and their preferences. It is easy to become overrun with trains, trucks or puzzles, since that is what your child likes. However, play is the work of children, and variety is the key. Children need varied learning experiences; activities that encourage different fine motor skills, eye hand skills, and language/problem solving skills. In today’s tech heavy world, it is important to make sure that there are times when screens are limited or absent and “old school” toys are offered. These toys foster creativity and problem solving, as well as interaction. See my article on the use of technology with kids for more info. 

Choose toys that promote interaction: Don’t be fooled by the loud sounds of talking toys! In most cases, electronic or talking toys promote isolation and preclude interaction. Often the programmed messages don’t make sense for the toy and they do not teach your child to talk or interact. While there is certainly a place for apps and educational videos, these should be limited. Remove the batteries from your farm, and make your own sounds! Go old school and offer toys that promote creativity. Avoid flash cards and drill activities with too much focus on learning letters and numbers in toddlerhood. Playdoh, puzzles, Mr. Potato head, pop beads- all are great toys for you to experience together. Batteries not needed! 

Set up the environment to support communication: You probably have your own system of organizing your home and your workspace. When things are organized, you have an easier time finding things and making the most out of your materials. The same is true for children. If you set up your play space in ways that facilitate communication, your child can get the most out of the toys they have and their language will be better for it. Rotating your toys weekly can limit overwhelm and increase attention with each toy. In addition, putting toys in bins and boxes that require your assistance encourages more verbal expression. 


I hope that you found these ideas helpful. If you have concerns about your child’s speech and language development, please contact me at 339-214-2906, or by e-mail at Suzanne@Suzanne-Ducharme.com. You can also connect with me at http://facebook.com/theofficesofsuzanneducharme. 
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