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Keep on 
Communicating!

Please help our young people to develop and improve their communication skills.

Good communicating needs specific skills: 
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looking, 
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listening, 
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initiating (I want…), 
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attention, 
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concentrating, 
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turn-taking, 
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waiting. 
These are often difficult for your child to develop, so any opportunity you get to practise them and comment on the positive things your child is doing to communicate will help them to learn these skills. 
Your child communicates in a variety of ways, both verbal and non-verbal. It can sometimes be difficult to spot communication behaviour amongst the other behaviours children display, so please contact school if you would like further information or support.

Please encourage any interaction with your child so they realise that communication is worthwhile.
Please note: I have used ‘he’ and ‘him’ through this leaflet so it is easier to read, but it applies equally to girls as well as boys.

Beginning Communicator

Your child may not be speaking to communicate, may seem to be in his/her own world, or may make noises that are difficult to understand. This can be very frustrating for parents and equally frustrating for your child who may expect you to ‘mind read’ what he/she wants and get cross when you don’t immediately provide it. At this stage, is important to respond to any attempts at communication (even if they aren’t very positive ones) – by rewarding the attempts, we can work together to shape the communication into something more acceptable.
Some ideas for games and activities:

· You are probably really good at knowing what your child wants, but he won’t learn to tell you unless you give him lots of opportunities – perhaps even pretend not to understand straight away. Encourage your child to show when he wants more of an activity by looking towards, reaching for or signing ‘more’ by putting his hands together. It’s a good idea to stop while your child is doing an activity he likes so he can show you he wants some more, e.g. when eating a yoghurt or playing with bubbles. The more chances he gets to tell/show you what he wants, the greater chance of him wanting to communicate.

· Talk simply about things you can see on the TV or outside, e.g. “look, there’s a car”, “where’s the sheep?” etc. When you go out, you could take photographs and make a photo story of where you went and what you did. Why not take photos of your morning routine or going out to the shops? A photo storybook can be a useful reminder and give you both an opportunity to talk together.  Talking photo albums are available (e.g. online) and these give him a ‘voice’ to join in with a conversation.

· Sing simple songs together, particularly action songs and rhymes. Once a song is familiar, stop at a key moment and encourage your child to anticipate that something needs to happen to finish the song, e.g. Pop goes the weasel – stop after “that’s the way the money goes…” and wait for your child to make some kind of movement for the ”POP!”. He could sign ‘more’ or demonstrate in another way that he wants you to continue. Counting songs/rhymes are good opportunities for this, e.g. 5 fat sausages. If you’d like some ideas, please contact school and we’ll happily suggest some. 
· Use noisy toys to get your child’s attention and to find where the sound is coming from. You can use favourite noise makers near your face to encourage him to look at you, e.g. where’s the clacker?  Encourage your child to look, reach or go and find the toy, e.g. play a tambourine behind the sofa. Where is it?  
· Play games which involve passing objects, e.g. rolling a ball to each other, pushing a car to each other, or partner games/songs, e.g. row your boat, between two people to encourage initiation, attention and turn-taking skills.

· Use pictures or photographs for your child to identify his favourite objects, e.g. my Thomas book, my teddy bear, my cup, etc.  Encourage him to match the photograph to the real object. This can then be moved on to using symbols at a later stage.

· Label objects your child wants, e.g. cup, crisps, yoghurt, trampoline, ball, etc. using photographs. Play games where your child has to find something they like, e.g. the trampoline, the Wii, etc and show/bring you the picture for it before they can have a turn. This links in with the PECS system for communicating – please contact school to find out more.
· Encourage your child to make eye-contact, or to look towards your face to show interest in a shared activity or to demand your attention to get something he wants. Always use your child’s name first, then rustle a crisp packet/sweet paper near your face. You will often see him look fleetingly towards the packet (and you), then you can reward him by giving him a crisp (not the whole packet!), e.g. “John” (rustle) “Do you want a crisp?” (rustle) “Well done, that’s good looking!” Once he has got used to getting the reward, change what you use, e.g. use a favourite toy, make a silly sound, etc. Hold a liked object, e.g. a toy car, near your face and prompt him to look, e.g. “John, look… where’s the car?... Do you want it?” Give him the reward as soon as he looks towards the object.
· Praise any and reward any interactions in a really big way, e.g. “That’s wonderful!” Use lots of facial expressions and show how pleased you are by your tone of voice. How you say it is more important than the words you use at this stage and it’s a great idea to sign and say “good” and tell him what it is he has done, e.g. “good looking”, “good listening” etc.
· Encourage your child to explore different parts of their body, e.g. hands, feet, etc. You could use a mirror to help him focus, possibly as part of your evening routine. Playing games that encourage your child to move their body helps develop the coordination needed for signing and drawing/writing.
· Play copycat games. Start by copying your child’s movements and/or vocalisations, then encourage him to copy your movements and/or sounds leading to copying signs and words. Give him lots of praise when he makes an effort. This helps him to develop turn-taking and cooperation skills while also helping hand-eye coordination which is needed for signing/writing. Any sounds you make with your voice, e.g. farm animals, nee nah sounds, or whoops and cheers, will help your child learn to make new sounds and develop the coordination for speech.
· Encourage your child to play with toys and games that encourage looking skills, e.g. rainsticks, toy cars, peek-a-boo games, etc. Posting a familiar object through a cardboard tube and watching it come out the other end helps your child to develop waiting and anticipation skills.
· Play ‘Ready, steady, go’ games, e.g. with cars, running, trampoline, etc. Encourage your child to show when they want you to do the action. This helps develop anticipation, waiting and turn-taking skills.
· Use signs and symbols to help your child develop his communication skills. The BBC’s ‘Something Special’ programme is a good way to learn some signs/symbols (www.bbc.co.uk) or you can buy DVDs or attend a formal training from Makaton (www.makaton.org). There are also regular themed Makaton User Group sessions at school so please come along if you can and invite other family members. Information is on the school website, or contact school for details.
· Most importantly, enjoy yourself! If you are having fun communicating, you child will also learn to enjoy it. Almost anything can be a communication opportunity, though it can be difficult in the everyday hustle and bustle to spot it.  If you can, try to think of one or two more relaxed situations where you have the time, e.g. after tea, playing a game, watching TV, and try to include and or more communication games/ activities. If you can do this regularly, both of you will benefit.
Useful Contacts:

Catherine Woolley – communication coordinator at Coppice School. Tel: 01302 844883.

www.makaton.org
www.ican.org.uk
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