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Communication Strategies
Background
Communication is the process of exchanging information. People communicate: (a) to affect another person’s behavior, (b) to offer information, (c) to convey thoughts and feelings, and (d) for the purely social reason of engaging in an interaction with someone (Stillman & Siegel-Causey, 1989).  Most people communicate with spoken language, which is composed of a system of symbols called words. There are also many nonsymbolic forms of communication that are mutually understood in conversation, such as facial expressions, gestures, movements, postures, and touch. Some children do not yet use spoken language but have different systems of communication. These can be nonsymbolic, such as using vocalizations, showing objects, or communicating through facial expressions. Non-verbal communication systems can also be symbolic and include similar structure, organization, and rules of spoken language. Examples include sign language and augmentative and alternative communication (AAC) systems. Some children may also have difficulties with comprehension, or understanding others’ communication.
	Communication is important because it helps people adapt to, enjoy, and learn from their environment. Because the environment is constantly changing, one needs a communication system to meet the demands of the environment, and to adapt to the changes. Not only does communication facilitate adaptation to the environment, but a system of communication is important for connecting with others and communicating the wide range of complex thoughts and feelings humans have. Once children are motivated and have a need for communication (for adaptation, to meet needs and/or changes, to connect with others), intentional communication may emerge. Intentional communication is the ability to send messages on purpose, directly to someone to achieve a specific goal (Lowry, 2015). Children’s intentional communication allows them to communicate with a wider range of communication partners. The following techniques can be used to help caregivers promote children’s intentional, symbolic communication.
	Communication can be incorporated into all daily activities and events in children’s lives (McCathren & Watson, 1999).  Caregivers and early interventionists can incorporate communication into diaper changing, feedings, bath time, etc.  For preschoolers, teachers and/or children can incorporate language and communication skills into music, stories, art, free play, arrivals and departures, and snack time.  
	It is usually best to promote communication while the child is having the experience. A person can describe how something feels, tastes, smells, looks, or sounds, at the same time the child does these things.  For example, at bath time, a caregiver might describe how the water feels, imitate how it sounds, ask questions about the bath toys, and describe what the child is doing. The caregiver can also follow the child’s lead by responding to a gaze, smile, or reach.  At snack time, teachers can have the child request the snack, ask questions regarding the snack (i.e., How does the snack taste?, What do we need to make the snack?), and prompt the child to initiate conversation with the teacher and/or peers.  Thus, the environment stimulates a need for communication while piquing the child’s natural curiosity.  This shows the child that signs, gestures, vocalizations or words can be used to obtain things, to get other people to talk and play, or to express their own feelings.
	When supporting children’s communication, it is best to first focus on a variety of real, concrete objects and contextualized events (i.e., events and actions occurring in the here and now). Pictures and decontextualized talk (i.e., language about the past or future) are more abstract and can be incorporated later (Rowe & Snow, 2020). Supporting communication should be fun for both the child and for the communication partners, as communication is a naturally occurring social reinforcer. 
	For convenience and presentation, the adult skills and techniques for promoting communication have been divided into four main categories: (1) Observe, wait, and listen, (2) modeling, (3) imitating and expanding, and (4) questioning and prompting.
1. Observe, wait, and listen: Observe, wait, and listen (or OWL) is a concept coined by The Hanen Centre. It is rooted in the idea that responsive communication partners support children’s development of intentional, symbolic communication. It includes the following strategies:
a. Observe: Watch the child silently and pay close attention to what they say or do. This will tell you what they’re interested in and what motivates them to communicate. Do they like knocking down the tower? Are they interested when the dog runs across the room? Do they communicate more when they are happy or excited?
b. Wait: Waiting offers a variety of benefits for children learning to communicate. When you wait quietly without telling a child what to do, you give them an opportunity to explore and experiment within the activity. Waiting after you have just said something gives children time to process the language you just used. Children with communication delays often need more time to process. When you wait, you also give children a chance to take the lead and initiate the interaction.
c. Listen: Pay attention to what the child says, without interrupting. This lets the child know that you are present and focused on them, and that what they are communicating is important to you.
2. Modeling: Modeling is a basic language intervention technique used by teachers, early interventionists, and parents to introduce new language patterns. It is an “input” technique, meaning there is no expectation that the child has to respond or imitate. Adults can use OWL techniques to model language related to the child’s interests. This aligns with work by Piaget which emphasizes that the best learning occurs through eliciting children’s spontaneous observations and helping them order, label, and interpret these experiences during play. When modeling language, it is important for adults to use adult-like pronunciations and simple, but grammatical, phrases and sentences. The following are some specific language intervention techniques that constitute modeling. Self-talk, parallel talk, and toy talk are all great commenting techniques to expose children to verbs, adjectives, and simple sentence structure. 
a. Labeling: The earliest words children tend to learn are nouns, especially people and things in their environments. Adults can respond to children’s interests and communication using object labels to help children strengthen their understanding of nouns.
i. Example 1:
Toddler: “oooohh” (while pointing to the train).
Early Interventionist: That’s a train!
ii. Example 2:	
Teacher: “What would you like?
Child: “Naaaa”
Teacher: A napkin.
b. Self-talk: The adult uses “I” sentences to talk about what they are seeing, doing, or thinking in simple, short phrases or sentences.	
i. Example 1: 
“I’m cleaning up the blocks.”
ii. Example 2:
“I am pouring the juice.”
c. Parallel talk: The adult uses “you” sentences to talk about what the child is doing while they are doing it.
i. Example 1:
“You are building a bridge.”
ii. Example 2:
“You are playing the cymbals.”
d. Toy talk: The adult uses “object and person” sentences to talk about people, things, and events in the child’s focus of attention.
i. Example 1:
“Jenny is painting a flower.”
ii. Example 2:
“The train is loud!”
3. Imitating and expanding: Imitation and expansion are techniques used to confirm, clarify, and build on children’s communication. They are also great techniques to use to have a back-and-forth interaction related to a topic the child is interested in.
a. Imitation: The adult repeats all or some of the words a child has just said. This can be helpful in clarifying what a child has just said or confirming a word that they seem unsure about.
i. Example 1:
Child: “Ba.”
Teacher: “Ball!”
Child: {squeals happily and bounces the ball}.
ii. Example 2:
Child: “doggy?”
Caregiver: Doggy!
Child: doggy bark!
b. Expansion: The adult repeats what the child has just said and adds to it. This can be done to add new words, make the child’s utterance more grammatical, or replace general words with more specific ones.  
i. Add words: The adult expands the child’s statements into longer phrases or sentences just slightly more complex that the child’s utterance.
1. Example 1:
Child: “See bear?”
Teacher: “I see a big, brown bear.”
2. Example 2:
Infant: “Da Da?”
Early Interventionist: “Where’s Daddy?”
ii. Add grammar: The adult expands the child’s statements by making them sound like a more adult-like sentence.	
1. Example 1:
Child: “Dog eated bone.
Teacher: “The dog ate the bone.”		
2. Example 2:
Toddler: “Cow barn.”
Early Interventionist: “The cow goes in the barn.
iii. Add new meaning: The adult replaces the child’s general words with more specific ones.
1. Example 1:
Child: “It bumpy.”
Teacher: “Yes, the sponge is bumpy.”
Teacher: “The sponge is bumpy and rough.”
2. Example 2:
Toddler: “He do it.”
Teacher: “Mateo picked up the blocks.”
4. Prompting and questions: We can think of prompting and questions as “output” strategies, meaning we expect children to communicate in response to them.
a. Prompting: Prompting is when an adult explicitly tells a child a word or phrase to say. Prompting should be used sparingly, as it can take away children’s autonomy to send their own messages. However, there are times when prompting may support children’s communication, especially when used in combination with OWL techniques (i.e., you have observed the child and clearly understand the message they are trying to send). 
i. Example:	
Child: {points to ball}.
Teacher: Say “ball.”
Child: ba.
b. Questions: Questions can be used to support children’s comprehension and expression. When used early in communication development, it is important to ask contextualized questions, or those related to objects, people, and events occurring in the “here and now”. It is also important to ask meaningful questions (i.e., questions in which the child’s response adds new information). “Quiz” questions (i.e., questions that merely test the child’s knowledge of a concept) should be avoided when the goal is communication. The question types listed are in order of increasing difficulty. It is always important to ask questions that match the child’s communication abilities. 
i. Choice questions: These are the simplest questions and are easy to incorporate visual support. Children are also able to easily respond to choice questions with non-verbal and non-symbolic communication. 
1. Example:
Teacher: Do you want goldfish or pretzel.
Child: {reaches for goldfish}.
c. Concrete what, who, and where questions: These questions refer to objects, people, and locations that are in the child’s environment. Like choice questions, they often can be scaffolded with verbal and visual choices. 
i. Example 1:
Teacher: Who do you want to play with?
Child: {no response}.
Teacher: Who do you want to play with? Olivia or JR?
ii. Example 2:
Teacher: Where are your shoes? 
Child: {points under chair}. 
Teacher: Your shoes are under the chair.
5. Abstract when, how, and why questions: These questions require children to think beyond objects, people, and events in the “here and now.” Children may need to recall past events, anticipate future events, explain how something happened, or provide a reason for their response. Because these questions provide fewer contextual and visual supports, they are more difficult than concrete what, who, and where questions.
a. Example 1
Teacher: When will you see Grandma?
Child: After school.
b. Example 2
Teacher: How did your toy break?
Child: I throw it.
A Note about Yes/No Questions

Do not assume that yes/no questions are the simplest type of question. To understand a yes/no question, the child must comprehend the question and then determine whether yes or no communicates their intended response. "Yes” and “no” do not have consistent meanings. Their meaning depends on the question. For example:
· Do you want help?    Yes = help; No = continue independently 
· Do you want to do it by yourself?   Yes = continue independently; No = help
This makes yes/no more abstract than words referring to concrete objects, people, or actions. Often, children respond appropriately to yes/no questions, but do not actually use “yes” or “no” responses. For example, when asked, “Do you want more?” a child may say “more” instead of “yes.” This is an appropriate response, but the child may not actually understand the yes/no question structure. This is not to say yes/no questions should be avoided, but to encourage you to think about when yes/no questions may or may not be appropriate.


Microteach Instructions
1. Develop a lesson plan in which you choose a specific technique(s) for the microteach. You can choose one or more of the following situations to practice your technique:
a. Focus on spontaneous communication during a daily routine.
b. Embed communication activities into choice time or snack time.
c. Think about the skills you may be using already and then decide on how to broaden your use of the strategies during specific daily activities such as story time.   
d. Bring a preferred toy/or use a toy the child is already playing with when focusing on specific communication skills. 
2. Follow general microteach procedures.
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