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How can you support language and communication to give every child the best start in life?
A child’s journey toward literacy begins long before they begin to read and write. Before they start school, children need to learn a set of skills that prepare them for learning to read and write when they’re ready. Having good language and communication skills are the key.
Studies show that the more back-and -forth interactions a young child is involved in, the better their language skills later in life. Children learn early literacy skills best during back-and-forth conversations that build on their interests. When you pause during book reading to talk about parts of a book that interest the child, it helps them understand the story and connect the new ideas in the story to their own life experiences. Children can also learn about literacy when you talk about print and how words sound. This can happen during any everyday activity, from book reading to role play, to outdoor walks, to looking at a computer together.
But what if a child is not ready to engage in a back-and-forth conversation? How else can we promote the back-and-forth interaction?
Whenever a child sends you a message, they’ve taken a turn to interact with you. Depending upon the child’s stage of communication, or just how they prefer to communicate at that moment, the child might take a turn by:
· Looking at you
· Making a sound
· Pointing to something
· Using gestures, facial expressions or sign language
· Using words
It’s important to look for all of these kinds of turns – especially more subtle ones – so you don’t miss the child’s message. Then it’s time to take your turn to keep the interaction going.
A child develops many skills during back-and-forth interactions that they wouldn’t learn if they were just listening to someone talk.
They learn how to:
· Start an interaction
· Decide how and when to take a turn in an interaction
· Repeat or change their message if it wasn’t understood
· Use words and gestures to support their message
· Ask questions to build their understanding
· Use their knowledge, experience and problem-solving skills to
express their point of view
Taking turns in extended interactions not only supports language learning, but also builds children’s confidence to communicate, promotes thinking and reasoning and supports their social and emotional development.
Developing meaningful interactions that will support the building of early literacy skills happens most readily when we follow the child’s interests, show interest and excitement for this interaction and use comments to model and build language.
Many families are benefiting from additional funding in the early years and may be working long hours. Here are some leaflets you may want to share with them to make every interaction count.
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ADD MORE FUN TO HELP YOUR CHILD COMMUNICATE DURING…

Pretend Play

Did you know that your child’s best language learning happens within back-and-forth, fun interactions with you? In fact, the more fun your child is having, the longer they’ll want to keep interacting with you, and the more opportunities this gives them to communicate and learn. 

But what exactly makes an interaction fun for your child? And what can you do to keep the fun going? Here are few tips to use if your child prefers pretend play activities.

What is Pretend Play? 

In pretend play, children begin using their imagination to act out everyday scenarios or make-believe stories. They might pretend that a block is a phone, a doll is drinking tea, or that they’re a superhero saving the day. For example, your child might stomp around the room and growl as they pretend to be a big, roaring dinosaur. Pretend play may or may not involve using objects as props.

How to Add More Fun to Pretend Play 

Imagine your child is making food in a play kitchen.

You know your child enjoys this activity, but how can you get a fun, back-and-forth interaction going? Use these techniques to add more fun to the interaction and motivate your child to communicate with you.

FIRST… Identify your child’s favourite part of the activity

Often when children engage in pretend play, there is a favourite part around which you can build a fun interaction. Your child’s favourite part may be different than you thought!

You can use a key Hanen strategy called Observe, Wait and Listen™ (OWL™) 

		

		Observe

		

		Wait







		

		Listen









		Position yourself at your child’s  eye level and Observe what they’re doing.

What are they enjoying most? In pretend play, this often relates to the goal they have in mind. Maybe your child enjoys pretending that the food they made is too hot, or maybe their favourite part is offering the food to you!

		Wait (without talking) for at least 5 seconds to give your child a chance to communicate. Waiting is the most important part of the OWL™ strategy because it gives your child the chance to share their interests.

		The way your child communicates

might include looking, smiling, 

using a gesture, making a sound, 

or saying a word. 

When you Listen, what do you 

hear or see from your child?
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THEN… Follow Your Child’s Lead

You can respond to your child by:



· Joining In and Playing

Play your child’s way. Get your own food items and do what your child does. Remember it’s important to follow what your child is doing and not change the way they are playing. Then wait to see how your child responds. 

· [image: ]Commenting

When your child communicates or shares their interest, you can respond by making a comment – a short, grammatical statement. For example, if your child frowns and says, “ow!” to show that the food is hot, you could say, “Ow! This food is so hot!”©Hanen Early Language Program, 2025. All rights reserved.

The ideas in this handout are drawn from the Hanen parent 

guidebook,

 

It Takes Two to Talk®

 (Weitzman, 2017).

For more ideas and resources to build your child’s 

communication, visit

 

www.hanen.org

.



Remember, it is most important that your child has opportunities to hear the language that is most motivating for them and that they might use when they are ready. Try to avoid asking your child questions or getting them to repeat what you say. After you comment, wait to see how your child responds.

When you take the time to figure out your child’s favourite part in an activity, and then Follow Your Child’s Lead, you pave the way for longer interactions that are more fun for both of you. This goes a long way in supporting your child’s communication!
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ADD MORE FUN TO HELP YOUR CHILD COMMUNICATE DURING…

Constructive Play

Did you know that your child’s best language learning happens within back-and-forth, fun interactions with you? In fact, the more fun your child is having, the longer they’ll want to keep interacting with you, and the more opportunities this gives them to communicate and learn. 

But what exactly makes an interaction fun for your child? And what can you do to keep the fun going? Here are few tips to use if your child prefers constructive play activities.

What is Constructive Play? 

In constructive play, young children start use objects to build or create things. When children engage in this type of play, they have a particular goal in mind. For example, your child might stack blocks to build a tower or use playdough to make a “snowman”.

How to Add More Fun to Constructive Play 

Imagine your child is playing with building blocks – stacking them carefully to make a tall tower. You know your child enjoys this activity, but how can you get a fun, back-and-forth interaction going? Use these techniques to add more fun to the interaction and motivate your child to communicate with you.

FIRST… Identify your child’s favourite part of the activity	

Often when children engage in constructive play, there is a favourite part around which you can build a fun interaction. Your child’s favourite part may be different than you thought!

You can use a key Hanen strategy called Observe, Wait and Listen™ (OWL™) 

		Observe

		

		Wait

		

		Listen



		Position yourself at your child’s eye level and Observe what they’re doing.

What are they enjoying most? In constructive play, this often relates to the goal they have in mind. Maybe your child enjoys adding each new block to see how tall their tower will get, or maybe they prefer to make a window in the tower.

		Wait (without talking) for at least 5 seconds to give your child a chance to communicate. Waiting is the most important part of the OWL™ strategy because it gives your child the chance to share their interests.

		The way your child communicates might include looking, smiling, using a gesture, making a sound, or saying a word. When you Listen, what do you hear or see from your child?
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THEN… Follow Your Child’s Lead

You can respond to your child by:



· Joining In and Playing

Play your child’s way. Get your own blocks and do what your child does. Remember it’s important to follow what your child is doing and not change the way they are playing. Then wait to see how your child responds. 

· Commenting

[image: ]When your child communicates or shares their interest, you can respond by making a comment – a short, grammatical statement.  For example, if your child claps their hands together when they add a new block to their tower, you could say, “You’re making a tall tower!”©Hanen Early Language Program, 2025. All rights reserved.

The ideas in this handout are drawn from the Hanen parent 

guidebook,

 

It Takes Two to Talk®

 (Weitzman, 2017).

For more ideas and resources to build your child’s 

communication, visit

 

www.hanen.org

.



Remember, it is most important that your child has opportunities to hear the language that is most motivating for them and that they might use when they are ready. Try to avoid asking your child questions or getting them to repeat what you say. After you comment, wait to see how your child responds.

When you take the time to figure out your child’s favourite part in an activity, and then Follow Your Child’s Lead, you pave the way for longer interactions that are more fun for both of you. This goes a long way in supporting your child’s communication!
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ADD MORE FUN TO HELP YOUR CHILD COMMUNICATE DURING…

Functional Play

Did you know that your child’s best language learning happens within back-and-forth, fun interactions with you? In fact, the more fun your child is having, the longer they’ll want to keep interacting with you, and the more opportunities this gives them to communicate and learn. 

But what exactly makes an interaction fun for your child? And what can you do to keep the fun going? Here are few tips to use if your child prefers functional play activities.

What is Functional Play? 

Functional play starts with exploring toys by banging, shaking or mouthing (for example, children might bang blocks or shapes together). As functional play develops, children start to use objects the way they are “meant” to be used – for example, your child might put shapes in the shape sorter, or make their car go down a car ramp.

How to Add More Fun to Functional Play 

Imagine your child is playing with toy cars.

You know your child enjoys this activity, but how can you get a fun, back-and-forth interaction going? Use these techniques to add more fun to the interaction and motivate your child to communicate with you.

FIRST… Identify your child’s favourite part of the activity	

Often when children engage in functional play, there is a favourite part around which you can build a fun interaction. Your child’s favourite part may be different than you thought!

You can use a key Hanen strategy called Observe, Wait and Listen™ (OWL™) 

		

		Observe







		

		Wait

		

		Listen









		Position yourself at your child’s eye level and Observe what they’re

 doing.

What are they enjoying most? Maybe they really enjoy pushing the cars off a table, or maybe their favourite part is watching which car goes the fastest.

		Wait (without talking) for at

least 5 seconds to give your child 

a chance to communicate. 

Waiting is the most important part of the OWL™ strategy because it gives your child the chance to share their interests.

		The way your child communicates

might include looking, smiling, 

using a gesture, making a sound, 

or saying a word.

When you Listen, what do you hear

or see from your child?
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THEN… Follow Your Child’s Lead

You can respond to your child by:



· Joining In and Playing

Play your child’s way. Get your own car and do what your child does. Remember it’s important to follow what your child is doing and not change the way they are playing. Then wait to see how your child responds. 

· [image: ]Commenting

When your child communicates or shares their interest, you can respond by making a comment – a short, grammatical statement. For example, if your child claps their hands together when two cars crash, you could say, “You crashed the cars!”©Hanen Early Language Program, 2025. All rights reserved.

The ideas in this handout are drawn from the Hanen parent 

guidebook,

 

It Takes Two to Talk®

 (Weitzman, 2017).

For more ideas and resources to build your child’s 

communication, visit

 

www.hanen.org

.



Remember, it is most important that your child has opportunities to hear the language that is most motivating for them and that they might use when they are ready. Try to avoid asking your child questions or getting them to repeat what you say. After you comment, wait to see how your child responds.

When you take the time to figure out your child’s favourite part in an activity, and then Follow Your Child’s Lead, you pave the way for longer interactions that are more fun for both of you. This goes a long way in supporting your child’s communication!
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