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Get down to the child’s level 
and pay attention to how he 
might be sending messages 
with gestures as well as with 
words.  Copy the child’s gesture 
as you respond.  For example, 
during snack time, if he points 
to a cracker and says “cracker,” 
you can also point to the 
cracker and say, “Ok. Let’s have 
some crackers for snack.”

When in doubt, don’t hesitate 
to imitate. For example, if a 
child is pushing a car across 
the fl oor, get your own car and 
push it across the fl oor too 
while you make a comment like, 
“My car is going fast too!” If the 
child is making a sound (e.g., 
“vroom”), make that sound too. 

While sharing a book, don’t 
worry about reading it in 
order from start to fi nish. 
If a child decides to turn 
back to a previous page, go 
with the fl ow and make 
an enthusiastic comment 
like, “Oh, look, we’re back 
on the page with the rabbit! 
You really like that rabbit!”

While on a walk, wait for the 
child to notice something and 
respond to any words he might 
use or sounds or gestures he 
might make. For example, if he 
points to a dog, take the time to 
pause and point at the dog too, 
as you say, “Yes, that’s a dog! 
He looks like he wants to play!” 

While drawing with a child, wait 
for him to tell you something 
about what he’s drawing. Then 
make an enthusiastic comment, 
followed by an open-ended 
question. For example, if he 
says, “I drew a snake,” you 
can reply with, “Wow, what a 
long snake! Where is a long 
snake like that going to live?” 

Set up a pretend bakery using 
playdough as the dough. 
When a child mentions what 
she wants to bake, follow her 
lead and ask her questions 
that encourage her to draw on 
her existing knowledge. For 
example, “What ingredients 
will go inside your cookies?” 
and “How long will you 
bake it in the oven for?”

Pause during book reading to 
wait for a child to comment 
on something that interests 
her. Then follow her lead by 
replying with a question that 
encourages her to make a 
comparison. For example, “Yes, 
the Gruff alo is very big! Can you 
think of any other animals that 
are as big as the Gruff alo?” 

While on a day trip to the zoo, 
wait for the child to show 
interest in a particular animal, 
and then ask a question that 
both shows your interest and 
encourages him to think. For 
example, “Yes, that’s a tiger 
sleeping under that rock! Why 
do you think he sleeps under 
there instead of out in the sun?”  
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 et children start the conversation and follow their 
lead by responding with interest to what they 

communicate with sounds, gestures or words. These 
kinds of conversations motivate children to talk, promote 
their language development and are associated with later 
academic success.

Follow the child’s lead in 
conversations
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LEARNING TO TALK

For children who have started 
to use words and form short 

sentences

TALKING TO LEARN

For children who talk in 
complete sentences

SAMPLE




