	Language-Building Habits

	Instructions: Use this form to keep track of all the ways that you support young children’s language development.  In the first column, check off things that you already do frequently and effectively, and add some specific examples of words, stories, songs, routines, conversations, questions (yours and the children’s), and other strategies. Talk with mentors and colleagues, parents, and other caregiving partners about what else you can do together to support children’s language.  Keep the completed form handy as you work on enhancing your “language building habits.”

	Language-Building Strategies
	We do this a lot!

Examples:
	Let’s do more!

Ideas

	Talk a lot. Tell toddlers what you are doing and what they are doing. Describe what you see, hear, and feel. Talk about what is right in front of you, and also talk about what has happened, will happen, and might happen. Use words to soothe and reassure, to prepare children for transitions, to celebrate their accomplishments, and to share your delight in their discoveries. 
	
	

	Sing. Use lullabies to calm children, and cheery songs to teach words and concepts or to accompany routine tasks. Make up new words to familiar tunes as you sing about children’s experiences. Sing the songs you like as well as the children’s favorites.

	
	

	Be silly. Share jokes, nonsense words, tongue twisters, silly songs, nursery rhymes, traditional hand rhymes, finger plays, and movement games, and other forms of word play. Encourage children to join you in having fun with sounds and words.
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	Use caregiving routines for private conversations. When you change a diaper, play a peek-a-boo or babble game, point out “the baby in the mirror’ and talk about what she is doing, or share a favorite finger play. When you help a toddler put on her coat, talk about what she wants to do outside. When you greet a two year old on Monday morning, ask about her weekend activities.

	
	

	Follow the child’s lead. Stoop down to his level, make eye contact, and tune in to what he may be trying to say with his words, sounds, and gestures. Make a comment, ask a question, or offer a response. Wait patiently for the child to respond, then add a bit more to keep the conversation going.

	
	

	Ask open-ended questions whose answers you really want to know. Children’s rapidly developing minds are fascinating. Ask children for their opinions and choices. Ask about what they see and hear, what they think, wish, and imagine. Often, their answers will amaze you. 

	
	

	Wonder with children. Share your questions and speculations and encourage theirs. Use books, experiments, outings, and interviews to find answers and spark new questions. Use your local library and the Internet to explore children’s interests in depth. 
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	Join children in pretend play. Don’t just watch – join the fun. Eat the play cookies, and help the child bake more. Stay with the child’s game, but add a few ideas of your own.

	
	

	Think out loud. Let children hear how you make a plan, approach a problem, or react to something that happened. Toddlers will imitate your words and soon begin to use their own words to talk themselves through problems and control their own behavior. Their thinking out loud will eventually become inner speech and verbal reasoning.

	
	

	Set up “communication challenges.” Offer children interesting things to talk about &interesting problems to solve. Make a “volcano” with vinegar & baking soda; build a raceway for toy cars; explore light with flashlights, glasses, & mirrors; take a rain walk. Put attractive items out of reach so children will ask for them; collect props and costumes that suggest pretend themes, add unexpected items to expand the play.
	
	

	Use interesting words. It is a myth that simple language is best for young children. Little children love big words. Many two year olds can name half a dozen dinosaurs, pasta varieties, or construction vehicles. Specific, descriptive words intrigue them -- and build their vocabularies.
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	Help children use their words. Encourage children to use words to ask for what they want. Teach toddlers words like “stop,” “careful,” “touch gently,” and “my turn.” Help a child find the words to make a plan or solve a conflict with a friend.

	
	

	Strategies used in my home country/culture or by the children’s families:


	
	

	Strategies that support bilingualism:


	
	

	More ways to build language:


	
	


Excerpted and adapted from Bardige, B.  (2009) Talk to Me, Baby!: How You Can Support Young Children’s Language Development.  Baltimore, MD: Paul H. Brooks Publishing.
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