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  SUGGESTED APPLICATION


  The activities in this book were developed in an effort to fill a real need expressed by in-service and preservice teachers, as well as parents. Motivated to encourage the transfer of language skills from my therapy room to the classroom and home, these caring individuals sought materials and activities that were inexpensive and easy to use while working to facilitate language development among preschoolers, in particular, and older children whose developmental ages were significantly lower than their chronological ages. In response, I began sharing my language development ideas, and designing more activities for myself and other professionals and nonprofessionals to implement both in and outside the therapeutic setting. The Small Talk set of activities was born of this desire to share ideas for the benefit of preschool children.


  The activities in this book were designed and originally used to supplement language therapy for children presenting with a wide range of disabilities: autism, cognitive impairment, learning disability, hearing impairment. I also see application of the Small Talk activities with preschool children who are not classified learners, but might benefit from language-enrichment activities.


  Parents, special educators, general educators, as well as speech-language pathologists should have no difficulty conducting the Small Talk activities, which may be useful in facilitating the development of age-appropriate receptive and expressive language skills, as well as helping with auditory attention, auditory memory, sequencing, classification describing, following directions, predicting, reasoning, problem-solving, role-playing, eye-hand coordination, finger dexterity, basic concepts, turn-taking, and visual memory skills.


  PLANNING AND PRESENTING THE ACTIVITIES


  The Small Talk activities consist of no-tech materials and ingredients that may be found in most homes and classrooms. If anything must be purchased, such items should be readily available at the local stationery store, a supermarket, or the corner store/bodega.


  Each activity opens with the title of the specific project and is followed by a chart showing communication skills. These skills include: Auxiliary Verbs; Cognitive Skills; Commentary, Questioning, Requesting; Concept Development; Future Tense (will); Giving and Following Verbal Directives; Modals; Negation; Past Tense Verbs; Pragmatics; Present Progressive Tense; Present Tense Verbs; Requesting Assistance; Questions (asking and/or responding); Sequencing Skills; Vocabulary Development; Vocabulary Review. For each activity chart, there will be a check mark (√) beside the skills that are specifically highlighted in that particular activity.


  Following the chart is “Time Needed for Activity.” The length of time required for completion of each activity will vary according to the complexity of the activity selected and the degree to which the child’s oral communication is stimulated by the activity, as well as the adult language model’s ability to engage and focus the child’s attention. Nevertheless, an estimation of time needed for the activity has been provided, based upon my experience with the language projects.


  Following “Time Needed for Activity” is my estimation of the “Difficulty Level.” Based upon my repeated use of the various activities in therapy, three levels of difficulty have been identified:



	Easy: little to no intricate fine motor abilities required


	Intermediate: best for young learners with some experience with fine motor control/coordination


	Challenging: may require more than usual hand-over-hand assistance with children who possess little experience handling arts and crafts and/or cooking/eating utensils




  Next, there is a listing of suggested vocabulary words and basic concepts that can be highlighted throughout the activity to provide for language stimulation among the children. It is entirely up to the teacher to determine which words and concepts will be included in the activity. She/he should feel free to use all or some of the suggestions or to add to the printed listing.


  After suggested vocabulary and concepts, there is a listing of simple materials needed for the project, along with step-by-step procedures as guidance for completion of the activity. I advise that the teacher take the time to perform the activity prior to introducing it to the children so that there is a completed example of the finished product to show to the children.


  Under “Small Talk Suggestions,” there are numerous ideas for comments or questions that the teacher might use while interacting with the children a) before actually performing the activity, b) during the activity, and c) after the activity has been completed. In parentheses after these suggestions are specific language objectives/skills (see the charts) that can be targeted throughout the activity. For example, if a child presents with difficulty comprehending and/or expressing present progressive tense, it is recommended that the teacher locate an activity in Small Talk that has “Present Progressive Tense” checked in the chart at the beginning of the activity. In the “Small Talk Suggestions,” there will be at least one example of a sentence that can be used by the teacher for language stimulation of the child within the context of a natural and meaningful activity. Teachers are strongly advised to reach into their imaginations for further comments or questions that are intended to stimulate the communication objective within the involved child.


  Finally, for each of the activities, suggestions are given to teachers and other caring adults to help facilitate the development of language skills in the young learner. Each of these suggestions might be shared with other adults who work with the child, such as other school personnel, parents, administrators, etc.


  It is not mandatory that all of the activities be performed. In addition, there is no particular sequence in which to approach the activities. Most importantly, activity selection should be based upon the specific needs and interests of the individual child. For example, educators and speech-language pathologists making activity selections for a child are advised to review the child’s individualized education plan (IEP) when working with a child who is a classified learner. Parents and teachers are urged to make necessary adaptations of the materials in order to meet a child’s unique needs. It is, therefore, important that anyone who intends to use these activities should review the entire activity, especially the “Small Talk Suggestions,” prior to beginning the actual activity with a young language learner. The “Small Talk Suggestions” list should be viewed as a set of ideas intended to spark the imagination of the adult who is working with the child as a language model. The adult is encouraged to adapt the suggestions to suit the unique needs of the child.


  While the “Small Talk Suggestions” vary from activity to activity, there are additional things teachers can do for all the projects with only slight changes, depending upon the selected activity, such as the following:



	After the activity has been completed, encourage the children to tell someone who was not present what the class did for the activity. This may include a child who was absent, another teacher, a member of the housekeeping or janitorial staff, the principal, a parent volunteer, etc. Look for correct sequencing of the steps and materials/ingredients. Try to keep prompting to a minimum. (Pragmatics; Sequencing Skills)


	Create a situation wherein a utensil or an ingredient integral to the activity is absent or otherwise out of the child’s reach. This may stimulate the child to ask for the item, to ask for help. (Requesting Assistance; Vocabulary Development; Commenting, Questioning, Requesting)


	Look for opportunities to vocally highlight specific vocabulary words/concepts throughout the activity. (Vocabulary Development)


	Try a variation on the activity by setting up all of the tools and ingredients for the activity on a table in front of the children. Tell them what to do, step-by-step, allowing them time to perform each step on their own. (Sequencing Skills)


	Take photographs of the children as they perform key steps of the selected activity. From whatever number of photos are taken, choose the three to five photos that best illustrate the sequence representing the activity. Print those photos, and mount each on its own sheet of firm card stock, using rubber cement. Trim the card stock excess to the size of the photo. Now, the teacher can use the activity cards for a sequencing task. Mix up the cards, then encourage a child to put them in the correct order. The teacher may elect to use the same cards for subsequent classes over the next years, but it is highly recommended that new photo sets be created for each new class of children. Authentic materials (materials depicting people, pets, etc., familiar to the child) will undoubtedly have more meaning to the children using them. (Sequencing Skills)




  THE IMPORTANCE OF EARLY CHILDHOOD LANGUAGE LEARNING


  Age-appropriate language skill in very young children is important to their growth, both academically and socially. The child who cannot adequately comprehend the teacher’s instructions or participate in classroom discussions is unable to fully take advantage of the educational opportunities placed before her/him. If she/he cannot understand what her/his peers are saying during typical playtime activities or express herself/himself appropriately on the playground at recess time, she/he will be isolated and will miss out on the social growth experiences that are invaluable to the stimulation of the young developing brain. Caring adults are key figures in the process of intervening when a child needs assistance in developing her/his ability to use language skills in the home, school environment, and larger community. Chief among these caring adults are the child’s teachers and parents.


  Teachers and parents have the huge responsibility of raising and teaching children in this challenging era. The pressures of seeing to the general welfare, the health, and the safety of very young children is often an overwhelming experience when taken seriously. While numerous professionals have, as their scope of practice, the job of monitoring the medical, academic, social, and emotional needs of the developing child, it remains that classroom teachers and parents are the central members on the child-development team.


  Teacher and parent involvement in the language development of the young child cannot be overemphasized. Typically, it is teachers and parents who are frequently called upon to encourage transfer of language skills beyond the school building and into the homes and the community. Furthermore, teachers and parents have the ability to observe children’s language skills in a variety of settings that others may not. This affords them the opportunity to take special notice of how well a child understands what is said to her/him (receptive language) and how well she/he uses oral language to express thoughts, needs, and desires to others (expressive language).


  Unfortunately, language problems in many young children are not diagnosed until the child has already experienced several years of failure and frustration in school. Many parents and teachers do not realize that there is a problem until there appears a record of failing grades, especially in reading. Some parents are so focused on daily living issues or careers that they have left the teaching responsibilities solely to teachers. Some teachers are so burdened with large classes and accountability issues that they may not notice the subtler symptoms that suggest or indicate a language problem. Still others may notice a problem but assume that the child will simply grow out of it.


  Children with language problems do not grow out of it. They require intervention. They need treatment. They require caring adults who are able to provide language models for developing brains to absorb. They need caregivers who are willing to stimulate the child in ways that compensate for any language problems they may have and to help the child learn how to use oral language skills within a social context. They also need an adult who is aware of what the signs of a possible language problem are. What are the characteristics or symptoms of a language problem?


  SYMPTOMS OF LANGUAGE IMPAIRMENT


  Children with a language impairment often look as “normal” as any other child, but looks can sometimes be deceiving. Following is a list of behaviors/symptoms for teachers to be aware of.1 Please keep in mind that the occasional observation of one or two of these symptoms may not be the sign of an actual language problem. Whatever behavior is observed, one should look for a pattern of this behavior. Does it occur in a variety of settings or just in one? Is it only seen at school? There are many reasons why a child may appear unable to pay attention when he or she is being spoken to. He/She may be sleepy or sick. Or perhaps bored. In other words, it is important for caring adults to look at the child’s environment to explain behavioral concerns before putting the onus or placing a diagnostic label on the young child.


  A RECEPTIVE LANGUAGE PROBLEM


  When a child has a receptive language problem, she/he has difficulty understanding what is said to her/him. Note the following symptoms:



	Many of these children have an unusually difficult time learning and remembering new words as compared to other children of the same age. They are unable to understand them or use them appropriately. It seems that shortly after exposure to the new word(s), these youngsters may have difficulty recalling the words and/or their meaning(s).


	They sometimes exhibit a blank expression when spoken to, showing little if any interest in the communication of others. They appear expressionless because they simply do not understand what is being said to them.


	These children almost always have poor memories, especially when they are given directions to perform a specific task with more than one or two steps. They may remember only the last step and not recall what was to be done first and second.


	They may respond to comments and questions inappropriately. These children may be very aware that the adult’s question requires some sort of response. They may want to please the authority figure, but they are not certain how to respond to the question that they do not understand. In their attempt to “wing it,” these children end up responding inappropriately, saying things that may be interpreted by adults as bizarre.


	They often lack comprehension of simple nursery rhymes and/or jokes. Many jokes, riddles, and nursery rhymes rely on the listener’s understanding of the multiple meanings of various words, idioms, and the slang expressions or phrases often associated with different cultures in a given community. While these expressions serve to enrich the language, children who have language comprehension and use problems cannot appreciate such enrichment in the same way that their age-mates may.


	They may become easily frustrated with conversation. In the typical, quick-paced give-and-take of most conversations between two or more people, children with language comprehension problems get lost. They cannot keep up as they try to process not only all that is being said but their own responses, as well.


	They tire easily during activities that require listening and/or concentrated mental effort. Actually, they may be bored with hearing so much, yet understanding so little of what is going on around them. These children are working hard to comprehend, but they get so little out of the effort. This can leave them exhausted.


	They may repeat the speaker’s question or comment before responding. This is a frequently observed behavior among children who have language comprehension problems. It appears that they are using this strategy to help them process meaning from the spoken language of others around them. This only causes more frustration because by the time these children have processed the adult’s question, and then their own response, the conversation may have moved on, or the child’s conversation partner has become disinterested in continuing the conversation.


	Especially in the classroom setting, the language-impaired child may not respond consistently to instructions given to the class. Depending upon the complexity of the verbal directive, this child may have more difficulty at one time or another. A common strategy that these children adopt is to “hang back” a bit and watch how the other children in the classroom are responding, then copy their actions. She/he may not have understood what the teacher said, but suddenly the other children take out their crayons, so she/he takes out crayons, too. Ten other kids in the room cannot all be wrong.


	They can be highly distracted by sounds in and around the room that unimpaired children seem able to ignore. Sometimes, these children are unable to screen out or ignore competing auditory stimuli. Whereas the typically developing child has no problem attending to the adult’s language amid the sounds of shuffling papers, the dog barking, the refrigerator motor, the television, etc., many children with language problems cannot focus nearly as easily. All of these sounds are competing for the child’s attention.


	They seem to tune out spoken language. This sometimes gives adults the impression that these children are ignoring them, being willful and uncooperative, when the problem may actually be that they just do not understand enough of what is being said to them.




  AN EXPRESSIVE LANGUAGE PROBLEM


  When a child has difficulty using oral language



	This child may appear to be unusually quiet or shy. Sometimes, in a large, overcrowded classroom, this child can become the busy teacher’s dream. He does not cause trouble. He is the good boy. Actually, the child may be quiet because he is unable to use language age-appropriately.


	They sometimes ramble when speaking, not making much or any sense. These kids often have problems in organizing their thoughts. During speaking, their lack of organization is reflected in their spoken language abilities.


	They frequently use words incorrectly. If these children do not comprehend words appropriately, it is a sure bet that they will not use them appropriately to express their needs either.


	They may have frequent bouts of tantrums as their inability to express themselves proves frustrating during moments of stress.


	They tend to produce shorter sentences than their unimpaired age-mates. It is not unusual for these children to rely upon a few simple sentence types because they have failed to learn more age-appropriate types to communicate their needs.


	They may appear to be dysfluent, using frequent pauses or “filler” words, such as “you know,” “like,” “um,” “uh,” or “well.” Sometimes, adults misinterpret this behavior as some type of stuttering. This behavior may, in fact, be the result of children attempting to word-find as they are speaking.


	They may overgeneralize an already limited vocabulary. For example, these children may learn what a dog is but will then refer to all furry, four-legged animals as “dog,” or all liquids in a cup are referred to as “juice” instead of what it might actually be.




  

  SIMPLE STRATEGIES FOR DEVELOPING LANGUAGE SKILLS IN YOUNG CHILDREN


  


	Find some time every day to read to your child. This will give her/him an opportunity on a daily basis to hear the grammatically intact language that she/he is expected to understand and use. She/he will get to hear the sounds associated with the language and associate words with pictures and concepts. It does not have to be a long, drawn-out story. Reading a brief story is far better than no reading at all. If you think the child is unable to tolerate a long story, just look at the pictures together and make up a short story of a sentence or two for each page.


	Try parallel talk with your child. As your child engages in a given activity, talk about what she/he is doing. Do a brief commentary out loud on the child’s actions and what is being acted on. In this way, you are providing words and sentences within a meaningful context.


	Use self-talk. This is similar to parallel talk, but instead of talking to the child about what she/he is doing, you talk about what you are doing. This is ideal during cooking activities, household chores, taking a walk through the neighborhood, etc.


	Keep your verbal output simple. Some believe that children who are still developing their language skills need to hear adults talking, talking, and talking. Such jabbering is unnecessary and may actually be preventing the child from using his or her own verbal skills to attempt a comment. Use simple sentences that do not overwhelm the child. Where appropriate, pair your words with gestures that will help convey your meaning to the child more clearly.


	Avoid “baby-talk” at all costs. Under absolutely no circumstances is it cute or adorable to model inappropriate language patterns for the young child who is in the process of developing age-appropriate language skills. This is especially true for the child who is known to have or is suspected of having a language impairment. What this child needs are good examples of the language that she/he is expected to understand and use, not bombardment with invented words used in grammatically defective sentences.


	Expand the child’s language. If the child tends to communicate using only one-word utterances to convey sentence-like meaning, then use that word in a sentence. For example:


	Child (reaching for a cookie): Cookie!


	Parent: Sean wants a cookie. I want a cookie, too.





	Follow the child’s lead. If you and the child are playing with a particular toy, then suddenly the child appears more interested in having some juice, do not feel compelled to stay with the toy. Go with the child’s interest. Prepare some juice, but use that time to talk about the juice and expand on any words the child uses.


	Respond to the child even if you are not certain what she/he has said. Sometimes, the child’s speech may be unclear. That is no reason to not respond. Given the context of the child’s utterance, take a guess at what you think the child is referring to, and respond accordingly. Yes, you do run the risk of guessing incorrectly, but the child still knows that you were listening. At least she/he knows that you are willing to listen and that what she/he says matters to you.


	Do not demand perfection. In the early stages of language development, the child needs to be confident that what is said to you matters more than how it may have been said.


	Get down on the child’s level, literally! Imagine how frustrating it must be to little children who must always crane their necks upward during conversations with adults. When talking with a child, move down to her/him by kneeling, resting on your haunches, sitting on the floor next to the child, or sitting on a child’s chair. This will have the effect of letting the child see how you form words and sentences, how your facial expressions match your mood, and chiefly, how what she/he has to say is important enough for you to stop what you are doing and listen.


	Avoid asking the child lots of questions that require only a “yes” or “no” response. When appropriate, try asking a question like, “What is happening to the . . . ?” You might elect to make a comment, such as, “Tell me about that . . . ”


	Use your voice inflection in an animated way to vocally highlight new vocabulary or language structures that need to be emphasized for the child. Sometimes, children with language learning problems have difficulty focusing their attention on what a parent or teacher is saying. During your conversations with the child, try to be more interesting than the child’s distractions. The way you express yourself with your voice and body language can help focus the child’s attention on you as the main figure during all interactions, with only minimal or no distraction by extraneous auditory and/or visual stimuli.




  NOTE
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