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Who are we?

Kerry Doyle Hannah Howell-Day Luci Wright Georgia Maurice
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Aims:

How communication develops in the early years

Communication development for bilingual children

What is the ‘word gap’?

Strategies to support communication in your settings

Stand up; sit down
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Why do we communicate?

How Does Communication Develop?

Play

Talking: words, sentences and
conversations

Understanding

Social skills

Attention & Listening

Clear speech sounds and 
smooth talking

LOTS OF 
PRAISE

OPPORTUNITIES TO 
PRACTICE
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Ages and stages: communication

By aged 18 months  
children should:
• Say words that they 

hear a lot in their own 
way consistently

• Understand simple 
words and phrases 

• Point to familiar 
objects when you ask

• Start to enjoy pretend 
play (i.e. pretending to 
talk on the phone). 

By aged 2 children 
should:
• Uses around 50 single 

words 
• Understand many 

more words  and 
simple instructions 

• Put 2 words 
together (i.e. ‘daddy 
gone’)

• Understand simple 
questions

• Enjoy simple pretend 
play (i.e. cooking, 
cars)

By aged 4 children 
should:
• Use sentences of 4-6 

words
• Able to remember 

things and enjoys 
telling longer stories

• Understands instructions 
with two parts (i.e. ’get 
your jumper and stand 
by the door’).  

By aged 3 children 
should:
• Use 300+ words
• Speak in sentences of 3-

5 words
• Asks who, what, where 

questions
• Understand phrases (i.e. 

Put your teddy in the 
box) 

• Have an interest in 
others play and join in 
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What are the Alarm Bells? –
When to refer to SLT?

• No words being used at 18 months

• Appearing not to understand what is being 
said by 18 months

• Not putting 2 words together at 2 ½ years

• Not being relatively easily understood 

by 3 ½ years

• Not speaking in a setting for 6 weeks or 
more 

If a child is showing ANY of the alarm bells-do not ‘wait and see’

• Ealing is the 3rd most ethnically diverse 
local population in the whole of the UK.

• 61% of children attending Ealing schools 
do not speak English as their first 
language.

• After English, the most commonly 
spoken languages in the borough are 
Polish, Punjabi, Somali, Arabic, Urdu
and Tamil.

• It’s really important to find out about 
how a child is communicating in their 
home language!

Speaking Another Language in Ealing
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• Parents of bilingual children should be encouraged to speak to their child in English 

• Mixing words from different languages (‘code switching’) when talking is ok     

• There are more bilingual speakers than monolingual speakers in the world

• Having another language at home affects a child’s ability to learn English at school 

• In bilingual families one parent should speak one language to the child and the other should speak the 
other language to avoid confusing the child 

• It is ok for a child to respond to you in a different language

• A typically developing bilingual toddler should know and use the same numbers of words in English as a 
monolingual typically developing toddler 

Speaking Another Language at Home:
TRUE or FALSE

Why consider Speech, Language and 
Communication Needs (SLCN)? 
The Bercow: 10 years (2018) is an independent review of 
provision for children with SLCN in England.

The report found we still need to improve on: 
Communication is crucial to children’s life chances
Early identification and intervention
Families need a continuum of services
Joint working is critical
Equal access to services

How has this 
happened?

There is still a lack of 
awareness of SLCN in 
both the public and 
service sectors, and 

therefore it is not being 
prioritised!
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What is the ‘Word Gap’  

• By 3 years old children from high social and economic families have been 
exposed to 30 million more words than those from low social and economic 
households.

What does this look like in the life of the child? 

2,153 words 
heard per hour616 words 

heard per hour

Why Does it Matter?

Children under 5 
years are within the 
‘critical period’ for 
learning language.
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Why Does it Matter?

50% of 
children start 
school with 

speech, 
language and 

communication 
needs (SLCN) in 
deprived areas.

This is a direct link to the outcomes of the Bercow review

• 29% of the Ealing population live in poverty (Tower Hamlets = 39% and this 
is the most deprived London Borough of all).

• Ealing within the 8 most common London Boroughs for: home evictions and 
low pay.

• Ealing within the 16 most common London Boroughs for: pay inequality, 
temporary accommodation, unemployment, families on welfare, GCSE 
attainment.

The ‘Word Gap’ in Ealing
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How to Create a Communication Friendly 
Environment

Adult-
Child 

Interaction
Visual 

Supports

Physical 
Layout

Adult – Child Interaction: Video

What adult-child interaction strategies is the 
adult using in the video? 
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Adult – Child Interaction Strategies

“Wow, 
you’re 

riding your 
bike!”

Five finger 
rule:

Comment
Comment 
Comment 
Comment
Question

What it means?
Purposely planning or sabotaging an activity in order to make a child need to 
communicate with you.

Ideas to create opportunities: 
• Try not to pre-empt child’s needs. Use a toy that requires help to work. Don’t help 

immediately - give them time to realise they need help!

• Put a favourite toy in sight but out of reach

• Put a toy or snack in a transparent container (with a lid on)

• Give choices (‘do you want juice or water?’)

• Give a small amount of a toy/snack and wait…

Creating Opportunities to Communicate 
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Some examples of what ‘visual support’ could look like: 

• Visual timetables & now/next boards (at child’s level)

• Draws and resources labelled with pictures

• Using objects to show the child what you mean 

• Using your hands and facial expression when talking

• Using a signing system (i.e. Makaton)

• You are a walking, talking form of visual support!

…the list goes on!  

What do we mean by ‘Visual Support’?

The key to useful visual supports are 
how they are used. E.g. a visual 

timetable referred to at the start 
and end of every activity should 

look worn out!

Why is Visual Support Important?

(Taken from www.northstarpaths.com) 
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Physical Layout

More interaction in “nooks” 
and small spaces (e.g. tents) 

Softer furniture/screens-
more language and 

sustained conversations 

Transitional 
objects help 

children to relax 
e.g. Talking to a 
favourite plant 

Make larger social 
opportunities

available (e.g. Pool 
chairs, tables 

together) 

Align 
environment 
to children’s 
development

al stage 

Physical Layout

Where do your 
children 

go/group?

What and where 
are your talking 

points?

What are 
your children 
showing you?
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Ealing: Support Available
We provide a universal speech and language therapy service to families of 
children under 5 in Ealing. Children do not need a referral to access our 
service.

We provide:
• Training for practitioners
• Training for parents
• Drop-ins to Children’s Centres (to meet families and offer advice)
• Groups: Talk and Play; Fun and Learn; Makaton Sign Time

Come and visit our stand today to find out more!

Takeaway message…..
As Early Years Practitioners you have a DIRECT and VITAL role to play in:
• Accessing support/training/advice on communication development as and 

when you need it.
• Early identification of SLCN and supporting children’s communication 

development within your setting.
• Signposting parents to appropriate services and support.
• Reducing the ‘word gap’ for children in Ealing.

Don’t ‘wait and see’, refer or speak to SLT if you are concerned! 
(Always refer to your ALARM BELLS)
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Useful Websites:
• Ealing SLT website: How to Help section 

www.lnwh.nhs.uk/EalingChildrenSLT/
• Talking Point: www.talkingpoint.org.uk
• National Autistic Society: http://www.autism.org.uk/
• I CAN: www.ican.org.uk
• National Literacy Trust: www.literacytrust.org.uk/talktoyourbaby
• Words for Life: www.wordsforlife.org.uk
• AFASIC: www.afasic.org.uk
• NSPCC: https://www.nspcc.org.uk/preventing-abuse/keeping-children-

safe/look-say-sing-play/
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