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Examples of language-focused activities
In the following pages of this guidance you will find some examples of specific language activities 
that will support language learning. These examples are appropriate for use in adult-led activities with 
small groups of children, most of whom will be three years of age or over. The activities are designed 
around the four themes of the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) and are intended to complement 
the rich language provision that has now been established in your setting.

Why do specific activities? 
Every Child a Talker (ECAT) settings will already be providing a range of activities and experiences 
that will enhance children’s language skills. However, you may well have noticed through your 
observation and monitoring that some children choose not to access these opportunities and some 
activities do not provide children with enough exposure to adult language that supports their 
developing language skills. For example, adult language that focuses on controlling behaviour or 
organising activities is associated with restricted and less complex language use by the children. 
Importantly, relatively large doses of high-quality language input are required to accelerate language 
development in early years settings. Good oral language input is particularly important for children 
from disadvantaged backgrounds.

It is therefore important to ensure that all children have regular access to experiences where the focus 
is planned specifically to develop their oral language. The activities described on the following pages 
fulfil that purpose. They should be enjoyable and age-appropriate and include games, story activities 
and discussions. The most important thing is the nature of the adult’s talk. Talk should be child-
centred (about what a child is doing), semantically contingent (repeating the content of what the child 
has said) and embedded in familiar interactive routines or scripts. Your early language consultant (ELC) 
will help you to plan and organise these activities so that they provide the maximum benefit to the 
children who need it most.

At the end of this section there are some examples of dialogic book reading. This is a way of sharing 
books which really helps children to develop their language, particularly to learn new vocabulary and 
to support language for thinking.  Two books have been selected and in the examples you will see 
how to use them to implement dialogic book reading. Your ELC will help you to develop dialogic book 
reading in your setting, using the books you already have and which the children really will enjoy.
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Planning sessions for parents with their children
This section of the guidance offers some ideas and activities which will assist you in providing sessions 
for children and parents together, to help support language development both in the home and in 
the setting. This type of session will provide you with very special opportunities to talk about a child’s 
language development with parents – mothers as well as fathers. The information that you gain from 
the sessions will give you a much better insight into the child’s developing language abilities. You can 
use the sessions to illustrate the sorts of communicative behaviours which you have been adopting 
within the setting, and also to talk about how the children have been learning and benefiting from 
the Every Child a Talker (ECAT) programme. It is a time for you to talk to parents and carers about how 
they can use similar approaches and do the same sorts of activities at home to extend and build upon 
their child’s learning. 

Which parents, which children?
Think first about which parents and children you want to invite to a session. Activities on offer in the 
session will depend to some extent on the age of the children, so it might be sensible to start with 
parents of children in certain age groups.

The materials that follow provide information about the typical language and communication 
behaviours of babies and children in four age groups: young babies up to about 6 months, older 
babies between about 6 and 18 months, toddlers between about 18 and 30 months, and children 
older than 30 months. These age groupings reflect the changing language abilities and needs of 
children as they develop. 

You will also find some suggested activities that provide opportunities for interacting with babies 
and children in each age group in ways that will promote the development of their language and 
communication. 

Over time, you will want to make sure that parents of all children are invited to sessions appropriate to 
them and their children. 
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What kind of session, and when?
You want the session to be fun, to draw parents and carers in and help further develop the positive 
relationships between setting staff and families. Think about what would be ‘fun’ for the families you 
are inviting. Which of these ‘fun’ sessions are you best able or most confident to put on?

When would be the best time to hold the session? That is, when would the families you’re inviting be 
most likely to be able to take part: during the day, in the evening, or at the weekend?

As well as being fun and good for relationships, the session will be designed to help parents develop 
their ability to communicate with their children in other contexts, in ways that encourage and 
stimulate language development.  

Suggestions as to how you might organise the sessions are given in the activities outlined on the 
four activity pages which follow. These pages give information and suggestions for interacting with 
children in the four age groups outlined above. 

Whoever the session is for, and whenever it takes place, make sure there are enough practitioners 
available to support the session and also to support the various language needs of the different 
families; this is a golden opportunity to get to know your families really well. Make sure that every 
practitioner present understands the importance of being positive, supportive, encouraging and 
non-judgemental in all their interactions with families. 

Make sure everyone is comfortable
Provide a comfortable environment: comfortable chairs, refreshments for children and parents, 
opportunities to chat with each other and with you about their lives – their children, football, the cold 
wet weather – any and every day-to-day conversation. You must take into account how you will make 
the sessions inclusive, particularly for parents whose first language is not English. You will need to 
consider how you will make the sessions accessible to them, for example, by providing information in 
other languages. Make sure there are lots of suitable playthings for the children, and organise these so 
that children can play within sight and sound of their parents.

When everyone is at ease, introduce the child development element of the session. You want the 
families to take away certain important ideas from the session. These are given on the activity page 
for each age group, under ‘Learning and Development’, ‘A Unique Child’ and ‘Positive Relationships’.  

And with fathers in mind…
You may already have noticed that fathers in your community are taking much more responsibility 
for their children’s care than previously. According to research published by the Equal Opportunities 
Commission, they now do one third of parental childcare in dual income families. So it is vitally 
important that the sessions you provide for parents don’t just appeal to mothers but also take into 
account the particular needs of fathers.

Research has shown that the early involvement of fathers has important long-term benefits, but 
unfortunately early years settings are not always the most hospitable and welcoming of places for 
fathers. This may be because the workforce is almost entirely female, and staff may feel apprehensive 
about engaging fathers. Another reason might be that fathers cannot attend quite simply because 
they are working during the session times. Or perhaps they are less willing to come forward to take an 
active role in the life of the early years setting.  Whatever the reason, there is much that you can do to 
make sure that what you offer for parents is inviting to fathers as well as mothers.  

First of all, you can make the invitations directly to fathers, by personally addressing a letter, or by 
phone, or better still, in person. Make sure that you have the correct contact details for fathers. Then, 
when they arrive, make a special point of greeting them and making them feel welcome. Look around 
your environment – are there positive role models in pictures and books that show dads and children? 
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At a practical level, have you designated toilet facilities for men?  If your setting only has one adult 
toilet, then designate it as unisex. Make sure that dads can easily access the baby-changing facilities as 
well. During the sessions, think about the games that dads will enjoy playing with their children, such 
as football and playing cards – these are great ways to get talking. Take stock of the dressing-up 
clothes in your role-play area and consider whether there are things that dads will appreciate, such as 
football strips and superhero outfits. Remember that bringing dads in does require some extra 
thought and forward planning but the consequences will be of real benefit to the children.  

A session for families with young babies (up to about 6 months)
These are likely to be the families most in need of pampering – sleepless nights take their toll! If they 
are new to parenting, they are also likely to be especially in need of reassurance that they are doing a 
good job, and you can provide this reassurance by talking about their baby with them.  

You might decide to stimulate discussion that elicits the ideas presented under ‘Learning and 
Development’, ‘A Unique Child’ and ‘Positive Relationships’ for this age group by showing video clips 
of interactions between young babies and their carers. Video clips have the advantage of allowing 
you to pause the action at any point, which makes it easier to encourage the group to examine 
questions such as the following:

What did the baby do? Does your baby do that?•	
How did the adult respond to the baby? Do you do that? What else do you do?•	
How did the adult know what the baby wanted/felt like? What clues does your baby give you? •	
Why did the adult talk to the baby? Do you talk to your baby?•	
Can babies understand when we talk to them? (•	 Not at first, but if we don’t talk to them they never will!)

If they can’t understand, why do we talk to them? (•	 To develop turn-taking and eye contact, and to 
provide examples of speech sounds and intonation patterns for the baby to absorb.)

What helps a baby understand when we talk to them? (•	 Talking about what they’re looking at/doing/
playing with at that moment.) 

This session will take place while parents are holding their babies or are in close proximity to and 
contact with them. This offers opportunities, if you feel this is appropriate, to comment positively on 
parent–child interactions as they occur, offering reassurance and support in a non-patronising way.

Finish the session with a general discussion about learning to follow your baby’s lead, learning to 
interpret your baby’s behaviour and intentions, and finding time to play, have fun with and talk to 
your baby.
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A session for families with older babies (about 6–18 months)
Again, you can use video clips showing babies of this age interacting with objects and people to 
stimulate discussion that elicits the ideas presented under ‘Learning and Development’, ‘A Unique 
Child’ and ‘Positive Relationships’ for this age group. Practitioners might each volunteer to engage 
in play with a child while families watch the interaction. However you decide to stimulate discussion, 
encourage the group to examine questions such as:

What did the child do to get the adult’s attention? How does your child engage your attention? •	
How did the adult get the child to attend to what they were doing? What do you do to engage •	
your child’s attention in what you’re doing?

What do you think the child meant when they said ‘da’? How easy is it to work out what your child •	
means? How do you do this – do you look at what they’re doing/looking at, and guess? How do 
you know if your guess is right or wrong? What do you do if it’s wrong?

If your child says ‘da’ and you think they mean ‘dog’, what do you say? (•	 Yes, it’s a dog! Dog.) What 
are you doing for the child when you say that? (Showing the child that you understand them, valuing 
their attempts to communicate with you, modelling the word for them.)

Keep this short and expect it to be punctuated by children seeking and gaining the attention of their 
parents in various ways. Use these interruptions positively: comment on what the child is doing, and 
how well the adult responds. You might also use interruptions to discuss how we feel when we are 
engaged in something else and our children seek to engage our attention, and how to deal with 
feelings of frustration and irritation at being interrupted! 

Follow this with a parent–child play session, using the toys and books you have provided. Ask the 
parents to join in with what their child is currently doing, and talk together about the child’s current 
object of attention. During the play session, staff can join in with a family group and model talk that 
names and comments on the object the child is attending to, attempts to interpret what the child is 
trying to say and provides a commentary on what the child is doing. The golden rule for play is: follow 
the child’s lead and make it fun. When the child begins to tire, don’t try to sustain their attention but 
allow them to choose and explore other objects. 

A session for families with toddlers (about 18–30 months)
It would be helpful in this session to have available video clips you made earlier of children and 
adults in the setting engaging in activities that are normally available, encouraging children to talk 
during these activities and responding to what children say by recasting and expanding the children’s 
utterances. You should also have clips of practitioners narrating the child’s activity (e.g. You’re filling 
the bucket with sand. And now you’re trying to turn it over – Oh! The sand fell out.) You can then use these 
clips to stimulate discussion to elicit the ideas presented under ‘Learning and Development’, ‘A Unique 
Child’ and ‘Positive Relationships’ for this age group.

Start by watching and discussing some of the video clips while the children play close by (or watch 
with their parents, if they want to). Encourage the group to examine the following:

What was the child interested in or doing during a clip? How does the adult know that was the •	
object of interest?

How did the adult value what the child was interested in or doing? (•	 By asking questions about it; by 
providing a running commentary on it.)

How do you show your child that what they’re doing is important and interesting to you?•	
What kinds of questions did the adult ask? (‘•	 How’ questions and ‘Why’ questions, which encourage 
more than a one-word response; ‘What’, ‘Where’ and ‘Who’ questions, which encourage naming 
responses.)
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What kinds of questions do you use with your child? •	
If a child answered with a single word, what did the adult do? (•	 Acknowledged the child’s response; 
built on this by expanding it into a phrase or sentence.)

How did the adult encourage all the children to participate in the activity? And in the •	
conversation?

You can end the session by encouraging families to join in with their children in some of the activities 
they’ve just watched, and practise talking with their children in the ways you’ve just discussed.

A session for families with older children (about 30 months and above)
This session is probably one of the easiest, because now you can organise for family group activities, 
taking account of the context of the families and communities with whom you work. You could hold 
a cooking party, where families make biscuits or cakes (perhaps to be shared and eaten later). You 
could hold a construction party, where families make junk models of dinosaurs, or castles, or robots. 
You could have a games evening, where families play simple board games or do jigsaws together. Use 
the seasons of the year to support outdoor activities so, for example, in the autumn you can collect 
leaves and talk about what you are doing and the different shapes and colours of the leaves. Any joint 
activity that offers rich opportunities for verbal communication will do. If this is the first time you have 
organised sessions like this, you might decide to videotape some of the interactions that take place, to 
use to stimulate discussion in subsequent sessions.

You can build in to the group activities most of the ideas presented under ‘Learning and 
Development’, ‘A Unique Child’ and ‘Positive Relationships’ for this age group. For example, if you 
provide a choice of recipes and ingredients, the cooking activity offers opportunities for the family 
to discuss what they would like to make, what they need to make it, what they need to do first, and 
so on. It also offers opportunities for parents to comment on what is happening (You’re stirring up the 
mixture) and, while the resulting cakes or biscuits are cooking in the oven, opportunities to encourage 
the child to describe how they made them. 

Once cooking is complete, junk models finished and games won or lost, bring the families together 
to talk about what they enjoyed about participating in the activities, and about how they feel 
the activity and accompanying conversation might have been helpful to their child’s language 
development. You will need to have collected examples of particularly fruitful interchanges to bring 
in to these discussions, to reinforce what you want parents to take away with them. The discussion 
should end with parents being encouraged to think about how they can foster their child’s language 
development by bringing conversation into the normal daily routines of the family.
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