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1. Key Points about Supporting Infant/Toddler Language and Communication – background information for the mentor and protégé. The points could be a read-ahead and the basis for a discussion between mentor and protégé. 

2. Practitioner Self-Reflection Checklists – detailed checklists of actions that support children’s language and communication development. The checklists address actions in four areas: a) planning and environment; b) responsive communication; c) building language; and d) book sharing. The checklists could be used by protégés to reflect on how often they engage in language and communication interactions throughout the caregiving day and the summaries after each could guide future mentoring support. Alternatively, a mentor might use the checklists as resources for conducting observations.
3. Observation Model: Guided Reflection Using Video – a step-by-step process for using video to observe and reflect on the interactions between practitioners and children. The mentor and protégé can use the Video Observation Note-Taking Sheets included in this section to view the recording together, talk about what they see, highlight infant/toddler subtle communication signals and cues, and discuss ways to enhance language and communication. 

Note: Practitioner goals are derived from:

· Texas Core Competencies for Early Childhood Practitioners and Administrators (download copies at http://www.earlylearningtexas.org)

· Texas Infant, Toddler, and Three-Year-Old Early Learning Guidelines (download copies at http://www.earlylearningtexas.org)
1. Key Points about Supporting Infant/Toddler Language and Communication

The adult role in supporting the language and communication development of infants and toddlers is often described as a dance between two partners. A structure is needed to support the “dancers,” and includes the learning environment, materials, and set up of experiences that facilitate guiding the process. In addition, there are the highly nuanced actions, reactions, and communications that occur between the two partners. These are very subtle movements, glances, gazes, smiles, signals, soft sounds and gurgles and the responses that come from a caregiver that create the foundation of language and communication development. A caregiver has to be highly tuned-in to the infant or toddler to understand and respond appropriately – to keep the dance going.

Caregivers should plan to support infants’ and toddlers’ language and communication by thinking about creating experiences and interactions. We know that babies develop when:

· they hear positive language (including songs, rhymes, non-sense words, and non-verbal communications) 

· they have opportunities to explore and experience in a natural way (babies are naturally curious about people and things)

· they know people care about them and pay attention to them (caregivers who are tuned-in to a baby’s signals and able to respond appropriately)

There are many ways caregivers can enhance language and communication development. Consider the following:

· Loud noises and overly stimulating environments can hinder language and communication development. Extraneous noises such as radios and televisions can make it more difficult for infants and toddlers to attend to and benefit from language and communication interactions.  

· Children start building language and communication skills when they are infants. In fact, scientists have discovered babies brains are set up to learn language before they are born. Starting early matters!

· Infants and toddlers require ample one-to-one, face-to-face time with a trusted caregiver to learn how language and communication work. One-to-one interactions with babies are key;  basic routines, such as diapering, settling down for nap, and feeding, are optimal opportunities for ”narrating” the actions, talking aloud about what is happening. Tuning-in to a baby and simply holding her gaze and mimicking her facial expressions is communication! 

· Enhancing infants’ and toddlers’ skills can and should happen throughout the caregiving day.

· The amount and type of talk between caring adults and children strongly impact vocabulary development. Researchers found that some children have only heard about 525 words by the time they are 3 years old while others have heard an average of 1,116 words
. Building lots of time for talk and positive, responsive interactions enhances language and vocabulary development. 

· Reading books while one-to-one cuddling with infants and toddlers helps build essential language skills. Sharing and talking about books with babies while cuddling creates closeness, encourages interest in books, provides opportunities for talk, and supports early language and literacy skills. Reading a book helps a caregiver talk aloud to the baby in a relaxed environment, even when the child is too young to understand a story. 

· Infants and toddlers communicate with non-verbal cues which can be challenging to recognize and understand.  

· Building language, communication, and literacy skills now helps children do better in school later. Birth to age three is a critical developmental time period and the care children receive during that time can affect the way children think and learn as adults.

· Study Questions: Mentors can use the study questions listed below to help protégés think about and discuss infant and toddler language development and developmentally appropriate ways to encourage and support communication.
1. What do you think about the metaphor of the dance? Does it help you think about how to communicate with infants and toddlers? What other metaphors describe communication with very young children?

2. What are infants and toddlers curious about? What have you noticed about the children in your care?  

3. Did any of the points about development surprise you or cause you to reconsider your beliefs?

4. Which are the most important ideas to share with parents?

2. Practitioner Self-Reflection Checklists
 
Protégés can use these four checklists to reflect on how often they engage in language and communication interactions throughout the caregiving day in the following key areas: a) planning and environment, b) responsive communication, c) building language, and d) book sharing. Alternatively, mentors might use the checklists as resources for conducting observations.

	A. Self-Reflection Checklist: Planning and Environment

	
	Often
	Sometimes
	Hardly ever

	1. I structure the day so that I can engage in many one-on-one, face-to-face interactions with infants and toddlers.
	· 
	· 
	· 

	2. I provide a calm, quiet environment without constant background noise (e.g., radio, computer games, television) to support clear communication.
	· 
	· 
	· 

	3. I make time to ask parents about the sounds their babies make so I can better understand and respond to beginning speech.
	· 
	· 
	· 

	4. I ensure there are separate spaces for quiet interactions and rowdy play.
	· 
	· 
	· 

	5. I frequently use daily routines as opportunities to use language interactions with infants and toddlers.
	· 
	· 
	· 

	6. I plan settings and experiences that allow learning to take place.
	· 
	· 
	· 

	Summary and Next Steps:

What have I been doing well?

Where might I like mentoring support?




	B. Self-Reflection Checklist: Responsive Communication

	
	Often
	Sometimes
	Hardly ever

	1. My interactions with babies are gentle and positive.
	· 
	· 
	· 

	2. I recognize that crying and body movements are infants’ ways to communicate.
	· 
	· 
	· 

	3. My responses to infants’ cries or calls of distress are calm, tender, and respectful.
	· 
	· 
	· 

	4. I respond promptly whenever an infant or toddler initiates communication like cooing, babbling, talking, or crying.
	· 
	· 
	· 

	5. I respond to social overtures including child-initiated eye contact, smiles, and waves.
	· 
	· 
	· 

	6. I imitate young infant’s smiles, eye movements, and coos.
	· 
	· 
	· 

	7. I talk in a pleasant, calm voice, using simple language and frequent eye contact while being responsive to the child’s cues.
	· 
	· 
	· 

	8. When I initiate conversation with a toddler, I give the child ample time to respond.
	· 
	· 
	· 

	Summary and Next Steps:

What have I been doing well?

Where might I like mentoring support?

 


	C. Self-Reflection Checklist: Building Language

	
	Often
	Sometimes
	Hardly ever

	1. I describe my own actions as I do them, including during caregiving routines (e.g., “Let’s put on some dry clothes.”; “I bet you feel hungry, let’s get your bottle.”; “I am sitting down to play with you.”).
	· 
	· 
	· 

	2. I describe what the baby is doing to help him connect actions and sensory experiences with language (e.g., “You are moving your feet to the music.”; “Look at you laugh and laugh at that funny sound.”; “I see you feel tired after that bottle.”).
	· 
	· 
	· 

	3. I notice what babies notice and say what it is (e.g., “You are looking at the blue ball.”; “Did you hear the doorbell? Me too.”). 
	· 
	· 
	· 

	4. When children start to use words, I add to what they say and model correct language (e.g., child says, “More, more!” and caregiver responds, “OK, you would like more cereal please.”).
	· 
	· 
	· 

	5. I expand language for toddlers by asking questions or describing things in a way that invites them to talk more (e.g., during play with stuffed animals, caregiver asks, “Where is kitten going after he eats lunch?”).
	· 
	· 
	· 

	6. I label objects, describe events, and reflect feelings to help toddlers learn new words (e.g., “Kitten is walking up the stairs.”; “Kitten is excited about lunch!”; “Kitten eats out of his big purple dish.”).
	· 
	· 
	· 

	7. I frequently use language by talking with, singing to, reading with, and playing with infants and toddlers.
	· 
	· 
	· 

	Summary and Next Steps:

What have I been doing well?

Where might I like mentoring support?

 


	D. Self-Reflection Checklist: Book Sharing

	
	Often
	Sometimes
	Hardly ever

	1. I frequently cuddle one-to-one with infants and toddlers when reading books.
	· 
	· 
	· 

	2. When sharing books with infants I pay attention to the tone of my voice and watch for their response.
	· 
	· 
	· 

	3. When sharing books with infants and toddlers, I choose books they can touch and handle (e.g., board, vinyl, and cloth books).
	· 
	· 
	· 

	4. When sharing books with infants and toddlers I pay attention to their level of interest and don’t worry about finishing the book.
	· 
	· 
	· 

	5. When sharing books with toddlers I ask them questions about the pictures (e.g., “Do you see the dog?”; “Can you point to the dog?”; “Can you find the ball in this picture?”; “This is the dog’s ear, where is your ear?”).
	· 
	· 
	· 

	6. When sharing books with beginning speakers I encourage them to talk about what’s happening in the story and build on what they say. 
	· 
	· 
	· 

	7. I often talk about the parts the book with toddlers in natural ways (e.g., “Wow! You are looking at the back of the book.”; “Can you see the bunny on the front cover?”; “It’s funny when you hold the book up-side-down!”).
	· 
	· 
	· 

	Summary and Next Steps:

What have I been doing well?

Where might I like mentoring support?




3. Observation Model: Guided Reflection Using Video

Mentors can follow this step-by-step process for using video to observe and reflect on the interactions between protégés and children. The mentor and protégé can use the video note-taking sheets that follow in this section to view the recording together, talk about what they see, highlight infant/toddler subtle communication signals and cues, and discuss ways to enhance language and communication. 

Step 1:
Using the protégé’s self-reflection summary as a guide, mentors and protégés discuss goals for increasing the frequency and quality of language, communication, and early literacy experiences.

Step 2:
Mentors and protégés plan times throughout the day to record practitioner/child interactions and child interactions within the protégé’s environment. 

Step 3:
Mentors record segments. Recordings may only be for a few minutes at a time and may occur over a couple of days. While recording, mentors ensure both practitioner actions/reactions and child actions/reactions are captured. Videos might also be recorded by another colleague.

Step 4:
Mentors and protégés watch and take notes on the video using the attached note-taking sheet. 

Step 5:
The mentor and protégé discuss child reactions and behaviors (e.g., the baby would not hold the practitioner’s gaze, the toddler became upset during the story, it took the baby several minutes to react to the practitioner’s voice).
Step 6:
Mentors ask the protégé questions to support reflection on their instructional practice (e.g., Why do you think the baby keep looking away? Do you think the toddler was interested in the story from the start? What might you do differently next time? What did you do to get and hold the baby’s attention that time?).
Step 7:
The mentor and protégé work together to summarize what practices and behaviors are effective, identify strategies to try with particular children or in specific situations, and plan the focus of the next observation. 

· Video Observation Note-Taking Sheets: Mentors and protégés can use these four note-taking sheets for observing and reflecting on language and communication interactions in the following key areas: a) planning and environment, b) responsive communication, c) building language, and d) book sharing. Examples are provided in each note-taking sheet.
	A. Video Observation Note-Taking: Planning and Environment (Example)

	Child Reactions and Behaviors
	Teacher Practices
	Notes for Future Goals

	· Two toddlers were playing a game with an assistant – but kept leaving the game to see what was on the TV.

	The assistant was trying to introduce new words during the toddler’s play but became frustrated and gave up when they kept leaving to go into the other room. 


	Limit outside distractions when you want to focus on language during play. 




	B. Video Observation Note-Taking: Responsive Communication (Example)

	Child Reactions and Behaviors
	Teacher Practices
	Notes for Future Goals

	· The baby was on the floor on a play mat moving legs and arms, looking around the room.

	The teacher used a loud voice to engage baby, “Is that fun?” for an extended period of time.
	Note baby’s attempt to communicate by using movement and eye motion. Respond more quickly to baby’s request. Create opportunities for the baby to be held for closer, calmer contact and eye connection.



	C. Video Observation Note-Taking: Building Language (Example)

	Child Reactions and Behaviors
	Teacher Practices
	Notes for Future Goals

	· The toddler handed the teacher a car to play with.

	The teacher enthusiastically said, “Thank you for inviting me to play with you! Let’s drive my big blue car up the ramp!” When the toddler joined the teacher, the teacher asked, “Can you drive your car down the ramp?”

	Continue to follow child-directed play and add language. How will you get the toddler to talk?


	D. Video Observation Note-Taking: Book Sharing (Example)

	Child Reactions and Behaviors
	Teacher Practices
	Notes for Future Goals

	· The toddler lost interest in the story.

	The teacher focused on finishing the story, not on recognizing cues that the child was becoming disinterested. 

	The purpose of reading the story is to engage the child in talking. Focus on making stories fun and don’t worry about finishing. Use strategies to engage the child in the story by asking questions. If you only read one page that’s ok – end on good note.





Child learning goal





Language and communication development








Goals for practitioners


Plans for learning experiences and settings.


Listens attentively, demonstrates patience, and follows the child’s pace for learning.


Talks with and communicates with children throughout the day (including responding to non-verbal cues).


Plans face-to-face, one-on-one time with each child.


Uses specific labels and descriptors.


Extends children’s language and/or models complete ideas or sentences.


Engages in and builds opportunities for children to communicate and extend language.


Utilizes everyday caregiving routines to support language and communication development.














Building Language and Communication through Responsive Caregiving


Infants and Toddlers








� Hart, B., & Risley, R. T. (1995). Meaningful differences in the everyday experience of young American children. Baltimore: Paul H. Brookes.


� Checklist items adapted from Quality care: Language development and responsive caregiving: An in-service training for day care center staff (2ndedition, 2007). New York State Office of Children and Family Services. SUNY Training Strategies Group. 
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