
Language Focussed Play

Advice sheet 
for parents and 
preschool staff 

Reduce your questions

Extend - repeat and add words

Stay on my level - be face to face 

Play - join in with me and let me lead

Observe & wait - give me time to communicate

Name what I am doing or looking at

Develop natural opportunities for me to 
communicate
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Have five minutes of language focussed play every day. Practise 
these evidence-based strategies to help develop your child’s 
language. During language focussed play, remember to RESPOND:



R
Reduce your questions

Why?

• If we keep asking questions during an activity, children often 
become frustrated that their play has been interrupted. 

• Questions distract children from what they are thinking about 
and focusing on. 

• Your child might not understand the question. 
• Your child may not be able to answer as they may not be ready 

to use the word yet or may not know the word.
• Your child might feel pressured or reluctant to talk.
• Reducing questions allows your child to lead the play.

How?

• Think about why you are asking the question. Are you testing to 
see if your child knows the word? 

• Change your question to a comment to teach your child the 
word.  

• Example: Instead of “What are you doing?”, Say “feeding 
teddy”.

Avoid yes/no questions.

Example: Instead of “Are you building?” Use the opportunity to 
model words, such as “building tower”.  

Offer choices.

Example: Instead of asking “do you want a banana?” Use the 
opportunity to model words, say “apple or banana?” 



Extend - repeat and add words

Why?

• Repeating shows that you have understood what your child has 
said.

• Your child will hear the correct grammar and sentence structure.
• By adding words your child learns how to make their sentence 

longer without feeling that they are being corrected.
• Children need to hear new words many times before they are 

able to use them. It is important that you add and model new 
words for them to hear.

How?

• Listen to what your child is trying to say. It doesn’t matter if they 
cannot say the word clearly, repeat it back so you are modelling 
the correct word.

• Keep your language simple.
• Listen to the words your child is using and use the same sort of 

words.
• Be specific with your words. If your child says “this” or “that”, 

name the item for your child.
• Always add one or two words to what your child has said, 

e.g.        Child:  “Ball”
              Adult:  “Throw the ball”
                             Or 
              Child:  “Kicking ball”
              Adult:  “Kicking the big ball” 
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Stay on my level - be face to face

Why?

• It is easier to focus on each other.
• You can see what your child is interested in.
• You can match what you say to what they are looking at or 

doing.
• You’ll be more involved and able to share in your child’s play 

more easily.
• You’ll notice if they use a gesture or look at you. 
• Your child can pay attention to you as well as the activity. 
• Your child will see that you are interested in what they are 

saying or doing.      
• It is easier for your child to start an interaction with you.

How?

• Ensure you are face to face by coming to your child’s level e.g. If 
your child is lying on the floor, lie down too.

• Don’t ask your child to face you. Where possible, move your 
position instead. 

• If your child is sitting at a table, sit opposite them.
• Bring toys away from the wall if possible, put them in between 

you and your child so you can remain face to face.

S



Play - join in with me 
and let me lead

Why?

• Your child gets to choose the play, so the level of play will be 
right for them.

• Your child will be interested and more likely to stay in the 
activity.  

• Language will be more meaningful for your child as you are 
matching your words to what they are doing. 

• It allows them to develop their own play which helps them 
to develop problem-solving, play skills, imagination & self-
confidence.

How? 

• Let your child choose the toy or activity.
• Join in by copying their actions and facial expressions. 
• If they move on to another toy or activity, go with them.  
• Try not to tell them what to do or give them instructions. There 

is no ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ way to play.
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Observe & wait - give me 
time to communicate

Why?

• Children need time to explore toys and objects to work out what 
they can or can’t do with them.

• Children need time to think about what they want to say and 
how they are going to communicate their message to you.

• Waiting gives your child time to initiate and share their interest 
in a toy or activity.

• Waiting lets your child take the lead in the interaction.

How?

• Watch to see what your child is interested in - you may be 
surprised!

• Wait to give your child a chance to initiate.
• When you say something wait for your child to respond.
• When your child communicates with you through actions or 

words, respond straight away.
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Name what I am doing 
or looking at

Why?

• Your child will hear the words that match the toy or object they 
are looking at.

• Children learn words by hearing them said in lots of different 
situations, lots of times. This helps them to understand the 
meaning of the word.

• Commenting shows your child that you are interested in what 
they are doing.

• Your child can respond if they want to but they won’t feel 
pressured to.

• Commenting provides models of different vocabulary and 
sentence structures.

How?

• Wait for your child to share their attention with you. This will 
ensure that they are focussed on you instead of what they are 
doing. If they are busy playing, they may not be able to listen to 
your comments.

• Comment on what your child is doing.
• Use the names of toys and objects (e.g. grapes, car, coat) actions 

(e.g. run, wave, eat) and early concepts (e.g. up, big, more).  
Don’t worry about focusing on numbers, colours and letters at 
this stage.

• Try to be specific with your words. For example, instead of saying 
“this” or “that”, name the item.
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Develop natural opportunities 
for me to communicate

Why?

• Children need lots of opportunities to practise communicating.
• They need to learn to communicate for different reasons, e.g. to 

let you know if they are hungry, to share their interests etc.
• Children with delayed language will need more time and 

opportunities to practise communicating.  

How?

• Observe your child and wait for your child to share their 
attention with you or communicate before you respond. They 
may point at an object and look back at you; turn in your 
direction and hold a toy out to you or look between you and the 
object they are playing with.  

• Throughout the day, think about natural opportunities to give 
your child time to practise.

Examples:

• Wait for your child to let you know what they want.
• Wait for your child to let you know that they want more e.g. 

bubbles, tickles, crisps, songs.
• Wait for your child to let you know that they need help. 
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