Understanding how children learn

to communicate and talk — Part 1

¢ In the first two years of life, most young children learn how to communicate with their
parents, caregivers, siblings and peers during everyday social experiences.

e Most children appear to learn communication skills effortlessly - without much direct
teaching or guidance from adults.

e A closer look at how young children learn to talk and communicate reveals that they learn
some basic, essential communication skills in a gradual progression of “developmental
steps” (see part 2).

e Many parents and professionals do not have access to this critical information and are
therefore unaware of these key developmental steps.

e In general, most children learn to:
o Communicate first with close, familiar, trusted adults, then new people (including
other children).
o Use many different sounds (i.e. “vocalizations”) to communicate before they learn
how to talk with words
0 Use their eyes, faces, and bodies to effectively communicate (i.e. “non-verbal
communication”) before they learn how to talk.

e Given their neurological differences, children with ASD have significant difficulties learning
non-verbal communication skills that most children learn effortlessly in the first year of life
(e.g. directing eye contact and gestures to others when communicating)

e Once they develop these basic non-verbal communication skills, most young children
greatly enjoy communicating and interacting with others, and do so frequently and
spontaneously (i.e. without being told or prompted to).

e For children with ASD who have not yet developed these basic non-verbal communication
skills, everyday communication and interaction is extremely difficult and stressful.

e Many children with ASD can learn to talk but struggle greatly to read, understand and use
non-verbal communication. As a result, they may not:
o0 Approach people and get their attention before talking to them
0 Look at others and/or use gestures when talking
o0 Notice whether or not another person is interested in what they’re saying
o Communicate effectively in social interactions
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It is therefore just as important to help a child with ASD learn to use, read, and understand
non-verbal communication as it is to teach them to use words or learn other skills.

** To learn more about supporting your child’s communication and language development,
please see the following handouts:

0 Understanding How Children Learn to Communicate & Talk — Part 2
Understanding How Adults Influence Children’s Communication and Interaction
How to Help Your Child Communicate and Talk

Encouraging Your Child’s Spontaneous Communication, Parts 1 & 2
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