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Development in practice  Speech and language activities  
for preschool children with Down syndrome 

Narration  transcript  

Section 1  Learning to talk 

Time  

[min:sec]  

Narration 

00:24  Our aim in making this video is to explain and demonstrate activities to help 

preschool children with Down syndrome learn to talk.  

Being able to communicate effectively is important during daily life  at home, at 

school and at play.  

00:45  Because speech and language skills are so important, they are often a particular 

concern for parents and professionals caring for children with Down syndrome.  

Like other children, the main way children with Down syndrome learn to talk is by 

being involved in daily routines, conversations and play activities.  

Your child is learning how to communicate all day, every day by using and practising 

their speech and language skills as they listen to, interact with, and play with the 

people around them.  

01:15  Learning to talk is a complex activity for all children  and it takes a number of 

years for any child to progress from understanding their first words to talking in 

sentences.  

You will probably already know that speech and language is a particular area of 

difficulty for preschool children with Down syndrome.  

01:35  However, research has identified many areas of relative strength that we can use 

to help them develop their communication skills. 

In particular, children with Down syndrome tend to have good social skills and a 

strong desire to communicate.  

01:49  They are also good at learning visually  using pictures, gestures and signs, and by 

watching and copying others. 

The activities in this video show how you can use these areas of strength to help 

your child develop their speech and language skills. 

02:06  Research has shown that these types of activity are particularly successful for 

most children with Down syndrome.  
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02:21  A little time given to these planned activities each day will help make a difference 

 

During the film we explain why each activity is important and which areas of 

speech and language development it supports.  

Many of these activities build on the foundations explained in our previous 

Development in Practice film on Activities for Babies with Down syndrome. 

02:49  This film has four main sections. 

First it looks at ways to help your child understand the meaning of words. 

Then it demonstrates activities to support your child in communicating what they 

know. 

The next section provides advice on helping your child to develop clear speech.  

The film then looks at techniques to help your child learn to read words and then 

sentences  and explains how teaching reading can benefit their spoken language. 

03:27  We hope that you and your child find these activities fun and effective.  

By helping your child develop their early communication skills you are laying the 

foundations for many areas of future progress.  

03:37  As your child learns and grows, their speech and language skills will enable them 

to interact and communicate with others, form friendships, solve problems, play, 

explore, have fun and become an increasingly independent person. 

04:01  When using these activities, it is important to bear in mind the ways children with 

Down syndrome tend to learn.  

Because they are good at learning visually, they usually benefit from being able to 

watch and experience activities.  

04:20  It will help your child if you demonstrate activities to show them what to do. They 

will also need a little extra time to plan and co -ordinate their responses.  

04:49  Children with Down syndrome learn best if they are able to experience success 

during games and activities.  

You can help your child experience success by breaking tasks into small, 

manageable steps, providing lots of opportunity for practice and allowing them to 

repeat an activity as many times as they need.  

05:12  To start with, give as much support as your child needs to be successful, and then 

gradually give them less support as their skills develop.  

05:33  as been found to be very 

successful for most children with Down syndrome. The level of challenge needs to 

be just right  not too easy, but not too hard.  

Praising each successful attempt your child makes will also help to keep them 

motivated.  

06:10  You need to be aware that children with Down syndrome find it harder to learn and 

remember just through listening.  

This is due to difficulties they have with their listening memory, also known as 

-  
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06:31  To make it easier for your child to listen to what you are saying, get their attention 

before you start talking, make sure they are looking at your face, talk clearly, and 

minimise any background noise or distractions.  

06:43  Children with Down syndrome are also more likely than other children to have 

hearing problems, and this can affect their ability to learn by listening.  

 

07:01  It is also important to remember that whilst research studies show us what to 

expect for young children with Down syndrome as a group, there is considerable 

variability in the progress individual children make.  

07:20  The children you will see throughout this film range in age from 2 to 4 years, and 

are at various stages in their speech and language development.  

All children develop their communication skills at different rates, and children with 

Down syndrome are no different.  

07:36  What matters is that your child is moving forward at their own pace, not how fast 

they are going compared to other children  with or without Down syndrome.  

For this reason, it is always important to remember that each child is unique, with 

their own temperament, their own likes and dislikes, and their own strengths and 

weaknesses. 

08:02  In this video we share information and show activities which we hope will help 

most children with Down syndrome, but do not be afraid to adapt them to the ways 

that work best for you and your child.  

08:17  Finally, remember to have fun together and celebrate each and every success 

along the way. Loving each other and having fun together is very important for all 

children  and a vital part of their language development. 
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Section 2  Learning to understand words  

Time  

[min:sec]  

Narration 

00:19  Children need to understand words before they can use them, so in this section we 

look at ways to teach your child the meanings of new words.  

00:26  Children learn the meanings of words all day, every day, in situations where they 

can hear you use the word and see what you are talking about. 

00:31  

paying attention to at that moment 

00:36  You can help your child develop an understanding of words and what they 

represent by talking to them throughout the day about their experiences as they 

are happening.  

00:51  Play is also vital for developing an understanding of words. When playing with your 

child, you can help them learn the meanings of words by following their lead, and 

talking about what they are doing and looking at.  

01:12  

naming the objects Mikey is playing with. She also imitates the sounds he makes 

 

01:40  Your child needs to d  that 

one thing, a word, can represent something else, such as an object or action.  

For example by playing with a ball and hearing you tell them that the thing they can 

round, bouncy object.  

word with the object he is playing with.  

02:18  ng with the teddy and responding 

 

02:35  By doing this she is helping him understand the meanings of words including teddy, 

cuddle, night-night and sleep. 

03:09  All children need time to absorb new information and then respond to it, but 

children with Down syndrome need a little longer to do this. So always give your 

child time plenty of time to process what you have said before expecting a 

response. 

several times and then gives Max plenty of time to respond  which he does by 

making an attempt at the sign.  

03:40  

for Louise to clap as well. She then helps her join in with the song, and Louise 

responds at the end.  
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04:28  

them develop their understanding of words. Body language, facial expression, 

gestures and signs can all give your child extra visual clues about what a word 

means.  

you are signing it  so your child can hear the spoken word at the same time as 

seeing the sign. 

05:02  Another visual approach is to use pictures, toys and objects alongside spoken 

words to help your child understand the meanings of these new words.  

 wn.  

05:35  You can also use picture-matching games to help your child to learn new words 

from an early age using their visual learning strengths.  

Help your child practise picture-matching using clear, simple and colourful pictures 

or photos made into cards and lotto boards like the one Louise is using in this clip.  

You could use photos or pictures of objects and people or you could use the See 

and Learn materials available from The Down Syndrome Educational Trust.  

06:14  Make sure you name each picture as it is being matched so your child has many 

opportunities to experience the word. 

Start with lotto boards with two images, like the one Matthew is using in this clip, 

and support your child in this activity, so they can experience success early on.  

06:48 You can then progress to boards with four images like the one Mikey is using.  

07:03  As well as giving your child the opportunity to learn new words, these picture-

matching games will help your child to learn the technique of matching, so they 

can move on to matching written words  which we will cover later in this film.  

07:43  Children with Down syndrome need more practice to understand what words mean, 

so it is a good idea to pick a small number of words to teach at a time and plan 

games to teach them.  

The more times your child experiences a word, the easier it will be for them to 

build up a memory of its meaning.  

08:04  All children tend to learn the names of familiar objects and people first, so it is a 

good idea to start by focusing on these words with your child.  

You may also want to introduce other words that you feel are important for them to 

know.  

08:22  

 

To help your child understand these words you need to repeat them as they occur 

throughout the day.  

You also need to include them in games and activities, such as looking at pictures 

or playing with particular toys or objects.  
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08:51  Once your child has started to learn these more familiar and simple words, you can 

use the same techniques to help them to develop their understanding of 

describing words  such as hot and cold  and action words  such as walking, 

sitting, brushing and sleeping. 

09:20  Learning words in categories  such as animals or food  is helpful as it enables 

your child to store these words in their memory more efficiently  and the more 

efficiently they store these words, the more easily your child will recall them.  

09:43  In this clip Connor is enjoying learning the names of different animals by selecting 

toys from a bag.  

His father is naming and signing each toy as Connor takes it from the bag. This 

helps Connor learn the word and he also attempts to say the words.  

10:25  One way to check that your child understands the new words they are learning is by 

asking them to select a particular object or picture from a choice of two.  

As they become able to do this, you can then ask them to select from a choice of 

three and then four.  

10:52 Here you can see how Mikey selects the correct piece of play food when his 

mother asks him to give the monkey different foods, showing that he understands 

what they represent.  

As your child learns new words, you will find it useful to record this progress so you 

can see how their language skills are developing. You can keep your own notes or 

 

11:16   or the number of 

words they understand  you can introduce other words such as on and off, and 

further describing words including colours, and concepts such as big and little.  

Here you can see Connor learning about big and little using toy dogs.  

table words for your 

child to practise as their skills develop, and allow you to record which words they 

understand.  

12:05  Once your child knows the meanings of between 50 to 100 words, they will begin 

to understand the meaning of two words in combination.  

You can use simple homemade books to help your child see and hear two and 

three word sentences, like the one James is looking at here.  

12:37  When your child knows more than about 100 words, they will start being able to 

understand longer combinations of words and simple sentences.  

As your child learns the meanings of around 250 words, they will start being able 

to learn grammar such as plurals, tenses and possessives. 

12:57  As memory skills impact on all other areas of development, improving your ch

memory skills will benefit their speech and language development.  

 also known as their verbal short-term 

memory  will improve their ability to store and retrieve the words they hear. 

Everyday situations provide many opportunities for helping your child practise their 

listening memory skills  such as making choices or waiting for a turn in a game. 
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13:16  

memory skills. You can play games that involve hiding one, two or more objects 

and asking your child what you have hidden.  

Or you can ask your child to remember short lists of items using pictures or 

objects as visual clues. 

13:53  In this clip, Katie-Louise starts by practising remembering one item. Her mother 

then supports her in remembering two items. Her mother repeats the two items 

several times to help Katie-Louise remember both of them in turn. 

14:53  In this clip, Connor starts by remembering one item.  

His father then supports him in remembering two items. This is an example of 

errorless learning as Connor has to select two pictures from a choice of two.   

15:38  Another effective activity, shown in this clip, is to make a simple strip of pictures 

each hidden by its own flap and then ask your child to remember one of them, then 

two, then three and so on.  

Here James is being supported in this memory game. Notice how each object is 

named as he is shown the picture.  

James shows that he can remember the first two objects by saying and signing 

them both, but then needs support to remember the third.  
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Section 3  Communicating what you know  

Time  

[min:sec]  

Narration 

00:13  We use language in order to share information and get our message across.  

This section focuses on how you can help your child learn to communicate what 

they mean using signs, gestures and words.  

00:25  Before young children use words to express themselves, they will use actions, 

facial expressions, gestures, body language and sounds to communicate, and they 

will rely on you to interpret what they mean.  

Their communication will not be intentional to start with, but as they notice your 

responses, they will develop an understanding of how to communicate their needs.  

In this way their communication will become more intentional and purposeful over 

time. 

01:02  Remember that, like other children with Down syndrome, your child may need a bit 

of extra time during interactions and conversations to process what they can hear 

before they respond. 

01:28   

to give Millie the opportunity to respond. 

01:45  

gap and waiting, she gives Mikey the chance to s  

02:11  To be able to express themselves using words, children need to understand what 

those words mean, and have the desire, ability and opportunity to communicate.  

02:25  Children with Down syndrome find using spoken words to communicate more 

difficult than other children.  

02:30  This means it usually takes longer for them to be able to communicate using 

speech. For this reason, signs and gestures like the ones Matthew and his mother 

are using in this clip can be very useful.  

Children with Down syndrome usually understand more words than they can say, so 

signs and gestures will help your child express themselves as they are learning 

how to talk.  

02:38  If your child is able to use signs to communicate while they are learning how to 

speak, this will reduce their frustration and also help clarify what words they are 

trying to say.  

Once your child is able to say a word, they will usually stop using the sign, as it is 

no longer needed. 

03:12  Here, you can see how Mikey and his mother are playing a simple card-posting 

activity to help him learn the signs for different types of transport.  

 using 

signing as a bridge to talking.  
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03:50  In this clip Mikey and his mother are sharing a book.  

She is helping him focus his attention, is interpreting what he is trying to 

communicate and she is demonstrating words for Mikey to copy.  

04:21  Interpreting what your child is trying to sign or say, and then repeating or reflecting 

it back to t hem clearly, will give your child a correct example for what they are 

trying to say.  

 and it is a useful way 

to encourage them to imitate and develop their language skills.  

04:51  As Mikey and his mother continue looking at the book in this clip, notice how she 

is responding to what Mikey is communicating to have a conversation with him.  

She is also modelling correct speech and signs, and checking his understanding.  

05:50  Giving your child choices throughout the day and when playing is another way you 

can help them to develop their spoken language skills.  

06:00  When providing choices, use objects or pictures as visual clues as well as naming 

each choice. 

06:04  Like Louise in this clip, your child may not be able to make a choice using words 

straight away. You will need to interpret reaching, eye gaze, and general interest as 

well as their attempts at signs and words.  

After expressing her preference, Louise joins in with the nursery rhyme by making 

the appropriate actions.  

You can see in this clip how Millie is communicating her choice using gestures 

rather than words, which her mother interprets and reflects back to her. 

07:04  Always respond to any attempt your child makes at using their voice when making 

a choice as if it is an attempt to say a word or say something.  

07:19  

modelling a request for more bubbles. He makes his request with signs and 

sounds that his mother interprets. 

07:35  To help your child practise expressing what they mean, start by choosing words 

checklists to record their progress this will help you identify the words they know. 

07:50  As mentioned in the previous section, children tend to understand the names of 

familiar objects and people first  so focus on helping them say or sign these 

words to start with.  

08:15  By reading this book with Mikey, his mother is helping him learn how to say and 

sign a range of words.  

She is modelling correct language and she is responding to and expanding on what 

Mikey is communicating in signs and sounds, to keep him interested in the book. 

You will find it helpful to keep details about the growing number of signs and words 

your child uses  

checklists. 

09:00  The group of children in this clip are playing a simple card game to help them 

practise saying the names of different animals.  
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09:55  It is also useful to help your child learn and practise how to say or sign social 

-

 

10:13  Here Mikey is learning to communicat  

10:30  You can also help your child develop their use of action words and words that 

describe, as being able to use these words will enable them to start expressing 

themselves using two key words in combination.  

A key word is a main information-carrying word  so the phrase the teddy is 

sleeping  is a 2 key- -words. 

In play and everyday interactions, you can help your child learn how to use two key-

words in combination by saying or signing simple two key-word phrases to describe 

what they can see.  

11:03  You can also make books to illustrate some simple sentences containing two key-

words, or use the See and Learn materials available from the Trust. Here Matthew 

and his mother are looki  

11:27   

this means that you should repeat them back with another word added on to make 

a phrase with two key-words. So if they say teddy  you could reply 

big teddy  or yes, teddy is sleeping . 

Two key-

towards using simple sentences. Everyday play activities give you the opportunity 

ication in this way. 

11:59  

His mother describes what Mikey is doing with simple two key-word phrases  

brush mummy  and brush teddy .  

12:28  Throughout this sequence 

phrases to build her understanding.  

12:47   

13:17  Beth is also demonstrating her understanding and communication skills 

throughout this sequence  

she is doing.  

14:02  

this acti

 both two key-word phrases which the group leader repeats back by 

 

14:37  Once your child is able to communicate using two key-word combinations, start 

introducing longer grammatically correct phrases and sentences.  

14:50  In this clip, you can hear how Ciara describes the picture by saying girl writing 

mummy   a 3 key-word phrase.  

15:05   her learn to speak in longer, grammatically 

correct sentences by exploring some picture cards together.  


