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INTRODUCTION 

Parents are children’s first and most enduring teachers and a home environment that is warm and 

supportive, stimulating, and rich in conversation and written language, promotes children’s social 

and emotional development and communication skills. It also helps to prepare them for school. 

Smalltalk supports parents to provide a home environment that is high in warmth, language and in 

tune with children’s needs. 

Smalltalk is a set of evidence-based strategies that are shared with parents in a way that recognises 

that parents are the experts on their children, and recognises the current positive efforts parents are 

making towards their child’s development. The smalltalk strategies are shared with parents during a 

Supported Playgroup and/or when visiting the family home. Smalltalk is for parents with children 

aged from birth up to school age who may benefit from extra ideas about how to use everyday 

opportunities and activities to enhance their child’s early literacy and learning in the home. 

Smalltalk was developed with input from families, facilitators, coordinators and researchers. 

Between 2009 and 2012, over 2200 Australian families participated in a large-scale study resulting in 

support to expand the use of the smalltalk program. At the heart of smalltalk, is a set of evidence-

base strategies which enhance the efforts parents are making to positive child development.  

 

USING THIS MANUAL 

This manual has been developed as a resource to facilitators and supervisors. Prior to sharing 

smalltalk with families, facilitators are required to complete the smalltalk e-learning modules and to 

participate in a skill development workshop. Please contact the Parenting Research Centre for further 

information on training opportunities.  

In developing smalltalk, we recognise the expertise and strengths that facilitators have in their work 

with families. Facilitators and supervisors are encouraged to use their professional knowledge and 

judgement to apply smalltalk in the context of their work to achieve positive outcomes with the 

families with whom they work. Sharing the smalltalk strategies and encouraging families to practice 

the strategies in their home involves knowledge of the smalltalk model as well as the ‘how’ of the 

smalltalk approach.  

The manual comes in sections: facilitator manual, facilitator resources and parent resources. The 

facilitator manual starts with the theoretical base for smalltalk, the smalltalk model, the smalltalk 

approach of working in partnership with parents and how to share the smalltalk strategies with 

parents in group and via home-coaching.  

The facilitator resources are intended to provide guidance to facilitators in their work with parents. 

This includes guides for facilitators as well as tools to share with families. The parent resource section 

is an example of the range of resources available to share with parents.  

A note on language for the purpose of this manual and the smalltalk resources. By parent, we mean 

any individual, whether biologically related to a child or not, who performs the tasks and 

responsibilities society assigns to parents. This includes mothers, fathers, grandparents and other 

carers. We use the term 'parent' for efficiency.  
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WHAT’S IN THIS SECTION  

This section presents a detailed analysis of the two core components of smalltalk and the Early Home 

Learning Study – Quality Everyday Interactions and a Stimulating Environment. The program is 

shaped by the interests and needs of children at home and in playgroups as well as how to support 

parents to develop confidence in their own parenting abilities. 

 

Information on the early development of young children is presented in this section. This is followed 

a detailed analysis of the core components of the program for Quality Everyday Interactions and 

Stimulating Environment. 

 

CHILDREN’S LEARNING AND DEVELOPMENT FROM BIRTH TO THREE  

In the period birth to three years, children are active learners. There is a relatively rapid development 

of children’s physical and motor development. As children increase their mobility, they have the 

freedom to move and explore their environments. Children’s capacity for communication also rapidly 

increases and they learn to express their needs, pleasures, and frustrations with those around them. 

 

Children’s early learning and development – physical and motor; thinking and language; social and 

emotional development are inseparable processes. Infants are especially interested in other people 

and in communicating with them using eye contact, crying, cooing and gurgling to have 

'conversations'. Toddlers are sociable and curious individuals. They are also explorers as their motor 

skills develop and their mobility increases. Infants and toddlers develop their competence in 

communicating through having frequent, enjoyable interactions with others in familiar contexts in 

which they feel safe and secure. 

 

Adults play a critical role in supporting young children’s learning. When adults are attuned to 

children’s feelings and children’s communicative efforts, children are receptive and eager learning 

partners. Children learn more when activities are meaningful to them and applicable to their world. 

The role of adults is to be proactive and responsive in teaching children about the world through 

quality interactions. 

 

Adults at home and in playgroups can: 

• Model appropriate language and actions; 

• Use words to describe what the child is doing; even for young infants this is important. 

• Teach children in simple instructive ways that extend and elaborate children’s ideas; 

• Show interest, responsiveness, and approval of a child’s interests and curiosity about the 

world. 
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LEARNING TO COMMUNICATE – A DEVELOPMENTAL SEQUENCE 

The key focus of the Early Home Learning Program is on young children’s language development. 

Language is a magical skill for young children. Using oral language opens up new worlds of thinking, 

imagining, self-expression, and capabilities for social interactions. It allows children to make choices, 

to make friends and influence people in ways they were not able to do as infants. It adds a new and 

powerful dimension to their ability to connect with the world. Children can express their needs in 

words, exchange ideas, describe their feelings, and make conversational connections with others. 

 

Infants communicate from birth. They use sounds, facial expressions, and body movements. Infants’ 

communication repertoire increases when adults recognise and respond to children’s communicative 

efforts. Consequently, infants learn to tell others about what they need or want. Within 3‐4 months, 

infants realise that when they make sounds, people respond. Generally, from six months of age, 

babies begin to babble in the language of their parents and other caregivers. 

 

While every child develops differently in learning to communicate with others; nevertheless, there 

are common sequences in young children’s development as children learn to understand others 

(receptive language) and communicate with others (expressive language). For example: 

• By 6 months, infants can relate to significant others with real joy; smile often while others 

play with them; and coo and babble when happy; 

• By 9 months, children begin to take turns in interactions with others, exchange back-and‐

forth smiles, sounds and gestures, give and take, reach for objects of interest; 

• By 12 months, children can use many gestures to get needs met, such as giving, showing, 

reaching, waving, and pointing; play peek‐a‐boo, patty cake, or other social games; repeat 

sounds like “ma”, “na”, and “da”; and turn to the person speaking when called by their name; 

• By 15 months, children can use pointing to draw attention to something of interest; use 

different sounds to get needs met and draw attention to something of interest; use and 

understand a small number of words, such as mum, dad, car, and bye‐ bye; 

• By 18 months, children use a lots of gestures with words to get their needs met, like pointing 

or taking you by the hand and saying, “biscuit”; use a number of different sound consonants 

in their vocalization and words, such as m, n, p, b, t, and d; use and understand at least 

20words; knows the names of familiar people or body parts by pointing to or looking at them 

when they are named; and engage in simple pretend play, like feeding a doll or toy animal. 

• By 24 months, children can engage in pretend play with you with more than one action, like 

feeding the doll and then putting the doll to bed; use and understand at least 50 words; use 

at least two words together (without imitating or repeating) and in a way that makes sense, 

like “want biscuit”; enjoy being next to children of the same age and show interest in playing 

with them, perhaps giving a toy to another child. 

• By 36 months, children enjoy pretending to play different characters with you or talking to 

dolls or action figures; enjoy playing with children of the same age, perhaps showing and 

telling another child about a favourite toy; use thoughts and actions together in speech and 

in play in a way that makes sense, like “sleepy, go take nap; answer “what,” “where,” and 

“who” questions easily; talk about their interests and feelings about the past and the future? 
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QUALITY EVERYDAY INTERACTIONS 

Quality interactions between parents and their children occur in every family but what matters for 

children’s optimal developmental is the frequency of those interactions. Quality everyday 

interactions involve doing something a little extra to capitalise on everyday learning opportunities 

that result in children’s positive disposition towards learning. What parents do in order to add quality 

to their interactions with their children is simple. It is not overly complex, nor does it require 

extensive training. smalltalk focuses on increasing parental awareness and understanding about 

increasing the frequency of these interactional skills with their children. 

 

The elements of Quality Everyday Interactions are functional communication behaviours that can be 

taught through modelling, explanations, and instructional materials. The expression of these skills 

may vary according to the age of the child. 

 

The elements are: 

• Warm and Gentle. When parents express pleasure in shared interactions and other child 

behaviours, acceptance is conveyed to the child that is the basis of building mutuality in the 

relationship. This skill is about the positive emotional tone expressed by the parent to the 

child in everyday interactions. 

• Tuning In: This interactional skill is about the degree of responsiveness that a parent exhibits 

in interactions with the child, evident when parents notice and acknowledge a child’s 

interactive signals. 

• Following Your Child’s Lead: This skill is related to the level of joint of attention between 

parent and child demonstrated when a parent follows a child’s interests rather than re‐

directing the child’s attention to other things. 

• Listening and Talking More: This skill is reflected in the nature and duration of verbal 

exchanges between parents and children. Parents can encourage turn‐taking in 

conversations and give prompts, such as a question, to the child to continue talking. 

• Teachable Moments: This skill is about incidental teaching when parents take advantage of 

opportunities in everyday routines and activities to extend their child’s knowledge and skills 

during everyday activities. 

 

The key features are summarised in Figure 1. Each of these skills is considered below through a 

framework of: 

• What is (the skill)? 

• How does a parent do (the skill)? 

• Explaining (the skill) to parents 

• How can (the skill) be observed? 

• When can a parent use (the skill) at home and at playgroup? 
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Figure 1: Summary of the key features of components for Quality Everyday Interactions 

 

Key interactional skills 1. Being Warm and 

Gentle 

2.  Tuning In 3. Following Your 

Child’s Lead 

4. Listening and Talking 

More 

5. Teachable Moments 

How are these skills 

demonstrated? 

 

• Parent shows 

affection to the child 

at incidental 

moments. 

• Parent shows 

pleasure in parent‐ 

child interactions. 

• Parent sets limits 

calmly and provides 

gentle behavioural 

guidance. 

• Parent responds 

calmly to the child’s 

intense emotions to 

encourage the child 

to manage their 

emotions. 

 

• Parent gives 

exclusive attention 

to the child. 

• Parent acknowledges 

the child’s efforts 

(verbal or non‐ 

verbal) to gain 

attention. 

• Parent responds to 

the child’s emotional 

cues quickly and 

appropriately. 

 

• Parent stays 

focussed on what the 

child is interested in 

by comments or 

actions. 

• Parent does not 

attempt to redirect 

the child’s attention. 

• Parent gives the child 

time to respond 

(verbally or non-

verbally) when they 

are jointly engaged in 

an activity. 

• Parent minimises 

instructions and 

directions to the 

child when they are 

jointly engaged in 

play. 

 

• Parent encourages 

the child to initiate a 

conversation by 

asking a question. 

• Parent listens 

attentively to what 

the child says. 

• Parent provides just 

enough talk to keep 

child engaged in the 

conversation. 

• Parent takes turns 

with the child to 

maintain the 

conversation. 

 

• Parent talks to teach 

by naming and 

explaining things, 

pointing out what is 

important, and 

cueing the child what 

to expect in any 

situation. 

• Parent models an 

action and then 

allows the child ‘to 

have a go’ and 

supplies supportive 

feedback. 

• Parent encourages 

the child’s 

persistence to 

complete a task. 

• Parent praises child’s 

accomplishments. 
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WHAT IS BEING ‘WARM AND GENTLE’?  

Being ‘Warm and Gentle’ is about the positive feelings expressed between a parent and a child in 

everyday interactions that indicate acceptance. Being ‘Warm and Gentle’ is also about understanding 

and responding to children’s feelings when they are upset. As a result of positive interactions that are 

built over time between parent and child, a relationship is built. As a result, children are more 

amenable to following parental instructions and as a consequence parents are able to enforce rules 

and set limits on children’s behaviour. 

 

HOW DOES A PARENT DO ‘WARM AND GENTLE’?  

Being ‘Warm and Gentle’ builds the parent‐child relationship. When parents behave in a Warm and 

Gentle way, children learn positive behaviours that they then use in their interactions with others. 

 

Being Warm and Gentle means noticing when children are doing the right thing and commenting on 

it. It is about expressing pleasure when good things happen. Specific approval about things that 

children do well gives children confidence in their abilities. 

 

Being Warm and Gentle is also important when children are upset or misbehaving. This does not 

mean that the parent shows approval of negative behaviour but that parents stay calm and give 

guidance about the behaviours that they want from the child in that situation. 

 

For example: A mother and her child are playing when the child begins screaming and throws 

the toy. The mother ignores the screaming. She picks up the toy and says in a calm firm voice; 

“We do not throw things, or we have to put the toy away for a little while.” 

 

EXPLAINING ‘WARM AND GENTLE’ TO PARENTS 

The most important relationship that your child has is with you. A key ingredient of a positive 

relationship is to show approval to the child about what he/she does. By being ‘Warm and Gentle’, 

you are modelling important behaviours that you want your child to learn to use with you and others. 

 

Being Warm and Gentle is about: 

• Smiling; 

• Using a positive tone of voice; 

• Making positive comments. 

 

Being ‘Warm and Gentle’ means noticing when your child is upset and showing care and concern: 

• Remaining calm; 

• Showing concern; 

• Soothing the child through calming verbal and non‐verbal behaviours. 
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Being ‘Warm and Gentle’ is also important when your child is angry or misbehaving. This does not 

mean showing approval of misbehaviour. Instead, it means staying in control and ignoring minor 

misbehaviour and using words and actions that can calm and guide your child on the right thing to 

do. 

 

HOW CAN ‘WARM AND GENTLE’ BE OBSERVED? 

• Does the parent show affection to the child at incidental moments? 

• Does the parent show pleasure in parent‐child interactions? 

• Does the parent set limits calmly and provide gentle behaviour guidance? 

• Does the parent respond calmly to the child’s intensive emotions and encourage the child to 

manage their emotions? 

 

WHEN CAN A PARENT USE ‘WARM AND GENTLE’ AT HOME AND AT A PLAYGROUP? 

Any interaction with the child can be an opportunity to show acceptance and warmth throughout the 

day, at home and at playgroup. Through the use of positive verbal and non-verbal language, parents 

can enhance relationship‐building with the child. Very young children learn to ‘read’ the behaviours 

of their caregivers and model on those behaviours. From an early age, children learn to read gestures 

and the emotional tone of interactions from their caregivers. Parents can communicate important 

messages and help children to learn to understand their feelings and how to label them; for example, 

happy and sad. Children then learn to express their feelings through words as their language 

develops. This is the essential basis through which children learn to regulate their emotions in 

stressful situations - by being able to understand and label their feelings. 

 

WHAT IS ‘TUNING IN’?  

This skill is about responsiveness. The nature of this responsiveness will vary with the age of the 

child. Children make interactive signals through verbal and non‐verbal means. Responsiveness is the 

quality most consistently associated with children’s communicative and social‐emotional 

competence throughout the early childhood years. It is important for parents to recognise and 

monitor young children’s non‐verbal signals, their gestures, actions, and facial expressions. Different 

children give these signals in unique ways. An important task for parents is to become an expert in 

interpreting their child’s signals. When parents are attuned to the way in which their child 

communicates then parents are more likely to respond appropriately. 

 

HOW DOES A PARENT DO ‘TUNING IN’? 

Especially for infants, ‘Tuning In’ means responding as soon as possible to infants’ babbles and smiles. 

‘Tuning In’ is the basis of trust between children and their caregivers. Infants develop the belief that 

their communication is important when others make a response to their communication intentions. 

 



 

smalltalk Manual | Early Home Learning Study   16 
 

With toddlers, ‘Tuning In’ means monitoring children’s mood and interests and feeding this 

information back to the child without overwhelming the child and being overly intrusive. For 

example,  

 

Sam puts his arms out to his mother, and she picks him up. She uses simple words; “You want 

up.” When he coos, she coos back. When Sam gazes at his mother, she makes eye contact and 

talks to him. These immediate and attuned responses tell the child that his communications 

are important. This encourages him to continue to communicate. 

 

Lisa directs her mother’s attention by combining a vocalisation with pointing to a toy. Her 

mother responds ‘‘Oh, what’s over there?’’ Lisa continues to engage her mother’s attention 

by again making a vocalisation and pointing. 

 

EXPLAINING ‘TUNING IN’ TO PARENTS 

You can ‘tune in’ to your child by carefully observing facial expressions and gestures in order to 

understand how you child is feeling at that particular moment; then by responding to your child’s 

emotional expressions and vocalisations in a meaningful way. 

• Identify your child’s emotions and mood or what is engaging their interest; 

• Talk, in a low-key way, about ‘what you notice’; 

• Describe what is happening for the child or what is happening in the environment; 

• Watch how your child responds; 

• If your child does not immediately respond, watch and wait and look for other opportunities 

to ‘tune in’.  

 

HOW CAN ‘TUNING IN’ BE OBSERVED? 

• Does the parent give exclusive attention to the child when the child attempts to 

communicate? 

• Does the parent acknowledge a child’s efforts, either verbally or non‐verbally, to gain 

attention? 

• Does the parent respond to the child’s cues quickly and appropriately by describing what is 

happening for the child or what is happening in the child’s environment? 

• Does the parent encourage the child to engage in further communication? 

 

WHEN CAN PARENTS USE ‘TUNING IN’ AT HOME AND AT PLAYGROUPS? 

‘Tuning In’ can occur at any time of the day in a variety of activities but particularly in everyday 

routines. It is very much about observing a child’s emotions, moods, and interests and pitching 

responses to match those emotions and interests. It is also about providing opportunities for the 

child to engage with the world. For example, by positioning the child so that he/she can see others 

and what is going on; or by placing toys or materials within easy reach so that he/she can reach for 
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them. For older children, it can be about anticipating reactions to any new challenges that the child 

faces and reassuring them as they experience them. 

 

In new and unfamiliar situations, it is important for parents to tune in to gauge children’s reactions 

and reassure the child that all is well. Children, according to their temperament, can be wary of 

strangers and require encouragement to respond to new people. Children use parents as a social 

reference point and become just as skilled as parents at monitoring parents’ emotional reactions and 

mood and learn to respond in line with parental responses. 

 

WHAT IS ‘FOLLOWING YOUR CHILD’S LEAD’?  

 ‘Following Your Child’s Lead’ extends the skill of ‘Tuning In’ to actively build upon joint attention 

between the parent and the child in their mutual engagement in activities. The parent remains 

mindful of the child’s emotions and mood but more actively follows the child’s interests. The length 

and frequency of joint attention sequences between parents and children predicts vocabulary and 

language development. The size of children’s vocabulary and their ability to differentiate sounds are 

major predictors of how easily that child will learn to read. Vocabulary and understanding the sounds 

in words are the building blocks of language. Working with infants and toddlers is an important time 

in which they gain the initial abilities in informal ways to distinguish sounds and learn new words in 

everyday contexts. 

 

HOW DOES A PARENT DO ‘FOLLOWING YOUR CHILD’S LEAD’? 

 ‘Following Your Child’s Lead’ means observing the child, watching what the child does, and 

responding to the child’s vocalizations and/or actions in a meaningful way. By ‘Following Your Child’s 

Lead’ the child learns that communication is a powerful tool for engaging with others and for 

controlling actions and events in his/her environment. 

 

Daniel is on the floor with his mother and some toys are in front of him. He is looking towards 

the toy phone. His mother pushes the phone closer to him and he reaches for it. She allows 

him time to play with the phone in his own way. She. then holds up the receiver and says; 

“Let’s call Daddy on the phone. Say hi to. Daddy.” 

Emma is looking at a wooden block that she has picked up. Her father picks up another block 

and drops it into a plastic bucket and says, “There it goes – INTO the bucket.” He moves the 

bucket closer to Emma and looks at her. Emma takes the block out of the bucket and then 

drops it back in again. Emma repeats this action. He continues this game with her and turns it 

into a language game – “IN the bucket; OUT of the bucket”, and encourages Emma to say, 

“In, Out.” 

Karen is pushing a toy truck around the room and Dad says, “That truck is driving fast. It must 

be going to put out a fire, vroom, vroom.” Karen looks at him and her repeats the sound of 

the truck, “Vroom, vroom.” She says; “Vroom, vroom.” Dad then says to Karen, “What sound 

does the truck make as it goes to the fire?” 
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EXPLAINING ‘FOLLOWING YOUR CHILD’S LEAD’ TO PARENTS 

Children learn best when they are engaged in an activity in which they are interested. ‘Following Your 

Child’s Lead’ requires that you be a keen observer of the things which are of interest to your child. By 

following children’s lead, you are helping your child to learn something new by simply keeping their 

attention focussed a little bit longer than your child might have done on their own. 

 

• Observe what your child is looking at or doing; 

• Comment briefly on this to the child by describing something about the situation without 

redirecting the child’s attention away from the original source of interest – wait for the child 

to respond; 

• Prompt the child to respond verbally or nonverbally by asking a question. Wait for the child 

to respond. Ask open‐ended questions, such as “What do you see?” “What should we do?” 

Reword or repeat any words that the child says. 

 

HOW CAN ‘FOLLOWING YOUR CHILD’S LEAD’ BE OBSERVED? 

• Does the parent recognise the child’s interest in an object or event? 

• Does the parent maintain the child’s focus on the object or event by way of comments and 

actions? 

• Does the parent maintain the child’s focus and not attempt to redirect the child’s attention? 

• Does the parent give the child time to respond (verbally or nonverbal) when they are jointly 

engaged in an activity? 

• Does the parent minimise any directions to the child on what to do? 

 

WHEN CAN A PARENT USE ‘FOLLOWING A CHILD’S LEAD’ AT HOME AND AT PLAYGROUP? 

 ‘Following Your Child’s Lead’ can occur at any time of the day in a variety of everyday activities but 

especially in times of relaxation when parents have the time for play and shared book reading. It is 

very much about following the child’s attention and interests at any moment when there is 

opportunity and time for the adult to pause and engage. It is about extending interactions and having 

fun with language. It provides opportunities for children to hear language from an adult model. 

 

WHAT IS ‘LISTENING AND TALKING MORE’?  

 

The most important contributor to young children’s language development is the amount of talk that 

occurs around them. Children’s vocabulary growth is strongly influenced by how much adults talk 

directly with them. It is not just about hearing language, for example, from the television. It is the 

frequency of conversation in which children have the opportunity to engage and participate that 

positively predicts children’s language development. While conversation helps children to learn 

vocabulary, they are also learning about the functions and use of language and how it can be used to 

have their physical, personal and social needs met. 

 



 

smalltalk Manual | Early Home Learning Study   19 
 

HOW DOES A PARENT DO ‘LISTENING AND TALKING MORE’? 

Parents initiate simple conversations by asking and answering their own questions to model the 

purpose of questions (“Where are ... our hats? ... Oh, there they are in the basket.”); by pausing to 

allow for turn taking with a child (“Do you want milk, Megan? ... “Okay, here you go.”); by repeating 

words to reinforce their meaning for a child (“Look at all the cows in the paddock, over there. Can 

you see all the cows, Jamie?”); and by using positive affirming language to guide children’s behaviour 

(“I like it when you help me pick up the blocks, Emily. Thank you”). Another good strategy in 

encouraging ‘Listening and Talking More’ is to give young children choices, for example, “It’s cold, 

would you rather wear your red jacket or your blue jacket?” rather than, “Put your red jacket on, it’s 

cold.” This approach gives young children a sense of being in control and also the satisfaction of 

having their opinions valued. 

 

In conversations with young children, parents also consciously simplify their language to make 

meanings clearer or to emphasise a particular word; “Look at that BIG elephant, Sam.”– the emphasis 

on BIG highlights its importance for a listening toddler. Researchers call this ‘parentese’. 

 

Parents include regular pauses in talking with a young child. This helps to reinforce that the child has 

a role in the conversation by acknowledging that a response can be made. It encourages turn taking 

in language. Parents also often exaggerate the sound and pitch of their voices from high to low. 

 

Routines like bath time are good times to talk to a baby. ”It’s bath time. I’m putting you in the 

water. Oh, that feels nice, doesn’t it? Yes, it’s nice. I’m washing your hands. I’m washing your 

toes. (Sings: “This is the way we wash our .... toes, hands, etc.). What wiggly toes, I’m rubbing 

your tummy. What do I wash now? (waits and watches child’s reaction) Oh, wash your 

fingers. All done. What a nice clean baby” 

Routines like mealtime are a great time to help your child learn to combine words. Allow your 

child to help fix meals and snacks, wash vegetables or make a sandwich. Help your child to set 

the table (“One plate for Mummy”, “One spoon here”, “How many cups do we need?”); teach 

table manners (“Please pass the butter?”, “Would you like some sauce on your sausage?” 

“Thank you.”); and expand a child’s words, “Juice – More juice?”, by repeating or restating 

your child’s words.  

Mealtime can be fun and enjoyable, by talking about the colour, size, smell and taste; use lots 

of different words to describe how foods taste, for example, ‘good’, ‘yummy’, ‘delicious’, etc). 

 

EXPLAINING ‘LISTENING AND TALKING MORE’ TO PARENTS 

 ‘Listening and Talking More’ means having conversations with your child and making language fun. 

These ‘conversations’ are important even before your child can talk. It helps your child to learn to 

listen and distinguish sounds and learn new words. Conversations can be initiated by you or your 

child for many reasons (e.g., “I want a biscuit?” “What sort of biscuit do you want?”, and so the 

conversation can continue). Conversations can also be used to engage your child’s curiosity, 

encourage imaginative ideas, and to have fun in the interaction. 
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Conversation can involve telling stories, learning nursery rhymes, singing songs and using music, 

playing games, and using finger plays, and make a rich language environment for your child. 

 

• Initiate a conversation with your child around an immediate experience; 

• Extend any conversation by comments and questions to the child that make the conversation 

enjoyable and fun; 

• Encourage turn‐taking in the conversation by waiting for the child to respond; 

• Describe activities and experiences and introduce new words – what things feel like (hot, 

cold, soft, scratchy), taste like, smell like, things that feel sad, things that feel happy; 

• Find time to do something together a few times a day where you can enjoy something 

together – something that your child loves to do that makes your child smile or laugh. 

 

HOW CAN ‘LISTENING AND TALKING MORE’ BE OBSERVED?  

• Does the parent engage in conversation with child? 

• Does the parent respond to content of child talk? 

• Does the parent seek clarification if the meaning of a child’s statement cannot be 

understood? 

• Does the parent expand upon child utterances? 

• Does the parent talk about what child is doing? 

• Does the parent give the child time to respond? 

• Does the parent take turns with the child to maintain the conversation? 

 

WHEN CAN A PARENT USE ‘LISTENING AND TALKING MORE’ AT HOME AND AT PLAYGROUP? 

 ‘Listening and Talking More’ provides the opportunities for children to lean new words. Parents can 

start conversations for many reasons, but it is how they extend and enrich those conversations that 

are important. As children explore their world, they need new words to talk about what they see, 

touch, taste, smell, and hear. 

 

• Talking about what children see and hear helps young children to attach meaning to these 

experiences with words. 

• The younger the child then the fewer the number of words the adult should use. About one 

to four words would be appropriate for infants and toddlers. 

 

Listening and talking can be around such activities as: 

• Reading stories, sharing rhymes and enjoying finger‐plays that highlight sounds; 

• Creating opportunities to talk about people, places, actions, feelings, objects, experiences 

and future events; 

• Talking about things that happened in the past. This is a great way to help toddlers 

remember and revisit experiences and prepare them for new situations; 
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• Children’s awareness of the world can be encouraged by pointing out small details and 

interesting things in the environment (e.g. “Look at that bird in the tree.” or “Can you hear 

the rain outside? Pitter, patter, drip drop goes the rain.”). 

 

WHAT ARE ‘TEACHABLE MOMENTS’?  

This skill is about incidental teaching. It occurs when parents take advantage of presenting 

opportunities in everyday activities and routines to extend a child’s knowledge and skills. It uses a 

child’s interests and natural motivation to learn new things and maximises opportunities for verbal 

exchanges. Parents can scaffold their children’s learning by exposing them to activities that challenge 

but do not overwhelm the child. Flexibility in the nature and timing of explanations or directives to 

guide the child’s actions are dependent on the child’s interest and attention. 

 

HOW DOES A PARENT DO ‘TEACHABLE MOMENTS’? 

There are many opportunities for ‘Teachable Moments’ at home in everyday activities, like bedtime, 

bath times, meal times or preparing a snack. 

 

Bath time is a good time to learn new words – about body parts, common objects, and simple 

actions. Ask questions, (e.g. “Where’s the soap?” “Can you make a splash?” “What should we 

wash now?” “Where’s your nose?” “Can you wash your toes?”. “Can you clean those ears?”); 

make simple comments (e.g. “Look at the bubbles”); and play simple word games (e.g.” Find 

your nose” Show me your hair” “Point to your eyes”). 

 

Mealtime is a good time to involve children and teach new knowledge and skill. Mother; “We 

need a bowl. We need milk. Can you get your breakfast bowl from the cupboard? Where is 

the cereal? You get the cereal from over there.” Mother; “Just take three spoonfuls – one, 

two, three,” while guiding the child’s hand to add one scoop to the bowl. Mother; “Now we 

need the milk. Can you get the milk from the fridge?” Child gets the milk and mother talks 

about the milk carton and how to open it. She helps the child to pour the milk into the bowl. 

Mother, “All done. Now we have breakfast.” 

 

EXPLAINING ‘TEACHABLE MOMENTS’ TO PARENTS 

During conversations with your child, there are many opportunities for your child to learn new things, 

but ‘Teachable Moments’ also allow young children to learn a lot about language from these 

exchanges. 

 

By repeating and adding words to what your child says, you can help your child learn to make 

sentences and learn numbers and mathematics concepts, such as about size, patterns, quantity and 

colours. By involving your child in doing things, especially everyday activities, children can learn about 

different qualities – size (“This is very big.”), texture (“Look how soft it feels.”), quantity (“Can you get 

me two apples?” “Now we need more.”), time (“We will go to the shops in the afternoon.”), 
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temperature (“Do not touch the stove. It is very hot.”), and colour (“Can you get me the red table 

cloth?”). 

 

• Pause to allow time for your child to follow your instruction or answer your question or tell 

you what he or she wants to say. 

• Model things for your child to say in three to five words: “Time to go”; “I want a red apple.” 

• Build upon instruction as your child gets older, from giving your child one instruction for 

them to follow to giving two instructions (e.g., from “Put on your pyjamas.” to “Put on your 

pyjamas and get a book that you would like to read.” 

• Use lots of descriptive language that teaches about concepts when you are capitalising on a 

teaching moment – size, colour shape, quantities, and qualities. 

 

HOW CAN YOU OBSERVE ‘TEACHABLE MOMENTS’? 

• Does the parent talk to teach by naming and explaining things, pointing out what is 

important, and by preparing children what to expect in any situation? 

• Does the parent offer the child choices so that child can become a part of the action? 

• Does the parent give guidance through simple instructions, geared to the level of the child? 

• Does the parent model an action and then allow the child ‘to have a go’? 

• Does the parent give supportive feedback? 

• Does the parent encourage persistence so that the task is completed? 

• Does the parent praise accomplishments? 

 

WHEN CAN PARENTS USE ‘TEACHABLE MOMENTS’ AT HOME AND AT PLAYGROUP? 

Almost any situation throughout the day can be made into a ‘teachable moment’. Daily routines that 

can be used for teaching include: meals, dressing, playtime, car trips, watching television, or in doing 

family chores. ‘Teachable Moments’ are about capitalising on the moment – seizing an opportunity 

for incidental teaching. 

 

Elaboration is a very important part of ‘Teachable Moments’ through conversational exchanges 

about the task at hand. Incidental teaching should be relatively brief and enjoyable. If a situation 

becomes lengthy or the child loses interest, then it is time to stop teaching. 

 

A STIMULATING ENVIRONMENT 

Family activities provide children with many opportunities for learning. Family activities can be 

planned, like a family barbecue, or structured, like the routine for bedtime. Planned family activities 

give both, children and adults, time for pleasurable interactions, like making time for water play in a 

wading pool or going for a walk in a local park. Family activities provide many opportunities for adults 

to talk to children – to discuss things, show how things work, explain things that are happening, and 

teach new words. 
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Some family activities need to be completed by adults but can be structured in ways that allow 

children to participate, like cooking dinner. Activities that are child‐centred provide opportunities to 

teach children skills for independence, like getting ready to go to playgroup – finding the clothes to 

wear and putting on sandals; or washing hands after going to the toilet. 

 

The features of a ‘Stimulating Environment’ are dependent on the social and physical resources 

available to the child at home and in other places: 

 

• Social resources are about people. For example, parents, grandparents and siblings who have 

a genuine interest and affection for the child and who want to be involved. 

• Physical resources include the places, spaces and time made available to a child for activities 

and play. 

 

The key features are summarised in Figure 2. The elements of a stimulating environment are: 

 

• Everyday routines: These are the daily activities that give meaning to family life and reduce 

parenting hassles. These predictable events give children a sense of stability and continuity, 

as well as opportunities to learn new skills. 

• Shared reading: Adult time, given to regularly read to children at home, develops children’s 

early literacy skills and awareness of reading as a source of knowledge and pleasure. 

• Play: Places, spaces, and time for children to play with everyday materials, with minimal 

restriction and direction, allow children to develop their thinking and problem‐solving skills. 

• Using digital media at home: Parental understandings of the value of digital media, such as 

television, videos and tablets and how to maximise children’s learning experiences through 

these media and other electronic resources is important. 

• Using community resources: Accessing services and resources in the community provide 

children and parents with a sense of connectedness to others outside the family. 
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Figure 2: Key features of a Stimulating Environment 

 

1. Everyday routines 
2. Shared reading 3. Play 4. Using digital media at 

home 

5. Using community 

resources 

• Every day routines are 

activities, such as 

mealtimes, bath‐time, 

and bed‐time. 

• Everyday routines allow 

consistency and 

predictability in children’s 

lives. 

• Everyday routines give 

extended opportunities 

for language and 

conversation between 

adults and children – 

describing what is 

happening, listening to 

children’s ideas. 

• A regular shared reading 

each day will advance 

children’s early literacy 

and knowing about print 

and books. 

• Shared reading is as much 

about conversation as the 

reading of the actual 

story. 

• Effective shared reading is 

about: Supporting 

children’s interest in the 

book; Asking questions to 

get children’s ideas; and 

Expanding children’s ideas 

so that they learn 

something new. 

• Play allows children to 

explore their world. 

• Through play, children 

have opportunities to 

build their social, physical, 

communication and 

thinking skills. 

• Children’s play is 

supported when parents: 

make time for play each 

day; provide space that 

your child can use for 

regular playtimes; supply 

simple materials to play 

with; offer playmates. 

• Parents should limit 

exposure to digital media 

for children aged less 

than three years of age in 

favour of other one‐ on‐

one language activities. 

• If there is selective 

viewing and parental 

participation when 

children are using digital 

media, there can be 

positive effects on 

children’s learning. 

• Television programs can 

promote new vocabulary, 

but this is more likely 

when parents are present 

to explain, interpret and 

discuss the content. 

• It is important to build 

parental awareness of 

local community 

resources for children and 

families. 

• Parents need confidence 

so that they will access 

community‐ based 

activities when needed. 

• Through using community 

resources, like a 

playgroup or parenting 

group, parents develop: a 

sense of support through 

a group of parents with 

common interests; an 

increased sense of 

confidence and self-

esteem as a parent. 
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WHAT ARE ‘EVERYDAY ROUTINES’?  

Everyday routines are characterised by regularity and repetition. If it happens on most days, then it is 

a routine. Routines include the daily structured activities of families – mealtimes, snack times, 

dressing, bathing, and bedtime. Routines can also be about regular activities in which family 

members engage for pleasure – like listening to the radio in the morning or sitting on the back deck 

every afternoon. 

 

Activities which involve parent‐child interactions, like looking at pictures in a book or listening to 

stories, can become everyday routines that will enhance children’s language learning. 

 

Children like routines. Routines help children to appreciate the continuity and the predictability of 

family life. Routines afford opportunities for ‘Teachable Moments’. 

 

A routine need not be a strictly scheduled and inflexible activity; just that the activity occurs regularly 

so that a child can anticipate when, where, and what will happen. 

Through routines, parenting hassles are reduced because children know the routine and 

automatically engage in the tasks that make up that routine. 

Routines are ‘constructed’ differently across families according to family preferences. Families evolve 

their own routines – when they occur and what happens. For example, every family has unique 

mealtime ‘rituals. 

 

WHAT CHILDREN LEARN THROUGH ‘EVRERYDAY ROUTINES’ 

Family life with young children can be chaotic. Establishing basic routines provide a sense of order 

that makes life easier for both parents and children. A routine doesn’t mean a rigid schedule. Young 

children need structure with some flexibility. For most families, things work better when everyday 

activities follow a predictable pattern. 

 

Through routines, children: 

• Get a sense of security – routines bring feelings of safety and security; 

• Learn to trust others – routines allow children to see others as dependable; 

• Gain self-confidence –routines that let children participate meaningfully let children learn 

new things. 

While routines will look different across families, they have some common features: 

• Have a beginning and an end; 

• Are predictable and have a sequence of tasks; 

• Are repeated regularly; 

• Are oriented toward some outcome (e.g., getting ready for bed). 
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Routines allow parents to plan their time. With young children, finding time to take a shower and 

complete household chores can be a challenge. When there are routines, children are less likely to 

test the limits. If bath time is always followed by bed, a story, a goodnight kiss and a wave from the 

bedroom door, children will settle more easily. 

 

EXPLAINING ‘EVERYDAY ROUTINES’ TO PARENTS 

Routines are never set in stone. They need to be adapted as conditions change. By observing your 

child, by knowing your own needs, you will be able to develop predictable routines that suit all the 

members of the family. There are no ‘recipes’ for a routine that works for every family. Some things 

to consider include:  

• Does a routine need to change as children get older? More choices can be offered within a 

routine as children become more capable of the skills that are a part of the routine. For 

example, “Will you brush your teeth before the bath or after?” 

• Does a routine take account of a child’s temperament? Children have very different 

personalities and routines need to accommodate these differences. Some questions you 

might want to ask yourself include: 

o Is lots of flexibility needed for my child?  

o Does this routine need to stay the same because my child doesn’t like surprises? 

• Be prepared to change a routine: Even if people tell you a bath before bed calms children, 

your child may get overexcited and have trouble going to sleep. The problem might 

disappear if bath time occurs at an earlier time of the day. 

• Recognise a need for a routine: If your child always has a tantrum when you are making 

dinner then maybe he’s very hungry. Perhaps you could add an afternoon snack time as a 

part of the daily routine. Or, maybe he just wants your attention. Try a short playtime before 

you start cooking dinner or let him help make the salad with you. 

• Smooth transitions: Children often get upset when it is time to change activities. You can 

signal upcoming changes and give advanced warning. For example, “In five minutes, we need 

to go and get Michael from the school bus.” Giving your child time to adjust, anticipate, and 

prepare to accommodate changes makes for smooth transitions. 

 

Everyday routines provide many opportunities for ‘Teachable Moments’. For example, incidental 

learning about reading and numbers. While routines get family tasks done, they also are about 

conversation: 

• Doing household tasks: Lots of ideas about numbers are available to children through 

routines at home: 

o “Can you bring me two towels, please”; 

o “Will you help set the table? How many plates do we need? We need one for dad and 

one for mum and one for you”. 

o “Can you find the biggest packet of cereal in the cupboard?” 

o “We need one cup of flour for this recipe. Can you measure that out?” 

• At the supermarket: Show your child the words on the grocery list and let your child help 

you find the items. Read the labels. Read the prices. 
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• Reading the advertising catalogues from the mail or in newspapers. Supermarket and 

product catalogues can be read like a book. Talk about the various items and encourage your 

child to point to the pictures, draw children’s attention to the symbols and words in the 

catalogue. Through such activities, children learn that print materials have a meaning and a 

message. 

 

WHAT IS ‘SHARED READING’?  

Shared reading is a powerful way to introduce children to literacy. Parents read to children because 

parents also find it enjoyable when they see how much pleasure that children gain from books. 

When adults read to children, the interactions are often warm and intimate through physical contact 

because parents hold young children on their laps or sit close to them while reading aloud. 

 

Through shared reading, children can learn a lot about literacy before they can actually read. Familiar 

picture books can be read and re‐read. 

 

Shared reading is not about formally ‘teaching’ young children to read. It is about introducing 

children to books and print materials to understand what reading is about and the enjoyment that 

can be gained. 

 

Spoken language competence increases when children have lots of exposure to reading from an early 

age. For children to learn to read they must have strong spoken language skills: 

• Spoken language includes vocabulary and sound awareness of letters in words. 

• Spoken language includes capacities to listen and to understand what is being said. 

 

When parents engage in shared reading with their children, children build their expressive language 

skills (communicating ideas to others) and their receptive language skills (understanding the meaning 

in what is being said). 

 

WHAT CHILDREN LEARN THROUGH ‘SHARED READING’ 

When parents have conversations about the stories that are being read, children’s vocabulary 

increases, their understanding and recall of stories improves, and their knowledge of print 

conventions increases. 

 

Through sharing reading, young children learn the conventions of print: 

• Print awareness: Words have a meaning; 

• Book awareness: Books have different parts – a front cover, pages, a back cover; 

• Book orientation: Books are read from front to back; each page is read from the top to the 

bottom, and from left to right; 
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• Structure of stories: Stories have characters. Stories have a beginning, a main event, and an 

ending. 

 

Children develop their understanding of print and books when parents read to children and point out 

where the front and the back of a book are; show how you turn the pages from front to back; and 

point to different words. 

 

Children gain book knowledge through: 

• Physically handling books; 

• Having their favourite books read to them, time and again; 

• Learning that there are connections between the pictures and the words in the book; 

• Observing their parents reading books 

• Practising ‘their reading’ by turning the pages and pretending to read. 

 

EXPLAINING ‘SHARED READING’ TO PARENTS 

Shared reading is as much about conversation as the reading of the actual story. There are three 

important principles about shared reading that you can use with your child to ensure that your child 

benefits. Support, Ask, and Expand (SAE): 

Support children’s interest in the book 

• Ask questions to get children’s ideas about the story; and 

• Expand children’s ideas so that they learn something new. 

• Support: Let your child choose the book to read, even if the book has been read many times 

before. 

• Follow the child’s lead – Talk about what your child is looking at. 

• Take turns – “Can you turn this page and I will turn the next one.” 

 

Ask: By asking questions you let your child know that you interested in their ideas. 

• Use lots of “wh” questions (what, why, where, when, how, who) – “I wonder why the boy 

looked inside the box? What do you think he will find?” 

• Ask for more information – “Ah, that’s interesting. Have you seen one of those before?” 

 

Expand: You can label and expand on whatever a child is interested in while you are reading. Talk 

about any related experiences that a child has had. 

• Expand on what a child says: Your child points to a picture of a truck and says: “Truck.” You 

could say, “That’s right. It is a red fire truck. Can you say, ‘fire truck’?” 

• Introduce new words and ideas: If you are talking about a dog in a storybook, you might say, 

“That dog is a Dalmatian. He has lots of spots. Our dog is a Labrador. Labradors do not have 

spots.” 
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• Bring in a child’s experience: “Do you see the horse in that picture? Do you remember the day 

we went to the football? A policeman was riding the horse near the entrance to the football 

ground.” And let the child take the conversation from there. 

 

For shared reading to be effective, it is important that you do not bombard your child with too many 

questions and give your child plenty of time to talk. 

 

Home activities that you can support children’s early literacy include: 

• Finding books with rhymes that let you and your child play with sounds: Sing or listen to 

songs with rhyming words (Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star); repeat nursery rhymes (Jack and 

Jill); make up silly rhymes to use during routines (Go to bed and cover up your head); 

• Making a picture book with your child: Cut paper into same sized pieces; staple or tie the 

pages together with wool; put a picture of someone or something that your child likes on 

every page (family, pets, toys) using photos or pictures from magazines; 

• Encouraging writing and drawing: Have a supply of crayons and markers and scrap paper 

handy; let your child scribble and draw pictures, shapes and patterns; use finger paint; draw 

in the sand, on steamy car windows, or with foam in the bathtub. 

• Going to the library: It’s never too early to go to the library with your child. Find books, 

magazines, music and videos; check out the children’s books, and books on tape; listen to 

stories; find out when the library has activities and events coming up that are designed for 

parents and children. 

 

MAKING READING PART OF FAMILY LIFE 

Parents support children’s engagement in reading from a young age by: 

• Sharing a book as an everyday routine, for example, reading a book at bedtime. 

• Very young children can attend for only a few minutes. Over time, they will be able to listen 

for longer periods to stories. 

At home, children are encouraged to read when: 

• They see parents reading for themselves; 

• There is a wide variety of reading materials at home – magazines, newspapers, picture 

books; 

• There is access to lots of books. Parents can become a member of the local library or buy 

second‐hand books at weekend markets. 

• Children have books and a bookshelf of their own so that they can easily find their favourite 

books. 

• Children are encouraged to have quiet times and look at books by themselves. 

 

WHAT IS ‘PLAY’?  

Play allows children to explore their world. Through play, children have opportunities to build their 

social, physical, communication and thinking skills. Play allows children to discover, explore, problem 
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solve, and practise things that they have observed. Children can create imaginary situations or re‐

create experiences that they had in their pretend play. 

 

The essence of play is free choice – deciding what to do, when and with whom to do it. Play allows 

children to make choices. Children should discover for themselves what works and what doesn’t 

work through experimentation. Playing with other children allows children to learn to negotiate and 

to compromise with others, like sharing and taking turns with toys. 

 

Play is: 

• Any activity that a child has fun doing; 

• Simple and spontaneous and has no specific goals; 

• Initiated and led by the child. 

 

WHAT CHILDREN LEARN THROUGH PLAY 

Children’s play provides opportunities to: 

• Practise and build ideas, concepts and skills; 

• Take risks and make mistakes; 

• Think creatively and imaginatively; 

• Communicate with others.  

 

Important features of play are: 

• Social play: As children get older, they enjoy play with other children. Through play with 

others, children learn about cooperation and negotiation. However, children of all ages like 

to play alone sometimes. At any age, they may also just play alongside other children without 

a lot of engagement. This is parallel play. 

• Cognitive play: Children enjoy play that allows them to use their thinking and problem‐

solving skills. Children often use objects creatively. For example, a child may use a stick for a 

wand or an empty box for a car. Through play with puzzles and blocks children also learn a 

lot of cognitive skills; for example, how things fit together, about matching colours and 

shapes, about how to stack and sort things. There is also a lot of learning when children 

spend time in pretend and dramatic play creating and re‐creating their experiences and what 

they have seen on television or in books. 

• Physical play: Active play may be indoors or outdoors. Physical activities build co‐ ordination 

and motor skills. There are also benefits for physical health. Physical play and games expend 

children’s energy as well as building their capacities for self‐regulation and concentration. 
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EXPLAINING PLAY TO PARENTS 

At home, ensure there is time, space, and props for your child’s play. Take your child to new places to 

stimulate ideas and imagination. Children then often enact their new experiences in their play at 

home. 

• You do not need to direct your child’s play. 

• Trust your child to be able to play alone and to learn from it. 

• Respect your child’s choices and efforts in how and what they play. 

• Let your child discover for themselves what works and what doesn’t. They can’t learn to 

solve their own problems if an adult is always doing it for them. 

 

While adults would usually take a secondary role in children’s play, there are times when you can be 

a helper and partner in play. For example, if your child is getting frustrated when his block tower 

keeps tumbling down, lend a hand to help her rebuild it. 

 

Toys are the basic tools that children use to enrich their play. Toys need not be expensive or 

sophisticated. Children learn to imagine the possibilities when they use everyday objects at home – 

items from the kitchen cupboard or discarded packaging materials. 

 

You can support your child’s play by: 

• Making time for play each day; 

• Providing space that your child can use for regular playtimes. 

• Making storage of toys easy with large plastic boxes or on shelves; 

• Supplying simple materials to play with; 

• Offering playmates; 

• Letting your child know that you think that play is important; 

• Not interrupting unnecessarily. 

 

USING ‘DIGITAL MEDIA’ AT HOME  

Screens and their effects on children’s learning generate many debates. Many of these debates 

centre on the amount of screen time that young children should access each day. Research indicates 

that parents should limit exposure to screens for children aged less than three years of age in favour 

of other one‐on‐one language activities. 

 

Screen‐based programs and tools, like television and tablets, remain essentially a passive activity at a 

time when key experiences for developing language and communication skills are important. 

Children learn best from interactive, hands‐on experiences with people who care about them rather 

than passive viewing. 
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While watching television and videos provide variation in young children’s language experiences (i.e., 

exposure to new words), language exposure via screen differs from language exposure through other 

social interactions because, in watching screens the child is not a participant in the language 

interactions. 

 

WHAT CHILDREN LEARN FROM TELEVISION AND OTHER DIGITAL MEDIA 

Children watch television for different reasons and respond to it in different ways. Television itself 

has no good or bad influence. Its effect depends mostly on individual use and reactions. 

 

There are educational benefits when programs are designed specifically for children. 

 

The optimal television viewing experience for children’s language development is one that includes 

exposure to age‐appropriate content, to new and familiar words, and which offers possibilities for 

interaction; and also, interesting material to engage adults so that parents are encouraged to co‐view 

programs with their children. 

 

While television is beneficial under certain conditions, it should be seen as just one of many activities 

that offer opportunities for children’s language learning: 

• Television programs can promote new vocabulary, but this is more likely when parents are 

present to explain, interpret and discuss the content. 

• Active engagement in programs (e.g., performing actions, singing, dancing) enhances 

children’s learning. 

• Educational programs, such as Sesame Street, increase young children’s letter and number 

knowledge, and vocabulary, while cartoons and adult programming do not. 

• Negative consequence for children from extensive television viewing is the degree to which it 

replaces engagement in other physical and social activities. 

 

EXPLAINING EFFECTIVE MEDIA USE TO PARENTS 

Television and the use of tablets have many complex and contradictory roles. Television can be a 

unifying experience for a family around which many activities revolve. Television is a part of our lives 

and will remain part of children's lives. 

 

You can incorporate television without letting it run family life by: 

• Locating the television in a room where you can co‐view programs with your child. 

• Limiting television for young children to less than two hours a day. 

• Choosing times of the day when the television is always turned off so that children do other 

activities. 

• Letting your child select programs within reasonable guidelines. 

• Creating a timetable with your child about when and what programs will be watched. 
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• When you watch and use screen-based devices with your child you can make this an 

interactive time by explaining and commenting on what you’re watching and seeing. 

• Discuss programs with your child: “What did you like best about that program?” 

• You can steer children to choose programs which model positive behaviour, such as co‐

operation and treating others with respect, such as the Wiggles and Bananas in Pyjamas. 

• You can choose children's programs designed to promote imaginative play, such as ‘Play 

School’. 

 

USING COMMUNITY RESOURCES 

Being a part of a community, like a playgroup or parenting group, builds parent wellbeing through 

the social support that come through connections with others. Such connections can provide respite 

from parental responsibilities when parents come together to share experiences and ideas, to discuss 

common concerns and frustrations. These social contacts build parents’ capacities for their parenting 

role as well as social support. 

 

Important forms of social support for parents through community services and connections include: 

• Information, guidance, and feedback about parenting; 

• Emotional and peer support from other parents; 

• Practical direction about other services that a parent may need. 

 

Parents may need specific information, advice, and feedback about children’s health and 

development, basic child‐rearing practices, and information about where to go for special kinds of 

assistance when crises or problems occur. For many parents, information and feedback may be all 

the help that they need to do a good job of raising their children. 

 

Parents can get support from various informal sources – relatives, other parents, neighbours, and 

friends. Less often they seek help from more formal sources such as health care professionals. It is 

important to recognise that parents’ need for support and information cuts across socio‐economic 

and educational lines. 

 

SUPPORTING PARENTS THROUGH COMMUNITY RESOURCES 

Through using community resources, like a playgroup or parenting group, parents develop: 

• A sense of support through a group of parents with common interests; 

• Increased sense of confidence and self-esteem as a parent; 

• Increased understanding of child development; 

• Changed expectations and perceptions of parenting; 

• Changes in parenting behaviour. 
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There is a growing perception that parents have a much more difficult time nowadays in getting the 

help that they need from both informal and formal sources. For a variety of reasons, parents’ need 

for support has changed in nature and become more intense in recent decades. 

 

Explanations for why parents might need more support vary but include: 

• Decreased availability of informal social support from extended family; 

• Increased knowledge but also confusions about the expectations of parenting.  

 

On one hand, there is a wealth of new research on children, child development, and parenting. 

Parenting is no longer primarily an intuitive job. Whereas this knowledge should be regarded as a 

valuable new resource, often parents are puzzled by all the information available to them. It is often 

difficult for parents to translate this new information in a way that they can use constructively. Even 

more confusing is that collectively many ‘experts’ have changed their minds over time and often 

disagree with each other about desirable parenting behaviours. 

 

Through discussion with other parents and drawing on professional advice, parents can weigh and 

evaluate ideas to make decisions on how they want to proceed as they work their way through a 

parenting dilemma. 

 

USING A STRENGTH-BASED APPROACH TO WORK WITH PARENTS 

Programs such as smalltalk can build understanding of the tasks of parenting: 

• What it means to be a parent; 

• What to expect from their child in terms of new behaviours over time, and 

• What supports are available to assist with parenting. 

 

With respect to the availability of support from family members and friends, parents can be 

encouraged to identify their existing sources of parenting and personal support. They can choose the 

nature and manner in which they wish to use community resources for help with parenting and child 

rearing. 

 

It is important for facilitators to: 

• Build parental awareness of local community resources for children and families; 

• Identify the ways for parents to access and use those resources; 

• Compile information about services for families and community activities. 

• Build parental confidence so that they will access community‐based activities and attend 

community events. 
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When practitioners in community services, focus on the strengths of families, this helps to empower 

parents. Parent empowerment is a process through which parents decide on appropriate action on 

their own behalf about their own and their children’s needs. 

 

• “The facilitator helped me to see strengths in myself I didn’t know I had.” 

• “The facilitator knew about other services that I can use if I need them.” 

• “The facilitator encouraged me to share my knowledge with other parents.” 

 

Important principles of a strength‐based approach in working with parents are: 

• Recognition of the strengths that a parent has; 

• Seeing parents as partners so that parent input is sought and welcomed; 

• Mutual respect between parents and practitioners; 

• Listening to parents and use non‐judgmental feedback; 

• Valuing diversity and encouraging the sharing of ideas about different ways that parents 

might handle similar issues. 

 

In a strength‐based approach, practitioners consciously strive to respect parents’ preferences, values, 

and attitudes. This is especially true for families from a different cultural, and/or linguistic 

background from the mainstream. 
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SECTION 1: STRATEGIES FOR ENHANCHING CHILDREN’S LEARNING & DEVELOPMENT 

 

What’s in this section?  

An outline of the parenting strategies and factors shown to be associated with good 

learning and development outcomes for children.   

This section explains a model for enhancing home learning comprising the following 

domains:  

• Quality Everyday Interactions  

• Stimulating Environment  

• Parents’ Self-Care  

• Parenting Confidence  

• Community and Services Connectedness  

 After the description of each domain, there is a list of resources to be used with parents.  

 

 

MODEL FOR ENHANCING HOME LEARNING 
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There are two child domains: ‘Quality Everyday Interactions’ and ‘Stimulating Environment’. Research 

tells us these domains have a direct impact on children’s learning and development. The two parent 

domains, ‘Self-Care’ and ‘Parenting Confidence’, focus on strengthening the parent as a person, and 

have a strong but indirect effect on children’s outcomes. Parents’ attention to their own needs and 

having increased confidence in their parenting will help them provide learning opportunities for their 

children. ‘Community and Services Connectedness’ refers to the extent to which families know 

what’s available and participate in their community. Each of these domains is explained below in 

more detail.  

  

QUALITY PARENT-CHILD INTERACTIONS 

Quality interactions between parents and their children happen in every family. What matters is how 

often they occur, and in how many different ways. This domain is about doing something a little 

extra to capitalise on everyday opportunities for children to learn.   

 

Our aim is to:  

• Introduce parents to a small number of parenting ‘essentials’ – parenting strategies that lead 

to optimal child outcomes  

• Help parents become aware of how important this is  

• Help parents increase how often they interact with their children in this way  

• Help parents increase the number and type of situations in which they interact in this way.  

 

 

 

 

  

Quality Parent-Child Interactions 

Warm and Gentle 

Tuning In 

Following Your Child’s Lead 

Listening and Talking More 

Teachable Moments 
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WARM AND GENTLE  

Being warm and gentle strengthens the parent-child relationship. It’s about the tone of everyday 

interactions – how parents relate to their children. Parents demonstrate acceptance and positive 

regard for their child when they show pleasure while interacting. When the child needs behavioural 

guidance, the parent enforces rules and limits gently. Being warm and gentle is also about protecting 

their children from inappropriate disapproval, teasing or punishment.  

 

We know parents are being ‘Warm and Gentle’ when they:  

• Smile at their child  

• Are affectionate with their child  

• Use a positive tone of voice when speaking to their child  

• Make positive comments  

• Remain calm and show concern when their child is upset  

• Soothe their child with calm words and actions  

• Stay in control when misbehaviour happens  

• Handle misbehaviour calmly and assertively rather than angrily.  

 

TUNING IN  

This is when parents give their child their full attention. Parents notice and ‘read’ their child’s cues 

and respond appropriately. Different children give cues in different ways. For example, through their 

actions, gestures, facial expressions, sounds or words. When parents are able to read their child’s 

cues accurately, the way they respond is more likely to help their child learn and develop.  

 

We know parents are ‘Tuning In’ when they:  

• Notice and pay attention to their child’s attempts to communicate  

• Do or say something to acknowledge their child’s efforts to get their attention  

• Respond to their child’s cues quickly  

• Describe what is happening  

• Encourage their child to communicate more.  

 

FOLLOWING YOUR CHILD’S LEAD  

Parents notice that their child is interested in something and follow that interest, rather than shifting 

their child’s attention to other things. Instead of asking questions, or telling their child what to do, 

parents comment on and describe what is happening. This helps their child to learn by encouraging 

them to focus their attention for a bit longer on what they are interested in.  

 

We know parents are ‘Following Their Child’s Lead’ when they:  

• Recognise that their child is showing interest in an object or activity  

• Say or do something to maintain their child’s focus  



 

smalltalk Manual | Section 1: smalltalk Content 51 

 

• Take part in the activity, building on what their child is doing  

• Do not redirect their child’s attention  

• Give their child time to respond (words or actions) when they are doing things together  

• Try not to tell their child what to do  

• Try not to ask questions.  

 

LISTENING AND TALKING MORE  

The most important thing for young children’s language development is the amount of talk that 

happens around them. It’s not just about hearing lots of words – although that is very important. It’s 

about them participating – having a ‘conversation’ with the people around them. It’s about parents 

listening to them. It’s even possible to have regular ‘conversations’ with young babies – taking turns 

to make and copy sounds, expressions and gestures.  

 

We know parents are ‘Listening and Talking More’ when they:  

• Talk to their child about something that has just happened  

• Respond to their child’s questions and extend the conversation  

• Take turns with their child and give them time to respond  

• Encourage their child to say more by asking ‘wh’ questions – ‘What’, ‘Why’, ‘Where’, ‘When’, 

‘Who’  

• Describe experiences and introduce new words – what things feel like (hot, cold, soft, or 

scratchy), taste like, smell like, things that feel sad, things that feel happy.   

 

TEACHABLE MOMENTS  

This means taking advantage of brief, frequent everyday opportunities for children to learn. A 

teachable moment can be a few seconds, or a few minutes. It starts with their child being interested 

in something. The parent seizes the chance to help their child learn something new, or practice 

something they learnt earlier. Almost any situation throughout the day can have a teachable 

moment: meals, dressing, playtime, car trips, shopping, watching television, or doing family chores. 

Ways to teach children include telling, showing, guiding and giving feedback.  

 

We know parents are taking advantage of ‘Teachable Moments’ when they:  

• Name and explain things  

• Repeat and add words  

• Point out what is important  

• Prepare their child for what to expect in a situation  

• Offer choices  

• Give simple instructions, appropriate to the developmental level of their child  

• Show their child how to do something, and then encourage them ‘to have a go’  

• Give positive feedback  

• Encourage their child to complete tasks  
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• Praise effort and accomplishments.  

  

Parent resources for Quality Everyday Interactions 

Conversation Cards   

o Warm and Gentle  

o Tuning In  

o Following Your Child’s Lead  

o Listening and Talking More 

o Teachable Moments  

  

  

Opportunity sheets for all five strategies  

Posters – one for each strategy 

Filmed examples of strategies 

 

 STIMULATING ENVIRONMENT  

A stimulating environment for a child is one designed to help them learn and develop. We focus on 

five components shown by research to be important: Routines, reading at home, play, using digital 

media and community resources.  

  

Our aim is to encourage parents to:  

• Think about the opportunities for learning they provide at home  

• Maximise the use of space and time for children to play  

• Involve themselves in their children’s reading and TV watching  

• Establish a level of predictability in daily operations that frees them to interact with their 

children  

• Connect with community activities that support their children’s learning.  

 

ROUTINES  

Routines are important because they give children a sense of security and stability. Routines also 

assist parents to organise their daily activities into predictable patterns, especially those associated 

with the daily care of children. This creates time for positive interaction with children, and parents 

and other family members will feel less hassled.   

 

READING AT HOME  

Sharing books with babies and young children is a powerful way for parents to build their children’s 

literacy skills. Research tells us that if a child becomes involved in a book, as a participant not just a 
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listener, the outcomes are better. Reading is not just about books - it’s about pictures, letters, words, 

and numbers. Words are everywhere- on food packets, signs, in supermarkets, in junk mail, on toys 

and clothing. Reading can be talking about the pictures in books, and expanding on stories, or making 

up your own. The key message is that children are never too young to share books.  

 

PLAY  

Play allows children to explore and learn about the world. It is also fun and doesn’t need lots of toys. 

A child’s learning benefits when their parents and other family members become involved in their 

play. Play is also a good opportunity to ‘Follow Your Child’s Lead’.  

  

Adults can support children’s play by:  

• Making time for play  

• Providing space  

• Supplying simple materials  

• Offering companions, including themselves  

• Letting their child choose how and what they play.  

 

COMMUNITY RESOURCES  

Parent and child well-being are fostered when families are connected to their community. A 

community can be based on a location, like a school, or formal and informal networks. Communities 

support individuals by providing resources and services and reducing social isolation.  

 

Facilitators can help link parents to their community by:  

• Increasing parents’ knowledge of what services are available  

• Helping parents access and use these resources  

• Providing information about community activities for families  

• Building parents’ confidence so that they will access community-based activities and attend 

community events  

• Encouraging parents to get to know each other at playgroup and at other times.  

 

USING DIGITAL MEDIA  

Television and tablets are the most common forms of media exposure for young children; however, 

over-use continues to be of concern. Apart from the fact that children may be watching programs 

that are unsuitable for them, passive viewing of TV filmed material means that the child is not 

participating in a language experience.  

 

The main message from the research on the young children’s ‘screen time’ is that it should be 

minimised in the early years or avoided if possible when children are very young. Despite all this, we 

acknowledge that screens are a part of almost every family’s entertainment.   
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If young children are using screens, the best conditions for doing this are when:  

• Parents watch or using the screen with them, so they can explain and repeat content, and 

prompt the children to respond in some way to the content  

• Parents choose programs suitable for children, particularly those without advertisements  

• Screen use is a ‘sometimes’ activity  

• There are other activities that can replace screen time – playing outside, looking at books.  

 

Parent resources for Stimulating Environment 

Tipsheets on Play Tipsheet on Routines 

Tipsheets on Reading  

o Reading and Play Ideas 

o Reading with Babies  

Posters  

o Reading  

o Words are everywhere  

Conversation Cards 

o Reading  

o Words are everywhere  

Tipsheets on Screen time 

and quality media choices 

Poster on Watching TV 

together 

Conversation card on 

Watching TV together 

 

Worksheet on Community Resources – Me and My Community 

 

 

 PARENT SELF-CARE  

Parents’ efforts to enrich their children’s learning and development are maximised when they also 

attend to their own health and well-being. What is particularly important is the social support 

parents receive; the amount, the type and the suitability. What’s more, parents who are feeling 

stressed might benefit from help with stress management and coping strategies.  

 

Our aim is to encourage parents to think about:  

• Their own needs for well-being and what might help them  

• What types of support they need – emotional/personal, practical or information  

• What support they are getting, and how helpful it is  

• How they can get the support they need  

• How they could make changes to improve their well-being.  
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Parent resources for Self-Care 

Tipsheets on support 

Services and supports in a nutshell Getting support 

Tipsheets on stress and coping 

Feeling stressed  

Taking time-out for yourself  

Helpful thinking  

Sleeping better  

Healthy eating  

Keeping active  

Your plan for charging up 

Tips for saving energy  

 

PARENTING CONFIDENCE  

Parenting confidence enables parents to be the kind of parent they want to be. It helps them turn 

knowledge (i.e., knowing what to do) into actions (i.e., actually doing it). Confidence in the parent 

role is influenced by a number of things: parenting self-efficacy, parent feelings of self-sufficiency, 

their sense of personal agency and their capacity for self-management. Parenting programs and 

strategies should aim to build these aspects of parenting confidence.  

 

Facilitators have an important part to play in promoting parenting confidence. How you work with 

parents will influence whether they become more or less confident in their parenting role.  

 

The Facilitator’s Guide, ‘Promoting Parenting Confidence’ has guidance on how to this with detailed 

examples of how a confidence building approach can work with families.  

 

COMMUNITY & SERVICES CONNECTEDNESS  

The model for enhancing home learning shows Community & Services Connectedness underpinning 

the other four domains. This is recognition that the wellbeing of individuals and families is affected 

by the quality of their social environment, particularly the extent to which they are supported by and 

contribute to their community.  

 

smalltalk is delivered in groups in existing service platforms, such as playgroups, that are well 

connected with community services and activities. Because of these existing links, there is great 

potential for increasing families’ community connections.  
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Key messages 

 

This section gives an outline of the key parenting strategies and supports that benefit 

children’s early learning and development.  

• Parents are already doing some or all of these things. 

• The aim is to encourage them to do it more often and in a broader range of 

situations. 

A more comprehensive description of Quality Everyday Interactions and creating a 

Stimulating Environment is available at the front of this manual – Early Home Learning 

Study: A model for enhancing home learning. 
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SECTION 2: WAYS OF WORKING WITH PARENTS 

 

What’s in this section?  

 

Key features of the facilitator’s role. 

Section 1 focused on the ‘What’ -that is, the parenting content of the smalltalk. This 

section is about the ‘How’. That is, important aspects of facilitation. 

How to:  

• Work in partnership with parents 

• Provide opportunities  

• Provide encouragement 

• Use modelling 

• Prompt practice and give feedback 

• Promote parental confidence 

• Communicate with parents 

 

 

WORKING IN PARTNERSHIP WITH PARENTS  

  

WHAT DOES THIS MEAN?  

Seeking to work in partnership with parents acknowledges that parents have an important 

contribution to make that is equal to the contribution of the staff involved. It acknowledges that 

parents are the experts on their children and have strengths that can be enhanced by the planned 

intervention.  

  

Having a positive/collaborative relationship with parents is critical for a number of reasons - parents 

are more likely to:  

• come to playgroup  

• participate in activities  

• offer their own ideas and feel that their ideas are valued  

• listen to your ideas  

• try new things out that you have suggested  

• enjoy the experience  

• are less likely to feel isolated or judged  
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IDEAS ON HOW TO DO IT  

 

In Section 9 of this manual, you’ll find two Facilitator’s Guides with some ideas on how to work 

effectively with parents. They are:  

• ‘Working in Partnership with Parents’  

• ‘Communicating with Parents’  

  

PROVIDING OPPORTUNITIES  

  

WHAT DOES THIS MEAN?  

Rather than telling parents what to do, a key feature of the facilitator role is to provide opportunities 

for parents to learn and practise the smalltalk parenting strategies. Here are three ways to think 

about how to achieve this.  

  

1. Consider if the activities you’ve set up afford the parents an opportunity to practice. Your 

task is to select activities that are relevant to the strategy focussed on in that week’s session.  

2. Notice how parents are interacting with their children during the session and you draw their 

attention to this.   

3. Encourage parents to come up with their own ideas for practice at home by using the 

Opportunity Sheets.  

 

IDEAS ON HOW TO DO IT  

1. The Group Session Planner (Section 4, page 80) can help you think ahead about what 

playgroup activities might be relevant to the parenting strategy highlighted that week.   

2. You can introduce the parenting strategies one-on-one, small group conversations, or even 

to the whole group using the smalltalk Conversation Cards, the posters and the Opportunity 

Sheets. But remember, your aim is to keep the presentation casual and not to turn the group 

into a lecture.  

3. If you see that parents are using the strategies in the session, this is the time to comment 

and give positive feedback. Similarly, if you notice a missed opportunity, this might be the 

time to discuss this with the parent.   

4. You can assist parents to fill in the Opportunity Sheet relevant to the particular parenting 

strategy discussed in the session.  

 

In the first session, you can talk to parents about how you will be working together. Encourage them 

to tell you when they have used the strategies in the session and at home, and to let you know how it 

went.  
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ENCOURAGEMENT  

 

WHAT DOES THIS MEAN?  

There are two ways to think about encouragement – as inspiration and as feedback. The first 

requires thought about what motivates parents to do things, to do things more often, or to try new 

ideas. The second is about noticing and celebrating positive attempts and achievements.  

  

Parents might need encouragement for the following:  

• coming along to playgroup regularly  

• participating in playgroup activities when they are there  

• interacting with their child while at playgroup  

• interacting with the other parents  

• trying out the smalltalk strategies  

• helping with packing up.  

 

IDEAS ON HOW TO DO IT  

• Seek and incorporate parents’ ideas about playgroup activities  

• Regularly ask for parents’ feedback on how the playgroup is running  

• Check what might be getting in the way of parents attending or participating  

• If time permits, think about contacting parents between sessions – via text messages or 

phone  

• Avoid appearing judgmental – try to be solution focussed if problems arise  

• Identify parents’ strengths and draw their attention to them  

• Praise effort and persistence. 

 

MODELLING  

  

WHAT DOES THIS MEAN?  

Modelling is a powerful tool for acquiring new skills – by learning through observation and imitation. 

What you do in the playgroup can have an influence on what parents do at home. As a facilitator you 

can strengthen a parent’s learning by demonstrating the strategies and encouraging them to try 

them out.   

 

IDEAS ON HOW TO DO IT  

This is about incidental teaching. That is, seizing a natural opportunity in the course of the playgroup 

to demonstrate the parenting strategy you are introducing in the session. It can occur casually or in a 

more directed way.   
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• The casual approach involves incorporating the smalltalk strategies in your everyday 

interactions with the children, especially when the parents are nearby to observe this.   

• A more directed approach is when you draw the parent’s attention to what you are doing 

saying things like ‘Watch me while I have a go and then tell me how you think it went’.   

 

When you notice a parent practising what you modelled, this is the time to ask them to reflect on 

what they have just done, for example, ‘I’ve just noticed that you were following Micah’s lead, how 

do you think that worked with him’.  

  

PRACTICE AND FEEDBACK  

 

WHAT DOES THIS MEAN?  

Learning is strengthened when there are many opportunities for parents to practice and receive 

feedback. For smalltalk, practice means parents trying out the five strategies for Quality Everyday 

Interactions and the reading approach with their children. This can happen during the playgroup, but 

it is even more important that it happens at home.   

 

Effective feedback is descriptive. That is, it states exactly what was observed and what went well. 

Feedback works well when it is self-feedback, that is, when parents notice what they have done well, 

can describe what happened and comment favourably on it.   

  

IDEAS ON HOW TO DO IT  

• In conversation, ask parents for their ideas and, if necessary, suggest ideas for practice at 

playgroup and home.  

• Acknowledge and praise any attempt by parents, at playgroup or at home, to practise the 

smalltalk strategies.  

• Acknowledge the parent’s effort, even if things have not gone as well as expected.  

• Encourage and demonstrate how to give self-feedback.  

• Always focus on the positives first. Parents often want to tell you what they think went 

wrong. Encourage them to tell you what worked well first.  

• Then, if a parent wants to talk about what went wrong – reframe this as an opportunity to 

try something different in the future.  Ask them what they would like to do differently next 

time.  

  

PROMOTING PARENTING CONFIDENCE  

  

WHAT DOES THIS MEAN?  
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When parents are confident it helps them to be the kind of parent they want to be. It helps them 

turn knowledge (knowing what to do) into actions (actually doing it). It is influenced by a number of 

things:   

• how effective they feel in their role  

• their capacity to solve their own problems  

• the extent to which they attribute change to their own efforts  

• self-management – the ability to set their own goals, monitor and follow them through.  

 

IDEAS ON HOW TO DO IT  

The Facilitator’s Guide, ‘Promoting Parenting Confidence’ (Facilitator Resources Section, page 121) 

has ideas on how facilitators can assist parents to become more confident in their parenting role. It 

covers how to build early success by jointly setting small achievable goals and tasks, how to plan and 

review progress on goals together, and how to reinforce success.  

  

COMMUNICATING WITH PARENTS - HANDLING QUESTIONS AND CONCERNS  

 

WHAT DOES THIS MEAN?  

The way we communicate with parents – how we listen and speak to them – can affect the quality of 

our relationship and how well our partnership works.   

 

IDEAS ON HOW TO DO IT  

The Facilitator’s Guide, ‘Communicating with Parents’ (Facilitator Resources Section, page 129) has 

suggestions about listening, speaking and handling concerns.  

 

Key messages 

 

• Parents are the experts on their children and have strengths which can be identified 

and enhanced.  

• The parent-facilitator relationship works best when it is a partnership.  

• The facilitator plays an important role in developing parents’ skills and confidence.  

• However, when parents set their own goals and come up with their own ideas, they 

are more likely to follow through.  
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SECTION 3: PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER IN A GROUP SETTING 

 

 

What’s in this section?  

• How to plan and prepare for sessions 

• How to help families access smalltalk demonstration video clips 

• How to introduce smalltalk strategies to parents 

• How to track progress  

 

  

PREPARING FOR SESSIONS  

 

WEEKLY SESSION PLAN  

The smalltalk parenting strategies are incorporated into the playgroup sessions, this can occur over a 

school term or any consecutive ten-week period.  The first session is a chance for you and the 

parents to get to know each other, and to outline the aims of the playgroup sessions and how the 

sessions will be run. The order that you introduce the smalltalk topics is presented in the ‘Session 

Sequence for Groups and Concurrent Home coaching’ table (Section 4, page 78), which can be your 

weekly session plan.  

 

SESSION STRUCTURE  

Every session will have seven phases - welcome, social chat, smalltalk topics, snack time, wind-up, 

clean up, and farewell. There is a logical order to the phases, however, you may wish to have snack 

time earlier or later than stated or include a smalltalk activity during snack time. After the second 

phase – parents’ social chat – you will introduce the smalltalk topic/s and activities for the session. 

Before the session ends there will be a wind-up activity, such as singing, in which the group comes 

together briefly.  

 

The ‘Group Session Structure’ table (Section 4, page 79) lists these phases in order, with a suggested 

time allocation for each phase. These times are recommendations only, and times will vary 

depending on the number of parents and children attending the session and the type of activities. 

However, we anticipate that Phase 3, covering the smalltalk topics, can take at least an hour to 

complete.  

  

SESSION PLANNER  

The’ Group Session Planner’ (Section 4, page 80) is a tool for you to use in advance for each session. 

Here, you can note your purpose for the session, the smalltalk topics you will be introducing, and the 

playgroup activities that provide an opportunity for parents to practise the strategies during the 
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session. There is also space to write down your thoughts about your role for the session and what 

resources (equipment/materials) you will need for the activities.  

  

EQUIPMENT/MATERIALS  

There are two kinds of equipment/materials: smalltalk materials and playgroup equipment and 

materials.   

  

smalltalk materials:  

• For each of the five Quality Everyday Interactions there are  

o Conversation Cards (one for every parent)  

o a poster that can be put up in the playgroup, 

o Opportunity sheets (one for every parent).  

• For reading, there are 

o three Conversation Cards  

o one Opportunity sheet for every parent  

o one poster for the playgroup.  

• Parent tipsheets on self-care and services  

• A parent worksheet on “Me and My Community”  

• Demonstration video clips to view   

 

Contained in Section 10 of this manual is a copy of every printable resource for you to keep. Before 

Session One you will need to ensure you have sufficient printed copies of the parent materials for the 

families in your group. You may also want to download the smalltalk parent demonstration videos to 

your device (i.e., phone, tablet, laptop, etc.) in case you’d like to show it to the families in your group. 

The ‘Schedule of Parent Resources – Group’ table (Section 4, page 81) shows which resources are 

used each week.  

  

Playgroup equipment and materials:  

When planning your session, think about the materials and/or equipment you need for the session’s 

activities. The materials and equipment should facilitate practice in the topic for the session. For 

example, a craft activity, building with blocks or playing with play-dough would allow parents to 

follow their children’s lead. The session on reading needs books and other printed materials 

(catalogues, food packet etc).  

  

HELPING FAMILIES ACCESS smalltalk DEMONSTRATION VIDEO CLIPS 

Families participating in smalltalk are able to access the demonstration video clips directly from the 

publicly accessible part of the smalltalk website at www.smalltalk.net.au. You can further support 

families to access these clips by sending them a link to each of the relevant videos. 

http://www.smalltalk.net.au/
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We’ve created a list shortened video links which you can easily embed within a SMS that you might 

send participating families. This can be a great way to engage with and remind families about their 

upcoming group and to prepare them for what you’re aiming to do during the next session.  

Here are some sample messages you might choose to use or adapt - this one’s for a parent with a 

toddler.  

Hi, I’m looking forward to seeing you at the playgroup tomorrow. The smalltalk topic we’ll be talking 
about is ‘Tuning In’. Here’s a clip of families using ‘Tuning In’: http://bit.ly/TPt-i. 

 

Or, a family with a baby coming to the ‘Listening and Talking More’ session:  

Hi, it’s playgroup tomorrow and I’m looking forward to seeing you there. The smalltalk topic will be 
‘Listening and Talking More’. Here’s an example of how some families do this with their baby: 
http://bit.ly/B-LT. Remember to bring some fruit to share! 

 

Or, a message on the day to everyone enrolled: 

Good morning everyone! - Following Your Child’s Lead session today at playgroup - http://bit.ly/TP-
FYCL - see you soon. 

 

You can also use messages to reinforce participation. For example:  

It was great to see you at playgroup this week. We talked about being ‘Warm and Gentle’, here’s a clip 
you might be like: http://bit.ly/TPw-g. I look forward to hearing how you went trying it next week. 

 

Or for those that were unable to attend, you can use a generic text: 

Last week at playgroup we talked about being ‘Warm and Gentle’. Here’s a clip that might interest 
you: http://bit.ly/TPw-g. I look forward to hearing how you went trying it, next week. 

 

 

VIDEO LINKS 

TODDLERS: 

Warm and Gentle http://bit.ly/TPw-g 

Tuning In http://bit.ly/TPt-i 

Following Your Child’s Lead http://bit.ly/TP-FYCL 

Listening and Talking More http://bit.ly/TP-LTM 

Teachable Moments http://bit.ly/TP-TM 

Reading http://bit.ly/TP-read 

Watching TV http://bit.ly/TP-Wtv 

http://bit.ly/TPt-i
http://bit.ly/B-LT
http://bit.ly/TPw-g
http://bit.ly/TPw-g
http://bit.ly/TPw-g
http://bit.ly/TPt-i
http://bit.ly/TP-FYCL
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BABIES: 

Warm and Gentle 
http://bit.ly/B-wg 

Tuning In 
http://bit.ly/B-TI 

Following Your Child’s Lead 
http://bit.ly/B-fycl 

Listening and Talking More 
http://bit.ly/B-LT 

Teachable Moments 
http://bit.ly/B-tm 

Reading 
http://bit.ly/B-sr 

 

INTRODUCING STRATEGIES TO PARENTS  

 

The smalltalk strategies are introduced within the normal running of the playgroup. Unlike parenting 

programs that are run as formal group presentations, facilitators discuss smalltalk ideas in casual 

conversations with parents.   

  

The facilitator’s role is not that of content ‘expert’, but it is to introduce the materials and ideas, 

encourage and join in discussion and promote positive feedback on parents’ contributions. 

Importantly, the facilitator identifies areas of parents’ strengths, looks for opportunities to observe 

when parents are using the strategies and helps them to reflect on how they went.  

  

TO GROUP OF PARENTS  

Depending on the number of families in your playgroup, and how parents feel about talking in a small 

group, you may decide to have the smalltalk conversations with two or three parents at a time, or 

even to all members of the group at the same time. You may choose to do this when you notice 

parents talking together and use this opportunity to introduce the smalltalk topic for the day.   

 

If you choose to present to the whole group at once, remember to do it in a way that is casual and 

demonstrates an interest in engaging everyone in a discussion on the topic at hand. Try to avoid 

presenting the information as a lecture or using a didactic style of teaching.  

  

When working with small groups or the whole group of parents, ensure that everyone has a chance 

to contribute to the discussion. If necessary, encourage a parent to participate by asking a specific 

question such as “Mary, I’m interested in what you think about this example. When the mum talks 

like that, what could her child be learning?”  

 



 

smalltalk Manual | Section 3: Putting it all together in a group setting 72 

 

TO INDIVIDUAL PARENTS  

One-on-one conversations are preferable when parents are less likely to share their ideas in a group 

or feel uncomfortable about doing so.  One-one-one conversations would be necessary if a parent 

has missed a session so that the missed topic can be discussed. Try to keep conversations brief, no 

more than 10 minutes with any parent.  

  

HOW TO USE THE SMALLALK CARDS, OPPORTUNITY SHEETS AND PARENT TIPSHEETS  

Use the Conversation Cards and tipsheets to start the discussion. You may choose to use the 

following example as a process for doing this.  

1. Give the parent(s) the conversation card and them what they think is meant by ....... (name of 

strategy e.g. Tuning In).  

2. Encourage them to look at the speech bubbles on the card and engage them in discussion 

about what they might mean. Think of an example, or ask the parents to think of an example, 

to illustrate what is meant  

3. Discuss the scenario presented in the picture on the card – for example, “Why is the parent 

saying/doing this?” “How do you think the child might react or respond?” or, “How would 

the child learn from this?”  

4. Encourage parents to talk about their experience – how they are already using the strategy, 

or what they would like to do  

5. Discuss with parents what they might like to try out at home  

6. Introduce the Opportunity sheet. You might notice that you have already discussed with the 

parent many of the opportunities on the list. Ask the parent if they would like to fill in (or 

have you fill in) the section on trying the strategies at home  

7. Tell them you’ll be interested to hear how it went and will ask them to let you know at the 

next session.  

 

ENCOURAGING PRACTICE  

  

AT PLAYGROUP  

Playgroup provides an excellent opportunity for parents to interact with their children and to 

practise the smalltalk parenting strategies that have been introduced in the session. An important 

part of your role is to encourage them to do this by:  

• arranging playgroup activities that require parents to interact with their children   

• observing when parents are demonstrating the strategies and letting them know what 

you’ve noticed  

• helping parents identify their strengths - what they are doing already that is working well  

• giving positive feedback and encouraging their positive self-feedback (See Section 2 of this 

manual)   

• suggesting that parents ‘have a go’ using the strategies during a playgroup activity.   
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AT HOME  

The Opportunity sheets are a way of planning ahead for practice at home. If parents do not want to 

write down their ideas for home practice, ask them if they mind you writing it down, so that you will 

remember what they have decided to do.  

  

When encouraging home practice, it is important to remember to follow up with the parent in the 

next playgroup session.   

 

TRACKING PROGRESS  

 

WHAT DOES THIS MEAN?  

It is a good idea to keep track of  

• which parents you have spoken to about the smalltalk strategies each session  

• which parents have demonstrated the current and previous sessions’ strategies during the 

current session  

• which parents have given you examples of using the strategies at home.  

  

This information is useful for planning subsequent sessions and catching up with parents who might 

have missed a session.  

 

IDEAS ON HOW TO DO IT  

After each session you can use the Topic Tracker (Section 4, page 84) to record this information. This 

involves ticking three columns next to the names of each parent. A tick in the first column indicates 

that you discussed the topic with them, and in the second column that you observed the parent 

practising the strategy during the session. If a parent described how they practised a previous 

session’s strategy at home, put a tick in the ‘Home’ column for that strategy.  

  

  

Key messages 

• Time spent in planning and preparation before the session, and tracking and 
recording after the session, contributes to the success of the smalltalk intervention 
in the playgroup.  

• The facilitator is not seen as the content ‘expert’. Parents and facilitators access 
the content together.  

• The facilitator identifies areas of parents’ strengths, observes when parents are 
using the strategies and promotes self-reflection.  
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SECTION 4: GROUP SESSION GUIDES 

 

SESSION SEQUENCE FOR GROUPS WITH CONCURRENT HOME COACHING  

There are ten, weekly group sessions scheduled which will generally be run within a school term, 

although this is not absolutely necessary. The session guide is based on a ten-week term.  

Week 

number 
Playgroup Home coaching 

1  

  

Getting to know you and your child  

Introduce purpose of sessions, session 

structure and aims  Getting to know your child, family and you  

Discussing how we will work together  

Routines 
2  Getting to know you (continued)  

 ‘Warm and Gentle’  

Play  

3  ‘Tuning in’  ‘Warm and Gentle’ 

‘Tuning in’  

Play 
4  ‘Following Your Child’s Lead’  

5  ‘Listening and Talking More’  ‘Following Your Child’s Lead’  

‘Listening and Talking More’  6  ‘Teachable Moments’  

7  Reading  

Sharing a book  

‘Teachable Moments’  

8  Words are everywhere  

Making a Book  

9  Watching TV together / Using media 

together  
Exploring books and reading 

Words are everywhere 

Watching TV together / Using digital media 

together  

10  

Looking after yourself  
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GROUP SESSION STRUCTURE 

 

 Group session format for every session  

Phase Activity Time (approx.) 

1 Welcome: Greet every parent and child as they arrive  10 mins  

2 Parent social chat  15 mins  

3 

Introduce parenting strategy via a playgroup activity. One-on-one, 

small group or whole of group, facilitator - parent conversations. 

Practice activity in playgroup suggested to parent.  

60 mins  

4 Snack time: Opportunity to practice strategy  10 mins  

5 Play activity  15 mins  

6 Clean up  5 mins  

7 Farewell: Every parent and child are farewelled  5 mins  
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GROUP SESSION PLANNER  

  

Date of Session  Session no.  

Purpose of session  

  

Which parenting strategy or strategies will be focussed on?  

  

What activities (play or other) will support practice of the parenting strategy/ies?  

  

My role today: (Tick relevant roles and write notes in space provided)  

Describe strategy/ies  

        _______________________________________________________________________  

Give verbal example  

        _______________________________________________________________________  

Ask for parents’ example  

Demonstrate - Activity for my demonstration is:  

        _______________________________________________________________________  

Encourage parents to use strategy/ies  

Observe parents using strategy/ies  

Provide feedback by prompting parents’ self-reflection  

Discuss opportunities for using the strategy/ies at home  

Resources I will use today  

Parent resources  

  

Resources for children 
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SCHEDULE OF PARENT RESOURCES - GROUP  

A list of materials given out to parents in the group.  

 Week  Topic  Conversation Card  Opportunity Sheet  Other Resources  

1.           

2.  Warm and Gentle  Warm and Gentle  Warm and Gentle  RCN tipsheets:  

• Toddler Imagining and Creativity  

• Toddlers at Play  

smalltalk Parent Clips  

3.  
Tuning in  Tuning In  Tuning In  Parent tipsheet: Mobile Phones and 

Devices 

4.  Following Your Child’s Lead  Following Your Childs Lead  Following Your Childs Lead    

5.  Listening and Talking More  Listening and Talking More  Listening and Talking More  RCN tipsheet: 

Communicating well with children  

6.  Teachable Moments  Teachable Moments  Teachable Moments   
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7.  Reading  

Sharing a book  

Reading  

Reading with your child  

Shared Reading  

Language and Literacy at 

Home  

Parent tipsheet: Shared Reading  

Picture Book  

8.  Words are everywhere  

Making a Book 

Words are everywhere      

9.  Watching TV together  Watching TV Together     RCN tipsheets:  

• Healthy Screen Time 2-5 years 

• Screen Time 

 

10.  Looking after yourself  

  

     Parent tipsheet: Me and My 

Community  

Wide Awake Parenting tipsheets:  

• Charging your Batteries  

• Healthy Eating  

• Helpful Thinking  

• Keeping Active  

• Saving Energy  

• Sleeping Better and Resting  

• Taking Time Out for Yourself  
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Other materials for you to use as required in the groups.  

 

Raising Children Network (RCN) smalltalk 

Raising Children Network tipsheets  

• Services and Support  

• Victoria Services  

• Feeling Angry  

• Feeling Stressed 

• Language development in 

children: 0-8 years 

  

RCN website: 

www.raisingchildren.net.au  

Group posters. 

Use the poster that matches that weeks’ topic:  

• Week 2: Warm and Gentle  

• Week 3: Tuning In  

• Week 4: Following Your Child’s Lead  

• Week 5: Listening and Talking More  

• Week 6: Teachable Moments  

• Week 7:  

o Reading  

o Reading with Your Child  

• Week 8: Words are Everywhere  

• Week 9: Watching TV Together  

 Parent tipsheet: Routines  

http://www.raisingchildren.net.au/
http://www.raisingchildren.net.au/
http://www.raisingchildren.net.au/
http://www.raisingchildren.net.au/
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TOPIC TRACKER 

Use this form to record whether this topic was discussed or observed with the parent during the program. Tick the relevant box if you a) discussed the topic 

with the parent, b) observed the parent practice the strategy and c) if the parent told you they used the strategy at home, between sessions.  

You only need to note these occurrences once throughout the program, not EACH TIME they were observed. 

Parent 

Warm and Gentle Tuning in 
Following you child’s 

lead 
Listening and talking 

more 
Teachable moments Reading 

Disc 
Practice 

Disc 
Practice 

Disc 
Practice 

Disc 
Practice 

Disc 
Practice 

Disc 
Practice 

Session Home Session Home Session Home Session Home Session Home Session Home 
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SECTION 5: HOME COACHING (CONCURRENT TO GROUP DELIVERY) 

 

What’s in this section?  

• How to prepare for home coaching 

• How to use the home coaching materials and resources, including how to use the 

‘Home Coaching’ video segments 

• Your role as a home coach 

• How to track progress 

 

 

PREPARING FOR HOME COACHING SESSIONS  

  

WEEKLY SESSION PLAN  

The smalltalk parenting strategies are usually introduced to parents over a school term while they 

attend ten sessions of the playgroup. The Home coaching sessions are scheduled to occur every two 

weeks and follow the same order of introduction of the parenting strategies as the playgroup. The 

order that you follow for the smalltalk topics is listed in the ‘Session Sequence for Groups and Home 

coaching’ in Section 6 (page 97). This can be your fortnightly session plan.  

  

The first session is a chance for you and the family to get to know one another and to discuss the 

sessions’ aims and how the sessions will be run.  

  

SESSION STRUCTURE  

Every session has three phases: 

1. Setting the stage,  

2. Working on parenting strategies, 

3. Session review and planning ahead.  

  

The Session Structure for Home coaching lists these phases in order, with a time allocation for each 

phase. These times are recommendations only and times may vary from session to session. However, 

working on the strategies should take the major part of the session - around 30 minutes.  

  

You might want to take a copy to every session as a way of remembering what you need to cover 

before you and the parents commence each session. 
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EQUIPMENT/MATERIALS  

The following smalltalk materials are available for every family:  

• Conversation Cards  

o one for each of the five Quality Everyday Interactions 

o three for Reading 

•  Opportunity Sheets 

• Tipsheets on self-care and community services.  

• Family Map 

• ‘Me and My Community’ worksheet 

• ‘My Action Plan’ 

• Parent clips (available on the smalltalk website www.smalltalk.net.au).  

  

At the back of this manual, you will also find a copy of every printable resource for your records. You 

will be able to print most of these resources directly from the restricted Provider area of the 

smalltalk website (www.smalltalk.net.au). 

 

Before Session One you will need to ensure you have sufficient printed copies of the parent materials 

for the families you are coaching and the Home coaching clips downloaded from the website.  

  

Parents will be given the Conversation Cards and the Opportunity Sheets when they attend their 

group. However, it is a good idea to take a spare set along to the home coaching session.   

  

The ‘Session Sequence for Groups and Home coaching’ table (Section 6, page 97) indicates the order 

of topics introduced and the ‘Schedule of Parent Resources – Home coaching’ table (Section 6, page 

98) show what parent materials you will need in each session.  

  

During the home coaching session, you will need the following equipment: 

• Home coaching clips - access to each of the session video segments on your laptop, mobile 

phone or tablet device once you’ve downloaded them from the restricted Provider area of 

the smalltalk website (www.smalltalk.net.au). 

• Video recording device, such as a phone or tablet 

 

INTRODUCING STRATEGIES TO PARENTS  

  

HOW TO USE THE HOME COACHING CLIPS  

The Home coaching clips are watched by you and the parent/s together. At each home visit you 

watch one smalltalk session. The narrator will tell both of you when to stop and start the session 

http://www.smalltalk.net.au/
http://www.smalltalk.net.au/
http://www.smalltalk.net.au/
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video, what to discuss and what activities to do. All the smalltalk content for the session is contained 

in the video segments.  

  

In your role as a home coach, you are not the content ‘expert’, rather, you are a partner with the 

family in the learning experience. As stated in the video segments, the facilitator – you - will never 

tell parents what to do but will assist them to come up with their own solutions.  

  

A Home coach’s tasks include:  

• managing the session timing and the use of the video segments  

• introducing the parent resources for the session  

• encouraging and taking active part in discussions prompted by the video  

• assisting the parent to identify their strengths (i.e., what they are doing already and what is 

working well)  

• encouraging parents to practise the strategies in the sessions and between sessions  

• reviewing with parents their between session practice  

• promoting parents’ positive self-feedback (See Section 2 for more information on working 

with parents).  

• assisting parents with their action plan  

  

Session One of the home coaching video segments describes the way the home coaching works. It is 

important to ask the parents their views on this, answer questions and address any concerns.  

  

The parents and children in the film clips are real families and for the majority of scenes we asked 

them to interact with their children as they normally do. Like most parents, these parents do a great 

job. In the last session we have what we call ‘Opportunities to do more’. For these scenes we asked 

some parents to do less than what they would normally do. This is so parents viewing the scenes can 

consolidate their learning by making positive suggestions.  

  

When viewing any of the filmed scenes, it is important to discourage negative statements about 

what the parents are doing. If the parents you are viewing with want to critically evaluate what they 

are seeing, ask them to frame it as “What else could the parent have done?” or “What is the missed 

opportunity here?”  

 

ENCOURAGING PRACTICE  

  

FILMED PRACTICE AND FEEDBACK  

During the home coaching session, the narrator will indicate when it is time for parents to practise 

the strategies with their children. Research shows that in vivo practice with an opportunity for 

focused feedback is a powerful way for parents to learn or consolidate parenting skills.   
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Your task is to help parents think of an activity that is suitable for practising the strategy or strategies 

introduced in the session and demonstrated in the video clips. If possible, these should be naturally 

occurring, everyday activities for the child, something that they are likely to cooperate with or enjoy.  

 

The filming should only take a couple of minutes, then play it back, giving the parents an opportunity 

to comment and reflect on how it went.  

  

Praise the parents’ effort and willingness to do this task.  

  

When prompting parents to give themselves feedback, start with asking them what went well. If 

needed, suggest something you observed and ask them to comment on it.  Talk about all the things 

that went well before talking about things that did not go well, or missed opportunities.  Instead of 

saying “What did you think went wrong?” say, “What would you do differently next time?” or “What 

else could you do if you were doing this again?”  

 

INCIDENTAL LEARNING  

As well as the practice tasks suggested in the filmed sessions, there will be opportunities for parents 

to use the smalltalk strategies at any time during the home visit.  

  

One of your key tasks is to ‘tune in’ to parent-child interactions. That is, notice those incidental times 

when parents are using the strategies whenever they interact with their child, or have missed an 

opportunity to use the strategies. An important part of ‘tuning in’ to parents is to help them become 

aware of what they are doing, and prompt them to reflect on how well it went.  

  

USING ‘MY ACTION PLAN’  

My Action Plan is a tool for parents to record what they have decided to practise at home between 

sessions. The video narrator will tell you when to stop and fill this in. The narrator also asks you to 

talk with the parent about how this will be used and who will write down the parents’ ideas. Some 

parents might prefer you to do this, however, all the ideas should be the parents’, not yours.  

  

At the beginning of each session it is a good idea to look together at the Action Plan to prompt 

discussion about what has happened since the previous session.  

  

KEEPING TRACK  

 

WHAT DOES THIS MEAN?  
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You may wish to record the main points raised in your home session each week as session notes. This 

can help you remember what was discussed and what you might want to follow up next time. If you 

do this, discuss it with the parents first and gain their approval. Also, show them what you have 

written. These notes are for your purposes only and should only be looked at by you and the parents.  

 

Key messages 

 

• The Home coach is not seen as the content ‘expert’. Parents and the Home coach 
access the content together.  

• The Home coach ensures that the session runs smoothly, but the parents are ‘in the 
drivers’ seat’  

• The Home coach identifies areas of parents’ strengths, observes when parents are 
using the strategies and promotes self-reflection.  

• Time spent in preparation before the session, and recording after the session, 
contributes to the success of the session.  
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SECTION 6: HOME COACHING SESSION GUIDES (CONCURRENT TO GROUP DELIVERY) 

 

SESSION STRUCTURE FOR HOME COACHING  

  

Phase  Activity   

1  Set the stage  

Social chat  

5 mins  

Settle child/children in planned activities  5 mins  

Introduce purpose of today’s session  2 mins  

Check if parent went to playgroup and ask what strategies were 

introduced if relevant.   

2 mins  

Ask if the parent tried using the strategies between sessions and 

how they went.  
8 mins  

2  Work on parenting strategies.  

• Watch, discuss and engage in activities suggested by 

coaching clips.  

30 mins  

3  Review the session and plan ahead  

• For next session  

• For practice at home  

 

Fill in ‘My Action Plan’  

10 mins  
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SESSION SEQUENCE FOR GROUPS WITH CONCURRENT HOME COACHING  

There are ten, weekly group sessions scheduled which will generally be run within a school term, 

although this is not absolutely necessary. The session guide is based on a ten-week term, with home 

coaching sessions occurring every two weeks.  

Week 

number 
Playgroup Home coaching 

1  Getting to know you and your child  

Introduce purpose of sessions, session 

structure and aims  Getting to know your child, family and you  

Discussing how we will work together  

Routines 
2  Getting to know you (continued)  

 ‘Warm and Gentle’  

Play  

3  ‘Tuning in’  ‘Warm and Gentle’ 

‘Tuning in’  

Play 
4  ‘Following Your Child’s Lead’  

5  ‘Listening and Talking More’  ‘Following Your Child’s Lead’  

‘Listening and Talking More’  6  ‘Teachable Moments’  

7  Reading  

Sharing a book  

‘Teachable Moments’  
8  Words are everywhere  

Making a Book  

9  Watching TV together / Using media 

together  
Exploring books and reading 

Words are everywhere 

Watching TV together / Using digital media 

together  

10  

Looking after yourself  
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SCHEDULE OF PARENT RESOURCES - HOME COACHING  

  

The following table presents the materials used in the Home coaching sessions  

 

Home Session  Home coaching Resources  

Every session  Home coaching clips  

My Action Plan  

1st session  Getting to Know You  

Family Map  

As needed  Tipsheets (see details in Parent Resources - Group):  

Opportunity Sheets  

smalltalk Parent tipsheets  

Raising Children Network tipsheets  

Wide Awake Parenting tipsheets  
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SECTION 7: STAND-ALONE HOME COACHING  

 

What’s in this section?  

• How to prepare for home coaching sessions 

• How to use the parent resources 

• Your role as a smalltalk home coach 

• How to track progress 

 

 

PREPARING FOR HOME COACHING SESSIONS  

  

SESSION PLAN  

The smalltalk parenting strategies are introduced to parents using discussion, video demonstration 

clips, and through practice opportunities. The sessions can be delivered in the suggested sequence, 

as needed by the family with whom you’re working, or as specified by your agency.  

 

The structure and sequence as presented in Section 8 (page 111), can be adapted to fit with your 

service’s provision to your client families. The suggested structure allows for:  

 

• Flexibility in delivering sessions in sequence or out of sequence depending on a families’ 

needs or other services’ requirements  

• Flexibility in the frequency and duration of sessions. For example, workers can deliver 

smalltalk content as part of a longer home visit session or as a stand-alone session  

• Sessions to be combined as needed  

• Sessions to be repeated as needed 

  

For the remainder of this section, we will assume you are delivering the content in the suggested 

sequence, but as noted, you can change this to best fit your service model. 

 

SESSION STRUCTURE  

Every session has four phases: 

1. Setting the stage 

2. Discussing smalltalk strategies,  

3. Practice and review of the strategy 

4.  Session review and planning ahead.  
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The ‘Session Structure for Stand-Alone Home coaching’ table (Section 8, page 114) lists these phases 

in order with a time allocation for each phase. These times are recommendations only, and times 

may vary from session to session. However, bear in mind that discussing and practicing the strategies 

(phases 2 and 3) should make up the majority of the session.  

  

You might want to have a copy of this table readily available at your sessions as a ‘ready reckoner’ or 

prompt to you for what you need to cover at each session.  

 

EQUIPMENT/MATERIALS  

For all the session, you will need the following smalltalk materials for parents:  

• Conversation Cards  

o one for each of the five Quality Everyday Interactions 

o three for Reading 

•  Opportunity Sheets 

• Tipsheets on self-care and community services.  

• Family Map 

• ‘Me and My Community’ worksheet 

•  ‘My Action Plan’ 

• Video demonstration clips  

 

Before you commence working with a family, you should ensure you have the resources and 

materials you’ll need for the family, as well as access to and capacity to show the demonstration 

videos.  

 

At the back of this manual (Section 10), you will also find a copy of every printable resource for your 

records. You will be able to print most of these resources directly from the restricted Provider area of 

the smalltalk website (www.smalltalk.net.au). The video demonstration clips are also available to 

watch directly from the website, or they may be downloaded to your laptop, phone or tablet for 

viewing without the need for a Wi-Fi connection. For non-printable resources, such as the 

Conversation Cards and tote bags, those materials need to be ordered for delivery to you before you 

commence work with your families. You will have been informed about the ordering procedure at 

your training program.  

 

The ‘Session Sequence for Stand-Alone Home coaching’ table (Section 8, page 115) indicates the 

order of topics introduced and the Schedule of Parent Resources – Home coaching table (page 116) 

shows what parent materials you will need in the session. 

 

 

 

http://www.smalltalk.net.au/
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INTRODUCING STRATEGIES TO PARENTS  

 

HOME VISITOR/FACILITATOR ROLE 

Your role in the delivery of smalltalk is not to be the content ‘expert’, but rather, to act as a partner 

in the learning experience alongside the parents. You should never tell parents what to do, your task 

is to assist them to come up with their own solutions.  

 

A Home coach’s tasks include:  

• managing the session timing  

• introducing the parent resources for the session  

• encouraging and taking active part in discussions  

• supporting the parent to identify their strengths (i.e., what they are doing already and what 

is working well)  

• encouraging parents to practise the strategies in the sessions and between sessions  

• reviewing with parents their between session practice  

• promoting parents’ positive self-feedback (See Section 2 for more information on working 

with parents).  

• assisting parents with their action plan.  

 

ABOUT THE VIDEO DEMONSTRATION CLIPS 

The video demonstration clips are designed to provide parents with a visual example of how other 

parents use the strategies presented within smalltalk. The video clips are used to help generate ideas 

for the parents about how they might use these ideas and approach within their family. They also 

provide you with an opportunity to engage the parent is a practical discussion of the strategies.  

 

The parents and children in the video clips are real families and for most scenes we asked them to 

interact with their children as they normally do. Like most parents, these parents do a great job. In 

the last session we have what we call ‘Opportunities to do more’. For these scenes we asked some 

parents to do less than what they would normally do. This is so parents viewing the scenes can 

consolidate their learning by making positive suggestions in discussion with you during the session.  

 

When viewing any of the scenes in the clips, it is important to discourage negative statements about 

what the parents are doing. If the parents you are viewing with want to critically evaluate what they 

are seeing, ask them to consider the question, “What else could the parent have done?” or “What is 

the missed opportunity here?”  
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PHASE 1 – INTRODUCING THE DAY’S SESSION  

All sessions will follow the structure as outlined in the ‘Session Structure for Stand-alone Home 

coaching’ table (page 114). The first session is different to the subsequent sessions as it is an 

introductory session to smalltalk.  

 

 STARTING THE FIRST SESSION 

In the first session, you will describe the way your home coaching works. It is important to ask the 

parents their views on this, answer questions and address any concerns. You will introduce materials 

such as using the My Action Plan booklet, Getting to Know Your Child, complete a Family Map and 

talk about Routines. This session is an opportunity to build rapport with families. You may choose to 

use the Home coaching Introductory video clip to assist you with getting through some of the 

content of this introductory session.  

 

The first session is a chance for you and the family to get to know one another and to discuss the 

program’s aims and how the sessions will be run. You may not need all the resources and discussion 

in this session if you already have an established relationship with the family.  

 

At times, the first session might be part of another visit that you have scheduled with the family. It 

will be helpful to speak to your supervisor or manager about what program activities and information 

to include in the first session, particularly if you have an established relationship with the family. 

However, there are aspects of the introductory session that will need to be discussed with the family, 

such as filming the parent’s practice of the skills you’ll be introducing them to and introducing other 

smalltalk-specific resources. 

 

It is worth reviewing the resources to check which will be needed for the session. For example, you 

may have a current eco-map or genogram of the family. However, this might not contain all the 

information that the smalltalk Family Map activity is designed to collect and review, such as where 

the family gets their informational, practical and emotional support. 

 

As mentioned, you will also introduce the idea of filmed practice to the family. The purpose of filming 

the parent’s practice of the skills they’ve been introduced to, is to help facilitate their self-review. 

There are also example video clips in the restricted Provider area of the smalltalk website 

(www.smalltalk.net.au) that provide suggestions for how to introduce this to parents. 

 

USING ‘MY ACTION PLAN’  

My Action Plan is a tool for parents to record what they have decided to practise at home between 

their sessions with you. Ask the parent how they would like to use the plan and who will write down 

the parents’ ideas. Some parents might prefer you to do this, however, all the ideas should be the 

parents’ not yours.  

http://www.smalltalk.net.au/
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At the beginning of each session after the first session, it is a good idea to review the family’s Action 

Plan together to prompt discussion about what has happened since the previous session.  

 

AFTER THE FIRST SESSION 

Now you have established how the sessions run with the family, it is important to follow the phases 

in the ‘Session Structure’ (page 114). 

 

Each session can start with a brief chat about how the family is going, introducing the topic of today’s 

session, and after Session 2, checking in on the parent’s practice between visits. You may also want 

to use this time to encourage the parent to set their child up in an engaging activity so you and the 

parent can have some time for your discussions without being interrupted or distracted. However, if 

the child wants to sit with you and listen, that is ok too. 

 

PHASE 2 – SMALLTALK CONVERSATIONS 

 

SESSIONS 2-8: HOW TO USE THE SMALLTALK MATERIALS AND RESOURCES  

As presented in the ‘Session Sequence’ (page 115), you can see that in Sessions 2 through 8, you will 

present the parent with a specific smalltalk topic. Once you’ve gone through the introductory, 

settling stage of the session, you can then begin introducing this session’s smalltalk content. You may 

choose to give the family the relevant Conversation Card for this session’s topic.  

 

Use the Conversation Cards and tipsheets to start the discussion. You may choose to use the 

following process for doing this.  

1. Give the parent(s) the conversation card and ask them what they think is meant by ....... 

(name of strategy, e.g., Tuning In).  

2. Encourage them to look at the speech bubbles on the card and engage them in discussion 

about what they might mean. Think of an example, or ask the parents to think of an example, 

to illustrate what is meant  

3. Discuss the scenario presented in the picture on the card. For example, you might ask, “Why 

is the parent saying/doing this?” and “How do you think the child might react or respond?” 

or, “How would the child learn from this?”  

4. Encourage parents to talk about their experience – how they are already using the strategy, 

or what they would like to do  

5. Discuss with parents what they might like to try using 

6. Introduce the Opportunity sheet. You might notice that you have already discussed with the 

parent many of the opportunities on the list. Ask the parent if they would like to fill in (or 

have you fill in) the section on trying the strategies 

7. Tell them you’ll be interested to hear how it goes and will ask them to let you know at the 

next session.  
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WATCHING THE DEMONSTRATION VIDEO CLIPS 

After you have had a conversation about the smalltalk topic, you can play the relevant smalltalk 

demonstration video. This would be a good time to engage the parent in a conversation about what 

they noticed. Some questions you can ask could include: 

Warm and gentle 

• Can you think of a time or situation with your child when you’ve used this approach?  

• What did you do and how did your child react?  

• Are there times when your child is behaving well, how would a warm and gentle approach 

work then? What could you do to be warm and gentle at that time? 

• What about a time when things weren’t going so well, how do you think using this approach 

might work?  

• Can you think of some things you could do to stay calm? 

Tuning in 

• How does the mum in the clip tune in to her child? What does she say or do? 

• How does she work out what her daughter wants? 

Following your child’s lead 

• What is the child interested in these examples and what do the mothers do?  

• How do each of them follow their child’s lead? 

• Who decides what they will do? 

• Can you remember a time when you followed your child’s lead? What did you do, and what 

was your child’s reaction? 

Listening and talking more 

• Why do you think this is a good example of the mother and child having a conversation? 

• How are mum and the little girl listening and talking to each other? What are they doing that 

shows this? 

• How do we know they are listening to each other? 

Teachable moments 

• Why do you think this is an example of a teachable moment? 

• What are the parents doing in these clip that are helping their children to learn? 

• What sorts of things are the children in these examples learning? 

• Do you have any of your own examples where you’ve done this with your children? For 

example, when you’ve noticed that your child was interested in something and used that 

time to help them learn something? 

Reading 

• How were the parents in the clips reading with their children? What were they using to ‘read’ 

to their child? 

• What else were they doing, besides ‘reading’? How was the way they were sitting helping the 

child to get involved in the reading? 
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• How did the children react and respond? 

• What could you use to read to your child? 

• Who else might be able to help or get involved in reading with your child? 

Watching TV/using digital media 

• How does the parent get their child involved in the program? 

 

Now you’re ready for parents to practise the strategy with their child. 

 

PHASE 3 - ENCOURAGING PRACTICE  

 

FILMED PRACTICE AND FEEDBACK  

Research shows that live practice with an opportunity for focused feedback is a powerful way for 

parents to learn or consolidate parenting skills.   

  

Your task is to help parents think of an activity that is suitable for practising the strategy or strategies 

introduced earlier in the session and demonstrated in the video clips. If possible, these should be 

naturally occurring, everyday activities for the child, something that they are likely to cooperate with 

or enjoy. It can help if you prompt the parent to consider the components of the smalltalk strategy 

they are intending to practice during the activity. Assisting the parent with planning to use the 

smalltalk strategy can increase the parent’s likelihood of success.  

 

The filming should only take 30 seconds to a couple of minutes. Then, play the video back to the 

parent, giving them an opportunity to reflect on how it went.   

  

When prompting parents to give themselves feedback, start with asking them what went well. If 

needed, suggest something you observed and ask them to comment on it. Talk about all the things 

that went well before talking about things that did not go well, or missed opportunities. Instead of 

saying “What did you think went wrong?” say, “What would you do differently next time?” or “What 

else could you do if you were doing this again?”  

 

Praise the parents’ effort and willingness to do this task.  

  

INCIDENTAL LEARNING  

As well as the practice tasks suggested as part of the session structure, parents will have many 

opportunities to use the smalltalk strategies at any time during the home visit. One of your key tasks 

is to ‘tune in’ to parent-child interactions. That is, notice those incidental times when parents are 

using the strategies whenever they interact with their child, or have missed an opportunity to use the 
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strategies. An important part of ‘tuning in’ to parents is to help them become aware of what they are 

doing, and prompt them to reflect on how well it went.  

  

PHASE 4 – WRAPPING UP THE SESSION 

 A key feature in delivering smalltalk home coaching sessions is supporting and encouraging parents 

to come up with an idea to practice between your sessions. Again, it is important for the parent to 

come up with an idea that fits their family and household; your role in to help them develop a plan 

for them to achieve their practice. 

You can refer to the Opportunity Sheets or My Action Plan to help come up with ideas for a parent to 

practice. Ask them: 

• What do you plan to do? 

• How are you going to do it? 

• Who else might also be involved? 

• What might get in the way? 

• How will you remember to have a go? 

 

Remember to help the parent come up with an achievable goal or task to practice. Using the 

everyday opportunities in the home or when families are out with their children provide plenty of 

occasions for practicing smalltalk strategies. 

 

Let the parent know that you look forward to hearing how they went on your next visit. You might 

want to ask if the parent would like a text between sessions to prompt them to have a go. 

 

Finish the session by giving the parent general praise, summarising the session’s activities, restating 

the practice goal and setting a time for the next session. 

 

KEEPING TRACK  

 

WHAT DOES THIS MEAN?  

You may wish to record the main points raised in your home session after each session, as session 

notes. This is an aid to your memory about what was discussed and what you might want to follow 

up next time. If you do this, discuss it with the parents first and gain their approval. Also, show them 

what you have written. These notes are for your purposes only and should only be looked at by you 

and the parents.  
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Key messages 

 

• The Home coach is not seen as the content ‘expert’. Parents and Home coach 
access the content together.  

• The Home coach ensures that the session runs smoothly, but the parents are ‘in the 
drivers’ seat’  

• The Home coach identifies areas of parents’ strengths, observes when parents are 
using the strategies and promotes self-reflection.  

• Time spent in preparation before the session, and recording after the session, 
contributes to the success of the session.  
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smalltalk Manual | Section 8: Stand-alone Home coaching Session Guides 112 

 

  



 

smalltalk Manual | Section 8: Stand-alone Home coaching Session Guides 113 

 

CONTENTS | Section 8: Stand-alone Home coaching Session Guides  

 

Section 8: Stand-alone home coaching session guides       114 

Session structure for stand-alone home coaching      114 

Session sequence for stand-alone home coaching       115 

Schedule of parent resources – Home coaching       116 

  

  



 

smalltalk Manual | Section 8: Stand-alone Home coaching Session Guides 114 

 

SETION 8: STAND-ALONE HOME COACHING SESSION GUIDES 

 

SESSION STRUCTURE FOR STAND-ALONE HOME COACHING  

Phase  Activity  
Suggested 

timing 

1  • Social chat 

• Settle child/children in planned activities 

• Introduce topic of today’s session 

• Ask how parent went with previous session’s strategy (after Session 3); 

prompt for self-feedback and provide specific praise.  

10 mins  

2  • Present the relevant ‘Conversation Card’ to introduce the session’s 

smalltalk topic.  

• Engage parents in conversation on their understanding of the topic: 

o What does it mean to them? 

o What it currently looks like in their home 

o How they could enhance it with their child 

• Play the relevant example video segment and prompt the parent to 

reflect on the demonstration of smalltalk provided 

15 mins  

3  • Support the parent to identify how they will practice the smalltalk 

strategy with their child (to be videoed) 

• Prompt the parent to consider what they will do to ensure they 

demonstrate the strategy components 

• Video the parent’s practice of the strategy with the child 

• Facilitate the parent’s review of their practice 

• Summarise the positives and praise the parent for their practise 

• If relevant, identify some goals for improvement in future use  

10 mins  

4 • Encourage the parent to set a goal for practice of strategy between 

sessions 

• Encourage the completion of the ‘My Action Plan’ if wanted 

• Review the session’s activities and re-affirm practice goal 

• Agree on a time for next session 

• Ask parent how they plan to ‘look after themselves’ this week 

10 mins 
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SESSION SEQUENCE FOR STAND-ALONE HOME COACHING  

Session  Session Topic  
(smalltalk content) 

Content delivered (and resources) 

1 Introduction Overview of how the smalltalk home support sessions will 
be delivered by the facilitator. 
 
Introductory session video clip: 

o Getting to know you and your family, Family map, 
My Action Plan 

o Discussing how we will work together 
o Routines 
o Introduction to filming practice to enhance self-

feedback. 
 

2 Warm and Gentle ‘Warm and gentle’ conversation card and video. 

Play (Raising Children Network resources, Stimulating 
Environment discussion). 

3 Tuning in ‘Tuning in’ conversation card and video 

Opportunity sheet 

Looking after yourself (Parent tipsheets - could be 
delivered in any session as needed). 

4 Following your child’s lead ‘Following your child’s lead’ conversation card and video 

Opportunity sheet 

5 Listening and talking more ‘Listening and talking more’ conversation card and video 

Opportunity sheet 

6 Teachable moments ‘Teachable moments’ conversation card and video 

Opportunity sheet 

7 Reading ‘Reading’; ‘Reading with your child’; ‘Words are 
everywhere’ conversation cards and video 

Parent tipsheets 

8 Watching TV/media together ‘Watching TV together’ conversation card and video 

Screen time (Raising Children Network resources) 

9 Missed opportunities 

Summary and planning for 
sustaining 

Missed opportunities video.  

My Action Plan 

10 Looking after yourself Could be presented as an additional session if not as part 
of previous session 
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SCHEDULE OF PARENT RESOURCES - HOME COACHING  

  

The following table presents the materials used in the Home coaching sessions  

 

Home Session  Home coaching Resources  

Every session  Video demonstration clips 

My Action Plan  

1st session  Getting to Know You  

Family Map  

As needed  Opportunity Sheets  

Smalltalk Parent tipsheets  

Raising Children Network tipsheets  

Wide Awake Parenting tipsheets  

 

 



 

smalltalk Manual | Facilitator Resources 117 

 

 

 

FACILITATOR MANUAL 
 

 

Facilitator Resources 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

smalltalk Manual | Facilitator Resources 118 

 

  



 

smalltalk Manual | Facilitator Resources 119 

 

CONTENTS | Facilitator Resources  

 

Facilitator guides          121 

Getting to know your child         135 

Family map           137 



 

smalltalk Manual | Facilitator Resources 120 

 

 
 



 

smalltalk Manual | Facilitator Resources 121 

 

 



 

smalltalk Manual | Facilitator Resources 122 

 

 



 

smalltalk Manual | Facilitator Resources 123 

 

  



 

smalltalk Manual | Facilitator Resources 124 

 

  



 

smalltalk Manual | Facilitator Resources 125 

 



 

smalltalk Manual | Facilitator Resources 126 

 

  



 

smalltalk Manual | Facilitator Resources 127 

 



 

smalltalk Manual | Facilitator Resources 128 

 

  



 

smalltalk Manual | Facilitator Resources 129 

 

  



 

smalltalk Manual | Facilitator Resources 130 

 

  



 

smalltalk Manual | Facilitator Resources 131 

 

  



 

smalltalk Manual | Facilitator Resources 132 

 

  



 

smalltalk Manual | Facilitator Resources 133 

 

  



 

smalltalk Manual | Facilitator Resources 134 

 

  



 

smalltalk Manual | Facilitator Resources 135 

 

  



 

smalltalk Manual | Facilitator Resources 136 

 

  



 

smalltalk Manual | Facilitator Resources 137 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Family Map worksheet 
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Parent tip sheets – Wide Awake Parenting       169 

Parent tip sheets – Raising Children Network       183 

My Action Plan           235 
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ACCESSING PARENT MATERIALS  

 
This section is a reference copy of the material available to share and use with parents as part of 

their experience of smalltalk  

 

Please do not photocopy these. All these documents are available free for download from the 

smalltalk website (www.smalltalk.net.au) You will need access to the restricted ‘Provider’ are of the 

site to download them. You will have been given your login details directly following your 

participation in the smalltalk training. If you don’t have your login, please contact us at 

smalltalk@paretingrc.org.au.  

 

Raising Children Network (RCN) resources: RCN continuously review and update their resources, so 

we recommend going to www.raisingchildren.net.au to access the latest version of these materials 

and other relevant resources. 

 

As mentioned at your training program, some program material, such as the Conversation Cards 

and tote bags are only available from the Parenting Research Centre. Instructions for ordering 

these materials is in the ‘Order Resources’ tab in the Provider area of the smalltalk website.   

http://www.smalltalk.net.au/
mailto:smalltalk@paretingrc.org.au
http://www.raisingchildren.net.au/
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Parent tipsheets (Raising Children Network) 
 
When accessing this manual electronically, click on the title and this will take you to the raising 
children network website 
 
 
Anger and anger management for parents 
Communicating well with children 
Healthy screen time and quality media choices 2-5. 
Language development in children: 0-8 years 
Imagining Creating and play: toddlers 
Services and support: an overview 
Screen Time 
Stress and stress management: grown ups 
Toddlers at Play 
Victoria services 
 
 
  

http://raisingchildren.net.au/articles/anger_management.html
https://raisingchildren.net.au/toddlers/connecting-communicating/communicating/communicating-well-with-children
https://raisingchildren.net.au/preschoolers/play-learning/screen-time-healthy-screen-use/healthy-screen-time-2-5-years
https://raisingchildren.net.au/toddlers/development/language-development/language-development-0-8
http://raisingchildren.net.au/articles/toddler_imagination_creative_play_activities.html/context/1971
http://raisingchildren.net.au/articles/grownups_services_and_support_nutshell.html
https://raisingchildren.net.au/preschoolers/play-learning/screen-time-healthy-screen-use/screen-time
http://raisingchildren.net.au/articles/stress_management.html/context/2055
http://raisingchildren.net.au/articles/toddler_play_ideas_and_games.html
https://raisingchildren.net.au/grown-ups/services-support/local-services/vic-services
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