
 



Fun and Learning for Parents and Children: An
Activities Handbook
eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/parenting/article/fun-learning-parents-children-activities-handbook

Children are learning all the time. Parents will find this booklet helpful with great activities to share
with their children. The booklet contains fun activities for parents and children to do together at home,
away from home, indoors, and outdoors.

Introduction
Welcome to Fun and Learning for Parents and Children! This booklet contains fun activities for you
and your children. It is a collection of things to do that can be part of your family's everyday life in each
room of your home, outdoors, and away from home. Just because an activity is described in one room of
your home does not mean that it could not be done somewhere else. Many of the ideas in this booklet
might be routines you are doing already. If there are some new ideas, we hope you will use them. The
more you enjoy playing with your children, the more they may be able to learn. Your children's abilities
to learn many skills in the early years will depend on their stages of development and their individual
interests. In addition, their learning will depend on the opportunities and support that the family offers
them at home and in their surroundings. Here are a few helpful hints to assist you in planning and doing
the activities with your children.

Establish some rules with your children and be consistent about enforcing them. Set limits and be
prepared to have them tested!
Use eye contact and reasoning to relate positively to your children.
Give detailed explanations to questions and explain the meanings of new words when you're
playing with young children.
Assigning a few simple household chores helps your children learn to follow directions.
Outdoor activities will give your children a chance to use some energy and stay healthy!
It is also important to praise your children for their positive behaviors and let them know they are
loved.

Children are learning all the time, especially when they are playing. Learning for children is fun.
Learning and playing with your children can also be fun for you. You will find that your child is curious
and eager to talk and play with you.

We hope you will find this booklet helpful and that you will share these activities often with your
children. To help you think about the activities, we've included some questions at the end of this
booklet.

Together-Time Activities

In a Kitchen
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In the kitchen, you and your children can do many things
together: put away groceries, prepare meals and snacks, set
the table. Every family member can have a job to do! Your
children will feel good about their successes as they use
their large and small muscles and look for shapes and
colors. Be sure the kitchen is a safe place. Keep sharp
objects out of reach. Remind your children about family
rules in the kitchen.

Help your children become aware of differences in foods.

Talk with your children about the size, taste texture, and color of foods. Help them to recognize
the differences between rough and smooth surfaces, salty or sweet tastes, and the odors of certain
foods.
Ask them to talk about changes in foods as you cook them ("How did it look when it was raw?...
when we started to cook it?... how does it look now?"). Help your children to compare the before
and after.
Talk with your children about any foods that have special meaning to your family.

Look for shapes or colors around the kitchen in and on the cabinets, refrigerator and stove.

Ask your children to find circles, triangles, or squares.
Play the game, "I see something you don't see and the color (or the shape) IS... " Your children
can name the items or foods that are in the kitchen and that fit the description until they get to the
item you have in mind.

Set the table with your children.

Ask your children to make sure there is one plate,
one glass, and so on, for each person.
Talk about how to handle the dishes and silverware,
so they stay clean and unbroken.

Involve your children in meal preparation.

All family members preparing food need to wash
their hands before handling food.
Measure with cups, tablespoons, and teaspoons. Ask
your children to guess how many tablespoons make
a cup of water. Then, help them check it out!
Let your children pour water with spoons, cups, and pitchers.
Involve your children in making part of a meal or a snack.
Talk about opposites big and small, hard and soft.

Sort and name foods after a trip to the grocery store.

Let your children name each food, or ask them to tell you something about each food, as you take
it out of the bag.
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As you sort the groceries, ask your children to put
together all the foods that are the same: fresh
vegetables in one place, boxes in another place.
Talk with your children about the sizes of cans as you
put them away—tall and short, wide and narrow.

Name kitchen appliances and their uses.

Ask your children what the toaster is for, what the
oven does. Give safety tips for the use of each
appliance, and talk about who can turn them on and
off.
Ask about other ways to toast bread, heat the leftovers. The answers might be very creative!

Let your children help clean up the kitchen.

Ask them to sort eating and cooking utensils by type
or use.
Let them wipe the table after meals. Encourage them
to wipe the table from left to right and collect all the
crumbs in one corner.

In a Living Room

The living room can be the place for both quiet and noisy
activities. Your children will develop their social skills by
learning how to be by themselves or how to be a part of the
family group. Tell your child which items in the room are on the "Do Not Touch" list. These are
activities to build both large and small muscles. The living room is a busy place!

Talk about sounds.

Ask your children to point to the direction of the sound and describe it.
Ask you children to tell you about all the things that make loud or soft sounds such as the TV, the
radio.
Sing songs together: old favorites, nursery rhymes. Use a wooden spoon or thick stick as
microphone.

Talk about:

The names of all the furniture in the room, such as the lamp, table, and couch.
Family stories about the children's grandparents, family histories and when your children were
babies.
The things your children make.
Your children's favorite TV shows.
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Develop your children's big muscles.

Encourage your children to help with household
jobs: watering plants, sweeping, dusting,
vacuuming.
You and the children can imitate characters from a
story or a TV show.
Act out what these persons do. Help your children to
find things around the house for dress-up or to add
to the make-believe!
Turn on music and march around the house. Or, if
your family likes to dance, turn on music and have
fun!

Read to your children each day.

Give your children a chance to imitate reading to you from magazines, books, and newspapers.
Have a special place for books and magazines.
Make a "booklet" with your children by helping them cut out magazine pictures and paste them on
paper--a "house book" or "animal book." Use other suggestions from your children.
Ask an older child or other family member to read to a younger child and to you.

Talk about what it means to be a family member.

Ask your children to name the members of your
family and draw pictures.
Discuss how members of the family help each other.
Invite some older family members to tell stories.
You may wish to write a story about your family or
write down stories your children tell you about the
family.

Let your children know that they are an important part of
the family.

Give your children a place to store their special treasures.
Find a place to display your children's "work," such as hanging their artwork on the wall or a
door.

In a Bedroom

The bedroom can be a special place to play alone or to share
some special, private time with your child. You and your
children can read stories and talk about almost anything! Your
children will learn a lot of self-help skills in the bedroom.
They will be very proud of their new abilities.

Read to your children daily.

Tell a story or read a book to your children at bedtime.
After you've finished reading, ask your children to tell
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you all they remember about the story.
Encourage your children to make up and tell stories or repeat a story you have read.

Let your children know that books are special.

Make a library shelf or book area with your children.
Use different print materials often: borrowing from
the library, making homemade books, and looking
at junk mail, greeting cards, newspapers, or
magazines.

Talk about clothing.

Help your children describe pieces of clothing.
Talk about the front and back, top and bottom of
shirts, pants, skirts, dresses.
Let your children select the clothes they wear for
daytime, for sleeping.
Encourage your children to dress themselves and
their dolls or their stuffed animals.

Have special places for storage.

Help children put toys away by shape or color, or by use for drawing, for building, for cuddling,
for pushing.

Encourage your children to think, imagine, and be
creative.

Ask questions that have many answers, rather than
questions that have right or wrong answers, such as
"Where do you think birds sleep? How do you think
a rainbow gets in the sky? Where do you think the
water goes after it goes down the drain?"
Ask your children to act out a story you've read to
them.

Sort and match clothes.

Ask your children to sort and stack their laundry by putting all like things together such as
underwear in one pile, socks in another.
Let them sort clothes by "owner" (my shirts, Dad's shirts).
Ask your children to match a shoe with a shoe, a sock with a sock.
Give your children a limited choice of what to wear. Ask them why they chose the clothes they
did.

In a Bathroom

The bathroom is a great place for children to learn hygiene and practice using their muscles by brushing
their teeth and combing their hair. While they're taking a bath, they can learn math and science
concepts, such as sinking and floating, full and empty. Safety tip: Always stay with your children when
they're in the bathroom! Put red duct tape on all hot water faucets for safety.
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Use mirrors to name body parts.

Make faces in the mirror with your children—move
your tongue, make a kiss, wiggle your nose.
Talk with your children about all of the things they can
do with their eyes—blink, stare, wink.

Look for ways to use different senses in the bathroom.

Feel and talk about different textures-- soft cotton, hard
soap, smooth wall, slippery sink.
Smell different things—toothpaste, soap.

Let your children play with different things while taking a
bath.

Help your children collect and save things to play with in the bathtub, such as plastic containers,
sponges, cartons, and corks.
Help your children notice which things sink and float.

Practice helping skills with your children.

Encourage your children to wash their hands and face, brush their teeth, and comb their hair.
Talk about health and hygiene such as why we wash our hands and face, brush our teeth.

Practice health and safety habits in the bathroom with your
children.

Let your children practice pouring, washing, wiping
up.
Talk about do's and dont's such as turning on the
cold water first. Tell them what they can touch in
the bathroom.
Let your children make "warm" water: turning on
the cold water first and adding very little hot to
prevent burns.

Talk with your children about how it feels to "grow."

Hang a growth chart on a door and keep track of their height and weight. Show them how they are
growing.
Ask them what they can do now that they couldn't do when they were younger and smaller.

Talk with your children about opposites in the bathtub.

Encourage them to pour water into and out of containers, making them full, making them empty.
Discover things that are hard and soft, warm and cold, wet and dry.

In the Surprise Drawer
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Every family probably has a surprise drawer—the one
drawer where all the odds and ends are put. When the
surprise drawer is for children, it should be in a safe and
accessible location, such as a bottom drawer. This drawer
(or a surprise box) can be a treasure chest! It can be a
special treat for a rainy day. Make sure all the items are
safe before you give them to your children.

Explore the surprise drawer.

Ask your children to put all the like things together,
such as corks or rubber bands.
Ask your children about the uses of the items in the
drawers.
Your children can draw around some of the items to
make pictures with the shapes.

Play guessing games with things from the surprise drawer.

Hide things in your hands ("What do you think I'm holding in my right hand?").
Let your children guess amounts ("Will all these corks fit in the cup, or will we need the large
bowl?").

Talk about the contents.

Help your children name all the items in the surprise
drawer.
Talk about the sizes, shapes, and colors of the items.
Ask your children about the "feel" of the items—
rough or smooth, slippery or sticky, hard or soft.

Create a surprise. Is there anything your children can make
from any items in the drawer?

What about making a collage picture or sculpture with some of the leftover items?
Let your children surprise you with their own creations.
Make a mobile by hanging some items from a coat hanger. Place the mobile outside on a tree
limb.

Remember pick-up time!

Using margarine tubs or other small containers, ask your
children to clean out, sort, and put back the contents of
the drawer.

If your children are preschoolers, let them add to the collections
from "junk" you don't want anymore.

Corks
Coffee scoops
Plastic bottle caps
Twine
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Ribbon
Pads of paper
Buttons
Greeting cards
Straws
Markers
Tapes
Rubber bands

Outside the Home

The outdoors! Children should go outdoors every day for exercise,
fresh air, and fun. You and your children will have greater freedom
outdoors to jump, hop, swing, look, and listen. Let your children
make noise! Remind them about any rules you have for playing
outside.

Talk about all the things you and your children see in the sky, near
the house or apartment

Colors
Bright sun
Moon
Neighbors
Cars
Shapes
Dark clouds
Stars
Snow
Houses

Help your children find animals and insects.

Tell your children the names of the animals and
insects they see and hear.
Ask your children where they think the animals live,
how the insects build their homes, where they get
their food.

Help your children dig and plant a garden.

Talk about each tool you are using and what it does.
Look at seed packages and vegetables in the grocery store. Then, decide what to plant: radishes,
carrots, and other things that grow fast and that you and your child like are best.
Remind your children to water the growing plants.

Look up toward the sky at different times of the day with your children.

Talk about the ways that trees bend and what the clouds look like.
Look for changes over time—how are the leaves different in the fall from the spring? Are there
more or less birds in the sky now than there were last month?
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Listen for sounds outside.

Ask your children to talk about the sounds they hear
and where they might be coming from.
Ask them to name sounds that are the same as inside
sounds, different from inside sounds.

Encourage your children to describe all the things they feel
or experience.

Rough trees
Blowing wind
Slippery mud
Smooth stones
Warm air
Cold rain

Exploring Your Community

There are many fun places to go in your community. Before
you take a trip, talk with your children about what you will
see and do. Name the things and people you will look for,
such as flowers, animals, fire fighters, or bus riders in the
place you are visiting. Talk with your children about your
safety rules so that the trip will be pleasant and safe, such as
"I want you to hold my hand."

To a park

Point out special things in the park: a family having a
picnic, the gardens, the pathways.
While walking around the park, ask your children to
walk fast, walk slow, or run safely.
Play games with your children (that have no "losers").

To the library

Get your own library card to borrow books.
Ask your children to select three or four books, records or tapes to check out and take home.
Remind your children about being quiet at the library.

To the fire station

Call ahead about coming for a visit.
Talk about fire safety rules for your home and what
your children would do if there was a fire.
Try on different pieces of the fire fighter's uniform.
Ask your children what they think each article of
clothing is for, what they think the equipment does.

To the train and/or bus station
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Talk about where the bus or train might be going.
Make up a story about where you would go on the bus or train. What would you do when you got
there?
Ask your children to tell you what they would do while on the bus or train.

To the grocery store

Discuss each food item as you put it in the cart: its
size, shape, color, and texture.
Ask your children to name their favorite foods and
then name one of yours.
To keep your children occupied in line, ask questions
that have no right or wrong answers, such as: Let's
pretend we are having a supper party and you get to
choose the menu. "What would you like to serve?"

To the laundromat

While waiting for the laundry, keep your children
occupied by asking questions that encourage creative
thinking.
Ask them to describe how the clothes get clean when you wash them.
Ask how you could wash the clothes if you didn't have a washing machine.

To a festival and other community event

Check the listings in the newspaper for local events or listen to the radio for announcements.
Talk about the event before you go.
Try a special new snack as a treat.
Ask your children to name the two best parts of the event.

On a scavenger hunt

Decide with your children what you'll look for on the hunt.
Use paper bags for collections.
Talk about what is safe to touch and what is not.
Make up a story about the items you collected.

Things You Can Do After the Trip

Talk with your children about what you saw, heard, touched, or smelled.
Make a booklet about the trip with your children. Have them tell you a story about the trip as you
write it down.
If you take pictures during the trip, put them in a booklet you make or in a photo album.
Ask your children to add pictures to a "trip book." Let them cut pictures from magazines of things
they saw on their trip.
Make a collage with your children. Use things found during your walk—moss, stones, leaves.
Get books from the library about where you went.

Things to Think About
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Were the activities you selected fun for you and your
family? As you do the activities, they will encourage and
help children to learn. They should be fun and offer
opportunities for your family to spend meaningful time
together. As you remember these activities and plan for
the future with your children, it might help you to think
about the following:

Did your children enjoy the activity?
Which activity did your children enjoy the most?
The least?
Which child enjoyed which activity? Why do you
think that's so?
Which activity seemed too hard? How could you
make it easier so that your children can succeed?
Which activity seemed to be too easy? How could you make it harder so that your children have a
challenge?
Which activity was "just right?" When can you do it again?
How can you stretch your children's imaginations when you do this or a similar activity?
What did you learn about your children?
Ask your children to respond to "What...If" questions related to the activity, such as "What would
you have to eat if you lived on the moon?" Or, "What would you do if you worked in this place?"
What activity can you plan to give your child time to play quietly by himself or herself? Will it
help to develop his or her creativity?
How did you praise your children for trying a new activity and for their positive behaviors? What
other ways can you use to encourage them?
What other ideas do you have? What ideas can your children suggest?

Illustrations Copyright © 1992 by Joseph Azar

Last Updated: July 12, 2018
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You’ll know the practice is working when… 
• Your child stays involved for longer periods of time in 

activities at home and in the community 
• Your child does new things while involved in home and 

community activities  
• Your child is more able to do things without help while 

participating in activities at home and in the community 

This practice guide is based upon the following DEC 
Recommended Practices: Instruction 1, 2, 4, 5, 6 
The DEC Recommended Practices are available at 
http://dec-sped.org/recommendedpractices  

Access this practice guide and other products at 
http://ectacenter.org/decrp  
Copyright © 2018 ECTA Center 

 

 
INSTRUCTION Family Practice Guide 3 of 4 

Encouraging Child Learning in Everyday Activities
 

Intentionally including, or “embedding,” learning opportunities in everyday activities at home or in your community is one way you 
can help your child learn new things. Embedding learning opportunities in everyday activities involves identifying what you want 
your child to learn, selecting the everyday activities that provide opportunities to learn things, and using brief “teaching” sessions 
with your child to help him or her become a more capable participant in his or her daily life. 

Watch a video of this guide 

Planning and Using Embedded Learning Opportunities 
• Start by watching your child while he is involved in activities 

at home or in your community. Notice the things he already 
does when involved in the activities and think about what 
new behavior would be useful for doing things without help 
in the activities. Choose things your child could learn that 
would help him participate better in everyday activities. 

• Think about the activities and routines you and your child do 
at home (e.g., play activities, looking at books, mealtime, 
etc.) and in your community (e.g., running errands, going on 
a walk, etc.). Identify the activities that naturally would 
provide opportunities for your child to learn new behavior. 
Plan to embed learning opportunities in the activities that 
could be of interest to your child. 

• Give your child plenty of opportunities to be involved in the 
activities you selected. Arrange toys, materials, and other 
things in the activities in ways that would encourage her to 
do the new behavior. For example, putting a favorite toy 
within your child’s sight but slightly out of reach would 
encourage her to do something to request the toy. 

• Pay attention to your child while participating in the 
activities. Help your child stay involved in the activity by 
joining what he is doing and by taking turns with him. When 
your child shows interest in an object or action, help him 
know to use the new behavior. Use a cue like pointing to 
what you want your child to do and asking him to use the 
behavior (e.g., pointing to a picture in a book and naming 
the object in the picture). 

• Help your child be successful doing the new behavior. Show 
her how to do the behavior or physically help her do it. Draw 
your child’s attention to what you want her to do by pointing 
to or tapping an appropriate object. Wait long enough so 
that your child has enough time to try doing the new 
behavior. Give her only as much help as needed. As your 
child learns the behavior, provide less and less help. 

• When your child tries doing the new behavior, respond 
positively to his attempts. Praise your child, let your child 
have the toy or material that is interesting to him, or provide 
for continued participation in the activity. Give your child 
lots of opportunities in different activities throughout the 
day to use the new behavior.  

A Quick Peek 
Nadya had watched her son, Martin, in different activities and had noticed 
that he would look at something he wanted. Nadya knew that this 
behavior meant that Martin wanted the object, but others often didn’t 
know. Nadya thought Martin would have an easier time interacting in 
activities if he could point to an object to indicate that he wanted it. She 
identified activities Martin liked and in which he could have chances to 
point as a way to request something he wanted. During one of his favorite 
activities—finger painting—Nadya placed extra colors of paint on a paper 
in front of him. When Nadya noticed Martin looking at the extra colors, 
she smiled and asked, “What do you want, Martin?” Martin looked at his 
mother, and she pointed to the paint and asked, “More paint?” She held 
Martin’s hand, helped him point to the paint, and said “More paint.” Then 
she put more paint on his paper. Over time, Nadya gradually needed only 
to show him what to do, and then just tell him what to do. Soon, Martin 
not only pointed without help to request paint during finger painting, he 
used pointing during many other activities, as well. 

http://dec-sped.org/recommendedpractices
http://ectacenter.org/decrp
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xlyXZumFXn8&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xlyXZumFXn8&feature=youtu.be


Explore the Senses with a Sensory Table!
It's a place designed for squishing, sifting, sorting, digging and pouring, where
children can get messy, discover, and play freely. It's a sensory table. And almost
every preschool has one. Now you can duplicate this sensory stimulation device at
home, too!

What You Need:

Large, shallow, plastic tub
Table
Bath towel
Rags
Handheld brush and dustpan
Sensory tools outlined below

The following are some great fillers with which to begin:

Water

Add soap to wash plastic dolls or dishes
Add food coloring to experiment with color mixing
Add assorted items to experiment with floating and sinking
Add small plastic or rubber fish and a handheld net

Food

Jell-O
Noodles
Dry instant mashed potatoes
Cornmeal (makes a great sand substitute)

Easter grass with plastic insects and butterflies

Grains

Birdseed
Rice
Cereal
Oatmeal

Office Extras

Shredded paper
Foam packing peanuts
Colored paper clips

 Assorted leaves, twigs, grass, and magnifying glasses 

Household Items

Cotton balls, buttons
Shaving cream (In winter, add trucks to plow snowy roads in the table!) If your child's learning the alphabet, help her  trace letters
in the shaving cream.

Magnets with a random assortment of metal objects to "catch"

What You Do:

1. To duplicate this learning opportunity at home, place a large, shallow plastic tub (the kind meant for storage under beds work
great!) on an existing table, hard-surface floor or outside on the ground.

2. Spread a large bath towel underneath to catch any overflow. Keep rags, a handheld brush and a small dustpan nearby so your
child can clean up as independently as possible.

3. Add whatever equipment your child enjoys from the above list of suggestions. Get creative when adding to it! Even plain, old
plastic cups can be fun.

4. When you have a specific goal in mind, such as helping your child sort different colored buttons, let them play alone first, then
step in later. In most cases, given time to explore independently, a child will discover the concepts you want them to understand.

5. If you want, they can help make lists (for example, of which items sink and which float) or talk to you about thier observations. Or
they can just discover without the need to explain. Let your child explore and get dirty, and above all, have fun!
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Teaching First “Words” 
A Parent and Caregiver Resource 

Parent Home Training Program 

Autism and Other Developmental Disabilities Division 

 

Why Do Some Children with ASD Have Trouble 

Learning to Talk? 

One of the earliest signs of Autism Spectrum Disor-

der (ASD) is a delay in the development of spoken 

words. It is very common for children with ASD to 

have trouble with language and the reasons for 

this are not very well understood. Current re-

search suggests there are different reasons why 

children have trouble learning to talk. Some chil-

dren have difficulty making the motor movements 

needed for speech. Other children have trouble 

with understanding the symbolic nature of lan-

guage (i.e., understanding that words are symbols 

for the things in their environment). Other chil-

dren are learning to talk, but do so in different 

ways such as repeating (echoing) words and 

phrases. We do not yet understand the reasons 

why some children have trouble learning to talk, 

but we do know that there are some very effective 

methods for teaching children to use words.    

 

Do All Children with ASD Learn to Talk? 

We do know that most children with ASD will 

learn to use language, including most of those who 

are late talkers. However, a small percentage of 

children do not learn to talk or only use minimal 

language, even after receiving lots of very good 

language intervention. Unfortunately, we do not 

yet understand why. We cannot reliably predict 

who will acquire language and who will continue 

to have trouble. We do know that getting involved 

in early intervention is the best predictor of 

later language. Even if a child has difficulty 

learning to use speech, all children can learn to 

use some form of communication (such as sign 

language or pictures). We also know that 

learning another form of communication while 

they are young will not interfere with a child’s 

ability to one day talk.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What Are the Best Practice Interventions 

for Language Delays in ASD? 

There is a great deal of research supporting a 

group of language interventions called Natu-

ralistic Teaching Strategies. Parents or clini-

cians can use these strategies. They are among 

the most well supported approaches for help-

ing young children learn first words. The ap-

proach presented in this handout is an exam-

ple of a Naturalistic Teaching Strategy. Best 

practice for addressing early language delays 

involves the use of these strategies in the 

home as well as therapy provided by a Speech-

Language Pathologist or a Board Certified Be-

havior Analyst.  



Note: At times, the first “words” that a child with ASD is taught to 

use are not vocal “words” at all. Instead, they may be a picture ( as 

in the Picture Exchange Communication System known as PECS), 

sign language, use of an iPad, or use of speech generating device. 

There is research to show us that using an augmentative commu-

nication strategy such as these does not prevent a child from 

learning to talk.  In fact, there is now substantial research evi-

dence to suggest that the opposite is true!  

Children with language delays who begin to use another method 

of communication earlier in intervention often learn to talk more 

quickly than children who did not receive exposure to pictures, 

sign language, or a device. This is because we know that working 

any form of communication actually works to strengthen all 

forms of communication. So, if it is hard to prompt the use of ver-

bal speech with your child, a therapist or consultant working with 

your child may recommend beginning to use another form of 

communication.  

Choosing “Words” to Teach 

Selecting the right words to teach is an important first step of intervention. There are a few 

things to consider before selecting the first words to teach.  

 First words should be words that are requests. Choose simple words that your child can 

use to request their very favorite items. These may include favorite foods (e.g., juice, bana-

na, goldfish crackers, pizza bites), favorite activities (e.g., bubbles, television, being spun 

in a circle), or favorite toys (e.g., racing cars, puzzles, trampoline). Teaching a request can 

helps to motivate a child to communicate by connecting words with their purposes. A 

child is more likely to use a word if saying the word leads to getting what they want.   

 First words can also be those that are practiced often throughout the day or used many 

times in a row within a preferred activity. We suggest making a list of all the strong pref-

erences that your child has so that you can consider which ones might be easy to practice 

requesting throughout the day. Some strong preferences are hard to practice throughout 

the day. For one child, taking a bath was a favorite activity and a very strong preference. 

But, getting a bath set up several times a day in order to practice requesting bath time is 

not feasible for most families. Instead, the family selected to teach two other words first. 

They chose the word ‘popcorn’ to request a snack that is easily available, can be given in 

small amounts, and is available throughout the day and the word ‘ring’ to request that 

they family sing the song “Ring Around the Rosie,” which can be requested several times 

in a row.  

 Initially, select only 1-2 words to work on. These should be the only words that you re-

quire communication from the child before they receive access to the item.  Once they 

master those, you can introduce others. 



Teaching Procedure Example Example Example 

Notice or Create       

Motivation 

Sarah is reaching for 

popcorn bowl that is out 

of reach on the table. 

Jacob is playing with a puzzle. 

His younger brother has tak-

en two pieces of the puzzle 

and is playing with them.   

Lucia runs up towards her 

grandmother and grabs 

her hands as though she 

wants to swing.  

Prompt Request 

Her mom prompts her to 

request by saying 

“popcorn”. Sarah repeats 

“popcorn”.  

When Jacob begins to reach 

for the puzzle pieces, his fa-

ther physically prompts 

Jacob’s hand towards his   

picture communication book 

and prompts him to give the 

card to his brother.  

Lucia’s grandmother    

models the sign language 

for “up”. Lucia makes a 

good effort at the sign for 

“up” though the sign she 

makes is not a perfect 

match.  

Give Item/Activity  

Requested and Pro-

vide Praise 

Her mom gives her 5 

pieces of popcorn.  Says 

“Nice job!” 

Jacob’s brother hands him the 

2 pieces of the puzzle. His 

father says, “Great job ask-

ing!” 

Her grandmother says 

“Good try!”, and picks her 

up and swings her around 

2 times.  

Plan for the Next      

Opportunity 

Sarah’s mom leaves the 

popcorn out of her reach 

on the table so that Sa-

rah will continue to be 

motivated to request 

popcorn.  

The next day when Jacob is 

playing with a puzzle, his fa-

ther takes a few of the pieces 

and puts them in a difficult to 

open container so that Jacob 

might be motivated to re-

quest them. 

After she puts Lucia down, 

her grandmother puts her 

hands out to let Lucia 

know that she can ask 

again to swing. 

4-Step Naturalistic Teaching Procedure 

 

1. Notice or Create Motivation: The first teaching step is to make sure there is some motiva-

tion for communication already in place. This is the most natural time to work on communica-

tion, when your child is already motivated for the item or activity that you want them to request. 

The best time to teach a child to request milk is when you see them opening the refrigerator 

looking for milk on their own.  

2. Prompt Request: If your child will attempt to imitate your speech, prompt the child using a 

verbal prompt (e.g., “milk”) to say the word that you are working on. If your child is not yet imi-

tating your verbal language, then use physical prompts to help them use a picture or make a sign 

to communicate.  

3. Immediately Give the Item or Activity: As soon as your child tries  to communicate using 

the target word (e.g., imitated some part of word you are working on; gave you a picture card), 

give the item and praise them for their attempts at using words, or signs or pictures. Initially, re-

inforce all attempts at using the word, sign, or picture by giving the item, even if they do not pro-

nounce the word clearly or the sign in only an approximate.  

4. Plan: Set up the environment for another teaching opportunity. 



For more information about this resource or to inquire about the Parent Home Training  

Program call (505) 272-1852 or 1-800-270-1861.  

Tips for Success 

1. The most important step is to ensure that that there are enough oppor-

tunities to work on requesting throughout the day. A child will be more 

motivated to request when they need help accessing the desired objects. 

Kids who have access to everything in the kitchen are not going to be 

motivated to request food items. Kids who have access to all of their 

toys all the time do not have any reason to request them. To enhance 

motivation for objects, restrict their access while letting a child know 

they are available.  This can be done in many different ways so get crea-

tive (e.g., you can put food and toy items on higher shelves or in difficult 

to open plastic containers). 

2. Always wait for some sort of indicator that your child is truly interested 

in obtaining the object (e.g., tries to open the plastic container, opening 

refrigerator). Then you can hold up the object and give the child a 

prompt to engage in the desired requesting behavior (e.g., say “milk”, 

physical prompt to hand over PECS card, demonstrate milk sign). Try 

not to teach when a child is not showing interest in the item or activity. 

Simply wait for another opportunity when they are motivated.  

3. Create a language rich environment during the rest of the day using the 

“1 UP” rule. The “1 UP” rule states that children learn best when most of 

the language that they hear throughout the day is 1 word longer than 

the language they are producing ton their own. So, for a child who is us-

ing very few words, use single words to comment about things they 

want or see (e.g., dog, music, ball). Once a child is beginning to use one 

word, move up to using 2 words (e.g., brown dog, loud music, big ball).  

Some Useful Resources on Early Language Development 

More Than Words by Fern Sussman 

A Picture's Worth: PECS and Other Visual Communication Strategies in Autism                                   
by Andy Bondy & Lori Frost  

The Verbal Behavior Approach: How to Teach Children With Autism and Related Disorders           
by Mary Barbera & Tracy Rasmussen   

Jumpstarting Communication Skills in Children with Autism: A Parents' Guide to Applied    

Verbal Behavior by Mary Jane Weiss & Valbona Demiri 
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