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Good morning everybody.  This is Dr. Greenspan.  We’re beginning our Web-based Radio Show.  Today’s topic is becoming a great communicator; or communication.  I want to first apologize that we are starting a little late today.  We had some “technical difficulties” which apparently is not extremely unusual for this new technology of Web-based radio broadcasts.  So I apologize, but I anticipate that there will be other times that we may be starting a bit late.  As you know, these shows are archived, so those who are on a tight schedule can always listen to this later in the day and those who are hanging in there and are with us this morning and were able to wait the extra 15 minutes that we are starting late, I appreciate that.  We’ll try to get the technology working more and more smoothly.  But when this happens, please be reassured that the shows will always come on, sometimes a few minutes late, and will always be archived so you can listen to them later.  Also, I want to emphasize that we now have the capacity to take your questions live on air in a spontaneous way.  In the earlier times we had to have you email them first, and then give you a specific time to call in because we couldn’t “hold” calls.  Now we can “hold” calls so you can call in anytime and you may have to be patient until we finish the more formal part of the presentation until we go to our questions, but feel free to call in anytime.  Typically the first half hour or so is a more organized talk, and the second half hour are discussions of your questions.  So feel free to email us questions ahead of time so we can pre-select some of them, but also if you are more spontaneous in your orientation and don’t want to do that, feel free just to call in on the spur of the moment and we’ll be happy to take your calls.  
Now, as I mentioned, today’s topic is communication and becoming a great communicator.  Communication involves many different elements, as you might imagine.  We usually think of communication as speech and being able to talk.  Certainly, children with special needs often have a difficult time learning to speak.  But more broadly, they may have a harder time learning to communicate which is more involved than just talking.  We know, for example, that many children can memorize a script or memorize a few words and that’s not necessarily full communication.  So when we talk about being a great communicator, we’re talking about full and complete communication.  Now we know what communication is when we see an adult who is a “great communicator,” what do we usually mean by this?  We mean that this is an adult who can understand other people, read the subtleties and nuances of what they are saying, who can articulate their own thoughts and feelings and ideas and visions well, and can talk to individuals and talk to groups, can have intimate back-and-forth conversations with loved ones, can have business negotiations, can have professional conversations, can negotiate in work situations – communication means being able to exchange information, both nonverbally through gestures and verbally in a variety of contexts.  It can also mean, for some individuals, exchanging information without words through pictures or through various sign systems or through various symbol systems or with electronic support.  Communication can occur in a variety of ways and we’ll talk about all these ways of communicating today with a focus on verbal communication as a centerpiece.  But we should realize that communication is broader than just using words.  
Now what does communication involve?  Communication involves many different elements, as we mentioned before.  To communicate, you have to be able to understand other people’s ideas because communication is two-way, it’s not just talking at people, it’s talking with people.  So we have to be able to understand simple ideas like, “Johnny, will you put away your socks and shoes?” and it has to be complex ideas like, “Johnny, why do you not want to eat your spinach or your broccoli?”  There, asking Johnny “why” is much more complex than just asking him to put away his shoes.  It has to involve little Johnny being able to respond back.  He can shake his head and grimace and indicate he doesn’t like the broccoli and then smile broadly at the cookie and point and indicate through gestures that he loves the cookie.  Or he can use his words and say, “Mommy, I hate broccoli.  It tastes icky, but I love cookies because they taste so much better than the broccoli.”  Either way, he can communication the core notion, obviously we want to encourage our children to be able to use their words.  He could use a picture and show a smiling face and put it next to the cookie and show a frowning, sad face and put it next to the broccoli and communicate the same idea when you ask him why he likes one and not the other.  He can use an electronic symbol board and press the right symbol which will say, “Don’t like that.  I love that.”  So there are many ways that little Johnny can communicate, but they all involve a fundamental process - the ability to take in information from others and the ability to then connect that information to something that we or Johnny communicates back.  So we have the inflow track and the outflow track.  It always involves two levels.  It involves the level of what we call “presymbolic” - that is communication without words or symbols or ideas or pictures, i.e., through gestures, facial expressions, body postures, different emotional expressions, tone of voice, and as indicated, facial expressions, and it involves in addition to this nonverbal or preverbal element, a presymbolic element which is often words, but occasionally pictures or signs or symbol systems.  Even when we are using words, we are often communicating non-verbally.  For example, we may be smiling and saying, “Oh, I love to sit and talk with my teachers” and yet our facial expression can be one of annoyance and disgust and a look of “I can’t wait to get out of here.”  So the nonverbal communication and the verbal communication aren’t always communicating the same things.  Interestingly, the nonverbal tends to be more basic and often more true to our true intent and true communication.  I like to use the example of somebody in a dark alley on a rainy evening who sees a menacing looking stranger walking towards them, and the stranger says, “You can trust me.  I just need to ask you a question.”  I think most of us would trust the menacing look on the stranger’s face and run the other way rather than trust the words of the stranger when he says, “Gee, you can trust me, I just want to ask you a question.”  Again, the preverbal seems to be an evolutionarily earlier and developmentally earlier mechanism.  We certainly see it in children developing much earlier than verbal communication, so the preverbal is well in place by 6, 7, 8 months of life and develops fully until about 18 months of life when words come in stronger and stronger.  Obviously the words, for many children, have begun even before that.  They begin taking over and then they occur side-by-side with the gestures as a full form of communication.
Now there is another element of communication that is very, very important that we often don’t talk enough about.  Communication has to have meaning.  We have to have a sense of intent behind what we communicate.  In other words, how do we know what we want to say?  We don’t stop really for a long time and think to ourselves, “I’m going to say this or that.”  It sort of comes out automatically; it just sort of flows.  We get into a conversation or debate and we are often surprised at what we say.  We are intrigued by what we say.  We are thinking as we are talking.  The process is so fast, we would be hard-pressed to suggest that we think through and anticipate every word we use.  If we did that, it would be a slow, arduous task.  Occasionally we do that in a very serious conversation where we are very concerned about what we are saying, but most of the time, the words just flow and we are thinking and talking right at the same time.  How does that process happen?  How do we communicate so readily and so fast?  How do we put intent or meaning behind our communication?  How do we make our communication creative in the sense that we are saying something more than just something we’ve read?  We all get concerned when children with special needs simply repeat a story that they read in a book or something they have heard on TV.  We want fresh, creative, meaningful communication.  We want things like, “Mommy, I love you” or “Mommy, can I have the juice now?” or “I want to go out and play.”  We want to be able to say, “Why?” and we want the child to be able to say, “Oh, because it’s a beautiful day outside and I’d love to go on the slide” or “My friends are outside, can’t you hear their voices?  I want to go out and play with them.”  That’s what we long for.  If we are in school with the child and we are a teacher, we long for the child answering our questions.  If we ask, “Why did Johnny get mad at his friend, Billy, in the story?” we want him to be able to say, “Because Billy took his favorite toy and that’s why he got angry at him.”  So we want the child to be able to think – think creatively and think meaningfully, and then use words to articulate their thoughts.  
Creativity, meaning, thinking, and communication are all intimately linked together.  How does this process occur?  As we have talked before, the way in which communication becomes meaningful, which is the other critical element of it, is that we invest our gestures – pointing, looking, showing – and our words or symbols with our emotions; with our feelings; with our intent or intentionality.  It is that investment of the symbol or the word or the gestures with our intentions; with our feelings; with our desires; with our wishes that gives it meaning.  In other words, a child knows from just his own gestures and his own feelings inside, that he wants that juice.  He sees the juice, he’s thirsty, he’s hungry, and he wants the juice.  Then that feeling; that desire; that wish finds expression by matching with the word “juice” and he says, “Juice, please” or “Want juice.”  But if he didn’t have the desire; if he didn’t have that feeling, that emotion, that wish, there would be nothing guiding the word.  He might see a picture of juice and say, “juice” in a rote way.  Or he might, again, repeat a TV script just to say something to fill the air, but it wouldn’t be meaningful communication.  The meaning comes from having something to say.  And having something to say, we’re always always.   And I underline the word always relates to some wish or desire intent.  It’s not always need-fulfilling.  It need not always be, “I want juice” or “I want a hug” or “Mommy I love you.”  It could be sharing information.  So if little Johnny is fascinated by the flowers on a nature walk and says, “Mommy, look at the yellow flower!  Isn’t that beautiful?” or “Mommy, I love that smell!” or “Daddy, can we have a big car like that someday?” or “I want that bike” or just saying to a friend, “Hey, did you see that TV show?”  That, too, is fueled by desire.  Those kinds of ordinary comments that characterize adult conversations and childhood conversations, are fueled by desire.  When we say, “Hey, look at that yellow flower,” what is the desire?  The desire is to share our excitement; share our delight; share our curiosity; share our observations with someone else.  That’s why we turn to mommy or to our friend and say something.  When we are hanging out and telling a joke to a friend or even when we are teasing somebody, there is a desire to do that.  We want to put someone else down to make ourselves feel better.  That’s why we tease.  When we share a joke with a friend, we want to share our laughter and our humor or we want to show that we are a funny guy.  But whatever it is, there is always desire or intent behind it, even when answering a question in school.  We are responding to the teacher’s request.  We are showing her we know the answer.  So there is always motivation behind what we say and that motivation, which is part of our emotions, part of our intent, part of our affect, is what gives the words meaning.  Now it is not just in the outflow side, when we express what we say, it is also in the inflow side.  We understand what other people are telling us through our emotions as well.  If someone says something to us, we have to interpret it.  That means we go back into our meaningful experience in life; to interpret what they mean.  Take something real simple.  Mommy says, “Do you want the juice, sweetheart?”  Well, we can be a two year old and we’ve just learned the word “juice” and just learned the word “want.”  How do we know what “want juice” means?  We know it because for about 10 months from let’s say 8 months to 18 months, we have been negotiating with gestures around juice.  We have been pointing to the juice, we have been smiling when mommy gives us the juice, we have been handing the juice back when we are through with it.  So we know all about juice and we know all about wanting juice.  So when mommy finally says to us, “Do you want juice?” with words, we know exactly what she means.  Why?  Because we know all about juice.  Also if mommy says, “Sweetheart, I love you” we know exactly what she means.  We know what love means.  Why?  Because she has been hugging us and kissing us and playing with us, and she has been demonstrating what love is to us since we have been little babies.  So at the levels of gestures or basic interactions without words, we already know all about love.  So when she uses the word “love” we know what it means already.  Now these meanings keep growing as we gain more experience in life.  
But the meanings also always have an emotional component.  We know the world through our senses and one of our critical senses is the emotional feel we have for things.  We talked about that before in terms of the double-coded experience – that every experience is double coded.  We touch a surface and it is hot or cold or smooth or rough but it feels good or feels bad.  It feels nice or it feels icky.  So we always double code our experience in terms of the sensory part of it and the emotional component of it.  That’s the ways we know our world.  
So what we are seeing is that communication involves a preverbal and a verbal symbolic level, it involves many forms of expressing symbols from words to pictures to signs and symbol systems, and it involves two-way back-and-forth and it has to be involved with our emotions to give it meaning in both the taking in side of it and the outflow side of it.  
Now how does this process unfold during the course of development?  That’s the big question.  How does something like language and the ability to speak, develop?  You know, there are many theories about this and a lot of colleagues believe that it’s almost like magic that somehow we have a genetic code that at a certain point in our development just enables us to learn to speak and use language.  Many colleagues have thought that grammar, a very important part of language, is basically innate and all we have to do is have certain stimuli, kind of like certain external environmental events like hearing loss or language press our language button or open up our language modules and, voila, all of a sudden we have language.  Well, many of us, however, especially myself and my colleague Stuart Shanker, who has just written a new book called, The First Idea, how symbols, language, and intelligence evolved from our primate ancestors to modern humans.  I should indicate that this will be available in book stores in mid-August.  We believe that this process is not magical and doesn’t involve simply an unfolding of a genetic potential with some environmental stimulations, but is a developmental process involving nature and nurture working together, but has many steps to it.  We are going to describe these steps right now in terms of the broader concept of communication, and how communication unfolds and how we can promote it in children with special needs as well as all children and how to help even adults become better and better communicators.  We’ll also touch on some basic challenges that children have such as finding the right words to say, word processing challenges.  Or receptive language challenges or expressive language challenges, all of which get in the way, sometimes, of communication.  
Let’s begin at the beginning.  In the first months of life, children are learning to be communicators and it starts with the baby learning to just look and listen and be calm and regulated.  As we talk to our little babies, we are encouraging them to look at our mouths and they are seeing how our tongues are moving, and what do you know?  Many of them are already copying our tongue movements.  If we stick out our tongue at a newborn baby, most babies will stick their tongue back out at us, a kind of almost basic, simple, early form of imitation, way before we see complex social imitation.  But as babies are looking at our interesting mouths as we move back-and-forth and make interesting sounds, they are learning the first steps in communication.  They are often making sounds back at us.  By 4-5 months of age, often even 3 months, we are in synchronous vocal rhythms with our babies.  We are going “mmmmmmm” and we are babbling at them and they are babbling back, but it is in a kind of synchrony of music where we are almost doing it together in simultaneous and it’s almost remarkable that they can respond so quickly to our sounds with their sounds.  But they are doing more than just making sounds.  They are actually practicing movements of the mouth that are making the sounds.  They are looking at us and connecting what the sounds they are making with what they are seeing and how they are moving, and they are getting a picture of us as a little person and we are getting a picture of them as a little person.  All of this while they are learning about the world of sounds.  They are also communicating with gestures, beginning to look and we look, beginning to shift body posture, beginning to show us a lot of different emotional expressions – many of them through their sound systems.  So we are communicating through gestures and they are learning to discriminate, that is distinguish different sounds and make different sounds.  
Then by 7-8 months, we are seeing our baby begin to use gestures, preverbal communication, and sounds – the precursor to words, more intentionally.  There is one sound for “I’m mad” and another sound for “I’m happy” and another sound for “I’m surprised” and another sound for “I’m delighted” and yet another sound for “You better give me that juice right away, I’m getting frustrated.”  All of those are accompanied by facial expressions and different body postures and different ways of using arms and legs.  So communication is getting very purposeful with sounds being the centerpiece.  Now why is the sound system at the centerpiece of the communication when we have so many other ways of communicating like with pointing or with facial expressions?  It’s in part because our tongues and our ability to make sounds are very well developed even early in life and get more developed as we go from 8-10 months to 24 months.  In other words, the tongue is a very, very facile and very, very skilled muscle.  When you think about it, we always focus on our pointer fingers and how good our hands are, and gee, all the things we can do with our fingers.  But when you think about it, you can do many more things with your tongue than you can do with your fingers.  Your tongue is your most skilled muscle in your whole body and has enormous areas of representation in your brain.  In other words, you have a lot of area devoted to the movement of your tongue and the interpretation of sensation from you tongue in your brain, just like you do from the tips of your fingers and other parts of your body.  But your tongue is a cornerstone of your sensory and your motor system.  It’s a wonderful organ, and in human beings it serves many, many different purposes from eating to speaking to all kinds of other interesting purposes.  So it’s a very, very skilled tool that is becoming developed rapidly in that first year.
So we become very good preverbal communicators through a variety of gestures including vocalizations and this becomes more and more purposeful towards the end of the first year of life.  Then as we get into the second year of life, from about 9-10 months to about 18 months, the baby and the emerging child begins interacting and communicating in patterns – taking mommy by the hand and walking to the refrigerator and showing her the food she wants, taking daddy to find the toy and pointing and grimacing and vocalizing and otherwise showing daddy how they want to be picked up to point to that toy and to find that toy.  Now the child’s vocalizations and vocal patterns, as well as their other gestural patterns are having larger meanings.  They are operating through larger packages of intentionality.  The child now has a whole game plan in mind such as getting to that toy or getting to the food, because they see the world in patterns.  So vocalizations and sounds are occurring in patterns.  We often see children having their own private language now.  It sounds like babbling, but we know they are talking to us and we can’t figure out exactly what they are saying but they are talking up a storm.  Now here there is a big difference between a family that encourages vocalization and encourages babbling and encourages the talking up a storm while pointing and showing and using other gestures as well to get a sense of what the child means and trying to understand that child and responding back to the child so that there are 50-60 circles of back-and-forth communication using a variety of gestures including sounds.  There is a big difference between that sort of a family and a family that believes children should be seen and not heard; where vocalization is discouraged; where children are expected to be quiet and not bother anyone.  If we encourage the quiet, self absorbed, be seen and not heard attitude, then we are not practicing that assertive babbling; that “I want to hear everything you are saying”; “I want to understand you” attitude.  That babbling and that private language of the child, remember, is the beginning of the child becoming the great communicator.  So if we want a great communicator, the child who is outgoing and assertive and confident in their ability to let us know what they want, we encourage all kinds of gestures.  This doesn’t mean that we don’t also work on limit setting and we don’t work on discipline.  So what we are finding is that we can now encourage more and more assertive use of the preverbal elements of language by having long back-and-forth chains of communication where the child is beginning to think more and more in terms of patterns.  That is critical for the child, so we want to encourage that.  These patterns occur by helping the child solve all kinds of problems in an assertive way whether solving an obstacle course or getting you to help him find the toy.  So rather than do things for the child, challenge the child to be assertive and be a shared social problem solver with the child and this leads to an assertive communicator.  

Now something else is happening here too.  It’s very important for the beginning of speech and the beginning of the child’s use of words.  We talked at other times about our new theory of how symbols come into being.  What we see here is that from about 18 months to 30 months, if all has gone well, the child now learns to not just communicate with babbling and a few words here and there and lots of gestures, but now begins to use words and short phrases.  By 24-30 months, they use full sentences and they begin having little mini conversations with you.  How does this wonderful transformation occur from babbling and gestures to all of a sudden using words and being like little adults almost?  We also see pretend play where the child is talking for the dollies and also showing through the dollies their use of symbols.  Well in order to use words and in order to do pretend play; in order to get this marvelous transformation that separates human beings from many other members of the animal kingdom, the child has to learn to use symbols.  As we discussed in our new book, The First Idea, and as we have talked in prior shows, symbols come in, we believe, when the child is able to do something very simple:  separate perception from action.  I.e., that means the child is able to separate the images he takes in, what he sees like a picture of mommy or a picture of daddy from actually seeing their face from automatic actions.  When a little baby is just born, much of what he sees is tied to direct action.  He sees food, he reaches for it.  He sees mommy, he may cry or hug.  There’s not much in between the perception and the action; it’s like they are tied together automatically.  But as a child – a baby or a toddler – learns to gesture, to negotiate, to have many back-and-forth interactions using their emotions and using other motor gestures and a lot of sounds, as you get a negotiation going like a child pulling their parent to the refrigerator and pointing to the food and smiling and grimacing and vocalizing, we now have what we call reciprocal back-and-forth gesturing between the perception; the “what I want,” the seeing of the food, and the action – the actual reaching for the juice or the giving the mommy the hug.  Now that ability for back-and-forth gesturing, for reciprocal emotional interaction, separates perceptions – what you see – from the action.  Once you separate the perceptions from the actions, what do you have?  You have what we call “free standing perceptions or images.”  You can now see mommy and you’re not compelled to take immediate action.  You have this picture of mommy in your mind.  Well, what can you do with that picture?  You can start giving that picture all kinds of meaning.  Mommy isn’t just the person that you grab or you cry with.  Mommy can be the person who plays with you.  Mommy can be the person who feeds you.  Mommy can be the person who comforts you.  Mommy can be the person who tells you a funny little story when you’re verbal.  Mommy can be the person who makes you giggle and laugh with a little tickle.  Mommy can be the person who just makes you feel secure when she’s in the room with you.  So all of a sudden, you can hold the image of mommy in mind and give it many, many, many emotional meanings by attaching many emotional experiences to this free-standing image, now, and we have this free-standing image because we have been able to separate perception which is what we see, from action which is what we do through our ability to gesture; through our ability for back-and-forth emotional signaling.  So now we have what we call the birth of symbols, through our ability to separate perception from action.  So symbols are not some magical genetic code that all of a sudden gets opened up through some environmental single stimulus.  Sure, there is a genetic and biological component to the ability to construct images.  Not every brain of every animal can construct symbolic images.  But, it’s this developmental sequence that we are talking about where you have to have back-and-forth emotional gesturing and signaling to construct symbols, because you need free standing images that are in invested with emotional meaning.  And in fact, when we observe all those children who use symbols from every culture that we are able to observe in, and I’m sure there’s always exceptions to the rule but we haven’t found any yet so you never say “always” when you’re dealing with culture relativity, but we’ve seen that so far in every culture we have observed and we have observed in many cultures, that whenever symbols are used, there is always this pre-step of back-and-forth emotional signaling and gesturing.  In our new book, The First Idea, we show how this occurred during the course of evolution and that symbol production was preceded by the ability for back-and-forth emotional signaling which occurred through many sub-stages.  In fact, many non-human primates like the bonobo chimps can use simple symbol systems and they, too negotiate back-and-forth emotional signaling as a pre-step to using their symbols.  We are also exploring this in other animals and we are seeing this wherever we can teach symbols to animals, even in simplified forms or in simple forms we are always also seeing this back-and-forth emotional signaling and gestural systems first.  So we believe that this is a critical step.  

With our work with children with autistic spectrum disorders, what is exciting to us is that when we work on this step of back-and-forth emotional gesturing and getting what we call a continuous flow going of back-and-forth communication with gestures, we almost always get better use of symbols.  Instead of the child just scripting in a memory based way, something that the child hears on TV or something that the child looks at in a book, we have meaningful language.  So even children with the most severe forms of autism, if we help them use words and we can get to that point, we can almost always now, almost always and I emphasize, help them use their words meaningfully.  I’m not saying that every child learns to speak, but when we do help them speak, we can help them all speak meaningfully now by working on this gestural system of emotional exchange first, or together with the teaching of the verbal language.  So we are very encouraged about not just the explanatory nature of this new theory, but its practical clinical application to children with special needs with a variety of special needs conditions.

So now as we are focusing on this transformation from gestures to spoken words, we are aware of the fact that it occurs through the use of patterned interactions where there are 50 or 60 circles of back-and-forth exchange of gestures to give images the freedom to become symbols and then to give these symbols meaning because that too occurs through the back-and-forth emotional interaction.  Now something else is occurring here that also makes verbal speech, as opposed to the use of signs or symbol systems possible.  The other thing that is happening at the same time in that second year of life is that the ability to regulate the tongue and the muscles in the mouth and the vocal chords, in order to make the sounds that will be come words, are becoming more and more complex.  That too occurs through back-and-forth practice through vocalizations.  So as a child at 6 months, 7 months, 8 months and 12 months and 15 months is learning to negotiate and exchange vocal signals, back-and-forth gesturing through the sound systems that they can make and they can hear, as they are learning to discriminate sounds and make sounds, they are learning to make a wide range of sounds and also decipher and figure out and comprehend a wide range of sounds.  Here is where each language becomes important because each language whether it’s Japanese or English or Italian or French or whatever, each language system emphasizes different sounds.  As the child hears those sounds, they become better able to discriminate the sounds of that language and also make the sounds of that language through those back-and-forth vocal interactions.  So then when they finally get to be able to create symbols, they can now match up sound patterns through their ability for pattern recognition that second year of life, with the emerging symbols, and then invest that with meaning because of the emotional interactions they are having and we have then this confluence of events where they have created the symbol, they have now the free-standing image, they have a sound pattern that they can relate to that image and say the word “mother” or “mom” or “mama” and they can understand that word because they can discriminate that sound and they can invest it with meaning because they have now a couple years of emotional experience with what “mama” is so they know what that word means.  So we have the meaning, we have the symbol, and we have the sound system expressively and receptively.  

Now obviously, there are differences physically in the ability for some children to discriminate sounds or to make sounds.  Some children with oral-motor problems have a hard time making their sounds so it’s very, very difficult for them.  Other children, because of auditory processing problems, have a hard time discriminating the sounds.  Here, the more practice we give them at this gestural level, at the basic back-and-forth level of exchanging sounds with one another, the stronger this gets.  As we know, for most children with special needs, not all but most, when the main highways are blocked for biological reasons; for neurological reasons in a particular processing capacity often there are side roads available.  But those side roads require more practice, but they require certain kinds of practice.  For example, simply scripting or memory based work won’t exercise those systems as well as meaningful back-and-forth practice of the kind we are talking about and the kind we are discussing and the kind that we describe when we describe our DIR – Developmental Individual difference Relationship based model of intervention.  So here is where we recognize differences.  The same holds true for a child who has what we call word retrieval problems.  A child who has the words, has the symbols, has the meanings, can discriminate the sounds, can express the sounds, but can’t retrieve the word easily; can’t find the word that they want to say.  Often there may be a neurological basis for this too.  Here, too, the practice helps enormously and the key practice is helping the child express themselves in emotionally meaningful and emotionally vibrant but emotionally regulated, not frustrating or not too intense or not too upsetting situations.  Even children with word retrieval problems rarely have a hard time finding the word for ice cream when it’s right in front of them.  I say, “What do you want, the broccoli or the ice cream?”  They are usually able to say, “I’ll take the ice cream” and do it pretty quickly.  Why?  Because that emotional intent; that desire activates the image of ice cream and the sound system for ice cream and helps the child put the two together.  Now a child who has word retrieval problems and I’m saying, “Now what was it you were supposed to do for your homework today?” and it’s math and the child hates math, his word retrieval problems are going to be much tougher as he tries to figure out the word “math” and he may take 30 seconds before he gets that out.  That doesn’t mean that he is manipulating and trying hard when it’s “ice cream” and not trying at all when it’s “math.”  It means that the emotions when they are regulated and pleasurable and stronger make it easier to find the word.  This means we practice word retrieval skills in emotionally meaningful, regulated, pleasurable situations and then, interestingly, the child can apply it to even unpleasant situations where they don’t necessarily even want to retrieve the word that quickly.  So it’s like everything else.  Practice helps, but it’s the right kind of practice. 

Now as the child develops this nice symbol system; this nice sound system, and can match the patterns to the symbols and can give meanings to that, and now we have language, and again, this is a nature/nurture interaction but it’s not a magic module set off by a single environmental event, it’s a series of developmental steps, but as the child does this, then they progresses to higher levels of communication.  We go from imaginative play and creative use of ideas and simple sentences to the next stage where the child can actually connect ideas together in a cause-and-effect way.  He tells you why he wants to go outside:  because I want to play.  Or why I’m sad:  because you won’t give me my favorite toy.  Now we have complex ideas being understood and being expressed, so both on the receptive and expressive side we get complex ideas.  Then we go higher and the child can give you multiple reasons for things.  “I want to go outside because I want to play and it’s a nice day outside.”  Then we go to something we call “comparative thinking” where the child can say, “I like Johnny better than Susie because Johnny plays nicer than Susie.  Susie tends to be mean and tends to hit and push.”  So the child can actually begin comparing things.  If that goes well, the child can begin thinking in shades of gray and not just compare Susie and Johnny but give you three reasons for the Civil War and tell you which was the most important reason and which was the second most important reason and which was the third most important.  The child can give you the degrees of things.  That makes communication that much more elaborate and gets that much, much more closer to the adult level. 

Now again, the child under typical development is developing this on the receptive side and the expressive side in the same way.  As they are learning it on the receptive side, they are learning it on the expressive side.  As they get to be a gray area thinker in one way, they get to be a gray area thinker in another way.  But again, for biological and neurological reasons, some children are going to have a harder time on this because of processing challenges.  So then they need more practice.  They may be stronger expressively and weaker receptively.  They can have troubles because of the memory side – they can’t remember words they hear, or because of the reasoning and thinking side – they can’t combine the ideas together in meaningful ways.  As we figure out where the problems are, we can give and provide meaningful extra practice.  But the best kind of practice, even if you don’t know the problem as a parent in an exact way, is just lots of back-and-forth conversation.  The more back-and-forth conversation in imaginative play and in just everyday negotiation in a mostly meaningful, regulated, that’s calm situations, the better the receptive and expressive gets because you’re practicing it even if you don’t know which elements are the main problems.  If the memory-based parts are problematic, again the emotional valence; the emotional meaning of the conversation makes the memory part easier and strengthens it.  And, if the conceptual part is more difficult, like understanding the question “why?” again too, the more emotional meaning we have, the easier it is for the child to master.  If you say to a child, “Why do you want to do math versus reading?” and he doesn’t like either, he’s not going to master that.  But if you say, “Why do you want the cookie and not the broccoli?”  Hey, he’s really motivated and with a little multiple choice help you can say, “Well is it because the cookie tastes better and the broccoli tastes worse?”  He’s going to get that pretty quickly.  Pretty soon he’s going to be answering his “why” level questions.  So here, too, in both the memory side and the conceptual side, emotionally meaningful conversations are very, very helpful.  

Now if this goes well, and we get to gray area thinking which children can tell you the shades of gray; the degrees to which they prefer this or that, then we get to what we call “thinking off an internal standard” and “thinking off an internal sense of self.” Now language can be used in very sophisticated ways where the child is actually judging their own words and their own thoughts.  They can say, “Gee, I don’t like the way I said that” or “I love the way I said that.”  They can say, “That came out just right” or “No, that’s not what I want to say” or “That doesn’t sound like me” or “Gee, when I recited that poem in class today, it wasn’t really exactly what I was trying to say from the heart” or “My essay wasn’t very well organized.  I wasn’t quite able to quite articulate it in the way I wanted to.”  So now children can evaluate their own thoughts and their own ideas with words and with language.  So language becomes reflective and abstract as we move into usually typically the early adolescent years.  As they become reflective and abstract, the child can evaluate his own thoughts; his own ideas; his own language, so now he is using language on language – language to evaluate his own language.  The child is also able to expand that.  He is able to bring in the past, the present, and the future all together.  He’s able to explore ideas through words by relating it to the history or relating it to the current situation or relating it to the future.  He’s able to consider probabilities about potential differences in the future.  

Now we discussed lots of examples of this as we talked about logical thinking which I don’t want to repeat here as we talk about language.  But as you get to the higher levels of language, the same principles that we talked about for logical thinking applies to languages.  We can promote them both in the same way.  The same principles we are talking about applies to written language as well as oral language.  The key concept here is that behind being a great communicator or a great speaker or a great understander of others, or being a great writer who can communicate through written forms and ideas is one key component that we come back to and back to and back to.  And this for the adult who want to be great communicator.  You’ve got to have something to say!  A lot of people tell me that they can’t write; they aren’t a good writer.  And I say to them, “Well, what do you want to say?”  “Uhhhh….”  Well, the person hasn’t thought through what they want to say; they want to sit down with a pen and all of a sudden have ideas flow.  But you’ve got to know what you want to say.  You’ve got to have something to say.  Whether it’s written or whether it’s oral.  The way you develop things to say is to have emotional interests in a variety of subjects and topics.  Our job as parents in helping children develop great communication skills is to develop great thinking skills and to develop their opinions about a wide range of subjects.  And so if we teach children to memorize things from books or to just memorize what we have told them, they don’t have a lot to say.  They can only repeat what we have said.  On the other hand, if we teach them to be great thinkers by challenging them to always have opinions, “What do you think about this?  What are your ideas about this?”  And as children get to be gray area thinkers and reflective thinkers, the nature of conversation; the nature of interaction; and the nature of written assignments has to change.  It can’t any longer be simply regurgitate what this author said or that author said.  It has to be, “What do you think about the difference between Tolstoy and Twain?”  In order to write an essay about that, you have to know what Tolstoy said and what Mark Twain said, but you’ve got to go beyond that and you’ve got to give your opinion and compare the two.  You’ve got to think.

So if we want great communicators, we’ve got to get great thinkers.  And if we want great thinkers, we’ve got to get kid’s opinions.  We go back to the old axiom we talked about as toddlers – if you want children to be seen and not heard, you’re not going to have great communicators.  If you want great communicators, you want them heard and seen and you want them heard more and more, and as they get older you want more and more of their opinions in written form and oral form.  If you do that and if our educators do that, we’ll encourage all children and all adults to be great communicators.  As we help children have opinions, one remarkable thing happens.  If someone is arguing why they want more ice cream or why they want to be able to stay out later at night or why you’re old fashioned and they have better ideas about what’s appropriate and what’s not appropriate behavior for teenagers, as they are arguing their point of view, what do you know?  They’ll often be logical.  It’s going to be a cohesive essay.  So if you want to teach the structure of logical thinking, get kids talking about their opinions.  Then challenge them socratically with the fact that they haven’t made their case strong enough.  As you challenge them socratically, their thinking skills and their essay organizing skills will get better and better and better.  So let them argue from the heart and then bring in the facts to support it.  Then they will be able to do that even when it’s not such an impassioned argument, when they are having to argue something about two parts of literature that they are not even all that interested in.  They’ll be able to apply those general principles to the more impersonal kind of dialog.

So great communicators come from being great thinkers and they come from getting children to give opinions.  Now that doesn’t mean that a child’s opinion means that he gets to do what he wants to do.  He can argue greatly why he wants to be up until 3:00 at night and you can argue even more effectively as to why he needs to be home by 11:30 and when it is all said and done, you can say, “Too bad, you have to do it my way even though you made a great argument.”  So having a great argument doesn’t mean you get to do what you want to do.  A lot of parents, unfortunately, confuse the two.  They think if they create great communicators and great thinkers, they are fearful the kids will get out of control.  Quite to the contrary.  The better communicators the children are, the better thinkers the children are, the more they feel they have been heard, the better their judgment and the more likely they are to go along with your judgment.  But you, as parents, always are not only entitled but obligated to pull rank and exercise good judgment and good guidance for your children but have that debate first before you exercise your good guidance.   
So that’s our quick tour of being a great communicator.  And we don’t have time for any call-in questions today but we do have a wonderful written question that someone sent in that I want to read quickly because it relates exactly to the topic of the day.  

I have a 12 year old son with autism.  He is verbal, but has a tendency to list out objects and people and avoid verbs.  This makes it difficult to understand what he is thinking or trying to tell us.  Do you have any ideas of how to encourage more use of action words and why is he having such difficulty in this area.  Other than action words, his verbal repertoire is pretty extensive.  

This couldn’t be a more perfect question for our subject today.  The verb that is missing in this child who is repeating nouns or lists is what conveys affect.  If you think about it, verbs are the emotional part of language.  They convey the action.  So the best way to help a child with special needs or autistic spectrum disorders who is not using lots of emotional language; lots of verbs and just listing things or talking more like a computer is to get that child involved in animated conversations.  To do that, talk about things the child cares a lot about.  Some people will say that he doesn’t care about anything, he just wants to repeat things.  Well, every child cares about something.  He may care about the lists that he is making up.  For example, one child just liked to make up lists of batting averages of different baseball players, but he cared passionately about that.  So we got into debates about whether the average of this player was better than the average of that player and which baseball players were better than other baseball players.  We challenged him as to whether his averages were correct or not.  He liked to line things up in sequences from the high averages to the low averages and I would constantly say, “Oh wait, I think you have this guy wrong!”  And he would say, “No, no, no, it’s right.”  Well, now I have emotion.  Now I have passion.  When we argued, even for just a second, we were off the script and all of a sudden I had verbs.  It’s like the story I like to tell about the child who liked to open and close the door.  When I get stuck behind the door and he has to say, “Go” to get me out of the door, he couldn’t just say, “Door, door, door, door.”  Before that, he would just say, “Door, door, door, door” and open and close the door.  When I got stuck, I challenged him to use a verb.  I didn’t say he had to use a verb, I just got stuck behind the door and played dumb and he had to first point, then he pushed me a little bit, then he finally said, “Go, go, go, go, go!”  So verbs are easy if you challenge the child emotionally.  Don’t overwhelm the child.  Do it in a regulated way.  

Second question:

What are your thoughts on auditory processing and some of the rapid prompting techniques I have seen lately?  I went to a workshop and one instructor’s comment was that she didn’t put much value in auditory processing theory and thought it was blown out of proportion.  I’m asking because my son has difficulty getting words out.  You can look at him and it’s obvious he’s trying to find or formulate the words or ideas, but it isn’t easily accessible.  What would you recommend doing at this time?  

Again, here too, simply prompting the child doesn’t do the trick because you are telling the child what to say.  But, helping the child talk in emotionally salient areas, helping with multiple choice which is a way of prompting but where the child has to think helps him get the words out and think at the same time.  So use multiple choice, get involved in simple conversations around basic issues that the child has strong feelings for like food or other things like play.  Do lots of imaginative play if you can get the child involved in it, and if not then just lots of interaction.  The key is lots of back-and-forth interaction.  Most of the children who have these kinds of difficulties also are not able to do a continuous flow of back-and-forth gesturing.  So you have to get involved in more related and gesturing and long back-and-forth preverbal conversations while you’re trying to exchange words.  

Last question:

One thing my son does in speech therapy when working with pictures and “W” question cards is interesting.  When given a card, he’ll first say, “Not” then give the answer to the previous card.  He’ll repeat this until the therapist says, “You’re right, that’s not.”  After that, he’ll describe the current card and repeat the same when the next card is presented.  I think he does this because it makes the task a little more interesting to him and maybe gives him a little more time to process the current card.  I’m wondering if you’ve seen this with other children.  I often wonder if this activity of memorizing “W” questions is the best way to approach the concept.  What in child development happens to bring about questioning?  

Now this is a critically important question.  The best way of learning “W” questions is not, not, not, not, not through cards!  If you use cards in very structured ways of teaching, you keep the child very rigid and structured.  The best way to teach the “W” question is to create a situation where he has to use the “W” concept.  So let’s say you want to teach the child “where” and the child obviously wants something.  He may want to go outside and he may be at the door.  That’s the moment to teach him “where.”  He’s at the door, banging at the door or pulling you to the door so you say, “Where do you want to go?  Where, where, where?”  If you need to use a card or you want to teach him to read at the same time, have a big card with the word “where” on it and show it to him at that moment; that moment of truth when he’s showing strong emotion and then help him with multiple choice.  Say, “Where do you want to go?  Do you want to go out?  Do you want to go to sleep?  Out or go sleep?”  Most of the kids we work with pretty soon get the concept of “where” if they are capable of using a few words because they are so motivated at that time to go outside and they begin getting the hang of it.  You help them with multiple choice help.  So create problem solving situations which have meaningful emotion.  Then teach the word in that context.  You’ve got to attach emotion to the word.  If you do it in a rote way with cards, you are simply slowing down the progress, in my experience.  And if you do make progress, the child can do it with the card but not in life.  Now some children generalize from the card to life but only because their parents do the spontaneous thing that I’m talking about in addition to the card work.  It’s not because of the card work, it’s because of the spontaneous work that they make the progress.  So if you need to use the card, use it in support at the moment that you get that nice affect cooking.  

Well, these are three great questions relating to our talk today.  Next week we are going to talk about morality and ethics and how we teach all children – children with special needs and children without special needs how to know right from wrong, how to make good decisions, and how to be more ethical and even spiritual individuals.  That will be the subject for next week.  So again, I’m sorry we started a little late today.  I hope those of you who weren’t able to stay with us in the show will be able to listen to the archived show.  We will speak to you next week about morality, ethics, and the development of values and even spirituality.  Thank you.
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