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How to Talk to Kids While They Play

Language that Fosters Connection, Confidence and Creativity

With 
Cara Tyrrell, M.Ed

Document property of Cara Tyrrell & Core4Parenting All rights reserved. 

Today’s Roadmap

● Scaffold Communication with The Talking Triangle

● Learn the 5 Sentence Types

● Explore 6 Styles of Play

● Learn and Practice Intentional Sentence Starters during play

Document property of Cara Tyrrell & Core4Parenting All rights reserved. 

Play is learning.

Every word.
Every action.
Every interaction.
Every effort & outcome…

Forms a child’s belief about 
themselves as a learner.
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EQ RQ IQ

Emotional Intelligence Relational Intelligence Cognitive Intelligence

The Three Intelligences

Document property of Cara Tyrrell & Core4Parenting All rights reserved. 

Where does learning happen?

I can’t - even if I wanted to. 

I could - and feel safe to try.

I can - easily, all by myself.

“If life is always easy then I’m probably doing something wrong” - Anonymous

Document property of Cara Tyrrell & Core4Parenting All rights reserved. 

EQ

RQ

IQ
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“As a teacher you have one 
primary job (and it is not what 
you think). Every time you step 
into a classroom, your primary 
role is to build relationships 
with the children in your care.”

Talk To Them Early and Often - Chapter 1

Document property of Cara Tyrrell & Core4Parenting All rights reserved. 

1. Relationship

Core4Connectors

Document property of Cara Tyrrell & Core4Parenting All rights reserved. 

1. Relationship 2. Teaching

Core4Connectors Core4Skills
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Autonomy of Voice as They Grow Up
snapins-ai_3633988638259229805.mp4

Listen for:

I am statements.

Identification of feelings.

Awareness that feelings are 
temporary and can change over time.

Physical play boundaries with a 
trusted adult.

Document property of Cara Tyrrell & Core4Parenting All rights reserved. 

Definition of Language

Document property of Cara Tyrrell & Core4Parenting All rights reserved. 

Language vs. Communication

http://drive.google.com/file/d/1oanxjxHy11Z2EI_BIWzbzB2Vj3lZekYq/view


8/25/2026

5

Document property of Cara Tyrrell & Core4Parenting All rights reserved. 

Language vs. Communication

How Many Words a Day?



8/25/2026

6

How Many Words a Day?

16,215 to 20,207 
words per day*

*Dimidjian, Fingerman, et al. 2025

What % of language is verbal?

What % of language is verbal?

7%
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The 7 - 38 - 55 Rule

Document property of Cara Tyrrell & Core4Parenting All rights reserved. 

The Talking Triangle
Hierarchy of Meaning-Based Language Links

Broken Connections - Still Face Experiment
Still Face Experiment  Dr  Edward Tronick

Copyright © 2007 ZERO TO THREE http://www.zerotothree.org 

Ed Tronick (http://www.umb.edu/Why_UMass/Ed_Tronick), directeur van Infant-Parent Mental Health Program UMass Boston (http: //www.umb.edu/academics/cla/psyc ...) en Distinguished Professor in de psychologie, bespreekt de cognitieve vermogens van baby's te lezen en te reageren op hun sociale 
omgeving. De video is een fragment uit Lovett Productions 'HELPT BABYS VAN DE BANK: GEBRUIK VAN DE WETENSCHAP vroegschoolse in de rechtszaal.

Met behulp van de "nog steeds geconfronteerd" Experiment, waarin een moeder ontkent haar baby aandacht voor een korte periode, Tronick beschrijft hoe langdurig gebrek aan aandacht van een kind van een goede socialisatie kan bewegen, om periodes van slecht, maar herstelbaar socialisatie. In "lelijke" 
situaties het kind geen kans om terug te keren naar het goede te ontvangen, en kunnen vast komen te zitten.

Voor meer informatie over Infant-Parent Mental Health, bezoek http: //www.umb.edu/academics/cla/psyc ...

Om te horen over de nieuwste werk Ed Tronick's, bezoek http: //www.youtube.com/watch? V = vmE3Nf ...

Om de Infant-Parent Mental Health programma te ondersteunen, bezoek https: //securelb.imodules.com/s/1355 / ... en schrijf "Infant-Parent Mental Health Program" in de "Other" in.

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YTTSXc6sARg
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Words
5 Modes of Communicating Meaning.mp4

Intentional Language Goal
To choose words that

1. Create Connection 

→ safety & permission to explore

1. Build Confidence 

→ develops growth mindset and a fail forward 

attitude

1. Cue Creative Thinking

→ leads to ideation and cognitive problem solving

All rights reserved. Document property of 

5 Sentence Types

IMPERATIVE

Reactive Examples

“Clean up.”

“Come here.”

“Stop that.”

Imperative sentences give a command 

or deliver an order.

Responsive Examples

“Show me …”

“You choose.”

“Let’s go.”

http://drive.google.com/file/d/1a8FYkzivdlchjWJ2FmSO3JbDnuxieTdE/view
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5 Sentence Types

INTERROGATIVE

Interrogative sentences ask questions.

Reactive Examples

“Why did you do that?”

“Why can’t you just…?”

“What’s wrong (with you)?”

“Is that how you share?”

Responsive Examples

“I wonder if you will…”

“What’s your choice?”

“What’s your plan?”

“Would you like me to …?”

All rights reserved. Document property of 

5 Sentence Types

NEGATIONS
Negative sentences are statements 

which assert that something* is false, 

untrue, wrong, or does not exist.

Reactive Examples

“No (name)!”

“You can’t…”

“Don’t do that.”

Responsive Examples

“That is not a choice.”

“My answer is not changing.”

“You can feel (emotion), but you 

may still not (boundary). ”

All rights reserved. Document property of 

5 Sentence Types

EXCLAMATORY!
Exclamatory sentences convey message 

and give information through emotionally 

charged sounds, words, or phrases.

Reactive Examples

“What a mess!”

“Enough!”

“Oh no! Not again!”

“Stop that!”

Responsive Examples

“Wow! / Yikes!”

“Holy moly cannoli!”

“You did it! Well done!”
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5 Sentence Types

DECLARATIVE

Declarative sentences convey messages 

and give information through statements. 

Reactive Examples

Rarely used in a 

reactive manner.

Responsive Examples

“It looks/sounds like you …”

“It is time to …”

“You are / You chose to …”

Document property of Cara Tyrrell & Core4Parenting All rights reserved. 

5 Sentence Types

1. Imperative (commands)

2. Declarative (statements)

3. Interrogative (questions)

4. Exclamatory

5. Negations

All rights reserved. Document property of 

Talking 
Triangle

5 
Sentences

Imperative (command)

Declarative (statement)

Interrogative (question)

Exclamatory (emotional)

Negations (dismissive)

+ =
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The Teaching Triangle

Listen for word choice / sentence type
IMG_3789.MOV

Wow. You found the color match.

Woah! Try again.

Wow. That’s hard work.

It’s not clicking, huh? I know why.

You’re doing a great job buddy. That’s upside 

down which is why  it’s not clicking.

That is learning. Yes! You are learning while 

you are playing. 

Types of Play
Mildred Parten’s Stages (circa 1929)

http://drive.google.com/file/d/1sj7Si9l_XPsYudYR2A3ExWNP1DKHXDTo/view
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Characteristics of Play

LoveEvery’s First Year Stages (circa 2015)

The Looker 0- 3 months

The Charmer 3 - 5 months

The Senser 5 - 6 months

The Inspector 7 - 8 months

The Explorer 9-10 months

The Thinker 11-12 months

Allow Side by Side Silence
Allows for ample processing time 

Healthy relationship building

Safety in silent connection

Building independendent
play tolerance

Repeatedly practicing cognitive 
planning and outcomes

IMG_2241.MOV

Uninterrupted Independent Play

Playing ‘alone’ while engaging a in self-chosen activity.

Not seeking help from others, although they are near 
trusted adults.

Skill Building:
● Self-reliance
● Concentration
● Creativity
● problem solving
● Self-regulation
● internal focus
● exploration of materials and outcomes of 

actions(cause/effect).

Risky Independent Play
snapins-ai_3593628186405506790.mp4

http://drive.google.com/file/d/1F2lIZog5tAxQ_5w9iVdPaR1Ak1bPL4f2/view
http://drive.google.com/file/d/1Owsw7uz69W8lDdRKSqxB9ZtkKx4kmPKB/view
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Concrete (Literal) Play

CarolineLibraryPlay.mov

Child uses objects for their intended function 
(stacking blocks, pushing a toy car). 

Opportunities to build diverse vocabulary and 
introduce ‘function’ words related to the objects

Skills: 

● early cause-and-effect
● develops fine and gross motor skills
● creates opportunities for early problem-

solving and emotional resilience. (ie. the 
blocks fall over)

IMG_3654.MOV

Adult Led / Child Directed Interactive Play
Toddlers leading imaginary play

In this video we are introduced to infant and toddlers in a Conceptual PlayWorld of March of the Ants. The infants and toddlers are leading the imaginary play.

Back and forth 
sharing & turn-
taking

Serve and return 
communication.

http://drive.google.com/file/d/1zHp8-rd2a6KW0HqICjtj0Byfhu9VdHZX/view
http://drive.google.com/file/d/10aMMRrm8QX5rGqqDQKhWiQHWORQxP8vO/view
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AelA9t4SnwQ


8/25/2026

14

Unreciprocated Child-Led Interactive Play
IMG_3021.MOV

Creative (Symbolic) Play

Parallel Play

Children playing near other 

kids, or alongside them, but 

not WITH them.

Side-by-side Independent 

players!

parallel play.MOV

http://drive.google.com/file/d/1p76imTSGlOz1W0dP5QJA2O33hC2NWErF/view
http://drive.google.com/file/d/1tJ8-ByG47_wfujIyS9aG2m_TTtL2KZN6/view
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Safe Risky Play
IMG_3856.MOV

IMG_7443.MOV

Supported Risky Play

What do we 

tend to say? 

IMG_7443.MOV

“You’re doing it.”

“You have one more to go.”

“Can you make it?”

“Oh wow! Look at that 

determination.”

She says, “I did it!”

Supported Risky Play

http://drive.google.com/file/d/1QSDd5wfq42V127Qc-4C1bJqbhRO6ukAG/view
http://drive.google.com/file/d/1FmmYuy8A0NPs2X09lK8gxofIBDjpqfEe/view
http://drive.google.com/file/d/1FmmYuy8A0NPs2X09lK8gxofIBDjpqfEe/view
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Let’s Talk the Talk!

Three Reminders & Two Cautions

1. Silence is golden (connection)

2. KISS! - Keep It Short & Sweet (communication)

3. Allow processing time (confidence)

K.I.S.S: Processing Time (action)
IMG_3746.MOV

B.8.10.26 2Y10M.mp4

K.I.S.S: Processing Time (verbal answer)

http://drive.google.com/file/d/1eT0EBi2few7lJ4hR1FQFcUbK7_il2elk/view
http://drive.google.com/file/d/1qhc5jpRFvoZJU4FxA_eMDMMMteajL2Qg/view
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Sarcasm relies on a type of subtlety that most children under 
the age of eight do not pick up on

They think literally so your words either make no sense or 
they interpret them incorrectly.

“Oh great! You spilled your milk again.”

“Fan-tastic! You are going to have another meltdown.”

“Wonderful! You broke your new toy.”

Intentional Language to Avoid

“the use of irony or mock or convey contempt”

Document property of Cara Tyrrell & Core4Parenting All rights reserved. 

Behavior: “Is that how we share?” in response 

to a child who keeps grabbing toys and running 

away.

New Concepts: “Is that how your shoes go on?” 

in response to a child who put their boots on the 

wrong feet.

Interactive Play: “Isn’t this fun?” in response to 

a child who you are trying to engage after their 

parent left and they are currently crying.

Intentional Language to Avoid

Document property of Cara Tyrrell & Core4Parenting All rights reserved. 

Collaborative Discipline Framework
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Connect before you Expect!

Language that Anchors Attention

● Get down on their level
● Say their name
● Say, “Can you hear my voice?”
● Say, “Look at my nose so I know you 

hear me.”
● Say or Whisper, “I have something to 

tell you” or “I have a question to ask 
you.”

IMG_5421.M4V

Sentence Type: Declarative
Subtype: Reflective
Outcome: Creates 
Connection

Emotional  Response Language

Sensory Response Language

It feels like (you are)…

It sounds like (you are)…

It looks like (you are)…

EXAMPLE SENSORY LANGUAGE

http://drive.google.com/file/d/1dbz53CSFYiuKCrIgLgAinqoWnt_4Sy8B/view
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=a_Gh0wUKRCo
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EXAMPLE SENSORY LANGUAGE PART 2

“Tell Me More”

Encourage connection and open 

communication, creative thinking, 

expressive storytelling through 

serve and return whether they 

can “talk” yet or not! 

Sentence Type: Imperative
Subtype: Curiosity
Outcome: All 3 C’s!

IMG_6629.MOV

Viral video of baby talking to his dad will melt your heart

Viral video of baby talking to his dad will melt your heart

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0eACMNU0rZE
http://drive.google.com/file/d/1Uyak45RF82gQK5hNo7SODUMxYI9iJ0ZD/view
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CejhQC9hUO8
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It looks like you both want to play with 

the dragon.

You wish you could have a turn at the 

same time.

You could say and sign, “my turn 

please.”

“You Wish”

Sentence Type: Declarative
Subtype: Observational
Outcome: Cues Creative 
Thinking

Process Based Praise & Encouragement
TrySuccess.mp4 “You are trying really hard.”

“You did it!”

“You did it all by yourself.”

“Good work.”

“You must be so proud of yourself.” 

“Hmm, That looks tricky.”

Sentence Type: Declarative
Subtype: Reflective
Outcome: Builds Confidence

“What’s Your Plan?”

A proactive question inserted in potentially 

problematic/unsafe behavior and calm, 

creative play. 

WhatsYourPlan.MOV

● You are trying a new way to go 

up the stairs. 

● I trust that you feel safe.

● Wow! Look at your feet doing 

their job!

http://drive.google.com/file/d/1BQ0tjOSHROBK2DpPheVFKtul9U2zure7/view
http://drive.google.com/file/d/1AuogVNV-NvG6TUagR2yHqJCim_xOvUHD/view
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Support Cognitive Planning

\

Wow! You are really high. 

It looks like you feel safe. 

What’s your plan? 

I wonder how your feet will get down.

You can say, “help please” if you need me.

Sentence Type: Interrogative
Subtype: Curious
Outcome: Cues Creative 
Thinking

“Wow! That was Unexpected”

● Auditory A loud noise (fire alarm)

● Behavior A child throws a toy across the 
room 

● Sharing A child takes a toy from another 
child 

● Sensory An experience doesn’t go or feel the 
way they thought it would

Wow, that was unexpected!

We raked all the leaves for jumping. 

Kate jumped and had a big smile. 

It looked like fun.

You jumped and are crying. 

You don’t like how it feels on your body.

Sentence Types: Exclamatory + Declarative
Subtype: Surprise + Reflective
Outcome: Connection + 
Permission to Feel
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IMG_7950.MOV

“Show Me”
Show me when…

Show me how to…

Show me where …

Sentence Type: Imperative
Subtype: Invitational
Outcome: All 3 C’s!

Turn Are You Questions into You Are Statements

“What are you making?”

becomes…

“You are making a purple 
snowman!”

Sentence Type: Declarative
Subtype: Reflective
Outcome: Builds 
Confidence

http://drive.google.com/file/d/1qRd2vZcycLAFNkLliV3vpgi8JtqMbF9s/view
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Affirm & Confirm/Correct

C - “orange coat”
A - “Yes! That is the big, 
orange raincoat.

Or

C - “blue coat”
A - “Yes! That is a raincoat. 
It is orange.”

Sentence Type: Exclamatory + Declarative
Subtype: Affirmative + 
Informational
Outcome: All 3 C’s!

“I Wonder”

I wonder when…

I wonder if…

I wonder how…

I wonder who…

Sentence Type: Declarative
Subtype: Reflective
Outcome: Cues Creative 
Thinking

PLAYBM12.20262Y2M.mp4

http://drive.google.com/file/d/1e9OYA1yQyuEMF7j_nOBk4ojCyaY-PRK7/view
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“I have an idea. Would you like to hear it? 

Sentence Type(s): Declarative + Interrogative
Subtype: Informational + 
Permissive Outcome: Connection + 
Cognitive Planning

(baby is trying to play the xylophone but the tool 

is missing)

“Hmm, that looks tricky.”

How could you play the xylophone? 

I have an idea. Would you like to hear it? 

I wonder if this orange block will make it play.

Hooray! We solved it together.

“What if (you/we)”

Sentence Type: Interrogative
Subtype: Conditional
Outcome: Cues Creative 
Thinking

Aww, that was unexpected.

You were building and your tower fell down.

Good thing blocks are for building. Let’s 

build together.

What if we make it shorter? 

First the blue block, then the green one.

Interpret Intonation and Affect 

Talk about your feelings. 
Connect emotional 
vocabulary to how you look 
and sound to help them 
understand their feelings 
and emotions. 

IMG_3484.MOV

Isomad.wav

http://drive.google.com/file/d/1V-6klaQvpi8-9xUasoM-JiwkjsC1_SUf/view
http://drive.google.com/file/d/13SfdHanZekxSkYS4DcXB4Wsf10x6BpYI/view


8/25/2026

25

Let’s Play! 
Intentional Play Mantra

I don’t test. 
I teach.

IMG_9525.MOV

Language Stacking Example
Child is playing with stacking/nesting cups and really wants them to 

build up like a tower, but it keeps collapsing.

Hmm, that looks tricky. 

You wish they would stack, but they keep falling.

You are trying really hard.

Yeah! You put the red cup on the orange cup.

I wonder what color you will choose next.

I have an idea. Would you like to hear it? 

Here. (hands them the cup) You could try pink.

Hooray! You did it all by yourself. Good work.

Language Stacking Example
Gross and fine motor manipulative toys with motion

It looks like we have three pegs. This one is red. This one is 

yellow. This one is green. 

I wonder which you’ll put in first. Nice! Which goes next? This 

one is last.

Did you know that if you push the purple lever they will fall?

Would you like to try it? (they push, then start to cry because it’s loud)

Wow! That was unexpected. It was so loud!

It sounds like we should choose a different toy. 

http://drive.google.com/file/d/1mBiC8hZRuYiu2M8Ujl6e3x7X56lMr2YW/view
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Let’s Play! 
What do we tend to say? Vs. What should we say to… 

Create Connection         Build Confidence       Cue Creative Thinking

What shape is this? 

What color is this?

I see a yellow star.

Show me where it goes.

Let’s Play! 
What do we tend to say? Vs. What should we say to…

Create Connection         Build Confidence       Cue Creative Thinking

How many circles?

Count for me.

I see five circles: red, 

orange, orange, 

yellow, yellow.

I wonder which you’ll 

put in first.

Thank You & Let’s Stay Connected

@caratalkstoddler on Instagram  @cara-tyrrell on LinkedIn Email: cara@caratyrrell.com

Preservice & Professional Development Parent Education Programs Keynotes Plenaries

https://www.caratyrrell.com/freechapter

https://www.instagram.com/caratalkstoddler/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/cara-tyrrell/
mailto:cara@caratyrrell.com
https://www.caratyrrell.com/freechapter
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