
There is a lot of evidence to show 

that following the child’s lead in play 

supports interaction and language 

learning. We can use this approach in 

musical play too:

See the Hanen website

(linked in the references and

further reading section) 

for more information

about “OWLing”.

Wait to see how they play and interact

Listen to what they say or to the 

sounds they make...

And then join in!

Supporting Language and interaction

Follow the child’s lead and “OWL” 

Observe what the child is doing with 

instruments/musically



Supporting Language and interaction
Imitate and add on

Imitate what the child says or does during

musical play. This can be a particularly

helpful strategy for children who are non-verbal.

Add on – sometimes, try adding on

another action, sound or word to what the

child does or says.

When you hear children singing or vocalising to themselves in play,

join in by imitating and adding on another word or line to the song.

Observe how children are playing with instruments, and join 

them by imitating and adding on with your own instrument

Observe what the children are doing in play, join in by imitat-

ing their actions, and add on by singing a song about what 

they are doing (e.g. “Row row row your boat” if playing with 

water and boats, or “Old MacDonald” if playing with farm ani-

mals). You could even make up your own song!



When singing songs, try leaving a gap at the end of a line and waiting to see if the child

fills in the missing word (e.g. “Twinkle twinkle little….”)

Sing fun nursery rhymes/songs with actions (e.g. “Ring around a rosie”, “Hokey cokey”, or “Row 

row row your boat”), but then pause at an exciting point and wait for the children to show you 

that they want you to continue!

Sing a silly word at the end of a line in a song, and wait to see the children’s reaction (e.g. 

“Row, row, row your horse, gently down the stream!”).

Repeat new words and songs often

Create opportunities for communication within songs

Children need to hear words repeated many times (and in context) before they

will be able to use them.

Music helps with this because words are often repeated several times in songs. Some-

times children will want to hear the same song many times – and this is fine!



Use ‘sound effects’ in musical play – such as animal sounds, transport sounds, or 

environmental noises. These can also be strung together to create riffs and songs.

Help non-verbal children to ‘lead’ or ‘conduct’ a group of children in singing – using 

their hands/bodies to direct the group to sing loudly/softly, faster/more slowly, etc. 

Sing songs and nursery rhymes with actions - children who are non-verbal can 

participate through actions rather than words.

Props such as scarves, ribbons, giant scrunchies and lycra can encourage

children’s vocal play as they move.

Some children might feel more confident to vocalise through props such as

puppets, cones, tubes, microphones or wind instruments.

We’ve got kazoos, ocarinas, bird whistles, 

wooden animals that you blow – an owl, a 

duck, a lizard – train whistles, harmonicas, 

and a didgeridoo. The instruments are a 

good way of helping children

to vocalise and make certain sounds.
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Including children at all levels of speech, language and

communication development


