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Access your Online Resources

TALKABOUT for CHILDREN, 3rd edition is accompanied by a number of 
printable online materials, designed to ensure this resource best supports 
your professional needs

Go to https://resourcecentre​.routledge​.com​/speechmark and click on the 
cover of this book

Answer the question prompt using your copy of the book to gain access to 
the online content.

https://resourcecentre.routledge.com/speechmark
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"Talkabout is working really well in our school. Every child has 
different needs and Talkabout caters to all of them. It’s keeping 
them in the classroom. It’s fun, it’s enjoyable, and it’s what they look 
forward to in their week."

- Lakhvinder Kaur, Year 9 TA, SEMH school, 
Birmingham, 2021

"Easily and quickly implemented in class and groups! Lots of fun and 
very enjoyable!"

- Kirstie Davies, Teacher, Wales, 2022

“I feel very lucky to work in a school where our pupils get the 
opportunity to utilise Talkabout resources and to see the benefit that 
this has made to them and their peers. You are making a difference!”

– Nicole Thomas, Teacher, 2017

“All in all, Alex, what a wonderful world for kids it would be if your 
social skills programme were in all schools across the continents.”

– Catherine Varapodio Longley, Parent, Melbourne, 2013
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Talkabout for Children: Developing Social Communication, 3rd edition is a 
bestselling professional workbook, designed to support educators and therapists who 
deliver social and relationship skills groups for children.

Social communication is an essential aspect of our quality of life and this resource 
helps to develop this in young children aged 4–11 years old. The book introduces the 
second level of the Talkabout hierarchy and provides three sections full of practical 
activities exploring the areas of Talkabout Body Language, Talkabout Conversations 
and Talkabout Assertiveness. Resources include:

	• Planning and evaluation forms

	• A three-term intervention plan for schools

	• Over 60 structured activity sessions focusing on social communication

	• Ideas for group cohesion activities to use at the beginning and end of sessions

	• All the supplementary handouts and images needed to deliver the session, with 
resources available to photocopy or download and print.

Fully updated and revised, this third edition is presented with full-colour illustrations 
and handouts and includes a new introduction by Alex Kelly reflecting on her own 
experiences of using the resources since they were first developed. This key resource 
will help teachers, teaching assistants, health care professionals and parents to 
support children’s social communication.

Alex Kelly is a Speech and Language Therapist with over 35 years’ experience of work-
ing with both children and adults with a learning disability and specialising in working 
with children around social and relationship skills. She set up her own business (Alex 
Kelly Ltd) in 2009 providing training and consultancy work in social skills around the 
UK and abroad. She then set up Speaking Space Ltd in Romsey, Hampshire, a company 
that provides speech and language therapy and a day service for adults with a learn-
ing disability which is now being run by her friend and colleague Naomi Pearson. Alex 
is the author of the bestselling ‘Talkabout’ resources and ‘Working with Adults with 
a Learning Disability’. She still lives in Hampshire and divides her time between her 
Talkabout training and personal commitments.
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MORE BRILLIANT PROFESSIONAL RESOURCES FROM 
BESTSELLING AUTHOR ALEX KELLY!

TALKABOUT

Each practical workbook in this bestselling series provides a clear programme of 
activities designed to improve self-awareness, self-esteem and social skills.

Title Focus Age-range

Talkabout (3rd edition) Developing Social Skills for all ages 7+

Talkabout for Children 1 (2nd edition) Developing Self Awareness and Self 
Esteem

4–11

Talkabout for Children 2 (3rd edition) Developing Social Communication 4–11

Talkabout for Children 3 (2nd edition) Developing Friendship Skills 4–11

Talkabout for Teenagers (2nd edition) Developing Social and Emotional 
Communication Skills

11–19

Talkabout for Adults Developing Self Awareness and Self 
Esteem in adults

16+

Talkabout Sex and Relationships 
1 and 2

Developing Intimate Relationship Skills 11+

Social Skills: Developing Effective 
Interpersonal Communication

A theory book n/a

Social Skills: Developing Effective
Interpersonal Communication

Bestselling author and Speech and  Language
Therapist Alex Kelly draws on up-to-date theory
as well as her years of practical experience to
bring you a definitive overview of how social
skills develop, what can go wrong, and how 
people with social difficulties can be
supported. 
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 Preface

Talkabout for Children: Developing Social Communication was first 
published in 2011 and the second edition published in 2018. So why the 
need for a third edition? Well, this is mainly due to the work that has 
arisen out of developing the Talkabout Assessment of Social Skills (TASS) 
(Kelly & Pearson, forthcoming). Working together with Naomi Pearson, 
who was completing a PhD in social skills, we updated the Talkabout 
Assessment (2010). There are four main reasons why the Talkabout 
Assessment needed updating, and three of these are explained in 
more detail later in the introduction (see: hierarchy, wider context and 
social validity) but the fourth reason was the rating scale. The original 
Talkabout Assessment used a 4-point rating scale, from ‘never good’ to 
‘very good’. Anyone who has attended Talkabout training will know that 
I have seen the limitations of the wording and the 4-point rating scale 
for many years and as a result, devised additional target forms to help 
teachers and clinicians rate children from ‘never’ to ‘always’ present 
using a 6-point scale, and from which assessors can set targets and 
measure progress. The TASS therefore uses an updated 6-point rating 
scale with more appropriate wording. A version of the original Talkabout 
Assessment used to be part of the 1st and 2nd edition of this book, and so 
a 3rd edition was necessary to reflect the changes in how we recommend 
assessment.

Alex Kelly

2023

Please feel free to contact me for more information or for help with 
your Talkabout work. I continue to run training courses around the UK 
and can also offer bespoke training sessions, but I also now work in 
conjunction with Naomi Pearson, Managing Director of Speaking Space 
(Romsey) Ltd to enable me to also pursue personal commitments. Please 
contact me through my website which is www​.alexkelly​.biz.

http://www.alexkelly.biz
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An overview of this book

Talkabout for Children: Developing Social Communication is part of the 
Talkabout series – a programme of intervention that covers aspects of 
social and emotional learning such as social communication, self-esteem 
and friendship skills. Each Talkabout book is aimed at a specific area 
for a specific age group or level of ability and there are also additional 
resources to supplement intervention, including the Talkabout Assessment 
(TASS), Talkabout Boardgame, Talkabout Card Games, Talkabout Posters 
and the Talkabout Video Library.

Talkabout for Children: Developing Social Communication is a 
practical resource to help teachers, teaching assistants, health care 
professionals, or parents (I will use the term ‘facilitator’) to develop 
social communication in children. It has over 60 activities to make up 
and play with children and it has been successfully piloted in the UK 
and Australia. It has been particularly aimed at primary school children 
(aged 4–11) but could also be used with older children who would benefit 
from a more visual and games-based approach to intervention. It is the 
second book of 3 resources aimed at children.

	1.	 Talkabout for Children: Developing Self Awareness and Self Esteem

	2.	 Talkabout for Children: Developing Social Communication

	3.	 Talkabout for Children: Developing Friendship Skills

This follows the hierarchy of intervention where certain skills are taught 
prior to more complex skills (see next section). This means that the 
facilitator will need to assess whether this resource is the appropriate 
one to use. For example, if the children have difficulties with self-
awareness and self-esteem, it may be more appropriate to use the first 
Talkabout for Children book (Developing Self Awareness and Self Esteem).

The content of this book also follows the hierarchy, so sections include:

	1.	 Talkabout body language

	2.	 Talkabout conversations

	3.	 Talkabout assertiveness

  Introduction

DOI:  10.4324/9781003301240-1

https://dx.doi.org/10.4324/9781003301240-1
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This means that, if the children need work in all three areas, the 
facilitator should work through the book, completing sections in this 
order. In addition, there are resources at the back of the book to help 
with group planning and intervention.

The hierarchy

Talkabout was first developed in the early 1990s when the author, Alex 
Kelly, was working as a speech and language therapist in London, UK. 
Over a period of four years, she assessed the effectiveness of her social 
skills interventions and discovered that success of intervention increased 
if self-awareness was taught first, and then nonverbal behaviours were 
taught prior to verbal behaviours, and assertiveness was taught last 
(Kelly, 1996). This original hierarchy then formed the basis of the first 
Talkabout book.

The Talkabout hierarchy of social communication has been developed 
and extended over the years to reflect increasing knowledge and 
understanding of the link between self-awareness, self-esteem and social 
skills, as well as the introduction of friendship skills into the hierarchy. 
Self-esteem, in particular, is linked to social communication. Firstly, social 
communication difficulties can be caused by many factors, such as a 
diagnosis, or social background, but can also be caused by ‘heightened 
emotions, other people’s behaviour, not knowing the rules, previous 
experience, a lack of information, illness . . . and a lack of self-confidence 
or low self-esteem’ (Kelly, 2019). If a person has low self-esteem, then 
they are more likely to struggle with their social communication at some 
level. If we improve their self-esteem, then their ability to be successful 
in their social communication can improve, and a healthy self-esteem 
has an impact on our ability to have successful and meaningful 
relationships. As a result, the hierarchy was updated in 2000 to include 
these two areas of self-esteem and friendships.
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The hierarchy of social communication

Awareness of self and self-esteem

Nonverbal behaviours: body language and the way we talk

Verbal behaviours: conversational skills

Assertiveness & friendship skills

The wider context

When considering social and emotional learning, and in particular 
social communication, it is important to understand current thinking 
about the definition of social skills and known correlates. The Talkabout 
hierarchy and Talkabout resources have a focus on self-awareness and 
self-esteem and verbal and non-verbal aspects of social communication 
skills, as well as assertiveness skills. But it is recognised in a definition 
of social skills which has been developed in the USA (Gresham & Elliott, 
2008) that there is a wider context of behaviours to consider.

There are known correlates to social skills, such as “competing problem 
behaviours” and “academic competence”. Research has shown that 
while good social skills have been linked to positive outcomes in terms of 
mental health, academic achievement and peer acceptance, conversely, 
social skills difficulties have been shown to affect both social and 
academic development (Rao, Beidel & Murray, 2008). The presence of 
internalising (e.g. depression, anxiety) or most notably externalising (e.g. 
aggression, impulsive behaviour) behaviours is associated with increased 
school absences, and has a detrimental effect on the acquisition and 
performance of social skills and academic achievements (Gresham, 2015).

So in order to ensure a holistic approach to a child’s needs, it is 
recommended that the facilitator completes the Talkabout Assessment 
of Social Skills (TASS) prior to intervention, which includes a rating of 
associated and quality of life factors as well as an assessment of self-
esteem and social skills.
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Social validity and motivation

It is also important to consider social validity. This refers to the extent 
to which the child and the key people surrounding that child view the 
intervention targets as important and acceptable, which is naturally an 
important consideration in any social skills intervention. It is therefore 
recommended that the facilitator takes time to assess the children’s 
priorities and goals and helps them to understand the reason for the 
Talkabout intervention to improve the likelihood that intervention will be 
‘valid’ for the individual, and therefore successful.

If the facilitator has completed the TASS, then this will help, as it 
includes:

	• Priority ratings on all assessment forms

	• An importance rating on the student assessment

	• A long-term goal stated by the person in the initial information 
section.

Linked to this, it is essential that the facilitator considers whether social 
communication intervention is the right intervention for the child at 
this time. It is important to listen to the child and to key people in their 
lives to help you make this decision. There are several points to consider 
around motivation and underlying reasons for a behaviour.

Is the child motivated?

Does the child want to work on their areas of challenges? If not, are 
there good reasons for this? The author would not work with someone 
on their social communication if the child was content with who they 
are and with their quality of life. If this is the case, it may be more 
appropriate to work with other people in the person’s life to understand 
their challenges and support their differences, rather than work with the 
person themselves.

Is there an underlying reason for a behaviour?

It is important to consider other possible reasons for any behaviours that 
have been highlighted as a need. For example, if a child is struggling 
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with fidgeting, perhaps they would benefit from strategies they can use 
to meet their sensory needs, which will in turn enable them to listen 
better. Skills should be considered in the context of the whole person and 
the facilitator is advised to ask themselves the following questions:

	• Does the wider context show you that social communication 
difficulties are impacting their quality of life?

	• Does the child recognise these areas as difficult?

	• Do the child and key people want support in these areas?

	• Could there be other explanations for any of their challenges such as 
sensory needs or environmental?

	• Is their social communication profile associated with a particular 
diagnosis?

If your assessment of a child highlights any question marks in any of 
these areas, you may need to consider these further before you move on 
to intervention.

Using the Talkabout programme

Talkabout for Children: Developing Social Communication is a stand-
alone resource with up to 2 years’ worth of activities to develop skills. 
It uses a hierarchical approach to teaching skills, which means that 
easier skills are taught prior to more difficult ones. This means that it is 
recommended that the facilitator assesses the child prior to intervention, 
because choosing the right place to start work has to be the most 
important part of intervention, as it is the difference between potentially 
setting a child up to fail or succeed.

Assessment of social communication

The advantage of completing an initial assessment is that it gives the 
facilitator information which will help them to decide which section, 
or book, is best to start. It also gives a base-line measure from which 
progress can be assessed. For more information on how to assess, please 
see the Talkabout Assessment of Social Skills (TASS) (Kelly & Pearson, 
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forthcoming). However, if this is not accessible, the facilitator is advised 
to consider the following chart, which summarises the hierarchy of 
intervention.

Area to 
consider 

If challenges, which book / level 
to consider

Prerequisite 
skills?

Self-awareness 
and self-esteem

Talkabout for Children: Developing 
Self Awareness and Self Esteem

None

Body language Talkabout for Children: Developing 
Social Communication Level 
1 TALKABOUT Body Language 

Self-awareness 
and self-esteem 

Paralinguistic 
skills and 
conversations 

Talkabout for Children: Developing 
Social Communication Level 
2 TALKABOUT Conversations

Self-awareness 
and self-esteem
Body language 

Assertiveness Talkabout for Children: Developing 
Social Communication Level 
3 TALKABOUT Assertiveness

Self-awareness 
and self-esteem
Body language
Conversation

Friendship skills Talkabout for Children: Developing 
Friendship Skills 

Self-awareness 
and self-esteem
Body language
Conversation

Measuring effectiveness of intervention

Since 2009, I have been working independently and my focus has 
always been to train people to work with children in the most effective 
way and to evidence this in the most systematic way possible using 
the Talkabout resources. The results have consistently proved the 
effectiveness of the hierarchical method of teaching social skills. So how 
do you do it?

1. � Complete a baseline assessment

The first stage of analysis is to complete a baseline assessment. We 
recommend the Talkabout Assessment of Social Skills (TASS) (Kelly & 
Pearson, forthcoming), however there are other social communication 
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skills assessments available. From the assessment, the facilitator agrees 
where the child should start work, using the hierarchical model of 
intervention.

2. � Set targets for intervention

Once the skills have been agreed, the facilitator can then set targets. For 
example:

Area Skill Example of a target

Body 
language 

Distance The child can adjust their distance 
when talking to someone depending on 
the social situation 

Conversation 
skills

Starting a 
conversation

The child can start a conversation 
using a variety of openers dependent 
on the social situation 

Assertiveness Expressing 
feelings 

The child can express their feelings 
assertively depending on the situation 
and using a number of nonverbal and 
verbal skills

It is recommended that there should be no more than 8 targets per 
child and ideally 3–6. These will all be within one area of intervention, 
for example, body language, or conversation skills. This then defines the 
area of intervention. Each target is then scored to give a baseline. If the 
TASS has been used to assess, you will already have a score (from 1–6). If 
you have not used the TASS, then it is recommended that you score each 
target according to a scale from ‘never meets target’ to ‘always meets 
target’ or wording of the facilitator’s choice. We have always used a 
6-point rating, but again, this can be the facilitator’s choice.

3. � The intervention

The child then completes the intervention – usually a whole level 
of the Talkabout book. For example, if the targets are to improve 
body language, then the child will complete Level 1 TALKABOUT Body 
Language. See the sections below on setting up and running a Talkabout 
group.
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4. � Reassess

The final stage of analysis is to complete a reassessment. These pre and 
post scores can be presented either individually or in groups and can 
then be entered into a spreadsheet to create graphs easily. An example 
of progress shown after 2 reviews is shown below.​

Setting up a Talkabout group

Group membership

It is important to match the children in terms of their needs and also 
how well they are going to get on. A group is far more likely to gel and 
work well if they have similar needs, are a similar age and like each 
other. Group membership should also be closed, i.e. you should not 
allow new members to join half way through, as this will alter the group 
dynamics. I often work with peer groups, i.e. children from the same 
class or year, but it may be more appropriate to choose children from 
several year groups and classes. If this is the case, I try to have children 
who are no more than 2 years apart in age.

The size of the group

Groups work best if they are not too small or too big, preferably between 
4 and 8. I usually aim for a group of 5 or 6. You need them to be small 
enough to make sure that everyone contributes and feels part of the 
group and large enough to make activities such as role plays and group 
discussions feasible and interesting. Even numbers are helpful if you 
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are going to ask them to sometimes work in pairs. When I am asked to 
work with whole classes, I usually manage this by dividing the class into 
smaller groups and trying to find a spare classroom to use. Sometimes 
it is good to come back together at the end of the lesson to share one 
thing from each group. This does take longer though so you need to 
allow an extra 5 minutes for this.

Length of the sessions

Timings are given at the beginning of each topic but it is important to 
remember that change will not happen quickly. You should really allow 
at least a whole academic year (39 weeks) to be able to work through 
all these activities. In terms of the sessions, it is important that you have 
enough time to get through your session plan (see next section) but not 
so much time that the children get bored. I usually aim for about 40 
minutes.

Group leaders

Groups run better with two leaders, especially as there is often a need to 
model behaviours, observe the children and facilitate group discussions. 
It is also important to remember that when working on self-esteem, 
children may choose to share things that require you to act and another 
adult in the room is very helpful. However, it is possible to run this 
intervention on your own, just not so much fun, and harder work!

Accommodation

You will need a room that is comfortable for the children to learn in, 
where you are not going to be interrupted. Don’t be tempted to accept 
the corner of the hall or library as an acceptable place to run your 
group – this will not help your children to relax and talk openly. In terms 
of the layout of chairs, I sometimes work around a table depending on 
the activity; however, it is usually helpful to start with the chairs in a 
circle for the group cohesion activity.

Parental permission

Remember to get parental permission for the children to join the group. 
It is helpful for them to be on-board with the intervention and to see it 
as socially valid.
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Support from management

It is always helpful to have support from management. You may need to 
outline the objectives, benefits and requirements of the group before you 
start so that you can refer back to them if necessary.

Running a Talkabout group

Cohesiveness

A group that does not gel will not learn or have fun. It is therefore 
important to take time to ensure that group gelling occurs. Things that 
help are:

	• interpersonal attraction – children who like one another are more 
likely to gel

	• similar needs

	• activities that encourage everyone to take part and have fun

	• arranging the chairs into a circle prior to the session

	• ensuring that everyone feels valued in the group

	• ensuring that everyone feels part of the group and has an equal ‘say’

	• asking the group to set some rules

	• starting each session with a relatively simple activity that is fun and 
stress free

	• finishing each session with another activity that is fun and stress free.

You can get ideas for group cohesion games from the back of the book, 
or you could use the Talkabout Cards – Group Cohesion Games: Group 
Cohesion Activities (Kelly, 2011).



11

TALKABOUT for CHILDREN

The format of the session

The format of the session will vary from time to time but there are 
general guidelines which should be followed:

	1.	 Group cohesion activity: This brings the group together and helps 
them to focus on the purpose of the group. The activity should be 
simple, stress free and involve everyone.

	2.	 Main activity: It is during this part of the session that it is most 
important not to lose children’s interest or attention by allowing 
an activity to go on for too long, or one child to dominate the 
conversation.

	3.	 Finishing activity: A group activity to reduce any anxiety and to 
help the children leave in a happy and positive frame of mind. It 
should therefore be fun, simple and stress free.

In addition, you could also use the following activities from the first 
Talkabout for Children book every week:

	• How am I feeling? This activity encourages children to explore and 
discuss their feelings using a simple feeling board. I would do this after 
the first group cohesion activity.

	• How did I do? I usually ask the children to think about how they 
found the session using a familiar traffic light rating scale: green = 
I did well or that was good; amber = I did OK or that was OK; red = 
I found that hard. I usually do this before the last group cohesion 
activity.

	• My record of achievement I sometimes reward children for being in 
the group by allowing them to choose a sticker as they leave and to 
place it on their record of achievement. I then laminate this later as a 
certificate. A template for this can be found in the first Talkabout for 
Children book.
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TALKABOUT for CHILDREN

Confidentiality

It is important to remind the children not to talk about what other 
children have shared with the group outside of the session.

Have fun!

Children learn much more readily if they are having fun. It is important 
to work hard to make sure the children want to come to the sessions and 
a large part of this motivation will come from whether they enjoy them.

Transference of skills

It is essential that any work that is being done within the group is 
backed up outside of the group. I would encourage you to get other staff 
on board so that they can be aware of what you are doing with the 
children. Look for opportunities for children to receive praise or positive 
feedback within their everyday environment and identify any parts of 
their day that are not conducive and deal with them. You should also 
try to involve families where it is appropriate to do so, so that skills are 
reinforced at home.
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Level 1 TALKABOUT Body Language

Topic 1: Talking body language

Activity Teacher notes

In the manner of the 
word (Activity 1)

A game to explore how we can communicate 
without the use of words. An exercise to 
introduce the areas of our face, our body and 
the use of space.

Our bodies (Activity 2) The children identify all the different ways that 
they used their body to communicate certain 
emotions and actions in Activity 1.

Talking body parts 
(Activity 3)

The children choose a card with a body 
part on it and they have to use that part of 
their body to communicate something.

Think about 
TALKABOUT!  
(Activity 4)

A poster is prepared for the children to refer to 
for the rest of the level.
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Level 1 TALKABOUT Body Language

Copyright material from Alex Kelly (2024), Talkabout for Children, 3rd edition, Routledge. 

 Activity 1: In the manner of the word

Preparation

Print out the emotion cards and activity cards. Laminate the cards if you 
wish to use them again.

You may also want a mobile phone or camera to take some photos.

Instructions

	• Talk about the different emotion cards. Do all the children know what 
they mean? If you have just done a feelings activity – ‘How are we 
all feeling today?’ – you could recap on the feelings on the ‘feelings 
board’ (see Talkabout for Children: Developing Self Awareness and Self 
Esteem for examples of feeling boards).

	• Ask the children to get into 2 teams.

	• Each team, or pair, is given an activity to act and they then choose 
which emotion they want to act. They are both given a few minutes to 
prepare their mime.

	• 1 or 2 members from each team performs their mime and the other 
team tries to guess what is on their card and how they are feeling.

	• Photos could be taken at key moments to illustrate different aspects of 
body language (to be used in Activity 2).

	• Discuss how you knew how they were feeling? What parts of the body 
were most important? Try to elicit: face, eyes, hands, posture, distance 
or space, and legs.

Variation

The children could do this individually. You could simplify this activity by 
having the activity or the emotion already known, and the others have 
to guess only one element.
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Copyright material from Alex Kelly (2024), Talkabout for Children, 3rd edition, Routledge.

 Activity 1: In the manner of the word
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Level 1 TALKABOUT Body Language

Copyright material from Alex Kelly (2024), Talkabout for Children, 3rd edition, Routledge. 

 Activity 2: Our bodies

Preparation

Choose whether you want to use colour or black and white worksheets 
and print out enough for each photo you want to analyse. These are 
best done larger than A4, so if possible, enlarge the main worksheet to 
A3.

Choose which photos you are going to use from Activity 1. Try to choose 
a range of emotions: angry, happy, scared, worried etc. You will need 
one set of worksheets for each photo.

You will also need scissors and glue.

Instructions

	• Choose 1 photo to start with and stick in the middle of the worksheet.

	• Ask the children to try and notice what is happening to their body.

	• Use the pictures on the second worksheet to think about their face, 
eyes, posture, hands and distance / touch.

	• The children then cut and stick the appropriate pictures onto the 
worksheet.

	• They then move on to another photo and worksheet.

	• If you are unable to use photos from Activity 1, use photos of people 
from the internet expressing the same emotions and ask the children 
to remember how they acted that particular emotion.
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Level 1 TALKABOUT Body Language

Copyright material from Alex Kelly (2024), Talkabout for Children, 3rd edition, Routledge.

 Activity 2: Our bodies� Worksheet

Name_​_____​_____​​_____​_____​_____​_____ Date________________

This person is feeling ……………………………… How can we tell?


