
TTuunnee IInn
TTuunnee OOuutt

�� WWhhaatt ddoo wwee mmeeaann bbyy tthhee pphhrraasseess ttuunnee iinn aanndd ttuunnee oouutt??

�� HHooww ddoo wwee eennggaaggee aa bbaabbyy?? HHooww lloonngg ccaann aa bbaabbyy ssuussttaaiinn
aa qquuiieett aalleerrtt ssttaattee??

�� HHooww ccaann aa ppaarreenntt ssttrruuccttuurree ffoorr ssuucccceessssffuull iinntteerraaccttiioonnss??

�� HHooww sshhoouulldd aa ppaarreenntt rreessppoonndd wwhheenn hheerr bbaabbyy
ttuunneess oouutt??

�� WWhheenn iiss nnoonnrreessppoonnssee ddeevvaassttaattiinngg ttoo aa bbaabbyy?? WWhhyy??

�� HHooww ccoouulldd ppaarreennttss uussee nnoonnrreessppoonnssee ttoo sseett lliimmiittss??

IInnqquuiirryy QQuueessttiioonnss

LLIISSTTEENN
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11..

22..

33..

44..

BBaabbiieess aanndd ttooddddlleerrss aarree aabbllee ttoo ttuunnee iinn aanndd ttuunnee oouutt ooff tthheeiirr ssuurrrroouunnddiinnggss..
Parents who engage in interaction when their child tunes in and disengage from
interaction when their child tunes out are strengthening developmental path-
ways. This kind of response to the child is a sign of respect. It allows a baby or
toddler to regain equilibrium and to participate in an interaction for a longer
time. When parents respond appropriately as their children engage and disen-
gage, they encourage self-regulation and self-confidence.

RReeccooggnniizziinngg hhooww ttoo eennggaaggee aa cchhiilldd —— aanndd wwhheenn ttoo ddiisseennggaaggee  —— iiss ssoommee-
ttiimmeess ccaalllleedd tthhee ““DDaannccee ooff LLoovvee..”” This type of shared understanding is also
referred to as the “shared space between mother and child.” Most mother-baby
or mother-toddler pairs find this “shared space” several times each day. When
the mother gains this level of sensitivity to the child’s signals, the pair becomes
“in tune.” Such babies and toddlers are better behaved and show confidence,
rhythmicity, and strong development.

NNoonnrreessppoonnssee ccaann bbee uusseeffuull oorr ddeevvaassttaattiinngg.. When babies know that a parent is
available or “there” for them, they will look to the parent for everything they
are unsure about. “May I touch this?” or “Should I trust this strange person?”
This connection allows the child to learn. But as the child gains confidence, he
will try testing the limits of behavior. This is when not responding to a child’s
demands is a good way to regulate his behavior. For example, a toddler fusses,
“cookie, cookie” and his mother responds by ignoring the request and walking
away to get her keys. Ignoring a child can help parents redirect the child’s
behavior without scolding him. However, general nonresponsiveness (e.g.,
from a depressed mother) can be detrimental and can cause depression in the
child. Such children will seek their attachment somewhere else. If they do not
find an alternative, they may make slower progress; they may even lose devel-
opmental abilities and/or valuable social skills.

SSttrruuccttuurree ffoorr ssuucccceessss ttoo hheellpp bbaabbiieess aanndd ttooddddlleerrss ttuunnee iinn.. The position of the
child, the distractions in the room, age-appropriate toys, the time of day, and
the child’s state of awareness all make a difference in how well she will engage
and learn. Engagement can be loving and calming (such as rocking), quiet
learning (such as reading or playing blocks) or active release (such as exercis-
ing). Sometimes when a baby or toddler tunes out, it is only for a short time.
Help parents learn to wait for their child to regain balance and tune in again.

CCoonncceeppttuuaall OOvveerrvviieeww LLIISSTTEENN
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TToooollss ffoorr PPrreesseennttaattiioonn

TTeerrmmss ttoo UUnnddeerrssttaanndd
� Dance of Love

recognizing when to engage a baby, when to 
disengage, and “being there” when the baby
is ready to re-engage

� Disengagement cues
signals a baby gives to indicate the need for a 
break or the need to change activities

� Engagement
connection or involvement when two people
are focused around the same interest

� Engagement cues
signals that a baby gives to indicate his or her
readiness for interaction

� Environment
physical and social surroundings, including
objects, conditions, or circumstances that
influence the life of a person

� Nonresponsiveness
when a parent or a caregiver does not respond
to a baby’s engagement cues or respect dis-
engagement cues

� Overstimulation
when the environment is too much for one’s
nervous system; when a baby’s nervous system
has received too much sensory input or stimu-
lation and the baby becomes fussy, frantic, or
out-of-control

� Re-engagement
after a disengagement, the baby looks back at
his or her parent, indicating a readiness to
engage again

� Shared space
when two people understand one another’s 
nonverbal cues and share each other’s feelings;
what is created when there is mutual under-
standing

SSuuggggeesstteedd AAccttiivviittiieess

� PIPE Activity Cards:
20, 35, 36, 49, 90, 107, 131, 132

� Video: Life’s First Feelings, NOVA

� Pictures of parents and children
interacting in various activities

OOtthheerr MMaatteerriiaallss && SSuupppplliieess



LLIISSTTEENN
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MMaasstteerr PPaaggeess iinn PPaarreenntt HHaannddoouuttss NNootteebbooookk

#43 � Topic Animal Artwork

#44 � Inquiry Questions
[also see page 79]

#45 � What Am I Saying?

#46 � Tuning In/Tuning Out
[also see page 88]

#47 � Engaging With a Baby or Toddler

#48 � Classify the Cues Review
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IInnssttrruuccttiioonnaall PPllaann

OOuuttccoommeess
� Parents will recognize and respond appropriately to their baby’s or toddler’s

engagement and disengagement cues.
� Parents will evaluate the results of nonresponsiveness to a baby’s or toddler’s

engagement cues.
� Parents will analyze factors that can help structure a successful engagement

experience.

FFoouurr-SStteepp IInnssttrruuccttiioonnaall PPrroocceessss

IInnttrroodduuccttiioonn ooff TTooppiicc

� We all tune in to our surroundings when we are interested and stimu-
lated and tune out when we need a break.
����Tuning out allows our brain time to process information and our neuro-

logical systems to restabilize.

� Explain the concept of Tune In/Tune Out. 
- Parents identify behaviors they have used to tune out.
- How do they act when they are tuned in?

� Discuss why being able to tune out is important. Ask how the
parents feel when they are not allowed to “take a break.”

����The length of time a person can tune in and each person’s need to tune out
is related to development and a person’s individual biological rhythms.

� Discuss how attention span will vary with individuals. Cite examples
of different activities. Ask the parent how long he thinks he could
stay focused on each activity.

� Discuss how long most babies can tune in before needing a break
(about 5 seconds for most young babies).

KKeeyy CCoonncceeppttss

� Babies give cues to signal when they are tuned in and when they need 
to tune out [see Conceptual Overview #1].

PPrreesseennttaattiioonn ooff CCoonncceeppttss11
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����Engagement cues let a parent know the baby is tuned in and ready for his
warmth and teaching.

����Disengagement cues tell a parent his baby has had enough, needs a break,
or is overstimulated.

� Use topic animal artwork to begin discussing engagement and disen-
gagement cues.

� Define engagement and disengagement cues. Assign each parent an
engagement or disengagement cue [see the cues on “What Am
I Saying?”] Take turns to act out these cues. Identify a cue as it is
acted out and determine if it signals engagement or disengagement.

� Use “Tuning In/Tuning Out” as a transparency or a handout [see pg.
88]. Each parent circles cues used by his baby. 

Discuss overstimulation.

- Which cues might indicate the baby is overstimulated? 
- How could parents help an overstimulated baby regain 

control?

� Use pictures of parents and children engaging in various activities to
illustrate times when a child is overstimulated and/or ways a parent
can help an overstimulated child.

� A parent’s response to engagement and disengagement cues affects a
baby’s development [see Conceptual Overview #2 and #3].
����When disengagement cues are ignored, anxiety builds in a baby.
����Nonresponse to engagement and re-engagement cues discourages a baby’s

learning and ability to interact.

� Discuss/explain the dance of love and the impact of timely engage-
ment and disengagement. Discuss how this process helps parents and
their babies build close and trusting relationships.

� Show video clip from Life’s First Feelings where the mother is inter-
acting with the baby in the infant seat. (This is found just after the
title screen “First Feelings.”)

- Discuss the reactions of the baby when the parent does not 
re-engage. 

- Discuss the impact on the baby if this were to happen 
repeatedly.

����Sometimes ignoring engagement cues is useful to help regulate a baby
or toddler.

� Discuss when nonresponse to an engagement cue could be useful.

Identify situations when it may be appropriate to ignore cues as a
way to change a child’s behavior.



� Parents can structure for success to have a positive engagement 
[see Conceptual Overview #4].

� Discuss external factors that make a difference in how well a baby
or toddler will engage.

� Identify and discuss briefly the factors that make a difference in
how well a child will engage and learn. Use the information on
“Structure for Success” [see pg. 89] to prepare for this discussion.
Parents can summarize the techniques you present, using the hand-
out “Engaging With a Baby or Toddler.”

DDeemmoonnssttrraattee hhooww ttoo ssttrruuccttuurree ffoorr aa ssuucccceessssffuull eennggaaggeemmeenntt eexxppeerriieennccee and
how to respond appropriately to a baby’s or toddler’s disengagement and re-
engagement cues. You can use PIPE Activity Cards. Follow the points outlined
in “Structure for Success” [see pg. 89].

WWhhaatt??

� PPaarreenntt pprraaccttiicceess ““ssttrruuccttuurriinngg ffoorr ssuucccceessss”” and responding appropriately
to his baby’s engagement and disengagement cues.

WWhhyy??

� TThhee ggooaall ooff tthhiiss aaccttiivviittyy is to focus each parent on the ability of his baby
to communicate by tuning in or tuning out.

HHooww??

� PPaarreenntt cchhoooosseess aann aaggee-aapppprroopprriiaattee PPIIPPEE AAccttiivviittyy CCaarrdd ttoo sshhaarree wwiitthh 
hhiiss bbaabbyy while structuring for success and reading and responding 
to engagement and disengagement cues.

EEvvaalluuaattiinngg tthhee PPaarreenntt-cchhiilldd IInntteerraaccttiioonn

� Using the handout “Tuning In/Tuning Out” parent circles the
engagement and disengagement cues expressed by his child.
Remind parent of times when his baby re-engaged after tuning out.

TTooppiicc EEvvaalluuaattiioonn aanndd CClloossuurree

� Review “Classify the Cues Review.” [Educators can use “Tuning
In/Tuning Out,” pg. 88, as a KEY for this worksheet.]

LLIISSTTEENN
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DDeemmoonnssttrraattiioonn22

SSuuppeerrvviisseedd PPaarreenntt-CChhiilldd IInntteerraaccttiioonn33

EEvvaalluuaattiioonn44



FFoorr ppaarreennttss aatt hhoommee::
� Parent creates or makes toys for use during play time to practice observing

engagement and disengagement responses. Be sure these are safe toys! 
[See the appendix and the appendix of the Parent Handouts notebook.]

� Parent observes engagement or disengagement techniques of others in the
household or at the mall. Analyze how responses impact the child’s behavior
and relationship with the adult.

� Parent keeps an ongoing diary of special engagement times he has with his
child and the disengagement cues the child gives.

SSuuggggeessttiioonnss ffoorr tthhee ppaarreenntt eedduuccaattoorr::
� Engagement/disengagement cues will change with the child’s age/stage of

development. Point these out to the parent.
� Make a poster of engagement/disengagement cues to use at a visit and leave 

with the family.

TTooppiicc EEnnhhaanncceerrss && IInnssttrruuccttiioonnaall AAiiddss

TTooppiicc EEnnhhaanncceerrss
The ideas below are optional topic extenders. Parents may like to try them (as time
and interest in a concept allow), or the parenting educator may use selected activities 
to help a parent explore a specific concept in greater depth.

FFoorr aa ppaarreenntt ggrroouupp::
� Parents create or make toys for use during play time to practice observing

engagement and disengagement responses. Be sure these are safe toys! [See 
the appendix and the appendix of the Parent Handouts notebook.]

� Each parent keeps an ongoing diary of special engagement times he has with his
child and the disengagement cues the child gives.

SSuuggggeessttiioonnss ffoorr tthhee ppaarreenntt eedduuccaattoorr::
� Parent educator models appropriate engagement techniques for parents.
� Display in group meeting room:

- pictures of parents and children at various ages — engaged and disengaged
- posters of engagement/disengagement cues
- bulletin board: “Setting the Stage for Successful Engagement”

� Engagement/disengagement cues will change with the child’s age and stage 
of development. Point these out to parents.
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TTuunniinngg IInn // TTuunniinngg OOuutt

—— EEnnggaaggeemmeenntt CCuueess ——

VVeerrbbaall NNoonnvveerrbbaall

—— DDiisseennggaaggeemmeenntt CCuueess ——

VVeerrbbaall NNoonnvveerrbbaall

SSuucckkiinngg
CCooooiinngg
GGiigggglliinngg
BBaabbbblliinngg
TTaallkkiinngg

EEyyeess wwiiddeenniinngg
FFaacciiaall bbrriigghhtteenniinngg

EEyyee ccoonnttaacctt
SSmmiilliinngg

HHeeaadd ttuurrnniinngg ttoowwaarrdd ccaarreeggiivveerr
HHaannddss ooppeenn

HHaannddss ttooggeetthheerr
RReeaacchhiinngg ttoowwaarrdd ccaarreeggiivveerr
SSmmooootthh ccyycclliicc mmoovveemmeennttss

SSiigghhiinngg
WWhhiimmppeerriinngg

WWhhiinniinngg
FFuussssiinngg
CCrryyiinngg

HHiiccccuuppiinngg
SSppiittttiinngg
CChhookkiinngg
VVoommiittiinngg

IInnccrreeaasseedd kkiicckkiinngg mmoovveemmeennttss
AArrmm eexxtteennddeedd iinn hhaalltt ppoossiittiioonn

PPaaiinneedd ffaaccee
PPuucckkeerreedd ffaaccee
SSqquuiinnttss//bblliinnkkss

FFrroowwnn
YYaawwnn

TTuurrnniinngg aawwaayy
HHeeaadd lloowweerriinngg

HHaanndd ttoo eeaarr
HHaanndd ttoo mmoouutthh
GGaazzee aavveerrssiioonn

CClleenncchheedd hhaannddss
TToonngguuee sshhooww

FFiinnggeerr eexxtteennssiioonn
BBaacckk aarrcchhiinngg
PPuulllliinngg aawwaayy
PPuusshhiinngg aawwaayy
JJeerrkkyy aaccttiivviittyy

TTrraayy ppoouunnddiinngg
WWaallkkiinngg aawwaayy
CCrraawwlliinngg aawwaayy
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SSttrruuccttuurree ffoorr SSuucccceessss

WWhheenn tthhee bbaabbyy oorr ttooddddlleerr iiss iinn aann aalleerrtt ssttaattee::

� FFiinndd aa qquuiieett eennvviirroonnmmeenntt..

Babies and toddlers learn best in a one-to-one environment.
Turn off the TV and talk-radio.
Find a private space for just you and the child.

� PPoossiittiioonn tthhee bbaabbyy oorr ttooddddlleerr..

Place the child facing you ... or move to the child’s level.
Be sure the child’s arms, hands, and feet can move.
Does the child have room to move?

� GGeett tthhee bbaabbyy’’ss oorr ttooddddlleerr’’ss aatttteennttiioonn.
Call out the child’s name.
Gently touch the child’s face or touch the toddler’s arm.
Establish eye contact.

� FFooccuuss oonn oonnee tthhiinngg aatt aa ttiimmee..

Development will determine what babies and toddlers like to play.
Play with one toy at a time until the child disengages.
Try to keep the child’s attention focused.

� WWaaiitt ffoorr tthhee bbaabbyy oorr ttooddddlleerr ttoo rreessppoonndd..

Interact with the child at his or her level.
Use activities or objects the child responds to.
(This includes your voice, your fingers, and your face.)

� RReeccooggnniizzee tthhee ssiiggnnss iiff tthhee bbaabbyy oorr ttooddddlleerr ““ttuunneess oouutt..””

Turning away, looking down, and/or rubbing eyes.
Moving to another interest area.
Throwing or scattering toys.

� WWaaiitt ttoo sseeee iiff tthhee cchhiilldd ssttaabbiilliizzeess aanndd wwaannttss ttoo rree-eennggaaggee..

Sometimes children only need a moment to calm nerves.
They may look away or walk away.
Then they may return to eye contact and begin again.
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©2015 How to Read Your Baby Topic 4: Tune In / Tune Out 

Tune In/ 
Tune Out 



©2015 How to Read Your Baby Topic 4: Tune In / Tune Out 

Topic 4: Tune In/Tune Out 

INQUIRY QUESTIONS 

What do we mean by the phrases tune in and tune out? 

How do we engage a baby? How long can a baby 
sustain a quiet alert state? 

How can a parent structure for successful interactions? 

How should a parent respond when her baby tunes 
out? 

When is nonresponse devastating to a baby? Why? 

How could parents use nonresponse to set limits? 
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What Am I Saying? 

CUE  Engagement? or Disengagement? 

Looking Away . . . . . . . . . .  

Sighing . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

Eyes Widening. . . . . . . . . .  

Hiccupping . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

Yawn . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Hands Open . . . . . . . . . . . . 

Hand to Ear . . . . . . . . . . . . 

Babbling . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

Choking . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
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Tuning In / Tuning Out 
Putting all the Cues Together 

It is important to look at the interaction as a whole. 

 Engagement Cues - Ready to learn and interact.
Verbal Nonverbal 
Sucking 

Cooing 

Giggling 

Babbling 

Talking 

Smiling 

Eye contact 

Hands open 

Eyes widening 

Hands together 

Facial brightening 

Reaching toward caregiver 

Smooth cyclic movements 

Head turning toward caregiver 

Disengagement Cues - Baby needs a change or a break. 

Verbal Nonverbal 
Sighing 

Whimpering 

Whining 

Fussing 

Crying 

Hiccupping 

Spitting 

Choking 

Vomiting 

Frown 

Yawn 

Pained face 

Puckered face 

Squints/blinks 

Turning away 

Head lowering 

Gaze aversion 

Clenched hands 

Tongue show 

Back arching 

Jerky activity 

Tray pounding 

Finger extension 

Hand to ear or mouth 

Pulling or pushing away 

Walking or crawling away 

Increased kicking movements 

Arm extended in halt position
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Engaging With a Baby or Toddler 

Babies and toddler become over-stimulated very easily. Many nerve 
connections are being formed in a child’s brain during the first three 
years. Usually babies and toddlers need calm environments to engage 
with others and learn to focus their attention. Babies and toddlers are 
learning the most when they are in a quiet alert state. 

Parents help structure play interactions when they: 

 Begin with the baby or toddler in a quiet alert state. 

 Make a quiet environment. 

 Position the child appropriately. 

 Get the child’s attention. 

 Focus on one thing at a time. 

 Wait for the child to respond. 

 Recognize the signs of the child “tuning out.” 

 Wait to see if the child stabilizes and wants to re-engage. 
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Classify the Cues Review 

Directions: Mark each cue with “E” (engagement) or “D” (disengagement) on the line. 

eyes widening back arching 

whimpers pulling away 

puckers face eye contact 

turning away yawn 

tray pounding pushing away 

giggling fussing 

frown reaching toward caregiver 

babbling head lowering 

talking hand to ear 

lip grimace crying 

crawling away head turning to caregiver 

walking away hands open 

whining facial brightening 

spitting increased kicking movements 

arm extended/halt position choking 

smiling smooth cyclic movements 
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#20-I
HATS OF F,  HATS ON

Materials: Assorted hats and a large mirror

Directions: Sit in front of the mirror with the baby and try on the 
different hats.  Let the small baby look at you with the different hats on.
Make funny faces for the baby to copy.  Let the older baby try to pull
the hats off your head.  Help the older baby put the hats on his or her
head.
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#35
RAINING WATER PLAY

Materials: Strainers

Directions: Playing outside or during bath time, use strainers to make it
rain.  Sing as the water pours through the strainer.

It’s Raining, It’s Pouring
It’s raining, it’s pouring
The old man is snoring
He went to bed and bumped his head
And didn’t get up in the morning
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#36-I
RATTLES

Materials: Assorted Rattles

Directions: Put a rattle in baby’s hand or let baby take the rattle from
you.  Let baby explore it.  Shake yours and see if baby will look for 
the sound.  Shake baby’s hand, and see if baby will look for the sound.
When baby shakes rattle, you shake yours.  Follow baby’s lead.  
Take turns. 
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#36-T
RATTLES

Materials: Assorted Rattles

Directions: Give Toddler a choice of rattles.  Play some fun music 
and follow toddlers lead as he/she shakes and rattles.
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#49-T
TEXTURE FEEL

Materials: Cotton balls, silk, linen, satin, velvet, flannel, scraps or any
other interesting textures, such as feathers

Directions: Sit with toddler and explore the different materials.  
Use many descriptive words as the toddler feels each different texture. 
Let toddler pick their favorites.

©How to Read Your Baby 2008 ––Partners In Parenting Education curriculum

#49-T
TEXTURE FEEL

Materials: Cotton balls, silk, linen, satin, velvet, flannel, scraps or any
other interesting textures, such as feathers

Directions: Sit with toddler and explore the different materials.  
Use many descriptive words as the toddler feels each different texture. 
Let toddler pick their favorites.

©How to Read Your Baby 2008 ––Partners In Parenting Education curriculum

#49-T
TEXTURE FEEL

Materials: Cotton balls, silk, linen, satin, velvet, flannel, scraps or any
other interesting textures, such as feathers

Directions: Sit with toddler and explore the different materials.  
Use many descriptive words as the toddler feels each different texture. 
Let toddler pick their favorites.

©How to Read Your Baby 2008 ––Partners In Parenting Education curriculum

#49-T
TEXTURE FEEL

Materials: Cotton balls, silk, linen, satin, velvet, flannel, scraps or any
other interesting textures, such as feathers

Directions: Sit with toddler and explore the different materials.  
Use many descriptive words as the toddler feels each different texture. 
Let toddler pick their favorites.



©How to Read Your Baby 2008 ––Partners In Parenting Education curriculum

#49-I
TEXTURE FEEL

Materials: Cotton balls, silk, linen, satin, velvet, flannel, scraps or 
any other interesting textures, such as feathers

Directions: Sit with child and stroke him/her with the different 
textures.  Talk about how wonderful they feel.  Babies will enjoy 
grasping and touching and tasting clean textured objects.
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#90

ROUND TH E GARDEN

Directions: Sit with baby/toddler in your lap and say rhyme.

Round and round the garden, 

(make circles around baby’s tummy.)

Goes the Teddy Bear.  One step… Two steps…

(walk your fingers up baby’s chest as you count.)

He’s going way up there.  

(Tousle baby’s hair.)
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#107
TH E FOUNTAIN

Directions: This can be used with “Raining Water Play” #35.

There in the fountain

A little streamlet

Would swell so grandly

Then wither sadly

It could not but shed a tear.

It felt too hot,

The poor little dear!

~ traditional, Mexico
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#131
IT’S RAINING!  IT’S RAINING!
Directions: This can be used with “Raining Water Play” #35.

It’s raining! It’s raining!

The cavern maiden’s calling.

The little birds are singing.

All the clouds are lifting.

Oh yes! — Oh, no!

Oh, let the downpour fall!

~ traditional, Puerto Rico
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#132
LITTLE CORN CAKES

Directions: Clap hands as you pretend to make tortillas.

Corn cakes for Mama,

Corn cakes for Papa,

Crispy ones for Mama,

Pretty ones for Papa.
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