Speech & Language Therapy Advice

Sometimes children are reluctant to speak in some situations. This can be due to shyness, or may be because a child experiences anxiety when they are expected to talk beyond their home setting / with people they are less comfortable with. The following strategies can be used to try to help a child feel more relaxed and comfortable. As anxiety reduces, the child may feel easier about talking.

· Reassure the child that it is all right if he / she isn’t ready to talk yet. Tell him / her that it is OK if he / she doesn’t feel comfortable talking yet, as long as he / she’s having fun at nursery or playing at the park.

· Build the child’s confidence by offering lots of praise for things he / she is good at / tasks she completes well. These can be things that both do, and don’t involve talking. You might say, “You’re colouring that in very nicely. You’re very clever!” or, “It was lovely to listen to you saying those nursery rhymes so nicely.”

· Make comments when you are talking with the child rather than asking lots of questions. Asking questions means that the child feels as if he / she has to give an answer, where as if you make a comment, there is less pressure to respond. For example, instead of saying “what’s this animal called?” try, “I can see lots of animals here.”

· If you do ask the child a question, give him / her multiple choice-style options he / she can answer you with. This will be easier to respond to than an open question. Try, “Do you want to read, play in the home corner, or don’t you know yet?” instead of, “what do you want to do?” When you’ve asked a question, wait for 5 seconds (count in your head) and if the child hasn’t responded, ask the question again as a yes/no choice so that the child can answer with a nod or shake of their head. If there is still no response, say something like, “You don’t seem sure about answering that question. Let’s go have a look in the home corner and you can see if you want to stay there.”
· Make sure that you have some strategies in place for the child to communicate, even if this is without talking to begin with. This could be coming to stand next to the teacher if he / she is unsure what to do for a piece of work, or putting up his / her hand if he / she wants to go to the toilet. Making sure that the child knows how to do these things, without talking if necessary, will make him / her feel more comfortable and therefore confident in the school or nursery environment. 

· For more information, visit www.selectivemutism.org.uk












