
HELPING A CHILD TO SPEAK CLEARLY 
 

Why is it important to speak clearly? 
 To get your message across. 
 To have confidence in communicating. 
 To enable interaction with others. 
 To learn with others. 
 To develop relationships. 
 For successful negotiating or compromising. 
 To ask questions – seek information. 
 

 
Why doesn’t my child speak clearly? 

Examples: 
• Delayed development of speech sounds. 
• Disordered development of speech sounds. 
• Motor problems 
• Hearing problems 
• Auditory processing difficulties 
• Fast speech/long sentences, words run together 
• Soft voice/mumbles 
• Doesn’t face the person they are talking to. 

Articulation: Speech sounds 

How to help: 
Examples: 
• Praise: this helps your child feel more confident about talking and gets 

them attention from their parents whenever they remember to try to 
speak carefully. 

• Modelling: show your child how to produce the correct sound        
 Child:  ‘look there’s a tat (cat)’ 

           Parent: ‘yes, I can see it too, it’s a fluffy cat’ 
• Emphasize: when you show your child how to say the sound correctly, 

put extra stress on the sound to make it more obvious 
• Correction: comment on the child’s speech error and show the child 

how to say it correctly. 



Child:  ‘look mum, there’s a cat’ 
Parent: ‘that was lovely slow talking, but you forgot the k’ 
sound in “cat”… try it again, cat’. 

 

Volume 

• Use of increased volume can be caused by hearing problems 
• Low volume may be caused by lack of listener awareness 
• Inability to produce and coordinate breath support 
• May result in voice problems due to excessive use of loud voice   

 
How to help: 

• Verbal feedback – remind your child about speaking at the right volume 
(‘speak softly’ or ‘speak up’) 

• Use visual feedback such as rubrics or gesture 
• Help your child to self monitor their speech: 

 Say: ‘you need to remember to … (‘speak softly’ or 
‘speak up’) 

 Then: ‘what do you need to remember?’ 
 Or: ‘well done, you remembered to … (‘speak softly’ 

or ‘speak up’) 
• Prompt your child to breath – sometimes if children do not breathe 

often enough, they run out of air.  When we run out of air, our volume 
tends to reduce. 

• Reduce speed of speech – sometimes when we speak very fast, we run 
out of air and then we have to speak more softly. 

 

Speech rate 
Causes: 
• Poor auditory feedback (e.g. Down Syndrome, reduced awareness of 

word/syllable boundaries) 
• Behaviour/personality 
• Reduced breath support can lead to increased speech rate  
• Lack of awareness and self monitoring of speech 

How to help: 
• Auditory feedback 



• Use visual feedback such as rubrics and gesture 
• Physical feedback:  

 Clapping out words in the sentence 
 Clapping out parts of long words 
 Jumping out words in the sentence 
 Jumping out parts in long words 

• Self monitoring: 
 Say: ‘you need to remember to slow down’ (with 

gesture) 
 Then: ‘what do you need to remember?’ 
 Or: ‘well done you remembered to… (slow down)’ 

Oral Skills 

• This area refers to: 
 Weak, inaccurate movements of lips, teeth or tongue 

 
• Causes: 

 Motor problems: e.g. dyspraxia 
 Muscle weakness 
 

How to help: 
Examples: 
Increase awareness:  
• Look in the mirror, point to tongue, lips, tongue, teeth etc. 
• Play copycat: make different movements with your teeth, tongue, lips 

and help your child copy you (this can be done in the mirror too for 
extra feedback) 

• Increased awareness and muscles needed to make different movements 
will assist students in what to do in order to say different sounds e.g. put 
your teeth on you lip (for the ‘f’ sound) 

 

 
 
 



Body orientation 

• This area refers to: 
 Inappropriate or inconsistent positioning of body or face or 

eyes when talking with another person 
 

• This results in: 
 Inability of a person to ‘see’ what you are talking about 

(gestures, facial expressions etc.) 
 Reduction of the clues that can be given to the person you 

are talking to 
 Giving the impression of ‘not being sociable’ and perhaps 

discouraging interaction/conversation 
 Reduces intelligibility (e.g. with head down, often combined 

with low volume and mumbling) 
 

How to help: 
 Verbal feedback: 

• ‘Look at me’ 
• ‘Face me’ 

 Physical feedback: 
• Turning chin/face up or around 
• Prompting body to face the appropriate way 

 Visual feedback: 
• Gesture 
• Rubrics 

 Self monitoring: 
• say: ‘you need to remember to …(e.g. face me/look at me) 
• Then: ‘what do you need to remember?’ 



• Or: ‘well done you remembered to… (face me/look at me) 

General Strategies 
to Encourage Children to Speak Clearly 

 
Things to remember before you start: 
 Know the specific goal you are targeting (e.g. talking louder) 
 Don’t focus on too many things at once – both you and your child will be 

confused! 
 Your Speech Pathologist can help you know what level your child is at 

with a particular skill – practicing a skill at the right level will help 
him/her be successful and be motivated to keep trying 

 
1. PRAISE 

 
Give your child lots of praise for clear talking. 
This is absolutely essential in order to improve speech.  It’s often much 
easier to notice and criticize errors and faults but praising is often more 
effective because children then feel more positive about talking and get 
attention from their parents whenever they remember to try to speak 
carefully and clearly. 
 

Remember: SPECIFIC VS GENERAL praise 
Examples: 

Specific Praise General Praise 
“That was lovely clear talking – 
really tried to speak slowly” 
 

Well done! 

“I like the way you ‘re trying to 
move your mouth more” 
 

Great! 

“Nice talking!” 
 

You are doing really well! 

“Well done, you remembered to 
speak up!” 
 

Nice work! 

 



2. FEEDBACK 
Feedback can be positive or negative.  Praise is positive feedback. 
It is important that your child is getting clear and informative feedback 
about their speech. 
 
Important things to remember: 
• Keep it simple – do not tell your child too many things to remember.  For 

example, ‘speak up’ is enough rather than saying ‘you are speaking too 
softly, try and speak a little louder so that I can hear you.’ 

 
Feedback Correct/incorrect 

‘Speak up’ Correct 
‘You are speaking too softly, try 
and speak a little louder so that I 
can hear you.’ 
 

Incorrect 

‘Slow down’ Correct 
‘You are speaking a bit fast, try and 
slow down’ 

Incorrect 

 
Your feedback should give your child information about how well they are 
speaking.  This should be delivered with a positive statement rather than a 
negative statement.  See below. 
 

Behaviour Positive feedback Negative 
feedback 

Speaking too fast ‘Slow down’ ‘Don’t speak too 
fast’ 

Speaking at appropriate speed ‘Well down, good 
slow speaking’ 

‘You didn’t speak 
so fast’ 

Speaking too softly or too 
loudly 

‘Speak up’ ,  ‘Softer’ ‘Don’t yell’ 

Speaking at a good volume ‘Well done, I can 
hear you talking 
really well’ 

‘You didn’t yell’ 

Using correct sounds ‘Great you are 
remembering all 

‘You didn’t say…’ 



your sounds’  
‘Well done, good 
back sound’ 

Using incorrect sounds ‘Oops, remember 
your…sound’ 

‘stop saying …’ 

 
• Be visual rather than verbal 
 
Verbal feedback: telling your child what they need to remember 
 
Visual feedback: Letting your child see how well they are using clear speech 
and encouraging self-monitoring and self-correction 
     

• Use gesture, rubrics etc. 
 

• You can also: 
o Set up a container and a set of counters 
o Every time the child uses clear speech put another counter in 

the container 
o Each time the child fails to use clear speech e.g. speaking too 

fast, too loud, too soft, uses incorrect sounds – take a counter 
out of the container 

o The child can see how well they are doing – if they are getting 
lots of counters in the container, they keep using their clear 
speech 

o If they are losing counters they begin to self correct as soon as 
you reach to take a counter out of their container 

 
3. MODELLING 

This means to demonstrate or give an example of something.  It is 
important to give children correct models of how to say their sounds so 
that they can hear and eventually imitate and use them in their own 
speech.   

Child:  ‘look there’s a tat (cat)’ 
Parent: ‘yes, I can see it too, it’s a fluffy cat’ 



There is no correction involved in this technique.  It is appropriate to use 
with very sensitive children who are likely to get upset and stop talking if 
they are directly corrected. 
 

4. EMPHASISE 
• When you show your child how to say the sound correctly, put extra 

stress on the sound to make it more obvious 
 

5. CORRECTION 
• Comment on the child’s speech error and show the child how to say it 

correctly. 
Child:  ‘look mum, there’s a cat’ 
Parent:‘that was lovely slow talking, but you forgot the k’     

sound in “cat”… try it again, cat’ 
 

6. OPPORTUNITIES 
• Make sure there are plenty of opportunities to practice “good 

talking”. Allow time for talking in many different situations and 
activities. Rehearsal of what to say will help here and providing 
a cue card or script to practice will also be beneficial. 

• Use the written cues to help focus your child on the all the 
sounds that are required to make up the word. 

• Repetition is extremely valuable here! 
 

7. SELF MONITORING/SELF CORRECTION 
• Encourage the child to evaluate their own speech and 

correct/improve the accuracy of their speech.  
• Don’t forget to praise such attempts as this is an extremely valuable 

tool long term. 
 
8. IMITATION 
• Use imitation as a tool to improve the accuracy or speech, particular 

when rehearsing  
 



 
 

SPECIFIC ACTIVITIES 
1. POSTER for the rules of clear speaking 

• To help your child become more aware of what is 
involved in speaking clearly 

• Create a poster together with child, decorate it and pin 
it up where you and child can see it 

• Point to it to help reinforce or praise what the child is 
doing 

• See also rubric for clear talking 
2. TAPE RECORDER 

• When engaging in talking activities, tape your child 
speaking 

• Replay the tape so that you child can hear examples of 
both clear/unclear speech 

• Refer to rubric and poster to talk about why talking was 
clear or unclear 

3. TAKE TURNS 
• Allow your child to monitor your speech 
• Exaggerate the volume, rate, general clarity of your 

speech (make deliberate errors) 
• Ask your child to use the rubric or poster to tell you how 

you went 
• Tape your speech as well and together evaluate your 

speech  
4. TALKING TIME  
• Any game/activity that has a requirement for clear talking can be 

used to practice or encourage good talking.  
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