When YOU Don’t Understand
Ways to Respond to Your Child’s Efforts to Communicate
Often we have difficulty understanding young children when they try to talk with
us. The following suggestions will give you strategies which may help reduce
your child’s frustration, and your own, when these situations occur.
 REPEAT ANY PART OF THE SENTENCE THAT YOU DO UNDERSTAND
If your child says “Uh gug sal Daddy” you say, “Daddy?” What about Daddy?”
This way, your child will know that you understood at least part of what was said
and will now be able to concentrate on the other words. We know that as
sentence length goes down, the quality of each word pronounced often improves.
Your child will be able to put more energy into saying the other words since they
realize that you already understood “Daddy”.
 ASK CHOICE QUESTIONS
“Do you mean see Daddy or stop Daddy?” If you can make an educated guess
about your child’s intended message, you will help by giving an immediate, clear
model to imitate. Now that your child has just heard you say “See Daddy”, they
can imitate see more closely if that was the word he meant to say.
 ASK YOUR CHILD TO SHOW YOU IF YOU DON’T UNDERSTAND
Many children will lead you by the hand or use gestures to relay their meaning.
Picture books, photo albums, and/or objects may be helpful in “showing” their
meaning.
 NOTE YOUR CHILD’S SPEECH SOUND PATTERNS, AND REMEMBER
THEM
If your child always substitutes “Y” or “L” at the beginning of words (“yike” for
“like”), or if his word for blanket is always “boowah”, you can use this information
to figure out what he means when he is combining patterns in new words or
phrases.
 STOP, LOOK AT YOUR CHILD AND GET DOWN TO HIS/HER LEVEL
By doing this you are letting your child know that you are trying to understand
and that you will take the time to listen. This may allow them the time to slow
down and it will reassure them that their efforts are worthwhile.
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 RECOGNIZE THEIR FEELINGS OF FRUSTRATION AND PLAN TO TRY
AGAIN LATER
Say “I know you’re angry, and I’m sorry I don’t understand. Maybe you will be
able to tell me later.” See if you can redirect their attention and interest to
something else in the ‘here and now’, which they can talk about successfully.
 TAKE THE BLAME
It’s important that the child doesn’t feel at fault for speech that is difficult to
understand. Place the blame for lack of understanding on your ears rather than
the child’s speech (e.g. “Can you try again? My ears weren’t working”)
 AVOID DIRECT CORRECTION
Try not to draw attention to a word that is not said clearly by saying, “that’s not
right, say ___”. This puts too much pressure on the child and may cause the child
to stop trying or to not want to talk. Respond to what the child has said not how
clearly the words came out.
 MODEL THE SKILLS OF REVISION
Revision is the skill of saying something in a different way when it has not been
understood. Your child can revise by improving or changing the sounds in a
word, by speaking louder or slower, or by using different words that mean the
same thing. You can teach these strategies by using them in your own speech.
You can make mistakes on purpose and model revision. For example: “Get your
tocks. No I mean sssssocks”. You could also try, “get you socks. You know, the
things you put on your feet.” When your child notices you using these strategies,
they will begin to see them as options when they make a mistake or when they
want to clarify their meaning. When they do begin to revise, let them know that
you appreciate their efforts.
Remember that a certain amount of frustration is inevitable in the process of learning to talk. Be
sure that your child has many opportunities to talk with you about their picture books and the daily
experiences you share together. It is much easier to understand children when they are talking
about objects or pictures that are present. Therefore, they will have many successes if you
spend time together talking in this way. Children who have many successful experiences can
tolerate some failure without harm, as long as they know that the adults in their lives have
confidence in their abilities and admire their efforts
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