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Fact sheet - Tips for improving speech clarity

Often, children don’t realize that their speech is unclear or they’ve said something incorrectly. It is very helpful for them to receive feedback when they haven’t been understood. These are some techniques that can easily be worked into everyday conversation and play with your child. 

Asking for clarification

Helping a child with their speech clarity can be difficult for parents, or anyone who spends a lot of time around the child, because they become very good at working out what their child is saying. This is because we get used to their speech and share a lot of the experiences the child might talk about. You may need to pretend not to understand and ask for clarification even if you can work out what your child meant to say. There’s no problem with a little bit of frustration, but obviously you wouldn’t want to push it if your child starts getting upset.

If your child says something you don’t understand, as much as possible ask them to repeat it.

Child: I (something something, something)

Adult: What was that?

It can often help to mention the bit you did understand:

Child: I went to (something something).

Adult: You went somewhere? Where did you go?

If they repeat it and you understand this time, repeat what they said sounding enthusiastic.

Child: I went to Michael’s party

Adult: Oh, yes you did go to Michael’s party! Wow, that must have been fun. What did you do at Michael’s party?

Obviously, when your child says something clearly in the first place you can respond enthusiastically as well!

Recasting

This is a way of modelling the correct way to say something to your child without interrupting the flow of conversation. When your child says something incorrectly, rather than correcting them, you can respond by replying with emphasis on the correct pronunciation of the word they said incorrectly.

Child: I saw grandma’s tat

Adult: You saw grandma’s cat? Where was she?

The more times you can include the word in your reply, the better!

Child: Look! There’s a wain.

Adult: Oh, there’s the train. Wow, that’s a big train. I wonder where the train is going?
Try not to make this sound too unnatural.
Manipulating the environment

If your child is having trouble with a particular sound, you can increase the amount of feedback you are able to give by doing an activity that has lots of words containing that sound. (For instance, reading a book together with lots of ‘s’ words, or playing with Thomas the Tank Engine to work on ‘t’. Don’t focus on getting the child to practice the sound (eg, “t-t-t-t-t), but instead just use the clarification and recasting techniques mentioned above.
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