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Key Concepts on Sounds, 
Intonation, and Functional 
Communication
Sound Development

The progression from simple vocalizations to 
meaningful speech follows a natural developmental 
sequence, beginning with basic sounds that gradually 
become more complex and purposeful.

Intonation Patterns

Variations in pitch, rhythm, and intensity add meaning 
to vocalizations, helping to convey emotions, questions, 
statements, and other communicative functions even 
before words are fully formed.

Functional Communication

The ultimate goal is for learners to use their 
vocalizations purposefully to request, comment, greet, 
protest, and engage socially across different 
environments and with various communication 
partners.

Naturalistic Approach

Embedding learning opportunities within meaningful 
daily activities increases motivation and promotes 
generalization of communication skills to real-world 
contexts.

Word Approximations

Intonation Patterns

Diverse Sounds

Basic Sounds



Vocal 1M: Natural Production of 
Simple Sounds in Daily Situations

Mastery Criterion During naturalistic sessions (j50370 min), the learner 
produces sounds with communicative intent across 
different moments, disregarding stereotypy.

Program Goal Establish the association "sound produced ³ social 
consequence," beginning the bridge to functional 
speech.

Discriminative Stimulus (SD) Home: Turn a flashlight on/off near the learner's 
face (light/dark alternating). The therapist softly 
comments "look&" and pauses, waiting for any 
vocalization.

Clinic: Hold a pinwheel near a small fan; as it 
starts spinning, the adult shows anticipation with 
facial expressions and waits for sounds.

Social Interaction: Drop a fridge magnet onto a 
whiteboard to create a soft "clack"; look at the 
learner with silent surprise.

Target Behavior Simple sounds ("ah," "mm," "eh") produced in relation 
to context/attention.

Common Error and Management If the learner only observes, apply a time delay and 
silent modeling (slight mouth opening/exaggerated 
articulation), followed by a minimal echoic prompt 
("â&") and immediate reinforcement for attempts.

Teaching Variation Incidental teaching 4 leave a glow bracelet partially 
hidden; upon visual interest, maintain silent 
expectation and reinforce any sound signaling 
engagement.



Vocal 2M: Expanding Variety of 
Different Sounds Throughout the 
Day

Mastery Criterion Produces a variety of distinct sounds (j739 types) 
within a session, showing small differences in 
rhythm/pitch.

Program Goal Expand phonetic repertoire to prepare for syllable 
approximations.

Discriminative Stimulus (SD) School: Slowly zip/unzip a pencil case ("zz&"), 
pausing midway to encourage learner's 
vocalization.

Clinic: Pull apart Velcro strips slowly ("trr&"), 
alternating fast/slow to induce variation.

Everyday Setting: Activate a short kitchen timer 
("pling"), then look and wait for different sounds 
in response.

Target Behavior Varied vocal productions (changing 
vowels/consonants, rhythm, or pitch).

Common Error and Management If the learner repeats only one sound, apply 
differential reinforcement of variability (reinforce only 
when a new, distinct sound is produced).

Teaching Variation Auditory chaining 4 the adult produces a trio of 
sounds (e.g., "ã& eh& oh&"), pauses strategically, and 
waits for the learner to create a fourth, reinforcing 
novelty.

Textured Sounds
Using zippers, Velcro, and other 
materials that create distinctive 
sounds to prompt vocal imitation 
and variation.

Timed Responses
Kitchen timers and other devices 
with distinct sounds create 
anticipation and encourage vocal 
responses.

Sound Patterns
Creating patterns of sounds for the 
learner to complete, promoting vocal 
flexibility and creativity.



Vocal 3M: Producing Diverse 
Sounds with Intonation Changes

Mastery Criterion Produces j10312 sounds with clear variation in 
intensity, duration, and melody within a session.

Program Goal Approximate the musicality of speech, making 
vocalizations more natural and expressive.

Discriminative Stimulus (SD) Playground: Clap in patterns (slow ³ fast), hold 
eye contact, sustain a long hum, and wait for 
varied responses.

Clinic: Tap alternately on a small plastic box 
(low/high improvised sounds), signaling 
expectation with gaze.

Social: Whisper a long breath near the learner's 
ear (no words), then move back and smile, 
expecting varied sounds in return.

Target Behavior Sounds with modulation (crescendo/decrescendo, 
short/elongated).

Common Error and Management If the learner repeats without variation, introduce the 
"different game": reinforce only when the sound is 
not identical to the previous one ("not the same as 
last").

Teaching Variation Use a "visual scale" 4 draw steps on a whiteboard 
(low ³ high). Mark each learner's sound on a step 
according to pitch; reinforce when they shift to a new 
step.



Vocal 4M: Approximations of 
Whole Words in Functional 
Contexts

Mastery Criterion Produces approximations of functional words (j638 
types) in everyday contexts.

Program Goal Shape sounds into meaningful syllables progressing 
toward useful words.

Discriminative Stimulus (SD) Home: Point to a flashlight and say with 
anticipation "lu& (pause)," accepting 
approximations like "lun&" or "lan&".

Clinic: Offer a videogame controller turned off; 
the adult models "con& (pause)" and waits for 
attempts ("cont&," "contro&").

Snack Time: Show popcorn and whisper "pi& 
(pause)," reinforcing approximations like "pipó&" 
or "pipo&".

Target Behavior Recognizable syllables/word parts related to the 
context ("lan&/light," "cont&/controller," "pipo&").

Common Error and Management If the learner only points, provide partial echoic 
prompts of target syllables and reinforce successive 
approximations (shaping) toward the full form.

Teaching Variation Contrast choices 4 present two items with different 
syllables (e.g., "lan&" vs. "con&"). Reinforce the 
clearer approximation among the options (enhancing 
phonetic discrimination).

Simple Sound
Basic vocalization without clear 
meaning

Syllable 
Approximation
Recognizable syllable related to 
context (e.g., "ba" for ball)

Word 
Approximation
Closer approximation of target 
word with multiple syllables



Vocal 5M: Spontaneous Use of 
Words and Short Phrases in 
Interactions

Mastery Criterion Produces j11314 words or short phrases across 
varied contexts (home, clinic, social).

Program Goal Consolidate functional communication for 
requesting, commenting, and social participation.

Discriminative Stimulus (SD) Peer Play: A peer misplaces a game piece; the 
learner is encouraged to say "put it here," "my 
turn," or "let's play."

Home: Someone tries to turn on the TV without 
the remote; the adult looks expectantly, waiting 
for "where's the remote?" or "I want the remote."

Clinic: During a magnifier activity, the therapist 
pretends not to find a card; expectation is for the 
learner to say "look over there," "I found it," or "I 
saw it first."

Target Behavior Functional short expressions ("I want it," "my turn," 
"put it here," "where's the remote?").

Common Error and Management If only isolated syllables occur, the adult immediately 
expands (modeling extension): "co& ³ put it here," 
reinforcing the short phrase.

Teaching Variation Micro-routines 4 create 334 step chains (e.g., "pick 
up the magnifier ³ look at the picture ³ tell what 
you saw ³ put it away"). Reinforce whenever the 
learner inserts a word/phrase into any step of the 
chain.



Stimuli to Evoke Sounds and 
Vocalizations

Program Goal Create planned and natural situations that increase 
the likelihood of the learner vocalizing spontaneously.

Examples of Discriminative Stimuli (SDs) Unexpected toy: Hide a wind-up music box, turn 
it briefly for 2 seconds, then stop; maintain eye 
contact with the learner while waiting for a vocal 
reaction.

Environmental surprise: Spray a small amount 
of water into the air, leaving the learner intrigued, 
encouraging vocal responses such as "uuhh" or 
"aaah."

Social interaction: Pretend to hand over a funny 
hat but pause near the learner, encouraging 
naming or requesting attempts.

Alternative Variation Insert suspense situations (e.g., the therapist holds 
an object near a box, pauses before placing it inside, 
and waits for a vocalization to complete the action).

Surprise Elements
Unexpected events create 
natural opportunities for vocal 
reactions:

Popping bubbles

Jack-in-the-box toys

Hidden objects that make 
sounds

Suspense 
Techniques
Building anticipation encourages 
vocalization:

Pausing during familiar 
routines

Slow-motion actions with eye 
contact

Exaggerated facial 
expressions

Sensory Stimuli
Engaging sensory experiences 
prompt vocal responses:

Light patterns and shadows

Interesting textures and 
sounds

Gentle air or water spray



Techniques for Completing 
Sequences and Songs

Program Goal Teach the learner to complete routines, songs, and 
social phrases, shaping vocalizations into predictable 
communication.

Examples of Original SDs Interrupt a familiar children's song before the final 
word and wait for the learner's response.

During hygiene routines, say "Now we put on 
the&" and wait for an approximation such as 
"soap" or "toothpaste."

In a puppet play, say "The dog goes&" and stop, 
waiting for the learner to produce an invented 
sound (not necessarily "woof," but any functional 
approximation).

Alternative Variation Create "fill-in stories": the therapist narrates a short 
story ("The airplane went up& and then&") and 
pauses, encouraging the child to add sounds or 
words.

Clinical Note If the learner only smiles or gestures, provide 
minimal reinforcement and add partial vocal 
prompting (e.g., "so&" for soap).

Sequence completion activities leverage the power of predictability and routine to encourage vocalization. When 
learners can anticipate what comes next, they're more likely to attempt the vocalization needed to complete the 
pattern.



Creating Opportunities for Verbal 
Requests

Program Goal Establish situations where the learner feels genuine 
need to use their voice to obtain something.

Examples of Innovative SDs Restricted access: Leave a tablet visible but 
locked, then ask, "What do you need to do?"

Interrupted activity: Pause a jump-rope game 
and wait for vocalizations like "more," "want," or 
"jump."

Social exchange: Hand the learner a sealed 
envelope with stickers and wait for a request such 
as "open," "help," or "want stickers."

Error and Management If the child only hands over the item, provide a 
minimal echoic prompt ("o&" ³ "open") and 
immediately grant access.

Alternative Variation Use incidental teaching 4 place the learner in a 
situation where they must vocalize to obtain 
something from another person, not only from the 
therapist.

Motivation is Key
Create situations where the 
learner genuinely wants or 
needs something, making 
vocalization meaningful and 
purposeful.

Natural 
Consequences
Ensure that vocalizations result 
in immediate, relevant 
outcomes that directly relate to 
the request made.

Gradual 
Expectations
Begin by accepting any 
vocalization, then gradually 
shape toward more specific 
sounds and words as skills 
develop.



Development of Vocal Greetings 
Across Contexts

Program Goal Embed the learner in basic social routines (greetings 
and farewells), promoting spontaneity.

Examples of SDs Clinic: When a staff member enters smiling and 
waving, the therapist looks at the learner 
expectantly, waiting for a vocalization ("hi," 
"hello").

Home: During family departures, the learner is 
encouraged to say "bye," "see you, dad."

Playground: Another child offers a toy; expected 
response is a simple vocalization ("hi," "thanks").

Alternative Variation Use animated objects (puppets, dolls) to say "hi" and 
"bye," making the interaction playful and reducing 
social pressure.

Clinical Note Reinforce even imprecise vocalizations ("oô," "bah") 
as long as they are socially directed.

Social Greetings Progression

The development of greetings typically follows this 
sequence:

Responding to others' greetings with any 
vocalization

1.

Using consistent sound approximations for specific 
greetings

2.

Producing recognizable greeting words ("hi," "bye")3.

Initiating greetings spontaneously in familiar 
contexts

4.

Generalizing greetings to new people and situations5.

Creating consistent greeting routines across 
environments helps establish these important social 
communication skills and provides frequent, 
predictable opportunities for vocalization practice.



Prompting Strategies and Gradual 
Fading

Types of prompts Full echoic: Therapist clearly models the word for 
the learner to repeat.

Partial echoic: Provide only the beginning of the 
word ("ma&") to encourage completion.

Gestural + vocal: Pointing to the object while 
providing an initial syllable.

Fading techniques Time delay: Allow 335 seconds before giving a 
prompt.

Reduction of intensity: Fade from full echoic ³ 
partial ³ none.

Increased criterion: Gradually reinforce only 
more complete responses.

Clinical Note Avoid excessive prompting that may create 
dependence. Continually assess whether the learner 
attempts responses independently.

Full Prompting
Complete model of desired vocalization with clear 
articulation

Partial Prompting
Initial sound or syllable only, waiting for completion

Minimal Prompting
Expectant look or subtle gesture to encourage 
vocalization

Independence
Spontaneous vocalization without prompting

Effective prompting involves providing just enough support to elicit the target vocalization while systematically 
reducing that support to promote independence. The goal is always to fade prompts as quickly as possible while 
maintaining successful communication.



Reinforcement Plan with Varied 
Modalities

Types of reinforcers Social: Praise, clapping, high-fives.

Access: Short access to a digital game (j20 
seconds).

Sensory: Turning on flashing lights, fan, or water 
spray.

Activity-based: Singing along to a favorite song.

Affective: Brief physical contact (high-five, quick 
hug).

Additional strategies Deliver reinforcement contingent on the quality of 
the vocalization (clearer = more access).

Alternate reinforcers across sessions to avoid 
satiation.

Gradually introduce natural reinforcement (social 
consequences only) once vocalization is 
established.

Immediacy
Reinforcement must occur 
immediately after the 
vocalization to establish clear 
connection between the sound 
and the consequence.

Variety
Using different types of 
reinforcers maintains motivation 
and prevents satiation with any 
single reinforcer.

Naturalistic
Gradually shift toward natural 
consequences that would occur 
in everyday communication 
situations.



Progress Monitoring and Mastery 
Criterion

Forms of Data Collection Fixed-time observation: Record the number of 
vocalizations during a 50370 min session.

Manual count/clicker: Mark each vocalization for 
precise control.

Qualitative classification: Record whether the 
response was a syllable, word approximation, or 
short phrase.

Progression Criteria Reach approximately 80385% accuracy across two 
consecutive sessions.

Show a clear reduction in prompting, documented 
on progress graphs.

Demonstrate variety of contexts in which 
vocalizations occur.

Clinical Note Always review records with the multidisciplinary team 
(speech-language pathologist, teacher, etc.) to align 
expectations and redefine goals.
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Week 1 Week 2 Week 3 Week 4 Week 5 Week 6
Spontaneous Vocalizations Prompted Vocalizations

This sample progress chart shows the ideal trajectory: as spontaneous vocalizations increase, the need for 
prompting decreases. Consistent data collection allows for informed decision-making about when to advance to the 
next level or modify intervention strategies.



Maintenance Strategies for 
Vocalization Over Time

Definition Maintenance is the learner's ability to continue using 
vocalizations even after formal training sessions are 
reduced.

Suggested Practices Systematic review: Revisit learned 
words/phrases in short weekly or biweekly 
sessions.

Natural embedding: Include target words in daily 
routines (e.g., requesting "water" at meals, saying 
"open" when entering the car).

Intermittent reinforcement: Gradually fade 
tangible reinforcement while maintaining praise, 
eye contact, and social gestures.

Long-term monitoring: Reassess vocal repertoire 
monthly to detect skill loss and intervene quickly.

Clinical Note If performance decreases, reintroduce brief focused 
training without restarting the entire protocol.

Maintenance is not automatic4it requires deliberate planning and ongoing attention to ensure that hard-won 
communication skills remain part of the learner's repertoire over time.

Regular Practice
Scheduled opportunities to use 

vocalizations across environments

Ongoing Monitoring
Tracking continued use of 
vocalizations over time

Adjustment
Modifying support as needed 
based on performance

Intermittent 
Reinforcement

Providing occasional 
reinforcement to maintain 

behavior



Methods of Generalization Across 
People, Settings, and Stimuli

Definition Generalization means the learner uses the same 
vocalizations with new people, in new settings, and 
with novel stimuli without direct teaching.

Types of Generalization Across people: Learner says "hi" to a classmate, 
teacher, or neighbor4not only to the therapist.

Across settings: Words learned in the clinic (e.g., 
"ball") also appear at the park or supermarket.

Across stimuli: If "car" was learned with a toy car, 
the learner also says "car" when seeing a real 
vehicle.

Functional generalization: Using speech 
spontaneously, such as asking an older sibling for 
help or commenting on something seen on TV.

Strategies to Promote Generalization Rotate instructors (different adults prompt 
responses).

Use varied materials (small ball, inflatable ball, 
rubber ball).

Train in multiple locations (therapy room, yard, 
kitchen, park).

Encourage spontaneous vocalizations, not only 
prompted attempts.



Practical Examples to Stimulate 
Functional Communication
Requesting Activities

Place favorite toys in clear containers that require 
assistance to open

Set up a "snack station" where items are visible but 
require verbal requests

Create an obstacle course where the learner must 
request "help" at challenging points

Use bubble play where the learner must say "more" 
or "blow" to continue

Social Communication

Establish consistent greeting routines with all family 
members

Create turn-taking games that require saying "my 
turn" or "your turn"

Set up situations where the learner needs to call 
someone's name to get attention

Practice simple social scripts like "thank you" when 
receiving items

Motivating Requests
Using transparent containers creates 
natural opportunities for requesting 
help or naming desired items.

Turn-Taking 
Communication
Games with clear turns provide 
structured opportunities to practice 
phrases like "my turn" and "your 
turn."

Greeting Routines
Consistent greeting situations help 
establish social communication 
habits across different people and 
settings.



Guidelines on Motivation and 
Preventing Frustration

Clinical Consideration

Frustration prevention is essential. If the learner becomes upset when unable to vocalize clearly, provide 
equivalent reinforcement or simplify the demand to maintain a positive learning environment.

Follow the Child's Lead
Build communication opportunities around the 
learner's interests and preferences to maximize 
motivation and engagement.

Celebrate Approximations
Reinforce attempts rather than expecting 
perfection, gradually shaping vocalizations toward 
the target over time.

Monitor Emotional State
Be attentive to signs of frustration or fatigue and 
adjust demands accordingly, ensuring the learning 
experience remains positive.

Provide Strategic Breaks
Incorporate planned pauses and transitions 
between demanding activities to prevent cognitive 
and emotional overload.

The balance between challenge and success is critical. Activities should be just challenging enough to promote 
growth but not so difficult that they lead to consistent failure and frustration. This "just right challenge" level will vary 
for each learner and may change from day to day.



Instructional Adjustments for 
Different Learner Profiles
For Highly Active Learners

Incorporate movement into communication 
activities

Use brief, high-energy interactions

Provide frequent transitions between activities

Utilize outdoor or large-space environments

Include physical reinforcers like jumping or spinning

For Quieter, Observant Learners

Allow longer processing time before expecting 
responses

Create calm, low-stimulation environments

Use special interests as motivation

Incorporate visual supports

Build on established routines gradually

Sensory 
Sensitivities

For learners with auditory 
sensitivities, use quieter 

environments and visual cues. 
For those seeking sensory input, 
incorporate texture, movement, 
and sound into communication 

activities.

Attention Span
Adjust activity duration based 

on the learner's typical attention 
span. Use shorter, more 

frequent sessions for those with 
limited attention, and gradually 

extend duration as skills 
develop.

Motor Skills
Consider the learner's oral-
motor abilities when setting 

expectations for sound 
production. Some may need 

additional support from speech 
therapy to develop the physical 

skills for certain sounds.

Effective instruction requires understanding each learner's unique profile and adapting approaches accordingly. The 
core principles remain the same, but the specific implementation should be tailored to individual strengths, 
challenges, and preferences.



Suggested Activities for Practice
Musical games Use simple instruments (tambourine, rhythm sticks, 

bells) to encourage rhythmic vocalizations.

Interactive stories Create short stories where the learner fills in key 
words ("Once upon a time there was a& [cat]").

Sound hunt Hide noise-making objects (timer, whistle) and 
prompt the child to locate and name them.

Planned social greetings Coordinate with family and peers to establish daily 
greeting and farewell routines.

Reverse echo activity The learner produces a sound and the adult imitates; 
then the adult produces a new sound and waits for 
the learner to vary it.

Puppet 
Conversations
Use puppets to create low-pressure 
opportunities for the learner to 
vocalize, with the puppet "talking" to 
the learner and pausing for 
responses.

Balloon Talk
Inflate balloons slightly and let the 
air out slowly, encouraging the 
learner to imitate the sounds or add 
their own vocalizations to the 
experience.

Mirror Play
Use mirrors during vocalization 
practice to help the learner see their 
own mouth movements, adding a 
visual component to the auditory 
experience.



Vocal Development Progression 
Overview

Vocal 1M: Simple Sounds
Producing basic sounds with communicative intent in response to environmental stimuli.

Vocal 2M: Sound Variety
Expanding the repertoire to include different types of sounds with variations in rhythm and pitch.

Vocal 3M: Intonation
Adding expressive elements like intensity, duration, and melody to vocalizations.

Vocal 4M: Word Approximations
Producing recognizable syllables and word parts related to specific contexts.

Vocal 5M: Functional Words
Using spontaneous words and short phrases for meaningful communication in various situations.

This progression represents a developmental sequence that builds systematically from basic sounds to functional 
communication. Each level builds upon skills developed in previous levels, with increasing complexity and 
functionality.



Creating a 
Supportive 
Communication 
Environment
Physical 
Environment

Reduce background noise 
that might interfere with 
hearing and producing 
sounds

Arrange seating to 
facilitate face-to-face 
interaction

Position motivating items 
within sight but out of 
reach to encourage 
requesting

Create designated 
communication stations 
with relevant visual 
supports

Social 
Environment

Establish predictable 
routines that include 
communication 
opportunities

Train all communication 
partners in responsive 
interaction techniques

Create a judgment-free 
atmosphere that 
celebrates all 
communication attempts

Model natural, 
conversational speech at 
an appropriate pace

The environment plays a crucial role in supporting vocal 
development. By thoughtfully arranging both physical spaces and 
social interactions, we can create conditions that naturally elicit 
and reinforce communication attempts.



Integrating Technology in 
Vocalization Support

Voice Recorders
Simple recording devices allow 
learners to hear their own 
vocalizations played back, creating 
motivation to produce more sounds.

Speech-Output Apps
Apps that produce speech when 
pictures are touched can model 
sounds and words while building the 
connection between symbols and 
spoken language.

Voice Amplification
Microphones and amplifiers can help 
learners hear their own vocalizations 
more clearly, providing immediate 
auditory feedback.

Technology can serve as both a model and a motivator for vocal development. When used thoughtfully, tech tools 
can provide additional practice opportunities, immediate feedback, and enhanced motivation for communication.

Implementation Tip

Always use technology as a supplement to, not a replacement for, natural human interaction. The most 
effective approach combines tech tools with responsive human communication partners.



The Role of Imitation in Vocal 
Development
Types of Imitation

Immediate imitation: Repeating a sound or word 
right after hearing it

Delayed imitation: Reproducing sounds heard 
earlier

Selective imitation: Choosing which sounds to 
imitate based on interest or ability

Expanded imitation: Adding to or modifying the 
original model

Supporting Imitation Skills

Begin with imitating the learner's sounds to 
establish the concept

Use exaggerated facial expressions and mouth 
movements

Incorporate turn-taking games that naturally 
encourage imitation

Provide immediate positive feedback for any 
imitation attempts

Imitation serves as a bridge between receptive and expressive communication. While the ultimate goal is 
spontaneous vocalization, imitation provides a valuable pathway for learning new sounds and words that can later 
be used functionally.



Addressing Common Challenges 
in Vocal Development

1

Limited Sound Repertoire
Challenge: Learner produces only a few types of 
sounds repeatedly.

Strategy: Use differential reinforcement of 
variability4provide stronger reinforcement for new 
or different sounds while giving minimal response 
to frequently used sounds.

2

Prompt Dependence
Challenge: Learner only vocalizes when given a 
direct prompt.

Strategy: Systematically fade prompts by using time 
delay, reducing prompt intensity, and creating 
situations that naturally evoke communication 
without prompts.

3

Context-Bound Vocalizations
Challenge: Vocalizations occur only in specific 
settings or with specific people.

Strategy: Gradually introduce variations in the 
environment, materials, and communication 
partners while maintaining high levels of 
reinforcement.

4

Inconsistent Motivation
Challenge: Learner's interest in communicating 
varies significantly across sessions.

Strategy: Conduct preference assessments 
regularly to identify current motivators, and embed 
communication opportunities within highly 
preferred activities.

Challenges in vocal development are common and should be viewed as opportunities to refine teaching approaches. 
By identifying specific barriers and implementing targeted strategies, we can help learners overcome obstacles to 
communication progress.



The Connection Between Play and 
Vocalization
How Play Supports Vocalization

Creates natural, motivating contexts for 
communication

Reduces pressure and anxiety around speaking

Provides opportunities for turn-taking and social 
exchange

Encourages experimentation with sounds in a low-
risk environment

Sensory Play
Water, sand, and tactile 
materials often elicit 
spontaneous vocalizations of 
surprise and pleasure.

Symbolic Play
Pretend play with dolls, action 
figures, or puppets creates 
natural opportunities for 
character voices and dialogue.

Physical Play
Movement games like chase, 
swinging, or bouncing naturally 
evoke vocalizations related to 
excitement and anticipation.

Play-based approaches to vocal development leverage the natural connection between enjoyment and expression. 
When children are engaged in meaningful play, vocalizations often emerge more naturally and with greater 
frequency than in structured teaching situations.



Family Involvement in Vocalization 
Support

Shared Reading
Families can use picture books as 
opportunities for vocalization by 
pausing at key moments and 
encouraging the child to fill in words 
or make sounds related to the story.

Mealtime 
Communication
Regular meals provide natural 
opportunities for requesting, 
choosing, and commenting that can 
be leveraged to practice 
vocalizations in a functional context.

Daily Routines
Everyday activities like bathing, 
dressing, and bedtime routines can 
incorporate consistent language and 
pauses that encourage vocal 
participation.

Family Training Tip

Teach families to use the "expectant pause" technique4after asking a question or making a comment, 
wait silently with an expectant expression for 5-10 seconds to create space for the child to vocalize.

Family involvement dramatically increases the opportunities for practice and generalization. By equipping families 
with simple, effective strategies that fit into their daily routines, we can extend vocalization support beyond clinical 
settings into the environments where children spend most of their time.



Vocal Development in Multilingual 
Environments
Benefits of Multilingual 
Exposure

Broader phonetic repertoire

Enhanced metalinguistic awareness

Greater flexibility in communication

Expanded cultural connections

Supportive Strategies

Maintain consistent language models (one person, 
one language)

Accept and reinforce vocalizations in any language

Use visual supports to bridge understanding

Celebrate all communication attempts regardless of 
language

Children in multilingual environments may initially show different patterns of vocal development, sometimes with a 
brief period of slower vocabulary growth followed by rapid acceleration. This pattern reflects the complex but 
ultimately beneficial process of learning to navigate multiple language systems.

Clinical Consideration

When assessing vocal development in multilingual learners, count words and approximations across all 
languages rather than expecting the same vocabulary size in each language individually.



The Role of Music in Vocal 
Development

Rhythm and Timing
Musical activities help develop 
the timing and rhythm patterns 
that underlie fluent speech 
production.

Melodic Patterns
Songs provide structured 
opportunities to practice pitch 
variations that relate to the 
intonation patterns of speech.

Memory Support
The melodic and rhythmic 
structure of music helps 
learners remember words and 
phrases more effectively than 
spoken language alone.

Music activates multiple areas of the brain simultaneously, creating neural pathways that support both musical and 
linguistic processing. For many learners, especially those with challenges in traditional speech development, musical 
activities can provide an alternative route to vocal expression.

Effective Musical Activities

Simple songs with repetitive choruses

Fill-in-the-blank song structures where the learner completes a phrase

Call-and-response singing games

Songs paired with movement to enhance engagement

Instrumental play combined with vocalization



Sensory Considerations in Vocal 
Development
Oral-Motor Sensory Issues

Some learners may have heightened or reduced 
sensitivity in and around the mouth, affecting their 
comfort with producing certain sounds. Strategies 
include:

Appropriate oral-motor warm-up activities

Gradual introduction of different mouth 
movements

Consultation with occupational therapy for sensory 
integration support

Auditory Processing 
Considerations

Difficulties with auditory processing can impact a 
learner's ability to discriminate and reproduce sounds. 
Supportive approaches include:

Reducing background noise during communication 
activities

Using visual cues alongside auditory input

Providing extra processing time after models

Environmental 
Adaptations
Create communication-friendly 
spaces by managing sensory 
input4consider lighting, 
acoustics, visual distractions, 
and seating arrangements to 
optimize conditions for 
vocalization.

Individualized 
Sensory Diet
Work with occupational 
therapists to develop a 
personalized plan of sensory 
activities that help regulate the 
learner's system before and 
during communication practice.

Sensory Signals
Establish consistent sensory 
cues (like a specific touch on 
the shoulder or visual signal) to 
indicate when it's time to listen 
or vocalize.



Developmental Readiness for 
Vocal Programs

Prerequisite Skills Basic attention to social partners

Some form of intentional communication (may be 
non-verbal)

Interest in environmental sounds and voices

Ability to imitate simple actions (not necessarily 
sounds)

Readiness Indicators Spontaneous vocalizations in any context

Attempts to gain attention from others

Engagement with social games like peek-a-boo

Demonstrated understanding of cause-effect 
relationships

Pre-Vocal Foundations Joint attention activities

Turn-taking games

Cause-effect toys and activities

Social routines with consistent language

Assessing developmental readiness helps ensure that vocal intervention begins at the appropriate level for each 
learner. While the program can be adapted for various developmental stages, certain foundational skills facilitate 
more rapid progress in vocal development.



Interdisciplinary Collaboration for 
Vocal Development

Effective vocal development programs require collaboration across disciplines. Each professional brings unique 
expertise that contributes to a comprehensive approach addressing all aspects of communication development.

Collaboration Tip

Schedule regular team meetings to align goals, share strategies, and ensure consistent implementation 
across all environments. Use shared documentation systems to track progress and communicate 
effectively between sessions.

Speech-Language 
Pathologist

Provides expertise on speech sound 
development, oral-motor skills, and 

language acquisition patterns

Occupational 
Therapist
Addresses sensory processing and 
fine motor skills that support 
communication

Behavior Analyst
Designs systematic teaching 
procedures and reinforcement 
strategies

Educator
Embeds communication 
opportunities throughout the 
academic day

Family Members
Provide consistent practice and 

generalization across home 
environments



Documenting Progress in Vocal 
Development
Quantitative Measures

Frequency counts of vocalizations per session

Percentage of opportunities with vocal response

Number of different sounds/words used

Ratio of prompted to spontaneous vocalizations

Duration of sustained vocalizations

Qualitative Documentation

Types of contexts where vocalizations occur

Communicative functions expressed (requests, 
comments, etc.)

Emotional tone and engagement during vocalization

Novel or creative uses of sounds and words

Generalization to new people or settings

1

Video 
Documentation
Regular video samples provide 
concrete evidence of progress 
and allow for detailed analysis 
of vocal quality, context, and 
communicative intent that might 
be missed in real-time 
observation.

2

Communication 
Samples
Collecting 5-10 minute samples 
across different activities and 
environments provides a more 
comprehensive picture of the 
learner's vocal repertoire than 
assessment in a single context.

3

Progress Mapping
Visual representations of 
progress, such as graphs or 
charts, help team members and 
families recognize patterns and 
celebrate growth over time.



Transitioning Between Vocal 
Development Levels

Transition Indicators Consistent achievement of mastery criteria (80-
85% across sessions)

Spontaneous use of skills without prompting

Generalization across at least two different 
environments

Maintenance of skills over at least two weeks

Transition Process Gradual introduction of new targets while 
maintaining practice of mastered skills

Overlapping phases rather than abrupt changes

Continued data collection on both previous and 
new targets

Systematic fading of supports for mastered skills

Potential Challenges Regression during transitions

Uneven development across different contexts

Plateaus in skill acquisition

Difficulty with increasing complexity

Mastery of Current Level
Consistent demonstration of target skills across 
contexts

Overlapping Phase
Introduction of new targets while maintaining 
practice of mastered skills

Focus on New Level
Primary emphasis on new targets with periodic 
maintenance of previous skills

Integration
Seamless incorporation of all skills into functional 
communication



Addressing Echolalia in Vocal 
Development
Understanding Echolalia

Echolalia4the repetition of words or phrases heard 
from others4is a common stage in language 
development. It can be:

Immediate: Repeating words right after hearing 
them

Delayed: Repeating phrases heard previously

Functional: Using echoed language for 
communication

Non-functional: Repetition without clear 
communicative intent

Working with Echolalia

Effective approaches include:

Recognizing echolalia as a form of communication

Shaping echoed phrases into more flexible language

Teaching when repetition is socially appropriate

Expanding echoed utterances into novel 
expressions

Using visual supports to reduce reliance on 
echolalia

Clinical Perspective

Rather than discouraging echolalia, view it as a developmental stepping stone. Many learners use echolalia 
as a bridge to more flexible, generative language as they develop greater linguistic competence.



Supporting Vocal Development in 
Group Settings

Peer Modeling
Arrange activities where more vocal peers can 
demonstrate communication, creating natural 
models and motivation for less vocal learners.

Turn-Taking Structures
Implement clear visual and verbal cues for whose 
turn it is to speak, ensuring all learners have 
opportunities to vocalize.

Differentiated Expectations
Adjust the complexity of expected vocalizations 
based on each learner's current level while 
maintaining the group activity structure.

Parallel Support
Use additional adult facilitators to provide 
individualized prompting and reinforcement within 
the group context as needed.

Group settings provide valuable opportunities for peer learning and social motivation, but require thoughtful 
planning to ensure that each learner receives appropriate support and opportunities for practice.

Effective Group Activities

Song circles with individual turns for fill-in-the-blank portions

Group games that require each participant to make a sound or say a word

Partner activities with structured communication exchanges

Show-and-tell formats with scaffolded expectations for different learners



Vocal Development for Learners 
with Motor Challenges
Adapting Expectations

For learners with oral-motor challenges that affect 
speech production:

Focus on consistency rather than clarity of 
production

Accept a wider range of approximations as 
successful

Celebrate effort and intent over perfect articulation

Consider alternative or augmentative 
communication systems as needed

Supportive Techniques

Specialized approaches may include:

Collaboration with speech therapists on oral-motor 
exercises

Use of visual and tactile cues for sound production

Adaptive seating to support optimal positioning

Technology that amplifies or clarifies vocalizations

Important Consideration

Always consult with the learner's medical team before implementing oral-motor exercises, as some 
techniques may be contraindicated for certain conditions.

Motor challenges add complexity to vocal development but rarely prevent it entirely. With appropriate adaptations 
and supports, most learners can develop some form of vocal communication, even if it differs from typical speech 
patterns.



Celebrating Communication 
Milestones

First Intentional 
Sound
The moment when a learner first 
produces a sound clearly 
directed toward communication 
marks the beginning of their 
vocal journey.

First Recognizable 
Word
When a learner produces an 
approximation that consistently 
represents a specific concept, 
they've reached a crucial 
milestone in meaningful 
communication.

First Spontaneous 
Request
The first time a learner uses 
vocalization to ask for something 
without prompting 
demonstrates the functional 
value of communication.

Recognizing and celebrating communication milestones, no matter how small they might seem, reinforces the value 
of vocalization and motivates continued progress. These celebrations should be meaningful to the learner and 
shared with their support network.

Ways to Celebrate

Create a communication milestone book with photos and descriptions

Share video clips of achievements with family members

Establish special rituals to mark progress (special high-five, song, etc.)

Create visual displays of growing communication skills



Final Consolidation Mastery 
Criterion
Consistency The learner should consistently use vocalizations in 

g80% of opportunities across different contexts.

Generalization Skills must be observed with at least three different 
people and in two or more natural environments 
before considering the goal consolidated.

Functionality The team must continually assess whether 
vocalizations are truly functional (used to request, 
comment, or interact) rather than mechanical 
repetitions.

80%
Consistency

Minimum percentage of 
opportunities where the learner 

should use vocalizations 
appropriately

3+
People

Minimum number of different 
communication partners with whom 

skills should be demonstrated

2+
Environments

Minimum number of different 
settings where skills should be 

consistently observed

True mastery goes beyond performance in structured teaching sessions. The ultimate goal is for vocalizations to 
become a natural, preferred mode of communication across the learner's daily life.

Success Indicator

Perhaps the most meaningful indicator of success is when the learner begins to use vocalizations 
spontaneously in novel situations to express needs, share interests, or connect socially4demonstrating 
true functional communication.



Connecting Vocal Development to 
Broader Communication Skills

Vocal 
Develop

ment: 
Sounds, 
Words, 

Phrases

Receptive 
Language
Vocal cues support 
understanding words and 
instructions

Social 
Communicatio
n
Sounds and phrases 
enable turn-taking and 
social cues

Literacy 
Development
Phonological skills from 
vocal play underpin 
reading

Self-Advocacy
Expressive vocal skills 
allow needs and 
preferences to be voiced

Vocal development does not exist in isolation but forms a crucial component of a comprehensive communication 
system. As learners develop vocal skills, these abilities both support and are supported by growth in other 
communication domains.

Receptive Language Connection

Understanding language provides the foundation for 
using vocalizations meaningfully. As receptive skills 
grow, learners gain concepts to express through their 
developing vocal abilities.

Social Communication Link

Vocalizations enable participation in social exchanges, 
while social motivation provides reasons to 
communicate vocally. This reciprocal relationship 
strengthens both areas.

Literacy Foundation

Early sound play and word approximations build 
phonological awareness that later supports reading 
and writing development.

Self-Advocacy Platform

As vocal skills develop, learners gain powerful tools for 
expressing preferences, making choices, and 
advocating for their needs.



Ethical Considerations in Vocal 
Development Programs

Respecting Communication 
Preferences
While encouraging vocal development, always 
respect and respond to all forms of communication 
the learner uses, including gestures, signs, or 
communication devices.

Balancing Structure and 
Autonomy
Create a balance between structured teaching 
opportunities and respecting the learner's 
autonomy to communicate when, how, and about 
what they choose.

Avoiding Communication 
Pressure
Be mindful of the emotional impact of 
communication demands and create a supportive 
environment where attempts are celebrated rather 
than performances demanded.

Cultural Sensitivity
Recognize and respect cultural differences in 
communication styles, expectations, and priorities 
when designing and implementing vocal 
development programs.

Ethical practice in vocal development requires ongoing reflection about the balance between encouraging growth 
and respecting the learner's current communication system. The ultimate goal should always be functional, 
meaningful communication that enhances quality of life, regardless of the specific form it takes.



Research 
Foundations of the 
Vocalization 
Program
Theoretical 
Frameworks

Behavioral principles of 
reinforcement and shaping

Developmental sequence 
of typical speech 
acquisition

Social-pragmatic theories 
of communication 
development

Neurological research on 
speech production and 
processing

Evidence-Based 
Practices

Naturalistic developmental 
behavioral interventions

Incidental teaching 
approaches

Systematic prompting and 
fading procedures

Visual support strategies

Environmental 
arrangement techniques

This program integrates multiple theoretical perspectives and 
evidence-based practices to create a comprehensive approach to 
vocal development. By combining insights from behavioral, 
developmental, and social-pragmatic traditions, the program 
addresses all aspects of communication development.

Research Update

Recent studies increasingly emphasize the importance 
of embedding communication intervention within 
natural contexts and following the child's lead while 
providing systematic support4principles that are 
central to this program's approach.



Program Implementation Timeline
1Initial Assessment (Weeks 1-

2)
Comprehensive evaluation of current 

communication skills, preferences, and 
learning style to establish baseline and 

determine appropriate starting level.

2 Program Introduction 
(Weeks 3-4)
Begin implementation of targeted level, 
focusing on establishing rapport and positive 
associations with communication activities.3Intensive Implementation 

(Weeks 5-16)
Systematic application of teaching procedures 

across contexts, with regular data collection 
and program adjustments based on progress.

4 Progress Review (Week 17)
Comprehensive evaluation of progress, 
including formal and informal assessments to 
determine next steps.5Continued 

Implementation/Transition 
(Weeks 18-26)

Either continued work at current level or 
transition to next level based on progress 

review, with increasing focus on generalization.

6 Maintenance Phase 
(Ongoing)
Systematic plan for maintaining skills while 
continuing to develop new abilities, with 
periodic formal reviews.

This timeline provides a general framework that should be adapted based on individual learning rates and specific 
circumstances. Some learners may progress more quickly through certain phases, while others may benefit from 
extended time at particular levels.



Resources for Continued Learning 
and Support

Professional 
Development
Ongoing training opportunities help 
practitioners refine their skills and 
stay current with best practices in 
vocal development support.

Family Support 
Networks
Connecting families with others on 
similar journeys provides emotional 
support and practical strategies for 
supporting communication at home.

Resource Libraries
Collections of activities, materials, 
and references help teams 
implement comprehensive vocal 
development programs across 
environments.

Community of Practice

Consider establishing or joining a community of practice where professionals and families can share 
experiences, problem-solve challenges, and celebrate successes in supporting vocal development.

Supporting vocal development is an ongoing journey that benefits from continuous learning and collaboration. By 
connecting with resources, communities, and ongoing educational opportunities, practitioners and families can 
enhance their ability to support learners effectively at each stage of development.


