
Selective Mutism Tips Sheet

Speaking in certain situations makes her very anxious. At first, she may ignore you and avoid eye 
contact. She often watches for a while before she starts participating in activities. She needs time to 
warm up.

DO: 
• First, establish a relationship before asking her any questions or expecting her to participate

◦ Praise her efforts and describe what you see her doing without talking directly to her, as if 
you are a sportscaster

◦ Imitate what she does
◦ Smile and show that you are glad to be with her
◦ If she speaks spontaneously, repeat what she says to show her you understand

• Avoid eye contact at first; it may make her very nervous
• Give her some opportunities to participate in a nonverbal way first to test her comfort level
• Once she seems comfortable and relaxed in you presence, use “forced choice” questions 

◦ Give two options, for example “Is your favorite color pink or purple?” 
◦ Then wait at least 5-10 seconds for an answer, but don't stare at the child.
◦ If there is no answer, restate the question and wait another 5 seconds.
◦ If there is still no answer you may restate the question again and add a third option “Is your 

favorite color pink or purple or something else?”
• If she does not answer your forced choice question, you can then move to a yes/no question or 

try to get a non-verbal response as a last resort. If she still seems “frozen” tell her you’ll give 
her some time to think about it and try again later.

• If she whispers, ask her to repeat herself a little louder. In a group, if she still doesn't speak loud 
enough for everyone to hear, repeat what she says, “She said...”

• Use labeled praise when she speaks to you like “Great job telling me you like the color purple.”
• Let her know in advance what question you plan to ask, what she will read, or when it will be 

her turn. The more prepared she is, the more likely she will be comfortable enough to talk.

DO NOT: 
• Use yes/no questions (except as a backup plan) 
• Try to guess her answer or read her mind
• Let other kids answer for her or label her as “not speaking.” Her classmates may want to 

explain to you that she doesn’t talk, but correct them by saying something like, “Of course she 
talks, she’ll speak when she is ready.  We need to be respectful and not answer for her.”

• Allow pointing; rather, ask child to tell you
• Make a big deal or celebrate when she speaks or participates– a lot of unwanted attention can 

make her withdraw


