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Prelinguistic skills speech therapy is an essential aspect of communication development, particularly for
young children who are not yet using formal language. This type of therapy focuses on the foundational
skills needed for effective communication, including non-verbal communication, social interaction, and
early cognitive skills. By addressing these prelinguistic skills, speech-language pathologists (SLPs) can help
individuals establish a solid base for future language acquisition, leading to improved communication
abilities and social interactions. This article explores the significance of prelinguistic skills, the role of speech
therapy in developing these skills, effective strategies and activities, and the importance of family

involvement in the therapy process.

Understanding Prelinguistic Skills

Prelinguistic skills refer to the various abilities that precede and support the development of spoken

language. These skills are crucial for effective communication and include:



1. Non-Verbal Communication

Non-verbal communication encompasses gestures, facial expressions, eye contact, and body language.
Children often communicate their needs and emotions through these means before they develop verbal
language. For instance:

- Gestures: Pointing, waving, or nodding can indicate requests or responses.

- Facial Expressions: Smiling, frowning, or showing surprise helps convey feelings.

- Eye Contact: Engaging in eye contact is a foundational aspect of social interaction.

2. Joint Attention

Joint attention is the ability to share a focus on an object or event with another person. It is a critical
precursor to language development. Children demonstrate joint attention through:

- Looking at the same object as an adult.

- Pointing to a toy or event to draw someone’s attention.

- Following the gaze of others to understand what they are interested in.

3. Turn-Taking

Turn-taking is an essential aspect of conversation that begins in early interactions. It involves alternating
roles in communication, such as:
- Responding to a question or prompt.

- Engaging in play with others, where each participant takes turns.

4. Symbolic Play

Symbolic play occurs when children use objects to represent other things, which is crucial for language
development. For example:
- Pretending a banana is a phone.

- Using a block as a car during play.

The Role of Speech Therapy in Developing Prelinguistic Skills

Speech therapy plays a pivotal role in helping children develop prelinguistic skills. SLPs often incorporate
various approaches tailored to the child’s individual needs. The primary goals of prelinguistic skills speech

therapy include:



1. Assessment

Before therapy begins, a comprehensive assessment is conducted to identify the child's strengths and areas
of need. This may involve:

- Observational assessments during play.

- Parent interviews to gather developmental history.

- Standardized tests focused on communication skills.

2. Goal Setting

Once the assessment is complete, SLPs set specific, measurable goals for the child. Goals might focus on:
- Increasing the frequency of non-verbal communication.
- Enhancing joint attention skills.

- Promoting turn-taking during interactions.

3. Intervention Strategies

SLPs employ various intervention strategies to foster prelinguistic skills. These may include:

- Modeling: Demonstrating non-verbal behaviors and turn-taking in naturalistic settings.
- Naturalistic Interventions: Engaging in play-based activities that promote joint attention and symbolic

play.

- Visual Supports: Using pictures or symbols to enhance understanding and communication.

Effective Strategies and Activities for Prelinguistic Skills

Development

To enhance prelinguistic skills, SLPs may recommend several strategies and activities that can be practiced

at home or in therapy sessions:

1. Play-Based Activities

Engaging in play is one of the most effective ways to develop communication skills. Some activities
include:

- Pretend Play: Encourage children to act out scenarios using toys, which fosters symbolic play and
language.

- Interactive Games: Games like “Simon Says” or “Follow the Leader” can promote turn-taking and joint

attention.



2. Encourage Non-Verbal Communication

Promote the use of gestures and facial expressions by:
- Modeling Gestures: Use gestures while speaking to encourage imitation.

- Encouraging Eye Contact: Maintain eye contact during interactions to emphasize its importance.

3. Foster Joint Attention

Activities that promote joint attention include:
- Shared Reading: Choose engaging books and encourage the child to point to pictures or respond to
questions.

- Explore Objects Together: Use objects of interest to draw the child’s attention and encourage interaction.

4. Use Visual Supports

Visual supports can be effective in enhancing communication. Consider:
- Picture Exchange Communication System (PECS): Teach children to use pictures to communicate needs.

- Visual Schedules: Create a visual schedule to help the child understand daily routines.

Importance of Family Involvement in Prelinguistic Skills

Therapy

Family involvement is crucial for the success of prelinguistic skills speech therapy. Parents and caregivers

play an integral role in supporting their child's communication development through:

1. Consistency

Practicing communication strategies consistently at home reinforces skills learned during therapy. Families
should:
- Set aside time each day for focused communication activities.

- Incorporate strategies into daily routines to enhance generalization.

2. Collaboration with SLPs

Open communication with SLPs allows families to understand the goals of therapy and how to support
them. Families can:
- Attend therapy sessions when possible to learn techniques.

- Share observations and progress with the SLP to adjust goals as needed.



3. Positive Reinforcement

Encouraging and praising attempts at communication can motivate children to use their skills. Families
should:
- Celebrate small successes, such as using a gesture or making eye contact.

- Create a positive communication environment that encourages expression.

Conclusion

Prelinguistic skills speech therapy is a vital component of early communication intervention, particularly
for children who are not yet using formal language. By focusing on non-verbal communication, joint
attention, turn-taking, and symbolic play, SLPs can help children build a strong foundation for future
language development. Through tailored assessments, goal-setting, and effective intervention strategies,
therapists can support children in developing these essential skills. Family involvement is equally
important, as it fosters consistency and reinforces the communication strategies learned in therapy. By
working together, families and therapists can empower children to become confident communicators,

setting the stage for successful language acquisition and social interaction.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are prelinguistic skills in speech therapy?

Prelinguistic skills refer to the foundational abilities needed for effective communication before a child
develops spoken language. These include skills such as joint attention, turn-taking, and nonverbal

communication.

Why are prelinguistic skills important for language development?

Prelinguistic skills are crucial because they set the groundwork for later language acquisition. They help

children understand social interactions and develop the ability to express their needs and thoughts.

How can parents support prelinguistic skills at home?

Parents can support prelinguistic skills by engaging in joint activities, using gestures and facial expressions,

encouraging turn-taking in conversations, and modeling appropriate communication behaviors.

What are some activities to promote prelinguistic skills?

Activities such as reading picture books, playing interactive games, singing songs with gestures, and using

toys that encourage interaction can help promote prelinguistic skills.



How can speech therapists assess prelinguistic skills?

Speech therapists assess prelinguistic skills through observational assessments, standardized tests, and parent

interviews to evaluate a child's communication abilities and identify areas for improvement.

‘What role does play have in developing prelinguistic skills?

Play is vital for developing prelinguistic skills as it provides opportunities for children to practice social

interactions, use gestures, and engage in imaginative scenarios that enhance communication.

At what age should prelinguistic skills be targeted in therapy?

Prelinguistic skills should be targeted as early as possible, typically starting around 12 months when

children begin to engage in joint attention and simple interactions.

What are some signs that a child may need help with prelinguistic skills?

Signs that a child may need help include limited eye contact, difficulty following simple directions, lack of

interest in social interactions, and minimal use of gestures.

Can prelinguistic skills be improved without formal therapy?

Yes, prelinguistic skills can be improved through consistent, everyday interactions and activities that

promote communication, although formal therapy may be beneficial for more significant delays.

What is the difference between prelinguistic and linguistic skills?

Prelinguistic skills are the foundational communication abilities that precede spoken language, while

linguistic skills involve the use of language, including vocabulary, grammar, and sentence structure.
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