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8 ideas for supporting students with echolalia

Reassure the speaker.

Go to the movies.

Make a key.

Switch to writing.

Teach a script.

Whisper.

Flip the script.

Move to augmentative
and alternative
communication (AAC).

Sometimes just assuring the person that you hear them and want to understand them can be
a comfort. You might use one of the following phrases to communicate your support:

+ | can see that you are trying hard to tell me something. Let me see if | can figure it out.
+ | think you are trying to tell me , and | apologize if | am getting it wrong.

+ | know you sometimes say when you feel/want/need . Is that
what you feel/want/need now?

+ | can see that you want to tell me or ask me something. Let’s see if we can figure out what
it is together.

If a student often uses phrases from a favorite movie or cartoon, then help everyone on

the staff become familiar with it. This is especially helpful if the student uses the phrases in
functional ways. For instance, a student who watches The Wizard of Oz might frequently say,
“Lions and tigers and bears,” when they are frightened because the characters chant this
phrase during a scary scene. A teacher would need to know the film to guess that the child
might be afraid of something.

Create a key to help others decipher a student’s speech. Make a list of all of the phrases and
words the student commonly uses. Then work with the student’s family to “translate” them.
For example, a student | know often says, “the King of Rock and Roll”; this usually means
that he wants to listen to music. All of his teachers have been informed of this translation.

The key should contain every possible meaning of given words and phrases because
educators and families will often be guessing at the meaning of the utterances. If a word or
phrase is sometimes used in different ways across different situations, then that information
should be included as well.

Stop talking and begin writing using a computer, paper and pen, dry erase board, or any
other available materials. If a person is using echoed speech because they are confused,
overwhelmed, or cannot understand a partner’s speech, then this strategy may be very
helpful.

Another way to use the written word is to ask the autistic person to communicate using
typing, writing, or pointing. If the person is using echoed speech because they cannot

get the right words out, then this strategy can be helpful. One young woman | know
communicates most effectively when the teaching staff writes questions to her and gives her
opportunities to circle an answer (from a choice of three or four options).

In certain situations, students will be able to move from echolalia to more functional
speech if they are taught and have many opportunities to practice a related script (Kasa-
Hendrickson et al., 2009). For example, the student can rehearse exchanging greetings or
answering certain yes or no questions.

Try speaking more softly. A quieter voice may actually be easier to process and respond to
for some students in certain situations.

If your student uses echolalia to make requests (and potentially in other situations as

well), then you might be able to encourage language that is more standard or expected by
“flipping the script” when you engage with that person. If your student typically says, “Do
you want to go to open gym?” when they are eager for that experience, then you might cue
peers who pick them up at their locker for this activity to skip the question, “Do you want to
go to open gym?” and instead say to them and to one another, “I can’t wait to go to open
gym” or “l want to go to open gym.”

Grab a choice board, keyboard, tablet, or any other augmentative and alternative tool,
system, or device that the student uses to communicate. Give the student a chance to
communicate using AAC as a supplement to or replacement for their speech.
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