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Teaching children to use new sounds in sentences
Often parents who bring their child for a speech assessment ask "Is my child just
lazy?" For example the child may say "tat" for cat. If the parent gets down face to face with
them and says "watch me c‐ at", the child may be able to say "c‐at". This does not mean the
child is just lazy when a few minutes later they say "tat" again. There are a number of steps
in learning a new skill and the child is only part the way along.
The first stage is called "unconscious incompetence". This means a skill is done incorrectly but the
person does not know they are not doing it the right way. At this stage the child cannot make the new
sound and does not realize that they are not saying the sound in the same way as the adult.
The second stage is called "conscious incompetence". This is when a person knows the skill is not being
done correctly but they do not know how to do it the right way. The child knows they are not making the
sound correctly but they do not know how to do it in the same way as an adult.
The third stage is called "conscious competence". Here the skill can be done with lots of thought and
effort. This means the child can make the new sound but they need to break it down into steps and try
very hard. The child above has moved to this stage when they are able to copy the parent’s model of the
word. Adults may best understand this in terms of learning to drive a car. This is the stage where you
have the car moving but you have to think about each step, what you are doing with your hands, feet
and eyes and you have to concentrate very hard.
The fourth stage is called "unconscious competence". This means that a skill can be done correctly
without even thinking about it. This is when you can drive the car while listening to the radio and thinking
about what you want from the shops and you do not even realize that your hands, feet and eyes are
doing what they need to do. For the child above this will be when they can say the word correctly
without having to think about it. Speech pathologists call this "transfer into conversation". This means
the child has learnt the new sound to a level where they use it in their conversation all the time without
having to think about it, be reminded or corrected.
When a child does not say a sound correctly they are not being lazy, they have just not reached the
level of having transferred the sound into conversation. They are still in one of the earlier three stages.
This can be hard for adults to understand as we learned speech sounds so long ago that we use them
easily, without thinking and probably cannot remember the time when we could not do this.
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Speech pathologists help children reach this final stage of saying sounds correctly by moving children
through a number of stages. They ask parents to help children practice at each of these stages because
like any skill, the more practice, the quicker the progress. Playing games and activities as you practice
means kids want to practice more and so learn quicker. Using recasting to help your child be more aware
of the sound in everyday activities also helps them reach the final stage more quickly.
The stages for learning a new speech sound are:
1. Hearing how the new sound is different from the old sound
2. Saying the sound by itself
3. Saying the sound with a vowel sound
4. Saying the word at the beginning, middle and ends of words
5. Saying the sound in sentences
6. Saying the sound in longer units such as stories or games
7. Saying the sound all the time in conversations
The attached “find the words” pictures are suitable for children working at level 5 and 6. Use these
pictures by talking about the words as you find them. Encourage your child to tell you what they found
in a sentence e.g. “Look, I found a cat and a campfire”. You can place buttons, counters, lego blocks or
even raisins onto the pictures as you find them. If your child likes a little competition you could use 2
different items, taking turns and seeing who ends up with the most.
Parents can also help children by recasting errors.
If your child makes a mistake when talking, repeat what they say,
fixing the mistake to show them the right way. Use a positive tone
and repeat it a few times but keep it natural. E.g. Child “I see a tat”.
Adult “Yes a cat, I see the cat too, a pretty cat”. Try repeating this
same word a few more times later on, so your child gets lots of
chances to hear it the right way. Notice the sound your child finds
difficult and repeat other words with that sound too, again being
positive and natural. “Look the cat is eating, see the cat’s tail, the cat has a long fluffy tail.”
There is more information about speech development on the Talking Matters website at
talkingmatters.com.au
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