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Respond to non-responding.
by Erica Key  
Founder and Chief Learning Officer 

Avoid “scrolling” when your child fails to respond.

In the example on the following page, a child has trained an adult to scroll through a list of 
options by employing ever-simpler language until the child finds an option he/she likes, then 
finally rewards the adult with a response. I call this process “scrolling”. 

Children often neglect to respond verbally because it’s more difficult and they haven’t found it to 
be more successful than physically pulling an adult over to the thing they need. However, making 
things easier when your conversation is ignored always encourages the habit of ignoring to grow, 
especially when it involves activities your child may prefer avoiding. 

As you scroll through your options, hoping to elicit a response, and begin to inadvertently make 
your options easier and easier, and your language simpler, your child will be encouraged to wait 
you out for less constructive options. 

Teach your child that non-responding is always more work than responding. Your child must 
eventually learn that while you are always there on his/her side, non-responses are more work 
than interacting with you or with others. Here are suggestions to avoid this dilemma.

Nurture the teachable moment.
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We are in a school lunchroom.  The 
following “conversation” between a parent 
and Aaron, her child, was successfully 
completed from Aaron’s viewpoint, without 
the parent being able to get Aaron to utter a 
single word.

This interaction has taught Aaron, perhaps at 
an unconscious level, that he will need fewer 
and fewer verbal skills in the future to satisfy 
his needs. As you read this, think about what 
triggered Aaron’s mother to make things 
easier or more appealing.

”You seem so thirsty.  I’ll bet you’d  
like something to drink.  Would you  
like something? 

To understand what the word “something” 
refers to, Aaron would have had to process 
the first two sentences completely. It’s 
an indirect question, and Aaron fails to 
respond.

“Hey kiddo, do you want something  
 to drink?”

Notice that the mother’s language got easier. 
The question is shorter and more direct, but 
Aaron still does not respond.

“How about milk or some juice?   
Milk or juice?”

This language is even easier. It asks direct 
questions and then offers positive multiple 

choice answers. However, Aaron still does 
not respond and turns away, playing with the 
buttons on his shirt. His mother kneels down 
to speak to him at eye level.

”Come on! I see you sweating.  You must 
want something to drink.  How about a 
glass of chocolate milk?”

This is a lot of speech at the start, but that 
speech could easily be ignored. The talking 
ends with a clear direct question with a 
single potential answer modeled. But still, 
she is being ignored. In addition, she is now 
thinking of something Aaron is even more 
likely to enjoy than milk, chocolate milk! 
The deal just got sweeter, literally, and Aaron 
smiles without saying a word. She picks up a 
chocolate milk and holds it up.

“Is this what you want?  Do you want 
chocolate milk?”

Aaron whines and silently reaches for the 
chocolate milk.

”Okay, wait one second while I  get a glass.”

Aaron continues whining until the glass is 
filled and in his hands, then happily drinks it.

An example of what should never happen.
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Structure your choices and questions in ways that require a verbal response.

Make words an essential part of any solution. Teach your child that the only path to 
communicating true feelings, satisfying needs and controlling his/her environment is through 
verbal communication, which will always result in more satisfying benefits.  If your child whines, 
tries to grab an object, or otherwise shows he/she wants it but refuses to verbalize or answer 
questions, place the object momentarily out of reach. 

You want your child to clearly experience that the use of spoken words or sign language is the 
only way to achieve what is wanted. Not whining. Not reaching. Not avoidance.

At snack time, I pointed to an apple as I discussed it, but wouldn’t hand it to Alicia until I 
received a verbal response. ”Alicia, it looks like you really want that apple...” I point to it, 
sounding hopeful and encouraging, “but I can’t give it to you when you grab or whine because 
that will teach your brain that whining is a good way to solve problems. It’s not! Use your words 
instead. “Do you want the apple? You could say“Yes, apple” or “No, apple.” 

This phrasing makes it easier for her to visualize what will happen next and improves our 
communication. If she says, “No, apple!”, I’ll assure her that it was a valid decision by saying, 
”Thanks for telling me, “No apple. Bye, bye apple!” and playfully tell the apple, “No, apple,” 
one last time as I banish it to the far depths of the fruit bowl. If she says, “Yes, apple!”, then fast 
as lightning I’ll put the apple in her hand so she’ll see a quick, direct connection between her 
words, all by themselves, and her getting what she wanted.

As Alicia happily munches her apple, I may continue modeling words for her by telling a little 
story, perhaps in a playful, singsong voice, something like, “Once upon a time I asked, ‘Do you 
want an apple?’ and Alicia told me, ‘Yes, apple!” Repeating words extra times is also effective. 
“Yes, yes, apple, apple! Alicia has the apple! ”Finally, I’ll reward her response again with, 
“Thanks for telling me what you wanted!”

If you ask a question and are ignored, never respond by asking an easier one. 

Instead, forewarn your child that the question is coming again and repeat request.  You may offer 
preparation time by saying something as simple as, “I want to ask you something....” Better still, 
forewarn what the question will be about by asking it to yourself out loud. Using the term “I 
wonder” will keep your thoughts rhetorical.

“I wonder if you are thirsty...” or “ I wonder if you want a drink....” or “I think I’ll ask Leon if 
he is thirsty...” Then ask the question again, directed to your child.

Use an appropriate level of language from the start.

It’s important to choose the correct level of language when you begin speaking so that your child 
always comprehends what you are saying. Beginning at too complex a level, being ignored and 
then resorting to easier language will always be viewed as a reward for your child’s continuing 
avoidance of a verbal response.
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Prepare your child’s vocabulary before you ask a question.

If you’re using words your child may be less familiar with, or are more difficult to remember, use 
“vocabulary priming” to repeat them before you ask your question. Use the words in a sentence, 
several times if necessary, so that they can be readily included in the answer.

“I think a piece of fruit would be healthier for you now.  Apples are healthier than cookies. 
Would you like a cookie or something healthier?”

Phrase questions directly.  

It can be tempting to elaborate, explain or use phrases like “because” to think aloud to your child 
as you ask a question. However, this can make it harder for your child to process your question 
and also more likely that you will use pronouns or indirect language. 

Try to make your questions begin with a question word. What? Which? When? If you frequently 
get no response, follow this with your child’s name, or direct it with the word “you”. 

Then offer two clear choices, stating the nouns or actions that are being offered. Avoid pronouns 
if they confuse your child, but use specific names of people or objects instead. 

Ask Jessica “Would Jessica like to share the doll with Jane, or play by herself?”, rather than 
“Would you like to share it with her?”

Ask “Which ball? Does Jessica want the red ball or the blue ball?,’ rather than ”I’ll bet you want 
the...”

Limit how many sentences you ask at once.

Just one is best. Use two at most, while watching carefully that your child is making eye contact 
with you, listening and attempting to comprehend what you’re saying. Adults often ask multiple 
questions in rapid-fire, or ask and then refine their questions aloud. 

“Do you want a cookie? I bet we have some, Oh, do you like chocolate, or ....wait, do you 
remember where the cookies are?  I think they’re in the cabinet right? Do you want those, or 
something else?”

Don’t offer “yes or no” choices.

To your child, answering with a “no” is easy, it’s fast to say, and it feels like a safe default. So when 
you give a “yes or no” choice, you’ll often find the child rapidly choosing “No!”  “Kevin, would 
you like to draw at the table?” Kevin replies, “No!”.

You may then begin losing control of the situation as you “scroll” through a mental list of 
increasingly enticing options that you’d perhaps rather not offer. Finally, your child finds one 
choice acceptable and is rewarded for that automatic “No!” 
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In addition, asking “yes or no” questions can often be confusing. They can often refer to different 
things in your mind than in your child’s. Because “yes and no” are used in so many different and 
referential ways, it may be hard for your child to make a reliable connection between which word 
will result in his/her getting something, or not getting it.

Think about what “No” means when I say, “No, you can have a banana later.” or “No, you 
can’t have a banana”, when you mean your child may have something else, like an orange. 
What if you’re asking your child if he/she wants a banana and the child is trying to say, “No” to 
mean “Nooo! Nooo! Don’t ask me about a snack.”

Instead of “yes or no” choices, offer your child two positive alternatives.

Your child may need clear short sentences with binary choices. Start there until you notice he/
she is responding about 80% of the time. Then gradually increase the difficulty of your phrasing. 
Always include the objects’ names in your choices to avoid any confusion. 

If your child answers ”No” to both choices, ask “No because…?”

An answer here will give you insights into your child’s thoughts that an automatic “No” will not. 
Unless you strongly feel you should modify your choices based on your child’s new input, offer a 
simple explanation for your two options, but stick with them.

“Samuel , would you like to draw at the table or build with the big blocks?” If your child 
hesitates or doesn’t answer, ask, “Which one would you like, drawing or building with blocks?” 

“Today when the teacher asked Samuel , “Would you like to go and walk under the trees?”, he 
automatically said ”No”. Then I asked him, “Samuel , it’s time to take a walk, but do you want 
to go to the little forest or the big one over there?” He answered and we followed his direction. 
 Then I asked, “Do you want to go out this gate or that gate?” In both cases, he made a choice 
and then started moving forward toward our goal of walking in nature.

In some instances, offering choices two at a time may be unworkable or frustrating.

There may be a great number of things for your child to choose from. Continue to offer two 
choices, but always make the second choice literally “something else”. And always remember to 
make a quick, direct connection between your child’s words and the final, satisfying result.

“Alicia was reaching for something on a crowded counter-top. I asked her what she wanted. 
Instead of pointing to two of the 20 objects there and asking, “Do you want the doll or the ball? 
Do you want the cup or the bottle?”, I asked her, “Do you want the cup or something else?” 
When she said, “Something else!”, I replied, “Okay, thanks for helping me. Maybe you want the 
dinosaur or something else!” Again I waited for her verbal response. 

“When she makes an effort at answering by repeating my words, I quickly hand her selection to 
her while saying, ”Yes, dinosaur!”
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Require an “A” or “B” choice when you have a preference for “B”. 

Instead of asking, “Do you want broccoli or cookies?”, ask “Do you want cookies or broccoli?” 
Your child will normally respond to the last option offered, “B”, because it’s easier to remember 
and so more automatic. To ask for the cookies, your child must hear the word “cookies”, wait for 
you to say a bunch of other words, and still remember the first option. 

Offer plenty of response time.

Your child may need a large amount of time to process language. Check to see if he/she is 
thinking about your words. As long as your child hasn’t ’t turned away or started something else, 
pause a long time. Wait with a gentle smile and in silence. 

In addition, your child may be used to waiting out the speaker for things to get easier, but if you 
wait, he/she’ will rev up language processing into full gear to work through what you said.

Prompt your child to repair any missed communication with verbal replies.

Need explanation here.

“Alicia, I said something. You can ask me, “Whaddya say?” (I could have also asked ‘What did 
you say?” But I find if I say it more like casual speech, she’s more likely to understand that it’s a 
phrase she can use to repair a disconnected conversation vs.something I was asking her.)

If all else fails, I may block what Alicia’s doing, come close, smile and say, “Hey, I said 
something.” Then wait for her to respond. If she begins to do something else, I’ll say, “Yes, but 
first, I said something to you”. Then I’ll wait until she asks, “What did you say?”

Think about whether your child is able to imagine what you are talking about   
only by hearing your words.

If you feel even simple words will not convey your thoughts, offer your child visual supports for 
upcoming questions. Hold up the actual objects you’re talking about and point to them before 
starting. 

Preparing visuals, clipping pictures or making quick sketches will start warming up connections 
for your child between the topic and vocabulary options. Generating images in your child’s mind 
may aid in responding to your questions or participating more fully in your conversations.

Use tone and gesture to enhance your meaning.

Need explanation here.

“Oh, maybe you want this Lego piece. Yes?  Lego?” I held it up but did not give it to her. “ Or 
no Lego?” I shook my head no, and in order to enhance the meaning of the phrase “No Lego”, 
tried to sound like “Ooh, yuck, who would want that no Lego piece?”
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Allow your child to hear what his/her words sounded like to others by  
repeating a phrase exactly as you heard it.

If your child speaks but it isn’t clear enough to communicate understandably, repeat the 
words back exactly as you heard them. Make sure this sounds like it’s you having difficulty 
understanding, and not that you are mocking. Hearing back the sounds may help your child to 
correct or improve the pronunciation.

Use prompting when necessary.

At the start, when being ignored, you can gently say, “Hey, I said something.” Then repeat your 
question. After that, however, if you continue to get no response, reset the situation by prompting, 
“Say, I said something.” Then pause. If more prompting is needed, model a response for your 
child to imitate. “Whaddya say?” When your child repeats “Whaddya say?”, repeat  
your initial question. (See our article “Prompting techniques that improve your child’s 
communication skills.”)

“If Alicia hasn’t responded to me verbally, before repeating myself I say in a friendly tone, “Hey, 
try again. I said....” and then I repeat my words to her. I think of this small behavior as a tiny 
”tax” on not answering. This signals that while Alicia failed to respond, I’m still happy to help 
her out, but that she should have answered the first time. In this way, I “reset” the situation, 
like saying, “Hey no problem. Let’s have a do-over. I’ll ask you again and this time you can 
answer me.”

Eventually, reduce your prompting to expectant but friendly facial expressions.

Show no annoyance, but signal that you are waiting for a response. Use the face you would make 
when someone says they have something to tell you.

Follow-through is the key to overcoming avoidance of your prompting. 

Children help themselves feel safe by testing boundaries that you set for them. What do you do 
when your child avoids your prompting? Though it’s a normal part of the learning process, and 
you do it in the nicest, most playful way, it’s important to set a pattern of being firm and of never 
giving in to repeated attempts at avoidance. Repeat your prompting, ten times if necessary, until 
your child responds. 

“Alicia often dislikes my prompting her in any way, but I know I have to be persistent. She tries 
to move her ear away from me to avoid my words, or grab my hand to stop it from pointing. 
When it happens,  I usually say something like “No, no!” or “That is not okay!” or “Alicia, it’s 
your job to listen!” 

“Then I’ll repeat what I’ve just said…  word for word, starting over at the beginning. If it 
continues, I’ll ignore her actions, but push harder on my demands. She has to know her attempts 
to avoid my prompting will never be successful. 
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“Sometimes it takes seven or eight failed attempts on her part to be convinced that she’ll give 
up long. When she finally does respond to my prompts, I immediately go out of my way to 
compliment her, and help her seek out a new ‘fun’ activity to engage in.”

Then praise your child profusely when he/she does comply,  even if  
the response was to appropriately air displeasure. 

When your child says something spontaneous, reward your child for a short time, allowing for a 
bit of relaxation. Without asking for any more information, or follow up, or probing, simply say, 
“Oh, you are thinking about the red ball! Thanks for telling me what you’re thinking about..” 
Notice that there are no questions and no need for a reply. However, after a small rest of half a 
minute or so, resume your normal prompting. 

Your child must know that life gets easier by responding appropriately. but NEVER by ignoring or 
walking away from you or a teacher.

Your child may be intentionally avoiding responding because of not liking the 
consequences of an answer. 

Now may be the time to play the role of “translator” for your child. See our next article called 
“Becoming Your Child’s Translator”.

Erica Key works with young children with autism by providing parent coaching,  
play sessions,  and shadow training to help weave skills into each child’s daily life.  
She can be reached at Erica@LearningSeeds.com


