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Was that Intentional? Helping Young Children with 
Communication Delays Send Purposeful Messages
By: Lauren Lowry
Hanen Certified SLP and Clinical Staff Writer

“Intentionality” refers to a child’s ability to send messages on purpose, directly to someone to achieve a 
specific goal.

Behaviour that is not intentional: Intentional Behaviour:

Child smiles when they see their favorite 
musical toy

Child smiles, then gives her favourite toy 
to dad so that he can turn it on

In the earliest stages of communication development, infants and young children with developmental 
delays communicate without realizing it. It’s the adult who attributes the meaning to what the child 
does. The child might:

• make sounds
• look at items they want
• use body movements or facial expressions to indicate their wants and needs

But they do not send these messages directly to anyone.

It can be very difficult to understand a child’s messages when they are subtle or not directed towards 
someone. But research has shown that, when the adults in a child’s life respond to a child’s subtle or 
non-intentional behaviour as if it has meaning, this promotes the development of intentional 
communication (Cress, 2014). When an adult responds to a child’s sound, facial expression and body 
movement as if it is sending a specific message, it helps the child make the connection that this 
behaviour has meaning to other people. For example, if a child turns away from food, the adult can say, 
“Oh you don’t like carrots!” Even if the child doesn’t understand what the adult said, over time, this kind 
of response helps children develop intentionality.
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Once children make the connection that they can send messages directly to another person in order to 
achieve their “goal” on purpose, communication can really take off!
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