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What is Selective Mutism?

Selective mutism (SM) is an anxiety disorder characterized by a consistent inability to speak
in specific social situations, particularly in school or other public settings, despite being able to
speak comfortably in familiar environments. This disorder often affects children, but it can also
continue into adolescence and adulthood if left untreated.

Key Characteristics of Selective Mutism:

+ Consistency: Children with SM consistently struggle to speak in certain situations but may be entirely verbal in
others, such as at home or with close friends.

- Anxiety: The primary factor behind SM is anxiety. These students experience intense social anxiety that prevents
them from speaking when feeling observed or pressured.

+ Duration: SM is a long-lasting condition that can persist for several months or even years if not addressed.

Recognizing Students with Selective Mutism:

+ Quietness: Students with SM tend to be exceptionally quiet in the classroom and may only
communicate nonverbally.

+ Avoidance: They may avoid eye contact, social interactions, or situations
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where they are expected to speak. ~
- Physical symptoms: Some students may exhibit physical signs of anxiety, Q N
such as trembling, sweating, or a rapid heartbeat.

Supporting Students with Selective Mutism:
+ Create a Supportive Environment:

- Foster a safe, nonjudgmental classroom atmosphere.

- Avoid singling out the student or pressuring them to speak.
+ Gradual Exposure:

- Encourage participation in a step-by-step manner. Start with small,
nonverbal interactions and gradually increase verbal expectations.

+ Collaboration:
- Work closely with the student’s parents and any mental health professionals involved in their care.
+ Reduce Anxiety:
- Allow the student to have a “buddy” or a quiet space to retreat to when feeling overwhelmed.
+ Build Confidence:
- Praise effort and progress, no matter how small.
- Encourage participation in activities that play to the student’s strengths.
+ Model Social Interaction:
- Demonstrate appropriate social behavior in the classroom.
- Encourage peer interactions in a supportive way.
- Patience and Time:
- Understand that progress may be slow, and setbacks are common. Be patient and persistent in your support.

Conclusion:

Selective mutism is a challenging condition, but with understanding, patience, and the right support, students with
SM can make progress in their communication skills and thrive in the classroom. As a teacher, you play a crucial role
in creating a supportive environment for these students to succeed.

Resources:

- Selective Mutism Association: https://selectivemutism.org/
+ American Speech-Language-Hearing Association (ASHA): https://www.asha.org/

- Anxiety and Depression Association of America (ADAA): https://adaa.org/

Note: This handout is for informational purposes only and not a substitute for professional advice.
Please consult with appropriate professionals for individualized guidance.
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