Systematic Desensitization (Gradual Exposure) for Selective Mutism

Description:

Selective Mutism (SM) is an impairing behavioral condition in which a child fails to speak in certain
social situations despite speaking regularly and normally in other situations. SM presents a
significant mental and public health problem due to impact on the social, emotional, and academic
functioning of young children at a critical point in their development. SM is closely related to
childhood social phobia, but it cannot be treated in the same way because of the young age of the
children affected, their lack of speech in the treatment setting, and the need for significant school
involvement in treatment. Treatment for Children with Selective Mutism outlines the sequence and
essential elements to guide clinicians through a comprehensive, integrated program for young
children who display symptoms of SM. This approach utilizes behavioral interventions targeting
gradual increases in speaking across settings in which the child initially has difficulty. The
integrated nature of the therapy refers to the goal of incorporating input from the clinician with that
from the parents and teacher, as well as others impacted by the lack of speech. Exposure
exercises are based on behavioral techniques such as stimulus fading, shaping, and systematic
desensitization that also allow for a less intense or gradual exposure to the speaking situation.
These techniques are combined and used flexibly with a behavioral reward system for participation
in treatment, as well as other strategies to regulate emotions (e.g., relaxation, distraction, positive
self talk).

Example Fear Hierarchy

Respond to Yes/No Questions at Home

Open-Ended Questions and
Conversation at Home

Respond to Yes/No Questions at Schcol
with Parent Present & Nobody Around

Open-Ended Questions and
Conversation at School with Parent
Present &Nobody Else Around

Answering yes/no questions in class in
small group (audible)

Answer novel “Wh” questions when
provided with response before

Ask and respond to spontaneous
questions

Resource:
Treatment for Children with Selective Mutism: An Integrative Behavioral Approach (Programs That
Work) by R. Lindsey Bergman





