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My Child Won’t Talk - What Can
| Do?

Understanding why some children and young people find it difficult
to talk about what is happening

One of the most difficult things for a parent can be knowing that something isn't quite right, but not
being able to find out what is happening.

You might ask your child what's wrong and hear:

“Nothing.”

“l don't know.”

“I'm fine.”

Or you might get no response at all.
Sometimes the more you ask, the less your child seems willing to say.

This can leave you wondering whether they are hiding something, don't trust you, or simply don't
want to talk to you.

Often, it is more complicated than that.

Children and young people do not always have the words to explain what they are feeling. They
may not understand it themselves, may be worried about what will happen if they tell you, or may
simply find talking about difficult experiences uncomfortable.

Not talking does not necessarily mean that your child does not want help.



Why Might a Child Not Talk?

There can be many reasons why a child or young person finds it difficult to talk.

They may:

¢ not know how to explain what they are feeling

e be worried about upsetting you

¢ be frightened that they will get into trouble

» feel embarrassed or ashamed

¢ be worried about what might happen if they tell someone

e think that talking will make the situation worse

e believe that nobody will understand

e find emotions difficult to identify or describe

« feel overwhelmed by what they are experiencing

* need time before they feel comfortable talking

e communicate more naturally through actions, play or creativity
 find particular people, places or situations difficult to talk in
Sometimes you may notice changes in behaviour rather than hearing your child explain what is
wrong.

They might become angry, withdrawn, clingy, argumentative, avoidant or unusually quiet.

Sometimes behaviour is the first indication that something is difficult.



Don't Turn Every Conversation Into an
Interview

When you're worried about your child, it is understandable to want answers.

You may find yourself asking:

“What's wrong?”
“Has something happened?”
“Why won't you tell me?”

“Are you worried about school?”
The problem is that repeated questioning can sometimes make a child feel under pressure to
produce an answer.
They may not have one.

Instead of trying to get everything out of them at once, try creating opportunities for conversation
without demanding it.

You could say:

“I've noticed things seem difficult at the moment. You don't have to talk about it now,
but I'm here if you want to.”

This lets your child know that you have noticed without making them feel that they have to explain
themselves immediately.

If they don't want to talk, you can come back to the subject another time.



Sometimes Talking Happens When You're Not
Trying to Talk

Children don't always open up when you sit them down and ask them to explain their feelings.

Sometimes conversation happens while:

e walking together

e travelling in the car

e cooking

e drawing

e playing

* watching television

¢ doing something they enjoy

e getting ready for bed

There can be something about doing an ordinary activity together that makes conversation feel less
intense.

You don't necessarily need to create a big moment.

Sometimes simply being alongside your child gives them the space to say something when they are
ready.

For younger children in particular, play can also give you clues about what they may be
experiencing. Children do not always express difficult feelings through words alone.



Listen Before Trying to Fix It

If your child does eventually tell you something difficult, your first reaction can be really important.

You may immediately want to:

e solve the problem

e contact the school

e confront another parent

e tell them what they should do

e explain why they shouldn't feel that way
Sometimes it is better to pause.

You could start with:

I “Thank you for telling me.”
Or:

I “That sounds really difficult.”
Or:

I “I'm glad you've told me.”

You don't have to solve everything in that moment.

Your child may simply need to know that you have heard them.



What If My Child Says “l Don't Know”?

Sometimes “I don't know” genuinely means:

I “l don't know.”

Children may find it difficult to put an emotional experience into words.

Instead of continuing to ask the same question, you could try making the question smaller.
Rather than:
I “Why are you so anxious?”

try:

I “Is it worse at school or at home?”

Or:

I “Does it happen more in the morning or later in the day?”

Or:

I “Does it feel more like you're worried, angry or upset?”
You can also accept that they don't know yet.

You can come back to it another time.

The aim isn't to get the perfect answer immediately.

It is to help your child feel that they can communicate with you without being pressured.



What If My Child Communicates Better Without
Talking?

Talking is only one way of communicating.

Some children find it easier to express themselves through:

e drawing

e art

* making

* play

e sandtray

e imaginative play

* movement

e choosing objects or figures

e spending time alongside someone

Creative approaches can sometimes give a child another way to explore something that is difficult
to explain directly.

This does not mean that every child who prefers not to talk needs therapy.

It simply means that communication can look different for different children.

What About Teenagers?

Teenagers naturally become more private as they get older.
That does not necessarily mean that something is wrong.

It can be helpful to respect their growing independence while still making it clear that you are
available.

Try not to turn every conversation into an investigation about their mental health.

Keep ordinary communication going too.

Talk about music, food, films, games, school, friends or whatever interests them.

Your relationship with your teenager is important even when they aren't telling you everything.

If you are concerned, you can still say:

“You don't have to tell me everything. | just want you to know I'm here if something is
bothering you.”



What If My Child Is Only Able to Talk to Certain
People?

Sometimes a child may speak freely at home but become unable to speak in particular situations,
such as at school or around unfamiliar people.

If this happens consistently, it is worth taking seriously rather than assuming your child is simply
being shy, stubborn or refusing to speak.

Selective mutism is an anxiety-related condition in which a child is unable to speak in particular
social situations, even though they may speak normally in situations where they feel comfortable. It
often begins in childhood and can affect school, friendships and everyday life.

If you recognise this pattern, speak to your GP and your child's school. Specialist advice may also be
appropriate.

Most importantly, avoid putting pressure on your child to speak on demand.

The difficulty may be anxiety rather than unwillingness.

What If I'm Worried Something Serious Has
Happened?

If you are concerned about bullying, abuse, self-harm, exploitation or another serious issue, don't
rely on your child eventually deciding to tell you.

You may need to seek advice from an appropriate professional.
This could include your child's school, SENCO, GP or another professional involved in their care.

If your child tells you something that raises a safeguarding concern, listen calmly and take the
concern seriously.

Avoid promising that you will keep what they have told you completely secret. Explain that you may
need to involve other adults whose job is to help keep them safe.

If you believe your child is in immediate danger, seek urgent help.



What Can | Do Now?

You don't need to force your child to have a conversation.

Instead, try to:
Notice changes Pay attention to changes in mood, behaviour, sleep, friendships, school or routines.

Create opportunities Spend ordinary time together without making every interaction about the
problem.

Listen when they talk Try to hear what your child is saying before immediately trying to solve it.
Keep the door open Let them know that they can come back to you when they are ready.

Look at other ways of communicating Drawing, playing, making or simply spending time together
can sometimes provide useful opportunities for communication.

Get help when you need it You don't have to work out on your own why your child isn't talking.

When Might Professional Support Be Helpful?

You may want to consider professional support when difficulties communicating:

e continue over time

e are causing your child significant distress

e are affecting school

e are affecting friendships or relationships

e are accompanied by significant changes in behaviour

e are making everyday family life difficult

e are linked to anxiety or avoidance

e follow a particularly difficult or upsetting experience

* leave you concerned that your child may not be coping

You can speak to your child's GP, school, SENCO or another professional involved in their life.

NHS guidance also recommends seeking professional help when you have serious concerns about a
child's mental health or when difficulties persist and affect everyday life.

You don't need to know exactly why your child isn't talking before asking for advice.



How Can Therapy Help?

Therapy can provide a child with a space separate from home and school where they can gradually
develop a relationship with someone they trust.

Depending on their age, personality and needs, sessions may involve talking, art, drawing, making,
play, sandtray or other creative approaches.

The aim isn't to force a child to talk.

It is to understand the child, create a space where they feel comfortable and give them different
ways of communicating and exploring what they are experiencing.

Sometimes talking comes later.
Sometimes it comes in small pieces.
Sometimes a child communicates a great deal without saying very much at all.

The work can develop at a pace that feels manageable for the individual child.

What If My Child Doesn't Want Therapy?

It is not unusual for a child or young person to feel unsure about therapy.

They may think:

“l don't need therapy.”
“I'm not talking to some stranger.”

“What's the point?”

That does not necessarily mean therapy will not be helpful.

The first stage can simply be about becoming familiar with the space, getting to know each other
and allowing your child to understand what therapy is.

There is no expectation that they have to immediately talk about difficult experiences.
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What If I'm Still Unsure?

You don't need to know exactly why your child isn't talking before asking for advice.

You can talk to your child's GP, school, SENCO or another professional involved in their life.

You can also arrange an initial conversation with a therapist to think through what you have noticed
and whether therapy may be appropriate.

Sometimes another type of support may be more suitable.

The important thing is that your child knows that the adults around them are interested in
understanding rather than simply getting them to talk.

A Final Thought for Parents

A child not talking doesn't necessarily mean they don't want to communicate.
Sometimes they don't have the words.

Sometimes they aren't ready.

Sometimes they are worried about what might happen if they tell you.

And sometimes they simply communicate differently.

You don't have to force the conversation. You can create the conditions that make it easier for your
child to have it.

If you're concerned about your child and would like to talk things through, | offer a free initial
telephone consultation.

You do not need to know exactly what your child needs before getting in touch.
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Start With a Conversation

If you're worried about your child and aren't sure what to do next, you can arrange a free initial
telephone consultation with me.

We can talk through what you've noticed, what you've already tried and whether therapy may be
appropriate.

There is no obligation to continue.

07903 630063
anthonywhite@childintegrativethera

Book a Free Initial Consultation

Anthony White

Child Integrative Arts Therapist

Creative and Art Therapy Services

If You Need Urgent Help

This article provides general information and is not a substitute for professional assessment or
urgent support.

If you are worried that your child may be at immediate risk of harm, or you cannot keep them or
someone else safe, seek urgent help. In England, you can call NHS 111 and select the mental
health option for urgent mental health support.

If someone's life is at risk or you cannot keep them or someone else safe, call 999 or go to A&E.
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