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Oral Motor Goals for Speech Therapy: Enhancing Communication Through Targeted Practice

Oral motor goals for speech therapy play a crucial role in helping individuals improve
their speech clarity, articulation, and overall communication skills. Whether working with
children who have developmental speech delays or adults recovering from neurological
injuries, these goals focus on strengthening and coordinating the muscles involved in
speech production. By targeting specific oral motor skills, speech therapists can pave the
way for more effective communication, making a significant difference in a client’s daily
life.

Understanding the importance of oral motor goals in speech therapy means recognizing the
intricate connection between muscle control and speech. Speech involves a complex
interplay of the lips, tongue, jaw, and respiratory system. If any of these components are
weak or poorly coordinated, it can result in articulation errors, swallowing difficulties, or
other communication challenges. This article explores the essential oral motor goals for
speech therapy, why they matter, and how therapists can implement effective strategies to
achieve them.

What Are Oral Motor Goals in Speech Therapy?

Oral motor goals refer to the objectives set during speech therapy that focus on improving
the strength, coordination, and range of motion of the muscles involved in speech. These
goals are tailored to each individual's needs, based on their specific oral motor challenges.
The ultimate aim is to enhance speech clarity, improve feeding and swallowing functions,
and support language development.

Because the muscles in the mouth and face are responsible for producing sounds,
controlling breath, and managing saliva, oral motor therapy often addresses these areas to
improve overall communication skills. For example, a child who struggles to pronounce
certain sounds may have weak tongue muscles or limited lip movement. Setting oral motor
goals helps target these issues systematically.

Key Components of Oral Motor Therapy

- ¥*Muscle Strengthening:** Building strength in the lips, tongue, and jaw to support precise
speech movements.

- **Coordination Training:** Enhancing the timing and control of muscle movements for
smoother speech production.

- **Range of Motion:** Increasing flexibility in the oral structures to allow for a wider variety
of sounds and expressions.

- **Breath Control:** Managing airflow effectively to support speech volume and intonation.
- **Sensory Awareness:** Improving awareness of oral structures to facilitate better motor
planning and execution.



Common Oral Motor Goals for Speech Therapy

Speech therapists design oral motor goals based on assessment findings and the client’s
age, diagnosis, and specific communication needs. Some of the most common goals
include:

1. Improving Lip Closure and Strength

Strong and coordinated lip closure is essential for producing sounds like /p/, /b/, and /m/. It
also helps prevent drooling and supports feeding skills. Goals might include:

- Achieving complete lip closure during speech and eating.

- Increasing lip strength through exercises like lip puckering, blowing bubbles, or holding a
straw with lips only.

- Enhancing lip rounding for vowel production.

2. Enhancing Tongue Mobility and Control

The tongue plays a vital role in articulation, especially for sounds such as /t/, /d/, /I/, and /r/.
Difficulties with tongue movement can cause speech to sound unclear. Oral motor goals
here might focus on:

- Increasing tongue elevation and lateralization.

- Practicing tongue protrusion and retraction.
- Improving tongue strength to facilitate precise sound production.

3. Jaw Stability and Movement

Jaw control affects the ability to open and close the mouth smoothly, impacting speech and
chewing. Goals may be:

- Promoting controlled jaw opening and closing during speech tasks.

- Reducing excessive jaw movement that interferes with articulation.
- Strengthening jaw muscles to support sustained speech.

4. Breath Support and Control

Breath is the power source for speech. Proper breath management helps regulate speech
volume, pitch, and phrasing. Goals can include:

- Increasing coordination between breathing and speaking.
- Developing sustained phonation (holding sounds on one breath).



- Teaching appropriate pauses for natural speech flow.

5. Improving Oral Sensory Awareness

Some individuals have reduced sensitivity or awareness in their oral structures, making it
difficult to coordinate speech movements. Oral motor goals might focus on:

- Enhancing tactile and proprioceptive feedback through sensory stimulation.
- Using textured tools or activities to increase oral sensory input.
- Developing better awareness of tongue and lip placement during speech.

Why Are Oral Motor Goals Important in Speech
Therapy?

Setting targeted oral motor goals helps speech therapists systematically address
underlying physical challenges that impact communication. Without improving the
foundation of muscle control and coordination, it can be difficult for clients to achieve clear
and intelligible speech.

Additionally, oral motor goals support:

- ¥*Feeding and Swallowing:** Many children with speech delays also experience feeding
difficulties. Oral motor therapy can improve chewing, swallowing, and oral hygiene.

- **Speech Sound Production:** Strength and coordination directly influence the ability to
produce accurate speech sounds.

- **Language Development:** Clear speech enhances communication opportunities, which
in turn supports vocabulary growth and social interaction.

- ¥**Neurological Rehabilitation:** For individuals recovering from stroke or brain injury, oral
motor goals facilitate the restoration of functional speech.

How Speech Therapists Develop and Implement
Oral Motor Goals

Speech therapists use detailed assessments to identify oral motor weaknesses and plan
individualized therapy goals. These assessments may include observing muscle tone, range
of motion, strength, and coordination during various tasks.

Steps in Creating Effective Oral Motor Goals

1. *Comprehensive Evaluation:** Assess oral structures and function to understand the
client’s baseline abilities.



2. **Collaborative Goal Setting:** Involve the client and caregivers in identifying meaningful
and functional goals.

3. **Specific and Measurable Objectives:** Goals should be clear, achievable, and
quantifiable, such as “increase tongue lateralization to left and right during speech tasks.”
4. **Functional Relevance:** Ensure goals support real-life communication needs and
activities.

5. **Regular Monitoring:** Track progress and adjust goals based on therapy outcomes.

Therapeutic Techniques Used to Achieve Oral Motor
Goals

- **Exercises and Repetitive Practice:** Targeted drills to strengthen and coordinate oral
muscles.

- *¥*Qral Motor Tools:** Using straws, whistles, chew toys, or resistance devices to engage
muscles.

- ¥*Sensory Stimulation:** Incorporating textures, temperatures, or vibration to increase
oral awareness.

- **Modeling and Imitation:** Demonstrating correct movements for the client to copy.

- **|ncorporating Play:** Making therapy fun and motivating, especially for young children.

Tips for Supporting Oral Motor Development at
Home

Parents and caregivers play a vital role in reinforcing oral motor goals outside the therapy
room. Simple, everyday activities can support muscle strength and coordination:

- Encourage blowing bubbles or using whistles.

- Practice chewing a variety of textures during meals.

- Play games involving tongue and lip movements, like “making fish lips” or sticking out the
tongue.

- Use straws during drink time to promote lip closure and breath control.

- Read books that involve oral motor exercises or sounds.

Consistency and positive reinforcement go a long way in helping clients achieve their oral
motor goals and improve their speech outcomes.

Oral motor goals for speech therapy are foundational in addressing many speech and
feeding difficulties. By focusing on the strength, coordination, and sensory awareness of the
muscles used in speech, therapists help individuals unlock their potential for clearer
communication and better quality of life. The journey toward improved speech is gradual
and requires patience, but with well-crafted goals and collaborative effort, meaningful
progress is always within reach.



Frequently Asked Questions

What are oral motor goals in speech therapy?

Oral motor goals in speech therapy focus on improving the strength, coordination, and
control of the muscles used for speech, eating, and swallowing.

Why are oral motor goals important for speech
development?

Oral motor goals help enhance muscle function and coordination, which are essential for
clear articulation, proper speech sound production, and overall communication
effectiveness.

What are common oral motor goals for children in
speech therapy?

Common goals include increasing lip closure, improving tongue mobility, enhancing jaw
stability, and developing better breath support for speech.

How do speech therapists assess oral motor skills?

Therapists assess oral motor skills by observing and testing muscle strength, range of
motion, coordination, and the ability to perform specific movements related to speech and
feeding.

Can oral motor exercises improve speech clarity?

Yes, targeted oral motor exercises can improve muscle strength and coordination, which
often leads to clearer and more intelligible speech.

Are oral motor goals used only for speech disorders?

No, oral motor goals are also used for feeding and swallowing difficulties, as well as for
conditions like apraxia of speech and developmental delays.

How long does it typically take to see progress with
oral motor goals?

Progress varies depending on the individual's condition and consistency of therapy, but
noticeable improvements can often be seen within a few weeks to several months.

Can parents support oral motor goals at home?

Absolutely, parents can support therapy by practicing recommended exercises regularly,
encouraging proper oral movements, and maintaining communication with the speech
therapist.



Additional Resources

Oral Motor Goals for Speech Therapy: Enhancing Communication through Targeted
Interventions

Oral motor goals for speech therapy are foundational components in the treatment of
speech and language disorders that involve the muscles of the mouth, face, and respiratory
system. These goals focus on improving the strength, coordination, and range of motion of
oral structures essential for clear articulation, effective swallowing, and overall oral
function. As speech therapy continues to evolve, understanding the nuances of oral motor
goals becomes critical for clinicians aiming to optimize therapeutic outcomes.

Understanding Oral Motor Goals in Speech
Therapy

Oral motor therapy targets the physical mechanisms underlying speech production. The
oral motor system comprises the lips, tongue, jaw, palate, and respiratory muscles, all of
which contribute to speech clarity and feeding skills. When these muscles are weak,
uncoordinated, or poorly controlled, individuals may experience difficulties such as
dysarthria, apraxia of speech, or feeding challenges.

Setting precise oral motor goals in speech therapy is essential because it ensures that
interventions are tailored to the individual's specific deficits. These goals often address
muscle tone regulation, improving voluntary movement control, and enhancing sensory
awareness within the oral region. In clinical practice, oral motor goals serve as measurable
benchmarks to track progress and adjust therapy accordingly.

Key Objectives of Oral Motor Goals

The primary objectives when formulating oral motor goals include:

Strengthening oral musculature: Increasing muscle tone and endurance to
support articulation and swallowing.

e Improving coordination: Enhancing the timing and sequencing of movements
required for speech sounds.

 Enhancing range of motion: Ensuring lips, tongue, and jaw can move freely to
produce diverse phonemes.

* Increasing sensory awareness: Developing better oral proprioception to facilitate
precise movements.

e Facilitating functional communication: Translating oral motor improvements into
intelligible speech and effective communication.



Assessment and Customization of Oral Motor
Goals

Before setting oral motor goals, comprehensive assessment is paramount. Speech-
language pathologists (SLPs) typically evaluate oral motor skills through standardized tests
and clinical observations. These assessments examine strength, coordination, reflexes, and
sensory responsiveness. For example, tools like the Oral Speech Mechanism Screening
Examination (OSMSE) or the Verbal Motor Production Assessment for Children (VMPAC)
provide structured insights into oral motor abilities.

Following assessment, therapists customize goals based on individual needs, age,
diagnosis, and functional communication demands. For instance, a child with childhood
apraxia of speech (CAS) may have goals centered on sequencing complex oral movements,

whereas an adult post-stroke might focus on strengthening lip closure and tongue control to
improve articulation clarity.

Examples of Oral Motor Goals for Speech Therapy

Specific oral motor goals often include:

1. Increase lip closure strength to maintain lip seal during speech and feeding tasks.

2. Improve tongue lateralization to facilitate production of /I/ and /s/ sounds.

3. Enhance jaw stability during sustained vowel production.

4. Develop precise tongue-tip elevation for accurate articulation of alveolar consonants.

5. Increase coordination of oral movements for smoother transitions between phonemes.

These goals are measurable, allowing therapists to track incremental progress over time,
which is crucial for motivation and therapy adaptation.

The Role of Oral Motor Therapy in Various Speech
Disorders

Oral motor therapy is instrumental in treating a spectrum of speech disorders, each
requiring distinct therapeutic emphases.



Childhood Apraxia of Speech (CAS)

CAS is a motor planning disorder characterized by difficulty in coordinating the movements
necessary for speech. Oral motor goals here prioritize improving voluntary control and
sequencing of oral movements. Therapists often employ repetitive motor practice and
sensory cueing to enhance planning and execution.

Dysarthria

Dysarthria involves weakness or paralysis of the muscles used in speech, commonly
resulting from neurological damage. Oral motor goals focus on augmenting muscle strength
and endurance. Therapy may include exercises to improve respiratory support, lip
rounding, and tongue mobility to enhance speech intelligibility.

Feeding and Swallowing Disorders

Oral motor goals are equally relevant in addressing dysphagia and other feeding difficulties.
Strengthening the muscles involved in mastication and bolus control directly impacts safe
and efficient swallowing, thus preventing complications such as aspiration pneumonia.

Techniques and Tools Used to Achieve Oral Motor
Goals

A variety of therapeutic techniques support the achievement of oral motor goals in speech
therapy. These techniques are selected based on evidence-based practices and tailored to
patient responsiveness.

¢ Oral motor exercises: Targeted activities like lip puckering, tongue protrusion, and
jaw opening to build muscle strength and control.

» Tactile stimulation: Using touch or vibration to enhance sensory feedback and
stimulate muscle activation.

e Biofeedback: Visual or auditory feedback mechanisms, such as electromyography
(EMG), to help clients monitor and adjust their oral movements.

e Neuromuscular electrical stimulation (NMES): In some cases, low-level electrical
stimulation is applied to improve muscle function.

e Functional practice: Incorporating speech sounds, words, and phrases into therapy
to generalize motor gains into communication.



These methods, when combined with individualized oral motor goals, enhance the
therapy’s effectiveness and client engagement.

Challenges and Considerations in Setting Oral
Motor Goals

While oral motor goals are critical, there are challenges and controversies surrounding their
application. One debated issue is the efficacy of non-speech oral motor exercises (NSOMESs)
— activities that target oral muscles but do not involve speech production. Some research
suggests that NSOMEs alone may not translate into improved speech intelligibility,
emphasizing the importance of integrating functional speech tasks within therapy.
Moreover, setting realistic and achievable oral motor goals requires careful consideration of
client motivation, cognitive abilities, and co-existing conditions. Therapists must balance

the need for measurable progress with the understanding that some oral motor
impairments may require long-term intervention.

Pros and Cons of Oral Motor Therapy

e Pros:
o Improves muscle strength and coordination, foundational for speech production.
o Enhances functional communication and feeding abilities.

o Provides measurable benchmarks for therapy progress.

e Cons:
o Some techniques, like NSOMEs, lack strong evidence for speech improvement.
o May require extended periods to show functional changes.

o Needs to be carefully integrated with speech-focused therapy to avoid isolated
motor work.

These factors underscore the importance of evidence-based goal setting and dynamic
therapy planning.



Integrating Oral Motor Goals within a Holistic
Speech Therapy Approach

Effective speech therapy transcends isolated oral motor exercises by embedding these
goals within a holistic communication framework. This integration ensures that
improvements in muscle control and coordination are reflected in meaningful speech and
language use.

For example, after achieving an oral motor goal such as improved tongue elevation,
therapy might progress to practicing phonemes that rely on this movement in various
linguistic contexts. This approach supports generalization and functional communication,
which are ultimate targets of therapy.

Moreover, collaboration with caregivers and interdisciplinary teams, including occupational
therapists and dietitians, can enhance the success of oral motor goals, particularly when
addressing feeding and swallowing issues.

In the evolving landscape of speech therapy, oral motor goals remain a vital element. Their
careful assessment, targeted implementation, and integration into functional speech tasks
ensure that clients receive comprehensive care tailored to their unique needs. By focusing
on these goals, speech-language pathologists can effectively address the physical
underpinnings of communication, facilitating clearer speech and improved quality of life.
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