Echolalia

is the immediate or delayed repetition of a word or group of words just spoken by another person. In the young child’s early development, imitation is a normal pattern that serves multiple purposes. Imitation increases the child’s performance ability beyond that which he or she is spontaneously capable of generating.  In addition, imitation provides an opportunity for the child to practice new constructions and gain an understanding of how and what those constructions communicate.  During imitation sequences, the child is also practicing turn-taking.  With many children who have disabilities, however, imitation may become a means of discourse.

In the past, echolalia has been considered a nonfunctional or undesirable symptom of children with autism.  Prizant and Duchan (1981) found that immediate and delayed echolalia can assist the child in continuing an interaction and provide the speaker with additional time to process the spoken information.  Echolalia can be an exact replication, or it can be mitigated (containing minor changes in structure from the original model. A combination of both exact and mitigated echolalia may also occur. Many children with special needs will demonstrate some form of echolalic behavior that serves functional purposes for them.

When echolalic speech is part of a child’s language, every attempt should be made to evaluate these speech patterns according to their function in the child's repertoire. The desire to communicate should be reinforced.  
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