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Promoting Choice Making 

 
When presenting two toys or activities or food items or clothes items to the child, present the items 
to them one at a time, telling them what they are and possibly even using hand over hand 
manipulation as necessary to help them feel the options.  Once they have felt each one and you have 
labeled each one, move their hand back to the middle of the choices so there is less chance that you 
will have influenced their “choice” and you will have a better chance of knowing if their “choice” was 
intentional.   
 
If the child typically chooses by reaching: 
Then ask the child: “Which one do you want?  The ______ or the ______?  When you touch it, I will 
know.”  Then wait for a count of 5 to see if they will attempt to reach toward an item on their own.     
 
For situations in which the child is very motivated and the reward is high, they may reach towards 
the item on their own, without help.  For situations in which they have not learned this skill 
(because we haven’t repeated it enough or because the result is not as rewarding or because they 
haven’t learned the connection yet within the newer situation presented) watch their hands and 
arms closely.  Even if they move the slightest bit in the direction of one item presented, interpret the 
movement as intentional. 
 
Say things like: 

 “You picked the _____, you showed me with your hand”.  “Let’s play.” 

 “You reached for the ______, you told me you wanted the _____, now we can take turns 
with the _____.” 

 “I saw your hand move towards the ______, you told me you want the ____, now you can 
put on the ______.” 

 “You’re telling me with your hand, you made it move towards the _____.”  “Let’s do it.” 

 “You touched the ______.  You told me you wanted the ______.  Go ahead and eat it! 
    

Repeat, repeat, repeat! 
 

If they don’t reach or move their arm or hand toward an item, make a choice for them and use gentle 
hand over hand movements and self talk to show them how to make a choice.  Say things like: 

 “When you move your hand like this, you are telling me you want the _____.  Good, you 
touched the ____.  Now we can play.” 

 “You might want the ____.  You picked it yesterday.  When you touch it with your hand like 
this, then I will know that’s the one you want.  Good job, you touched it, let’s play (or now 
you can eat it).” 

 



Augmentative Communication Service, KidsAbility™ Centre for Child Development 
February 2009 

If the child typically chooses by looking with their eyes (eye gaze): 
Then ask the child: “Which one do you want?  The ______ or the ______?  When you look at it, I will 
know.”  Then wait for a count of 5 to see if they will look toward an item on their own.     
 
Watch the child’s eyes closely.  They may scan both of the items and then look longer at one.  They 
may look longer at one of them right away. (Try not to make noise with or move the options in your 
hands: the sound or movement might influence the child’s “choice”.)  Once they have made their 
“choice” by looking at one, move the other one away quietly, while concentrating on the one they 
have “chosen”.   
 
Say things like: 

 “You picked the _____, you showed me with your eyes”.  “Let’s play.” 

 “You looked at the ______, you told me you wanted the _____”.  “You can eat the _____.” 

 “I saw your eyes looking at the ______, you can put on the ______.” 

 “You’re telling me with your eyes, you looked at the _____.”  “Let’s do it.” 
 

Repeat, repeat, repeat! 
 
If they don’t look toward an item, make a choice for them, moving it within their line of sight and use 
self talk to show them how to make a choice.  Say things like: 

 “When you look at the _____ like this, you are telling me you want the _____.  Good, you 
looked at the ____.  Now we can play.” 

 “You might want the ____.  You picked it yesterday.  When you look at it with your eyes, then 
I will know that’s the one you want.  Good job, you looked at it, let’s play (or now you can eat 
it).” 

 
A child may choose by reaching, by using their eyes, by using their facial expressions (looking 
happy when they look at one option) and/or their body language (turning toward one object 
presented).  Interpret all of the above methods of communicating as intentional. 
 
You can increase the complexity of the child’s choice making skills by increasing the number of 
choices in activities in which they are choosing accurately and consistently.  For example, in an 
activity, if the child is consistently telling you their choice of “more bubbles” or “more music”, you 
could include a third choice of “more blocks”. 
 
Remember, when presenting activities, the child’s success rate needs to be high so they will want to 
participate again and again (that’s why you make a choice for them if they don’t and show them 
how to do so).  In this way we will keep them more motivated until we get to that magic number of 
repetitions it takes for them to learn the skill. 
 
You can present choices to children with real objects, with toy objects, with photographs or with line 
drawings (eg. Picture Communication Symbols (PCS)).  What you choose will depend on what makes 
the most sense to them (what they understand best) and their visual skills.   
 
 


