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Oral Motor Exercises for Kids: Boosting Speech and Feeding Skills Naturally

Oral motor exercises for kids play a vital role in supporting the development of essential skills like
speech clarity, chewing, swallowing, and overall oral coordination. Whether a child is experiencing
speech delays, feeding difficulties, or challenges related to muscle tone and control, these exercises
provide an engaging and effective way to strengthen the muscles involved in mouth movements.
Parents, therapists, and educators often seek practical strategies that can be easily incorporated into
playtime or therapy sessions, making oral motor exercises a go-to solution for enhancing children’s
communication and feeding abilities.

Understanding Oral Motor Exercises and Their
Importance

Oral motor exercises focus on improving the strength, coordination, and mobility of the muscles
around the mouth, lips, tongue, and jaw. These muscles are fundamental for a range of
activities—from forming clear speech sounds to chewing food safely and efficiently. When children
struggle with oral motor skills, they may have difficulty pronouncing words clearly, experience messy
eating habits, or even avoid certain foods due to discomfort.

Speech-language pathologists (SLPs) and occupational therapists often recommend specific oral
motor activities tailored to each child’s needs. These exercises not only support speech production
but also help with oral sensory awareness, making kids more comfortable with different textures and
sensations inside their mouths.

What Are the Signs Your Child Might Benefit from Oral Motor
Exercises?

Before diving into exercises, it’s helpful to recognize some common signs that indicate a child could
benefit from targeted oral motor support:

- Difficulty articulating certain sounds clearly, such as “s,” “r,” or “l.”
- Excessive drooling or difficulty controlling saliva.
- Challenges with chewing or swallowing different food textures.
- Limited tongue movement or difficulty sticking out and moving the tongue side to side.
- Weak lip closure, causing problems with sucking, blowing, or whistling.
- Delayed speech development or unclear speech.

If you notice these symptoms, consulting a speech therapist can help determine the best approach
and specific exercises to support your child’s unique needs.



Top Oral Motor Exercises for Kids

Incorporating oral motor exercises into daily routines can be fun and playful. Here are some effective
activities that target different muscle groups and encourage motor control:

1. Lip and Cheek Strengthening

Strong lips and cheeks are essential for producing clear sounds and controlling food in the mouth. Try
these simple exercises:

- **Blowing Bubbles:** Using a bubble wand or bubble machine encourages children to purse their lips
and control their breath.
- **Blowing up Balloons:** This helps build lip strength and breath control.
- **Straw Drinking:** Sipping thick liquids or smoothies through a straw challenges lip closure and
sucking strength.
- **Cheek Puffing:** Ask your child to puff their cheeks with air and hold it, then release slowly. This
builds cheek muscle tone.

2. Tongue Mobility and Strengthening

The tongue plays a key role in articulation and safe swallowing. Exercises that encourage tongue
movement can make a big difference:

- **Tongue Stretches:** Ask your child to stick out their tongue as far as possible, then move it side to
side.
- **Tongue Pops:** Create a popping sound by pressing the tongue to the roof of the mouth and
releasing quickly.
- **Licking Activities:** Using flavored lollipops or sugar-free candy, encourage your child to lick
around their lips and teeth to increase tongue agility.
- **Touching Nose and Chin:** Ask the child to try touching their nose or chin with their tongue.

3. Jaw Control and Strength

Jaw stability supports chewing and speaking clearly. Exercises focusing on jaw strength include:

- **Chewing Exercises:** Encourage chewing on crunchy snacks like carrot sticks or apple slices (with
supervision) to build jaw strength.
- **Jaw Opening and Closing:** Have your child open their mouth wide and then close it slowly.
- **Resistance Exercises:** Gently place your hand under the child’s chin and encourage them to
open their mouth against your resistance.



Incorporating Oral Motor Exercises into Everyday Life

One of the best things about oral motor exercises is how seamlessly they can fit into everyday
activities and play. Kids are naturally curious and love games that involve blowing, licking, and
making funny faces, so these exercises don’t have to feel like a chore.

Creative Ways to Practice Oral Motor Skills

- **Sing Songs with Actions:** Songs like “Row, Row, Row Your Boat” or “The Wheels on the Bus” that
encourage mouth movements can be both fun and beneficial.
- **Use Playdough:** Encouraging children to press, roll, and manipulate playdough inside the mouth
with the tongue can build strength and coordination.
- **Make Funny Faces:** Challenge kids to make silly faces, such as puckering lips, sticking out the
tongue, or smiling widely.
- **Blowing Games:** Utilize whistles, party blowers, or pinwheels to motivate blowing and breath
control.

Tips for Success

- Be patient and consistent. Progress can take time, and regular practice yields the best results.
- Keep sessions short and engaging—5 to 10 minutes daily is effective.
- Celebrate small victories to keep motivation high.
- Always follow guidance from therapists, especially if your child has specific medical or
developmental needs.

The Role of Oral Motor Exercises in Speech Therapy
and Feeding

Oral motor exercises are often a foundational component of speech therapy. By strengthening
muscles and improving coordination, children gain better control over the sounds they produce. This
can lead to clearer speech, increased confidence, and improved communication with peers and
family.

Similarly, for children facing feeding challenges—whether due to sensory sensitivities, muscle
weakness, or coordination difficulties—oral motor exercises help develop the skills necessary for safe
and efficient eating. This can reduce frustration around mealtimes and support better nutrition and
growth.

When to Seek Professional Guidance

While many oral motor exercises are safe to try at home, it’s important to work with a qualified



speech-language pathologist or occupational therapist for children with significant challenges.
Professionals can assess the child’s needs, tailor exercises appropriately, and ensure that activities
are both safe and effective.

In some cases, oral motor difficulties might be linked to broader developmental conditions such as
speech sound disorders, autism spectrum disorder, or neurological impairments. Early intervention is
key to maximizing progress.

Supporting Your Child’s Oral Motor Development
Beyond Exercises

Exercise is one piece of the puzzle. Encouraging a nurturing environment that promotes language
development and oral exploration is equally important. Here are some additional ways to support
your child’s oral motor skills:

- Engage in regular conversations and read aloud together to stimulate language and oral motor
movements.
- Introduce a variety of foods with different textures to help build sensory tolerance.
- Encourage safe chewing and swallowing practices.
- Use age-appropriate toys that promote oral exploration, like teething rings or textured teethers.

By combining these efforts with targeted oral motor exercises for kids, you create a well-rounded
approach that fosters both physical abilities and communication skills.

---

Oral motor exercises for kids don’t just build stronger muscles—they open doors to clearer speech,
enjoyable mealtimes, and greater overall confidence. With a little creativity and consistency, these
simple activities can make a meaningful difference in a child’s developmental journey.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are oral motor exercises for kids?
Oral motor exercises are activities designed to strengthen the muscles of the mouth, lips, tongue, and
jaw to improve speech, chewing, and swallowing skills in children.

Why are oral motor exercises important for children?
They help enhance muscle coordination and strength, which can improve speech clarity, feeding
abilities, and overall oral function in children with developmental delays or speech disorders.

At what age can kids start oral motor exercises?
Oral motor exercises can typically begin in early childhood as soon as a speech or feeding delay is



noticed, often recommended by a speech-language pathologist, sometimes starting as early as
infancy.

Can oral motor exercises help children with speech delays?
Yes, oral motor exercises can improve muscle strength and coordination, which are essential for clear
articulation and speech production, benefiting children with speech delays or disorders.

What are some simple oral motor exercises parents can do at
home?
Simple exercises include blowing bubbles or whistles, making funny faces, practicing tongue
movements like licking lips or touching the nose, and chewing various textured foods to strengthen
oral muscles.

Additional Resources
Oral Motor Exercises for Kids: Enhancing Speech and Feeding Skills

Oral motor exercises for kids have garnered increasing attention among speech-language
pathologists, occupational therapists, and parents seeking to improve children’s speech clarity,
feeding abilities, and overall oral function. These targeted activities aim to strengthen and coordinate
the muscles of the lips, tongue, jaw, and cheeks, which are essential for communication and eating.
While the concept of oral motor therapy is not new, its application and effectiveness continue to be
explored within pediatric developmental and therapeutic contexts. This article delves into the
nuances of oral motor exercises for children, examining their purpose, methods, benefits, and
controversies, offering a comprehensive review grounded in current clinical understanding.

Understanding Oral Motor Exercises for Kids

Oral motor exercises encompass a variety of movements designed to improve muscle tone,
coordination, and strength in the oral-facial region. These exercises typically involve repetitive
motions such as blowing, sucking, licking, chewing, and manipulating the tongue and lips. For children
with speech delays, feeding difficulties, or oral motor dysfunction, these exercises can form a critical
component of intervention plans.

The rationale behind oral motor exercises for kids lies in the interconnectedness of oral musculature
function and developmental milestones related to speech and feeding. Muscle weakness, poor
coordination, or sensory processing issues in the oral area can lead to challenges such as articulation
errors, drooling, difficulty chewing, or delayed speech onset. Therapists use these exercises to
address underlying physiological deficits rather than focusing solely on speech sounds or feeding
behaviors.



Target Populations and Indications

Oral motor therapy is often considered for children presenting with:

Speech sound disorders, especially those linked with motor planning issues such as apraxia of
speech.

Feeding and swallowing difficulties, including picky eating, poor chewing, or oral
hypersensitivity.

Neuromotor impairments resulting from conditions like cerebral palsy or Down syndrome.

Structural anomalies affecting oral function, for example, cleft palate or tongue-tie.

Developmental delays impacting oral muscle control and coordination.

While the exercises are widely used, it is essential to tailor the approach to the child’s specific
diagnosis and functional goals. Not every child with speech or feeding delays will benefit from oral
motor exercises, which underscores the need for careful assessment by qualified clinicians.

Types of Oral Motor Exercises

A variety of exercises fall under the umbrella of oral motor therapy, each targeting different muscle
groups and functions. These can be broadly categorized as follows:

Strengthening Exercises

These activities aim to increase muscle tone and endurance in the lips, tongue, and jaw. Examples
include:

Blowing bubbles or whistles to enhance lip rounding and breath control.

Sucking through straws of varying thickness to improve lip closure and tongue elevation.

Chewing firm textures like crunchy vegetables or chew toys to build jaw stability and strength.

Coordination and Mobility Exercises

Improving the precision and range of motion of oral muscles is critical for clear speech and effective



feeding.

Tongue lateralization tasks such as moving the tongue side to side or touching the corners of
the mouth.

Lip rounding and pucker exercises to facilitate articulation of specific speech sounds.

Jaw opening and closing drills to promote smooth mandibular movement.

Sensory Stimulation Exercises

Some children require sensory input to increase oral awareness or reduce hypersensitivity.

Using textured objects to stimulate the tongue and cheeks.

Applying gentle brushing or tapping around the mouth area.

Introducing varied food temperatures and flavors to encourage oral exploration.

Effectiveness and Scientific Perspectives

Despite the widespread use of oral motor exercises, research on their efficacy remains mixed. Several
studies support their role in improving oral muscle function and feeding skills, particularly in children
with neuromotor disorders. For instance, children with cerebral palsy have demonstrated gains in
chewing and swallowing following structured oral motor therapy.

Conversely, when it comes to speech sound disorders, the evidence is less definitive. A 2019
systematic review found limited high-quality research validating the effectiveness of non-speech oral
motor exercises (NSOMEs) for articulation improvement. Critics argue that exercises not directly
related to speech production may not translate to improved speech intelligibility.

The American Speech-Language-Hearing Association (ASHA) advises clinicians to use oral motor
exercises judiciously and as part of a comprehensive therapy plan that includes speech sound
practice. Ultimately, the success of these exercises often depends on individualized assessment,
consistent practice, and integration with functional communication goals.

Pros and Cons of Oral Motor Exercises

Understanding the advantages and limitations of oral motor exercises can guide clinical decision-
making and parental expectations.



Pros:

Can enhance oral muscle strength and coordination, facilitating better feeding and speech
readiness.

Non-invasive and adaptable to various age groups and developmental levels.

May increase oral sensory awareness in children with hypersensitivity or oral aversion.

Cons:

Lack of conclusive evidence supporting speech improvement when used in isolation.

Potential for time-consuming routines that may reduce engagement if not properly
tailored.

Risk of focusing on muscle exercises without addressing underlying neurological or
cognitive factors.

Integrating Oral Motor Exercises into Therapy and
Daily Routines

For oral motor exercises for kids to be effective, they must be incorporated thoughtfully within a
broader therapeutic framework. Speech-language pathologists and occupational therapists often
combine these exercises with speech articulation drills, feeding therapy, and play-based activities
that encourage functional use of oral skills.

Practical Tips for Caregivers and Educators

Consistency: Regular practice, even for a few minutes daily, helps reinforce muscle memory
and progress.

Engagement: Use games, songs, and interactive toys to maintain the child’s interest and
motivation.

Customization: Adjust exercises based on the child's tolerance, developmental level, and
specific challenges.

Professional Guidance: Collaborate with therapists to ensure exercises are appropriate and



safe, avoiding overexertion.

Examples of Simple Oral Motor Activities

Blowing cotton balls across a table with a straw to strengthen breath control and lip rounding.1.

Making silly faces such as sticking out the tongue, smiling wide, or puckering lips to improve2.
muscle mobility.

Chewing crunchy snacks under supervision to promote jaw strength and sensory feedback.3.

Playing “mirror games” to encourage imitation of oral movements and enhance motor planning.4.

Future Directions and Innovations

Advancements in technology and research methodologies continue to shape the field of pediatric oral
motor therapy. Emerging tools such as biofeedback devices and interactive apps are being developed
to provide real-time feedback and increased engagement for children. Meanwhile, ongoing clinical
trials aim to establish standardized protocols and clarify the specific populations that benefit most
from oral motor exercises.

Interdisciplinary collaboration between speech therapists, occupational therapists, pediatricians, and
families remains key to optimizing outcomes. Incorporating evidence-based practices while respecting
individual variability ensures that oral motor exercises for kids remain a valuable resource in the
multifaceted approach to child development.

Oral motor exercises hold promise for supporting the foundational skills necessary for effective
communication and feeding. While not a universal remedy, when thoughtfully applied, they can
contribute meaningfully to a child’s progress and quality of life.
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