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Incidental Teaching closely resembles typical interactions and occurs in natural environments within daily routines and play activities.  It is child focused and instruction follows the motivation of the child while teaching language and other age appropriate play/social/and prerequisite skills.  Teaching in the natural environment with a variety of materials appears more meaningful to the child and aids in acquisition and generalization of important skills.  As many practitioners know, another teaching technique, discrete trial, can be used to teach language structure and other important prerequisite skills in a more isolated environment.  However, naturalistic techniques, such as Incidental Teaching, should be used to teach the APPLICATION of these skills to ensure that they can be used by the child in a functional way across environments.  Incidental teaching techniques can often look effortless but are carefully planned.   It can be more difficult to follow the child’s lead, be aware of the goals, and integrate intervention strategies seamlessly into the natural interaction than to teach in a discrete trial or more traditional fashion.  Research shows that the benefits of this style of intervention warrant the training needed to effectively utilize Incidental Teaching in the home, classroom and in other natural environments, (McGee, Daly, & Jacobs, 1994; McGee, Morrier, & Daly, 1999; McGee, Krantz and McClannahan, 1985, McGee, G. G. Almeida, M. C. Sulzer-Azaroff, B. & Feldman, R. S., 1992; Hart, B. & Risley, T. R., 1980) just to name a few.  


In addition to teachers, parents, siblings and peers can be taught to use these procedures effectively and it can be fun for everyone!  As you will see below:  there are specific procedural steps that provide structure and a foundation for the interactions.  However, a variety of materials and teaching targets can be incorporated.  In addition to the specific goals being targeted, many other “incidental” skills can be taught in a fun, dynamic, and enriching way.  Two examples that are typical of early intervention programs are used to illustrate the procedures.  Have fun!

	Procedure Steps:
	Verbal Requesting Example
	Teach Color Names Example

	Teacher chooses an educational objective.
	Teach Child to verbally request what he/she wants.
	Teach child color names.

	Establish joint attention and build rapport by physically positioning yourself to be at the child’s eye level for face-to- face interaction and where their attention can shift between you and the activity.


	Sit on floor across from the child.
	Sit on floor across from the child.

	Arrange the environment and present items in a fun format to get student’s interest. 
	Present child’s favorite book, read title, open first page and describe the pictures in an enthusiastic tone.
	Set up a train track, roll a colored train back and forth on the track, saying “Choo-choo”, and demonstrate how to play with the train.

	When student shows interest in materials or initiates communicative interactions (pointing, requesting, reaching for, etc.), the student is thereby initiating the teaching session.
	When child points to pictures or reaches toward the book, you have established interest and can begin teaching.
	When child reaches toward train or begins saying, “Choo-choo”, you have established interest and can begin teaching.

	Narrate the situation, talk about what you are doing/ what child is doing.
	Allow a brief period of free access to the book and continue describing pictures as child points to them.
	Give child the train and describe their actions, “The RED train is going over the bridge”.

	Ask questions appropriately, but not too many.  Allow time for child to initiate.
	Where is the barn?
	Can you put the red train under the tunnel?

	Teach the student to use language skills for many communicative purposes: requesting, asking questions, commenting, protesting, and providing information. Language must be required.
	Work on requesting the book, requesting to turn the page.  Incidental language targets can include: to point to or say animal names, and to make animal sounds.
	Work on child requesting each train by color.  Start with just 2 colors to start with (red/yellow).  Incidental language targets can include:  prepositions (train goes under, over, in), train sounds, requesting additional play items, and appropriate play sequences.

	Ask the child to elaborate on their initiation by asking a question, make a gesture (point to an item), or model the desired response.   Pause, wait, give an expectant look, and do not rush communicative exchanges.  Leave time for child to initiate/elaborate.
	When the child points to the dog, elaborate by asking, “What does a dog say?”.
	When child reaches for another train, pause, look expectantly and see if they correctly ask for the colored train.  If child says “Train”, wait and see if they will expand and say, “Red train”.  If not you can prompt by asking, “What color train do you want?”.

	Prompts, modeling, contingent access, and time delay should be used to elicit language targets.


	Remove book and ask the child, “What do you want?”. 
	Bring out additional trains and when child reaches toward one, pause and wait for child to request additional trains by color, “Yellow train”.

	If the student responds correctly to the prompt, the adult provides praise and gives brief access to desired materials.
	If child says, “Book”, give access to the book and continue. 
	If child says, “Yellow train”, give them the train.

	If the student does not respond or responds incorrectly, the adult provides additional prompts/models until child responds correctly or makes a better approximation.  Student is praised and given brief access to desired materials.  Reinforce attempts and approximations if the correct response does not occur with prompting after several trials in order to preserve the motivation.


	If child does not respond, prompt them to say, “book” and once they repeat “book”, give them the book.  Fade this prompt by continuing to remove book periodically and ask, “What do you want?” until the child independently says, “Book”.
	If child just says train, prompt them to say, “yellow train”. Fade this prompt by continuing to present trains periodically and ask, “What do you want?” until the child independently says, “Yellow train”.

	Natural consequences related to the activity (access to requested items, turning the page, etc.) are provided contingent upon appropriate communicative responses. 


	Once the child can request “book” independently, you can use the same procedure to teach them to request, “turn page”.
	If you have additional play items, such as figurines that can go inside the trains, hold them in your hand and when child says, “man” give them the man to go into the train.

	Teacher then takes a turn with the materials to expand on the activity and language and the process begins again.


	Describe the pictures on one page and when it is time to turn the page, look expectantly and pause with your hand ready to turn the page.  When child tries to turn the page say, “What do you want?” and wait until child says, “Turn page” or prompt them.  Fade this prompt over trials.
	Parent/teacher should also build a train and demonstrate different play sequences and model language.  “My RED train is going UNDER the tunnel and AROUND the track.  Choo-Choo”. 

	Alternate between mastered tasks and novel ones to increase behavioral momentum, to keep motivation high, to promote generalization, and to continue increasing student’s skill level.
	If child has previously mastered how to point to pictures of different animals when the animal’s name is said, ask them to do so on each page.  “Where is the cow?”.
	If child has previously mastered pretend play activities such as pretending to eat, sleep, etc., you can take turns pretending that the trains are eating, sleeping, etc. 

	Use expansions.  Repeat what a child says but add grammar that was missing or new related information.  For motor responses, model the language that matches the response.
	When they point to the cow say, “Cow.  Right, a cow says moo” and teach them to repeat “cow” and/or “moo”.
	If the child says, my train is sleeping, say, “Oh, he must be tired from going around the track”.

	Alternate between teacher directed and child directed activities.  Take turns with the child within these activities.
	The child then points to a car spontaneously and you say, “Car. Beep-Beep”.
	Take turns playing with the trains and finding new and interesting activities such as going through a train wash, falling off the track, building a tunnel, having a train party, etc.

	Teaching sessions should end on a positive note, be brief and end before the child loses interest.
	At the end of the book, say “The End” and praise the child, “Good job reading the book(”.
	While the child is still enjoying the activity, come to a stopping point, clean up and praise the child, “Good job playing trains. That was fun!.

	Data collection can be difficult and may require audio or video sampling but must be utilized to ensure progress.
	Data can be collected on the number of requests that the child made throughout the book.  They can be categorized as prompted and spontaneous so you can monitor that the child requires less prompts and requests more spontaneously over time.
	Data can be collected on the number of times that the child correctly identified the color of a train and the number of times the child was incorrect to monitor that the child will increasingly be able to identify colors correctly.  Once red and yellow are mastered, add additional colors as acquisition targets.


