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Gestalt Language Goal Bank: A Comprehensive Guide for Therapists and
Educators

Introduction: Unlocking Communication with a
Gestalt Language Goal Bank

Gestalt language development, a natural and holistic approach to acquiring
language, focuses on the idea that children initially learn language in
meaningful, whole phrases rather than individual words. Understanding and
supporting this developmental trajectory is crucial for therapists,
educators, and parents working with children who may be late talkers, exhibit
echolalia, or have communication challenges. This article delves into the
power and practical application of a Gestalt Language Goal Bank. We will
explore what a Gestalt language goal bank is, its significance in
intervention, and how to effectively utilize it to foster meaningful
communication. Discover how setting specific, achievable goals aligned with
Gestalt language principles can profoundly impact a child's linguistic
growth. From initial processing to self-generated language, a well-structured
goal bank serves as a roadmap for successful intervention.
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Understanding Gestalt Language Development

Gestalt language development, often referred to as a gestalt processing
style, describes how some children, particularly those with autism spectrum
disorder, acquire language. Instead of learning words and then combining them
into sentences, these children tend to pick up entire phrases, sentences, or
even longer chunks of language from their environment. These learned chunks
are called "gestalts." This can manifest as echolalia, where a child repeats
something they have heard, either immediately or delayed. Initially, these
gestalts may be used without full understanding of their meaning, but they
serve as the foundational building blocks for eventual communication.
Recognizing this unique pathway is vital for tailoring effective
interventions. This approach contrasts with the more analytical or "part-to-
whole" language acquisition typically observed in neurotypical development.

What is a Gestalt Language Goal Bank?

A Gestalt Language Goal Bank is a curated collection of measurable,
achievable, and relevant goals designed to support children who process and
acquire language through a gestalt style. It serves as a structured resource
for speech-language pathologists, educators, and parents, providing a
framework for setting individualized intervention targets. This bank
categorizes goals based on the different stages of Gestalt language
development, allowing for a systematic approach to tracking progress and
fostering the transition from echolalic or scripted language to self-
generated, meaningful communication. Essentially, it's a toolkit for
scaffolding a child's journey from echoing to creating.

The Importance of a Gestalt Language Goal Bank
in Intervention

The importance of a Gestalt Language Goal Bank in intervention cannot be
overstated. It provides a clear, systematic, and evidence-based approach to
supporting children with Gestalt language development. Without a structured
set of goals, interventions can become haphazard and less effective. A goal
bank ensures that progress is tracked systematically, allowing therapists to
identify strengths and areas needing more support. It also facilitates
collaboration among professionals and parents, ensuring everyone is working
towards the same objectives. By breaking down the complex process of language
acquisition into manageable steps, a Gestalt language goal bank empowers
targeted interventions that honor the child's natural learning style.



Key Components of a Gestalt Language Goal Bank

A comprehensive Gestalt Language Goal Bank typically includes several key
components to ensure its effectiveness. These components are designed to
cover the spectrum of Gestalt language development and provide a flexible
framework for individualized intervention. Understanding these components is
essential for creating and utilizing a successful goal bank.

Categorization by Developmental Stage
The most critical component is the organization of goals according to the
recognized stages of Gestalt language development. This allows for a clear
progression as the child moves from early echolalic behaviors to more
independent language use. Each stage presents unique communication challenges
and opportunities that the goal bank addresses.

Measurable and Observable Objectives
Each goal must be stated in a way that is measurable and observable. This
means defining specific behaviors, the context in which they should occur,
and the criteria for success. For example, "The child will use a 2-word
utterance to request a desired item at least 3 times during a 15-minute play
session."

Functional Communication Targets
Goals should focus on functional communication – language that serves a
purpose in the child's daily life. This includes requests, comments,
responses to questions, and social interaction. The ultimate aim is to enable
the child to communicate effectively with their environment.

Flexibility and Individualization
While a goal bank provides structure, it must also be flexible enough to
accommodate the unique needs and learning styles of each child. Goals should
be individualized based on the child's current abilities, interests, and the
specific gestalts they are using.

Progression and Generalization
Effective goals promote progression, moving the child from one stage to the
next, and generalization, ensuring that newly acquired language skills are
used across different people, places, and materials.



Setting Effective Gestalt Language Goals

Setting effective Gestalt language goals requires a deep understanding of the
child's current linguistic abilities and their individual Gestalt processing
style. The process involves observation, assessment, and a collaborative
approach. The ultimate aim is to create targets that are both challenging and
achievable, fostering growth while building on the child's existing
strengths. Effective goal setting is the cornerstone of successful
intervention.

Assessment of Current Language Use
Before setting goals, a thorough assessment of the child's current language
use is crucial. This involves analyzing the types of gestalts they use, how
they use them, and the communicative functions they serve. Observing play,
interactions, and response to various stimuli provides valuable data.

Identifying High-Impact Gestalts
Not all gestalts are created equal when it comes to intervention. Therapists
should identify gestalts that are frequently used, highly motivating for the
child, or have the potential to be easily modified for communicative
purposes. Focusing on these can accelerate progress.

Collaborative Goal Setting
Involving parents and other caregivers in the goal-setting process is
essential. Their insights into the child's daily routines, interests, and
communication attempts can inform goal selection and ensure consistency
across different environments. This collaborative approach fosters a
supportive ecosystem for the child.

SMART Goal Principles
Adhering to the SMART (Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant, Time-
bound) principles is vital for effective goal setting. Each goal should
clearly define what is to be achieved, how it will be measured, whether it is
attainable, its importance to the child's communication, and within what
timeframe.

Goals for Gestalt Language Stage 1: Echolalia



Stage 1 of Gestalt language development is characterized by the use of
echolalia, where a child repeats what they hear. Goals at this stage focus on
understanding the function of these repeated phrases and beginning the
process of breaking them down or modifying them. The progression from
unmodified to modified echolalia is a key focus.

Unmodified Echolalia Goals
Goals in this sub-category aim to increase the variety and use of previously
learned gestalts, even if they are not yet understood or modified. The focus
is on increasing the child's repertoire of spoken language chunks.

Increase the number of spontaneous, unmodified echolalic utterances used
in play.

Increase the use of echolalic phrases that are longer than 3 words.

Increase the use of previously heard gestalts to respond to greetings or
familiar questions (e.g., "Hi!" when someone says "Hi!").

Increase the use of echolalic phrases in different contexts (e.g., using
a phrase from a TV show during play).

Modified Echolalia Goals
These goals target the child's ability to slightly alter or combine parts of
echolalic phrases to make them more relevant to the immediate situation,
demonstrating a nascent understanding.

Combine two words from a learned gestalt into a novel utterance (e.g.,
"More juice" from a song about juice).

Change a pronoun in a learned gestalt to fit the context (e.g., "You
want cookie" to "I want cookie").

Insert one novel word into a learned gestalt (e.g., "Go car bye-bye" to
"Go red car bye-bye").

Answer simple yes/no questions by modifying a familiar gestalt (e.g., If
asked "Do you want more grapes?", respond "Want grapes").



Goals for Gestalt Language Stage 2: Mixing and
Matching

Stage 2 involves a child's ability to combine different gestalts and begin to
string them together. They start to mix and match parts of learned phrases,
showing a growing understanding and flexibility in their language use. This
stage is crucial for developing sentence structure.

Combining Echolalic Phrases
Goals here focus on the child's increasing ability to link two or more
gestalts together, creating longer, though still often formulaic, utterances.
This is a significant step towards sentence formation.

Combine two distinct echolalic phrases into a single utterance (e.g.,
"Go park" and "Want car" becomes "Go park want car").

Link a learned gestalt with a novel word to form a two-part utterance.

Use a learned gestalt to respond to a question, followed by another
learned gestalt that elaborates.

Initiate communication by combining two gestalts related to an ongoing
activity.

Beginning to Combine Gestalts with Novel Utterances
This sub-category targets the integration of newly learned words or short
phrases into existing gestalts, demonstrating a more creative approach to
language.

Insert a novel word or phrase into the beginning of a familiar gestalt.

Insert a novel word or phrase into the end of a familiar gestalt.

Replace a word in a familiar gestalt with a semantically similar novel
word.

Use a combination of gestalts and novel words to make a request (e.g.,
"I want more" + "cracker").



Goals for Gestalt Language Stage 3: One-to-One
Word Contribution

In Stage 3, children begin to break down gestalts into individual words and
use these words in meaningful, one-to-one pairings to create short, novel
utterances. This is a critical transition point towards analytical language
acquisition.

Short, Novel Utterances
Goals focus on the child's ability to produce their own meaningful two-word
utterances, moving away from reliance on pre-programmed phrases.

Produce novel 2-word utterances expressing wants or needs (e.g., "More
drink," "Want ball").

Produce novel 2-word utterances to comment on observations (e.g., "Dog
bark," "Car go").

Use 2-word utterances to answer simple "what" or "where" questions.

Combine a known gestalt with one novel word to form a 2-word utterance.

Increasing Sentence Length
This sub-category targets the gradual increase in the length of these novel
utterances, typically moving from two words to three or more.

Produce novel 3-word utterances expressing simple subject-verb-object
structures (e.g., "Mommy eat apple").

Combine two 2-word novel utterances into a 3- or 4-word utterance.

Use novel 2-word utterances to comment on actions and objects.

Initiate communication using 2-3 word novel utterances to gain attention
or share information.

Goals for Gestalt Language Stage 4: Sentence



Construction

Stage 4 signifies the child's increasing ability to construct their own
sentences, often moving beyond simple 2-3 word combinations. They are
beginning to use grammar and syntax more flexibly.

Combining Words into Novel Sentences
Goals here focus on the child's capacity to generate original sentences with
more complex structures, demonstrating a growing understanding of sentence
construction.

Produce novel 4-word sentences expressing a variety of semantic
relations (e.g., agent-action-object, possessor-possession).

Use auxiliary verbs (e.g., "is," "are," "can") in novel sentences.

Formulate questions using interrogative words (e.g., "What," "Where,"
"Who") in novel sentences.

Combine previously learned gestalts and individual words to form
grammatically correct novel sentences.

Expanding Sentence Complexity
This sub-category targets the addition of more sophisticated elements to
sentences, such as adjectives, adverbs, and prepositional phrases.

Include adjectives in novel sentences (e.g., "Big dog run").

Include adverbs in novel sentences (e.g., "Car go fast").

Incorporate simple prepositional phrases into novel sentences (e.g.,
"Boy in car").

Use conjunctions like "and" to combine clauses in simple novel
sentences.

Goals for Gestalt Language Stage 5: Creative



and Flexible Language

In Stage 5, children demonstrate a significant increase in creativity and
flexibility in their language use. They can generate novel sentences and use
language for a wider range of communicative purposes, moving beyond simple
requests and comments.

Generating Original Sentences
Goals focus on the child's ability to spontaneously create grammatically
correct and meaningful sentences that are not directly derived from previous
gestalts.

Generate original 5+ word sentences to describe events or experiences.

Formulate compound sentences using coordinating conjunctions (e.g.,
"and," "but," "so").

Use modal verbs (e.g., "will," "would," "should") in novel sentences to
express future actions or possibilities.

Produce a variety of sentence structures (declarative, interrogative,
imperative) spontaneously.

Using Language for Various Communicative Functions
This sub-category targets the expansion of communicative functions, including
narration, explanation, and social conversation.

Narrate a short personal experience using sequential language.

Explain a simple concept or process using organized sentences.

Engage in reciprocal conversation by asking and answering questions on a
shared topic.

Use language to persuade or negotiate with others.

Goals for Gestalt Language Stage 6: Advanced



Communication

Stage 6 represents the pinnacle of Gestalt language development, where
children demonstrate advanced communication skills, including the use of
abstract language, figurative speech, and complex sentence structures. Their
language use is highly flexible and sophisticated.

Abstract Language and Figurative Speech
Goals in this stage focus on understanding and using abstract concepts and
non-literal language.

Understand and use common idioms (e.g., "it's raining cats and dogs").

Use metaphors or similes in their own speech.

Explain abstract concepts such as emotions or time.

Interpret figurative language used by others.

Complex Sentence Structures
This sub-category targets the mastery of complex grammatical structures and
advanced sentence construction.

Formulate complex sentences using subordinate clauses (e.g., "I went to
the park because it was sunny").

Use passive voice appropriately.

Incorporate relative clauses (e.g., "The boy who is wearing blue is my
friend").

Adapt their language style to different audiences and contexts.

Strategies for Implementing Gestalt Language
Goals

Implementing Gestalt language goals effectively requires a strategic and
adaptable approach. The focus should always be on creating meaningful and
engaging learning opportunities that leverage the child's natural Gestalt



processing style. Various strategies can be employed to facilitate progress
through the stages.

Scaffolding and Prompting
Provide gradual support, starting with more direct prompts and fading them as
the child becomes more independent. This might involve modeling, fill-in-the-
blanks, or picture cues.

Modeling and Expansion
Model target language in a naturalistic way, expanding on the child's
utterances. If a child says "car," you might model "Fast red car" or "Car go
fast."

Using Preferred Activities and Materials
Integrate therapy goals into activities the child enjoys. This increases
motivation and engagement, making learning more effective and enjoyable.
Leverage the child's special interests.

Systematic Breakdowns of Gestalts
Teach strategies for breaking down longer gestalts into smaller, meaningful
units. This involves identifying key words within the gestalt and practicing
their use in isolation or in new combinations.

Story Retelling and Scripting
Use familiar stories or scripts as a basis for practicing modified echolalia
and sentence construction. This provides predictable structures for language
practice.

Measuring Progress and Adjusting Goals

Regularly measuring progress is vital for ensuring that intervention is
effective and for making necessary adjustments to goals. This data-driven
approach allows for accountability and ensures that the child continues to
move forward. Tracking progress helps to identify what is working and what
might need modification.



Data Collection Methods
Utilize consistent data collection methods, such as session notes, video
recordings, or checklists. Quantifiable data, like the number of novel
utterances or the length of sentences, is essential.

Progress Monitoring Tools
Employ various progress monitoring tools, including standardized assessments
(used judiciously), informal observation checklists, and anecdotal records.

Regular Review and Analysis
Schedule regular meetings or review periods to analyze the collected data.
Discuss progress with the child's team, including parents and educators, to
identify trends and areas of concern.

Goal Adjustment
Based on the data analysis, adjust goals as needed. If a child is mastering a
goal quickly, set a more challenging one. If they are struggling, break the
goal down further or modify the strategy.

Common Challenges and Solutions

Working with children who use Gestalt language can present unique challenges.
However, with thoughtful strategies and a solid understanding of the process,
these challenges can be effectively addressed.

Limited Spontaneous Utterances
Challenge: A child may rely heavily on echolalia and struggle to produce
novel language spontaneously.

Solution: Focus on modifying gestalts to make them more functional. Use
highly motivating items and activities to elicit initial spontaneous
utterances. Gradually expand the complexity of these utterances.

Difficulty with Generalization
Challenge: A child may learn a skill in one context but struggle to apply it
in others.



Solution: Systematically practice skills across different people, places, and
materials. Use consistent language models and provide ample opportunities for
practice in varied environments.

Resistance to Breaking Down Gestalts
Challenge: Some children may be resistant to modifying or breaking down
familiar gestalts.

Solution: Introduce modifications subtly and at the child's pace. Reward
attempts at modification. Ensure the modified gestalts are highly functional
and clearly beneficial to the child.

Motivation Fluctuations
Challenge: A child's motivation can vary, impacting their engagement with
therapy.

Solution: Incorporate high-interest topics and preferred activities. Offer
choices and use positive reinforcement. Keep sessions dynamic and engaging.

The Role of Play in Achieving Gestalt Language
Goals

Play is not just a tool; it's the most natural and effective medium for
supporting Gestalt language development. Through play, children can explore
language in a low-pressure, highly motivating environment. The inherent
structure and predictability of many play activities lend themselves well to
practicing and generalizing language skills.

Naturalistic Language Learning
Play provides a context for language to be used for its intended purposes:
requesting, commenting, asking questions, and interacting. This naturalistic
approach fosters genuine communication.

Motivation and Engagement
When children are engaged in play they enjoy, their motivation to communicate
increases significantly. This intrinsic motivation is key to sustained
progress.



Practicing and Generalizing Skills
Play allows for repeated practice of target language in various scenarios. A
child might practice requesting a specific toy in one game, then request a
different item in another game, thus generalizing the skill.

Social Interaction
Many play activities involve interaction with others, providing opportunities
for turn-taking, shared attention, and reciprocal communication, all vital
components of language development.

Conclusion: Empowering Communication with a
Gestalt Language Goal Bank

A Gestalt Language Goal Bank is an indispensable resource for anyone
supporting children who acquire language through a Gestalt processing style.
By providing a structured framework, it enables therapists and educators to
set clear, measurable, and functional goals that align with the child's
developmental trajectory. From understanding the nuances of echolalia in
Stage 1 to fostering creative and abstract language in Stage 6, a well-
utilized goal bank empowers targeted interventions. The systematic
progression through these stages, supported by appropriate strategies, play-
based learning, and consistent progress monitoring, leads to significant
advancements in communication. Ultimately, a Gestalt Language Goal Bank is a
powerful tool for unlocking a child's potential, fostering their ability to
connect, understand, and express themselves effectively in the world.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are some core principles of Gestalt language
intervention for echolalia?
Gestalt language intervention focuses on understanding and supporting a
child's use of whole phrases or sentences (gestalts) to communicate their
needs and ideas, rather than solely focusing on single words. Key principles
include modeling, expanding on gestalts, using receptive language techniques,
and systematically breaking down gestalts into smaller communicative units.

How does a Gestalt language goal bank differ from a
traditional language goal bank?
A Gestalt language goal bank emphasizes functional communication through



meaningful units of language (gestalts) rather than a sequential, word-by-
word progression. Goals are geared towards understanding and using these
larger chunks, with a focus on communicative intent and meaning, rather than
simply eliciting single target words.

What are examples of common gestalts used in early
language development?
Common gestalts include self-talk (e.g., 'I want a drink'), songs or rhymes
(e.g., 'Twinkle, twinkle little star'), book language (e.g., character
dialogue from a favorite story), movie/TV show quotes (e.g., 'To infinity and
beyond!'), and phrases associated with routines or actions (e.g., 'All
done').

How can a Gestalt language goal bank support a child
with autism spectrum disorder?
For children with ASD who often exhibit echolalia, a Gestalt language goal
bank provides a framework for harnessing their natural communication style.
It allows therapists and educators to build upon their existing gestalts,
facilitate understanding of their meaning, and gradually shape them into more
flexible and independent communication.

What are the benefits of using a Gestalt language
approach in therapy?
Benefits include increased motivation and engagement due to working with
familiar language, faster acquisition of communicative competence by
leveraging existing skills, improved social interaction by providing tools
for communication, and a more naturalistic and child-led approach to language
development.

What are some examples of specific goals that might
be found in a Gestalt language goal bank?
Examples include: 1. The child will use a previously echolalic gestalt to
request a desired item (e.g., 'More juice' from a familiar song). 2. The
child will spontaneously use a functional gestalt to label an object or
activity. 3. The child will segment a self-generated gestalt into two-word
phrases with 80% accuracy. 4. The child will respond to yes/no questions
using a relevant gestalt (e.g., saying 'Yes please' instead of just
'Please').

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to the Gestalt Language Goal Bank, with
descriptions:



1. _The Unspoken Curriculum: Unlocking Language Through Experiential
Learning_
This book explores how practical, hands-on experiences can significantly
impact language development in individuals who benefit from Gestalt language
principles. It delves into creating immersive environments where language is
naturally acquired and integrated into daily life. The text offers strategies
for educators and therapists to design activities that foster holistic
language growth, moving beyond rote memorization.

2. _Whole Body, Whole Voice: Embodied Approaches to Communication
Development_
This work highlights the critical connection between physical movement,
sensory input, and language acquisition. It provides a framework for
understanding how embodiment can unlock communication for individuals who
struggle with traditional verbal methods. The book offers practical
techniques and case studies demonstrating the power of integrating the body
into language goals.

3. _Meaning in Motion: Facilitating Language Through Play and Interaction_
Focusing on the role of playful engagement, this book outlines how to foster
language development through dynamic and interactive experiences. It
emphasizes the importance of genuine connection and shared meaning-making in
the learning process. Readers will find practical strategies for creating
engaging play scenarios that support the achievement of Gestalt language
goals.

4. _From Isolated Words to Integrated Language: Building Connected
Communication_
This guide addresses the journey from single-word utterances to fluid,
connected language. It provides a roadmap for supporting individuals in
bridging the gap between discrete vocabulary and meaningful communication.
The book offers practical steps and therapeutic approaches for fostering the
integration of language skills.

5. _The Sensory Landscape of Language: Tuning into Communication Needs_
This title explores how sensory processing differences can impact language
development and offers strategies to address these challenges. It emphasizes
the importance of understanding an individual's unique sensory profile to
tailor language interventions effectively. The book provides practical
insights into creating supportive sensory environments that facilitate
communication growth.

6. _Scripts and Stories: Weaving Language Through Narrative_
This book focuses on the power of narrative and structured scripts to build
language skills and comprehension. It details how to use predictable patterns
and storytelling to support language acquisition and generalization. The text
offers creative methods for incorporating narrative into therapy and
educational settings to achieve language goals.

7. _Ecological Language Learning: Integrating Communication into Daily Life_
This work champions the idea that language learning is most effective when



embedded within natural, everyday contexts. It advocates for a holistic
approach that views communication as an integral part of an individual's
environment. The book provides practical guidance on how to create natural
opportunities for language practice and development.

8. _Routines and Rhythms: Structuring Language for Success_
This book highlights the benefit of predictable routines and consistent
rhythms in supporting language development. It offers strategies for
establishing structured activities that foster language use and
understanding. The text explores how to leverage the power of predictable
patterns to achieve specific language goals.

9. _Bridging the Gap: Collaborative Strategies for Language Development_
This title emphasizes the importance of a collaborative approach involving
families, educators, and therapists in achieving language goals. It provides
practical strategies for effective teamwork and communication among all
stakeholders. The book offers insights into building strong partnerships to
support an individual's language journey.
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