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Children’s Health:

How Bad is
Thumb Sucking
for My Child?

By Sandra Holtzman, MS,CCC-SLEP.COM

Should | be worried about it?

Thumb and finger sucking habits are of great concern
fo parents and professionals, Thera are some wha tell
parents to “just forget about thumb sucking” to “wait
and see of o Iy some overthe-counter nasty tasting
substanca to shack tha child out of tha habit. Among the
professionals who deal with sucking hablts on a dally
basis, such as spacially trained speech pathologists and
dental professionals, we do find agreement. Sandra R,
Holtzman, M5, CCC-SLP, COM, Is among a select few
professionals worldwide that are certified orofacial myala-
gists. Sheaxplaing, "Theamountofharmtothe speech, ieath
and overall health Is related to the freguency, intensity and
duration af the sucking habit"

How does this happen?
4 1 Clear pronunciation begins and ends from the resting
place of the tongue, lips and jaw. They act as the home
' 1 base for good precise speach production. Whan a thumb
is inserted info the maouth frequently or for long periods of
| ftime, then the tongue and lips and jaw will work "around
the intrudar” and develop new, incomect resting positions.

How does this affect the speech?

Since the home base is where many speech sounds are
produced, having an Incorrect home base can lead to such
speech problems as lisping, diferences in vaice guality,
various articulation disorders, and overall mumbling and
Imprecise pronunciation. For example, If the child rests
his tongue too far forward and down in tha mouth {in order
fo make room for the thumd), then he is likely to begin and
end his sentences from that forward, down location. He
will not be able to move his tongua, jaw, and lips rapidly
and independently from place to place to achieve crisp
speech articulation,




Is there a certain age

beyond which the habit

is more detrimental?

Beyond the age of three or four years,
there is a much greater chance that
damage will occur te structures within
the oral cavity from a sucking habit,
interfering with dental ccclusion as well
as speech. |f the thumb is in the mouth
for long pericds of time, then the growth
of eartain teeth might be affected, leading
o malocclusion. Often, children who grow
up sucking their thumbs tend to create a
space between the leeth, called an “open
bite" This further affects speech produc-
tior since the teeth cannot close together
o make certain sounds, Many malocclu-
sions require “braces” for orthodontic in-
tervention. Even the less sewvere maloc-
clusions may affect the way that food is
chewed and swallowed. This can lead to
digestive disturbances from swallowing
urn-chewed pieces of food or swallow-
ing too much air while eating. Also, the
child might nat be able ko achieve good
lip closune.

Why is lip closure important?
Ag far as speech is concernad, the
lips must close adequately in order to
produce words containing the B, B M,
and many vowel spunds, |f the child
wants to say, "l bought a bunny? and it
sounds like “1 ought a unrmy’ this could
lead to confusion for listeners and
frustration for the child. Sometimes the
lack of lip closure is associaled with a
miputh-braathing habit, alse.

What's wrong with a mouth
breathing habit?

At one time or another, we hawve all had
congeston or a bad cold that forces us
o breathe through our moutns instead
of our noses. For most of us, it is very
uncomfortable and unnatural, When a
child is used to having his thumb filling
the space inside of his mouth for pro-
longed perods of time, he might keep
the mouwth hanrging open even whan he
removes his thumb, From that position,
he naturally tends to breathe through his
miguth instead of his nose.

Why is nose-breathing better?
The nose has protective barriers to fifler
ard “air condibion” tha air we breathe. It

mizstens the air; it brings it to acceplable

temperatures on the way o the lungs,
and helps to keep oul unwanbad germs,
decreasing the likelihood of uppar airway
infections, middle ear infections, calds
and mare. It also gives the child a much
better appearance when his mouth is

Can it affect a child's
self-esteem?

Kaylie came o the clinic o learn how to
pranounca certain sounds. Sha had trou-
ble leaming new wards and her parents
thought it was due to the change from her
native language to English. While taking
her case history, it was determined that
she had a thumb sucking habit. Her par-
ants reparted that she didn't have friands
because other children could nat under
stand what she said. As a resull, Kayle
usually staved in a cormar sucking har
thumb, which lowered her self-esteem
even more, After Implementing a pogitive
10 day program to aliminate the sucking
hakit and beginning & therapy regimen
to camect hor tongue position and other
muscle issues, sha was able 1o articulate
her sounds and she began to interact
successiully with her classmates.

What are other consequences

of thumb-sucking?

Joay, four years old, was kriown as a lit-
tie terror. Mot foo many kids have baen
kicked out of two preschoals by the age
of four!  He was a smiling, sweet boy
with a devilish look about him, making
him somehow irresistible in spite of Ris
history! He was evaluated and treated
in his home. He had freguently missed
going to school due to colds, ear infec-
tions, and other respiratory ilnesses. He
was an ardent thumb sucker as well as
an active litle boy. Because he was seen
for therapy in his home, there was ample
opporfunity io ocbsarve him interacting
with his cat and dog, and cven playing
auldaors. Joay, thumib inside the rmouth,
busied himself by picking up a dirty rub-
ber ball and throwing it i the dog...then
he sat in his sandbox for awhile, thumb
in mouth..._a thumb covered with garms
galore by then! These types of activiies
were rapeated over and over throughout
his day.... touching “germy” items, thumb
inglde mouth, touching more dirty toys...
and sucking thumb soma more. Unplug-
ging The Thumb program was initiated

because most of his speech problems
wene directly related o his sucking habit
ard the resulting malposition ftongue,
lips, and jaw. No one ever expecied
the extent of the positive changes that
occurrad. Joey's behavier improved tre-
mendously and his self-esteem soared
from his success In having conquered
his sucking habit. He was enrclled in a
new preschool and functioned well, He
regponded positively to speech thera-
py and progressed quickhy But it was
approximately & manths later that his
parents realized that he had not had
any respiratory infections, ear infections.
or colds. In shart, if we remember that
a thumb or finger I often attached to a
litthe girl or boy who plays with dirty out-
door toys, forgets to wash after polty,
crawls around on floors, etc., then it is
no surprisa tp us that eliminating the
sucking habit will be very beneficial!

How can | help my child guit

a sucking habit?

Responsible parents must be cautious
whan they are going lo chaose a way la
help their child get rid of & bad habit. The
best way o help children quit is by giving
them the tools to make the decision by
themselves while we act as their support
syslem.

Here are 3 Steps to help
you choose a successful
method:

1. Consider anly those programs

that offer unsiressetul
solulions.

2. Become a “pariner” with Ihe
child 50 you accomplish the
goal as a “lgam.”

3. Use a method thal employs
o positive approach al all limes
and |5 fin far bolh af you.

Step number 3 is the key element.
There are many scattered approach-
@5, but there are very few child-orlent-
ed, organized programs available.

To learn mang:
www.UnpluggingTheThumb.com
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