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UNDERSTANDING
THE PHOTO
ARTICULATION
TEST: A
COMPREHENSIVE
GUIDE FOR
SPEECH-
LANGUAGE
PATHOLOGISTS
AND PARENTS

When a child struggles
to  pronounce  certain
sounds,  a  speech-
language  pathologist
(SLP) must first identify
exactly  which  sounds
are affected and under
what conditions. One of
the most trusted tools

for this purpose is the
Photo  Articulation
Test,  a  widely  used
a s s e s s m e n t  t h a t
combines visual stimuli
w i t h  s y s t e m a t i c
phonetic  evaluation.
U n l i k e  i n f o r m a l
checklists  or  parent-
reported  inventories,
th is  s tandard ized
instrument  provides
c l i n i c i a n s  w i t h  a
r e l i a b l e ,  n o r m -
referenced method for
diagnosing  articulation
disorders in children as
young  as  three  years
old.  In this article,  we
will  explore  what  the
Photo Articulation Test
is, how it works, why it
remains a cornerstone
of  pediatric  speech
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assessment,  and  how
p a r e n t s  a n d
professionals  can  use
its  results  to  guide
effective  intervention.

What Is
the Photo
Articulati
on Test?
T h e  P h o t o
Articulation  Test,
often  abbreviated  as
PAT, is a standardized
assessment  designed
to  evaluate  a  child's
abi l i ty  to  produce
consonant  sounds  in
the  English  language.
Originally developed by
Freda B. Irwin and later
r e v i s e d  b y  o t h e r
s p e e c h - l a n g u a g e
pathology experts, the
test  uses  full-color
photographs  rather
than  line  drawings  or

abstract  symbols.  This
f e a t u r e  m a k e s  i t
especially appealing to
y o u n g  c h i l d r e n
because  the  images
resemble  real  objects
and  situations  they
encounter in daily life.
The  test  typ ica l ly
ta rge t s  a l l  ma jo r
consonant  phonemes
in  English,  assessing
them  in  the  init ial,
medial,  and  final
positions  of  words,  as
well  as  in  blends  and
c l u s t e r s  w h e r e
appropriate.
What  sets  the  Photo
Articulation  Test  apart
from other articulation
assessments  is  i ts
e m p h a s i s  o n
natural ist ic,  high-
quality  visual  cues.  A
child might be shown a
photograph of a "ship"
to elicit the /ʃ/ sound, a
picture of a "thumb" to
assess the /θ/ sound, or
an image of a "rabbit"
to  test  the medial  /r/.
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Because  the  images
are photographs rather
than  cartoons,  they
reduce  ambiguity  and
help  mainta in  the
child's attention during
testing. The result is a
s a m p l i n g  o f
spontaneous  speech
that reflects the child's
typical  articulation
p a t t e r n s  m o r e
accurately than elicited
repetition tasks alone.

Why the
Photo
Articulati
on Test
Matters
in

Speech-
Language
Pathology
Accurate assessment is
the  foundat ion  o f
effective  therapy.
W i t h o u t  a  c l e a r
understanding of which
sounds a child can and
c a n n o t  p r o d u c e ,
c l i n i c i a n s  r i s k
designing  intervention
plans  that  target  the
wrong  phonemes  or
overlook subtle errors.
T h e  P h o t o
Articulation  Test
provides  a  structured,
rep l i cab le  way  to
gather this information.
I t  y ie lds  both  raw
scores  and  age-based
percent i le  ranks ,
a l l o w i n g  S L P s  t o
determine  whether  a
child's  articulation
skills are within typical
developmental limits or
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if a delay or disorder is
present.
Moreover,  the  test
helps  identify  specific
error patterns, such as
stopping,  fronting,
gl id ing,  or  c luster
reduc t i on .  These
patterns  can  then  be
l inked  to  b roader
phonological processes
th a t  ma y  r e qu i r e
targeted  treatment.
For example, if a child
consistently  replaces
/ f /  w i th  /p /  across
m u l t i p l e  w o r d
positions,  the SLP can
no te  a  pa t te rn  o f
stopping  and  plan
therapy  accordingly.
The  Photo  Articulation
Test  thus  serves  not
only  as  a  diagnostic
too l  bu t  a l so  as  a
roadmap  for  clinical
decision-making.

How the
Photo
Articulati
on Test Is
Administe
red
Administer ing  the
Photo  Articulation
Test  requires  training
and  familiarity  with
s t a n d a r d i z e d
procedures.  The  SLP
presents the child with
one  photograph  at  a
time and asks an open-
ended  quest ion  or
provides  a  prompt
designed  to  elicit  the
target  word  naturally.
Fo r  i ns tance ,  the
clinician might show a
picture  of  a  "bridge"
and say, "Tell me what
this  is,"  rather  than
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asking  the  chi ld  to
repeat a word after the
clinician. This approach
minimizes  the  chance
that  the  ch i ld  wi l l
imitate  the  clinician's
correct production and
instead  captures  their
typical speech output.
The  test  is  typically
administered in a quiet
room  with  minimal
distractions.  The  SLP
records  the  child's
responses  verbatim,
no t ing  any  sound
errors,  distortions,  or
o m i s s i o n s .  S o m e
versions  of  the  test
also allow for audio or
video  recording  to
ensure  accuracy  in
scoring.  The  entire
assessment  usually
takes between 15 and
30 minutes, depending
on the child's attention
span and cooperation.
After  administration,
the  SLP  analyzes  the
r e s p o n s e s  a n d
compares  them  to

normat ive  data  to
determine  the  child's
percentile  rank  and
standard  score.

Key
Compone
nts of the
Photo
Articulati
on Test
Modern versions of the
Photo  Articulation
Test  include  several
core  components  that
c o n t r i b u t e  t o  i t s
comprehensiveness:

Stimulus
photographs: A
set of full-color,
high-resolution
photographs
depicting
common objects,
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actions, and
concepts. Each
photograph is
selected to elicit
a specific target
sound in a
specific word
position.
Record forms:
Scoring sheets
that list each
target word and
provide space for
the clinician to
note the child's
production, error
type, and any
relevant
comments.
Age-based
norms: Tables
that allow the
clinician to
convert raw
scores into
standard scores
and percentile
ranks for children
of different ages,
typically from 3
to 9 years.
Supplementary

probes: Optional
sections that
assess vowel
production,
multisyllabic
words, and
connected
speech samples
for a more
comprehensive
evaluation.

Some  editions  also
include a  phonological
p rocess  ana l y s i s
feature,  which  helps
clinicians identify error
patterns  that  extend
beyond  indiv idual
phonemes.  This  dual
f o c u s  o n  b o t h
a r t i c u l a t i o n  a n d
phonology  makes  the
test  useful  for  a  wide
r a n g e  o f  c l i n i c a l
presentations.

Who Can
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Benefit
from the
Photo
Articulati

on Test?
T h e  P h o t o
Articulation  Test  is
primarily  used  with
c h i l d r e n  w h o  a r e
suspected of having an
a r t i c u l a t i o n  o r
phonological  disorder.
H o w e v e r ,  i t s
applications  extend
b e y o n d  i n i t i a l
diagnosis. The test can
also be used to:

Monitor1.
progress over
time: By
readministering
the test after a
period of
therapy, SLPs

can quantify
improvement
and adjust
treatment goals
as needed.
Evaluate the2.
effectiveness
of different
intervention
approaches:
Comparing pre-
and post-therapy
scores can help
determine
whether a
particular
method, such as
minimal pairs
therapy or the
cycles approach,
is producing the
desired results.
Identify subtle3.
articulation
errors in older
children: While
the test is
normed for
younger children,
it can still reveal
residual errors in
school-age



8

8 Photo Articulation Test 2023-03-10

children who
may have
outgrown
obvious
distortions but
still struggle with
certain sounds in
connected
speech.
Support4.
eligibility
decisions for
special
education
services: In
school settings,
standardized test
scores are often
required to
qualify a child for
speech-language
therapy under an
Individualized
Education
Program (IEP).

Parents  also  benefit
f r o m  t h e  P h o t o
Ar t i cu la t i on  Tes t
because  it  provides  a
clear,  concrete picture
of  their  child's  speech
s t r e n g t h s  a n d

weaknesses.  Rather
than relying on vague
impressions,  they
receive  data-driven
insights that can guide
conversations  with
e d u c a t o r s  a n d
healthcare providers.

Comparin
g the
Photo
Articulati
on Test to
Other
Articulati
on
Assessme
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nts
Several  articulation
tests  are  available  to
SLPs, and choosing the
right  one  depends  on
the  child's  age,  the
complex i ty  o f  the
presenting  problem,
and  the  cl inician's
p re fe rences .  The
Photo  Articulation
Test  distinguishes
itself  in  several  ways:

Photographic
stimuli vs. line
drawings: While
tests like the
Goldman-Fristoe
Test of
Articulation
(GFTA) use line
drawings, the
PAT uses
photographs.
Many clinicians
find that
photographs are
more engaging
for young
children and

better represent
real-world
objects, reducing
the cognitive
load required for
picture
identification.
Natural
elicitation
methods: The
PAT encourages
spontaneous
naming rather
than imitation.
This can yield a
more valid
sample of the
child's typical
speech, though it
may also require
more time to
elicit responses
from reluctant
children.
Focus on
consonant
sounds: Like
most articulation
tests, the PAT
concentrates on
consonants
because they
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carry most of the
information in
spoken
language.
However, it also
provides optional
probes for
vowels and
connected
speech for
clinicians who
need a broader
picture.

That  said,  no  single
test  is  perfect.  The
Photo Articulation Test
may  not  include  as
many  words  as  some
c o m p r e h e n s i v e
bat ter ies ,  and  i t s
norms  may  not  reflect
the  diversity  of  al l
regional  dialects  or
non-native  English
speakers.  Clinicians
should use it as part of
a  broader  assessment
battery  that  includes
case  history,  parent
interview,  language
sample  analysis,  and
o r a l  m e c h a n i s m

examination.

Tips for
Using the
Photo
Articulati
on Test
Effectivel
y
T o  g e t  t h e  m o s t
accurate  results  from
t h e  P h o t o
Articulation  Test,
SLPs  should  keep  the
following best practices
in mind:

Establish1.
rapport first:
Before beginning
the test, spend a
few minutes
playing with the
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child or engaging
in casual
conversation. A
relaxed child will
produce more
natural speech
than one who is
anxious or
coerced.
Use consistent2.
prompts:
Standardize how
you present each
photograph.
Avoid giving
hints or modeling
the target word,
as this can
artificially inflate
the child's score.
Record3.
responses
thoroughly:
Write down
exactly what the
child says,
including any
distortions,
substitutions, or
omissions.
Diacritic marks
can be helpful for

capturing subtle
variations.
Consider the4.
child's dialect:
Be aware of
regional and
cultural
variations in
speech. A
production that
deviates from
Standard
American English
may not be a
true error if it is
consistent with
the child's home
dialect.
Supplement5.
with connected
speech
sampling: The
PAT provides a
single-word
sample, but
children
sometimes
produce sounds
differently in
conversation. A
brief connected
speech sample
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can validate or
qualify the test
findings.

For  parents  who  are
curious about the test
or  want  to  support
their  child's  speech
development at home,
i t  i s  impor tan t  to
understand  that  the
Photo Articulation Test
s h o u l d  o n l y  b e
administered  by  a
qualified  professional.
However,  parents  can
a s k  t h e  S L P  f o r  a
summary of the results
and  specific
recommendations  for
home practice, such as
reading  books  that
emphas ize  target
sounds or engaging in
p l a y f u l  s o u n d
repetition activities.

Common

Misconce
ptions
About the
Photo
Articulati
on Test
Despite its widespread
u s e ,  s e v e r a l
m i s c o n c e p t i o n s
surround  the  Photo
Articulation Test. Let
us address a few of the
most common:

"The test can
diagnose all
speech
disorders." In
reality, the PAT is
designed
specifically for
articulation and
phonological
disorders. It does
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not assess
language
comprehension,
fluency, voice, or
motor speech
disorders like
apraxia or
dysarthria. A
comprehensive
evaluation
requires multiple
tools.
"A high score
means the
child has no
speech
problems."
While a high
score suggests
that the child's
articulation is
within normal
limits for their
age, it does not
rule out
difficulties with
pragmatic
language, social
communication,
or literacy skills
that can co-occur
with speech

sound disorders.
"Photographs
are always
better than
line drawings."
Photographs are
engaging, but
they include
background
details that can
distract some
children. Line
drawings, by
contrast, are
simpler and may
be more
appropriate for
children with
attention deficits
or cognitive
delays. The
choice depends
on the individual
child.

Clinicians  should  also
remember  that  the
Photo Articulation Test
is only one piece of the
p u z z l e .  U s e d
t h o u g h t f u l l y — a n d
combined  with  clinical
judgment ,  parent
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i n p u t ,  a n d  o t h e r
assessment  data—it
can be a powerful tool
for  understanding  a
child's  speech  and
guiding  meaningful
intervention.

Conclusio
n
T h e  P h o t o
Articulation  Test
remains  a  valuable,
time-tested instrument
in the speech-language
pathologist's toolkit. Its
u s e  o f  f u l l - c o l o r
p h o t o g r a p h s ,
naturalistic  elicitation
methods,  and  age-
based  norms  make  it
particularly  effective
f o r  a s s e s s i n g
articulation  skills  in

young  children.  When
admin is tered  and
interpreted correctly, it
provides  actionable
insights that can shape
therapy goals, measure
progress,  and  support
eligibility  for  services.
For both clinicians and
parents, understanding
the purpose and proper
u s e  o f  t h e  P h o t o
Articulation  Test  is  an
essential  step  toward
h e l p i n g  c h i l d r e n
communicate  with
clarity  and  confidence.
Whether  you  are  a
seasoned  SLP  or  a
parent navigating your
child's  first  speech
evaluation,  this  tool
offers  a  clear,
e v i d e n c e - b a s e d
window into the sounds
of childhood speech.


