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What is a Language Processing Disorder? 
 

A language processing disability (or disorder) can be broadly defined as an 

impairment in “comprehension and/or use of a spoken, written, and/or 

symbol system.” 

Form Content Use 

Language Processing 

A difficulty understanding 

Affecting either or both  

modalities of language 

Expressive Receptive 

A difficulty using words or 

expressing thoughts 

A difficulty producing speech 

sounds or voice quality 

Language form 
1. phonology  

2. morphology  

3. syntax problems 

that range from 

difficulty of   

decoding spoken 

language,      

abnormal use of 

prefixes to ab-

normal structure 

of words and 

wrong uses of 

tenses  

Semantics 
1. poor vocabulary  

development 

2. inappropriate use of 

words  

3. poor comprehension 

of meaning of words  

Function 
1. inability to   

comprehend or 

use language in 

context or    

conversation on 

various        situ-

ations 

2. Broad rand of 

language      

behaviors across 

modalities 

Both or Mixed 



What can cause  
Language Processing  

Disabilities? 
 

 Hearing loss 

 Brain injury or disorder 

 Intellectual disability 

 Drug abuse 

 Physical impairments 

 > cleft lip 

 > cleft palate 

 Vocal issues 

 Unknown 

 Apraxia 

 > difficulty saying what 

 is intended correctly and  

 Consistently due to a 

 motor disability 

 Dysarthria 

 > affected speech  

 production resulting 

 from weakening muscles 

 of mouth, face and  

 respiratory system 

Examples of Severe Language Processing Disabilities 
 

 Central Auditory Processing 

 > difficulty processing 

 sounds due to hearing 

 loss or intellectual  

 capabilities 

 Aphasia 

 > damage to parts of 

 brain responsible for 

 language results in  loss 

 of ability to express or 

 understand speech  

Why Identified?                                                                                                                                                                        
A disability in language processing is typically  identified when there is an issue in communication 

and/or language development and the child is significantly below expected age levels.   

Assessing Language Processing 

 
The Assessment of Language Processing is  an on-going process.  The classroom teacher co-

ordinates with the Speech-Language Pathologist (SLP) to facilitate both formal and informal proce-

dures.  Observation is an important place to begin.  They may identify individual components to as-

sess or suggest a full scale assessment.  The type of assessment may be decided by the goals of the 

SLP.  The  SLP may need to determine a developmental level of a student or obtain a standardized 

score.  Alternatively, the SLP may be seeking a means to identify specific teaching objectives for 

the student. 

There are several stages to Language Assessment: 

1.  Screening 

 identify potential language problems 

2. Diagnosis 

 identify specific language problems 

 Plan educational objectives 

 Design intervention programs 

3. Progress Monitoring 

 Ensure students are responding to 

interventions 

4. Outcome Measures 

 Document effectiveness of a       

program 

Assessment of language development is 

 

Evaluation of the student’s  

receptive and expressive  

communication skills 



Phonological Deficits 

Repertoire of available speech 

sounds and consistent error  

patterns used in speech 

Phonemic Disorders 

 Inability to discriminate and categorize 

speech sounds 

 Inability to produce speech sounds and 

meaningful phonemic contrasts 

 Difficulty remembering new sound    

sequences 

 Failure to recognize which sounds are 

important to meaning 

Vocabulary 

development 

Grammatical 

development 



Use less specific 

language 

 cutting  instead 

of scissors or 

knife 

Affects sentence structure 

Semantic difficulties  

Beyond words available to the child 

Difficulty with verbs 

Difficulty with multiple meanings 

Children demonstrate impoverished  

vocabularies throughout development 

Slow to learn new 

Difficulty retaining new words 

 Difficulty          

understanding 

 > jokes 

 > figurative 

 language 

 > metaphorical 

 language  

Social Communication 

Social Inference Social Interaction 

Immature rather than  

quantitatively abnormal 

Rarely as severe 

as seen in Autism 

Difficulty 

 Figurative language 

 Constructing coherent narratives 

 Emotion in situational context 

 Understanding other minds 

Difficult to meas-

ure or assess out 

of context 

 initiating and maintaining conversation 

 requesting and providing clarification 

 turn-taking 

 Matching communication to social context 



ACADEMIC 

READING 

UNDERSTANDING 

LIMITED 

VOCABULARY 

WRITING 

SOCIAL 

POOR Communication 

Difficulty making friends 

 

 

Misunderstandings 

LOW Vocabulary 

Specific  

Interest  

Areas! 

BEHAVIOUR 

Communicate physically 

 result of limited lan-

guage 

 Result of inability to 

convey feelings or 

thoughts 



 

1. Identify Current language skills against Typical  developmental sequence 

2. Describe level of functioning, Identify Language Milestones 

 A) Form 

 B) Content 

 C) Use 

3. Identify areas below expectations for developmental level 

 A) Syntax 

 B) Vocabulary 

 C) Sounds 

 D) Sentences 

 E) Range of different communicative functions 

 

Before setting Goals: 

Consider: 

1. Communications barriers to  

 A) Social success 

 B) Academic success 

2. Typical sequence of acquisition of language skills 

3. Priorities 

 A) Child’s 

 B) Parents’ 

 C) Teacher’s 

4. Comprehensive and accurate assessment data 

 A) Observation 

 B) Standardized 

 C) Questionnaires & Interviews 

 D) Developmental Scales 

 E) Criterion Referenced Procedures 

 F) Functional Assessment 

 G) Curriculum Based 

Planning: 

1. Interdisciplinary team (Teacher, LAT, Speech Language Therapist, Psychologist) 

2. Identify present levels of performance 

3. State goals and objectives with criteria for determining when those goals and objectives 

have been met 

4. Prepare a summary of all special education services and personnel involved 

5. Is there a set duration of some services available? 

6. Set a date for review 

Individualized 

Education  

Program 



 

BEHAVIOUR 

1. Incorporate positive behaviour supports to 

contribute to functional skill development 

2. Adapt environments to reduce likelihood of 

problem behaviour 

3. Consider Behaviour triggers 

 i) antecedents 

 ii) integration or mainstreaming 

 iii) communication  

4. Long term supports 

 i) hearing aid?  Check batteries daily as 

 part of class routine 

 ii) easily frustrated?  Provide an outlet:  

 shaker bottle, foot band, etch a sketch 

5. Direct instruction of adaptive communica-

tion skills 

6. Clearly outline how Team responds to re-

placement behaviour and to maladaptive 

behaviour 

 

7. Incorporate Social Stories 

 These include 3 elements 

 1.  Describe child specific problematic 

  social setting 

 2.  Directive sentence tells what to do 

  to be successful 

 3.  Perspective sentence describes  

  internal states of others during 

  situation 

For example: 

1. The teacher clicks the ladybug when cen-

tres is over.  All students return to their 

tables. 

2. When the teacher clicks the ladybug, I 

stop playing.  I put away the centre.  I sit 

at the table and wait for instructions. 

3. My teacher will feel happy when everyone 

is at their tables.  I will feel happy that I 

followed the directions. 
SOCIAL 
1. Role play 

 Peer access guidelines (steps:  Why? Walk. Watch. Talk. Try again. Reflect.) 

1. Think aloud with a guide (teacher, LAT, parent, buddy) to complete ‘what if….’  

2. Oral practice of key ‘social’ language skills > provide visual cues or actions to accompany 

3. Relaxation strategies  > meditation and breathing 

4. Identify ‘helpers’ for social situations > individuals the child trusts to go to for assistance or 

support 

5. Build classroom Scripts for everyone’s benefit (rules for participation in discussions, turn 

taking, feedback) 



 

 

 

 

Language Production 
 

1. Integrate language intervention with classroom demands 

2. Integrate oral and written language 

 practice form + function 

3. Primary 

 Literacy socialization 

 Metalinguistic awareness 

 Phonological awareness 

 Narrative and simple writing activities 

 Oral, pictoral, written Comprehension activities 

 Abstract vocabulary 

4. Intermediate 

 Variety of language experiences 

 Face to face conversation 

 Practice 

 Role play 

 Visualization 

 Drawing 

 Lots of oral work 

 Progressive re-telling working from 

 Oral + contextualized > narrative + decontextualized 

5. Meta activities for all (these are activities which direct conscious attention to the language 

and cognitive skills used) 

 Talk about talking 

 Talk about thinking 

 Think about thinking 

 Model and then practice 

 Then… 

 Talk about language forms and functions 

 State rules and principles explicitly 

focus attention on structure 

 For example 

 Introduce a basic activity using adverbs 

 Expand with a metalinguistic discussion 

state when and why the forms are used 

explain how to use linguistic and non-linguistic context to decide 

what form is appropriate 

6. Collaborate 

 Student + student 

 Student + teacher 

 Student + LAT 



 

Vocabulary 
 

1. Think alouds 

2. Scaffolding 

 ZPD >>  

 For example:  Book report progression 

 Description 

  1.  identify author 

  2.  identify title 

  3.  draw a picture of faveorite part of the story 

  4.  oral work—describe the pictures in the book 

 Sequence 

  1.  identify author 

  2.  identify title 

  3.  name the major characters 

  4.  tell how the story ends 

 Sequence 2 

  1.  identify author 

  2.  identify title 

  3.  name the major characters 

  4.  retell the story with pictures 

 Primitive narrative 

  1.  identify author 

  2.  identify title 

  3.  respond to a ‘why’ question about a physical cause 9why did the first little 

   pig’s house fall down?) 

  4.  tell three things, in sequence, that happened in the story 

  5.  retell the story with pictures 

 Chain narrative 

  1.  identify author 

  2.  identify title 

  3.  tell what a character in the story wants 

  4.  identify a feeling experienced by a main character 

  5.  explain how you know the character feels this way 

  6.  retell the story with pictures 

 True narrative-abbreviated episode 

  1.  identify author 

  2.  identify title 

  3.  tell what a character wants 

  4.  explain why the character feels this way 

  5.  retell the story without pictures 

 True narrative 

  1.  identify author 

  2.  identify title 

  3.  tell the problem in the story 

  4.  tell how the characters solved the problem 

  5.  retell the story in your own words 



 

Vocabulary 

 
3. brainstorming 

4. Graphic organizers 

5. Mind-webs 

6. Word maps 

7. Describe + Explain + Provide an example  = required for all new vocabulary 

8. Students make personal connections to material 

9. Students construct pictographs or symbols for words, vocabulary 

10. Keep a vocabulary notebook, a personal disctionary 

11. Incorporate student developed pictographs, symbols or pictures into dictionary 

12. Predict-o-grams 

13. Model spoken + written contexts 

 Increases retention of meaning and spelling 

14. partner discussions 

 Practices oral language 

 Child retells 

 Builds vocabulary 

15. incorporate new vocabulary into further reading and writing activities 

16. Play games! 

 Concentration 

 Password 

 Charades 

 

Semantic and/or Phonological 
 

1. all vocabulary strategies PLUS 

2. Visual maps 

3. Massed practice 

4. Cloze procedures 

 For consistent spelling patterns, word patterns, language type (adverbs, verbs, nouns) 

5. play games! 

 Guess who 

 Charades 

 Find your partners (phoneme awareness) 

 Bag game (phoneme awareness) 

 Scavenger hunt (phoneme awareness) 

 Make a word (Sound synthesis) 

 Mail a Package (Rime awareness) 

6. analogies 

7. Rhyming activities 

8. Prediction activities 

 Writing, drawing, labeling or telling 

9. Jump to a Conclusion 

 Story told but ending omitted 

 Student adds a meaningful ending 

 ‘Twisted Plot’ and ‘Choose your own Adventure’ books can be incorporated  



 

 

Reading Comprehension 

 
1. Graphic organizers 

2. Character webs 

3. QART Questioning techniques 

 > question 1 = Right There 

 Answer found easily in text 

 > question 2 = Think and Search 

 Answer found in story but needs info from more than 1 sentence 

 > question 3 = Author and You 

 Answer is not in the story; student needs to draw on personal knowledge and what the  

 author has provided to infer 

 > question 4 = On My Own 

 Answer is relevant to the text but does not appear in it; students search their own  

 knowledge base 

4. Narratives 

 > written 

 > picture 

 > pictograph 

 > found (like found poetry—deleting text in a passage provided) 

5.  Recording stations 

6. Oral work 

 > partner 

 > teacher 

7.  Visualization 

 

 

 

Pragmatic/Use 
 

1. Role playing 

 > politeness 

 > tact 

 > assertiveness 

2. Conversation mapping 

3. Scrapbooking 

 > friendship 

 > strategies 

 > lots of pictures 

4. Barrier games 

 > develops appropriate info 

5. Peer group access plan 

 > role play  

6.  Classroom Scripts 
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