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Difficulties with speaking and understanding language 
 

• Communication is the foundation skill for learning, life and work. Yet many young people face 
considerable difficulties with speech, language and communication. This may be because they can’t 
say the words they want or are unable to fully understand what is being said to them. They may 
have difficulty constructing language to express their thoughts or find the rules of conversation 
baffling. 

• For some young people, these difficulties with speaking and understanding language are the result 
of Learning Disabilities (such as Fragile X and Down’s syndrome). However, many conditions such as 
Autism and dyspraxia also have communication difficulties associated with them. For other young 
people, language is the only difficulty they have, and this is referred to as a Language Disorder. 
There are many types of communication difficulty and around 1 in 10 children have acknowledged 
needs which will last into adulthood. 

• For speech, language and communication skills to develop completely, the environment plays an 
important role. These skills reach their full potential through plenty of opportunities for quality talk 
and interaction with those around us. Without this, many children develop poor language skills 
which share similarities with SLCN1. In some socio-economically disadvantaged populations as 
many as 50% of children have speech and language skills that are significantly lower than those of 
more affluent children of the same age.2 
 

• Often these difficulties are ‘hidden’ and go unidentified because they may be mistaken for other 
difficulties.  A range of research shows that young people with language disorder are at 
considerable risk of under-achievement at school, developing emotional and behavioural 
difficulties, and being overrepresented in youth crime and prison populations.  

• In order to turn this ‘vicious circle’ around there is a need to develop a range of skills in these young 
people, including speech, language and communication skills, which are vital to success in life. In 
order to do this we need to raise awareness amongst organisations that have contact with them 
about how they can help. Young people with better communication skills make better and more 
productive employees for organisations.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
1 Locke, A., Ginsborg, J. and Peers, I. (2002) Development and Disadvantage: implications for early years IJLCD Vol 27 
2 (Lindsay, G., et al (2008) Effective and Efficient Use of Resources in Services for Children and Young People  with 
Speech, Language and Communication Needs DCSF Research Report RW053) 
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Which communication difficulties create the most problems for young people? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Explaining something to a group  
“I don’t know what to say and no one will know what it means” 

Not knowing how to behave in unusual places 
 “This is the hardest for me; I get really worried about what to do when I’m somewhere different” 

People saying too many things all at once 
“If I have too many things in my head I just forget it” 
 

People using big words  
“I can’t figure what they’re saying and when they explain again they still use big words”  
 

Knowing what you want to say but the words won’t come out 
“It make you feel anxious because the words don’t come out and you can’t breathe” 
 

ICAN carried out a survey with secondary aged students about which communication difficulties they had the 
biggest problems with. The italicised text provides some examples of what different young people said about 
each of the difficulties.  

People not giving you enough time to say something 
“You can’t get the answer in a second” 
 
 

People talking too fast 
“I say yes but don’t have a clue what they’ve just said” 
 

Talking to different types of people in different ways 
“I talk to them all in the same way” 
 

Asking questions when you’re not sure 
“Difficult to explain what I’m questioning”  
 

Cooperating with others to get a job done 
“People don’t take notice of your opinions”  
 

Working out what other people are thinking 
“This can cause arguments”  
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Different types of communication difficulties 
 

 
Difficulties with Understanding (receptive language difficulties) 

 
Key pointers 
 A young person with a receptive language 
difficulty is likely to have difficulty with these 
aspects of communication: 

How will you know?  
You might notice some of the following: 

What can you do? Top tips 

• Following long, and / or complicated 
sentences. 

• Cooperating in a group. 
• Understanding big words or technical / 

unfamiliar words. 
• Getting implied meanings, idioms, sarcasm 

and jokes. 
• Auditory short-term memory – holding 

spoken instructions in short term memory 
long enough to make use of them. 
 

• Appears polite by using lots of brief, 
practiced phrases e.g. asks ’how are you 
today?’ but doesn’t wait for a response. 

• Talks about own interests (e.g., computer 
games) but difficulty understanding others 
and responding, therefore often isolated 
from peers/ colleagues. 

• Struggles with understanding spoken 
instructions so hangs back, observes and 
copies others. May make mistakes. 

• Concentrates well once he/she knows what 
to do. 

• Poor short-term memory means he/she 
misses lots of long instructions / seems 
disorganised. 

• Reduce background noise – as this often 
interferes with the young person’s ability to 
focus on what’s being said. 

• Break down instructions into small chunks. 
Use demonstration, pictures and symbols to 
aid understanding of sequences of activities. 

• Check that the young person has understood 
by asking them to recap verbally, or through 
observation of what they do. 

• Check the young person has understood the 
words you have used, particularly any that 
are technical or may be unfamiliar. 

• Avoid use of non-literal language and 
sarcasm. When you make a joke that might 
confuse the young person, say: ‘It’s ok, I’m 
just joking’. 

• Allow time for the young person to process 
and make sense of information given to 
them. 

• Ask the young person what helps them. 
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Problems saying what you mean (expressive language difficulties) 

 
Key pointers 
A young person with an expressive language 
difficulty is likely to have difficulty with these 
aspects of communication: 

How will you know?  
You might notice some of the following 

What can you do? Top tips 

• What is said lacks fluency (lots of stops and 
starts, disjointed). 

• Recalling the words to say. Like the sensation 
of having the word ‘on the tip of your 
tongue’, but not being able to find it. 

• Using the correct sounds in complicated 
words. So, in long, new words they might use 
the wrong sounds in parts 

• Explaining – difficulty connecting words and 
ideas or using a rambling narrative with 
events in the wrong order and lots of 
repetition. 

• Focusing attention 

• Has limited vocabulary so uses lots of empty 
words such as ‘whatever’, ‘thingy’, maybe 
frequent swearing. 

• Usually has the ideas about what they want 
to say and can get frustrated by not being 
able to express it. Often appears less capable 
than they actually are because they can’t 
express themselves. 

• Finds it hard to express emotions potentially 
leading to angry outbursts / storming off. 

• Poor literacy skills, struggles to read and spell 
words, narratives ramble and are confusing. 

• Prefers activities that avoid having to face 
language difficulties (e.g., sport or computer 
games). 

• Often avoids language difficulties by messing 
around and not being on task. 

• Often makes mistakes with the sounds in 
words used and shortens the endings. 

 

• Give time and listen carefully. 
• Accept verbal and nonverbal communication 

- if the young person can’t say it, can they 
show you? 

• Do not pretend to understand – suggest that 
they slow down or provide other ways to 
help you understand. 

• Repeat back what you think they have said to 
enable the young person to change things 
you have not clearly understood. 
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High functioning Autism  

Key pointers: 

A young person with high functioning autism 
ASD or Asperger Syndrome is likely to have 
difficulty with these aspects of communication: 

How will you know?  
People with autism may appear to behave 
unusually. There will generally be a reason for 
this: it can be an attempt to communicate, or a 
way of coping with a particular situation. You may 
notice some of the following: 

What can you do? Top tips 

• Nonverbal communication e. g. lack of eye 
contact, standing at an inappropriate 
distance from the listener, etc. 

• Conversational skills – difficulty starting, 
maintaining and finishing conversations. 

• Using the right style of speech to suit the 
situation e.g., speaking to someone in 
authority in the same way as you speak to 
peers. 

• Focusing attention as may be distracted by 
certain stimuli (visual patterns, sounds, 
smells etc.) 

• Have difficulty understanding implied 
meanings, idioms, sarcasm and jokes. Be 
very literal in their interpretation of what is 
said. 

• Being reliant on knowing and following rules 
and systems. 

• Language too formal with peers and too 
casual with the boss. 

• Want to be sociable but have difficulty with 
initiating and sustaining social relationships, 
which can make them isolated.  

• Doesn’t understand hierarchies so goes 
straight to the boss with any issues. 

• Very black and white so people are either 
‘friend’ or ‘enemy’. Can’t interpret others 
feelings, thoughts, expectations and 
motivations. 

• Good at fact-based learning but can’t ‘read 
between the lines’ or use judgement. 

• When anxious, gets overwhelmed by sensory 
information / may withdraw. 

• Good at perceiving detail but may focus too 
much on minor detail and fail to see the 
bigger picture. 

• Difficulties being part of a group/team. 
• Difficulties problem solving and predicting 

outcomes. 
• Using complex words and phrases without 

fully understanding what they mean. 
 

• Keep sentences short – be clear and concise 
• Provide clear ‘rules’ for how things work – 

both doing the job and for social interaction 
• Don’t assume understanding - use visual 

clues and demonstrations  
• Monitor your own use of non-literal 

language (expressions, colloquialisms) or 
provide an explanation e.g., “show me the 
colour of your money; it’s time to pay”.  
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Help strategies for young people with communication difficulties 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Talk slowly; 
this helps me 
to understand 

Wait for an answer – I 
might not answer 

straight away but I might 
still be thinking and 
need a bit of time 

Use simple 
sentences Try not to use big 

words, or sayings 
that I don’t know, 
like “Grab the bull 

by the horns”. 
 

Explain jokes if I 
look like I don’t 

understand them 
 

Don’t make 
instructions too long 

– break them up 
into shorter bits 

 

Help me to learn new 
words by telling me what 
they mean. Tell me when 
and where I might hear 

the word 

Ask me what 
sort of help is 

useful 

Tell me if you don’t 
understand my voice and 

tell me how I can help 
you to understand what 

I’m saying 

Help me to 
understand the 

things I am good at 
and the things I find 

hard 

Draw pictures or write 
things down to help me 

understand. 
Remember that I may 

not be able to read 
very well 

Tell me how you want 
me to behave in 

different places, like in 
the office or with 

customers 

I might need to ask 
you to tell me again 
if I don’t understand. 

This should be ok 

Check that I 
understand 
what you 
have said 

Give me time to 
talk. I might need 
more than one go 

to get it right 

Help me to learn short 
phrases to use in 
situations that are 

difficult – eg “Sorry, I 
didn’t understand that; 
could you repeat it?” 
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How communication supportive is your organisation? 

An audit of current practice and recommendations for further development 

Organisation / workplace where this audit is 
carried out: 

Name of staff member completing audit: 

Date of completion: 

Features 

What do you 
do already? 
Rate from 1 (not 
considered this) 
through to 5 (fully 
implemented) 

What could be done additionally? 

Here, include suggestions about reasonable adjustments that 
would support young people with communication difficulties. 
Consider which adjustment/s would have the greatest 
benefit. 

Staff are all aware of key 
strategies that support 
individuals’ communication skills 
in their workplace e.g., 
contained in a communication 
policy that all staff are made 
aware of. 

  

Information about the 
workplace is available in 
different ways e.g., audiotape to 
support memory, visual / 
written reminders of 
instructions, etc. 

  

Information about a young 
person’s communication skills is 
shared sensitively and 
effectively to team members.  

  

The organisation actively seeks 
information about the young 
person’s communication skills 
from schools / parents / carers 
prior to offering work 
experience / placement 
/employment opportunities   

  

Photos and names of staff are 
displayed to support the young 
person’s interaction 

  



 

©I CAN  
 

The literacy level of written 
materials is at an appropriate 
level to be accessible to young 
people with poor language 

  

The rules and expectations of 
the organisation are clearly 
described, including in visual 
formats, and young people with 
poor language are aware of 
them 

  

The setting is an asking friendly 
environment – young people 
know that it’s OK to ask for help, 
clarification, and repetition. 

  

There is a named person for the 
young person to take concerns 
to – and guidelines are clear 
about when and how this should 
be arranged. 

  

There are opportunities for the 
young person to give feedback 
about how the organisation 
supports them and this is used 
to improve future practice. 

  

There is a specific focus during 
employee induction on the 
communication skills needed for 
the role and training/support 
offered where appropriate.  

  

There are regular and planned 
supervision times to discuss, 
feedback and set development 
targets around communication 
skills necessary for the role.  

  

Other?   

      

 


