
I CAN Help enquiry service 
 
Book a free phone call with one of our speech and language therapists on  
https://ican.org.uk/i-can-s-enquiry-service/
Alternatively, you can phone 020 7843 2544 or email enquiries@ican.org.uk 

Talking Point https://ican.org.uk/i-cans-talking-point/
Visit this website for information about children’s speech, language and communication.

Understanding the links between spoken language* skills and mental health 

Speaking and understanding language are vital skills that impact on many other areas, including mental health. 
There is lots of evidence to show that children’s speaking and understanding skills and their mental health 
are linked - however this does not mean that all children who have difficulties speaking and understanding 
language will have poor mental health.

What are the links between spoken language skills and mental health?

Children and young people use spoken language to:
• Talk about how they are feeling
• Understand how others are feeling
• Resolve conflicts and negotiate with others

Children who have speech, language and communication needs may become frustrated and either act out 
or withdraw and become socially isolated.

Research tell us that:
• 81% of children with emotional and behavioural disorders have significant language difficulties, often 

unidentified1

• Between 40% and 54% of children with spoken language difficulties have been found to have 
behaviour problems2,3

In addition to the above, support for mental health is usually in the form of “talking therapies” which are very 
difficult for children who have speech, language and communication needs to access.
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Will children who have speech, language and communication needs develop mental health 
difficulties as they get older? 

It’s true that there is a link between difficulties with spoken language and poor mental health, however it isn’t 
inevitable that all children with challenges in one area will have problems in the other. However, children who 
have speech, language and communication needs are more at risk of developing mental health challenges 
as they get older, which is why it’s really important to get the right support in place early to prevent this as 
much as possible.

Why might children with speech language and communication needs be vulnerable to 
mental health difficulties?

Children and young people with speech, language and communication needs often have a history of:
• Not understanding things in the classroom
• Not being able to complete their work to the same level or in the same time as their peers
• Not being able to express themselves as well as their peers
• Poorer performance on tests and exams
• Getting into trouble for being late, forgetting homework, etc
• Not being able to join in conversations and jokes with peers
• Difficulty making and keeping friends
• Being misunderstood and excluded.

In addition to the above, children’s language difficulties may not have been identified and so adults may 
misinterpret children’s difficulties as them being uncooperative, lazy or disengaged. Schools may focus on 
managing behaviour rather than the underlying cause, which could be difficulties with spoken language.

What supports children’s mental health and emotional wellbeing?
• Secure attachment experiences - developing good relationships and bonding with key people in their 

lives.
• Good spoken language skills - being able to understand what’s being said, express themselves and 

how they are feeling, get their message across and get on with other people.
• Having a belief in control - feeling that they have a say in things and can make choices. They might be 

simple choices such as choosing what to eat, drink or do.
• A positive attitude.
• Experience of success and achievement - everyone needs this whether the achievements are big or 

small. This helps develop our sense of self and self esteem.
• The ability to reflect - being able to look back on things, think about them and work out why something 

happened and if they might do or say something different in the future.

Some, but not all, of these positive factors depend on having good spoken language skills.
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What can I do to help a child who might be struggling?

Keep an eye out for potential difficulties with speaking and understanding language. The signs may not 
always be obvious, but when you spot children displaying difficulties with learning, literacy, behaviour, 
friendships or mental health, have a closer look at their spoken language skills. There are lots of resources 
available online to help with this, including I CAN’s universally speaking checklists 
https://ican.org.uk/i-cans-talking-point/professionals/tct-resources/universally-speaking/ and online Progress 
Checker https://ican.org.uk/i-cans-talking-point/progress-checker-home/

Follow up any concerns about behaviour to see what happened before the incident and how it was resolved. 
Could the child’s behaviour be a result of underlying difficulties with speaking and understanding language? 
Could the child be frustrated because they struggle to express themselves and/or understand others?

Use visual supports to help children reflect on behavioural incidents and develop their vocabulary of emotion 
words. Visuals such as emotion picture cards and comic strip conversations or drawing can be helpful.

Before putting a targeted intervention in place for behaviour, consider whether a spoken language intervention 
might help first. You can check the evidence base of different interventions for spoken language on the What 
Works website https://ican.org.uk/i-cans-talking-point/professionals/tct-resources/what-works-database/

Review your school behaviour policy to check that it includes reference to speaking and understanding skills 
and recognises the links between these areas. If you do have access to speech and language therapy support 
in your school, use their time to support with understanding and problem-solving behavioural challenges, 
reviewing your school behaviour policy, and providing training to staff on the links between spoken language 
and behaviour/mental health.

Check your Local Offer to see what support might be available for children and young people who have 
mental health needs and/or speech, language and communication needs.

Organisations who can offer help

• I CAN https://ican.org.uk/
• Place2Be https://www.place2be.org.uk/
• Royal College of Psychiatrists https://www.rcpsych.ac.uk/mental-health/parents-and-young-people
• Young Minds https://www.youngminds.org.uk/
• Anna Freud Centre https://www.annafreud.org/
• MindEd https://www.minded.org.uk

The Royal College of Speech and Language Therapists has a free e-learning tool which aims to improve 
understanding of children and young people who have both mental health needs and speech, language 
and communication needs https://www.rcslt.org/learning/mind-your-words/ 
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*  In this factsheet, for ease we use ‘spoken language’ throughout. We take a broad and inclusive definition. 
We are talking about supporting children through oracy. We are also talking about supporting children and 
young people with speech, language and communication needs. This includes those who speak using 
Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC) and sign languages, such as British Sign Language.
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