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Supporting Children with Additional Learning Needs.

Speech, Language and Communication.
Introduction.
Good evening, I would like to take the time to discuss speech, language and communication within the early years by looking at how these needs can look different for each child. There has been an increase in the number of children starting school with some sort of speech, language and communication needs (ref this). Developing our practitioners understanding of speech, language and communication gives them the ability to support these kinds of needs in turn supporting children in the most appropriate way for each individual child.

What is SLC?
Speech and Language UK (no date) states that if a child is developing typically, they will learn to talk and understand others gradually by listening and talking with others. When looking at speech language and communication it can be difficult to understand the differences between each one. Cambridgeshire Community Services (2025) describes each one differently; speech looks at how something is said, language focuses on what is said, while communication is the message that someone is trying to get across. Nottinghamshire Healthcare (no date) describes each aspect in more detail, noting speech is speaking with a clear voice, not hesitating and pronouncing speech sounds clearly. Language is making sense of the words people use and processing the meaning of the language used. Communication looking at using language and gestures in a variety of ways, considering the point of view of others and recognising unspoken communications (Nottinghamshire Healthcare, no date).

How does that look in the early years?
Rachmad (2022) explores the cognitive processes, such as thinking, memory, attention and listening, and how they shape the way people communicate. In his ‘Cognitive Communications Theory’ he emphasises that there is more to communication than simply exchanging information but also about how individuals process and interpret that information. He believes that using adult-child interactions coupled with an information-rich environment can support the development of speech, language and communication in the early years of education.
Welsh Government (no date) have developed an incentive to improve the speech, language and communication of children in the early years of their development. They believe adult-child interactions and talking with young children supports the development of their brain; enhancing the skills needed to socialise, build friendships and develop confidence. This is looked at further in a report looking at how children learning in the early years of their life, Asmussen (2019) noted that the learning occurs by using four core cognitive competencies. In order to develop an understanding of objects, children must gain an understanding of the properties of objects by looking at how they function and their relationship to other objects. By enhancing their understanding and knowledge of objects this develops the skills needed to problem solve. Children use theory of mind to help develop their abilities to predict the thoughts and feelings of others. These skills develop the skills necessary to empathise and communicate with others (Welsh Government, 2018). The third core competency is the knowledge of numbers, developing the ability to recognise differences in sizes, notice symbols and giving children the ability to count, add and subtract. Development of the skills to understand and communicate effectively is learnt through language. A child develops their abilities to notice the difference between sounds, understanding a wide a range of vocabulary as well as the ability to put words together in the appropriate order. 
Welsh Government (2022) have begun to recognise the impact language can have on learners and developing the understanding that language can connect people, places and communities. Welsh Government (2022) aim to build a bilingual Wales to prepare learners for the multilingual world. Giving children meaningful learning opportunities and experiences of language developing identity and self-awareness. Welsh Government (2022b) believes language and communication is key to learning and therefore put an emphasis on this while designing the curriculum for non-maintained settings. They noted that speech, language and communication should be developed in a holistic manner using real-life experiences and play opportunities. Welsh Government (2022b) also believes that the building blocks needed for the development of language and communication begins with supporting attention and listening skills which develops the understanding of young children. 

How to identify SLC needs?
It can be difficult to identify speech, language and communication needs. By gaining an understanding of the expected development children may reach at various ages can be helpful when recognising speech, language and communication difficulties (The Communication Trust, no date). Understanding this can give practitioners the ability to recognise when a child is not meeting the milestones of speech, language and communication for their age and begin to consider and understand why this may be (Oldham Council, no date). Children who experience difficulties with speech, language and communication that are untreated and unrecognised can find it difficult to excel in other areas of learning, such as reading comprehension, written expression and understanding instructions. Whole School SEND (2024) believes that children with unsupported difficulties are six times more likely to fall behind in English by the end of primary school, also eleven times more likely to be behind their peers in mathematics. Penn Medicine (no date) notes there are many signs and symptoms practitioners can look out for in order to identify speech, language and communication needs using simple observation techniques, such as a child repeating word or sounds as they are talking, interjecting extra sounds or words to the words or phrases, feelings of frustration or embarrassment as they attempt to communicate.
Speech and Language UK (no date b) agree that children who experience challenges with speech, language and communication often face challenges with talking and understanding as well as experiencing difficulties in other areas. Practitioners often notice symptoms such as talking with a stammer or recognising and responding to social communications and ques (Speech and Language UK, no date b). Penn Medicine (no date) states speech and language disorders can also come in various ways; speech disorders are when a person finds it difficult to create speech sounds clearly to communicate effectively and then a language disorder is when a person has difficulty expressing language and understanding language others use. 
Oldham Council (no date) believes that if there is a lack of adequate progress being made despite needs being identified and targeted support and differentiation being provided for the child. It is at this stage interventions will need to increase while also seeking support and guidance from other agencies or services to focus on the targeted area for the individual. Devon County Council (no date) believes in order to get a thorough picture of the speech, language and communication needs a child may be having, the practitioner should gather a full picture of the child and how they communicate, interact and respond to others. In order to do these practitioners may consider using teacher assessments to establish a baseline but also observing the child in the environment and different play situations with their peers. Practitioners should look at the progress the child has made over a period of time. 

Barriers to overcome.
Learn Together Cambridge (2025) describes speech, language and communication needs as a ‘hidden difficulty’ as others may misinterpret the difficulties the child may faces as poor behaviour or difficulties socialising with others. These behaviours can often be misinterpreted, misdiagnosed or missed altogether causing the child to become withdrawn, isolated or act out. This can be recognised as an attitudinal barrier for the children struggling with speech, language and communication. Armstrong et al. (2017) believes these barriers can be harmful and cause health consequences to children with disabilities, making them more vulnerable to becoming victims of loneliness and anxiety which in turn influences their self-worth and self-respect. Attitudinal barriers are often a result of negative beliefs, perceptions and assumptions about people with disability (World Health Organization, no date). People often stereotype the behaviours they see children expressing as bad behaviour, when in fact the child has speech difficulties and is frustrated their needs have not been met due to them not being understood (Close, 2025). Similar to this, Seek (2023) acknowledges that attitudinal barriers occur when people think and act based on information or assumptions that are wrong. 
Children learn best during authentic play experiences that relate to real-life situations, these experiences along with language-rich environments provide opportunities for children to develop their language and vocabulary further (Department for Education, no date). While working with children, practitioners should speak to the children, listen to what they have to say, take their ideas into consideration and collaborate with them about their learning in order to support their needs effectively (Norburn, 2014). Department of Education (no date b) believes that practitioners should adapt their teaching techniques to suit all abilities, ensuring that all children feel they are being listened to, and their input and ideas are important. 
Although there are still many changes that can be made to avoid attitudinal barriers for children with speech, language and communication needs, the attitude of society has improved. Recognising and having a better understanding of disability and how it can affect others, people are becoming respectful and open-minded (Close, 2025). 
Ensuring an inclusive education for all can be difficult, especially when a child is also facing other difficulties. This means practitioners should make all opportunities accessible to all children by removing barriers that children with additional needs may face (Devarakonda, 2015). Providing inclusion is often a barrier to children with disabilities the UNCRC included this as one of the rights of the child to ensure they receive an education and equal opportunities (UNICEF, no date).

Strategies, interventions and support.
Caerphilly Early Years & Childcare Services (no date) provide a detailed list of where parents may look when needing support and advice for speech, language and communication concerns. There are various services available to parents prior to a child starting school when a concern about speech, language or communication is picked up on in the early years. Speech and Language UK (no date c) also states there are a variety of interventions available for practitioners to use. Having a wide range of tools to support the speech, language and communication needs gives practitioners the opportunity to try different interventions, finding the most suited tool for the individual needs. Caerphilly County Borough Council (no date) believes that interventions should be person centred in order to meet the needs of the individual and adapt to how the needs may change and vary. For some children interventions provided in the early stages of the needs being identified is enough meaning the difficulties only present in the short term. However, for others these needs are present long term and continuous support, and intervention is needed (Torfaen County Borough, 2025).
That concludes the presentation on speech, language and communication, did anyone have any questions?
Questions.
Q: Is there a specific intervention you have used, and feel is most effective to support children with speech and language needs?
A: An effective intervention tool used by many schools and settings is a tool named ComIT Early Years. The ComIT team offer a wide range of courses for practitioners developing their knowledge of speech, language and communication needs, how to identify these needs and what to do in order to support the needs identified (Newport City Council, no date). Practitioners are able to make referrals to SenCom which provides further guidance and support from specialist teachers and therapist ensuring the most suited support and interventions are used for specific children (Caerphilly County Borough Council, no date).
Q: How can a practitioner provide inclusive education to a child with speech, language and communication needs?
A: Following the Equality Act (2010) practitioners should provide reasonable adjustments to provide accesses to all activities, opportunities and experiences for all children attending the setting (Citizen’s Advice, 2021). In order to do this, practitioners may find adapting language, simplifying instructions and giving the child time to think and respond to what has been said (Integrated Treatment Services, 2019). 

Thank you for the great questions. Next, we’ll be moving on to the next presenter Sheridan who will be discussion autism.
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