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Comprehension or receptive language
difficulties
What are comprehension or
receptive language difficulties?
Many children whose development of speech and
language gives cause for concern have difficulties
understanding what is said to them. That is, their
understanding of spoken language falls below the level
expected for their age. Difficulties with comprehension
are sometimes known as “receptive language
difficulties”. For these children it is important to
consider listening and speaking skills separately, as
the two will not be working together effectively. Unless
and until they are, a child’s ability to learn will be
seriously impaired, for understanding of language is
fundamental to learning and to understanding the world.
Many skills are involved in language comprehension
including:
• ability to hear. Some children have intermittent
hearing loss which can affect understanding of
language.
• ability to pay attention to speech sounds. Some
children have difficulty in establishing and
maintaining their attention in certain situations or
the control of their attention may be less than
expected of a child of their age.
• ability to distinguish between speech sounds
• ability to process language. Some children have
difficulty in “taking in” language - it takes them
longer to understand what is being said.
• memory for strings of speech sounds
• knowledge of word meanings
• knowledge of sentence structure
• ability to make sense of language in and out of
context
• difficulties with sight
There can be difficulties with any one of these skills –
this should be borne in mind during an assessment.

Identification of a child’s difficulties may not be
straightforward as there are many ways in which a child
can understand or even anticipate what is required of
them without actually understanding what has been
said. Gestures, facial expression, contextual clues can
all supply vital information.
On the other hand, such children may show behaviour
difficulties or apparent lack of interest. This is likely to
be more so in situations which make explicit demands
on understanding of spoken language.
Research has shown that difficulties in understanding
are more widespread that was previously thought. Even
children whose difficulties appear to be limited to
expressive language may have subtle but significant
receptive language difficulties.

Assessment
Because difficulties with understanding the spoken
word are complex, assessment is not easy.
Identification of impairments of hearing or sight is
essential as these may influence the ability to take in
information.
It is also crucial to assess a child’s ability to pay
attention, for it may be this that is impaired rather than
understanding. On the other hand, some children who
do pay attention will not understand what is said to
them. A child’s ability to process information may be
impaired. Whether or not the giving of more time makes
a difference should be assessed.
Because of all these factors, observation plays a
critical part in any assessment, and it is important that
the child is observed in a variety of contexts, with
different people.
When a child whose first language is not English is
being assessed particular care needs to be taken.
Most tests are in English and do not give, therefore, an
accurate picture because of cultural bias. Ideally the
assessment should be done in the child’s mother
tongue as well as English.
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