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For the first 3 years of life, the brain is hard at work trying to figure 
out how to speak and understand the language we hear. But for 1 in 
12 children, this process does not work out so well and they develop 
a speech-language disorder. This means these children may have 
problems pronouncing words or problems making proper sentences. 
For example, they might say “sit on chair” instead of “sit on the chair,” 
or say “I wuve you” instead of “I love you.” These children then need 
to go to a therapist to practice saying the words properly or to learn 
how to make proper sentences. You probably have at least one friend 
who has problems with speaking. What has happened to that person? 
What is his or her life like? In this article, we want to talk about the 
process of speech therapy, when it is needed, and how it helps.

YOUNG REVIEWERS:

JACKS 
VALLEY 
ELEMENTARY  
SCHOOL

AGES: 9-10

WHAT HAPPENS WHEN YOU HAVE A SPEECH 
DISORDER?

Evelien Heyselaar 1,2* and Sophie Heijselaar 3,4

1  Neurobiology of Language, Max Planck Institute for Psycholinguistics, Nijmegen, Netherlands
2 Communication Science, Radboud University, Nijmegen, Netherlands
3  Communicative Disorders Assistant for Your Therapy Partners, Fonetika, and Speech Inc., Hamilton, ON, Canada
4 Instructor Therapist for Atlas Behaviour Consultation, Oakville, ON, Canada

https://www.frontiersin.org/article/10.3389/frym.2019.00013
https://www.frontiersin.org/article/10.3389/frym.2019.00013
https://www.frontiersin.org/article/10.3389/frym.2019.00013
https://kids.frontiersin.org/
https://kids.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/article/10.3389/frym.2019.00013
https://www.frontiersin.org/article/10.3389/frym.2019.00013
https://www.frontiersin.org/article/10.3389/frym.2019.00013
https://www.frontiersin.org/article/10.3389/frym.2019.00013
https://www.frontiersin.org/article/10.3389/frym.2019.00013
https://loop.frontiersin.org/people/588947/overview
https://loop.frontiersin.org/people/592963/overview


Heyselaar and Heijselaar Having a Speech Disorder

February 2019 | Volume 7 | Article 13  | 2kids.frontiersin.org

WHAT IS A SPEECH-LANGUAGE DISORDER?

In the U.S., 1 out of every 12 children has a form of speech-language 
disorder [1]. That means that if you have a group of 12 friends, one of 
them will have problems with pronouncing words or putting sentences 
together. These problems do not need to be so extreme that they can-
not talk at all. One of the most common problems is switching letters 
around or not saying the last letter of a word. For example, they might 
say “spacema” instead of “spaceman.”

There are two types of speech-language disorders: speech disorders 
and language disorders. Speech is how we say sounds and words; lan-
guage is how we use words to share ideas and communicate. If some-
one has a speech disorder, it means that that person cannot pronounce 
letters properly, or they switch letters around. These children might say 
“wed” instead of “red.” If someone has a language disorder, it means 
that that person has problems with putting sentences together. These 
people might also have problems understanding things like plurals. So, 
when they have multiple cats, they would not say, “I have two cats,” 
they will say, “I have two cat,” forgetting to put the “s” at the end of cat 
to make it a plural. So, a speech disorder refers to the sounds of words 
and letters, whereas a language disorder refers to the meaning and 
grammar of sentences. We have put some examples in Table 1. People 
can also have both speech and language disorders, or more than one 
type of speech or language disorder.

Now, be careful when trying to figure out if you know anyone with 
a speech-language disorder. Sometimes words sound different not 
because someone has a disorder but because that person has an accent. 

DISORDER

Something that is 
wrong. Dis-order 
stands for out-of-
order, so something is 
not as it should be.

Speech disorder examples Language disorder examples

Stuttering Difficulty understanding when something 

should be a plural. For example, saying “I 

have two cat.”

Apraxia: when your tongue and lips cannot  

move the way you want them to. So, you 

would say chicken instead of kitchen.

Saying words in the wrong order.

Slurring your words Using the present tense when you should 

be using the past tense.

Difficulty finding the right word. For 

example, saying “car” when you want to 

say “house.” This happens when you have 

brain damage.

Leaving words out and not realising it. “I 

two cats.”

Table 1

Examples of Speech 
and Language 
Disorders.

STUTTER

A speech disorder in 
which people 
accidentally repeat 
certain letters in a 
word. So, they may say 
“z-z-z-z-zebra” when 
trying to say “zebra.”

Table 1
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For instance, I always pronounce Tuesday as tch-u-sday, whereas my 
sister pronounces it as too-sday. Neither of us has a speech-language 
disorder; we just have different accents.

Speech-language disorders can occur in a variety of different ways. 
Sometimes, people’s brains have problems figuring out how to make 
their mouths and tongues move in the proper way to make the sounds 
they want to make. So, they know they have to say “red,” but no matter 
how hard they try, it always comes out as “wed” instead. Sometimes, 
this is because people have problems learning. On average, by the time 
we are 3 years old, we can make very basic sentences to talk to our 
parents and the people around us. But, for some children, this process 
takes longer. These children might have problems learning other things 
as well, like reading. And sometimes children have speech-language 
disorders as a side-effect of a bigger problem. For example, they might 
have cerebral palsy, which means that the muscles in their bodies do not 
work as well as they should. You need a lot of muscles to pronounce 
words properly, so if your muscles do not work very well, then it is 
harder to make your mouth create the right sounds. Or, children might 
be deaf, and unable to hear that they are making the wrong sounds, so 
that they cannot correct themselves. There are many different reasons 
why people might have speech-language disorders.

Currently, we do not really know what happens in the brain that causes 
some children to have speech-language disorders. Sometimes only 
the language parts of the brain are not working properly, but at other 
times many different parts of the brain might be malfunctioning, such 
as the area responsible for remembering sounds or the area respon-
sible for paying attention. Because multiple regions of the brain can 
be involved, sometimes speech-language disorders come along with 
other problems, like autism spectrum disorder. A lot of research is still 
being done to figure out what is happening in the brain during speech-
language disorders, because this research will help to make treatments 
more effective.

WHAT HAPPENS IF YOU HAVE A SPEECH-LANGUAGE 
DISORDER?

I think the best way to explain what happens if you have a speech-
language disorder is to tell you a story. The story is about a boy, let us 
call him Mark. Mark has an older sister, who learned to talk like most 
babies learn to talk. So, by the time Mark was 18 months old, his parents 
became worried that Mark was not speaking like his sister did when 
she was his age. Mark’s parents took him for an assessment, which is a 
small test conducted by a speech language pathologist, a person who is 

MALFUNCTION

The meaning is very 
similar to disorder. 
Mal-function is 
something that is not 
functioning, or working, 
the way it should.
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trained to figure out if someone has a speech-language disorder and to 
come up with a plan for how to fix it. Because Mark was still a baby, he 
was invited to just play with the pathologist. By playing certain games, 
the pathologist got Mark to describe things, or to follow instructions. 
This way, the pathologist could see whether Mark indeed had problems, 
and what those problems might be. If Mark had been a bit older, the 
pathologist probably would have given him a more structured test, in 
which Mark would have been shown pictures and asked to name what 
was in the pictures.

The speech-language pathologist made a list of all the things Mark 
had problems with, with the most important at the top. This way, when 
Mark goes into speech-language therapy, the therapist will work on 
the most important things first, and slowly work her way down the list. 
Sometimes the things at the bottom of the list fix themselves, just by 
going to therapy! Children like Mark usually only go to therapy once 
a week. The rest of the time, they go to school, go to clubs, and hang 
out with friends. It is very likely that you might know a kid like Mark.

WHAT HAPPENS DURING THERAPY?

One thing that Mark does during therapy is play games. A favorite of 
his is called Cariboo, a game where he has to describe cards and open 
doors on the gameboard that match something on the card. This way, 
Mark must speak out loud, and the therapist can correct him if he says 
something wrong. The game only contains pictures, so it does not mat-
ter if Mark cannot read yet. Cariboo can also help the therapist to see 
if Mark has problems understanding what is on the card. For example, 
if he has a red card but opens a door with green apples on it, he might 
have problems matching things. Sometimes, Mark plays with other 
toys together with his therapist. For example, they might race cars and 
say things like “crash” when the cars hit each other or blow bubbles 
and say “pop” when they pop. It is important that these things are fun 
for Mark, so he does not really feel like he is having therapy—he is just 
having fun. For all kids receiving speech-language therapy, having fun 
with their therapists is very important. Usually, these kids are shy and 
do not want to talk, because they know they are not doing it correctly. 
By making Mark feel comfortable, the therapist became his friend and 
eventually Mark was more willing to communicate with her.

During therapy, there are both structured and unstructured activities. 
The activities that are more structured (more controlled) include times 
when the therapist and Mark sit at a table and work on a specific sound 
together (Figure 1). The unstructured (less controlled) activities seem 

SPEECH-LANGUAGE 

PATHOLOGIST

A pathologist is a 
specialist who is able to 
identify which disease a 
patient has, very much 
like a doctor. A speech-
language pathologist is 
therefore someone 
who can identify what 
is wrong with the 
speech and/or 
language of a person.
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more as if they are just playing together (see Figure 2). The therapy can 
occur at the child’s house, but it can also occur at a therapy center.

Who is the therapist that Mark goes to? A speech-language therapist 
is someone who has learned a lot about language and how it can go 
wrong. To become a speech-language therapist, first you have to go 
to university, to learn about language and the brain, and then go to 
another school, called a graduate school, to learn about what happens 
when speech and language go wrong, and how you can help someone 
with these problems.

CONCLUSIONS

You might know someone in your class with a speech-language disor-
der. Unlike most problems with the body, it is usually not that important 
how the speech-language problems started. Speech-language disor-
ders can occur for a variety of different reasons, some of which we 
listed in this article. But the therapy is usually the same for everyone: 
practice, practice, practice. Therapy involves either playing games, or 
having a more class-like setting, with activities like naming pictures. And 
do not worry, the therapy does not last forever. The average length of 
time a child has therapy is usually a year, but it can be longer or shorter, 
depending on how fast the child learns.

Do you think you might have a speech-language disorder? If you parents 
were worried, they would probably have taken you for an assessment 
by now. If you feel like you might have a small problem, like a lisp, do 

LISP

A speech disorder in 
which people 
pronounce “s” as “th.” 
So, instead of saying 
“sick,” they will say 
“thick.” This is also true 
if they try to pronounce 
“z.” So, they will say 
“thebra” instead of 
“zebra.”

Figure 1

Mark and his therapist. 
This is an example of a 
structured, or 
controlled, activity. The 
therapist and Mark are 
practicing the “s” sound 
together. On the table 
is the therapist’s 
notebook, so she can 
take notes on how well 
Mark is doing. The 
therapist might also 
show Mark pictures that 
he has to describe, for 
example something 
with the “s” sound, like 
“circle.”

Figure 1
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not worry. Most of these small speech problems fix themselves without 
therapy, before you become a teenager.
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Figure 2

An example of a 
therapy session. Here is 
an example of a typical 
therapy session, so you 
can see the types of 
activities that children 
do with their therapists.

Figure 2
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