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the Individuals with Disabilities Education 
Improvement Act (IDEA, 2004) during the 
2013–2014 school year (U.S. Department of 
Education, 2015). Services for young children 
like Adam will be described later in this chapter.

The main focus of this chapter is on students 
who demonstrate communication difficulties 
that are not the result of or directly associated 
with another disability. The disability category 
under which these children are served is speech or 
language impairment. The communication diffi-
culties of children who have a primary disability 
other than speech or language impairment are 
noted but not discussed as they are addressed 
in other chapters. First, we will introduce the 
discussion of speech and language delays and 
disorders with a review of the nature of speech, 
language, and communication.

The Nature of Speech, 
Language, and Communication
Of all the singular gifts bestowed on humans, the acquisition and use of language is 
undoubtedly the most miraculous. Most people give little thought to this remarkable 
achievement that begins in the womb. Even before they are out of diapers, most chil-
dren have a vocabulary of fifty words or more, and by age 2, they are producing short 
but intelligible sentences. Three-year-olds are chatty and engaging as they begin to 
acquire the rules for tense and number, often overextending them to produce amusing 
statements like “I seed two mouses in the picture.” At this age, they are also discovering 
that words have different meanings depending on how you string them together. By 
kindergarten, most children have an impressive vocabulary, typically in excess of two 
thousand words. Table 11.1 shows the amazing accomplishments of language learning. 
When attainment of any of the milestones shown in Table 11.1 is delayed or there is a 
disturbance in one or more of the components necessary for communication, the child 
is at risk for a language disorder.

It is important to begin by differentiating the concepts speech, language, and com-
munication so that you can be as precise as possible when you talk about speech and 
language impairments with other professionals. You are familiar with the three terms, but 
you may have used them interchangeably, and they have very distinct meanings. Speech 
is the expression of language with sounds—essentially the oral modality for language. 
Compared to other ways of conveying ideas and intentions (for example, manual signing, 
writing, gesturing), speech is probably the most difficult. Humans are not the only species 
to produce sounds, but we are the only species with a vocal tract that permits production of 
the variety and complexity of sounds required for speech. Speech production depends on 
precise physiological and neuromuscular coordination of (1) respiration (the act of breath-
ing), (2) phonation (production of sound by the larynx and vocal fold), and (3) articulation 
(use of the lips, tongue, teeth, and hard and soft palates to form speech sounds). Speech 
is considerably more than a motor behavior. It is willed, planned, and programmed by the 
central nervous system—the brain, spinal cord, and peripheral nervous system.

There is no single, widely accepted definition of language (Kuder, 2013). Many 
contemporary definitions of language parallel the one put forth by Bryant, Bryant, 
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speech: The expression of language 
via sounds; the oral modality for 
language.

language: A code used to 
communicate ideas via a conventional 
system of arbitrary signals.




