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Communication is the exchange of ideas, information, thoughts, and feelings. It 
does not necessarily involve speech. Examples of nonlinguistic communication behaviors  
are gestures, posture, eye contact, facial expression, and head and body movement. 
Nonlinguistic communication modes may be used as the only method of communi-
cation, or they may be used in conjunction with oral language. The communication 
process begins when a person has an idea or intention and wants to share it. The idea 
or intention is formulated into a message and then expressed to another person or 
persons. The other person receives the message and reacts to or acknowledges it. In any 
communication, there is always a potential for message distortion because of the many 
possible message modalities and the many possible connotations and perceptions of 
the communication partners.

The accompanying Insights feature illustrates one contemporary viewpoint on how 
young children acquire language.

Defining Speech and Language Impairments
Speech and/or language impairments are problems in communication and related areas 
such as oral motor function. Delays and disorders may range from those so subtle that 
they have little or no impact on daily living and socialization to the inability to produce 
speech or to understand and use language. Fortunately, only a very small percentage of 
children are at the most extreme level of severity. However, because of the importance of 
language and communication skills in a child’s life (or, for that matter, in anyone’s life), 
even mild to moderate disorders or disturbances can have a profound effect on all aspects 
of life, sometimes isolating children from their peers and their educational environments.

Severe communication and language disabilities are most likely to occur second-
ary to pervasive cognitive, neurological, or physical disabilities. Table 11.3 provides 
an overview of language difficulties that are secondary to learning disabilities, autism 
spectrum disorders, intellectual disability, and traumatic brain injury. These communi-
cation difficulties are described in more depth in their respective chapters.

  TABLE 11.2  Components of Language

Component Definition Receptive level Expressive level

Phonology The sounds characteristic of a language, the rules 
governing their distribution and sequencing, and the 
stress and intonation patterns that accompany sounds

Discrimination of speech 
sounds 

Articulation of speech 
sounds

Morphology The rules governing how words are formed from the basic 
element of meaning

Understanding of the 
grammatical structure of 
words

Use of grammar in words

Syntax Rules for how to string words together to form phrases 
and sentences—the relationships among the elements of 
a sentence

Understanding of phrases 
and sentences

Use of grammar in 
phrases and sentences

Semantics The linguistic realization of what the speaker knows about 
the world—the meanings of words and sentences

Understanding of word 
meanings and word 
relationships

Use of word meanings 
and word relationships

Pragmatics The social effectiveness of language in achieving desired 
functions—rules related to the use of language in social 
contexts

Understanding of social 
and contextual cues

Use of language to affect 
others

SOURCE: Adapted from L. McCormick, “Introduction to Language Acquisition,” in L. McCormick, D. Loeb, and R. Schiefelbusch (Eds.), Supporting Children with Communication 
Difficulties in Inclusive Settings, 2nd ed. (Boston, MA: Allyn & Bacon, 2003).

communication: The sharing or 
exchange of ideas, information, 
thoughts, and feelings. Does not 
necessarily require speech or language.
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