
those sounds.

Each learner with speech 

impairment is a unique 

individual and adjustments to 

their educational program and 

learning environment should  

be tailored to their needs.  

When you understand the 

impact of speech impairment  

on the individual learner,  

you’ll be better able to adjust  

to their needs.

Understanding speech impairment
Speech impairment is broken down into 2 categories,  
delay and disorder. 

• A speech sound delay is when a learner’s speech is developing  
in a normal sequential pattern, but is occurring later than the 
typical stages of development.

• A speech disorder is when a learner makes sound errors that  
are not typical (like replacing /k/ with /t/ consistently) or has 
unusual or inconsistent sound errors or error patterns  
(like replacing /k/ with a different sound in various words).

Speech sound delays and disorders include problems with 
articulation (forming and producing specific speech sounds) or 
phonological processes (sound error patterns). The learner may omit 
certain sounds in their speech or substitute one sound for another 
(produce sounds incorrectly). These errors are often obvious and 
easy to identify.

With speech pathology support, most children with speech 
impairment will make improvements. If you have a learner that has 
difficulty producing sounds and it is impacting on your ability to 
understand them, raise your concerns with your student review team 
or contact your Student Support Services speech pathologist.

Hearing loss and speech impairment
Children learn to speak by listening to the speech of others.  
If they have hearing loss or auditory processing disorder,  
they can’t pick up speech consistently and critical sounds might  
be missed or misinterpreted. This may lead to them developing 
speech sound errors. 

Strengths of learners with speech impairment 
The strengths of learners with a speech impairment can be:

• showing persistence even when they are not understood 

• adaptability when using gestures or locating an object to help 
convey their message

• Aboriginal learners will often use visual strategies as part  
of their communication. 
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