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Understanding speech and language development in neurodiversity. 
 
 

Speech and language development in neurodivergent individuals (including autistic children, 
children with ADHD, or those with developmental language differences) does not always 

follow typical developmental timelines or patterns. Some children may be highly verbal but 
struggle with social communication, while others may be minimally verbal or use alternative 
communication methods such as gestures, visuals, or AAC (Augmentative and Alternative 

Communication). 

 Differences can include delayed speech, echolalia (repeating words or phrases), literal 
interpretation of language, or difficulty with turn-taking and conversational flow. Importantly, 

these differences are not deficits in intelligence but reflect diverse ways of processing, 
understanding, and expressing language. Development may be uneven, with strengths in 

areas like vocabulary alongside challenges in pragmatic (social) language. Recognising and 
respecting these differences is key to supporting communication in a way that values the 

child’s individual profile rather than forcing neurotypical expectations. 

Disruption to speech and language development can be purely down to individual 
differences, neurodiversity and language delay. Though, this is not always the case. Some 
children lack the interaction at home, like story times, meaningful play etc, which causes a 
delay in a child’s speech and communication. Some parents may focus more on teaching 

words that are not necessarily meaningful to a child’s everyday life. For example, yes 
colours and numbers are a great tool but knowing how to ask for a snack or how to 

communicate when they need the toilet should come first, this supports the child’s needs 
and teaches meaningful communication early on.  

 
Research suggests the covid played a big part in language delay for some due to less social 

interaction and wearing masks- this shows that actually watching how someone speaks is 
important when learning how to speak.  

 
There are two types of language processors, Analytic and Gestalt. 

 

Analytic language processors learn language in a step-by-step, building-block way. They 
typically begin by understanding and using single words (e.g., “milk,” “car,” “mummy”) and 

then gradually combine them into longer phrases and sentences (“want milk,” “big car,” 
“mummy go work”). This type of development follows what is often considered a more 

“traditional” language pathway. Children break language down into smaller units, learn the 
meanings of individual words, and then apply rules (such as grammar and sentence 

structure) to build more complex language over time. Their speech is usually flexible early 
on, meaning they can mix and match words to express different ideas. Most conventional 

speech and language strategies are designed with analytic processors in mind. 



 

Gestalt language processors learn language in “chunks” or whole phrases rather than single 
words. These chunks are often called gestalts and may initially sound like scripts or repeated 

phrases (for example, lines from TV shows, songs, or phrases they’ve heard in everyday 
situations such as “Let’s go!” or “Do you want a snack?”). This is often linked with echolalia, 
but it is important to understand that echolalia is a meaningful and valid stage of language 

development, not something to eliminate. 

 

Instead of breaking language down, gestalt processors first store and use whole phrases 
without necessarily understanding each individual word within them. Over time, they begin to 

“mitigate” these chunks—meaning they break them apart, mix them, and adapt them into 
more flexible, self-generated language. For example, a child might start with a full phrase 
like “Time to go home,” then later use parts of it creatively such as “go home” or “time go.” 

This can mean that phonics or other methods of learning may not suit their needs. 

 

Gestalt language development is often described in stages: 

●​ Stage 1: Use of whole scripts or echolalic phrases​
 

●​ Stage 2: Mixing and shortening these scripts​
 

●​ Stage 3: Breaking phrases into smaller units​
 

●​ Stage 4+: Beginning to generate original, flexible language​
 

This pathway is very common in autistic children and reflects a different, but equally valid, 
way of learning language. 

 

The key difference between these two types lies in how language is processed and learned: 
analytic processors build language from the bottom up (words → sentences), while gestalt 
processors work from the top down (phrases → words). This means that support strategies 

should differ. For gestalt processors, it is more effective to model meaningful, functional 
phrases and help them gradually break these down, rather than focusing solely on 

single-word teaching. Understanding this distinction helps adults respond more 
appropriately, reducing frustration and supporting more natural communication development. 

 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
How to support speech and language at home. 

 

Supporting speech and language at home begins with creating a communication-rich, 
low-pressure environment where the child feels safe and motivated to interact. This includes 

following the child’s interests, modelling language naturally during play and everyday 
routines, and allowing plenty of processing time for responses.  

Using simple, clear language alongside gestures, visuals, or objects can support 
understanding, especially for children who benefit from multi-sensory input. It is also 

important to tune into all forms of communication, including non-verbal attempts such as 
pointing, eye gaze, or sounds, and respond to them as meaningful. Reducing background 

noise, maintaining predictable routines, and using repetition can further support 
comprehension. Rather than correcting speech directly, adults can model correct forms in a 

supportive way, helping build confidence and communication skills over time. 

Using simple and clear language reduces demand and pressure from the individual. 
Narrating their movements and actions supports the development of meaningful language 
and communication. For example when a child is looking at pictures in a book and turning  

the pages “Turn” “Wow” “Cow!” 
 

When interacting with an individual who is non speaking, imagine what they’re thinking, say 
what you think they’re thinking, even if it is minimal and simple. For example, a child is 

looking out of their car window and see sheep in a field. “Wow, sheep” or “sheep” instead of 
asking questions, which puts pressure and demand on the individual, narrate what’s 

happening, say what they’re thinking, seeing and doing. Modelling this language alongside 
simple gestures and actions creates meaningful language the individual can easily repeat, 

understand and access for themselves.  
 

To reduce overwhelm and support language development, many professionals in speech 
and language use what is often referred to as the “5 rule.” This approach involves making 
four comments or modelling phrases before asking one question, and then repeating this 

pattern. The aim is to reduce pressure on the child or individual, as too many questions can 
feel demanding and may limit opportunities for natural communication. 

By focusing more on comments than questions, adults provide consistent language models 
without placing immediate expectations on the individual to respond. This creates a calmer, 

more supportive communication environment and encourages spontaneous interaction. 

It is also important to allow processing time. Pauses are not only acceptable but essential, 
as some individuals need longer to understand and respond. Silence should not be rushed 

or filled too quickly. 

For example, during play you might say: 



 

●​ “The ball is rolling…”​
 

●​ “It’s going fast…”​
 

●​ “I see the ball…”​
 

●​ “The ball is…”​
 

At this point, you pause and give the individual time to respond. If they do not respond 
straight away, that is okay. You can gently model the language: 

●​ “Blue… the ball is blue.”​
 

This approach supports understanding, builds confidence, and allows the individual to 
engage at their own pace, making communication more meaningful and less pressured. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
Developing speech and language at home 

 
 

Developing speech and language at home involves intentionally building opportunities for 
interaction, play, and shared attention throughout the day. Activities such as reading 

together, singing songs, role play, and turn-taking games help expand vocabulary, sentence 
structure, and social communication skills. Narrating actions (“You’re building a tower!”), 

expanding on what the child says (“Car” → “Yes, a fast red car!”), and introducing new words 
within meaningful contexts can support language growth.  

 

Creating communication opportunities—such as pausing during familiar songs, offering 
choices, or placing desired items slightly out of reach—encourages children to initiate 

communication. Consistency and repetition are essential, as many children need multiple 
exposures to learn and use new language.  

 

For some children, incorporating visual supports, symbols, or communication aids can 
significantly enhance both understanding and expression, ensuring they have a reliable way 
to communicate while spoken language develops. It is suggested to use real pictures of what 
the visual is representing instead of the typical symbols and pecs, this way the child can ask 

for exactly what they want, it is familiar and they can see exactly what it is. 

 

Task: 
 

Describe a car. 
 

You might think the car is red, the car is moving, the car is driving. 
 

Simplify this.  
 

“Car” “fast” “drive” 
 

Now describe again! 
 

“Fast car” “Big car” 
 


