Core Areas of Speech, Language and Communication Development: Understanding the Building Blocks of SLCN


Introduction and Rationale for the SLCN Identification Toolkit
Effective identification of Speech, Language, and Communication Needs (SLCN) in children is a critical first step in ensuring timely and appropriate support. This toolkit has been developed to guide teaching staff in recognising early signs of SLCN through a structured, evidence-informed approach that reflects current best practices in developmental and ecological models of communication.

At the heart of this toolkit is the understanding that communication does not develop in isolation. Instead, it emerges through a child’s interactions with their environment, caregivers, and peers. Models that prioritise foundational skills such as play, attention, and listening are central to this approach. These elements are not only precursors to language development but also indicators of how a child engages with the world around them.

The structure of this toolkit is grounded in the Social (Participative) Model of Disability, as endorsed by the Royal College of Speech and Language Therapists. This model represents a shift from viewing communication difficulties as deficits within the child, to understanding them as the result of a dynamic interaction between the child and their environment. It encourages a more inclusive and holistic perspective, which is reflected in the toolkit’s design and application.

Key principles underpinning this toolkit include:
· Inclusive Communication Practices: Encouraging the use of strategies that support all learners, not just those with identified needs.
· Empowerment of Educators and Families: Providing practical tools and shared language to help adults identify and respond to communication challenges confidently.
· Environmental Adaptation: Highlighting the importance of modifying classroom and social settings to reduce barriers and enhance communication opportunities.
· 
By embedding these principles, the toolkit aims to support early identification and intervention, promote inclusive education, and foster collaborative working between educators, families, and specialists. It is not just a diagnostic aid, but a resource for reflection, observation, and responsive teaching.



	Attention and Listening

	Attention and listening are foundational for receptive language development. Without the ability to attend to and process spoken language, children struggle to understand and use language effectively.
These skills are essential for following conversations, retaining information, and engaging in learning. They also support joint attention, a key early communication skill where two people focus on the same object or event.
	Sustained attention (focusing over time),

	
	
	Selective attention (filtering out distractions),

	
	
	Auditory processing (interpreting sounds and spoken words).

	Social Communication

	Social communication involves using language appropriately in social contexts. It includes both verbal and non-verbal skills
	Understanding and using eye contact, gestures, and facial expressions.

	
	
	Knowing how to take turns, listen actively, and adjust communication based on the listener.

	
	
	Recognising social cues like boredom or confusion.


	
	
	Understanding personal space and social norms.


	
	
	Developing Theory of Mind—the ability to consider others’ thoughts, feelings, and intentions.

	
	
	Using pragmatic language to greet, request, inform, or apologise appropriately

	Play

	Play is a natural and essential context for language learning. Through play, children:

	Experiment with sounds, words, and social roles.


	
	
	Develop narrative skills, turn-taking, and problem-solving.


	
	
	Engage in symbolic play, where one object represents another (e.g., a block as a car), which supports abstract thinking and literacy.

	
	
	Learn that written symbols (letters) can represent spoken words, and spoken words can represent real-world objects or ideas.

	Understanding Language (Receptive Language)

	Receptive language is the ability to understand and process spoken or written language. It includes:

	Understanding vocabulary and grammatical structures.


	
	
	Following multi-step directions.


	
	
	Comprehending questions, stories, and conversations.


	
	
	Interpreting figurative language, such as jokes, idioms (e.g., “get a grip”), and sarcasm.

	
	
	Using auditory memory to retain and recall spoken information.


	Using Language (Expressive Language)

	Expressive language is the ability to use words, sentences, and gestures to communicate thoughts, needs, and ideas. It involves:

	Constructing sentences and longer stretches of speech.


	
	
	Organising information logically to make sense.


	
	
	Adapting language to suit different contexts and audiences.


	
	
	Using narrative skills to tell stories or describe events.


	
	
	Taking turns and maintaining conversational flow.


	Speech

	Speech refers to the physical production of sounds that form words. Key components include:

	Articulation: Making sounds like “k” and “t” clearly.


	
	
	Fluency: Speaking smoothly without excessive hesitation or repetition.


	
	
	Voice quality: Using a clear, expressive voice that conveys meaning.


	
	
	Phonological awareness: Recognising and manipulating sounds in words, which supports reading and spelling.


R2i SLCN Outline of Toolkit Contents

	Speech
	Language
	Communication

	Universal Provision

	· Environment 
· Opportunities 
· Interactions 
· Family/parental engagement
	· Better Communication Classroom Observation Tool
· Universal SLCN Training-Talking Still Matters

	R2i Initial Toolkit completed – SLCN identified area of need


	SLCN Domain Toolkit

	 The PLAN
	EAL vs SLCN Checklist

	
	Initial SCLN Screener

	
	Time sampling SLCN observation

	
	SLCN Age-Specific Screener 

	
	SLCN Parental Questionnaire 

	
	Developmental Norms

	The DO
	Area
	Intervention Examples

	
	Attention and Listening
	Quick Wins

	
	Play and Interaction
	Quick Wins

	
	Understanding
	Narrative Intervention

	
	Vocabulary
	Word-Finding Difficulties Intervention
Blanks

	
	Words and Sentences
	Colourful Semantics

	
	Spoken Language
	Phonological Processing Intervention

	
	Speech Sounds Screener
	Basic Speech Sounds information and Training

	When to refer to SALT
	Referral Form and Information
	AFTER REVIEW OF ABOVE INTERVENTION

	General Documents:
· Referral to SALT Document
· SLCN Model
· SLCN Guide








