
Speech, language 
and communication 
needs in the early 
years. 
What to look for and 
how to help 



 
Session aims: 
 
• Recognising Speech, Language and 

Communication Needs (SLCN) and its impact 
 

• To be aware of speech and language 
development from age 2 to 5 years 

 
• Supporting SLCN in the nursery 

 
 
 
 
 



Speech, Language & communication 

Speech: articulation of sounds on own & within words 

 

Language: 

×Receptive= Understanding of what is being said 

×Expressive= Being able to express ideas and thoughts 

 

Communication: the ability to communicate and interact 

with people, including non-verbal communication e.g. eye 

contact, facial expression, gesture, turn taking, body   

language.  





Prevalence of Speech, Language and 
Communication Needs  

8% of all 
children 

have 
specific 

language 
impairment  

10% of all 
children have 
Significant, 
Long Term 

SLCN 

50% of children in 
areas of social 

disadvantage have 
SLCN at school entry 

 

Most children with SEN have SLCN 
 

Some children have specific language impairments  
in the absence of any other difficulty .  

fƤȦƚ Ƥŏķ ŮŸƚƤ ƒƕķƽĐŧķůƤ ĪŏœŧİŏŸŸİ İœƚĐĩœŧœƤǄȆ  
but is much misunderstood.  

 
 

Around half the children in areas of social  
disadvantage can have SLCN. 

Children with SLCN start school without the  
Language they need in order to learn and are  

disadvantaged from the start. 
 
 

Language difficulties impact across all areas of  
development and on longer term prospects.  

Children need language to learn, socialise, to  
manage their behaviour and develop  

emotionally.  
 

From: A Generation Adrift.  
The Communication Trust 2013 

 
 





Activity  
•Look at the statements given about children’s 

speech, language and communication abilities 

and decide, based on the child’s abilities, what 

age bracket that child should be. 

 

NB: This is based on the ‘average’ UK child. 

 

 

 



The Communication Trust  
 

Universally Speaking – early years. 

Free resource 

 
http://www.talkingpoint.org.uk/sites/talkingpoint.org.uk/f

iles/FINAL_Universally_Speaking_-

_Early_Years_Web_Version.pdf 
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What to expect at 2 yrs 
•Using 50 or more single words 
•Linking 2-ǰ ƾŸƕİƚ œůƤŸ ƚŏŸƕƤ ƚķůƤķůĪķƚȆ ȥĩǄķ 

bye ŮŸŮŮǄȆ ŮŸƕķ šƪœĪķȦ 
•Understanding 200-500 words and simple 

instructions 
•Enjoys pretend play 
•Attends to adult but easily distracted  
•!ƚŤœůŊ ƚœŮƒŧķ ƔƪķƚƤœŸůƚ ȥƾŏŸ ƤŏĐƤȑƾŏĐƤ 
ƤŏĐƤȌȦ 
•Speech can be unclear 
Taken from Communication Trust  



What to expect at 3 yrs 
Using up to 300 words 
ÛƚœůŊ İœŉŉķƕķůƤ ƤǄƒķƚ Ÿŉ ƾŸƕİƚ ķȋŊȋ ȥĩœŊȆ ƚŸŉƤȆ ŸůȆ ŧŸƤƚȆ 
ķĐƤœůŊȦ 
Puts 4-5 word together and asks lots of questions 
Understanding longer instructions and who what 
where questions 
Loves make believe play  
Can switch attention between play and listening to 
someone talking 
Very sociable and can hold a conversation 
Recognising emotions 
Taken from Communication Trust  



What to expect at 4 yrs 
•Using long sentences and linking sentences 
ƤŸŊķƤŏķƕ ƪƚœůŊ ȥĐůİȦ 
•Describing events that have happened using 

past tense 
•Asking and answering lots of questions 
œůĪŧƪİœůŊ ȥƾŏķƕķȆ ƾŏŸȆ ƾŏǄȦ 
•Mostly clear speech but may still struggle 
ƾœƤŏ ȥƕȆ ŧȆ thȦ 
•Loves make-believe play 
•Can listen to longer stories 
•Can play games with peers 
Taken from Communication Trust  



What to expect at 5yrs 
•Be able to listen to language and carry on with a task more 

easily 

•Understanding 4+ key words in a sentence 

•Understanding tenses, pronouns and negatives 

•Able to use describing words 

•Able to label emotions 

•Able to listen to stories and answer questions 

•Asking lots of questions 

•Able to describe events 

•Using ‘and, because’ to link their ideas 

•Using most speech sounds but ‘r, sh, ch, j, th’ often unclear 
 
Taken from Communication Trust  



Things to look out for… 
 

•Not reaching expected ‘norms’ for age. 

•Child may have poor eye contact or struggle around 

others or with change.  

•Stammer – not just the beginnings of words. 
•Child’s speech may be difficult to understand some/all 

of the time (over 3s). 

•Not following instructions without watching and copying 

peers.  

•Concerns with eating and drinking eg often coughs and 

struggles to chew/swallow food 

•Not talking/ selective mute 



What to do if concerns arise? 
• Identify pupils early to access intervention. 

•Discuss concerns with your SENDCO and the 

child’s parents/carers. 

•Use the developmental norms given (or other 

similar baselines) to check if child is doing what 

you’d expect. If not – put a target in place to 

support the area of concern. (Wellcomm tool is 

excellent for this) 

• If no progress after an agreed time, refer to SLT.  



Top tips for Early Years Practitioners 



Supporting SLCN in nursery  
 
 

Good practise: What do you do? 



Supporting SLCN in nursery 
 
 
 

Good practise: The hungry 
caterpillar  



Supporting SLCN in nursery  
 
 

Good practise: What do you do? 



•Any questions? 



Thank you for 
listening 

For more info visit our website at 
www.soundswellspeech.com 

http://www.soundswellspeech.com
http://www.soundswellspeech.com

