Speech and Language Impairment
What is a Speech and Language Impairment?
Arizona Revised Statutes (ARS) § 15-761(35) states
that a “Speech/Language impairment means a
communication disorder such as stuttering, impaired
articulation, severe disorders of syntax, semantics of
vocabulary, or functional language skills, or a voice
impairment…to the extent that it calls attention to
itself, it interferes with communication or causes a
child to be maladjusted.”
When events such as illness or accidents occur before
or after birth, abnormalities may appear during speech
or language development. Language typically evolves
in a very similar pattern among most children. Those
states of development that do not occur on time and in
sequence may indicate a problem with learning to
communicate.
Speech language impairment (SLI) is sometimes
present in children who are developmentally delayed
or who have a physical condition such as a cleft
palate. Sensory impairments which result in vision
and/or hearing loss contribute to SLI as well.
Speech and language impairments fall into two major
categories. One has to do with the formation and
production of speech sounds (articulation). The other
has to do with attaching words to objects and ideas,
then stringing them together in a manner that makes
sense (language and syntax).
Lisping is an articulation disorder that occurs when
the improper placement of the tongue affects the
production of speech sounds. Stuttering affects the
smooth delivery of spoken language (fluency). It is
considered a disability of childhood with onset before
the age of six and is more prevalent in boys than in
girls. The causes are not known, but are thought to be
related to and triggered by specific situations.

Sometimes, parents are unaware of a speech/language
problem until their child is screened for entrance to
school. Kindergarten screening measures both
expressive and receptive language development. Most
screening devices check to see whether a child is
developing typical language for his/her age.
How Common is a Speech and Language
Impairment?
In the 2006–2007 school year, 24,003 students were
classified as having a speech and language disorder
and received special education services. This number
represents 2.16% of the 1,112,610 children enrolled in
Arizona public schools as of October 1, 2006, and
accounts for 19.3% of the total special education
population.
What Effects Do Speech and Language
Impairments Have on Children?
Since language is essential for learning, early
diagnosis and treatment of impairments is important.
School success relies heavily on the ability of a
student and his teacher to communicate, and on the
student’s ability to build peer relationships. Language
skills are critical in developing these relationships.
Because oral language proficiency is not regularly
included in later academic testing, the initial
recognition that a child has a language impairment
may occur when problems begin to appear in their
academic performance. The academic concerns would
result in a screening and/or a comprehensive
evaluation which would likely reveal the SLI. These
problems may present themselves as a difficulty in
understanding language, processing meaning, or
expressing oneself in words.
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