
Children at risk

Up to the age of 10 years, children who have a sentence length score that is
less than (their age in years +3) are at high risk of under achievement in
literacy and being seen as ‘inattentive’ or disruptive.  For example, a 9 year
old who cannot recall a 12-word sentence or a 6 year old who cannot recall a
9-word sentence.

Delay in the expected rate of development of auditory processing ability does
not necessarily imply a ‘diagnosis’. Children with normal intelligence can have
an isolated delay but it is a functional difficulty and many different conditions
can affect how the child functions in this way.
In addition to the developmental aspect,

• children with attention deficit disorder,
• speech and language difficulties,
• mild intellectual disability,
• emotional distress
• or children who are unfamiliar with the language (either language

background other than English or unfamiliar language content) can all
function poorly with this measure.

Children can be taught good listening skills and increased familiarity with
language, but it does not appear that children can increase their rate of
development with training.  For children to be able to progress and
understand what is being said, there must be a change in the way information
is presented.  It is crucial that teachers and parents be aware that for a child
to respond, they can only do so if the information is understood.

It is important for teachers to be aware of the normal range of ability in their
classroom, and to identify children who are at risk for poor acquisition of
literacy and for inattentive and disruptive behaviour.

Understanding the ability of the children in the classroom ensures that
communication is appropriate, and behaviour that reflects lack of
understanding can be identified.  These strategies benefit all children.  It is not
‘disadvantaging’ those who are able learners as there is less disruption, less
repetition and it is also easier for them to follow what is being said.

Basic strategies for communication are considered little more than good
pedagogical practice:

• catch the children’s attention,
• speak slowly,
• ‘chunk’ or phrase the information,
• maintain eye contact,
• and wait for compliance.



• If met with a ‘blank look’, repeat the information more simply.  Do not
elaborate.

• Use routines and visual cues where possible.

Summary:
• Find out what is ‘normal’
• Identify those at risk
• Implement basic communication strategies to the whole class and

especially those at risk
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