Word-Finding Difficulties

Characteristics (your child may demonstrate some of the following characteristics):

· Know the word he/she wants to retrieve, but can’t think of the word.

· Demonstrate increased understanding and often expressive skills do not reflect his/her knowledge.

· Show an observable time delay when trying to come up with a word or expressing a thought.

· Demonstrate difficulty recounting events, describing objects, feelings, or situations from memory.

· Demonstrate difficulty recalling words when objects/pictures are not present.

· Demonstrate difficulty expanding on a topic.  Few additional details are provided unless prompted, and if given may be disorganized and ambiguous.

· Demonstrate difficulty using language to ask or answer questions, especially under increased pressure or stress (e.g., being called upon in class, giving a speech, etc.).

· State: “I know that word, but I can’t think of it.”

· Use incomplete phrases and self-corrections when describing an experience or event.

· Use such vague words as this, that, those, they, stuff, and you know in place of words.

· Use circumlocutions (i.e., talking around a word/subject).

· Use fillers such as um, like, or you know.
· Use sound effects or gestures to explain/tell about something rather than using words.

· Use words referring to something that looks similar to the intended object/word (e.g., rope/string).

· Use words that begin with the same sound and have related meaning (e.g., blue/brown).

· Describe the functions of objects (e.g., “something you eat with”), or name something with a similar function as the target word (e.g., fork/spoon).

· Use a word that means the same thing as the target word (e.g., cloak/cape).

· Use a word that means the opposite of the target word (e.g., good/bad).

· Make up words that relate to some aspect of the person, place, or object.  This is often a function of the target word (e.g., floater/boat).

Effects of Word Finding Deficits on Communication

· Due to lack of detail and specific vocabulary in the child’s utterances, the listener may become unable to comprehend the message, making ongoing conversation difficult.

· The listener may continually have to ask the child for more information to understand; thereby assuming most of the responsibility for communication.

· Listeners may not perceive the child to be as intelligent as they truly are.

· Out of frustration, listeners may attempt to control the communicative interactions with the child. 

· The child may learn that talking is difficult and stop trying to tell about things, people, or events.  The child may also begin a pattern of responding to questions or conversational starters with “I don’t know,” as to avoid a communicative exchange.  
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Strategies for Facilitation Word Retrieval

It is important to remember that the child most-likely knows the word or idea that he/she would like to convey; however, has difficulty “finding” the word.  Most people have similar experiences, in which you have a word on the “tip of your tongue”; however, for children with word-retrieval difficulties it is multiplied in frequency and effects.  

The following cues and strategies may be used when communicating with a child with word-retrieval difficulties to assist in finding the word or words to say.  Some cues will work better than others for your child.  The cues presented are presented in a sequence from most direct (i.e., the most support) to more indirect (i.e., decreased support).

When you know what the child is trying to say:

· Tell the child the word then ask him/her to repeat it (e.g., “Tell me ___.”).

· Provide possible choices (e.g., “Is it ___ or ___?”).

· Provide a phrase that describes the word that the child can finish using the target word (e.g., “I sleep in a ___.”).

· Provide a related word and have the child complete the series (e.g., “Plates, knives, forks, and ___.”).

· Provide an example that means the opposite of the intended word (e.g., “It’s not a ___, it is a ___.”), and have the child complete the sentence.

· Provide a word meaning the same thing (i.e., synonym) as the target word (e.g., “Another word for __ is ___.”).

· Tell something about the word or describe the word (e.g., “It is something you can ride, it has four wheel.”).

· Provide the child with a part of a word to facilitate recall, such as providing the first sound, oral posture (i.e., without saying the initial sound, posture you mouth as to say the word), or partial sign of the target word. 

· Gesture or sign what the word of object is (e.g., pantomime holding and drinking from a cup).

· You can encourage the child to elaborate by asking him/her questions. 

When you don’t know what the child is trying to tell you:

· The child may need more time to retrieve the word.  You might say, “It’s ok, I really want to understand you.  I am listening.”

· Encourage the child by saying, “Tell me more”, “Tell me something else about it”, “Make a picture in you mind to help you remember”, “Keep trying to think of the word.”

· Ask the child specific questions in order to gain insight as to what the target word may be.  For example, “What do you do with it?”, “What does it look like?”, “Did something happen to you?”, “What category is it in?”, etc.

· Encourage the child to gesture, show, or point to indicate what they are referring to if possible.
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Examples of Games and Activities to Build Word-Retrieval Skills

· Name a common category (e.g., food, clothing, furniture, etc.) and ask the child to provide items in that category (e.g., “Tell me 3 different animals that live in the jungle.”).  If the child is demonstrating difficulty you may provide extra clues (e.g., “It has a trunk, is gray, and has large ears.”)

· Ask the child describe objects, people, places in sentences, using specific words (e.g., “Kim is a girl in my class; she has blonde hair and brown eyes.  We like to play together on the playground.  She is very funny.”).   

· Ask the child give you directions on how to do or make something (e.g., how he or she made an art project, how to play a game, how to make cookies, etc.).

· Ask the child to rapidly name a group of real objects or pictures of objects, people, numbers, letters, events, etc. to aide in rapid recall of labels.

· Facilitate retelling of stories with an expected outline answering the basic questions –who were the characters, -what happened in the story, -how did they feel, -how did it end.  

· Games such as “Guess Who”, “Clue”, “Go Fish” can facilitate use of descriptive words.

· Barrier games.  In this game, two people are provided with the same materials (e.g., shapes, stickers, markers, magnetic story boards, Lego’s, etc.).  One person is asked to construct a picture using the provided materials, then describe the creation to their partner using as many descriptive words as possible (e.g., left, right, top, bottom, middle, near, far, next to, etc.).  When the picture has been described, both partners reveal their creation and compare.  When described well, both pictures should look very similar.        
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