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Speech Sound Disorders and Literacy

A speech sound disorder (SSD) refers to difficulties
producing sounds, such as a lisp. However, a speech
sound disorder can also impact how a child perceives
a sound or their understanding of the unspoken
rules that govern when and where certain sounds are
produced. This can have negative consequences on
literacy.

If a child is not perceiving a sound correctly, they
could consequently have trouble decoding the

sound while reading or using the correct letter for
spelling.” For example, a child struggling to hear the
difference between a /t/ and a /k/ might spell “tup”
for “cup”. Even if a child with an SSD is saying the
sound correctly, they still can be perceiving the sound
incorrectly.?

Researchers have found that 25% of children
receiving treatment for an SSD also have a reading
disability.* Fifty percent of children with an SSD
and/or spoken language disorder also presented with
a literacy disorder.” In another study, preschoolers
with low intelligibility (the ability for speech to be
understood by others) were more likely to have
problems with literacy in elementary school.?

Hearing impairments weaken the ability to perceive
all types of sounds, including speech sounds called
phonemes. Altered perception of phonemes can
impact reading, writing, and how speech sounds are
produced. Although hearing impairments seem rare,
researchers in one study found that 54% of children
diagnosed with a reading disorder failed a hearing
screening.®
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Here is what you can do for young children and
children with an SSD:

e Early identification of SSDs is key. If a
student has low intelligibly in preschool,
consult a speech-language pathologist
for a possible screening or evaluation.

e Conduct regular hearing screenings.

e If a child is referred to a child study
team for a possible SSD, probe and
consider evaluating literacy skills.
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e Monitor diagnosed SSD students for
reading and writing problems.

¢ When appropriate, work on phoneme
perception tasks with SSD students. This
could not only have positive outcomes
for sound production but reading and
spelling as well.

e Use an FM system when recommended
by an audiologist.

¢ Collaborate with parents, teachers,
speech-language pathologists, reading
specialists, and other professionals.

¢ Always read, read, and read some more

to children.
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