
Oral Language Survey

Indicators of Language Difficulty

Included in the list below are several characteristics that can be indicative of oral language 
difficulty in children. This list is not exhaustive and should not be used to diagnose language 
disorder, and instead, make teachers and caregivers to “red flags” that could indicate global 
or specific difficulties in oral language.

If you notice that a student is demonstrating red flags, frequently and across contexts
(e.g., home and throughout the day at school), it will be important to consult with your 
schools’ speech-language pathologist and make a referral if needed. Because oral language 
is foundational for literacy and all learning, ensuring that students have the appropriate 
support they need in the classroom.

For a student in question, ask yourself the following:

• Does the student demonstrate any of these indicators frequently and across various  
 contexts?

• Are some indicators more pronounced during certain activities or during certain times  
 of the day?

• Does the family report presence of these indicators at home?

Together with other formative and diagnostic assessments, use this tool to gather more
information about a student’s language profile.
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Child’s Name: Age and Birthday:
Language/Dialect Spoken: Date Completed:
Person Completing Form: Relationship to Student:

WORD RETRIEVAL
Has difficulty retrieving specific words
(e.g., calls a “truck” or “van” a “car”)

Difficulty remembering/retrieving verbal
sequences (e.g., alphabet, days of the week)

Often uses nonspecific words (e.g., “stuff”
or “things”)

Difficulty retrieving temporal or spatial
words (e.g., before, under, above, left, right,
front, back)Excessive use of filler words (e.g., “umm”

or “uhh”)
VERBAL MEMORY

Difficulty remembering/following instructions or multi-step directions
COMPREHENSION

Weak concept knowledge Difficulty answering questions
Difficulty grasping abstract concepts Difficulty with inference and verbal

reasoning (e.g., predicting outcomes, drawing
conclusions)

Difficulty understanding multiple
meanings

PHONOLOGICAL SENSITIVITY
Struggles with rhyming Struggles with other phonological sensitivity

skills (word awareness, syllable awareness,
onset-rime awareness)

EXPRESSIVE LANGUAGE
Talks in circles (circumlocutions),
disorganized, incomplete sentences and
stories

Limited expressive vocabulary, depth and
breadth (e.g., repeated words, uses “good” for
happy, nice, well-behaved)

Speaks in short, simple sentences Difficulty sequencing ideas or events
Errors in pronoun use (e.g., “me want that”
or “her has my pencil”)

Overregularization of past tense (e.g., “he
goed to the store” or “I catched the ball”)




