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Aims of the session

• To recognise the link between language 
and communication needs and SEMH 
presentation.

• To consider which language and 
communication skills are particularly 
relevant to SEMH.

• To understand the concept of ‘double 
disadvantage’. Identifying pupils who 
may be particularly at risk of both 
SEMH and language and 
communication needs.

• To know some assessment tools and 
strategies that can be used to support 
pupils.



What do we know?

• At least 81% of pupils who present 
with SEMH have unidentified 
language needs (Hollo et al, 2014). 

• Pupils with language and 
communication needs are much 
more likely to experience mental 
health difficulties. 

• Language and communication needs 
present a barrier to accessing 
support. 



Key areas of language and communication 



Double 
Disadvantage

• Strong correlation between the two 
areas.

• Complex interplay between the two 
areas – too simplistic to say that one 
need causes the other.

• Pupils who present with needs in both 
areas are at a ‘double disadvantage’ in 
relation to appropriate assessment 
and provision.

• For example, to become good 
communicators, pupils need 
opportunities for social interactions –
these opportunities could be 
impacted because of language and 
communication needs or due to 
SEMH.



Assessment
• Can be formal or informal
• If unable to assess – assume 

language and communication 
needs.

• SLCN/SEMH GRT.
• C&I Team webinars.



Support & Provision

• Identify language needs – build a 
profile.

• Encourage staff to be curious –
what language and 
communication needs may be 
underpinning this behaviour?

• Use ‘language-friendly’ 
approaches at all times.

• Focus on interventions which 
build connections….once these 
relationships are established, 
more complex language skills can 
be targeted.



Adaptations to 
reduce the barrier

• Adult use of language

• Visual supports

• Task lists – manageable chunks

• 4 comments to every 1 question



Ideas and activities
• Activities which develop both 

language and communication, 
whilst building relationships with 
adults.

• To ‘think, know, remember’ – 
reflect on shared experiences.

• Understand different perspectives.
• Allow others to take control.



Key take-aways

• Assume language and 
communication needs 
until proven otherwise.

• Prioritise pupils with 
SEMH for language 
screening.

• All staff working with a 
pupil need to be aware 
of that individual’s 
language profile.
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