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Your Child’s Unique Communication 

Needs 

If your child struggles to understand instructions or 

conversations, especially when they’re given without clear 

context, you might wonder how much they understand. Many 

children with developmental delays, such as Autism Spectrum 

Disorder (ASD) or Developmental Language Disorder (DLD), 

find it easier to understand when instructions are paired with 

familiar settings, gestures, or visual cues. This guide explains 

why this happens, how you can support your child, and 

provides a simple activity to see their comprehension in 

action. 
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Understanding the Comprehension 

Deficit 

Some children have difficulty processing language, especially 

abstract words (like time) or instructions given out of the blue. 

This is common in neurodevelopmental conditions like ASD 

or DLD. Here’s what this looks like: 

• Comprehension Challenges: Your child may struggle 

with instructions involving abstract terms (e.g., location or 

time words like after, yesterday, closer, further) without 

extra support. 

• Context Helps: Understanding improves when 

instructions are given in familiar settings or with gestures, 

like pointing to a clock when saying time for bed. 

• Out-of-Context Struggles: Instructions or questions 

without clear context, like “What book did the teacher 

read?” or “What colour is the moon?”  during playtime, 

may lead to confusion or repetition (echolalia). 

• Delayed Understanding: Your child may understand 

instructions after a delay, relying on extra cues to process 

them. 

These patterns often stem from challenges in: 

• Abstract Thinking: Words like time are hard because 

they lack clear, concrete meaning without context 

(Boucher, 2012; Norbury & Sparks, 2013). 
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• Working Memory: Holding and processing instructions 

takes longer, especially without visual or situational 

support (Leonard, 2014; Hill, 2004). 

• Sensory Processing: Children may rely on gestures or 

visuals to make sense of language, common in ASD 

(Benson et al., 2006) 

• Symbolic Play: Children may struggle to process novel 

or abstract instructions due to deficits in pretend play, 

which requires understanding multiple meanings 

(Westby, 2022). 

Why Context Matters 

When instructions are given in a familiar setting (e.g., time to 

eat at the kitchen table), children can use clues like the 

environment or gestures to understand. Without these cues, 

language becomes harder to process. For example, during a 

chat about school, your child might say good when asked, 

“How was your day?” but struggle with an unexpected 

question like “What book did the teacher read?” This shows 

their reliance on context and why their challenges may be 

more significant than they seem in routine situations. 
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Try This at Home: Exploring 

Contextualised vs. Decontextualised 

Language 

To see how context helps your child understand language, try 

this activity during a familiar playtime with a baby doll: 

Materials: Baby doll, toy bottle, toy bed 

1. Contextualised Instruction: While playing with a 

baby doll (e.g., feeding or cuddling it), say, “Feed the 

baby the bottle,” with the toy bottle visible. Note their 

response. Do they pick up the bottle and pretend to 

feed the doll? 

2. Decontextualised Instruction: During the same 

playtime, say playfully, “Feed the baby the bed,” 

without pointing or gesturing. Observe their reaction. 

Do they seem confused, repeat the words, not 

respond, or follow the familiar routine of feeding the 

baby the bottle? 

3. Compare and Check: When you say, “Feed the baby 

the bottle,” see if your child picks up the toy bottle and 

feeds the doll, showing they understand the familiar 

task. When you say, “Feed the baby the bed,” note if 

they hesitate, repeat the phrase, look puzzled, or feed 

the baby the bottle instead. Hesitation or puzzlement 

suggests they recognise the instruction as unusual but 

may struggle to understand it. Feeding the bottle 

indicates reliance on the familiar routine, showing the 

decontextualised instruction wasn’t fully processed. 
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Why It Happens: The instruction “Feed the baby the bed” 

requires the child to:  

1. Understand the pretence framework (i.e., it’s not a real 

action). 

2. Process the word order and meanings of “feed,” 

“baby,” and “bed.” 

3. Override the familiar routine of feeding a baby a bottle 

to perform an absurd action.  

Typically developing 4- to 5-year-olds can usually perform this 

by pretending to “feed” the bed to the doll (e.g., holding the 

bed near the doll’s mouth), showing they grasp the symbolic 

and playful nature of the request. Children with ASD or DLD, 

however, may struggle with this even at older ages due to 

deficits in symbolic play, Theory of Mind (ToM), and working 

memory (Westby, 2022; Boucher, 2012). 

This activity shows why familiar routines and cues are key for 

your child’s comprehension and how unusual instructions 

reveal ongoing challenges. 

How You Can Support Your Child 

Here are practical, low-cost ways to help your child using 

tools you may have: 

• Visual Schedules: Create picture-based schedules 

(e.g., for daily routines).  

• Gestures and Cues: Pair instructions with gestures, like 

pointing to objects (e.g., a plate for time to eat). 
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Why Ongoing Support Matters 

Your child’s progress is something to celebrate, but 

challenges with comprehension, especially without context, 

suggest they may need continued support. Therapies, visual 

aids, and structured routines can help them build on their 

strengths. If your child is funded through programs like the 

NDIS, this support can provide access to resources to help 

them thrive. 

Resources for You 

• Speech Pathology Australia (SPA): Free tips for 

supporting language development. 

• CDC Developmental Milestones: Checklists to track 

your child’s progress.  

• NDIS: Learn more about funding and eligibility 

(www.ndis.gov.au). 

A Final Note 

Your dedication to your child is making a difference. By using 

context to support their understanding and seeking 

professional guidance (e.g., from a speech-language 

pathologist), you’re helping them grow. If you have questions, 
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reach out to your support coordinator or a developmental 

specialist. 
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