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HOW CEREBRAL PALSY AFFECTS SPEECH
IN EARLY CHILDHOOD

HOW TO TEACH THE INITIAL /S/ SOUND

Cerebral palsy (CP) is the most prevalent disability among children 
so it is important for speech-language pathologists to have a strong 
understanding of this disorder. Of every thousand children in 
the United States, approximately two to four have CP, a disorder 
that affects motor function. This disorder can occur when there is 
an irregularity in the development of the brain in early stages of 
development (Hustad, Patel, Nip, & Boliek, 2011). As a result of 
CP, children may experience challenges with gross motor skills and 
communication skills (Hustad, n.d.). 

It is highly common for children to experience difficulty 
pronouncing the initial /s/ sound in their early years 
of development. The /s/ sound, which is classified 
as a “fricative” can be more difficult for children to 
pronounce than “stops” (also known as “plosives”) such 
as /p/, /b/, /t/, or /d/. In order to accurately produce 
the /s/ sound, your tongue tip needs to be placed right 
behind your teeth. In addition to the tongue tip being 
pressed against the back of the teeth, the sides of the 
tongue should also be pressed against the sides of the 
teeth and the roof of the mouth. This precise tongue 
placement allows the flow of air to travel up and down 
the middle of the tongue. 

If your child is having difficulty producing the /s/ 
sound, there are various strategies that you can use to 
practice. If your child still experiences trouble with the 
/s/ sound after home practice, it may be beneficial to 
consult your child’s pediatrician to determine whether 
they recommend an evaluation with a speech-language 
pathologist. 

Here are some helpful ways to teach the /s/ sound:
• Focus on tongue position: To properly produce the

/s/ sound, it is important for the tongue to stay behind 
the teeth. When your child is producing words with an 
initial /s/, you can provide prompts to make sure they 
are keeping their tongue behind the front teeth.

• Sing-alongs: Find songs that frequently repeat the /s/
sound, such as the “Itsy Bitsy Spider”. This can help 
your child practice the /s/ sound while also having 
fun.

• Flashcards: Create flashcards (either by hand or using
the computer) of images that begin with an /s/ sound 
such as “snake,” “snail,” or “sailboat.” Have your child 
pick cards and pronounce the name of each image. 
You can even make it like a game of memory.
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Since CP affects the coordination of a child’s movements (motor functioning) 
and muscles, the movements required to produce speech sounds (verbal 
communication) or gestures (nonverbal communication) may be significantly 
impacted by the disorder. You may not realize it on a daily basis, but a 
significant amount of sequencing and coordination is required to produce 
speech. If a child has CP, their ability to initiate the movement of their 
articulators (e.g. tongue or jaw) may be mildly to severely impaired 
(Pennington, Goldbart, & Marshall, 2004).

Studies show that the majority of children with CP (approximately 60%) 
experience difficulties communicating with others due to dysarthria, disorders 
of language, or cognition (Hustad, n.d.). In addition to the oral motor 
impairment that affects the physical movements required to produce speech, 
CP may affect cognition and intellect. These factors may also contribute to 
speech production. While not all children with CP are cognitively affected by 
the disorder, the majority of children with CP may present with a learning or 
intellectual disability (Hustad, Patel, Nip, & Boliek, 2011). 

When children with CP work with a speech-language pathologist, it is 
important for the clinician to assess the severity of the speech sound disorder 
caused by the CP. The speech-language pathologist will also determine the 
specific areas of speech production that pose the greatest difficulty for the 
child. In order to ensure the highest level of care, it is important to create an 
individualized plan of care based on the results of the evaluation. Children 
with CP may also benefit from a multidisciplinary approach to treatment that 
incorporates the expertise of multiple domains (Ferrari, Cioni, et al., 2005). 

As you explore speech therapy for your child, it is important to consider 
the areas where your child requires the most assistance. A speech-
language pathologist can also help you to assess these skills and provide 
recommendations for treatment. In many cases, augmentative and alternative 
communication (AAC), such as iPads or picture exchange systems, can be 
highly beneficial for children with CP who experience difficulty with verbal 
means of communication.

How Cerebral Palsy Affects Speech in Early Childhood  Continued...

HOW LONG DO CHILDREN
TYPICALLY EXHIBIT FINAL 
CONSONANT DELETION?

APP OF THE MONTH:

If your child routinely drops the final 
consonant from words, you may be 
accustomed to hearing pronunciations such 
as “cuh” instead of “cup” (deleting the final 
/p/), “buh” instead of “bug” (deleting the 
final /g/), or “daw” instead of “dog” (deleting 
the final /g/). While this production is not 
correct, know that this is a common pattern 
for children who are in the early stages of 
speech and language development. In the field 
of speech-language pathology, these speech 
errors that are a part of normal development 
are called “phonological processes.” (There 
are many types of phonological processes that 
are a normal part of the language acquisition 
process, but we’ll save that for another day!)

As children develop more advanced speech 
and language skills, however, you will begin 
to see these phonological processes disappear. 
For final consonant deletion, this process 
tends to subside by the time a child reaches the 
age of 3 or 3.5 years old.

If your child tends to drop the final consonant 
at the end of words (perhaps past this age), 
there are strategies that you can use at home 
to help with this pattern. Are there are specific 
sounds, such as /p/ or /d/, that pose the most 
difficulty for your child? You might try finding 
opportunities to incorporate these sounds into 
daily routines. For example, you could say, 
“Your juice is in the cup” (emphasizing the /p/ 
sound), then ask your child “Where is your 
juice?” There are also excellent activities online 
(Pinterest or Teachers Pay Teachers) that you 
can try!

About The App
This app helps children build sight word 
skills and expressive language through fun, 
engaging activities!

Ages 4+
Target Skills
Education

Endless Reader
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About Aspire Speech & Learning Center
Aspire Speech and Learning Center, formerly Center for Communication Skills, is a premier provider of speech therapy 
services and academic support in the greater Fresno area.  Kathryn Wage and her team of experienced speech therapists have a 
long-standing and well-deserved reputation for providing services that improve the lives of their clients.  The therapists are 
well known for supporting parents in improving optimum functional outcomes for their children. The practice has grown 
rapidly since moving to the California Learning Connection and provides services through a wide range of payer options, both 
public and private, and receives referrals from top pediatrician practices and elite preschools around Fresno.  We offer free 
consultations to prospective clients to help determine the best fit for our offerings.

Contact Aspire Speech & Learning at Grow@AspireSpeech.com or call (559) 228-9100

About Kathryn Wage
Kathryn has worked in the field of 
speech-language pathology for more 
than 40 years and has been at the 
forefront of bringing new therapies to 
clients in the area.  A graduate of 
California State University, Fresno, she 
has dedicated her career to improving 
communication skills for both children 
and adults.  Her career has included 
working in public schools and for the 
state of California, teaching classes at 
Fresno State and Fresno Pacific Universities, and founding a 
private practice, Aspire Speech and Learning Center, formerly 
known as the Center for Communication Skills.  Kathryn is often 
called upon to provide independent educational evaluations for 
students whose necessary services are difficult to determine. She is 
a life-long resident of Fresno and lives with her husband Herman. 
Together they have two adult children living in Fremont and 
Frankfurt, Germany and a dog named Sophie.

Why Kathryn loves being a speech therapist:
I cannot think of any better gift to give others than the gift of a 
personal connection through communication.  Communication is 
essential to being human and to lifelong development.  I believe 
each person has the capacity and desire to communicate; some of 
us just need help to find the way.  I love the process of solving 
these challenges and helping people reach their potential.

Testimonials
“Kathryn knows children and communication issues. I trust her 
skill and judgment, and that of her entire staff.”

“Kathryn has gathered knowledgeable and compassionate speech 
therapists at Aspire Speech and Learning Center.  She has made
a place where all are welcome.”

“Kathryn Wage has created a vital resource that is unique to 
Central California providing needed therapy and educational 
support services to individuals of all ages. I know first-hand 
because my granddaughter, now a junior in college, is excelling 
in writing and English.”
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