
Educational support for students  
with speech difficulties

Speech difficulties can be divided into two categories: extrinsic (exogenous, 
having a cause external to the body) in which no anatomical changes can be found 
to account for a disorder; and intrinsic (endogenous, having a cause internal 
to the body) whereby a disorder is caused by a physical impairment. Most of 
these difficulties include various problems and irregularities in the tone of voice, 
phonation, and articulation. Students with speech impairment will usually exhibit 
the following:
• speech sound disorders: distortion of speech sounds, or the inability to 

produce them due to structural impairment of the organs of speech or a 
reduction in hearing;

• dysarthria: distortion of speech sounds , or the inability to produce them due to 
an impairment of speech muscles caused by damage to the nerves and/or brain

• stuttering: disorder of speech fluency (rhythm and pace)
• speech neurosis: mutism, aphonia, stammering, persons with neurotic 

disorders can also have problems with the pace of speech and the volume and 
pitch of voice.

The disorders listed above may in varying degrees prevent the person from 
participating fully in society, including university studies.

Difficulties:

In the learning process, students with speech difficulties may 
have problems with:
• contributing to classes that require verbal participation: 

seminars, discussions; delivering papers or giving 
multimedia presentations



• anxiety over speaking in public
• taking oral tests and exams.

Educational support strategies:

Classes and exams should be adjusted individually according to the student’s 
speech difficulties. The following guidelines will help to facilitate his or her 
learning process: 

• Allow the student to speak at his or her own pace. It is vital that you devote 
time and effort to understanding his or her contribution and that you neither 
interrupt nor try to finish the sentence for the student.

• In case you fail to understand the student’s oral contribution, ask him or her to 
repeat or write it down.

• Make students take turns during discussion so that the student with speech 
difficulties knows when to speak. Avoid asking random questions as 
they increase his or her stress levels and may trigger speech disorders (eg 
stammering).

• If the student is speaking, maintain eye contact and use approving and 
understanding gestures (eg nod your head).

• Speak in a calm and quiet manner to create a more leisurely atmosphere.

• Assign presentation topics well in advance so that the student has enough time 
to familiarize him or herself with the topic and prepare a presentation.

• If necessary, allow the student to submit the presentation using alternative 
means, eg as a written paper.

• In the oral exam, allow the student time to prepare his or her answer; and to 
make a list of the most relevant points.

• In case the student exhibits major speech difficulty, allow him or her to take an 
exam/test in a written form.

• Treat the student’s speech difficulty as natural. This will 
help to avoid embarrassment on his or her part and will not 
foster negative reactions.
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