All we hear is baby ga-ga
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Kiwi kids who are struggling to speak need better access to therapists,

Joseph Barratt reports.
SOME KIWI children are now struggling to speak by the age of three — and a shortage of speech therapists is exacerbating the problem.

A UK survey has revealed almost one in six parents have had problems with their children learning to speak, and experts say those numbers are mirrored here.

The problem is even worse for boys, with one in four parents reporting a problem.

The most common age for children to say their first word is between 10 and 11 months, according to the YouGov survey, but 4 per cent of parents said their child did not utter their first word until the age of three. More than 1000 parents took part in the survey.

New Zealand speech and language specialists said the same problems applied here.

‘‘We are increasingly hearing from both primary and kindergarten teachers that kids are starting the first day of school with poor communication skills,’’ says Professor Thomas Klee from the Department of Communication Disorders at Canterbury University.

‘‘There needs to be more solid research. But there is no reason to suspect New Zealand is any better then the United Kingdom.’’

He says a range of factors contribute towards speech problems.

‘‘There are some studies that show kids that watch lots and lots of television have smaller vocabularies than kids whose parents are more active with them.

‘‘However, you can’t blame parents if their child is struggling. Kids who have severe problems are probably going to have difficulties regardless of the input they are getting.

‘‘I’ve found that kids who have severe problems on the whole have parents who are active with them. Reading story books is one of the best things a parent can do.’’

Klee warns that ignoring a child’s early speech difficulties could have dire long-term consequences.

‘‘A lot of kids grow out of it but many don’t.

‘‘It can lead to reading and writing problems and have a longer term impact. It stands to reason that if you can’t communicate, you act out. Research shows two thirds of youth offenders had communication problems in their early years.’’

Colette Maier, an Auckland speech and language therapist from Not Only Words, agrees.

‘‘Not every child who has a speech and language delay is going to go on and be a young offender or have difficulties at school but potentially they are more at risk.’’

She says parents need to be more aware of the issue and seek help earlier.

‘‘There tends to be an ethos in New Zealand to adopt a waitand-see approach.

‘‘Some early-childhood teachers, GPs, Plunket nurses tend to say, ‘hey look give it another six months and he will be fine’.

‘‘A speech and language therapist is able to identify a child at a much younger age who is at risk of having a persistent speech and language delay.’’

The Ministry of Education funds some speech therapy for the more serious cases but Maier said waiting lists can be between six and 12 months in Auckland.

New Zealand SpeechLanguage Therapists Association president Dr Megan McAuliffe called for the Government to do more for the early detection and treatment of children with speech difficulties.

Jo McKeowen, acting deputy secretary of special education at the Ministry of Education says around $15 million a year is spent on speech, language and communications services.

She says the ministry is aware of the waiting list and is working to resolve these issues.

