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Following directions requires strong knowledge of basic concepts and the ability to process and retain 

auditory information.  Aside from difficulties with attending to and/or hearing information, the way in 

which we word our instructions can affect a child’s ability to understand.  There are a number of factors 

to consider when providing instructions within the classroom. 

 

Vocabulary: Some children do not have a large receptive vocabulary.  We can not assume that a child 

knows the names of all the objects in a classroom.   

 

Basic Concepts: The various types of concepts are not learned all at the same time.  Your Speech-

Language Pathologist can provide a chart of developmental norms if needed.  The type of concept that 

is used may affect a child’s ability to understand.  Types of basic concepts include: 

• Colour 

• Size 

• Shape 

• Texture (e.g. rough, smooth) 

• Characteristics (e.g. old, new) 

• Social/emotional (e.g. happy, sad) 

• Direction (e.g. through, around) 

• Sequence (e.g. first, last)  

• Quantity (e.g. few, many) 

• Time (e.g. after, earlier) 

• Conditional (e.g. if, don’t unless) 

 

It is helpful to demonstrate the meaning of the concepts.  Gestures and pictures can be used to teach the 

meaning of the concepts.  Concepts are best learned when they are presented in opposite pairs (e.g. 

above/below, low/high, many/few).  

 

Length: The number of steps in an instruction affects children’s ability to recall the information.  In 

general, the fewer steps you provide between tasks, the better.  Some children are only able to follow 

one-step instructions but others may be able to follow three-step instructions. 

 

Amount of Information: The number of concepts or ideas in a sentence can also affect a child’s ability 

to understand instructions.  A child may be able to understand the instruction “Put the red square at 

the top of the page” but not “Put the small red square at the top of the second page”.   
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Complexity of Sentences: Some children are only able to understand a simple, subject-verb-object 

sentence (e.g. Open your book).  Others may be able to understand sentences with coordinated 

conjunctions (e.g. Open your book and turn to page 69), subordinating conjunctions (e.g. Put your 

finger on the words while you are listening to the story) or complex sentences with embedded phrases 

(e.g. Look at the book that is sitting on the floor while the others are finishing).  The difference between 

using an active sentence (e.g. The girls will hit the ball) versus a passive sentence (e.g. The ball will be 

hit by the girls) can make a difference to a child’s ability to follow through with instructions. 

 

Rate of Presentation: Slowing down your speech, emphasizing important words and providing up to 

10 seconds between each instruction can save a lot of time in repeating yourself later or trying to get 

language delayed children to ‘catch up’ to the other children.   

 

Repetition: Repeating instructions two or three times in class can assist a child in processing 

instructions.  If the instructions are repeated, while you have the attention of the children, it can save 

time in having to repeat them later to each individual child after they have started their task. 

 

Using Negation: Some children have difficulty understand words such as ‘not’, ‘don’t’, ‘won’t’, 

‘shouldn’t’, and ‘can’t’.  These children may need to have instructions reworded so that they hear the 

positive version (i.e. what they should do). For example, you may want to say “Look at the books on the 

floor” instead of “Look at the books that aren’t on the shelf”. 

 

Using Direct versus Indirect Requests: Some students do not understand statements such as “Don’t 

you think you need a coat?” as meaning “You need to put on your jacket”.  If you asked a child “Can 

you close the door?” that child may reply ‘yes’ (he/she is capable of it) but not understand that you 

actually want them to close the door.   In general, it is easier for children to understand command 

statements than questions and they are more likely to respond to them. 

 

Setting Expectations: Of course, having the students’ attention for each instruction and having them 

listen for the full instruction is extremely important.  Set the expectation that they will do this early on 

in the year. 

 

Using Visuals: Presenting information in picture form is often the best way to get around children’s 

inability to understand spoken information.  When no pictures are available, simple diagrams or hand 

drawings can be just as effective.  
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