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Language competence among cognitively non- 
disabled individuals with cerebral palsy 
Tina Magnuson, Dept of Speech, Music and Hearing, KTH 

Abstract 
Many persons with congenital brain damage such as cerebral palsy do not experi- 
ence intellectual or cognitive dysfunction. Nevertheless, in this group we find more 
individuals with reading and writing diflculties than average. These dificulties 
may be related to poor underlying basic linguistic knowledge. In this study the 
intention is to explore basic linguistic competence in individuals with cerebral 
palsy who have reading and writing diflculties. Standard tests of language func- 
tion will be used. The results may help us in deciding what to include in compen- 
satory language or communication aids. 

Introduction 
Many individuals with congenital brain damage, 
cerebral palsy for example, have physical 
impairment accompanied by cognitive dysfunc- 
tion. However, there is also a large group of 
individuals with cerebral palsy who do not show 
any evidence of a decreased cognitive level. 
This group often has to struggle against other 
persons' prejudices toward individuals with 
speaking difficulties (dysarthria), involuntary 
facial gestures and limb movements etc. Their 
problem is often that they have to prove 
themselves to be intellectually competent. 

Nevertheless, adult individuals with cerebral 
palsy show a higher incidence of reading and 
writing difficulties than do the rest of the 
population. The reason for this can be discussed 
in many aspects. It may be due to fewer years of 
education or lower expectations from their 
environment and themselves. Reading and 
writing difficulties may also be part of the brain 
damage itself. In analogy with dyslexia, these 
reading and writing difficulties do not 
necessarily have to be related to other cognitive 
or intellectual disorders (Hgien & Lundberg, 
1992). Reading and writing difficulties among 
inividuals with cerebral palsy may thus be 
considered as an additional handicap. 

Reading and writing difficulties may also be 
related to poor basic linguistic knowledge. We 
know that other stages of disturbances of brain 
functions give rise to linguistic dysfunctions 
(e.g. aphasia after stroke) and this may also be 
the case in persons with cerebral palsy. Poor 
basic linguistic knowledge may also be due to 
abnormal development during the phase in life 
when linguistic skills normally are developed. 
Depending on the presence and degree of 
dysarthria, it may also be related to different 

language acquisition strategies due to inability 
to produce oral language during the prewriting 
stage (Bishop et al., 1990). Poor basic linguistic 
knowledge may also, just like reading and 
writing difficulties later on, be related to low 
expectations from school and family. 

Regardless of the reasons for this possible 
language deficiency, it must imply another 
additional handicap in being part of the 
"normal" society with "normal" expectations, 
including aspects such as education and employ- 
ment, if one does not fully master the linguistic 
code. 

The important point here is that there are in- 
dividuals with cerebral palsy who are cogni- 
tively and intellectually normally functioning 
and at the same time have basic linguistic 
knowledge that does not meet with society's 
demands and expectations for a nondisabled 
person. 

In a study by Dahlgren-Sandberg & 
Hjelmquist, the relationship between literacy 
skills and intellectual level, and the level of 
phonological awareness in nonspeaking indi- 
viduals was explored. It was found that reading 
skills were far behind other verbal abilities. 
Berninger & Gans found in another study 
(1986) that nonspeaking individuals of normal 
intelligence with cerebral palsy sometimes 
receive a higher score on verbal tests than on 
nonverbal, which would seem contradictory to 
the hypothesis in this paper. The argument for 
this discrepancy is that verbal reasoning may 
have substituted physical exploration of the 
world. They also point out that the three 
individuals in their study show "relatively better 
receptive oral language at the discourse level 
than any other level and were relatively better at 
encoding (spelling) than decoding (recognizing) 
written words. All were underachieving in 
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linguistic profile that can be related to the 
subject's cognitive level and compared to that of 
a non-disabled person. With an increased body 
of knowledge about the linguistic competence of 
the potential communication aid user, we may 
be better at both predicting the type of aid a 
person will need and contributing to the process 
of developing new communication aids. 
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