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Lives and Dreams 
are Shattered in a 

Split Second

Cognitive -Communication 
Disorders

n Apply to a number of communication 
disorders across the lifespan.

n Relate to autism, traumatic brain injury, 
learning disabilities, adult neurolgical 
disorders including right CVA and dementia.

n Are focused in underlying processes of 
attention, memory, organization, planning, 
pragmatic language, executive functioning.



Web Sites with Information About TBI

n www.biausa.org
n www.nashia.org
n www.tbitac.nashia.org/  

tbics(then e-mail for 
password)

n www. lapublishing.com

n www.cdc.gov

Concentration/Time 
Constraints

• What do you think people 
can do to help you out in 
school?

• John: Like like like um 
like um take take it slow 
so I I can ge get it done 
quicker and slower.

• So you want more time to 
finish your work?

• John: Yeah.
• johnprob1.avi

Where Have All the 
Children w ith TBI Gone?

Education Issues: 
Under-identification
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Under-
identification

Lack of 
Awareness

Apparent Low 
Incidence

Lack of 
Training

Lack of 
Research
Money

Lack of Right 
Services for Kids 

who are ID

Under-identification Cycle

Todis & Glang, 2005

Children with TBI Grow Up to be 
Adults with TBI

n Help support interventions with youth or 
find these same individuals as adults in:
n Mental health systems
n Penal institutions
n Welfare roles
n Social service agencies

I

Adult Transition Goals
Todis, 2006
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Brain Anatomy & Physiology

• Brain Consists of 
Nerve Cells

• Axons
• Dendrites
• Receptor sites
• Neurotransmitters

Synapse: Nerve Cell Connection
axon13.avi  Double Click Picture to Play Movie

Neural Networks

• Neural Networks: 
• Nerve Cell Connections
• Global neural networks 

provide links between 
associated nerve cells

• Double Click on bottom right picture to 
play movie

• (Top Right Picture is a Still Image only)

• If language is the result of 
global linkages between 
nerve cell circuits, then: 

• Language is neural 
association

• ryancells.mov

neuralnetworkscoral.avi

PET Scans: New Learning

• Initial Learning: Widespread activation 
• Practice results in newer, more efficient 

pathways 
• Pathways rewireto accommodate new 

learning



New Learning: New 
Connections

• Research Study:Normal & Mentally 
Retarded (MR) adults played Tetris

• Initial Learning: Global areas
• Practice for Normals:Fewer pathways
• Practice for MR:Global areas

Neural Networks: Global Activity

Click on Picture to Play Movie

networkslightlgcd.avi

Strategic Learning

n One of most important brain functions that 
underlies learning

n Extracting important information while 
inhibiting unimportant information

n The brain is most effective at abstracting 
meaning and not storing detail (Brainert & 
Reyna, 1998; Gabrieli, 2004)

Strategic Learning

n The important part of learning is NOT about 
how much you learn

n But rather
n How efficiently you extract the main point of 

the central meaning (Gabrieli, 2004)
n How efficiently you exclude irrelevant 

information so not to use up vital storage 
capacity (Vogel et al 2005)



Strategic Learning Abilities

n Individuals show a bias toward “seeing the 
forest instead of the trees”
n Verbatim details fade rapidly
n Abstracted learning persists over long intervals

n There is a severe impairment in strategic 
learning after TBI
n Tasks like summarization, finding main idea, 

interpretive statements are impaired

Hypotheses

n High capacity individuals are more efficient 
at learning only relevant items

n Low capacity individuals (TBI) inefficiently 
encode and learn irrelevant information

n People with TBI may actually store as much 
or more information in memory than high 
capacity people-just the wrong “stuff”.

Cognitive Impairments Which May 
Affect Language-Learning

• Impaired attention, perception, 
and/or memory

• Inflexibility, impulsivity, and/or 
disorganized thinking, or acting

• Inefficient processing of information: 
Rate, amount, & complexity

Cognitive Impairments Which May 
Affect Language-Learning

• Difficulty processing abstract 
information

• Difficulty learning new information, 
rules and procedures

• Inefficient retrieval of old or stored 
information



Cognitive Impairments Which May 
Affect Language-Learning

• Ineffective problem solving and judgment
• Inappropriate or unconventional social 

behavior
• Impaired “Executive” Functions: 

Self-awareness of strengths and 
weaknesses, goal-setting, planning, self-
initiating, inhibiting, monitoring & 
evaluating

ociiiiaaaallll iaaociiiiiaaaaalllll

Self 
Regulation

Executive 
Functioning

Language/
Communication
Skills

Behavioral Problems

n Poor Reasoning Skills
n Argumentative
n Verbal Aggression
n Physical Aggression
n Rigidity
n Non-compliance
n Difficulty with Transitions
n Doesn’t get puns, humor, sarcasm



ASSESSMENT

Looking at brain injury as a 
“developing disability”

in children

Growing Up

P
er

fo
rm

an
ce

Development without brain 
injury

Five Peak Maturation Points



Occipital-Parietal Regions
Central Regions

Temporal Regions
Frontal-Temporal Region



Growing Up

P
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rm

an
ce

Traumatic brain injury without 
intervention

Grow ing Into It

• Immediately after the injury, previous 
knowledge base aids in testing within normal 
limits - losses over time not related to the 
injury.

• Developmental milestones are not achieved-
no-one equates this lack of development to 
injury years earlier.

• Child’s brain continues to develop and 
change over time - sometimes not in a 
positive manner. Children have to recover at 
each new stage of development.

If You Want to Know, Ask the 
Client

• Typical reactions to 
problems

• Troublesome situations
• Ways others try to help 

you
• Ways others should 

help you
• Ways others bother 

you
• Things others should 

stop doing

Ask the Person

• Your best time of day
• Three skills to improve
• Five great things about you



Time of Day

• What time of the day is 
best for you?  When do 
you feel like you’re most 
with it?

• John: Um like um when 
when (clinician interrupts)

• Like i in the morning or 
afternoon or late at night? 
When do you feel like 
you’re doing your best 
work?

• John: Like um like um in 
in on morning saf 
afternoon and at night

Time of Day

• Client Responses:
• Um do it whe when when 

when um when I I could might 
might um ha ha have any time 
and take take it home and do 
do it…

• At at at at night just when we 
geta get….

• Client nods head yes

• …I I I don’t do homework on 
weekends.

• Um always at night day day or 
a all night night night long

Growing Up

P
er

fo
rm

an
ce

Seeking answers to promoting brain 
regeneration at two stagesin children 

after brain injury

Context Specific Assessment

n Actual assessment in context specific 
environments

n Evaluate student where he/she communicates
n One on one evaluation versus evaluation 

within environment



Scan and Analyze the Environment
Analyzing People and 

Environment

• Organizational System
• Location in Work Area
• Distractions
• Work Materials and Equipment
• Performance Options
• Transitions

Attention Deficit/Distractions

• Does the stuff on the walls 
bother you? Do you find 
that you’re looking at the 
pictures and the stuff on 
the walls in class?

• John: Really
• D Do you? 
• John: Really like like um 

when when I’m trying 
trying to con con con 
concentrate trateon ano 
another thing but then I’m 
foc focusing on some other 
thing.

• Okay.
• john2.avi

Analyzing People and 
the Environment

• Communication demands created by work 
tasks and people

• Presentation of information
• Participation options
• Use of independent time



Communication Manner and Style 
of Others

• Average rate
• Organization
• Attentiveness
• Word choice 
• Use of sarcasm, humor, 

puns
• Typical length & 

complexity

• Gestures
• Body Language
• Objects
• Responsiveness
• Ability to Provide 

Directions 
• Ability to understand
• Patience

INTERVENTION

Growing Up

P
er

fo
rm

an
ce

Benefit of Interventions to 
Improve Brain Functioning

Intervention

• Attention
n Task analysis
n Task completion

• Memory
n Internal aides
n External aides

• Organization and Planning



Attention & Concentration 
Strategies

• Reduce distractions in work area
• Divide work into smaller sections
• Have student summarize new information
• Use cue words to alert student to pay 

attention
• Develop a nonverbal cueing system

Concentration/Time 
Constraints

John: See I I am xoxo 
once once I finish 
something I’m I’m 
working on one thing 
I gotta finish it cause 
if I don’t I’m I’m I’m 
right be behind on 
working one thing 
and up up up on work 
working on ano-ther 
thing I um cannot do 
that!

§ johncantfinishwork.avi

Memory Strategies

• Repeat information often and summarize it
• Carry an assignment sheet for each class
• Use devices as self-reminders
• Categorize or chunk information
• Use special words as reminders
• Link new information to prior knowledge
• Give examples with instructions

Organizational Strategies

• Extra time for review
• Written checklist of steps for complex tasks
• Instruction for checking each step when done
• Written schedule of daily routine
• Person to meet with at start and end of school day



Organizational Strategies

• Written cues to organize activities
• Practice sequencing material
• Outline to match lectures with notetaking 

sections
• Color coded materials for each class
• Practice organizing activities

Specific Strategies:
Executive Functions

n Organizational Processes
n Use categories to focus on one topic at a time.
n Identify the main idea and supporting details, 

categorize them, and encourage the person to do 
the same.

n It will be essential for the individual to practice 
organizational skills in other settings to promote 
maintenance and generalization.
n For preschoolers and young children, the more 

concrete and applied, the better.

Provide Strategic Learning Skills

n Identify main idea
n Find 2-3 supporting pieces of information
n State main ideas and supporting facts/ideas
n Highlight main ideas and supports if reading 

information
n Discuss main ideas if verbal
n Demonstrate main directions/ideas

Specific Strategies:
Executive Functions

n Speed of Information Processing
n Recognize that as the individual fatigues, speed 

of processing declines.
n Recognize that speed of processing can be 

negatively affected by some medications.
n Eliminate timed measures to assess learning 

and/or competency.
n Reduce the amount of work required.



Specific Strategies:
Executive Functions

n Speed of Information Processing
n Provide a reader for text materials and tests.
n Permit the individual the use of an aide, job 

coach, or peer tutor to take notes for them, or to 
assist in facilitating a task.

n Lower difficulty level.

Specific Strategies:
Executive Functions

n Speed of Information Processing
n Allow extra time for the completion of tests and 

work assignments.
n Frequent breaks allow the person to “recharge.”
n When necessary, allow the individual extra time 

to travel between classes or different parts of a 
physical plant.

Intervention

• Problem Solving
n How did I do it?
n What was right about 

what I did?

• Language
n Receptive
n Expressive
n Pragmatic
n Technology

• Self-Advocacy

Specific Strategies:
Language

n Limit length and complexity of verbal and 
written messages.

n Do not use figurative or idiomatic speech.
n Recognize the individual may not understand 

humor or sarcasm in the same fashion.
n Be aware that the individual may not understand 

“wh” questions (i.e., who, what, when, where, 
why) with the same accuracy or efficiency as 
their peers.



Specific Strategies:
Language

n Consider that the individual may not be able to 
start, maintain, or end a conversation 
appropriately, and verbal reminders and models 
may be required.

n Use question prompts to help the individual 
share more information, especially in group 
activities…scaffolding (e.g., verbal structure) can 
be useful here.

n Be aware of possible sequential deficits in oral 
and written expression.

Specific Strategies:
Language

n Recognize the delay an individual may have with 
producing a message or expressing an idea…..put 
a clock on it and inform everyone who works 
with that person.

n Offer clear and direct commands (e.g., “look at 
your book” rather than “pay attention”).

Specific Strategies:
Language

n Speak at a slower rate.
n Present directions sequentially and in small 

parts.
n Repeat instructions liberally, and use on-line 

comprehension strategies (e.g., tell me how you 
understand that section).

n Allow use of compensatory tools (e.g., a tape 
recorder).

n May need to reduce background noise for a 
particular individual.

Specific Strategies:
Language

n In a school situation, many of the 
language-based learning strategies also can 
be used for individuals following a TBI.
n Phonological awareness training
n Use of direct instruction techniques
n Teaching reading comprehension



Strategies to Follow Directions

• Oral and written directions
• Have student repeat instructions
• Underline important part of written 

directions
• Break directions down into simple steps
• After student does task, check work and give 

feedback
• Slow pace of instruction

MB Dell calendar AP PALM: AP & “Frank”



Context-Specific Intervention

n What is the environment where 
communication takes place?

n Who are the communication partners?
n How can the context be used for 

communication?
n How can you get the student into the 

context?
n Why work anywhere else?

Community Based Web Sites

n http://www.bianys.org/learnet/
n http://www.cdc.gov/ncipc/tbi/physicians_tool_kit

.htm
n http://www.cdc.gov/ncipc/tbi/Coaches_Tool_Kit.

htm
n http://www.helpingkidsbrains.com/
n http://www.mitbitraining.org/
n http://www.cdc.gov/ncipc/tbi/FactSheets/Victimi

zationTBI_FactSheet4FriendFam.htm

It’s Not 
Over

‘til  It’s 
Over
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