
Why Language Assessments Should Precede
Cognitive Assessments — Especially for
Neurodivergent Children  
 
Dear Colleagues,  
 
As allied professionals working toward
comprehensive and accurate developmental
profiles for children, we write to highlight an
often-overlooked but critical consideration: the
importance of conducting language assessments
before (or instead of, in many cases) cognitive
assessments, particularly for neurodivergent
children, including those who are autistic.  
 
In our shared pursuit of meaningful,
individualised support, we must acknowledge
that many standardised cognitive assessments —
especially those that are language-heavy — can
misrepresent a child's cognitive capacity if their
communication skills are not clearly understood
and accounted for first.  

continued...
 

An Open Letter to Psychologists



Why This Matters — Especially for Autistic and
Neurodivergent Children  
 
Language is not only a skill set but a foundation for
learning, reasoning, and test performance. 
Many cognitive tasks — particularly those that are
verbally mediated — rely heavily on a child’s ability to
understand instructions, process linguistic information,
and express responses effectively. When a child presents
with undiagnosed or misunderstood language
difficulties, these challenges can obscure the true nature
of their cognitive abilities, resulting in misinterpretation
of their strengths and needs.  
 
Language is embedded in cognitive tasks. 

Tasks such as verbal reasoning, working memory,
comprehension, and even non-verbal problem-solving
often involve internal dialogue or linguistic scaffolding. 

A language disorder can therefore suppress
performance on these tasks — not because of a
cognitive deficit, but because of a communication
barrier.  
 
In children who are multilingual or speak English as an
additional language, performance on cognitive
assessments may be unfairly skewed without a clear
understanding of their language competence in both
their first and second languages. 

A culturally responsive language assessment provides
this essential context.  
 



Autistic children, and neurodivergent children more
broadly, often process and express information
differently. 
Their cognitive abilities may be uneven across domains (a
"spiky profile"), and they may experience co-occurring
differences in language, attention, sensory processing,
and social interaction. Cognitive assessments that do not
accommodate these differences can lead to:  

Underestimation of ability:

Autistic children may have strong visual reasoning, pattern
recognition, or memory skills that are masked by
difficulties with receptive language, expressive language,
or social communication. If a child struggles to understand
the verbal instructions of a task or to explain their
reasoning in the expected format, their true cognitive
strengths may go unrecognised. 

Misalignment with autistic communication styles:

Many autistic children use echolalia, scripting, or
alternative communication systems (AAC). These are often
rich, intentional forms of communication — not deficits —
but they can be misunderstood in traditional testing
contexts. Understanding these communicative differences
through a language and pragmatic communication
assessment first allows for more accurate interpretation of
cognitive data. 
 



Misdiagnosis or inappropriate diagnostic
conclusions:

Without a clear understanding of a child's language profile,
psychologists may attribute low test scores to intellectual
disability, ADHD, or developmental delay, when in fact the
child may have a language disorder or simply process
language differently. 
YES, this matters for their functioning, but NO this does NOT
support US to understand the real reasons that underpin their
results and their potential struggles and most importantly, to
provide appropriate supports and treatment. 
 
Invalid test results due to test design bias:

Many cognitive assessments are normed on neurotypical
populations and assume a shared cultural and linguistic
context. Autistic children who use literal interpretation, have
slower auditory processing, or rely more heavily on visual
information may not respond in expected ways — not due
to a lack of intelligence, but due to a mismatch between the
child and the test format. 
 
The role of anxiety and sensory processing:

Unfamiliar testing environments, time pressure, unpredictable
tasks, or unclear expectations can lead to shutdowns,
refusals, or seemingly erratic performance in neurodivergent
children. A prior language assessment can help flag
processing or communication styles that require adaptation
of testing procedures to create a more supportive and valid
assessment experience. 



Language Before Cognition: A
Sequential and Respectful
Approach 
 
A language assessment provides the necessary
groundwork to understand: 
 

How the child receives and expresses information 
Their processing time and needs 
How to adapt instruction and interaction during
testing 
The role of alternative or augmentative
communication 
Whether performance on verbal subtests reflects
language ability, not cognitive capacity 
Reduce the need for a child to undergo
unnecessary and EXPENSIVE assessment 

 
This approach not only ensures more valid cognitive
assessment outcomes, but also upholds a culturally-
safe, neurodiversity-affirming lens — one that respects
the unique communication profiles of autistic and
neurodivergent children, rather than holding them
against inappropriate norms. 
 

 



 
 

Let’s Work Together for Better Outcomes 
 
We recognise and respect the complexities of
psychological assessment. Our intention is not to delay or
disrupt, but to enhance — to provide the clearest
possible picture of a child’s functioning by removing
avoidable barriers. By working in partnership,
psychologists and speech pathologists can ensure that
the data we gather truly reflects a child’s potential. 
Let's consider the whole family, financial requirements
and their own sense of identity and confidence, BEFORE
we assess. 
 
Together, we can shift the assessment process from one
that risks mislabelling to one that honours the diversity of
children’s minds and voices and supports their self worth. 
 
Let us begin with language — the tool through which
children often demonstrate their thoughts, reasoning,
and understanding. Only then can we confidently
interpret the cognitive picture that follows. 
 

With respect and collaboration, 
Concerned Speech Pathologists 


