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Figurative Language Speech Therapy Goals

Understanding and using figurative language is a crucial aspect of advanced
communication, and for many individuals, developing these skills requires
targeted support from speech therapy. Figurative language, which deviates
from literal meaning to create vivid imagery or convey deeper messages,
encompasses metaphors, similes, idioms, personification, and more. These
linguistic devices are pervasive in everyday conversation, literature, and
media, making their comprehension and application essential for effective
social interaction and academic success. This article delves into the world
of figurative language speech therapy goals, exploring why these skills are
important, common challenges faced by individuals, and effective strategies
and objective-driven goals that speech-language pathologists (SLPs) utilize
to foster mastery. We will examine how setting specific, measurable,
achievable, relevant, and time-bound (SMART) goals for figurative language
can significantly improve a client's communicative competence.
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Understanding Figurative Language in Speech
Therapy

Figurative language is the backbone of nuanced and engaging communication. It
allows speakers and writers to express complex ideas, emotions, and abstract
concepts in ways that are more impactful and memorable than literal language
alone. For individuals working with speech-language pathologists (SLPs),



mastering figurative language is often a critical step towards achieving
greater communicative competence and social integration. Without a solid
understanding of these non-literal expressions, individuals can struggle to
comprehend everyday conversations, written materials, and even humor, leading
to potential misunderstandings and social isolation. Speech therapy plays a
vital role in demystifying these linguistic devices.

Why Figurative Language Matters in
Communication

The ability to understand and use figurative language is fundamental to
navigating the complexities of human interaction. Beyond simply conveying
information, figurative language adds color, depth, and emotion to our
messages. It is prevalent in everyday speech, from casual expressions like
"it's raining cats and dogs" to more sophisticated literary devices found in
books, movies, and songs. For children, recognizing metaphors and similes is
crucial for academic success, particularly in reading comprehension and
written expression. For adults, understanding idioms and nuances can impact
professional communication and social relationships. Therefore, developing
proficiency in figurative language is not merely an academic exercise; it is
a practical necessity for full participation in society.

Common Challenges with Figurative Language

Individuals with certain communication disorders or learning differences
often find figurative language particularly challenging. These difficulties
can stem from a variety of underlying issues, including literal thinking
patterns, difficulties with abstract reasoning, limited vocabulary, and
challenges with inferential skills. For instance, someone who interprets
language very literally might take an idiom like "break a leg" as a literal
instruction to injure oneself, leading to confusion and anxiety. Similarly,
understanding sarcasm, a form of irony, requires not only recognizing the
discrepancy between what is said and what is meant but also inferring the
speaker's intent based on context, tone of voice, and shared knowledge. These
challenges can manifest in various ways, impacting everything from casual
conversation to the interpretation of complex literary texts.

Literal Interpretation of Expressions

One of the most significant hurdles individuals face is the tendency to
interpret all language literally. This means that phrases such as "bite the
bullet" or "get something off your chest" are understood as direct actions
rather than as expressions of enduring hardship or revealing a burden,
respectively. This literal interpretation can lead to confusion,
inappropriate responses, and a significant barrier to social understanding.



Difficulty with Abstract Concepts

Figurative language often deals with abstract concepts and comparisons that
are not grounded in concrete reality. For example, a metaphor like "love is a
battlefield" requires understanding that love, an abstract emotion, is being
compared to a physical conflict, another abstract concept. Individuals who
struggle with abstract thought may find it difficult to grasp these non-
literal connections, limiting their ability to engage with deeper meanings.

Inferential Skill Deficits

Many forms of figurative language, particularly irony and sarcasm, rely
heavily on inference. The listener must be able to infer the intended meaning
based on context, tone, and the speaker's relationship with the listener. If
inferential skills are underdeveloped, the subtle nuances of these
expressions can be missed entirely.

Limited Vocabulary and World Knowledge

Understanding figurative language often presupposes a certain breadth of
vocabulary and general world knowledge. For example, understanding "her smile
was as bright as the sun" requires knowing that the sun is generally
perceived as bright and that this brightness is a positive attribute. A
limited vocabulary can hinder the ability to make these necessary
connections.

Key Components of Figurative Language

Figurative language is a broad category encompassing various literary and
rhetorical devices. Speech therapy goals often target specific types of
figurative language to address individual needs. Understanding the nuances of
each component is crucial for developing effective intervention strategies.

Metaphors

Metaphors are figures of speech that directly compare two unlike things
without using "like" or "as." They assert that one thing is another, creating
a powerful image or conveying a particular characteristic. For example, "The
classroom was a zoo" implies the classroom was chaotic and noisy, not that it
literally contained animals. Speech therapy goals related to metaphors often
focus on identifying the two compared items and the implied shared
characteristic.



Similes

Similes, like metaphors, compare two unlike things, but they explicitly use
the words "like" or "as." Examples include "He was as strong as an ox" or
"Her laughter sounded like music." The explicit markers make similes
generally easier to understand than metaphors. Goals for similes might
involve identifying the two things being compared and explaining the
similarity being highlighted.

Idioms

Idioms are phrases or expressions whose meaning cannot be deduced from the
literal meanings of its individual words. They are culturally specific and
often pose significant challenges for language learners and individuals with
communication disorders. Examples include "kick the bucket," "spill the
beans," and "cost an arm and a leg." Speech therapy goals for idioms focus on
learning the conventional meaning of these phrases and using them
appropriately in conversation.

Personification

Personification involves giving human qualities or abilities to inanimate
objects or abstract ideas. For instance, "The wind whispered through the
trees" gives the wind the human action of whispering. Goals for
personification might involve identifying the non-human entity and the human
characteristic attributed to it, as well as understanding the descriptive
effect it creates.

Hyperbole

Hyperbole is the intentional exaggeration used for emphasis or effect.
Phrases like "I'm so hungry I could eat a horse" or "This bag weighs a ton"
are examples of hyperbole. The speaker does not intend for the listener to
believe the statement literally but to understand the intensity of the
emotion or situation being described. Goals for hyperbole often involve
recognizing the exaggeration and understanding the speaker's intended
emphasis.

Onomatopoeia

Onomatopoeia refers to words that imitate the sounds they describe. Examples
include "buzz," "hiss," "bang," and "meow." While seemingly straightforward,
understanding how these words contribute to the sensory experience of a text
is important. Goals might focus on identifying these sound words and
understanding their role in making descriptions more vivid.



Alliteration

Alliteration is the repetition of the same initial consonant sound in words
that are close together. "Peter Piper picked a peck of pickled peppers" is a
classic example. This device adds rhythm and musicality to language. Goals
for alliteration might involve identifying the repeated sound and
appreciating its effect on the flow of language.

Assonance

Assonance is the repetition of vowel sounds within words that are close
together. "The rain in Spain falls mainly on the plain" demonstrates the
repetition of the long "a" sound. Like alliteration, assonance contributes to
the poetic quality of language. Goals can focus on recognizing the repeated
vowel sounds and their impact.

Irony

Irony is a broad term that encompasses situations where there is a contrast
between expectation and reality. This includes verbal irony (sarcasm),
dramatic irony (where the audience knows something the characters do not),
and situational irony (when the outcome of a situation is contrary to what
was expected). Understanding irony requires sophisticated comprehension and
inferential skills. Goals for irony often focus on identifying the
discrepancy and inferring the intended meaning or humorous effect.

Assessing Figurative Language Skills

Before setting effective speech therapy goals for figurative language, a
thorough assessment is necessary to pinpoint specific areas of difficulty.
This assessment helps SLPs tailor interventions to the individual's unique
needs and baseline abilities. Assessments can range from formal, standardized
tests to more informal, criterion-referenced methods that examine functional
communication in real-world contexts.

Standardized Assessments

Several standardized tests can assess aspects of figurative language, often
as part of a broader language or cognitive evaluation. These assessments
provide normative data, allowing clinicians to compare an individual's
performance to that of their peers. While they offer valuable quantitative
data, they may not always capture the nuances of figurative language use in
authentic communication scenarios.



Informal Assessments

Informal assessments are highly customizable and can provide rich qualitative
data. These might include analyzing a client's responses to specific
figurative language prompts, observing their comprehension during
conversations or reading activities, or evaluating their ability to produce
figurative language in their own speech. This can involve asking a client to
explain the meaning of an idiom, identify the comparison in a metaphor, or
recognize sarcastic intent in a spoken or written exchange.

Developing Effective Figurative Language Speech
Therapy Goals

The cornerstone of successful speech therapy for figurative language lies in
setting well-defined, actionable goals. These goals should be tailored to the
individual's assessment results and their specific communicative needs. The
SMART framework (Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant, Time-bound) is
invaluable in creating effective goals that track progress and ensure
accountability.

SMART Goals for Figurative Language

Applying the SMART criteria ensures that goals are not only ambitious but
also practical and trackable. A SMART goal for figurative language might look
like this: "By the end of the 8-week therapy block, the client will be able
to correctly explain the meaning of 10 common idioms (e.g., 'break the ice,’
‘let the cat out of the bag') when presented in written sentences with 80%
accuracy on three consecutive sessions." This goal is specific (idioms),
measurable (10 idioms, 80% accuracy), achievable (common idioms, reasonable
accuracy), relevant (idiom comprehension is crucial for social
communication), and time-bound (8 weeks).

Goals for Figurative Language Comprehension

Comprehension goals focus on an individual's ability to understand the
meaning of figurative language as presented by others. These goals often
target specific types of figurative language, such as idioms, metaphors, or
similes. For example:

e Tdentify the literal versus non-literal meaning of common idioms in
spoken or written sentences.

e Explain the implied comparison in metaphors and similes when presented
with context.

e Recognize and explain the intended meaning of hyperbole in short



narratives.

e Differentiate between literal and sarcastic statements in dialogues.

Goals for Figurative Language Production

Production goals aim to develop an individual's ability to use figurative
language appropriately and effectively in their own communication. This is
often a more advanced skill than comprehension. Goals might include:

e Using at least two common idioms correctly in a conversation per
session.

e Incorporating simple metaphors or similes into written or spoken
narratives to enhance description.

e Applying personification to describe objects or events in creative
writing assignments.

e Responding to prompts with appropriately timed and contextually relevant
hyperbole.

Goals for Figurative Language in Context

Many effective goals focus on applying figurative language skills within
functional contexts, bridging the gap between therapy exercises and real-
world communication. This ensures that the learned skills are transferable
and serve a practical purpose.

Identify and explain the figurative language used in a selected chapter
of a book or a short film.

e Utilize context clues to infer the meaning of unfamiliar idioms
encountered in a reading passage.

e Express empathy or explain a character's feelings using a metaphor or
simile in a book club discussion.

e Recognize and respond appropriately to ironic or sarcastic comments made
by peers during social interactions.



Strategies for Teaching Figurative Language

A variety of evidence-based strategies can be employed by SLPs to teach
figurative language. The most effective approaches are often multisensory,
engaging, and directly linked to the individual's interests and functional
communication needs.

Direct Instruction

This involves explicitly teaching the definition, function, and examples of
different types of figurative language. SLPs can present clear definitions,
provide numerous examples, and then model how to use and interpret them. For
instance, when teaching idioms, an SLP might explain that "the ball is in
your court" means it's your turn to act, and then provide a scenario where
this idiom would be used.

Contextual Clues and Visual Aids

Using visual aids such as pictures, graphic organizers, and even short videos
can significantly enhance comprehension. For idioms, a picture might depict
the literal meaning alongside the figurative meaning. For metaphors, a visual
comparison can be drawn. Teaching clients to look for contextual clues—such
as tone of voice, facial expressions, and surrounding words—is also crucial
for inferring meaning.

Role-Playing and Dramatic Interpretation

Engaging in role-playing activities allows individuals to practice using
figurative language in a simulated social context. Acting out scenarios where
specific idioms, metaphors, or ironic statements are used can help solidify
understanding and build confidence. This also provides opportunities for
immediate feedback and reinforcement.

Reading and Literature-Based Activities

Literature is rich with figurative language. SLPs can use age-appropriate
books, poems, and articles to identify and discuss metaphors, similes,
personification, and other devices. Activities might include finding examples
in a text, rewriting sentences using different figurative language, or
explaining the author's intent.

Using Technology and Multimedia

Interactive apps, online games, and educational videos can make learning



figurative language more engaging. Many platforms offer exercises for
identifying and explaining idioms, metaphors, and other figures of speech.
Watching clips from movies or TV shows and analyzing the figurative language
used by characters can also be highly effective.

Creative Writing and Storytelling

Encouraging individuals to create their own stories, poems, or dialogues that
incorporate figurative language is a powerful way to solidify learning.
Prompts such as "Describe your favorite season using at least two metaphors"
can foster creativity and application. This moves beyond passive
understanding to active generation.

Progress Monitoring and Measurement

Regularly monitoring progress is essential to ensure that intervention
strategies are effective and that therapy goals are being met. This involves
systematically collecting data on the individual's performance in relation to
their established goals. Methods for progress monitoring can include:

Data Collection Sheets: Tracking correct/incorrect responses during
specific activities.

Probe Trials: Periodically re-assessing skills using new, similar items
to gauge generalization.

Session Notes: Recording observations about the client's participation,
engagement, and qualitative improvements.

Work Samples: Reviewing written work or recordings of spoken language
for evidence of figurative language use.

Analyzing this data allows the SLP to make informed decisions about adjusting
goals, modifying strategies, or determining when mastery has been achieved.

Conclusion: Achieving Figurative Language
Proficiency

Mastering figurative language is a sophisticated communication skill that
significantly enhances an individual's ability to understand and engage with
the world around them. By setting targeted, SMART speech therapy goals, SLPs
can systematically address the unique challenges individuals face with
metaphors, similes, idioms, and other non-literal expressions. Through a
combination of direct instruction, engaging strategies, and consistent
progress monitoring, individuals can build the confidence and competence



needed to navigate the rich tapestry of language, leading to improved social
interactions, academic achievement, and overall communicative success. The
journey towards figurative language proficiency is a rewarding one, opening
doors to deeper understanding and more meaningful connections.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are some current trends in setting figurative
language goals for speech therapy?

Current trends emphasize functional generalization, moving beyond rote
memorization to applying figurative language in authentic communicative
contexts. Goals are increasingly individualized, targeting specific types of
figurative language (e.g., idioms, metaphors, sarcasm) relevant to the
client's needs and age. Data-driven approaches, using concrete metrics for
understanding and production, are also highly valued.

How can I make figurative language goals more
measurable and achievable in speech therapy?

To make goals measurable, specify the type of figurative language, the
context (e.g., reading comprehension, spontaneous conversation), the level of
support needed (e.g., with cues, independently), and a quantifiable success
rate (e.g., 80% accuracy). For example: 'Client will correctly identify the
meaning of 4 out of 5 idioms presented in a short story with minimal verbal
cues, across 3 consecutive sessions.'

What are the most common types of figurative
language speech therapists are targeting in goal
setting right now?

Idioms remain a cornerstone, but there's a growing focus on metaphors,
similes, personification, and hyperbole due to their prevalence in everyday
conversation and literature. Sarcasm and irony are also increasingly
targeted, especially with older clients, as they require advanced pragmatic
and social inferencing skills.

How does technology influence the creation of
figurative language goals in speech therapy?

Technology offers new avenues for goal setting and progress monitoring. Apps
and online platforms provide interactive exercises for identifying and
explaining figurative language, allowing for more engaging practice. Goal
setting can now incorporate mastery of specific digital content (e.g.,
understanding figurative language in YouTube videos, video games) and the use



of digital tools for creative expression with figurative language.

What is the difference between a 'comprehension’
goal and a 'production' goal for figurative language
in speech therapy?

A comprehension goal focuses on the client's ability to understand the
intended meaning of figurative language used by others (e.g., 'Client will
explain the meaning of 3 novel metaphors in a peer's conversation with 75%
accuracy'). A production goal targets the client's ability to use figurative
language appropriately in their own communication (e.g., 'Client will
spontaneously use at least one simile in their descriptive writing tasks,
with verbal prompts as needed, across 5 different writing activities').

Additional Resources

Here is a numbered list of 9 book titles related to figurative language
speech therapy goals, with short descriptions:

1. Metaphor Magic: Unlocking the Power of Figurative Language

This book delves into the foundational role of metaphors in developing
advanced language skills. It offers practical strategies for speech-language
pathologists to introduce, model, and practice metaphors with diverse client
populations. The content emphasizes how understanding metaphors can improve
comprehension, expression, and social communication.

2. Simile Stories: Crafting Creative Comparisons for Communicators

Focusing on similes, this resource provides engaging activities and story-
based approaches to foster simile usage. It highlights how mastering similes
enhances descriptive language and the ability to make vivid connections.
Therapists will find valuable exercises for building a richer vocabulary and
more imaginative expression.

3. Idiom Insights: Navigating the Nuances of Everyday Expressions

This book explores the world of idioms, a common challenge in figurative
language for many learners. It offers clear explanations and functional
contexts for understanding and using common English idioms. The resource aims
to improve conversational fluency and reduce misunderstandings for those who
struggle with non-literal language.

4. Personification Play: Bringing Words to Life Through Human Qualities
Discover the art of personification and its impact on narrative skills and
abstract thinking. This title presents playful methods for therapists to
teach children and adults how to attribute human characteristics to inanimate
objects or abstract ideas. It's designed to boost creative writing and deeper
textual comprehension.

5. Hyperbole & Understatement: Mastering the Art of Exaggeration and



Minimization

This engaging guide tackles the often-subtle, yet impactful, figures of
speech of hyperbole and understatement. It provides techniques for therapists
to help clients recognize and appropriately use exaggeration and minimization
for emphasis and humor. The book aims to refine pragmatic language skills and
social awareness.

6. Alliteration Adventures: Rhyme and Rhythm for Language Enrichment
Exploring the phonetic beauty of alliteration, this book offers fun
activities to improve phonological awareness and expressive language. It
demonstrates how practicing alliteration can strengthen word retrieval and
create more engaging speech patterns. The resource is ideal for enhancing
articulation and word play skills.

7. Onomatopoeia Observations: Sound Words for Enhanced Communication

This title focuses on the vibrant world of onomatopoeia, or sound words, and
their role in making language more descriptive and engaging. It provides
practical strategies for therapists to integrate onomatopoeia into vocabulary
building and narrative activities. The book is useful for improving auditory
processing and expressive storytelling.

8. Punny Practices: Exploring Wordplay and Humor in Therapy

Delving into the cleverness of puns, this book equips speech therapists with
tools to foster an understanding of wordplay and humor. It outlines exercises
for identifying multiple meanings of words and constructing simple puns. The
goal is to enhance cognitive flexibility, semantic understanding, and social
interaction through humor.

9. Figurative Foundations: A Comprehensive Guide to Language Devices

This comprehensive volume covers a broad spectrum of figurative language,
from metaphors and similes to more complex devices. It offers evidence-based
practices and a developmental framework for addressing figurative language
goals in speech therapy. The book serves as an essential resource for
therapists seeking to build robust language intervention programs.
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