
Improving Critical 
Thinking Skills via 
Picture Books in 
Children with 
Developmental 
Language Disorder

Presented by 

Tatyana Elleseff MA CCC-SLP of 
Smart Speech Therapy LLC  at 
the Power Up Outcomes with 
Evidence Based Practice

August 3rd, 2020 

For Individual Use Only. 

Do not copy or reproduce 
without author’s permission. 



Overview 

• Critical thinking involves analysis, 
application and evaluation of information in 
order to recognize patterns, distinguish 
right from wrong, offer opinions, anticipate 
reactions, compare scenarios to choose 
favorable outcomes, as well as consider a 
variety of solutions to the same problem. 
These are the skills children need to make 
appropriate independent decisions. 

• This presentation discusses how to address 
critical thinking skills in children with 
developmental language disorder (DLD) and 
learning disabilities (LD) through picture 
books utilizing the framework outlined in 
both the Original (1956) and Revised (2001) 
Bloom’s Taxonomy: Cognitive Domain 
which encompasses the (R) categories of: 
remembering, understanding, applying, 
analyzing, evaluating and creating. 
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Learning 
Objectives:

• By the end of the presentation you will be 
able to:
• Describe components of Blooms Taxonomy 

relevant to critical thinking skills instruction  

• List critical thinking skills hierarchy 

• Discuss how to implement effective critical skills 
instruction via picture books
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Developmental Language Disorder (DLD)

• Children have difficulties comprehending what is being said to them as well as 
expressing selves unrelated to obvious biomedical issues (e.g., ASD, HI, ID, etc.)

• Normal development in all areas with the exception of language 

• Specific Language Impairment (SLI) was the old label 

• Recent name change better reflects the types of difficulties children have (Bishop, 
Snowling, Thompson, Greenhalgh, and The CATALISE Consortium, 2017)

• Difficulties persist to adulthood 

• Significantly impact functioning 

• Require additional assistance 

• SLP assessment and treatment 

• Special education placements 

4



5



6



Language 
Disorders 
Are Learning 
Disabilities 
(Sun & 
Wallach, 
2014)

• If a child experiences any deficits in the foundational 
language areas such as listening and speaking, s/he will 
most certainly experience difficulties in the more complex 
areas of language such as reading and writing.

• “The use of different labels by different professionals in 
different contexts should not obscure the 
commonalities among children with language disorders, 
no matter what they are called” (p. 26)

• Longitudinal research shows numerous difficulties 
experienced by children with “early language disorders” 
during school years and in adulthood “in all domains of 
academic achievement (spelling, reading comprehension, 
word identification, word attack, calculation)… (p. 29)”. 

• Children with language disorders are later classified with a 
learning disability because their “later learning difficulties 
[took on] the form of problems acquiring higher levels of 
spoken language comprehension and expression as well as 
reading and writing” (p. 29). 
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Bloom’s 
Original 
Taxonomy 
(1956)

• A framework for educators to use to focus 
on developing and promoting higher order 
thinking skills in children (e.g., analysis and 
evaluation) rather than engaging in rote 
learning (memorizing facts)
• Knowledge “recall of specifics ...”

• Comprehension “understanding ...”

• Application “use of abstractions in particular 
and concrete situations…”

• Analysis “breakdown …into …elements…”

• Synthesis “putting together of elements and 
parts so as to form a whole”

• Evaluation “judgments about the value of 
material and methods for given purposes”

• Taxonomy of Educational 
Objectives (Handbook One, pp. 201-207)
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Revised Bloom’s 
Taxonomy (2001)

• Changed the names in the six categories from noun 
to verb forms

• “Knowledge” category was renamed 
“remembering”, as knowledge is an outcome or 
product of thinking not a form of thinking per se

• “Comprehension” and “synthesis” categories were 
renamed to “understanding” and “creating” 
respectively, in order to better reflect the nature of 
the thinking defined in each category

• Rearranged as shown in the chart below

• Created a processes and levels of knowledge matrix

• Reflects more active form of thinking 

9

http://www.nwlink.com/~donclark/hrd/knowledge_matrix.html


Remembering  
• Name setting and characters of the story 

• Match story grammar cards with book pages

• Sequence 3 part picture cards

• Basic recall of information 

• Story can be retold by filling the blanks 
• In a cave in the ______

• In his deep dark lair, through the long, cold _____ 

• sleeps a great big ______
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Understanding 

• Teach relevant vocabulary words (e.g., describe, retell, main idea, 
etc.)

• Attempt to retell the story given scaffolding and pictorial support 

• Interpret pictures

• Discuss characters feelings  

• Make predictions re: what would happen
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Applying  
• Students are able to show that they can use the knowledge and facts 

acquired from the book and apply it to other situations.
• Besides hibernating, what else could the bear have done to get through the winter? 

• Why is it dark in a cave?

• What would happen if the bear didn’t hibernate in the winter?

• Classify story characters

• Bear and mouse are mammals; wren and raven are birds; 

• Mammals have ____characteristics; birds have ____ characteristics, etc.
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Analyzing 

• Identify characteristics of story characters 

• Categorize story parts (which were funniest, saddest, etc.)

• Discuss fact vs. opinion 

• Compare and contrast story characters 
• Bear and mouse are both animals; 

• Bear is big/mouse is little 

• Why is walking through the woods alone dangerous

• If you were Little Red Riding Hood what would you do?
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Synthesizing 

• If you were this character what would you do differently?  

• What would happen if _____?

• How would you change____?

• Why do you think____?

• Where can you find the proof that ____? 
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Evaluating 

• Students evaluate the evidence used to draw conclusions
and justify or defend their opinions of the story

• Good genres for that are Fairy Tales and Aesop’s Fables

• Why do you think it was wrong or fair?

• Do you think it was wrong for the wolf to try to trick Little Red 
Riding Hood?

• Do you think it was fair that the grasshopper asked

the ant for food when he didn’t do any work all summer? 
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Creating 

• Create another character for this story 

• Create an alternative ending 

• Make a new scenario/episode for the story

• Place the character in a completely different setting 
• The bear goes to the beach (vs. staying in the woods)

• Create a simple song or a poem about the characters 
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Remediation via Use of Specific Story 
Prompts 

• What is happening in this picture?

• Why do you think?

• What are the characters doing?

• Who /what else do you see?

• Does it look like anything is missing from this 
picture?

• Let’s make up a sentence with __________ (this 
word)

• Let’s tell the story. You start:

• Once upon a time

• You can say ____ or you can say ______ (teaching 
synonyms)

• What would be the opposite of _______? 
(teaching antonyms)

• Do you know that _____(this word) has 2 
meanings 

• 1st meaning 

• 2nd meaning 
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Focus on Story Characters and Setting 

• Who is in this story?

• What do they do?

• How do they go together?

• How do you think s/he feels? 

• Why? 

• How do you know?  

• What do you think s/he thinking?

• Why?

• If  it’s a wordless picture book

• What do you think s/he saying?

• Where is the story happening?

• Is this inside or outside?

• How do you know? 

• Did the characters visit different places in the story?

• Which ones?

• How many? 
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Story Sequencing 

• What happens at the beginning of the 
story?

• How do we start a story? 

• What happened second? 

• What happened next?

• What happened after that?

• What happened last? 

• What do we say at the end of a story? 

• Was there trouble/problem in the story? 

• What happened?

• Who fixed it? 

• How did s/he fix it? 

• Was there adventure in the story?

• If yes how did it start and end?
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More 
Complex 
Book 
Interactions

• Compare and contrast story 
characters/items 
• (e.g. objects/people/animals)

• Make predictions and inferences about 
what going to happen in the story 

• Ask the child to problem solve the situation 
for the character 
• What do you think he must do to…?

• Ask the child to state his/her likes and 
dislikes about the story or its characters 

• Ask the child to tell the story back after 
reading it
• With Pictures  

• Without Pictures  
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What is 
Academic 
Language?

• Discipline-specific vocabulary, written 
conventions and abstract language 
students need to succeed in school 

• Navigate  more abstract written text 

• Organize  information 

• Academic language is very rarely taught 
to children with significant learning 
disability

• Considered to be too advance for 
them to comprehend (fallacy)

• Modified academic language hierarchy 
can be taught successfully to many 
students with learning disabilities to 
improve their vocabulary knowledge for 
listening and reading comprehension   
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Academic 
Language 
Functions 
Hierarchy

Source: http://www.colorincolorado.org/sites/default/files/Academic-Language-

Function.pdf

Seek information - Ask  -

wh questions

Infer - Make inferences  

Predict consequences

Inform- Recount  

information

Justify and persuade -

Give reasons for actions, 

decisions, or point of view

Compare - Name 

similarities and 

differences

Solve problems -

Determine solutions to 

problems

Order- Sequence 

information

Synthesize - Integrate 

ideas to summarize 

information cohesively

Classify - Group objects 

according to 

characteristics

Evaluate - Assess and 

verify; Confirm value

Analyze- Identify 

relationships and patterns
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Importance of Critical Thinking Skills:

Analogical reasoning is the process of knowledge 
transfer from one situation/context to the next (Chen, 
2002). It is important for inductive reasoning 
development (correctly generalizing based on 
available evidence) as well as for problem solving real-
world situations on daily basis (Wedman, Wedman, & 
Folger, 1999). 

Successful analogical problem-solving ability 
allows children to generalize and solve 
previously un-encountered problems, increase 
the potential success of solving different types 
of future problems and even potentially 
decrease the time needed to solve them 
(Gholson, Eymard, Morgan, & Kamhi, 1987).
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Critical Thinking Skills and Learning 
Disabilities 

• Children with learning disabilities demonstrate inefficient information processing 
skills and consequently have difficulty with new and complex tasks due to 
weaknesses in synthesizing and integrating information as well as difficulties in 
areas that require problem solving, complex concept formation, and executive 
function (EF) skills such as sticking to the task, planning, inhibiting responses, 
working memory, and cognitive flexibility (Forrest, 2004). 

• Due to EF impairments they exhibit significant difficulties with organization, 
planning, and tasks requiring sequencing (Tanguay, 2001).

• Many of them find it hard to internalize feedback, learn from past experiences, deal 
with ambiguous and non-routine situations, understand cause-effect relationships 
as well as engage in gestalt processing (separate main idea from details when 
analyzing text). 

• It is important to break up the task complexity and sequentially teach them the 
steps to analogical problem solving. 
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Language Processing Hierarchy Pertaining to Critical 
Thinking (Basic to Complex)  (Richard, 2001)

• Prerequisites
• Labeling 

• Functions 

• Associations

• Categorization
• Synonyms 

• Antonyms

• Concepts (time, location, size, etc.) 

• Similarities 

• Differences 

• Multiple Meaning Words

• Idioms 

• Analogies  
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Training Analogical Reasoning Skills in Children With Language 
Disorders (Masterson & Perrey, 1999)
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Training Analogical Reasoning Skills in Children With Language 
Disorders (Masterson & Perrey, 1999)
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Training Analogical Reasoning Skills in Children With Language 
Disorders (Masterson & Perrey, 1999)

28



Training Analogical Reasoning Skills in Children With Language 
Disorders (Masterson & Perrey, 1999)
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Learning Vocabulary Words 

• Language disordered children require 36 
exposures  (as compared with 12 exposures 
for TD children) to learn new words via 
interactive book reading (Storkel et al, 2016). 

• Interactive book reading involves an adult 
reading a storybook to a child and deviating 
from the text to provide additional explicit 
instruction (e.g., define the new word). 

• Vocabulary words were discussed  before, 
during and after reading the book by 
describing or defining the word and showing 
other ways to use it. 

• Treatment Materials Link:

• https://kuscholarworks.ku.edu/handle/1808
/20313
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Select Critical Thinking Vocabulary Terms  

• Analyze  

• Characterize 

• Criticize

• Evaluate

• Explain  

• Formulate 

• Interpret

• Justify 

• Prove 

• Relate

• Summarize 

• Trace 
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Source: https://www.nederland.k12.tx.us/view/16242.pdf

Disciplinary literacy refers to the specifics of reading, 
writing, and communicating in a discipline (science, social 
studies). It focuses on the ways of thinking, the skills, and 
the tools that are used by experts in the disciplines 
(Shanahan & Shanahan, 2012).

“Disciplinary literacy refers to the shared ways of reading,
writing, thinking, and reasoning within academic fields
(Moje, 2007; Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008). Each discipline
has unique ways of asking questions and solving problems.
Similarly, each discipline has unique expectations for the
types of claims that are made and the way those claims
are supported. These differences play out in the ways that
texts are written and in the demands those texts place on
the readers. For these reasons, we can say that each
discipline has its own discourse community, a shared way
of using language and constructing knowledge.” (Reiner &
Moje, 2012, p. 73)

https://www.nederland.k12.tx.us/view/16242.pdf


Teaching Vocabulary of Feelings And 
Emotions 

• Words related to thinking

• Know, think, remember, guess

• Words related to senses

• See, Hear, Watch, Feel

• Words related to personal wants 

• Want, Need, Wish

• Words related to emotions and 
feelings 

• Happy, Mad, Sad

• Words related to emotional 
behaviors

• Crying, Laughing, Frowning
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Teaching Risk Taking and Mistake 
Acceptance 

• Many students with DLD have difficulty 
persevering and are very afraid of 
taking risks or trying new things 
educationally or socially

• Julia Cook ‘Bubble Gum Brain’ or 
‘Don’t Be Afraid to Drop’.

• Students with SCD do not want to be 
perceived as wrong and may react 
behaviorally when those mistakes occur 
(e.g., tantrums, physical aggression, 
refusal, etc.).

• ‘The Girl Who Never Made 
Mistakes!’ by Mark Pett and Gary 
Rubenstein and ‘Your Fantastic, 
Elastic Brain‘ by JoAnn Deak
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The Power of Yet 
(Bubblegum Brain)

• “You can’t figure this out …yet”

• Hard work and perseverance is 
necessary for progress 

• Importance of taking chances by 
trying to go just a little bit farther 
each time and pushing themselves 
just a tiny bit more in each of their 
therapy sessions

• FREE book companion 
from Technology Tidbits on TPT can 
supplement therapy sessions

• Lesson plan overview

• Book quiz

• Sorting activity
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Teaching Mistake Acceptance (cont.)

• Discuss with students the concept of mistakes

• Ask how they feel about when they make mistakes

• Do they know people who have never made mistakes?

• When is it ok to make mistakes?

• Explain text embedded vocabulary words as well as 
idiomatic expressions

• (e.g., ‘stunned’, ‘wobbled’, ‘didn’t miss a beat’, 
‘auditorium was packed’, etc.)

• FREE materials 

• Book companion

• Bloom taxonomy leveled questions for grades Pre-K-
5th

• Educators Guide
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Appropriate Reactions to 
Feedback and Being Non-
Judgmental  

• ‘Thanks for the Feedback, I think’ Julia Cook 

• YouTube videos in which individuals are receiving some form of 
feedback from others

• ‘American Idol’, ‘Voice’, ‘Chopped’ 

• Watch short clips and ask the students regarding how 
feedback was received by the participants and how did they 
figure out whether the participants reacted well/poorly to 
the provided feedback

• ‘The Judgmental Flower’ Julia Cook 

• Accepting differences 

• Not being rude to each other 

• Diversity 

• “Growing in the right direction”

• FREE Activities 

• HERE and HERE
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Use of Fractured Fairy Tales in Therapy 

• Address higher order language goals 

• Compare and contrast

• Analyzing

• Interpretation of ambiguous language and idiomatic expressions 

• Interpretation of Text Embedded Context Clues

• Verbal Reasoning 
• Inferencing 
• Predicting 
• Answering Negative Questions 

• Select authors: 
• Trisha Speed Shaskan
• Nancy Loewen
• Eric Braun
• Jessica Gunderson
• Jon Scieszka

• Link to select free materials: 
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Browse/Search:fractured%20fairy%20tales%20/Pri
ce-Range/Free
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Select Picture Book Authors and Series 

• Helen Lester

• Julia Cook  

• Karma Wilson

• M. Christina Butler
• The Hedgehog Series

• Jez Alborough
• Bear Series, Duck Series, Cuddly Dudley

• Keiko Kasza

• Jan Brett (Most Books)

• Audrey Wood (all books but particularly)
• Napping House, Quick as a Cricket, The Big Hungry Bear

• Fractured Fairy Tales (Various Authors)
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Thematic Non-Fiction Picture Books 

• Nonfiction texts contain unknown concepts and 
vocabulary, which is then used in the text multiple times
• Lack of knowledge of these concepts and related 

vocabulary will result in lack of text comprehension 

• Let’s Read and Find Out Stage 1 and 2 Science Series

• They can be implemented by parents and professionals 
alike for different purposes with equal effectiveness.

• They can be implemented with children fairly 
early beginning with preschool onwards
• Developmentally disabled children
• Learning Disabled (LD) Children
• Intellectually Disabled (ID)  Children 
• Children with FASD
• Internationally Adopted LD children 
• Bilingual children with LD
• Children with reading disabilities
• Children with psychiatric impairments
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Importance of Teaching Advanced 
Vocabulary

• Students with significant language impairment often suffer from 
the Matthew Effect (“the rich get richer and the poor get poorer”)

• Interactions with the environment exaggerate individual differences 
over time

• Children with poor vocabulary knowledge learn less words and widen the 
gap between self and peers over time due to their inability to effectively 
meet the ever-increasing academic effects of the classroom

• The vocabulary problems of students who enter school with poorer limited 
vocabularies only worsen over time (White, Graves & Slater, 1990)

• We need to provide these children with all the feasible opportunities to 
narrow this gap and partake from the curriculum in a more similar 
fashion as typically developing peers
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Utility of 
Let’s Read 
and Find Out  
Series 

• The books are readily available online (Barnes & 
Noble, Amazon, etc.) and in stores.

• They are relatively inexpensive (individual books 
cost about $5-6).

• Parents or professionals who want to continuously 
use them seasonally can purchase them in bulk at a 
significantly cheaper price from select distributors 
(Source: rainbowresource.com)

• They are highly thematic, contain terrific visual 
support, and are surprisingly versatile, 
with information on topics ranging from animal 
habitats and life cycles to natural disasters and 
space.

• They contain subject-relevant vocabulary words 
that the students are likely to use in the future 
over and over again (Stahl & Fairbanks, 1986).

• The words are already pre-grouped in semantic 
clusters which create schemes (mental 
representations) for the students (Marzano & 
Marzano, 1988).
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Non-Fiction Picture Books 
in Action 

• The books on weather and seasons contain 
information on

1. Front Formations
2. Water Cycle
3. High- & Low-Pressure Systems

• Vocabulary words from Flash, Crash, Rumble, and 
Roll (see detailed lesson plan HERE) (Source: 
in2books.epals.com)

• Word: water vapor
Context: Steam from a hot soup is water vapor.

• Word: expands
Context: The hot air expands and pops the 
balloon.

• Word: atmosphere
Context: The atmosphere is the air that covers 
the Earth.

• Word: forecast
Context: The forecast had a lot to tell us about the 
storm.

• Word: condense
Context: steam in the air condenses to form water 
drops. 42
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What else can we do and why 
do we do it? 

• Teach sequencing skills

• Life cycles

• Critical thinking skills 

• What do animals need to do in the winter to survive?

• Compare and contrast skills 

• What is the difference between hatching and molting?

• “Teachers (SLPs) with many struggling children often 
significantly reduce the quality of their own vocabulary 
unconsciously to ensure understanding” (Anita Archer)

• Professionals are under misperception that if they teach 
complex subject-related words like “metamorphosis” or 
“vaporization” to children with significant language 
impairments or developmental disabilities that these 
students will not understand them and will not benefit 
from learning them.

• These students can still significantly benefit from 
learning these words, it will simply take them longer 
periods of practice to retain them
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Suggestions for Implementation with LD 
Students  

• Simplify explanations

• Minimize verbiage and emphasize the visuals

• Have teachers/paras observe if possible for subsequent 
successful review and implementation  

• Review information

• Reinforce newly learned vocabulary  

• “Picture walks” to activate background knowledge 

• Important because “students who lack sufficient 
background knowledge or are unable to activate it 
may struggle to access, participate, and progress 
through the general curriculum” (Stangman, Hall & 
Meyer, 2004).
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Value of Non-Fiction Picture Books 

• Students learn vocabulary words in context 
embedded texts with high interest visuals

• They are taught specific content related 
vocabulary words directly to comprehend 
classroom-specific work

• They are provided with multiple and repetitive 
exposures of vocabulary words in texts

• SLPs maximize evidence based ‘multisensory’ 
intervention when students are learning 
vocabulary to maximize their gains (visual, 
auditory, tactile via related projects, etc.)

45



Conclusion 

• Language impaired children need 
to be taught critical thinking skills 
explicitly and systematically in 
order to improve their 
independent decision-making 
abilities.  

• A variety of picture books 
including wordless, fiction and 
nonfiction books can be utilized 
in therapy to teach children 
critical thinking skills 

• Relevant vocabulary terms play 
an important part in allowing 
students with LD to develop 
literate lexicon necessary to 
engage in disciplinary literacy 
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Free Problem-Solving Apps and Worksheets 

• Same Different
• https://apps.apple.com/au/app/autism-ihelp-same-and-

different/id630520325

• Analogies 1.0 App
• https://apps.apple.com/us/app/kids-ihelp-analogy-1-0/id533759314

• Analogies 2.0 App
• https://apps.apple.com/au/app/kids-ihelp-analogy-2-0/id545945045

• Word Analogies 1.0 App
• https://apps.apple.com/au/app/kids-ihelp-word-analogy-1-0/id569134000

• Analogy Worksheets (for Grades 1-12)
• https://www.englishforeveryone.org/Topics/Analogies.html
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More info on Smart Speech Therapy 

• Visit the Exhibit Hall to learn more 
• https://videolearningsquad.com/lessons/smart-speech-therapy/
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Contact 
Information:
Tatyana 
Elleseff MA 
CCC-SLP

• *Group: 
https://www.facebook.com/groups/EBPSLPs/

• Blog: www.smartspeechtherapy.com/blog/

• Shop: 
http://www.smartspeechtherapy.com/shop/

• Business Page: 
www.facebook.com/SmartSpeechTherapyLlc

• Twitter: https://twitter.com/SmartSPTherapy

• Email: tatyana.elleseff@gmail.com
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