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What are word finding difficulties? 
It is common to experience ‘tip of the tongue’ moments, where you struggle 
to think of a word when you need it most. Word finding difficulties occur 
when a person struggles to access and retrieve a known word (e.g. not a 
uncommon word that they do not understand). When this occurs more often than the 
‘tip of the tongue’ experience, a person ability to fully say what they mean to can be 
reduced. 
 

What would the symptoms be? 
There could be a number of symptoms present, including: 

1. Substitution of a target word for a word from the same ‘group’ 
e.g. ‘It’s raining cats and goats’  

2. Substitution of a similar sound 
e.g. ‘It’s raining cats and logs’  

3. A mixture of the above examples 
e.g. ‘It’s raining cats and sh sh..goats’ 

4. Circumlocution e.g. ‘speaking around a word’ 
e.g. ‘It’s raining cats and… those things that bark 

5. Additionally, words such as; ‘thing’ (instead of specific word), ‘er’, ‘um’, 
‘well’ (fillers), It’s raining, it’s raining cats…( Repetition of phrases) 
It’s raining cats and goals…oh I mean dogs, (Self corrections). 

 
How to facilitate recall of the words: 

1. Phonetic Cues: (Use if errors are similar to example 1) 

• Say the beginning sound of the word, as in saying d- to elicit the word 
"donkey". 

• Say a word fragment for a word that containing more than one syllable e.g. 
‘But’ → ‘Butterfly’. 

•  Give a rhyming word cue: say ‘bat’ or ‘sat’ for ‘mat’ 
• Show how the word is made with your mouth (phonetic placement) e.g. Put 

your together when saying the word ‘bat’. 

2. Associative-Semantic Class Cues: (Use if errors are similar to examples 2, 3,4) 

• Use antonyms to recall opposites e.g. say to the person: ‘The 
opposite of night is’ to elicit ‘day’.  

• Use synonyms as cue words, as in saying "Another word for 
desk " to elicit the word "table". 

• Use an associated word which belongs to the same group as a cue, as in 
saying "Knife and..’ to elicit the word spoon. 
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Associative- Semantic Class Cues (cont.): 

• Use words that describe the group of the target word, e.g. ‘You can drink it’, 
‘It’s a fruit’ etc.  

• Use serial cueing, as in reciting part of a well established series such as 
"Tuesday, Wednesday, " to elicit "Thursday". 

• Use sentence completion, with a well known and established sentence 
pattern such as ‘We set the’ → table, ‘We put candles on a’ → cake. 

• Give a nursery rhyme completion, using well established nursery 
rhymes such as "Jack and Jill went up the " to elicit the word "hill".  

• Use analogy; present a metaphor or a simile such as "as white as 
" to elicit words such as "snow", "a cloud", "a sheet", or "a 
swan", or "It was like music to my " to elicit the intended word 
"ears". 

• Use proverb cueing, as in saying "all that glitters is not " to elicit "gold". 

Multiple-Choice Cueing: 

• Provide multiple choices for cueing, as in saying "Is it a house, a tree, or a 
chair?" to elicit the word "tree". 

Visual Cues: 

• Visualise the meaning of the word. Think of where the object is usually found 
and who uses it. Use a mind-map to indicate different cues 

§ Category: It’s a piece of fruit 
§ Location:  You’ll find it in the kitchen 
§ Attributes: It is yellow, curved.  
§ E.g. It is a banana. 

Other Strategies: 

• Intervention techniques would also depend on the speed and accuracy of 
retrieval. E.g. a person who but inaccurate may require techniques to 
demonstrate pausing.  

• A person with word finding difficulties should develop self-awareness skills 
e.g. become aware if they need cueing and ask assistant or teacher for cue. 

• Modifications may be required in the classroom e.g. provide a word bank 
when they have to fill in words or multiple choice answers. 

Word finding difficulties can be extremely frustrating for individuals and can affect 
their means of expressing ideas, demonstrate their true ability in a topic and 
confidence in speaking out-loud. 

 

Examples above adapted from: E. Wiig & E. Semel. Language Assessment & Intervention for the 
Learning Disabled. Toronto: Charles C. Thompson, (1980)  
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