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Gestalt Language Processing

Gestalt language processing, or GLP is a term we are hearing more and more in research
and discussions around autism. This approach suggests there might be two ways of
processing and developing language:

Analytic processors first
use single words, and then
begin to combine into
phrases/sentences

Gestalt Language Processing vs Analytic
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Gestalt processors use
whole phrases (echolalia)
before breaking them down
into single words, and then
learning to combine in
phrases/sentences

It is thought many people use both processing routes, but that some rely mostly on gestalt
processing. Many of these individuals are autistic. A delay in an ALP may be identified as
having only a few single words. A delay in a GLP may look like only using echolalia.

A ‘gestalt’ is a multi-word chunk or phrase that a speaker hears, stores and uses as a whole.
It may be said in a specific voice or intonation, relating to the context the speaker first
encountered it (e.g. “to infinity and beyond!”). It may not always be intelligible.

GLPs might be described as using learned phrases, or delayed echolalia (repeating, but not
immediately after hearing). Lots are copied from TV programs or songs!

A gestalt might not always seem to fully link to the activity they are doing. We need to be
‘detectives’ to figure out what a child might be communicating with a gestalt.

Phrase

Context Emotion

Source (if known)

Meaning

e.g. it's okay I'll help you find your Mummy

e.g. couldn’t find a piece of jigsaw e.g. frustrated

e.g. Dora the explorer

e.g. lost something

What can we do to help/encourage flexible language?

to understand.

individual.

ask questions and

Follow a child’s lead. Join their play and comment
using short phrases from their perspective. Try not to

Model new gestalts alongside acknowledging ones
your child uses. These should be meaningful to them
and easy to mix and match later, as they progress
towards generating sentences. Use preferred TV

Accept gestalts as communication. Copy phrases and show your child you are trying

Don’t take gestalts literally — be a detective to find out what a phrase means to an
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Can we stop? That feels good

Let's light it up

don’t be afraid to just listen!
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This is so fun!
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I don't like that It's so squishy

Let's turn it on
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Let's do it again
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It's all finished It feels funny w
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hat's next?
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