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LEARNING OBJECTIVES

By the end of the workshop, you should know:
1. Features of different neurodevelopmental disabilities 
2. Impact of disabilities on interviewing children
3. Best Practices for interviewing children with 

disabilities



LIKE TEACHING…

Interviewing children and youth with disabilities is really 
just good interviewing!



NEURODEVELOPMENTAL DISABILITIES

• Begin early in life
• Permanent
• Delayed (and sometimes disordered) development
• Impedes typical functioning

• About 15% of children and youth meet criteria for a 
neurodevelopmental disability



LABELS AND MORE LABELS

Different labels for the same underlying impairment
• FAS, FAE, FASD
• Autism, Asperger’s, Autism Spectrum Disorder

One label may refer to a number of different underlying 
impairments
• Learning disabilities



VARIABILITY IN DISABILITY

• Severity

• Frequency

• Comorbidity



VARIABILITY IN ABILITY

Everyone is a genius. But if you judge a fish by its ability to 
climb a tree, it will live its whole life believing that it is stupid.

- Albert Einstein

Disabilities focus on what the child can’t do, instead of 
focusing on what the child can do

Impairment in one domain does not necessarily say anything 
about abilities in another domain



COGNITIVE DELAYS

Intelligence
• Complex set of skills and abilities related to cognition/thinking
• Developmental progression

Adaptive Functioning 
• Social communication, life skills, health & safety, community use

Intellectual Disability
• Delays in intellectual and adaptive functioning
• Subtypes and variable profiles



COGNITIVE DELAYS: 
IMPLICATIONS FOR INTERVIEWING

• Poorer ability to provide detailed verbal recollections 
• Reluctant or unable to disclose maltreatment
• Difficulty distinguishing healthy and unhealthy social 

practices
• Rely on information provided by others when recalling 

events 
• Less likely to disclose when they feel unsupported
• More likely to change their answer in order to agree



COGNITIVE DELAY: INTERVIEWING PRACTICES 

• Respect chronological age but adjust interview 
developmentally

• Get a thorough history including strengths and 
challenges – know the child well before beginning a 
forensic interview!

• Consider that in some cases, it may not be possible to 
interview the person





SPEECH AND LANGUAGE IMPAIRMENT

Speech refers to problems with the production of language
• Articulation
• Fluency
• Prosody
• Phonology
• Apraxia

Language refers to problems with the processing of language
• Comprehension (receptive and expressive)
• Semantics
• Syntax
• Pragmatics



LANGUAGE DISORDER

Expressive language
•What we say (others understanding what we say)

Receptive Language
•What we hear (us understanding what someone else 

says)

Aphasia
• An inability to comprehend and formulate language  



LANGUAGE: IMPLICATIONS FOR INTERVIEWING

Lower verbal comprehension and expressive language 
• Less resistant to suggestive interviewing and questions

Struggle to provide free recall narrative 
• Perceived as less credible



COMMUNICATION INTERMEDIARIES

• Registered professionals sanctioned by the justice system

• Assess specific communication needs and capacity of child

• Provide guidance to interviewer

• Explain interview questions to the child

• Repeating the child’s responses

• Limited research but generally positive

• Improvements in children’s communication of events



COMMUNICATION INTERMEDIARIES



LEARNING DISABILITIES

• Discrepancy between intellectual versus academic abilities

• Due to impairment in one or more psychological process

• Affect one or more of the ways that a person takes in, 
stores, or uses information

• Between 5 and 10 percent of Canadians have a learning 
disability



LEARNING DISABILITIES: TYPES

• Reading (Dyslexia) - word decoding, comprehension

• Writing (Dysgraphia) - spelling, written expression

• Mathematics (Dyscalculia) – calculation, problem solving

• Nonverbal LDs
• Language skills are at least average compared with 

much lower nonverbal skills



LDS: IMPLICATIONS FOR INTERVIEWING

• Problems with understanding questions and 
following directions

• Use filler words—“um,” “thing,” or “stuff”

• Difficulties repeating numbers in sequence (e.g,. 
phone numbers)

• Knowing right from left

• Confusing the order of words, numbers, or sequence in a story

• Telling time and concept of time

• Poor social skills



LDS: INTERVIEWING PRACTICES

• Get a thorough history including strengths and 
challenges – know the child well before beginning a 
forensic interview!

• Speak with the special education/classroom teacher

• Determine if the child can read/write – bring 
pencil/paper and consider using technology



AUTISM SPECTRUM DISORDER

• Repetitive behaviors as well as limited interests 
and/or activities

• Ongoing social problems that include difficulty 
communicating and interacting with others

• Levels of severity



ASD: IMPLICATIONS FOR INTERVIEWING

• Problems with social communication/pragmatics
• Echolalia
• Poor eye contact
• Difficulty with the toss and return flow of conversation
• Respond in an unusual way when others show 

emotions
• Trouble with transitions
• Sensory sensitivities



ASD: INTERVIEWING PRACTICES

• Get a thorough history including strengths and challenges –
know the child well before beginning a forensic interview!

• Create familiarity in the environment – use the same 
interviewer across sessions

• Decrease stimulation in the environment
• Lower lights
• Sound-cancelling headphones



ASD: INTERVIEWING PRACTICES

• Ignore but notice repetitive movements

• Address sensory issues (e.g., use of deep-
pressure/weighted blanket)



ATTENTION DEFICIT HYPERACTIVITY DISORDER

Attention
• Difficulty regulating, switching and prioritizing attention, 

including hyperfocus on stimulating activities

Hyperactivity
• Constantly on the go

Impulsivity
• Acting or reacting before considering consequences



ADHD: EXECUTIVE FUNCTIONING 

• ADHD is about self-regulation 

The Marshmallow Experiment



ADHD: EXECUTIVE FUNCTIONING

• Self-awareness
• Inhibition
• Attentional management
• Verbal self-instruction
• Nonverbal working memory or visual imagery
• Problem-solving



ADHD: IMPLICATIONS FOR INTERVIEWING

• Working memory delays = difficulties in combining 
individual memories into whole reports 

• Deficits in working memory, attention, and executive 
control can affect what information is encoded



ADHD: IMPLICATIONS FOR INTERVIEWING

• Communication problems
• Distractibility
• Hyperfocus
• “Figure-ground” problem

§Difficulty knowing what the topic at hand is 
(foreground) and what is less relevant (background)

• Poor concept of time



ADHD: INTERVIEWING PRACTICES

• Get a thorough history including strengths and 
challenges – know the child well before beginning a 
forensic interview!

• Ensure the child is on their medication, if applicable
• Choose the best time of day
• Have fidgets available and allow the child to walk 

around



From: National Child Traumatic Stress Network



VULNERABILITY TO VICTIMIZATION

• Children and youth with disabilities are more 
vulnerable to victimization than typically developing 
peers

• Ontario incidence study of child abuse and neglect 
(2013) - of substantiated maltreatment claims: 
• 10% of the children had an intellectual or 

developmental disability
• 19% had academic difficulties



VULNERABILITY TO VICTIMIZATION

• More likely to develop PTSD following a traumatic 
event

• More likely to have multiple perpetrators and live in 
poverty or unsafe conditions

• At greater risk of developing severe conduct problems 
following abuse



CAUSES OF VULNERABILITY

• Compliance
• Reliance on others
• Individual limitations
• Individual characteristics 
• Social interaction
• Misunderstandings about sexuality



RESEARCH: 
VIEWS/PRACTICES OF POLICE/SOCIAL WORKERS

• Report feeling unprepared
• Less likely to use rapport building
• Less likely to use Lyons’ instructions
• More likely to use suggestive and unreliable questions 
• Influenced by disability status of witnesses



RESEARCH:
VIEWS/PRACTICES OF LAWYERS
• Prosecutors used more directive and option-posing 

questions
• Defence attorneys use more suggestive prompts
• Lawyers did not adjust questioning to developmental 

level
• High frequency of self-contradictions regardless of 

questioner’s role



REMEMBER…

Interviewing children and youth with disabilities is really 
just good interviewing!



INTERVIEWING PRACTICES: PREPARE MORE

• Collect background on disability

• Understand the child’s strengths and challenges

• Do a developmental assessment or screener



PREPARATION AND INFORMATION GATHERING
Does this child have a disability or difficulty with:
• Speaking, understanding, and using language?
• Thinking and reasoning?
• Socializing, feeling, and behaving?
• Hearing, vision, movement, and health?
• How does the disability affect this child?
• What strengths or abilities does the child have?
• What else do I need to know about the disability and the child?
• Are there medical or educational records available for review?
• Who might be available for a general consultation on this disability?
• How can I structure the setting and the questions for a successful interview?



INTERVIEWING PRACTICES: RAPPORT-BUILDING

• Respect the child/youth chronological age but make 
developmental adjustments to questions

• Take more time during this phase
• Create familiarity  
• Same interviewer across sessions
• Choose the best time
• Monitor psychological state of the child
• Do a practice narrative



FORENSIC INTERVIEW PROTOCOLS 
AND DISABILITIES

• Best disclosures obtained by adhering to best 
practices for typical kids 

• Make planned adaptations
• Small adjustments to accommodate unique 

developmental or emotional needs



FREE RECALL

• Accuracy corresponds to developmental-age
• Fewer peripheral details because of memory and 

language deficits
• Despite this, interviewers often refrain from asking 

free-recall questions



BEST WAYS TO OBTAIN ACCURATE 
INFORMATION
• Open-ended
• Invitation-type questions (e.g., tell me what happened)
• Directive-type questions (e.g, Tell me more about 

[specific detail])
• Limit suggestive questions and option-posing 

questions 
• Trade off between amount and accurate of 

information 



COGNITIVE INTERVIEW

To increase memory, the CI instructs witnesses to: report 
everything that comes to mind no matter how small the details 
may seem; mentally recreate the context of the witnessed 
event; recall the event in a different order; and recall the event 
from a different perspective. 

To improve the relationship between the witness and the 
interviewer, the CI interviewer utilizes several strategies, 
including: establish rapport with the witness, transfer control 
of the interview to the witness, ensure questions are in line 
with the witness’s current thoughts, use focused retrieval of 
information, and use witness-compatible questioning. 



MAKING A MURDERER: 
BRENDAN DASSEY INTERVIEW



REVIEW OF OBJECTIVES

You should know:
1. Features of different neurodevelopmental disabilities 
2. Impact of disabilities on interviewing children
3. Best Practices for interviewing children with 

disabilities



QUESTIONS


