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When should we be concerned about 
late-talking toddlers? 

Dorothy V. M. Bishop 
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ÒIn general, language acquisition is a 
stubbornly robust process; from what we 
can tell there is virtually no way to prevent 
it happening short of raising a child in a 
barrelÓ   

Pinker, S. (1984). Language learnability and 
language development. Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press. p. 29  
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Wide variation in age at first words 

Neligan, G. A., & Prudham, D. (1969). Norms for four standard developmental milestones 
by sex, social class and place in family. Developmental Medicine and Child Neurology, 
11, 413-422. 

Epidemiological sample of children born in Newcastle-upon-Tyne  

Single words-Three or four 
different words for people or 
objects, correctly used. 
Sentences-Three or more words, 
strung together to make some sort 
of sense.Õ 
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Most children with long-term language 
problems were late talkers 

Red shows Neligan/Prudham norms 
Blue shows children from Dawn House School- NB severe SLI 
Only 12% of SLI had first words before 18 months 
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http://www.johnbercow.co.uk/ 
23012007_disabled_children 

¥! I believe that we suffer continually in this country from 
a problem of late assessment, late identification and 
late diagnosis. É. 

¥!  I believe that sometimes those operating the system 
play precisely upon the hopes, as well as the more 
exaggerated fears, of some parents by saying, ÒDonÕt 
worry. ThereÕs plenty of time.Ó Of course, those who 
are articulating that message very often have a 
reason of financial self-interest for holding back the 

provision of what is needed.  
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Most children who have SLI were late talkers,  
!  most late talkers will have SLI 

¥! Key issue of Ôbase ratesÕ 

¥! Suppose 3% of children have severe SLI 
In population of 1000, 30 cases 

88% of these are late talkers (i.e. first words after 
18 months), = 26 cases 

In whole population, 10% are late talkers = 100 

¥! So only 26/100 late talkers will have severe SLI 
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But many children do Ôgrow out of itÕ: 
Late bloomers 

Fischel et al (1989) 

¥!26 2-year-olds who Òunderstood complete sentences 
but who could say only a few words.Ó 

¥!Followed after 5 months 
Approx 1/3 no improvement 
1/3 mild improvement 
1/3 in the normal range 

The phenomenon of the Ôlate bloomerÕ 
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But many children do Ôgrow out of itÕ: 
Late bloomers 

Thal and Bates (1991) 

¥!10 children aged 18-29 mo, in lowest 10% for age for 
expressive language 

¥!Excluded hearing loss, mental retardation, etc. 
¥!Normal fine and gross motor skills 
¥!Parental report: expressive and receptive language 
¥!Follow-up one year later 
¥!6 had Ôcaught upÕ Ð late bloomers 
                  with accelerated language development 
¥!4 still delayed 

The phenomenon of the Ôlate bloomerÕ 
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General agreement: early 
intervention better than late 

¥! Failure to intervene may lead to 
development of secondary problems 

¥! Also, notion of brain plasticity 
¥! Easier to modify brain development before 

neural pathways are committed 
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Brain plasticity example:  
eye-patching for Ôlazy eyeÕ 

Epelbaum, M. et al (1993). The sensitive period for strabismic amblyopia in humans. Ophthalmology, 100
(3), 323-327. 
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Notion of sensitive period extended to 
language 

Grammaticality judgement task, e.g. 
 The man allows his son to watch TV 
 The man allows his son watch TV 
 The man lets his son to watch TV 
 The man lets his son watch TV 
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The quandary 

¥! Late intervention 
Ð!Children develop secondary problems  

Ð!May be too late to be effective 

¥! Early intervention: 
Ð!Risk of intervening with children who are just 

Ôlate bloomersÕ Ð wasted resources 
Ð!May create problems in the child 
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What is needed 

¥! Some way of distinguishing Ôlate bloomersÕ 
from those with more persistent problems 
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How to find out? 

¥! Need studies that start with late talkers 
and follow them up 

¥! At follow-up, divide into those who have 
resolved and those with persistent 
problems 

¥! Then look at time 1 data and see if we 
could have distinguished them 
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What factors likely to affect 
outcome? 

¥! Home environment 
¥! Birth risk 
¥! Genetic risk 

¥! Severity of language delay 
¥! Profile of language difficulties 

Looked at as predictors of late-talking by 
Zubrick et al, 2007 
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The children 

¥! Recruited from a database of families from 
local maternity ward and local toddler 
groups.   

¥! Mothers filled in Oxford University 
Communicative Development Inventory 
(OCDI) when child 18-19 mo old 
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Our current study 

¥! Data analysis still ongoing 

¥! Provisional results: please do not quote 
these 
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Section of OCDI 

understands 
and says 

understands 

Total OCDI has 416 words; At 18 months, bottom 15% say <= 10 words 
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The children 

¥! 26 late talkers: expressive OCDI more than 1 SD below 
the mean (<= 10 words) 

¥! 70 average talkers: OCDI from 20th to 75th centile  
¥! Preference given to those with a family history of speech/

language problems 
Ð! defined as having 1st degree relative with history of receiving 

intervention for language or reading problems 

¥! Seen for a language and cognitive assessment 

¥! 24 late talkers and 59 average talkers available for 
follow-up at 4 yr. 

20 

Assessment at 20 months 

¥! Vineland Adaptive Behavior Scales, 2nd edition 
(VABS)  
Ð!Parental interview used to evaluate the child's 

development in the areas of Communication, 
Socialisation, Daily Living, and Motor Skills.  

¥! Mullen Scales of Early Learning 
Ð!Child-based assessment that provides scores for 

Gross Motor, Visual Reception, Fine Motor, 
Expressive Language, and Receptive Language 
skills. 
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Assessment at 20 months 

¥! Mullen Scales of 
Early Learning 
Ð!Child-based 

assessment that 
provides scores 
for Gross Motor, 
Visual Reception, 
Fine Motor, 
Expressive 
Language, and 
Receptive 
Language skills. 
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Assessment at 4 years 

¥! Wechsler Preschool and Primary Scales of Intelligence, 
Block Design and Matrices for assessment of nonverbal 
ability 

¥! British Ability Scales (BAS). Verbal Comprehension and 
Naming Vocabulary.  

¥! The Grammar and Phonology Screening (GAPS) Test. 
Sentence repetition and nonword repetition..  

¥! The Bus Story Test. Narrative task in which the child is 
told a short story accompanied by pictures and then 
asked to retell it while reviewing the pictures.  Scored for 
Information and Sentence Length 

¥! The Rice/Wexler Test of Early Grammatical Impairment. 
Third person singular and past tense probes to elicit verb 
inflectional endings from the child.  

¥! The Children's Communication Checklist-2  Parental 
report of communication skills.  

23 

GAPS nonwords 

¥! dremp 
¥! klest 
¥! tobilf 
¥! difimp 
¥! bademper 
¥! fakester 
¥! padrepper 
¥! difrimple 
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Also assessment of mother 

¥! Nonword repetition test from NEPSY 
Ð!e.g.Õscri-flu-na-fliss-tropÕ 

¥! Previous study found this test 
differentiated parents of children with SLI 
from parents of matched controls 

Barry, J. G., Yasin, I., & Bishop, D. V. M. (2007). Heritable risk 
factors associated with language impairments. Genes, Brain and 
Behavior, 6, 66-76. 
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Total of 7 language indices for child 

¥! ÒImpairmentÓ defined as 1 standard 
deviation below mean or more, i.e. in 
bottom 16% of population 

¥! For Rice-Wexler test, impairment 
corresponds to score below recommended 
cutoff 
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Classification at 4 yrs 

¥!  Typical development (TD):  WPPSI PIQ of 
85 or above and no more than one impaired 
language measure 

¥! Specific language impairment (SLI):  
impaired on at least two language 
measures, with WPPSI PIQ of 85 or above 

¥! Nonspecific language impairment (NLI):  
impaired on at least two language 
measures, with WPPSI PIQ of 84 or below 

¥! Low nonverbal ability (LNV):  WPPSI PIQ 
of 84 or below, but no more than one 
impaired language measure 

N 

60  

16 

5 

2 
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Which tests identify SLI at 4 yr? 
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How many late talkers have SLI at 4 yr? 

Family history of language difficulties affects outcomes 
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Which measures predict future SLI at 20 mo? 
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Statistical prediction for individual children 

Still very difficult to predict outcomes: 
¥! With Vineland communication; 

Ð!predict 3/15 SLI, no false positives from TD 

¥! With Vineland comm + mother nonword rep. 
Ð!predict 6/15 SLI, but 2 false positives from TD 

¥! With Vineland, mo. nw, and family history 
Ð!predict 7/15 SLI, 2 false positives from TD 
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Clinical prediction for individual children 

Simple rules of thumb from our data: 
High risk child if: 
 + Family history and mother scores more 

than 1 SD below mean on nonword rep. 
OR 
 No family history and Vineland 

communication is below 85 (1 SD below 
mean) 
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Surprising finding: maternal education 
did not predict outcome 

But consistent with Zubrick et al (2007), predictors 
of late-talking 
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http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/education/2638889.stm 

Thursday, 9 January, 2003, 11:15 GMT  

Daily grunt parents hold children back  

Not enough talking going on 

Parents who do little more than grunt at their children every day are 
damaging their language development, a literacy expert has said.  

Alan Wells, director of the Basic Skills Agency, says parents no 
longer talk to their children and instead just let them sit in front of 
the television or computer for hours. 



14-06-10 

12 

34 

Other evidence against poor language 
environment as cause of SLI 

¥! Most children develop adequate language 
despite very variable levels of language 
input from parents 

Ð!E.g. different cultures 

Ð!Children in exceptional circumstances, 
including hearing children of deaf parents 

Ð!Direct estimate of environmental influence in 
genetic studies does not support major role 
for syntax 
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Family history as predictor 

¥! Other studies have found association between 
FH+ and being late talker: 
Zubrick et al (2007) 
Ð!Looked at numerous factors in 

epidemiological study Ð motherÕs education, 
birth risks, maternal depression, etc etc 

Ð!Only factors that were associated with being a 
late talker were:   
¥!Family history 
¥!Having siblings 
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Other factors to consider 

Thal and Bates  

¥! Poor outcome specifically in those with poor 
comprehension/gesture 

Our study  

¥! Receptive measures did not add much to 
prediction, but seems counterintuitive! 

¥! Have not yet analysed measures of gesture 
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Summary 

¥! 75% of late talkers did not have later language 
difficulties, provided they did not have any family history 

¥! Appropriate to adopt Ôwatchful waitingÕ strategy with 
these 

¥! Having a family history of language/literacy problems is a 
strong risk factor for persisting problems 

¥! Poor comprehension or lack of gesture may also be 
important predictors 

¥! Parental report on Vineland can also help identify those 
likely to need help 


