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Introduction to Developmental Language 
Disorder 

○ from a professional perspective

○ from a parent carer perspective – Ceri Reed



RCSLT vision statement 

A world that includes everyone 
with communication and 

swallowing needs

RCSLT mission statement 

To help people with communication 

and swallowing needs to have 

better lives



RCSLT

● Policy and Public Affairs

○ Local and national influencing

■ Put together resources to help SLTs make a case for 

service or to influence

■ React to new developments

■ Develop policy positions and responses

■ Influence and lobby Government

● Professional Development



Why is language important?

● Words allow us to label and express our thoughts and emotions. 

● Syntax allow us to represent temporal and causal relationships 
between people, feelings, actions and consequences. 

● Narrative are a key means by which we develop understanding of 
our own and others emotional experiences. 

● Discourse requires us to use a common language code to 
facilitate social interaction and affiliation

● Language can be used in powerful ways: to argue, to 
persuade, to regulate, to empathise.

● Language allows us to reflect on the world as it is and imagine 
hypothetical situations – how the world could be.
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RADLD

https://youtu.be/rwOfkj0dj_0?si=HykGDQ8t3IJxAi82

Lily Farrington's Amazing Developmental Language Disorder 
Animation

https://youtu.be/rwOfkj0dj_0?si=HykGDQ8t3IJxAi82


RADLD

Workplace and Education strategies



Developmental Language Disorder

… is a lifelong condition which can first be diagnosed in childhood.

It affects how people understand and express language. 

Left unidentified and unsupported, DLD can reduce access to 
education, employment and social interaction.

A previous label was specific language impairment but different 
criteria. 



Prevalence

7.5% Developmental Language Disorder (Norbury et al. 2016)

7 times more common than autism spectrum disorder

46 times more common than permanent childhood hearing 
impairment

2.3% Language Disorder + additional condition (eg. Autism, 
intellectual disability)
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Developmental Language Disorder

• child’s language abilities are below chronological age expectations

• language deficits are not explained by other developmental concerns 

such as sensory impairment, autism, extreme deprivation, head injury, 

global developmental delay

• although language impairment is frequently associated with other 

developmental concerns

• language disorders interfere with everyday life at home or at school



Diagnostic & Statistical Manual of Mental 
Disorders (5th Edition) – DSM-V

• A. Persistent difficulties in the acquisition and use of language 
across modalities (i.e. spoken, written, sign language, or other), 
due to deficits in comprehension or production that include the 
following:

• Reduced vocabulary (word knowledge and use).

• Limited sentence structure (ability to put words and word 

endings together to form sentences based on the rules of 

grammar and morphology).

• Impairments in discourse (ability to use vocabulary and connect 

sentences to explain or describe a topic or series of events or 

have a conversation).
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DSM-V (cont)

• B. Language abilities are substantially and quantifiably below 
those expected for age, resulting in functional limitations in 
effective communication, social participation, academic 
achievement, or occupational performance, individually or in any 
combination.

• C. Onset of symptoms is in the early developmental period.

• D. The difficulties are not attributable to hearing or other sensory 
impairment, motor dysfunction, or another medical or 
neurological condition and are not better explained by 
intellectual disability (intellectual developmental disorder) or 
global developmental delay.
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DLD

● Under 3
Prediction from late language emergence to subsequent language 
disorder at school age is surprisingly weak

● 3-4 years
Prediction improves as children grow older.
In 4 year olds, greater number of areas of difficulty, the higher the 
likelihood that problems will persist

● 5 years and over 
Language problems that are still evident by 5 years are likely to 

persist
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DLD

Speech & Language 
Therapy Assessment
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● Words

○ Trouble understanding/learning words

○ Trouble recalling words

○ Uses non-specific words

What is the impact? (1 of 2)

• Speech sounds

o Mixing up sounds

o Difficulty working with 

sounds

o Difficulty relating sounds 

to letters

● Sentences

○ Missing parts of words

○ Missing key/whole words

○ Difficulties ordering words



What is the impact? (2 of 2)

● Learning and Memory

○ Difficulty remembering sounds/words

○ Difficulty following directions

○ Trouble learning a pattern

• Discourse

o Hard to follow stories

o Out of sequence

o Difficulties reading between 

the lines

● Social Language

○ Communicating in different situations

○ Difficulties having conversations

○ Missing social cues
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What helps children?

● Memory

○ Breaking spoken information and instructions into short 
chunks in a logical order

○ Repetition of key information and summaries using straight 
forward language

○ Use of visual support whenever possible so they not having 
to process purely spoken information
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What helps children?

● Language

○ Repetition of key vocabulary and give repeated definitions

○ Having lists of upcoming key topic words to look up 
meanings at home

○ Having straightforward definitions of words

○ Checking ‘do you know what X means?’ when you think 
they are not sure but haven’t asked you

○ Giving matter of fact feedback if they have said something 
inappropriate
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What helps children?

● Written Language

○ Simplification of written information and instructions to match level 

of reading comprehension.

○ Presentation in bullet form where possible.

○ Having time to re-read a page to help process the information

○ Having shortener written assignments where possible so they 
can be finished

○ Provision of writing frames to help plan work
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Academic Outcomes

● Lower levels of academic attainment

● Fewer academic qualifications

● More likely to leave formal education early 

● Literacy a particular barrier to academic success

● 50% of young people unable to read simple texts

● More than 80% struggling to comprehend what they read

● At 19, young people with DLD are twice as likely as peers to be not in 

employment, education or training



Vision

A BRIGHTER FUTURE FOR PEOPLE 

WITH DEVELOPMENTAL LANGAUGE 

DISORDER
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Organisations

https://radld.org/

https://speechandlanguage.org.uk/educators-
and-professionals/dld-educational-support/

https://www.naplic.org.uk/

https://www.afasic.org.uk/
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Organisations

https://www.afasic.org.uk/

● The Afasic Helpline - Afasic

● 0300 666 9410

● Monday & Wednesday: 10.30am to 4.00pm.

https://www.afasic.org.uk/the-afasic-helpline/


rcslt.org 

info@rcslt.org walesoffice@rcslt.org

@RCSLT  @RCSLTWales

mailto:info@rcslt.org
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