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Overview 

• This webinar reviews the role of 
language in the acquisition of reading and 
explain why children with reading 
difficulties must be assessed for language 
deficits.

• It explains how undetected language deficits 
can adversely hamper reading interventions 
causing the students to plateau in their 
literacy gains.

• Finally, it offers suggestions regarding which 
assessments should be considered by 
parents and professionals for students who 
exhibit persistent reading difficulties.
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Learning Objectives 
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At the end of this presentation learners will be able 
toBe

Discuss the role of language in the development of 
literacyDiscuss

Identify risk factors associated with language and 
literacy disordersIdentify

Describe the value of language assessments for 
children with confirmed/suspected reading disorders Describe

Identify the most sensitive standardized language and 
literacy assessment instruments for students 6-18 
years of age

Identify



Hierarchy of Oral Language 
Development 
• Listening

• Comprehension of words, phrases, sentences, stories

• Speaking 
• Speaking single words, phrases, sentences, engaging in 

conversations, producing stories
• Reading

• Words, sentences, short stories, chapter books, etc.
• General topics
• Domain specific topics (science, social studies, etc.)

• Spelling
• Writing

• Words, sentences, short stories, essays

• Oral language develops along a continuum  with listening 
comprehension and verbal expression being the 
foundational framework for development of later more 
complex abilities such as reading, spelling, and writing  

• Learners struggling in the areas of literacy (e.g., reading, 
spelling and writing) may have unrecognized and 
undetected oral expression and social communication 
deficits which are adversely impacting their literacy 
acquisition abilities  
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Statistical Learning and Language Acquisition
(Seidenberg & MacDonald, 2018) 

• “Statistical learning is the largely unconscious process of 
learning the patterns of one’s environment— the 
probabilities that events will occur, or occur together, and 
in which sequences (Lany & Saffran, 2013; Seidenberg, 
2017).”  

• Language has numerous statistical properties 

• Vocabulary learning is statistical 

• “Children with smaller vocabularies …do not simply 
know fewer words; they also know less about 
language and the world”  

• “Words are statistically linked to other words and to 
other levels of linguistic representation and thus 
carry information about the sentences in which they 
occur” 
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Explicit and 
Implicit 
Language 
Learning 

• Language is also learned via implicit and explicit 
experiences 

• Implicit learning - the ability to learn the 
complex and subtle regularities that underlie a 
language without even realizing it 
• Subconscious

• Explicit experiences—instruction and feedback, 
exploration and discovery—with intention and 
awareness.
• Teacher/Caregiver mediated 

• Students with language and learning needs 
require explicit teaching opportunities to 
acquire the necessary language abilities
• They need teaching of concepts their peers acquire 

automatically/without active thinking

• Requires more effort   
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What Happens When Language 
Learning is Impaired? 

• There will be notable differences in how the child is 
communicating, expressing self, reading, writing, etc., as compared 
to other children

• Deficits may be very obvious or quite covert 

• Difficulty formulating sentences vs. comprehending and using 
subtle ambiguous language structures 

• Child may have an impressive lexicon and robust vocabulary 
knowledge but use it incorrectly 

• Formulates sentences which do not make sense semantically 

• Odd vocabulary usage, etc. 
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Terminology  

• Developmental Language Disorder (DLD) Endorsed in a consensus study involving a panel of 
experts (CATALISE Consortium, Bishop, et al 2017). 

• Previously a wide range of terminology used (wide ranging and confusing, overlapping labels) 
resulted in poor communication, lack of public recognition, and denial of services.  

• In North America, we used the term Specific Language Impairment (SLI)  

• SLI overlaps with DLD, but was rejected by the CATALISE panel because it was seen as overly 
restrictive 

• Implied the child had relatively pure problems with language in the absence of any other 
impairments. 

• There’s no evidence that children with SLI  respond differently to intervention, or have different 
causal factors, from other children with language problems. (CATALISE Consortium, Bishop, 
et al 2017)

• Hence, the term DLD will be used throughout this presentation  
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Developmental 
Language 
Disorder (DLD)

• Children have difficulties comprehending 
what is being said to them as well as 
expressing selves unrelated to obvious 
biomedical issues (e.g., ASD, HI, ID, etc.)

• Normal development in all areas with 
the exception of language 

• Specific Language Impairment (SLI) was 
the old label 

• Recent name change better reflects the 
types of difficulties children have (Bishop, 
Snowling, Thompson, Greenhalgh, and 
The CATALISE Consortium, 2017)

• Difficulties persist to adulthood 

• Significantly impact functioning 

• Require additional assistance 

• SLP assessment and treatment 

• Special education placements 
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Their 
Language 

Abilities are 
just Fine!
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Social vs Academic Language 
Acquisition 
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Academic 
Language 
Areas 

• Literate Vocabulary Knowledge (Nippold, 2018)

• Difficult words that occur in academic contexts

• Semantic Awareness (Taylor, Duff, Woollams, 
Monaghan, & Ricketts, 2015)

• Semantic processes are associated with word 
reading skills, namely children read words better 
when they know their meanings  

• Morphological Awareness (James, Currie, Xiuli Tong, 
& Cain, 2020) 

• Plays a crucial role in supporting higher‐level text 
processing

• It is partly mediated by vocabulary knowledge 

• Becomes an increasingly important predictor of 
reading comprehension between 6 and 11 years

• Makes a unique contribution to reading 
comprehension ability beyond oral vocabulary 
and word reading skill
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Impact of Oral 
Language on 
Reading 
Comprehension 

• Reading comprehension is a collection of skills (Gray, 2017)

• Solid language abilities strongly correlate with reading 
comprehension outcomes (Clarke, Snowling, Truelove, 
& Hulme, 2010) as well as 

• Oral vocabulary knowledge (Ouellette & Shaw. 2014) 

• Strong discourse and narrative abilities significantly positively 
correlate with reading comprehension abilities (Catts, Fey, 
Tomblin, & Zhang 2002; Dickinson & McCabe, 2001; Griffin, 
Hemphill, Camp, & Wolf, 2004)

• Knowledge  of literate vocabulary words (abstract 
nouns, metacognitive verbs, etc.), in isolation and in context of 
read text (Nippold , Hegel , & Sohlberg 1999; Nippold, 2006) is 
very important as well as 

• Background knowledge

• Inference making 

• Grasp of text structure 

• Grasp of literary devices 
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Types of Oral Language Deficits 

• Phonology (understanding and use of speech sounds -phonemes)

• Morphology (understanding and use of word parts including morphemes, affixes, etc.)

• Vocabulary and Semantics (understanding how to define and manipulate words)

• Syntax (understanding and use of complex sentence structures)

• Pragmatics (understanding and use of language in social contexts)

• Children with reading deficits can have difficulties in some or all of the above areas

• Research indicates that oral language deficits place children at a higher risk for dyslexia (Catts et al, 
2005; Adlof et al, 2017).  Research also shows that having a Developmental Language Disorder (DLD) 
places children at a high risk of developing reading deficits (Adlof, 2017). 

• This is why a comprehensive language assessment should be a necessary component of all literacy 
evaluations 
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Special Note on 
Social 
Communication 

• Numerous studies show that both language and 
reading deficits are associated with depression, 
anxiety, attention, as well as behavioral problems 
(Arnold et al., 2005; Boyes, Leitao, Claessen, Badcock, 
& Nayton, 2016; Kempe, Gustafson, & Samuelsson, 
2011; Huc-Chabrolle, Barthez, Tripi, Barthelemy, & 
Bonnet-Brihault, 2010; Knivsberg & Andreassen, 
2008; Mammarella et al., 2014). 

• Studies also indicate that there’s a significant 
correlation between psychiatric impairments and 
poor social pragmatic functioning. 

• Benner, Nelson, and Epstein (2002) examined 26 
studies (n= 2,796) that addressed students with 
EBD and language deficits and found that ~ 71% 
of students were identified with pragmatic 
language deficits.  

• Cohen et al., 1998 found that most common 
difficulties were in the areas of emotion decoding 
and social problem solving

• Bryan, 1991 found that these children present 
with significant difficulties  understanding  
another  person's affective state 16



Their Social 
Skills Are Just 
Fine 

• Children with language deficits are impaired in multiple areas 
of language 

• Researchers found evidence that children with language 
deficits  manifested pragmatic difficulties in conversational 
contexts with partners and were unable to adequately adjust 
to the needs of others in social interactions (Brinton, & Fujiki, 
1993: Brinton & Fujiki, 1995; Brinton, Fujiki, & Powell, 
1997; Fujiki & Brinton, 1994: Fujiki, Brinton & Todd 1996)

• Children with language impairments were less accepted by 
peers, had poorer friendships, were perceived by teachers as 
being more withdrawn (as compared to peers) as well 
as presented with poor emotional competence and emotional 
intelligence (Brinton & Fujiki, 2012; Fujiki, Spackman, Brinton, 
& Illig, 2008; Spackman, Fujiki, Brinton, Nelson, & Allen, 2005)

• Research unequivocally indicates that children with language 
impairment or DLD, also present with concomitant social 
communication difficulties, which if left untreated will 
significantly adversely affect their academic outcomes 
(reading and writing) as well as future life success 

• Due to the varying the nature of social communication deficits 
(internalizing versus externalizing manifestations) many social 
communication deficits will be missed without 
the administration of appropriate social pragmatic language 
assessments

• Social pragmatic assessments ARE NOT routinely administered 
in numerous school settings as part of comprehensive 
language assessments

• Assessment of social communication abilities should be a 
REQUIRED component of all language and literacy 
evaluations 
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Dyslexia as a 
Language 
Based Disorder 

• International Dyslexia Association: “Dyslexia is a 
specific learning disability that is neurobiological 
in origin. It is characterized by... [list of 
symptoms] These difficulties typically result from 
a deficit in the phonological component 
of language that is often unexpected in relation 
to ... Secondary consequences may include 
problems in reading comprehension and reduced 
reading experience that can impede growth of 
vocabulary and background knowledge.” 
[language-based areas]

• A number of researchers have confirmed that 
dyslexia is a language-based disorder (Elbro, 
Borstrøm, & Petersen, 1998; Shaywitz, 
1998; Snowling, 1998)

• American Academy of Pediatrics, 2009 explicitly 
labeled dyslexia as a language-based disorder to 
counteract the misperception that it is a visually 
based disorder (Adlof & Hogan, 2017)

• Since dyslexia has been defined as a language-
based disability it is very important to assess 
foundational areas of language to determine 
whether the child presents with covert oral 
language deficits affecting his/her ability to read 
and write. 
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Dyslexia 
Controversy 

• Defined differently in various studies (Elliot & Grigorenko, 2014)
• Struggle with phonemic awareness 
• Struggle with fluent single word decoding 
• Decoding difficulties cannot be explained in an alternative fashion 

(not due to something else)
• Significant reading performance between reading and IQ
• Phonological, RAN/RAS deficits 
• Failure to make meaningful progress in reading even after EBP 

reading instruction 

• Belief in unsubstantiated “dyslexia subtypes” (e.g., phonological, 
surface, double deficit, etc.) (Manis, Seidenberg, Doi, McBride-Chang, 
& Petersen, 1996; Manis et al., 1999; Stanovich, Siegel, & Gottardo, 
1997; Rack, Snowling, & Olson, 1992; Van den Broeck & Geudens, 
2012, Tamboer et al, 2014; Zoubrinetzky et al, 2014)

• Artificial divide of poor readers into dyslexic and non-dyslexic groups 
lacks scientific rationale (Elliot & Grigorenko, 2014)

• Various evaluators assess ‘dyslexia’ differently  (Ryder & Norwich 
2018) which results in: 
• Questionable interpretation of literacy difficulties
• Commitment to outdated discrepancy concepts (IQ/reading 

scores)
• Lack of appropriated standardized testing practices
• Lack of appropriate clinical testing properties 
• Overreliance on professional observation and experience above 

test results

• The term does not contribute to understanding of what deficits the 
student is experiencing in the areas of literacy (Elliot & Grigorenko, 
2014)
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Language 
Disorder or 
Learning 
Disability?
(Sun & 
Wallach, 
2014)

• If the child experiences any deficits in the 
foundational language areas such as listening and 
speaking, s/he will most certainly experience 
difficulties in the more complex areas of language 
such as reading and writing

• Many children with language disorders are later 
classified with a learning disability because their 
“later learning difficulties [took on] the form of 
problems acquiring higher levels of spoken 
language comprehension and expression as well as 
reading and writing”

• “Illusory recovery“ - “a time period when the 
students with early language disorders seem to 
catch up with their typically developing peers” by 
undergoing a “spurt” in language learning, which is 
followed by a “post-spurt plateau” because due to 
their ongoing deficits and an increase in academic 
demands “many children with early language 
disorders fail to “outgrow” these difficulties or catch 
up with their typically developing peers”
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Language 
Disorder or 
Learning 
Disability?
(Sun & 
Wallach, 
2014) (cont.)

• “The use of different labels by different 
professionals in different contexts should not 
obscure the commonalities among children 
with language disorders, no matter what they 
are called” (p. 26)

• Longitudinal research shows numerous 
difficulties experienced by children with “early 
language disorders” during school years and in 
adulthood “in all domains of academic 
achievement (spelling, reading comprehension, 
word identification, word attack, calculation)… 
(p. 29)”. 

• Children with language disorders are later 
classified with a learning disability because 
their “later learning difficulties [took on] the 
form of problems acquiring higher levels of 
spoken language comprehension and 
expression as well as reading and writing” (p. 
29). 
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Risk Factors for Language 
and Literacy Disorders 

• Genetic syndromes

• Intellectual disability 

• Family history (genetic 
inheritance)
• Speech language delay 
• Dyslexia/learning 

disability/special education
• Psychiatric diagnoses   

• Developmental history 
• Adoption/Foster care 

• Early childhood abuse, 
neglect, trauma 

• Delayed/disordered language 
development
• Early intervention 

services 
• Preschool disabled 

program attendance 
• Social 

communication/Behavioral 
deficits 

• Early emerged learning 
deficits 
• Difficulty counting, 

reciting letters of 
alphabet, poor memory 
for names/novel words, 
etc.
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Idiopathic 
Causation 

• A number of  children with no recognizable family history of learning 
disabilities, may be at risk for future literacy deficits if they display a 
pattern of linguistic difficulties during early development (e.g., delayed 
developmental milestones)

• If the child experiences any deficits in the foundational language areas 
such as listening and speaking, s/he will most certainly experience 
difficulties in more complex areas of language: reading, writing, and 
spelling.
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Warning Signs 
of Literacy 
Deficits in 
Young 
Children 

• Documented history of language impairment

• Receipt of therapy services from a very early 
age 

• Early intervention

• Preschool-disabled eligibility   

• Absence of early-onset linguistic deficits but 
presence of early-onset literacy difficulties 

• Difficulty remembering nursery rhymes 
and songs

• Trouble remembering the letters of the 
alphabet

• Trouble recognizing simple rhyming 
words, numbers, letters, etc.

• Even without a pertinent family 
history of literacy disabilities it may 
be important for a child to undergo 
an early literacy assessment in order 
to determine whether intervention is 
warranted



Implications for 
Assessment

• Because many children (with DLD) “may 
not show academic or language-related 
learning difficulties until linguistic and 
cognitive demands of the task increase 
and exceed their limited abilities”, SLPs 
must consider the “underlying deficits 
that may be masked by early oral 
language development” and “evaluate a 
child’s language abilities in all modalities, 
including preliteracy, literacy, and 
metalinguistic skills”.
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Assessment Process: 
Where to Begin?

• Data Collection

• Create Referral Forms/Checklists

• Place a check next to the deficit 
area

• Can’t Assess Everything 

• Don’t waste TIME!

• Target Deficit Areas ONLY!

• Not all general language 
assessments are alike
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Sample Areas of Difficulty
Check all that apply:

D. Vocabulary

___ Limited vocabulary

___ Immature vocabulary (not age appropriate)

___ Often uses non-specific words (thing, stuff)

___ Mishears and mispronounces novel words and/or names

___ Difficulty retaining and remembering new words  

___ Difficulty providing appropriate definitions of words  

___ Difficulty using text-based context clues to determine definitions

___ Difficulty providing synonyms, antonyms, etc. 

E. Narratives and Storytelling

___ Produces stories which are vague and lack details

___ Produces rambling stories which are difficult to follow  

___ Stories leave out critical information such as relevant details  

___ Stories lack insight into characters feelings, beliefs, thoughts, etc.

___ Word-retrieval difficulties characterized by  (_______)

___ Fictional story retelling lacks many story grammar elements  
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Assessment Limitations: Common Pitfalls
• Psychometrically weak tests were used that didn’t uncover deficits

• Presence of children with language and learning disorders in the normative sample which makes it difficult 
to determine typically developing from language impaired children  
• E.g., CELF-5 normative sample of 3000 children contained 23% of children with children with language 

and learning needs (Leader’s Project, 2014)

• Inappropriate tests were used
• One-word vocabulary tests, which possess limited to no value for school aged verbal children as compared 

to semantic flexibility testing (vocabulary manipulation tasks)
• Research has found that single word vocabulary tests have poor psychometric properties and  are not 

representative of linguistic competence embedded in life-activities (conversations academics, etc.) 
(Gray et al., 1999; Ukrainetz & Blomquist, 2002; Bogue, DeThorne, Schaefer, 2014)

• Not all the deficit areas were assessed 
• Testing did not delve into all areas of concern as indicated by parental/teacher reports 

• E.g., parents identified narrative deficits, but a narrative assessment was not performed 

• Assessment results were misinterpreted 
• There’s a presence of significant language and learning needs but the examiner did not interpret the results 

correctly 
• Cognitive referencing was used to deny services because there was no discrepancy between IQ and 

language abilities 

• Erroneous goals were formulated 
• E.g., Following directions

• “Following directions” is a complex process which involves activation of available semantic and 
syntactic knowledge, comprehension of sentences with a variety of clauses, as well as numerous other 
linguistic factors. The goal 'targeting decontextualized directions' will not meaningfully assist the 
students with comprehension of school work and navigation of the classroom environment (Wallach, 
2014)
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Comprehensive Educational 
Assessments 

• Developed to rank children within the range of the general population

• No mention of sensitivity and specificity in their technical manuals

• Discriminant accuracy for the purpose of disorder identification is unknown

• Do quite well on these test and be reading, writing or oral language impaired 

• Woodcock-Johnson IV Tests of Achievement (WJ IV-ACH)

• Woodcock-Johnson IV Tests of Oral Language (WJ IV-OL)

• Wechsler Individual Achievement Test Fourth Edition (WIAT-4) 

• Kaufman Test of Educational Achievement Third Edition (KTEA-3) 
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Assessment of Literacy and Language (ALL) (2020)
Ages: Pre-K -1st Grade 
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• Administration time: ~60 min

• 3 levels

• Initial indicator subtests (10-15 min)

• Diagnostic subtests (specific) (<45 min)

• Criterion-referenced subtests (1-5 min)

• Not all subtests are administered 
to all children

• Assessment areas: 

• Listening comprehension

• Spoken language

• Phonological awareness

• Alphabetic knowledge

• Print awareness

• Fluency



ALL (Cont.)
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Comprehensive 
Assessment: Language 
and Literacy 

• The Test of Integrated 
Language & Literacy Skills 
(TILLS) (2016) is an assessment 
of oral and written language 
abilities in students 6–18 years 
of age composed of 15 
subtests.

• Assesses literacy skills such as 
reading fluency, reading 
comprehension, phonological 
awareness, spelling, as well as 
writing in monolingual as well 
as simultaneously bilingual 
school age children. 
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TILLS (cont.)

33

• Standardized to identify language and literacy 
disorders

• Excellent psychometric properties 



TILLS (cont.)
Subtests Sensitivity to Language and Literacy Impairments Based on Age Groups 
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Assessing Subtle Deficits 

• Evidence informed SLPs will review the child’s background 
history, available medical and educational records and 
distribute comprehensive checklists to parents and teachers so 
they could identify the students’ specific deficit areas for 
identification of best testing batteries to administer

• Assess areas of parental/teacher concern coupled with areas 
known to be sensitive to language and literacy deficits

• Narratives

• Social communication 

• Reading fluency and comprehension  

• Written composition 
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Assessing Pragmatics: 
Clinical Assessment of 
Pragmatics (CAPs) 

• Video assessment comprised of 6 subtests for ages 7-18

• Instrumental Performance Appraisal
• Awareness of Basic Social Routines

• Social Context Appraisal*
• Reading Context Cues

• Paralinguistic Decoding
• Reading Nonverbal Cues

• Instrumental Performance
• Using Social Routine Language

• Affective Expression*
• Expressing Emotions

• Paralinguistic Signals*
• Using Nonverbal Cues

• The normative sample consisted of 914 individuals out 
of which 137 (or 15%) included individuals with atypical 
language development: ASD: N-18; SLI: N-27; Other 
(Learning Disabilities): N-92.

• Some subtests are more sensitive than others*
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Conclusion 

• Because students with reading deficits continue to be underserved in the schools it is highly 
important to assess not just their reading but also their oral language abilities via 
psychometrically-sound standardized assessments and clinical language assessments (of 
relevant areas) in order to adequately reflect the learner’s difficulties in the “real world”.

• It is important to ensure that assessments yield diagnostic information needed to formulate 
treatment goals for the students in question 

• All students need to receive fair and appropriate assessments which will result in targeted 
and relevant therapeutic services

• Anything less is a denial of Free Appropriate Public Education (FAPE) to which all 
students are entitled to

• It is NEVER too late to help!
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