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DEVELOPMENTAL LANGUAGE DISORDER
Developmental Language Disorder is when a child 
or adult has difficulties talking and/or 
understanding language



THE FACTS ABOUT DLD

A person is born with DLD, persists across the lifetime

Cuts across SES and other disorders

Brain difference (“neurobiological”)

Hallmarks are difficulty learning new words and remembering them (vocabulary) 
and grammar learning & use (McGregor, 2020)

DLD affects approximately 1 in 10 children (Tomblin et al., 1997)

The trajectory and sequence of language development is similar, but there are 
persistent delays



THE FACTS ABOUT DLD
https://radld.org/wp-
content/uploads/2019/04/DLD-
Fact-Sheet-English.pdf
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WHAT IS IT LIKE TO HAVE DLD?

https://vimeo.com/361471019



DLD MYTHS
HTTPS://DLDANDME.ORG/MYTHS-ABOUT-DLD/
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WHY ISN’T DLD A HOUSEHOLD NAME? 
Language is hard to explain

Language difficulties can be concealed

Language difficulties are misunderstood

Language development is not well understood

Late talkers cause confusion (~25% go on to have DLD)

Language has been the domain of SLPs

It has been called by many names: https://dldandme.org/terminology/

https://dldandme.org/terminology/
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DO CHILDREN WITH DLD HAVE DIFFICULTY WITH READING? 



THE SIMPLE VIEW OF READING

Reading

Word 
Recognition

Listening 
ComprehensionX



Word Reading

The ability to accurately 
translate printed letter patterns 
into spoken words

Listening Comprehension

The ability to understand 
spoken language

HOW ARE WORD READING AND LISTENING 
COMPREHENSION DIFFERENT?

VS.



LANGUAGE

LANGUAGE

Phonology

Grammar 
& 

Semantics
Pragmatics

Word Reading

Listening Comprehension

Form = sounds

Use = social

Content = vocabulary 
& grammar



WHY IS THE SIMPLE VIEW IMPORTANT?

Both components need to be considered when 
thinking of “reading”

The goal of reading is comprehension, and 
comprehension cannot occur without both word 
reading and listening comprehension



Scarborough, H. S. in Neuman, S.B. & Dickinson, D. K. (2001). Handbook of 
Early Literacy Research. New York: Guilford Press.

Expanding on the Simple View (it’s not so simple!)



SUBGROUPING POOR READERS

Poor readers are not all the same: Multiple causes 
for poor comprehension.

The simple view can be used to group poor readers 
based on individual differences.



POOR READER SUBGROUPS
CATTS, HOGAN, & ADLOF, 2005; CATTS, HOGAN, & FEY, 2003
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FACTS ABOUT DYSLEXIA 
A person is born with dyslexia, persists across the lifetime

Cuts across SES and other disorders

Brain difference

Key deficits in phonological (sound) and orthographic (letter) 
processing

Many laws require early screening (Snowling, 2019)



DYSLEXIA RESOURCES
Video: https://dyslexicinsight.com/videos-explaining-dyslexia/
Dyslexia Foundation Webinars
https://dyslexiafoundation.org/
International Dyslexia Association (IDA)
https://dyslexiaida.org/
The Reading League
https://www.thereadingleague.org/
What SLPs need to know about dyslexia
https://academy.pubs.asha.org/2018/10/lshss-clinical-forum-what-slps-
need-to-know-about-dyslexia/

https://dyslexicinsight.com/videos-explaining-dyslexia/
https://dyslexiafoundation.org/
https://dyslexiaida.org/
https://www.thereadingleague.org/
https://academy.pubs.asha.org/2018/10/lshss-clinical-forum-what-slps-need-to-know-about-dyslexia/
https://academy.pubs.asha.org/2018/10/lshss-clinical-forum-what-slps-need-to-know-about-dyslexia/
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TAKE HOME POINT:
SCHOOL-AGE CHILDREN 

WITH SPEECH AND LANGUAGE IMPAIRMENTS 
OFTEN STRUGGLE WITH READING.

CHILDREN WITH LANGUAGE DIFFICULTY ARE 6 TIMES MORE LIKELY THAN TYPICAL PEERS TO 
HAVE A READING PROBLEM 

STOECKEL ET AL., 2013



Is dyslexia a language disorder?



LANGUAGE

Phonology

Grammar 
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Semantics
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Dyslexia
Developmental 
Language 
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DYSLEXIA VERSUS 
DEVELOPMENTAL 
LANGUAGE DISORDER 

Take Home Points

­Children with dyslexia have a deficit in word reading
­Ranges from mild to severe

­Children with DLD have a deficit in language
­Ranges from mild to severe

­50% of children with DLD have dyslexia
­Both children with dyslexia and DLD have language 
deficits, but their language deficits are different
­Almost all poor readers have some early speech and 
language delays (Adlof & Hogan, 2018) 
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WHEN IS DLD IDENTIFIED?

What percentage of children with DLD are identified as 
having language difficulties in Kindergarten?

1. 90%
2. 75%
3. 50%
4. 20%



DLD: COMMON, BUT HIDDEN
Only ~20% of children with DLD are identified in early childhood / 
early elementary school 
(see Adlof & Hogan, 2019 for review)
Who is identified? (Wittke, Spaulding, & Schechtman, 2013)
­ Those with executive functioning deficits
­ Those who have mothers with high SES

Long term impacts of DLD 
­ Low self esteem
­ Shame
­ Unable to negotiate with language 
­ Reading deficits…which lead to knowledge deficits
­ Juvenile delinquency
­ Higher rate of sexual assault



WHY ISN’T DLD CAUGHT EARLIER IN SCHOOLS?

https://dldandme.org/school-language-screening/



“Adults with a history of DLD who 
received targeted intervention during 
their school years reported less 
contact with their local police service 
compared with AMPs at age 24.”

“There is a need for early 
identification of children with DLD. 
Early intervention aimed at 
ameliorating such difficulties could 
possibly have distal outcomes in 
relation to offending.”



The Simple View is not so simple….



Reading Comprehension

Word 
Recognition

Listening 
Comprehension

‘READING’ CHANGES OVER TIME
(CATTS, HOGAN, & ADLOF, 2005)
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Needs further assessment

Have risk 
factors

Show limited 
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from 
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Fail 
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EARLY SCREENING FOR DLD: RESOURCE
Open Access Resource for Language Screening Measures

https://tinyurl.com/screen4DLD

https://tinyurl.com/screen4DLD


FURTHER LEARNING: LANGUAGE SCREENING, 
EARLY IDENTIFICATION

https://thedldproject.com/language-screening-and-
early-identification-of-dld/
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HOW IS DLD DIAGNOSED? 

Expressive (producing language) and receptive (understanding) tests

Examples of Tasks/ Subtests:
­Recalling (repeating) sentences
­Generating sentences
­Picking pictures that go together
­Retelling a story



SOME TESTS ARE MORE HELPFUL FOR DIAGNOSIS THAN 
OTHERS: DLD IS DEVELOPMENTAL 

Late Talker

Immature 
Grammar

Difficulty connecting 
sentences together 
to tell cohesive 
story

Toddlerhood

Elementary School

Pre-K and K



­Grit
­Resilience
­Perseverance

­Supporters
­School
­Family
­Nutrition/Exercise

Also consider…



Always test oral 
language skills in an 
evaluation, regardless 
of the primary deficit
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DD
Speech & Language 
Impairment

SLI
Developmental Delay

SLD
Specific 
Learning 
Disability

Developmental Language Disorder

Labels used to qualify for services



What’s the benefit of a label? 
What are reasons not to label?



Pros
­Access to services
­Connection/community
­Advocacy
­Empowerment
­Understanding
­Clarity

Cons
­Stigma
­Low expectations 



EDUCATION AND DESTIGMATIZING 
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HOW TO HELP CHILDREN WITH DLD IN THEIR CLASSROOMS
CURRAN & HOGAN, 2021

Look for DLD 
­Screening
­Follow-up testing
­Label to qualify for services vs DLD diagnosis 
Talk about DLD
­Advocacy
­Collaborate: Increase quality language input in 
classrooms

Support Peer Relationships
­ Value neurodiversity



Evidence-Based 
Classroom Reading 
Instruction (Tier 1) 

Quality small group support 
(Tier 2)

IEP (Tier 3)

Screening of all  
(Tier 1) 

Progress Monitoring
(Tier 2)

Testing 
(Tier 3)

Evidence-based instruction in both word reading and language comprehension 
for all children in the context of MTSS



Systematically teach/ support 
malleable factors that support 
reading comprehension
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SEEHEARSPEAKPODCAST.COM

History of DLD

Awareness campaigns for DLD

DLD & Working Memory

DLD & ADHD

A parent’s perspective on DLD



SLP NERDCAST: DLD AND DYSLEXIA 



#GOALS

1. Routine screening (and testing) for word reading difficulties 
(dyslexia) and language comprehension difficulties (DLD) in early 
grades, 

2. Evidence-based instruction in both word reading and language 
comprehension (and background knowledge!) for all children,

3. Developmentally appropriate instruction across the grades,

4. Understand and value neurodiversity.


