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Speech and language im pairm ents are a highly com m on childhood 

problem . The potent ially long- term  im pacts of persistent  speech and 

language im pairm ents on educat ional achievem ent , social-em ot ional well-

being, adult  literacy, m ental health, and em ploym ent , means effect ive 

populat ion- level approaches to intervent ions are cr it ical. However, while 

there is som e evidence support ing the effect iveness of speech and 
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language therapy for children with expressive language difficult ies, there 

is lim ited evidence for intervent ions for children with recept ive language 

difficult ies.1

The paper by Cunningham  et  al.

 I n addit ion, m ost  of the evidence involves clinically referred 

populat ions and there is insufficient  evidence to support  populat ion 

screening and populat ion-based language t r ials to im prove language 

outcom es. 
2 m akes a valuable cont r ibut ion to 

addressing this issue. To see m eaningful change post - t reatm ent , we m ay 

need to shift  the focus of the prim ary outcom e m easure from  specific 

im pairm ent -based m easures ( i.e. standardised language assessm ents)  to 

broader funct ional m easures ( i.e. m easures of com m unicat ive 

part icipat ion or quality of life) . As highlighted by Cunningham  et  al.,2

Cunningham  et  al. em ployed m ixed effects m odelling to develop 

average growth curves for pre-schoolers’ com m unicat ive part icipat ion by 

child level of com m unicat ive funct ion. Findings showed that  children with 

varying levels of com m unicat ion funct ion can m ake significant  changes in 

their com m unicat ive part icipat ion skills. Com municat ive part icipat ion was 

m easured using FOCUS (Focus on the Outcom es of Com m unicat ion Under 

Six) , a valid and reliable, freely-available tool.

 

while intervent ion or t reatm ent  m ay not  result  in a change in standard 

scores on a speech and language assessm ent , parents m ay report  a 

change in how their child is understood by others or how their child 

socializes with other children/ peers. 

3 This type of m easure 

could be of use to populat ion-based speech and language research, where 

it  is often not  feasible to include standardized language assessm ents 

which are cost ly and t im e-consum ing to adm inister. I t  is im portant  to 

note that  in the Cunningham et  al. study the type and am ount  of therapy 

received by children in the sam ple and the nature of im pairm ent  was not  

included (noted by the authors as a lim itat ion) . To ident ify whether there 

are differences in t rajectories for those children not  receiving intervent ion 

or accessing services, there is an argum ent  for integrat ing such measures 

into populat ion sam ples in addit ion to speech and language m easures. 
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The Cunningham  et  al. study touches on the im portance of 

considering the outcom es valued by parents (such as im proving a child’s 

abilit y to part icipate in the hom e and com m unity) ;  but  what  also needs to 

be considered are the concerns and outcom es m ost  valued by the children 

them selves. While it  is acknowledged that  children should be included as 

act ive part icipants in research and decision-m aking processes that  

concern them , very few studies have explored children’s concerns and 

valued outcom es associated with their im pairm ents. Of the research that  

has explored this, evidence suggests that  rather than the im pairm ent  

being of concern to the child, of value to the child m ay be outcom es such 

as the child’s em ot ional needs and the behaviour and at t itudes of others 

towards that  child.4

The work by Cunningham  et  al. m akes an im portant  cont r ibut ion to 

an area of research that  requires further invest igat ion. I n both pract ice 

and research, m easuring health should not  just  be thought  of in term s of 

absence of disease or im pairm ent , but  in term s of act ivity, part icipat ion, 

and quality of life. A new m odel of diagnosis for language disorders has 

recent ly been proposed by Bishop et  al.

 The view of children with speech and language 

im pairm ents could then assist  in determ ining what  outcom es will be m ost  

m eaningful to the lives of those children with speech and language 

im pairm ent  and their fam ilies. 

5

 

 whereby a diagnosis would be 

assigned based on funct ional lim itat ions rather than based on a severity 

cut -point . Thus, understanding both the nature and developm ental 

t rajectory of non- im pairm ent - focused outcom es is both im portant  and 

t im ely. 
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