Social disadvantage and early
language delay

What causes language delay?

• Language delay during the preschool years is likely to have
long-term consequences for the education, health and
wellbeing of individuals and potentially the prosperity and
cohesion of our society.

The chances of a child having language delay increases where
there is a family history of language delay, or reading, writing or
learning difficulties.12 13 14 It is likely that social factors compound
genetic ones across childhood, especially for children from more
socially disadvantaged backgrounds.15 16 17 18

• Language delay is as common as childhood obesity, affecting
as many as 1 in 5 children. It is especially prevalent in socially
disadvantaged communities.
• Support for the development of oral language skills needs to be
one of the top priorities of child education and health sectors,
and should be integrated into the curriculum from preschool
through to secondary school.

Social disadvantage probably exacerbates rather than causes
language delay.

But what is it about the environment that is important? Lower
parental education levels are known to be associated with lower
oral language skills in the child,15 16 17 19 and are also likely to be
associated with lower parental engagement and reduced social
opportunities for the child.20 21

What is early language delay and why is it important?

Concern is often expressed about modern lifestyle issues (e.g. the
effect of watching television and using computers), however, it is
not straightforward. Some studies have found that children who
are heavy television users have lower language scores while others
show that television can be a positive factor and provide important
opportunities for children to verbally engage with other family
members.22 This suggests that it’s not the length of screen time
that is important but what and how children watch.

While many preschoolers learn how to speak with comparative
ease, some struggle to acquire oral language skills. These children,
often described as being ‘language delayed’ or having a ‘language
delay’, can find it difficult to understand what is said to them,
pick up new vocabulary, sequence words into sentences, and
pronounce words so that they can be understood.

While the home environment may be more influential during the
preschool years,12 neighbourhood factors become more salient as
the child gets older.23 24 For example, children who are not allowed
to play in the neighbourhood park because of safety concerns will
be exposed to fewer of the social encounters crucial to robust
language development.12

• Education and specialist services for language delay should
focus on the oral language skills of children from socially
disadvantaged backgrounds.

One of the features of early language delay is that it is much more
common in children from socially disadvantaged households,
where there are fewer resources, where parental education is
often lower and where the opportunities provided to children
are more restricted. For example, the UK’s Millennium Cohort
Study1 of 18,000 children found that children from the most
socio-economically disadvantaged groups are twice as likely to
experience language delay.
Language delay threatens a child’s readiness for school, as well
as their academic performance as they move through the school
years. Low language performance is associated with lower school
readiness and poor reading and writing skills.2 3
Language delay at school entry is linked to later health and social
inequalities.4 5 While some children outgrow their language delay,
for many others it appears to have a detectable impact well into
adulthood, not just on subsequent language skills but on literacy,
quality of life, mental health and life chances generally.4 5 6 7 8 9
There is also increasing awareness that communication skills are
necessary for entry into the white collar workforce.10 11

How do we help a child with limited language skills?
Supporting parents to better understand their child’s
communication needs is essential. Good-quality early childhood
or nursery provision also has a significant role to play for more
disadvantaged children in terms of their social, cognitive and
language skill development.25 Interventions that promote
language development have been shown to be effective in clinical
populations and the school setting26 27 28 and the returns on
investment can be substantial.29
Importantly, helping children with limited language skills has
potential economic implications. Referring to Head Start, a long
running intervention program for more disadvantaged children in
the US, Nobel laureate economist James Heckman maintains that:
“The highest rate of return in early childhood development comes
from investing as early as possible, from birth through age five,
in disadvantaged families. Starting at age three or four is too
little too late, as it fails to recognize that skills beget skills in a
complimentary and dynamic way. Efforts should focus on the first
years for the greatest efficiency and effectiveness.” 30

Recommendations
For policy
• Initiatives which promote language development in young
children and target language delay are an investment in our
future prosperity as a society.
• The high prevalence and life-long consequences of early
language delay demand that language difficulties be considered
an issue of public health importance. In addition to more
traditional education objectives such as literacy and numeracy,
oral language needs to remain on the school curriculum
throughout primary and secondary school.
• High-quality child care and preschool education are essential
for promoting language development. They assist toddlers to
become ‘school ready’ and in turn, ready for later life.

• All practitioners, including teachers, social workers,
therapists, nurses and other professionals need to have a
sound understanding of language development and use this
knowledge to support parents through their practice.
For research
• Evidence concerning the effectiveness of language interventions
or programs needs to be summarised and made accessible to
practitioners so that they can adapt it to their own context.
Evidence summaries such as What Works for Speech Language
and Communication Needs35 and Speechbite36 provide a useful
example of evidence underpinning practice, but it is important
that they are available to the full range of practitioners working
with young children with early language delay.
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• Consideration must be given to the recommendations made
by the Australian Senate committee following their inquiry into
communication disorders in 201431 that there is a need to:

o Conduct a thorough and systematic audit of the adequacy,
strengths and limitations of existing speech and language
services for children in Australia.
• There is a need for greater public awareness about early
language delay, its potential implications and what parents can
do about it. There is merit in incorporating this information into
antenatal and parenting classes.
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o Map language support services across Australia against the
information in the Australian Early Development Census
(formerly Index) about vulnerable communities, and

Millennium Cohort Study

• Services have a role to play in identifying and monitoring
language delay over time. Given the natural fluctuations in
language development, relying on one-off screening tests
can lead to the inefficient and ineffective use of resources.
Intervention programs for early language delay also need to be
sustainable.33 34
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• Interventions to support early language delay need to be
evidence-based with due consideration given to developing
high-quality, ongoing program evaluation.28 Interventions
also need to be mindful of the value of integrating
external evidence with professional expertise and parental
perspectives.32
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For practice
• ‘Targeted’ or ‘proportionate’ universalism needs to be the
foundation of language and early development services. The
premise of this approach is that all members of a community
are provided with a strong base level of service, while
supplementary service is ‘targeted’ to meet the additional
needs of specific groups within that community.
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Children are grouped in quintiles according to social disadvantage.
The reference line in both graphs is the standardisation mean for the assessment.
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