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Speech, Language and Communication Needs
and the Early Years
Summary

The early years is a critical period for children’s
development – most importantly for children’s
speech, language and communication which in
turn underpin so many other areas of children’s
development.

early identification and intervention, children’s
changing childhood and integrated working. The
increased awareness of the importance of
language is made clear; but what does this mean
for children and families?

There is growing recognition of the role of
language in young children’s lives, and this is
reflected by the recent government review of
services for children with speech, language and
communication needs (SLCN) and by the Scottish
Parliament cross party group on children and
young people identifying language and
communication as a strand in the 2007-2008
session.

This report explores the implications of this in
terms of outcomes for children, services for the
family, the early years workforce and the settings
they work in. At a time ripe for UK-wide change,
the final section looks at what is needed to inform
commissioners so that effective, authority wide
services which both support children’s language
needs and develop communication supportive
environments are established.

This I CAN Talk report illustrates how language is
a crucial part of the current cross sector themes
in early years: social disadvantage and mobility,
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Background

Persistent SLCN

Being able to speak clearly and process speech
sounds, to understand others, to express ideas
and interact with others are fundamental building
blocks for a child’s development. Analysis shows
that good communication, language and literacy
at a young age have the highest correlation with
outcomes in school at seven years.1

Around 10% of all children have SLCN which
may be complex and long-term.10 7% of young
children may have SLCN as their main
difficulty,11 others may have communication
difficulties along with or arising from other
impairments, for example autism, learning
disability or cerebral palsy. These children may
have unusual or disordered speech, language
and communication. They will need specialist
support to reach their full potential.

Children with SLCN in the early years can have
difficulty learning2 and accessing the curriculum.3
Language difficulties can impact on emotional
development,4 with resultant behavioural
difficulties5 and problems forming friendships.6
We know from longitudinal studies that, without
the right support, SLCN can be persistent7 with
wide-ranging impacts8 and often reduced life
chances.9

Poor or delayed language
There is a group of children who are starting
school with SLCN who have poor language
skills; inadequate for starting formal learning.
These children may have a small vocabulary,
be just starting to join words together, find it
hard to listen and may sound like a much
younger child. With the right support, they may
catch up with their peers. In some areas,
particularly areas of social disadvantage, this
group may be upwards of 50% of children at
school entry.12

Speech, language and communication
needs (SLCN)
SLCN is an umbrella term. Children with SLCN
may have difficulty with any or many aspects
of communication. These can include
difficulties with fluency, forming sounds and
words, formulating sentences, understanding
what others say and using language socially.

1

Department for Children, Schools and Families (unpublished analysis) How strong is the
relationship between Foundation Stage Profile (2005) and Key Stage 1 (2007)

8

Hartshorne, M. (2006) The Cost to the Nation of Children’s Poor Communication I CAN
2006

2

Locke, A., Ginsborg, J. and Peers I. (2002) Development and Disadvantage: Implications
for Early Years International Journal of Language and Communication Disorders Vol 27
No 1

9

Clegg, J., Hollis, C. and Rutter, M. (1999) Life Sentence: What Happens to Children with
Developmental Language Disorders in Later Life? Royal College of Speech and
Language Therapists November Bulletin

3

Dockrell, J., Sylva, K., Huxford, L. and Roberts, F. (2008) I CAN Early Talk programme:
An evaluation in two local authorities

4

Lees and Unwin (1997) Children with Language Disorders Whurr Publications

10 Law et al (2000) Provision for children’s speech and language needs in England and
Wales: facilitating communication between education and health services DfES research
report 239

5

Ripley, K. (2008) Outcomes of early intervention for pre-school children with behaviour
problems and SLI: Can we really make a difference? Presentation to NAPLIC
conference

6

McCabe, P.C. (2005) Social and behavioural correlates of pre-schoolers with specific
language impairment Psychology in the Schools 42 (4):373-387

7

Stothard, S.E., Snowling, M.J., Bishop, D.V.M., Chipchase, B.B. and Kaplan, C.A. (1998)
Language Impaired Pre-Schoolers: a follow up into adolescence Journal of Speech,
Language and Hearing Research 41

11 Tomblin, J.B. et al (1997) Prevalence of Specific Language Impairment in Kindergarten
Children Journal of Speech, Language and Hearing Research 40 in Lindsay G. and
Dockrell J. with Mackie C. and Letchford B. (2002) Educational Provision for Children
with Specific Speech and Language Difficulties in Engand and Wales CEDAR
12 Locke, A., Ginsborg, J. and Peers, I. (2002) Development and Disadvantage:
Implications for Early Years International Journal of Language and Communication
Disorders Vol 27 No 1
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The early years: a critical time
The early years, often described as a ‘window of
opportunity’ or ‘sensitive window’, is a period of
rapid neurological development for children.13 This
means that the time before a child starts school is
critical for their visual, language and emotional
development. This development can be
strengthened and reinforced through positive and
reciprocal interactions between parent and
child.14 However, equally at this time babies can
also learn negative behaviour patterns which are
very resistant to change.15 Positively supporting
young children’s development during this critical
time, as early as possible, is essential.

Language development in the early years:
important factors
The rate of language development in the first
few years of life is dramatic, demonstrated by a
shift from non-verbal to verbal communication.
Typically, three year olds can produce clear
words and string them together into short
sentences, they can tell simple stories,
understand instructions and interpret others’
non-verbal communication. Our understanding
of how children acquire language has moved
on considerably over the past 50 years;
researchers agree that although there is some
innate tendency for language to develop,
interaction between adult and child16 and the
environment to support it are crucial.

13 Shore, R. (1997) Rethinking the Brain: new insights into early development, families and
work Institute: New York
14 Gesten, M., Coster, W., Schnerder-Rosen, K., Carlson, V. and Ciccheti, D. (1986) The
Socio-economic bases of communication functioning: Quality of attachment, language
development and early maltreatment in M.E. Lamb, A.L. Brown and B. Rogoff (eds)
Advances in Development Psychology 4 Hillsdale N.J.: Erlbaum
15 Hoskins, G. (2007) Early years: a lifetime approach to social exclusion Wave Trust
Presentation www.wavetrust.org.uk
16 Bruner, J.S. (1983) In Search of Mind New York Harpur and Row
17 Desmarais, C., Sylvestre, A., Meyer, F., Bairati, I. and Rouleau, N. (2008) A systematic
review of the literature on characteristics of late-talking toddlers International Journal of
Language and Communication Disorders 43 (no 4) pp361-389
18 Yoshinaga - Itano, C., Coulter, D. and Thomson, V. (2000) The Colorado Newborn
Hearing Screening Project: Effects on Speech and Language Development for Children
With Hearing Loss MA Journal of Perinatology 20:S132 S137

Given that the early years is such an important
time for language development, much attention
has been paid to how development at this time
can be supported. A recent study focused on late
talking toddlers17 identified the key factors which
support early language development in children.
Personal characteristics such as good hearing18
and the development of cognitive processes such
as working memory and attention control19 are
important, but what happens between care-giver
and child, in particular the mother,20 is seen to be
of crucial importance.
There is increasing evidence that the amount
of oral language input received can have a
marked effect on children’s communication
development,21 but the type of this has been
shown to be equally important.22` Features such
as encouragement, positive reinforcement and
range of different types of language relate to
both language and intellectual development.
The lack of any of these factors affecting
children’s development can contribute to the risk
of poor language; a combination may increase
that risk.23 It is also important to note that although
these environmental factors do not cause more
persistent or specific SLCN such as specific
language impairment (SLI), they can contribute
to the nature of language difficulties.24

19 McCandliss, B., D. Sandak, R., Beck, I., Perfetti, C. (2003) Focusing attention on
decoding for children with poor reading skills: design and preliminary tests of the word
building intervention Scientific Studies of Reading 7:75–110
20 National Literacy Trust Early Language Development: a review of the evidence from
birth to age three www.literacytrust.org.uk
21 Chapman, R.S. (2000) Children’s Language Learning: an interactionist perspective
Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry and Allied Disciplines 41
22 Risley, T.R. and Hart, B. (2006) Promoting early language development in N.F. Watt,
C. Ayoub, R. H. Bradley, J. E. Puma and W. A. LeBoeuf (Eds)
23 Oxford, M. and Spieker, S. (2006) Pre-school language development among children of
adolescent mothers Journal of Applied Developmental Psychology 2006 27(2): 165–182
24 Bishop, D.V.M. (2008) Specific Language Impairment, dyslexia and autism: using
genetics to unravel their relationship in Understanding Developmental Language
Disorders: From Theory to Practice Norbury, C.F., Tomblin, B. and Bishop, D.V.M. (eds)
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The need to give children a better, and safer,
start in life has never been more at the centre
of children’s policy.25 26 With this is an
acknowledgement of the role that language
plays in children’s development. This represents
a significant shift in thinking over the past 10
years illustrated in the following key strands of
current thinking.

Social disadvantage and mobility
Concern that in some deprived parts of the UK
children are massively underachieving27 is
reflected in the current political agenda which
aims to increase social mobility28 through
initiatives such as the Narrowing the Gap
programme.29 Of further concern has been the
knowledge that the link between disadvantage
and achievement is cumulative: poorer children
are less likely to have high early scores on tests
of achievement, but even if they do they are very
likely to lose this early advantage.30 Interestingly,
in Scotland, the recent Early Years Framework is
described as being a key part of social policy.31
Given the impact of a child’s early environment
on their language development it is perhaps not
surprising that levels of verbal skill are linked to
socio-economic status (SES); children from low
SES backgrounds are more likely to have poor
language than their peers from high SES
backgrounds.32 Many of the studies which have
demonstrated this difference are focused on
children in the early years33` and the impact of
these poor language skills on their readiness to
access the curriculum has been noted by primary
school staff.34 The longer term effect is that,
without appropriate support, the gap in their
language skills persists, impacts on academic
achievement,35 ultimately limiting life chances.36
The role of language in a generational cycle of
poverty is highlighted.

25 Department for Children, Schools and Families (2008) The Children’s Plan: one year on
26 Scottish Government and COSLA (2008) Early Years and Early Intervention Policy
Statement
27 Allen, G. and Duncan-Smith, I. (2008) Early Intervention: Good parents, great kids,
better citizens The Smith Institute, Centre for Social Justice
28 HM Government (2009) New Opportunities: Fair Chances for the Future
29 www.lga.org.uk
30 Feinstein (2003) Very Early Evidence Centre Piece Magazine of Economic Performance
Summer Edition

32 Ginsborg, J. (2006) The Effects of Socio-economic Status on Children’s Language
Acquisition and Use in Clegg and Ginsborg (eds) Language and Social Disadvantage
33 Locke A., Ginsborg, J. and Peers I. (2002) Development and Disadvantage: Implications
for Early Years International Journal of Language and Communication Disorders Vol 27
No 1
34 Basic Skills Agency (2002) Summary Report of Survey into Young Children’s Skills on
Entry to Education
35 Leyden, J. (2007) Does Language Delay Persist in Children from Socially Disadvantaged
Backgrounds? Presentation at I CAN conference www.ican.org.uk/conferences
36 Cross, M. (2007) Language and Social Exclusion I CAN

31 Scottish Government (2008) The Early Years Framework
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Early identification and intervention
Two hard-hitting reports produced by the Centre for
Social Justice have focused on early intervention
as the essential solution to breaking the cycle of
disadvantage in the early years of a child’s life.37 38
Early identification and intervention is supported
both in terms of having the greatest impact,39 but
also being most cost-effective.40
E a rly intervention is strongly advocated for
children’s language development,41 with some
programmes encouraging positive interaction and
communication skills prior to birth.42 An essential
component of local Sure Start projects, speech
and language therapists (SLTs) are seen
increasingly as having a public health, preventative
role.43 Although there is some suggestion that the
impact of this early intervention on children’s
communication can only be seen in the longer
term,44 the evaluations of local projects are
enthusiastic about the difference they make, with
e a rly identification of language difficulties
highlighted as making a real difference.45
There is evidence that early intervention can help
to ameliorate SLCN46 and can be cost effective.47
Given that resolving language difficulties by age
five can reduce associated literacy difficulties,48
the d evelopment of tests to identify SLCN in the

37 Allen, G. and Duncan-Smith, I. (2008) Early Intervention: Good parents, great kids,
better citizens The Smith Institute, Centre for Social Justice
38 Gross, J. (Ed) (2008) Getting in early: primary schools and early intervention The Smith
Institute and the Centre for Social Justice
39 Fade or flourish – how primary schools can build on children’s early progress The Social
Market Foundation 2006
40 Dicken, W. et al (2006) The Effects of Investment in Early Education on Economic
Growth Brooking Institution
41 Department for Education and Skills and Department of Health (2004)The National
Service Framework for Children and Maternity Services
42 Bemrose, S. (2004) A Bump Start Speech and Language Therapy in Practice
43 Melhuish, E., Belsky, J. and Leyland, A. (2007) Promoting Speech and Language: a
themed study in 15 Sure Start local programmes Sure Start evaluation report 002
44 National Evaluation of Sure Start (2008) The Impact of Sure Start Local Programmes
on Three Year Olds and Their Families Department for Children, Schools and Families
45 Melhuish, E., Belsky, J. and Leyland, A. (2007) Promoting Speech and Language: a
themed study in 15 Sure Start Local Programmes Sure Start evaluation report 002
46 Law, J., Garre t t , Z. and Nye, C. (2003) S p e e ch and Language Th e rapy Intervention for
Children with Primary Speech and Language Delay or Disord e r Coch rane Libra ry Issue 3
47 Law, J., Dockrell, J.E., Castelnuovo, E., Williams, K., Seeff, .B and Nromand, C. (2006)
Early Years Centres for Pre-school Children with Primary Language Difficulties: What do
they cost, and are they cost effective? International Journal of Language and
Communication Disorders Vol 41
48 Bishop, D.V.M. and Adams (1990) A Prospective Study of the Relationship between

early years is encouraging.49 The reintroduction
of health visitor screening in England, together
with screening tools,50 a focus on language
development in the NHS early years life check,51
as part of the Foundation Stage Profile and as a
national indicator in England, will help to address
the identified need for early surveillance and
monitoring of children’s language.52

Childhood
Concerns have been expressed about the
changing world in which children are growing up,
and the impact on their development, with the UK
rated low in relation to other European countries
regarding children’s well-being.53 Specifically
there has been concern about societal changes
and impact on language development.54 The
increase of central heating,55 viewing of
television56 and forward-facing buggies57 have
been suggested as potential reasons for a
decline in early communication development. A
recent inquiry into our understanding of modern
childhood identified excessive individualism as
causing a range of problems.58 Interestingly, many
of the recommendations focus on improving
opportunities, space and structures for positive
interaction. This supports guidance59 and

Specific Language Impairment, Phonological Disorders and Reading Retardation
Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry 31
49 For example Seeff-Gabriel, B., Chiat, S. and Roy, P. (2008) Early Repetition Battery
Pearson and Van der Lely H. (2007) Grammar and Phonology Screening Test DLDCN
Centre, London
50 Sure Start Language Measure www.surestart.gov.uk
51 www.nhs.uk/earlyyearslifecheck/
52 Department for Children, Schools and Families (2008) The Bercow Report: A Review of
Services for Children and Young People (0–19) with Speech, Language and
Communication Needs
53 Bradshaw, J. and Richardson, D. (2009) An Index of Child Well-being in Europe Journal
of Child Indicators Research
54 Palmer, S. (2006) Toxic Childhood: How The Modern World Is Damaging Our Children
And What We Can Do About It Orion
55 National Literacy Trust (2005) Why do many young children lack basic language skills?
A discussion paper prepared by the Talk to Your Baby Campaign, National Literacy Trust
56 Close (2004) Television and language development in the early years: a review of the
literature www.literacytrust.org.uk
57 Zeedyk, S. What’s life in a baby buggy like?: The impact of buggy orientation on parentinfant interaction and infant stress Sutton Trust
58 Layard, R. and Dunn, J. (2009) A Good Childhood: Searching for values in a competitive
age The Children’s Society
59 Sure Start Promoting Speech and language Development: Guidance for Sure Start
programmes
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resources60 for structuring everyday experiences
so that they are opportunities rather than barriers
to language development.
With changes to family structure61 and the majority
of mothers now returning to full or part-time work
within 12 months of giving birth,62 many children
are spending their formative years in care outside
the home. Despite concerns that this results in a
reduction in the opportunity to spend time
interacting with children,63 there is no evidence
that the amount of time spent in childcare
settings is associated with negative language or
cognitive outcomes.64 65 In fact, studies suggest
that it is the quality of interaction rather than
the quantity which is important.66 Nevertheless,
this move towards support for early child
development outside the home has meant a focus
on the need for high quality childcare, and this is
discussed later.

60 I CAN Chatter Matters DVD www.ican.org.uk
61 Office for National Standards (2008) The redistribution of household income 1977 to
2006/07
62 Unicef (2009) The Childcare Transition: A league table of early childhood education and
care in economically advanced countries
63 ibid
64 NICHD Early Child Care Research Network (2000) The relation of child care to
cognitive and language development Child Development 71
65 Scottish Government (2009) Growing up in Scotland: Multiple childcare provision and its
effect on child outcomes summary report Research findings No 4/2009
66 Huston, A. and Rosenkrantz Aronson, S. (2005) Mothers’ Time With Infant and Time in
Employment as Predictors of Mother–Child Relationships and Children’s Early
Development Child Development
67 The Scottish Government (2009) Early Years Framework Government of Northern
Ireland (1999) Children First DCSF and DWP (2007) Choice for Parents: the best start
for children

Integrated working
The vision, a c ross the UK,67 is to create a joined-up
system of health, family support, childcare and
education services so that all children get the best
start possible in the vital early years. Partnerships
between education, health and social services
have been shown to be most well established in
the early years.68
While evidence of the impact of integrated
working is as yet limited,69 some of the longerstanding Sure Start programmes report improved
outcomes in areas such as more positive
parenting and social and emotional development
as well as better organised services.70
The benefits of integrated working in specific
approaches such as combined childcare and
education are more clearly identified,71 and
strongly advocated as best practice in supporting
children’s speech, language and communication
development.72 Collaboration between agencies
and in turn professionals is a key identified
element in supporting both children’s language
and communication development73 and in
ensuring success in programmes which support
children with SLCN.74 75

69 Lord et al (2008) Improving development outcomes for children through effective
practice in integrating early years services C4EO
70 National Evaluation of Surestart (2008) The Impact of Sure Start local programmes on
three year olds and their families DCSF
71 Sylva, K., Melhuish, E., Sammons, P., Siraj-Blatchford, I. and Taggart, B. (2004) The
Effective Provision of Pre-School Education (EPPE) Project: final report. A longitudinal
study Department for Children, Schools and Families
72 Gascoigne, M. (2006) Supporting Children with Speech, Language and Communication
Needs within Integrated Children’s Services: Position Paper Royal College for Speech
and Language Therapists
73 Melhuish, E., Belsky, J. and Leyland, A. (2007) Promoting Speech and Language: a
themed study in 15 Sure Start Local Programmes Sure Start evaluation report 002
74 Durham, F., Keary, J. and McShane, L. (2007) Putting Partnership into Practice in
Dumfries and Galloway I CAN Conference September 2007
75 I CAN Early Talk Programme www.ican.co.uk

68 Lindsay, G. et al (2008) Effective and Efficient use of Resources in Services for Children
and Young People with SLCN DCSF research report RW053
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With speech, language and communication
becoming established within children’s policy, the
report now explores what this means in practice.

What it means for children
The recognition of language as a foundation life
skill, has resulted in a greater awa reness of the
importance of language, specifically interactional
style, in quality early years services.76 For all
children, the impact of this focus on supporting
communication is improved outcomes. A language
focused curriculum,77 developing adults’ interaction
skills78 and improving carer-child interaction79 have
all resulted in improved oral language skills.
Recent Foundation Stage Profile results in England
highlight that although communication, language
and literacy are still low achieving areas, there is
positive movement in results and can now be
considered improving areas. Nowhere is this
impact more clearly evidenced than in Stoke upon
Trent where an integrated city-wide project
focused on communication has resulted in a 14.5%
reduction of children starting school with delayed
language. The project aimed to develop
know l e d ge and awareness of speech, language
and communication across the early years
wo rk force and in parents and families.

suggests that specific interventions targeting
language and literacy in the early years help to
narrow the gap between disadvantaged children
and their peers, with a focus on professionals
working closely together being important.80 Class
or group based intervention in early years settings
such as Speaking and Listening through
Narrat ive,81 Nursery Talk82 and Talking Time83 have
also been shown to develop language skills in this
group of children. What is important is continued
focus on children’s language through interventions
such as this; it has been suggested that if not
consolidated at primary school these gains made
in the early years may not be sustained.84
For children with more persistent SLCN both
direct and indirect intervention can be effective in
developing children’s communication.85 What is
important is skilled practitioners who are able to
tailor this to a child’s language level and type of
need, and know when to select the appropriate
intervention.86

Accompanying this increased focus on language
and communication is a better understanding of
what works to support children who have SLCN,
again resulting in improved outcomes for children.
For children with delayed language research

Despite this evidence of impact, there is concern
about the lack of research into the most effective
language support services,87 and also that
knowledge about what works has yet to be
transferred to early years settings.88 For the child,
when appropriate support is available, there is a
positive impact on outcomes. Longitudinal studies
show that the quality of provision is developing
with resultant impact on life chances.89 However,
the recent review of services for children with
SLCN shows an inconsistent picture of services
nationwide.90

76 Sylva, K., Melhuish, E., Sammons, P., Siraj-Blatchford, I. and Taggart, B. (2004) The
Effective Provision of Pre-School Education (EPPE) Project: final report. A longitudinal study

84 Springate, I., Atkinson, M., Straw, S., Lamont, E. and Grayson, H. (2008) Narrowing the
gap in outcomes: early years (0–5 years) Slough: NFER

77 Sproule, L. et al (2005) The Early Years Enriched Curriculum Evaluation Project Queens
University Belfast

85 Law, J. and Garret, Z. (2003) Does speech and language intervention for children with
speech and language delay/disorder work Nuffield Review

78 Ahsam, S. et al (2006) Working with pre-school practitioners to improve interaction Child
Language Teaching and Therapy Vol 22 no 2

86 Bruce, B. et al (2007) Interactional style, elicitation strategies and language production
in professional language intervention Child Language Teaching and Therapy Vol 23

79 Baxter, A. and Cahill, E. (2008) Brain Power: a new initiative in Newham Early Start
Royal College of Speech and Language Therapists Bulletin May Edition

87 Lindsay et al (2008) Effective and Efficient use of Resources in Services for Children
and Young People with Speech, Language and Communication Needs Department for
Children, Schools and Families RW053

80 McIntosh, B. et al (2007) Enhancing the phonological awareness and language skills of
socially disadvantaged pre-schoolers: an interdisciplinary programme Child Language
Teaching and Therapy Vol 23
81 Davies, P., Shanks, B. and Davies, K. (2004) Improving Narrative Skills in Young
Children with Delayed Language Development Educational Review Vol. 56 No. 3
82 Chotai, S. and Habgood, L. (2000) Nursery Talk Royal College of Speech and
Language Therapists Bulletin Issue 580
83 Dockrell, J., Stewart, M. and King, D. (2004) Supporting Early Oral Language Skills
Literacy Today

88 Dockrell, J. et al (2008) Oral Language in the Early Years: a literature review I CAN
89 Palikara, O. et al (2009) Voices of young people with a history of specific language
impairment (SLI) in the first year of post 16 education International Journal of
Language and Communication Disorders
90 Department for Children, Schools and Families (2008) The Bercow Report: A Review of
Services for Children and Young People (0–19) with Speech, Language and
Communication Needs
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from both national and local sources and in a
variety of formats.96

With a focus on language, for ch i l d ren we
can expect improved outcomes and
knowledge about what works to support
speech, l a n g u age and communication.
H owever, there is limited evidence of this
being applied consistently across the UK.
What it means for parents and families
With parenting identified as a much stronger
predictor of children’s progress than any
childcare experience,91 a factor in reducing the
risk of social exclusion92 and key to achieving the
best physical, mental health and well-being
outcomes for their children,93 94 parents and
families increasingly find support and
interventions centred on them and not their
children. For some, this has been identified as a
tension,95 but it has resulted in an increasing
range of advice and support about speech,
language and communication available to parents

Ensuring information and support reaches
parents has been identified as a challenge97 but
in response to this a range of innovative projects
which explore different ways of working with
families have been introduced. Initiatives which
have been successful are those which focus on
the nature of the relationship that is developed
with families. Viewing the professional less as the
expert, and developing relationships which
empower is seen as important in engaging
parents and shaping the environment;98 this has
been shown to impact on all children’s language
development. The promotion of better quality
relationships offered through Peers Early
Education Partnership (PEEP) meant that the
children made significantly greater progress over
time in key areas of language development.99
However, establishing parent activities which
challenged children’s thinking or extended their
language was identified as a challenge in the
Early Learning Partnership Project (ELPP).100 The
frequent, intensive visiting fundamental to Family
Nurse Partnership pilots support parents in the
way they respond to babies, and in
understanding their children's communication.
This has been identified as supporting the
bonding relationship between parent and child.101
The recently launched Commissioning Toolkit for
Parenting Programmes acknowledges the need
for high quality support from practitioners trained
in working with parents.102

91 Belsky, J., Lowe Vandell, D., Burchinal, M., Clarke-Stewart, K.A., McCartney, K., Tresch
Owenm M. (2007) Are There Long-Term Effects of Early Child Care? Child
Development Volume 78, Number 2, 681 – 701 The NICHD Early Child Care Research
Network

98 Early Learning: The Evaluation of the Early Learning Partnership Project Maria
Evangelou, Kathy Sylva, Anne Edwards, Teresa Smith University of Oxford Department
of Education Department of Social Policy and Social Work Research Report No DCSFRR039 University of Oxford 2008

92 Cabinet Office (2006) Reaching Out: an action plan on social exclusion

99 Evangelou, M., Brooks, G., Smith, S. and Jennings, D. (2005) The Birth to School
Study: A Longitudinal Evaluation of the Peers Early Education Project (PEEP) Sure
Start

93 DoH (2009) Healthy Lives: Brighter Futures – the strategy for children and young
people’s health
94 Scottish Government (2007) Better Heath Better Care Action Plan
95 Lord et al (2008) Improving development outcomes for children through effective
practice in integrating early years services C4EO
96 Department for Education and Skills (2005) Early Support Information for Parents:
Speech and Language Difficulties; www.talkingpoint.org.uk; www.coventrytalknow.co.uk;
Chatter Matters DVD www.ican.org.uk

100 Evangelou, M., Sylva, K., Edwards, A., and Smith, T. (2008) Supporting Parents in
Promoting Early Learning The Evaluation of the Early Learning Partnership Project
Department for Children, Schools and Families CSF RR-039
101 Barnes, J. et al (2008) Nurse Family Partnership Programme - First Year Pilot Site
Implementation in England: Pregnancy and the Post Partum Period DCSF Research
Report RW051
102 www.parentingacademy.org

97 Department for Children, Schools and Families (2008) The Bercow Report: A Review of
Services for Children and Young People (0–19) with Speech, Language and
Communication Needs
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For parents of children with SLCN, this
partnership relationship is also important. Parent
Child Interaction Therapy103 enhances parent
knowledge and understanding of their own child.
Parental reports have suggested that this form of
support encourages greater commitment and
motivation. Other interventions, such as the
Hanen Programme, have demonstrated greater
progress through empowering parents rather than
through direct therapy,104 and have been shown to
be more cost effective.105
Despite this more positive picture, parents and
families in some parts of the UK – particularly of
children with SLCN – report great difficulty in
accessing information and support.106

There is an increasing range of information
and support for children’s speech,
language and communication available
for parents and families both locally and
nationally. Ensuring this reaches parents and
families who most need it is a challenge.

103 Kelman, E. and Schneider, C. (1994) Parent-child interaction: an alternative approach to
the management of children's language difficulties Child Language Teaching and
Therapy 1994 10: 81-96
104 Research Summary It Takes Two to Talk: The Hanen Programme for Parents
www.hanen.org
105 Gibbard, D., Coglan, L., MacDonald, J. Cost-effectiveness analysis of current practice
and parent intervention for children under three years presenting with expressive
language delay International Journal of Language Communication Disorder April-June
2004 Vol 39 No 2 229-244
106 Department for Children, Schools and Families (2008) The Bercow Report: A Review of
Services for Children and Young People (0–19) with Speech, Language and
Communication Needs
107 Sylva, K., Melhuish, E., Sammons, P., Siraj-Blatchford, I. and Taggart, B. (2004) The
Effective Provision of Pre-School Education (EPPE) Project: final report. A longitudinal
study

What it means for early years settings
With rising numbers of childcare places, and
knowledge of the importance of early language
environments there is increased attention paid to
the nature of different settings.
Findings from the Effective Provision of
Pre-school Education (EPPE) study show that
high quality integrated care and education
centres, as well as nurseries, have been shown to
promote better outcomes than other settings;107
these differences being maintained even at age
11.108 Others support this, finding that attending
pre-school improves children’s intellectual, and
social and behavioural development109 and that
high quality childcare can benefit a child’s
language skills over the long term, predicting
better vocabulary scores up to the age of 12.110
The role of early years settings in promoting
language has long been emphasised;111 fewer
interactions between children and adults have
been seen to be associated with lower quality
provision in low SES areas.112 It is the type of
adult-talk that is used which affects children’s
participation and interaction113 but embedding this
within an appropriate curriculum is also
important.
Changes to the curriculum offered in the early
years period have taken place across the UK,
with a move towards a more play-based
approach which focuses on practitioner
interaction with children. In Wales explicit links
between language and thinking are shown, and
communication emphasised as a foundation life

108 Sammons, P. et al (2008) EPPE, Influences on Children’s Cognitive and Social
Development in Year 6
109 Stephen, C. (2006) Early Years Education: Perspectives From A Review Of The
International Literature Web only publication
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2006/02/06145130/0
110 Belsky, J., Lowe Vandell, D., B u rchinal, M., C l a rke-Stewart, K.A., McCartney, K., Tre s ch and
Owen, M. (2007) Are There Long-Term Effects of Early Child Care? Child Development
Volume 78 Number 2 681 – 701 The NICHD Early Child Care Research Network
111 Powney, J. et al (1995) Provision for Pre-Fives in Scotland Scottish Centre for Research
in Education
112 Stipek, D. (2004) Teaching practices in kindergarten and first grade: different strokes for
different folks Early childhood Research Quarterly Vol 19 No 4 pp 48–56
113 Dockrell, J., Sylva, K., Huxford, L., Roberts, F. I CAN Early Talk programme: An
evaluation in two local authorities
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skill through a skills across the curriculum
design.114 Identifying language and
communication as one of the key focuses of the
curriculum is showing a positive impact on
children’s language through Foundation Stage
results in England,115 and in a longitudinal study in
Northern Ireland.116
Setting-based programmes such as I CAN’s Early
Talk or the Every Child a Talker programme which
aim to develop early years environments to
become more communication supportive can be
successful in supporting all children’s language117
and be cost effective in supporting those with
SLCN.118

In early years settings, an awareness of
the importance of language is seen as a
key component of a high quality setting –
both in terms of adult and curriculum
approach.

What it means for the early years workforce
The collaboration between professionals identified
as best practice in supporting children’s
communication,119 is resulting in increasingly
diverse teams, with increasingly flexible roles.120
Within Sure Start programmes, for example,
speech and language therapists have more of a
preventative role,121 including ensuring that other

team members feel able to support children
effectively.122 Following training in interaction
knowledge and skills, effective interventions to
support children’s communication can be
delivered by a range of staff.123
A growing awareness of speech, language and
communication as fundamental to children’s
development means that there needs to be an
increasingly aware and skilled early years
workforce,124 with many more opportunities to
access training. Although there is controversy
over the effect of training on outcomes for
children,125 sustained, collaborative continuing
professional development has been identified as
having the most impact on all children’s language
development.126 Ways to support this are
described in the Speech, Language and
Communication Framework (SLCF) developed by
The Communication Trust.
The limited number of opportunities for
accessible training in speech, language and
communication has been concerning. However,
an increase in professional development through
authority-wide initiatives such as Communicating
Matters,127 the Inclusion Development
Programme,128 I CAN’s Early Talk and most
recently Every Child a Talker129 is encouraging.
Many programmes such as Elkan, I CAN’s Early
Talk and Hanen also focus on supporting children
with SLCN.

114 Framework for Children’s Learning for 3-7 year olds in Wales (2008) Welsh Assembly
Government

122 Pinney, A. (2007) A Better Start: children and families with special needs and disabilities
in local Sure Start programmes NESS

115 Department for Children, Schools and Families (2008) FSR Foundation Stage Profile
Results in England 2007/8

123 Bishop, C. and Hulme, S. (2008) Language Group Training for Children’s Centre Staff
Royal College of Speech and Language Therapists Bulletin July Edition

116 Sproule, L et al (2005) The Early Years Enriched Curriculum Evaluation Project Queens
University Belfast

124 Morgan, L. (2008) Speech, Language and Communication Needs and the Children’s
Workforce I CAN Talk Series Issue 5 I CAN / The Communication Trust

117 Dockrell, J., Sylva, K., Huxford, L., and Roberts, F. (2008) I CAN Early Talk Programme:
An evaluation in two local authorities

125 Dockrell, J. (2008) Strategic Models for Supporting Language Competence: Where,
what and how? NAPLIC conference presentation

118 Law, J. et al (2006) Early Years Centres for Pre-school Children with Primary Language
Difficulties International Journal of Language and Communication Disorders Vol 41

126 Dockrell, J., Sylva, K., Huxford, L., Roberts, F. I CAN Early Talk programme: An
evaluation in two local authorities

119 Gascoigne, M. (2006) Supporting Children with Speech, Language and Communication
Needs within Integrated Children’s Services: Position Paper Royal College of Speech
and Language Therapists

127 Department for Children, Schools and Families (2005) Communicating Matters

120 Page, K. (2008) Sitting on both sides of the fence Speech and Language Therapy in
Practice Winter Edition
121 Melhuish, E., Belsky, J. and Leyland, A. (2007) Promoting Speech and Language: a
themed study in 15 Sure Start Local Programmes Sure Start evaluation report 002

128 Department for Children, Schools and Families (2008) Inclusion Development
Programme: Supporting Children with SLCN: Guidance for Practitioners in Early Years
Foundation Stage
129 Department for Children, Schools and Families (2008) Every Child a Talker: Guidance
for Early Language Lead Practitioners
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communication is essential so that SLCN is seen
as a priority.131 Existing campaigns such as Talk to
Your Baby,132 and I CAN’s Make Chatter Matter133
and the work of Communication Forum
Scotland134 have raised the profile, and this will be
built on through the Better Communication Action
Plan. However, commissioners will also need to
know what to commission.

Training for the workforce in speech,
language and communication is higher
priority at both a local and UK-wide level.
There are increasingly flexible roles within
integrated settings in supporting
children’s communication.

What it means for commissioners
This section relates to the increasing focus in
England on the joint commissioning of services
and as such may read as less relevant to other
nations. However, despite most examples coming
from England, the underpinning principles which it
discusses relate to planning of all services.
With effective joint planning at the heart of
improving outcomes for children,130 increased
knowledge about speech, language and

130 Department for Education and Skills (2006) The Joint Commissioning Framework
131 Department for Children, Schools and Families (2008) The Bercow Report: A Review of
Services for Children and Young People (0–19) with Speech, Language and
Communication Needs
132 www.talktoyourbaby.org.uk
133 Department for Children, Schools and Families (2008) Better Communication: Improving
services for children and young people with SLCN
134 www.communicationforumscotland.org.uk
135 C4EO (2009) Improving development outcomes for children through effective practice in
integrating early years services: Early Years: Interim progress map summary
www.c4eo.org.uk

Although there has been some tension reported
about where services should be focused in the
early years,135 there is a strong recommendation
that a continuum of universal, targeted and
specialist services should be commissioned for
children’s speech, language and
communication.136 The children’s centre model of
integrated working across sector boundaries, with
a strong universal preventative offer of support
for speech and language, offers a solution for
meeting Every Child Matters outcomes in the
early years. However, the fact that there is no one
single approach,137 the complexity of factors
involved outlined in this report, the changing
nature of SLCN138 and the lack of a strategic
framework for this joint commissioning139 presents
commissioners with a challenge. What has been
suggested is that intervention cannot just be
specific programmes; a ‘pervasive’ approach is
recommended.140 The current pathfinder project in
England, research programme141 and 0-7
partnership pilots142 are designed to move
towards solutions to this challenge.

137 Gascoigne, M. (2008) Communication Skills for All Royal College of Speech and
Language Therapists Bulletin Issue 671
138 Lindsay, G. et al (2008) Effective and Efficient use of Resources in Services for Children
and Young People with SLCN DCSF research report RW053
139 Gascoigne, M. (2008) Change for children with language and communication needs:
creating sustainable integrated services Child Language Teaching and Therapy Vol 24
140 Lindsay, G. et al (2008) Effective and Efficient use of Resources in Services for Children
and Young People with SLCN DCSF research report RW053
141 Department for Children, Schools and Families (2008) Better Communication: Improving
services for children and young people with SLCN
142 www.togetherforchildren.org

136 Department for Children, Schools and Families (2008) The Bercow Report: A Review of
Services for Children and Young People (0–19) with Speech, Language and
Communication Needs
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Most importantly, effective commissioning relies
on having evidence of the most effective
services. A recent early years evidence review
yielded few studies which focus on the link
between integrated services and outcomes for
children,143 with an equal lack of evidence to
indicate that any impact is sustained in the long
term.144 This report describes a growing body of
evidence to support interventions for children
SLCN, and there is also evidence of the risks of
not supporting children’s communication.145

However, an inadequate evidence base and
specifically a paucity of evidence of costeffectiveness has been identified as a key priority
to be addressed in supporting effective
commissioning.146

An increase in knowledge about speech,
language and communication and
evidence of effective services are needed
to meet the challenge of commissioning
effective services.

143 C4EO (2009) Improving development outcomes for children through effective practice in
integrating early years services Early Years: Interim Progress Map Summary
www.c4eo.org.uk

146 Lindsay, G. et al (2008) Effective and Efficient use of Resources in Services for Children
and Young People with SLCN DCSF Research Report RW053

144 Kendall et al (2008) Narrowing the Gap in Outcomes for Vulnerable Groups: a review of
the research evidence NfER
145 Royal College of Speech and Language Therapists (undated) Evidence for the
Commissioning Toolkit – risks of not providing speech and language therapy
www.rcslt.org.uk
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Awareness, knowledge, understanding of the
importance of speech, language and
communication in children’s early development
has developed considerably; it is seen as a factor
in many cross sector themes in early years and
has never been higher on the political agenda.
Our knowledge of what works in supporting
young children’s communication has similarly
developed.
At a critical point, when there is opportunity to
ensure that children’s speech, language and
communication is thoroughly and effectively
embedded in policy and practice, this report
summarises the implications of this heightened
awareness for young children, their families and
those working with them in early years settings
and at home.
There is a wide range of information, innovative
practice and effective support available but there
continues to be a significant number of children
in some areas starting school with limited
language. More and more is known about what
works in ensuring that children’s needs are
identified and supported. For this support to
continue into primary schools information on
effective UK-wide models are needed. Without
evidence of outcomes underpinning service
models, and evidence it continues to be difficult
to commission effective and cost effective
services.
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