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correlates with better academic 
attainment, good mental health 
in later years, improved social 
interaction and relationship 
building and better employment 
outcomes.
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The important role of spoken language – key facts

Spoken language is the foundation life skill, underpinning the ability to 
learn, make friends and manage behaviour. The evidence to support this 
is strong.

Language underpins good literacy development. Successful development 
of literacy depends on good spoken language skills. If children struggle with 
spoken language at an early age it puts them at risk for literacy difficulties 
later on. The evidence shows that:

Language at age 5 is the single most important factor in 

influencing literacy levels at age 11.  In fact, with poor

early language at age five you are four times more likely 

to struggle with reading at age 11.

Vocabulary is vital for comprehension, crucial for writing 

and content-area learning; and is an area of weakness 

for poor or reluctant readers.

Narrative skills at 3-6 years are a powerful predictor 

of literacy skill at 8-12 years.

Language skills support both aspects in the Simple View of 

reading (Gough and Tunmer 1986). You need language skills 

for word recognition and also for reading comprehension.



Learning and attainment
Every aspect of learning relies on good spoken language skills. Spoken 
language skills have a significant impact on academic achievement.
The evidence shows:

Vocabulary at age five is a strong predictor of 

the qualifications achieved at school leaving 

age and beyond.

Good language, particularly vocabulary at age 13, is 

a strong predictor of better outcomes at GCSE.

Spoken language is a key component in all learning 

and a key lever in raising attainment for all children 

and young people.

The most important factor in reaching the expected 
levels in English and maths at seven is children’s 
language skills at age five.

Language ability at ages three and four predicts 

later reading comprehension through secondary 

school.
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Social and emotional development
Spoken language is crucial for social and emotional wellbeing, and 
for developing relationships.  Children and young people with poor 
language skills can struggle with these aspects of life. Evidence 
shows:

Spoken language skills are important in building and 
maintaining relationships, in understanding and expressing 

feelings and emotions – and in problem solving.

Good spoken language skills are identified as supporting 
resilience when it comes to mental health.

Early language ability at two years predicts later 

emotional and behavioural ability.

Good language at seven predicts better 

quality friendships at 6 years.



Employment
There are links between good spoken language and later employ-
ment outcomes:

Good communication skills are rated as the most important 

employability skills needed for young people entering their 

first job – from a survey of schools, employers and 

politicians.

Early language skills at five are linked with 

employment outcomes at age 34.
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