Specific language impairment as a language learning disability
Dorothy V. M. Bishop

 University of Oxford, UK

Address for correspondence: 

Department of Experimental Psychology, 

 University of Oxford,

 South Parks Road,

  OX1 3UD.

Tel +44 1865 271369; fax +44 1865 281255; email: dorothy.bishop@psy.ox.ac.uk
website: http://psyweb.psy.ox.ac.uk/oscci/
Specific language impairment (SLI) has a public image problem.  Compared with autistic disorder and developmental dyslexia it attracts considerably less media coverage and research funding.  And whereas most members of the public have some idea of the characteristics of autistic disorder and developmental dyslexia, this is not so for SLI.  It is intriguing to consider why this might be so. It is not a question of numbers: according to the epidemiological survey of Tomblin et al (1997), SLI has a prevalence of around 7%, which makes it comparable in frequency to dyslexia (Shaywitz, 1998) and seven times more common than even the highest estimates for autistic spectrum disorder (Baird et al, 2006). Kamhi (2004) blames the Cinderella status of SLI on its complexity, noting that we latch on to labels that appear to offer an explanation rather than mere description, even if that explanation is spurious. Much of the success of the ‘dyslexia’ label (compared with the alternative ‘specific reading disability’) is that people assume it refers to a known neurological condition with distinctive symptoms, rather than being a shorthand to describe a person whose poor reading skill is out of keeping with general ability.
What can we do in the future to alter this state of affairs, and ensure SLI gets the attention and resources it deserves? The best hope is to improve our knowledge to the point where we can realistically categorize impairments in relation to underlying causes, in a way that meshes rationally with intervention.  An intriguing feature of research in SLI has been the way in which the focus on causal factors has concentrated on looking for either perceptual or linguistic impairments that might explain the problem. Like many others, I have devoted much time to considering whether SLI results from poor auditory temporal processing and/or domain-specific grammatical problems (Bishop, 2006).  It was only when I looked at data from an intervention study that I realized that a much more weighty problem for many children is in their failure to learn at the normal rate.  Thus, even when perceptual and linguistic demands were reduced, children with SLI appeared unable retain verbal material they had been exposed to: this was true both for learning of orthographic-phonological pairings in a spelling task (Bishop et al, 2005), and for learning how meaning mapped on to word order in grammatically simple sentences (Bishop et al., 2006). To teachers and therapists the statement that SLI is a problem with language learning may seem obvious, making it all the more surprising that researchers have focused so little attention on mechanisms of learning. I see the key task for the next 25 years as discovering why language knowledge does not ‘stick’ in some children, despite repeated exposure.  I suspect that a direct focus on learning itself might prove more fruitful in suggesting novel approaches to intervention than attempts to improve language by modifying auditory-perceptual skills or grammatical knowledge (see also Gathercole, 1993).  And if we can get a better understanding of the nature of learning problems facing children with SLI, we will find it easier to explain these problems to the wider public, and raise the profile of this neglected condition.
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