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New research from LOOKING at Language has revealed that one 
in five late talking toddlers continue to have language problems at 
age 7.
LOOKING at Language has analysed the speech and language 
development of 1766 single-born children involved in the study 
from infancy to seven years of age, with particular focus on 
environmental, developmental and genetic risk factors. It is the 
first population-based study to look at predictors of late language 
emergence in children at 24 months and then follow the children 
through to school-age.
LOOKING at Language Chief Investigator Professor Mabel Rice 
said the findings were mixed news for parents worried about their 
child’s language development.
“While a late start doesn’t necessarily predict on-going language 
problems, most school aged children with impaired language were 
late talkers,” Professor Rice said.  “That’s why it’s essential that 
late talkers are professionally evaluated by a speech pathologist 
and have their hearing checked. We know that early intervention 
can greatly assist with a child’s language development..”
The study also showed that 11% of children with normal language 
development at 24 months, performed below age expectations 
for language at 7 years.  This means that even children whose 
language starts on time, need to monitored throughout the early 
years.  Pre-primary, the start of formal school is the ideal time.
Co-Chief Investigator Associate Professor 
Kate Taylor said the next challenge for researchers was to find 
ways to identify which children were likely to have ongoing 
language difficulties so that interventions could be targeted at 
those in need. 
 “Our study has previously shown that 13% of 
two year olds are late talkers and that boys are 
three times as likely to have a delay at that age,” 
Associate Professor Taylor said.
“What we now can see from our study is that by 
seven years of age, 80% of late talkers have 
caught up, and that boys are at no greater risk 
than girls.  However, one in five late talkers was 
below age expectations for language at school-
age”
LOOKING at Language has also found that a 
mother’s education, income, parenting style 
or mental health had no impact on a child’s 
likelihood of being a late talker.  
By 24 months, children will usually have a 
vocabulary of around 50 words and have 
begun combining those words in two or 
three word sentences.

Latest results for LOOKING 
at Language

The research team are currently working on a paper that will report 
the prevalence and risk factors for late talking in twins at 24 months.
These latest findings from the LOOKING at Language Study were 
published in the Amercian Journal of Speech, Language and Hearing 
Research in April 2008.
LOOKING at Language Professors Steve Zubrick, Kate Taylor, Mabel 
Rice & David Slegers have been awarded the prestigious 2007 
American Speech-Language-Hearing Association Editor’s Award for American Speech-Language-Hearing Association Editor’s Award for 
the most outstanding paper in language for 2007.  The article, titled 
“Late language emergence at 24 months: an epidemiological study of “Late language emergence at 24 months: an epidemiological study of 
prevalence, predictors, and covariates” was published in the Journal 
of Speech Language and Hearing Research in December 2007.
These papers and media releases are available on our new 
LOOKING at Language website: 

www.ichr.uwa.edu.au/lookingatlanguage

Results in brief
20% of late talkers were below age expectations at 7 years on a •
test of general language abilities vs. 11% of children who talked 
on time at 24 months.
7% of late talkers were below age expectations at 7 years on a •
test of speech sound production vs. 2% of children who talked on 
time at 24 months.
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two year olds are late talkers and that boys are 
three times as likely to have a delay at that age,” 
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LOOKING at Language Genes

LaL's new Family Coordinator



 Introducing Jan Coe with LaL twins Preston and   
Lochlan

	LaL Examiner, Bradley collects a saliva sample for the Study

We are delighted to introduce you to Jan Coe, our new 
Family Coordinator.  
Jan is from the USA and her home is Western Australia.  
Her three children were born and grew up in Bridgetown 
and Albany in the South West.  
Jan is an English major with a Master of Arts degree.  With 
her interest in language, the role of Family Coordinator 
was the perfect career choice.  Jan said, “I am really 
excited to be part of LOOKING at Language and I am 
thoroughly enjoying my role with the study families.  
Jan is full of praise for the children and families who 
contribute so much to the study.   She says, “The 
success of longitudinal studies is due to the dedication 
of the children and families who take part year after year 
and make fit their commitment to child health research 
into busy lives. 
“I am looking forward to getting to know as many of 
the study families as possible, and finding new ways to 
engage and reward families for their ongoing commitment 
to the study.  

One of Jan’s ideas is to write a ‘children’s’ newsletter and 
she would love to receive artwork and stories from study 
children for the newsletter.

Please contact Jan 
on  9489 7767

Latest results for LOOKING 
at Language

Results in brief LOOKING at Language Genes
The new funding puts our WA research at the leading edge of 
science by enabling us to look for genes involved in language, 
speech and reading abilities. 
We aim to collect saliva DNA samples from as many LOOKING 
at Language study children and their biological family members 
as possible, so we can find out more about how genes influence 
language and language-related abilities, such as speech and 
reading. 
Heading the molecular genetic research team is Professor of 
Paediatrics, Medical Geneticist, and Director of the Hattie B. 
Munroe Centre for Molecular Genetics at the University of Nebraska 
Medical Centre’s Munroe-Meyer Institute, Dr Shelley Smith. 
Dr Smith is a leading expert in the genetic aspects of language, 
speech and reading disorders. 
Dr Smith believes that the discovery of the genetic mechanisms 
involved in language, speech and reading disorders will lead to 
improved methods of diagnosis and remediation. “The potential 
for more accurate diagnosis and the opportunity to offer the best 
treatments available will be a huge benefit from research in the 
genetic mechanisms involved in language, speech and reading 
difficulties.” Dr Smith said. 
Dr Smith has been working with LOOKING at Language Chief 
Investigator Professor Mabel Rice for the past 10 years on our 
sister study at the University of Kansas. 

“Studies such as LOOKING at Language are important as they are 
helping us to discover the extent to which language, speech and 
reading difficulties overlap. Dr Smith said. “For example, language 
disorders can be found in families with dyslexia or speech disorders, 
however, initial gene localisation studies have not found common 
linkages between these disorders,” she said. “This suggests, 
somewhat surprisingly, that the underlying mechanisms may in fact 
be different.  We suspect the truth is more complicated than that, 
and there may be some overlapping genetic influences as well as 
genetic mechanisms that are distinct for language.  This will help us 
understand how these disorders develop.” 
Looking at genes is a vitally important tool to help us find out what is 
causing language, speech and reading disorders. “I am very excited 
to be part of this world-class Western Australian study." 

LaL's new Family Coordinator
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