
 

The unspoken bond between twins 
may be the reason it sometimes takes 
longer for a twin to communicate 
in words than a single-born child. 
But language difficulty and delay in 
either twins or singletons is not fully 
understood.

Now, a WA study of language and 
literacy development in twins is 
exploring the possibility that genetics 
and not environment is the cause. 
The LOOking at Language study is 
following more than a thousand 
families with twins from the age of 
two, when they are first learning to 
talk, to nine, when they are expected 
to be communicating and reading 
well.

Based at the Telethon Institute for 
Child Health Research, the study 
is following twins born in WA from 
2000-2003, with a participation 
rate of about 65 per cent. Study co-
coordinator Kate Taylor, director 
of Curtin University’s Centre for 
Developmental Health, said the 
study was the biggest of its kind 
conducted in Australia. “We really 
didn’t know what causes language 
and reading disorders and some of 
our research here at the institute has 
shown that environmental factors 
such as the home resources or 
mothers’ education is not really the 
cause of language delay in children,” 
Associate Professor Taylor said.
Continued on the next page…

Read all about it:
LOOKING at Language Study featured in The West Australian newspaper

Visitors to the Telethon Institute for Child 
Health Research continue to enjoy drawings by 

LOOKING at Language twins!

The pictures of the LOOKING at Language van have a prominent spot in 
the foyer of the Institute.  Visitors and staff have marvelled at the creativity 
shown by the twins in our study. We have received so many drawings that 
the display has been changed completely twice. Thanks to all the parents 
who have sent in their twins’ masterpieces!

Many of you have been to the Telethon 
Institute for Child Health Research for 
your assessments. How about some 
stories from twins who have had 
their assessments here? What do you 
remember most about your visit? Send 
your stories to:
LOOKING at Language,
PO Box 855, West Perth WA 6872

Do you have a story to tell?
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“Converging evidence from 
around the world is that genetic 
factors are involved.”Language 
and reading difficulties run in 
families and it seems to be more 
about genetic endowment than 
the home environment.”

Professor Taylor said they also 
hoped to learn if twins caught 
up to the rest of the population 
after a slow start. “We don’t know 
the rate of language and reading 
difficulties in twins compared 
with single-born children,” she 
said. “While they are slow to start 
talking - that is well known - we 
don’t know whether they have a 
higher risk for language difficulties 
later on.”

A late start is a precursor for 
language difficulties but 80 
per cent of late talkers catch 
up by school age. “If twins are 
at increased risk for language 
and literacy disorders, then the 
commonly held belief that twins 
have a slow start and then catch 
up would be the wrong advice for 
parents. “We need to find out if 
that slow start really does foretell 
potential difficulties later on,” 
Professor Taylor said. 

Language and reading 
assessments are conducted at 
two, four, six and nine years of age 
- critical developmental ages - and 
the language abilities of other 
family members are assessed as 
well. 

“We expect that identical twins 
who grow up in exactly the same 
environment will have more 
similar  language abilities than 
non-identical twins,” Professor 
Taylor said. “The  more alike 
identical twins are compared 
to non-identical twins is strong 
evidence for genetic factors 
because twins in a non-identical 
pair have the same home 
environment.”We are looking 
at actual genes that might be 
involved in speech and language.”

The research team hopes the study 
will lead to the early identification 
of children at risk of developing 
communication disorders, and 
more effective intervention 
strategies.

Professor Taylor said it was often 
thought twins were slow to start 
talking because parents had to 
share their limited resources with 
two children of the same age.
Article by Marnie McKimmie
11/02/2009 Health + Medicine supplement
Copyright The West Australian newspaper.  
Used with permission.

 

Have a look at some of the 
great work that you’ve done! 
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