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This critical review examines the evidence regarding the characteristics of children exhibiting 

transient expressive language delay. Study designs include cohort studies and case-control 

studies. Overall, the evidence gathered in this review found several possible common 

characteristics among late-talkers. Discussion regarding the implications for clinical practice 

is provided. 

 

  

Introduction 

 

Many young children who initially present with delayed 

expressive language have these difficulties resolve and 

become indistinguishable from their peers as they age 

(Rescorla, Roberts, & Dahlsgaard, 1997; Williams & 

Elbert, 2003). These so-called late-talkers are often 

defined as having 50 or fewer words by two years of 

age (Rescorla and Roberts (1997). This is, in fact, the 

basis for Rescorla’s Language Development Survey, a 

parental checklist screening tool (Weismer & Murray-

Branch, 1994).  

With the establishment of the preschool initiative, much 

focus in Speech-Language Pathology as been put on 

early intervention as the key to success. However, the 

financial and temporal restrictions placed upon speech 

and language services have caused the necessity of a 

triage situation within service provision. In times when 

the utmost ecological dissemination of resources is 

paramount, it would be almost unethical to provide 

service to those children who will resolve their speech 

or language problems without intervention (Dale, Price, 

Bishop, & Plomin, 2003). These facts demonstrate a 

need to examine the existing research in order to 

discern the possible characteristics of those who are 

simply ‘late-talkers’ and need no intervention, allowing 

room for those who truly need treatment 

 

Objectives 

 

The primary objective of this paper is to critically 

evaluate existing studies examining possible 

characteristics of so-called ‘Late Talkers.’ The 

secondary objective is to provide clinical implications 

from the findings presented here.  

 

Methods 

 

Search Strategy: Journal articles related to the topic of 

interest were found using the following computerized 

databases: CINAHL, Scopus, and PsychINFO. Key 

words used in searching these databases included:  

 

(early language delay) and (characteristics) 

(late-talkers) and (predictors) 

(late-talkers) and (characteristics) 

 

The search was limited to articles in English. 

 

Selection Criteria:



Copyright @ 2010, Roth, A. 

The selection criteria for this study were never 

explicitly stated. While it was stated that subjects were 
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control or approval of those running the current study. 

This led to little information being available regarding 

the reliability, validity, etc of the assessments used and 

the baseline information. 

The follow-up assessments were completed by blinded 

examiners and took place over 2 ninety-minute 

sessions. Though the sessions were consistent across all 

participants and attempted to be representative (playing 

normally with parents), the length and amount 

accomplished within each session may lead to fatigue 

of the participant, altering accurate data. 

Appropriate statistical analyses, such as multiple one-

way ANOVAs, were completed, including associated 

Bonferroni adjustments, with a p value of less than or 

equal to .05 for all tests. Late-talkers were found to 

have significantly smaller phonetic inventories, as well 

as significantly simpler syllable shapes, such as fewer 
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Thal and Tobias (1992) investigated the relationship 

between communicative gesture use and late-talkers. 

Ten identified late-talkers were compared to normal-

language-matched and age-matched peers on the type, 

function, and accompanying vocalizations of their 

gestures. Thal and Tobias (1992) concluded that those 

identified as late-talkers used significantly more 

communicative gestures and used them more for the 

answering function than their age- and language-

matched controls. However, the authors question 

whether the communicative gestures used are a 

characteristic of late-talkers or a compensation of low 

expressive language ability. 

The selection criteria for this study was well-detailed, 

though referenced through another article. As well, the 

criteria for separating subjects into categories (late-

talkers and their matches) were well-detailed. The 

sample size, however, as with most studies in speech-

language pathology, was quite small. 

No standardized assessments or protocols were used in 

this study. Instead, transcriptions of language and 

gestural communication were analyzed. Only those 

gestures that two transcribers agreed were 

communicative were analyzed. This was made 

necessary by the poor agreement rate of just 68%. Of 

those few gestures, however, interrater reliability for 

type and function was good at 0.95.  

Appropriate statistical analyses were performed on the 

data, with mixed ANOVAs followed by pair 

comparisons between the late-talkers and their matched 

comparisons done with Tukey t-tests. As well, 

appropriately, a Mann-Whitney U test was used to 

compare subgroups, due to the small number of 

participants. 

The level of evidence put forth by this study is strong. 

The application of the presented results can be done 

with only mild caution due to small sample size and 

difficulty in scoring gestures.  

 

Case-Control/Cohort Study
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