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ABOUT ME
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THE DLD PROJECT

Extensive and evolving research tells us what works best for people with Developmental 
Language Disorder (DLD) but unfortunately these learnings and insights sit in the hands of a few.

The DLD Project addresses these roadblocks by establishing an online platform to distribute 
evidence-based information, resources and training.

We believe the saying “it takes a village" is the best way to describe our model of engaging 
families, educators and health professionals to work in partnership to change the lifelong outlook 
for people with DLD. Everyone has an important role to play.

In addition to offering lots of free and paid tools and resources to support the Australian DLD 
community, a portion of proceeds goes to funding game changing DLD advocacy and research 
initiatives.

www.TheDLDProject.com shaun@TheDLDProject.com Connect with us
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WHAT IS DLD?
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LANGUAGE DEVELOPMENT

• Children’s brains are primed to learn language from a young age. 

• Most children learn language effortlessly.

• They use language to express themselves, ask questions, build relationships, tell stories and 

solve problems.

• Language can take many forms, including understanding, talking, reading and writing.

• We can use language to think to ourselves (internal) and talk to a friend (external).
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understanding talking

LANGUAGE DEVELOPMENT

7

8



14/11/2023

9

DLD

DLD
is a neurodevelopmental 

condition that causes 
difficulties with 
understanding 

and/or talking for 
no known reason

WHAT IS DLD?
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WHAT IS DLD?

• Many terms have previously been used to describe these difficulties, including:             

language delay, specific language impairment, and language learning impairment. 

• This has significantly impacted advocacy, practice and research. 

• In 2016 and 2017, an international group of experts published two papers:

1. Consensus for identification

2. Consensus for terminology

Bishop et al., 2016; 2017
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WHAT IS DLD?

Calder et al., 2022; Norbury et al., 2016; Tomblin et al., 1997

Try the ‘DLD Calculator’
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THE IMPACTS OF DLD

• DLD is a lifelong condition. It will persist into adulthood.

• Language is a critical skill for learning. Students with DLD will need support 

at school. 

• DLD can impact on social communication. Students can find it harder to 

make friends and join conversations.
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THE IMPACTS OF DLD

• Students with DLD may behave differently. 

• DLD often co-occurs with other conditions, including: ADHD, developmental 

coordination disorder, dyslexia, behaviour difficulties, social/emotional etc.

• Public awareness of DLD is very low, so many people haven’t heard of it.

14McGregor, 2020
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DIAGNOSING DLD
• In Australia, speech pathologists diagnose DLD.

• There are three criteria for diagnosis:

1. Significant difficulties with language development.

2. The difficulties have a functional/everyday impact.

3. The difficulties are ongoing and likely to be lifelong.

16

DIAGNOSING DLD
• People with DLD have average (low to above average) cognitive abilities/IQs.

• DLD will impact all languages spoken. Speaking multiple language does not cause DLD.

• Parents/caregivers do not cause DLD, but can be a great support.

• There is no known cause for DLD. The genetic factors are unclear.

• If there is a known cause for the language difficulties (e.g. autism, hearing loss, intellectual 

disability), the term Language Disorder is used instead of DLD. 
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DIAGNOSING DLD

? ? DLD

LANGUAGE DISORDER 
ASSOCIATED WITH ….

CULTURALLY AND 
LINGUISTICALLY DIVERSE

Another 
language

Bishop et al., 2017

life 
long

WHAT CHALLENGES DO STUDENTS 
WITH DLD FACE AT SCHOOL?
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DLD & SCHOOL
• Language is the default modality for accessing the curriculum.

• DLD impacts long term outcomes in communication, education and employment (Conti-Ramsden et al., 2018).

• People with DLD are vulnerable to mental health conditions (Durkin & Conti-Ramsden, 2010).

• Students with DLD demonstrate challenges in all areas of academic achievement compared to their peers 

without DLD (Ziegenfusz et al., 2022).

• Awareness of DLD is low and few teachers feel confident to provide support (Kim et al., 2022; Glasby et al, 2022).

• Despite the high risk of academic failure, there is limited information available for teachers to support 

educational practices for students with DLD.
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LANGUAGE HOUSE

Snow, 2021
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TO UNDERSTAND THE EDUCATIONAL NEEDS OF STUDENTS WITH DLD 
AND INFORM EDUCATIONAL PRACTICES WITHIN SCHOOLS

RESEARCH AIMS

22

DEVELOPMENT OF A GUIDE
Synthesising results of 
individual studies and 

interpreting findings in the 
context of global evidence.

The two-way sharing of 
knowledge between 

researchers and users. 
Features end users as 
partners in research. 

The communication or   
sharing of research results.

Refers to putting research 
into practice, policy and/or 
action. Attempts should be 

made to use theory to    
inform application.

Synthesis

ExchangeApplication

Dissemination

Adapted from the Canadian Institutes of Health Research (2005)
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Systematic Review

Stakeholder & Student 
Perspectives

Evaluation of Online 
Professional Learning

Guide for Supporting 
Students with DLD
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SYSTEMATIC REVIEW

Research Questions:
• What academic achievements have been measured in 

current research? 
• What are the reported academic achievements of students 

with DLD? 

Method:
• Pre-registered with PROSPERO.
• Followed Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews 

and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) Checklist.
• Searched in June 2018 and June 2020 using allied health 

and education electronic databases (CINAHL, Psycinfo, 
Embase, ERIC, Scopus).

• Included journal articles from 2008 to 2020.
• Quality reviewed using the McMaster Critical Review form 

for Quantitative Studies (Law et al., 1998).
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ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENT

Broad LiteracyLiteracyNumeracyBroad Academic
NarrativesWritingSpellingReading
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ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENT

• Reading, spelling & writing – students with DLD presented with skills similar 
to their younger typically developing peers.

• Narratives – students with DLD had more difficulties with understanding, 
generating and retelling stories.

• Numeracy – students with DLD demonstrated greater success when the 
language load was reduced

Ziegenfusz et al., 2022
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ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENT

Ziegenfusz et al., 2022
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SUPPORT TEAM
SPEECH 

PATHOLOGIST

OCCUPATIONAL 
THERAPISTSEDUCATORS

PHYSIOTHERAPIST

PAEDIATRICIAN

PSYCHOLOGIST

SOME BUT NOT ALL
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STAKEHOLDER PERSPECTIVES

Research Questions:
• What do stakeholders perceive are the areas of functioning most impacting learning and requiring adjustments or 

accommodations for students with DLD, and do their perspectives differ? 
• What do stakeholders perceive is the level of difficulty for school-based tasks for students with DLD, and do their 

perspectives differ?  
• How helpful do stakeholders rate educational supports to address the areas of functioning and school-based tasks 

for students with DLD, and do their ratings of helpfulness differ? 

Method:
• Participants: Teachers, allied health professionals, and parents/caregivers.
• Anonymous online survey with closed and open-ended questions (adapted from Saggers et al., 2019).
• Participants were asked to rate:

• 7 areas of functioning
• 39 school-based tasks (e.g., reading for tests, essay writing)
• 27 educational supports (e.g., extra help from a teacher/teacher aide, checklists)

30

PARTICIPANT DEMOGRAPHICS

• Teachers (n = 78), allied health professionals (n = 138) and parents/caregivers (n = 77).

• Primarily:

• Female (95.7%)

• Aged 25 to 65 years

• Born in Australia and spoke English

• Represented all states/territories and education sectors.

• Experienced teachers (M = 11.88 years) and allied health professionals (M = 11.04 years).

N = 293
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AREAS OF FUNCTIONING

The areas of functioning rated to most impact learning by all participants.     
(5 = very high level of support, 1 = very low level of support)

* indicates statistically significant differences for between stakeholder comparisons.

4.65 4.52
4.03 3.85

3.39
3.10 2.95

0.00
0.50
1.00
1.50
2.00
2.50
3.00
3.50
4.00
4.50
5.00

Literacy* Language/
Communication*

Numeracy* Social/Emotional* Behaviour* Sensory Fine/Gross Motor*
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SIMPLE VIEW OF READING

READING 
COMPREHENSIONDECODING LANGUAGE

COMPREHENSIONX =
Gough & Tunmer, 1986
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SCHOOL-BASED TASKS

The school-based tasks rated by difficulty by all participants.                   
(5 = very hard, 1 = very easy)

* indicates statistically significant differences for between stakeholder comparisons.

4.55
4.01 3.95 3.95 3.78 3.55 3.42

0.00
0.50
1.00
1.50
2.00
2.50
3.00
3.50
4.00
4.50
5.00

Literacy Tasks* Behaviour- related
Tasks

Language/
Communication

Tasks*

Fine/Gross Motor
Tasks

Numeracy Tasks* Sensory- related
Tasks

Social/Emotional
Tasks*
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TOP 10 MOST DIFFICULT TASKS

• Reading for understanding
• Story writing
• Writing for tests
• Writing tasks
• Reading for tests
• Taking tests
• Planning for assignments
• Doing tests

TEACHERS

PARENTS/CAREGIVERS

• Reading for enjoyment

• Handwriting
• Reading for   

enjoyment

• Doing homework

• Handwriting

• Completing tasks

ALLIED 
HEALTH 

33
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EDUCATIONAL SUPPORTS

The educational supports rated for helpfulness by all participants.                   
(5 = very helpful, 1 = very unhelpful)

* indicates statistically significant differences for between stakeholder comparisons.

4.56 4.54 4.41 4.26 4.18
3.87

0.00
0.50
1.00
1.50
2.00
2.50
3.00
3.50
4.00
4.50
5.00

Additional Time Visual Supports Individualised Support Differentiation and
Adjustment

Technology Social/Emotional
Support*
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ALLIED 
HEALTH 

TOP 10 MOST HELPFUL SUPPORTS

• One on one help with an adult
• Extra help from a teacher or teacher aide 
• Visual timetables
• Extra time for exams 
• Help to organise their assignments
• Getting a copy of the things the teacher 

writes on the board  
• Extra time for assignments 
• Help with homework  

TEACHERS

PARENTS/CAREGIVERS

• Help to organise 
themselves 

• A quiet space to do 
assessment 

• Checklists for 
tasks 

• Help to organise 
themselves 

• Checklists for tasks 

• Setting goals for tasks 

35
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ALLIED 
HEALTH 

TOP 10 MOST HELPFUL SUPPORTS

• One on one help with an adult
• Extra help from a teacher or teacher aide 
• Visual timetables
• Extra time for exams 
• Help to organise their assignments
• Getting a copy of the things the teacher 

writes on the board  
• Extra time for assignments 
• Help with homework  

TEACHERS

PARENTS/CAREGIVERS

• Help to organise 
themselves 

• A quiet space to do 
assessment 

• Checklists for 
tasks 

• Help to organise 
themselves 

• Checklists for tasks 

• Setting goals for tasks 

“For ALL teachers 
to understand DLD 
and the needs of 
the child” – PC48
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STAKEHOLDER PERSPECTIVES
• All areas of functioning are impacted for students with DLD, particularly literacy and 

language/communication.

• All educational supports were rated as helpful, particularly additional time, visual supports, and 
individualised support. 

• Parents/caregivers frequently rated areas of functioning and school-based tasks lower (i.e., less 
support, easier) than teachers and allied health professionals. 

• Differences in perspectives may be explained by different roles.

• While literacy was prioritised, social/emotional needs and supports were ranked lowest with 
greater variability across stakeholder groups.
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STUDENT PERSPECTIVES

Research Questions:
• What do adolescents with DLD perceive is the level of difficulty for school-based tasks?
• How helpful do adolescents with DLD rate educational supports to address the areas of functioning and school-

based tasks?
• What do adolescents with DLD perceive is their connectedness to school?
• What are the behavioural and emotional needs of adolescents with DLD?

Method:
• Participants: Adolescents with DLD (aged 11 to 18 years).
• Online interviews with closed and open-ended questions.
• Participants were asked to rate:

• 39 school-based tasks (e.g., reading for tests, essay writing)
• 27 educational supports (e.g., extra help from a teacher/teacher aide, checklists)
• 17 items regarding school connectedness (e.g., I feel like a real part of my school)
• 25 items from the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire for adolescents

11
participants

40

SCHOOL-BASED TASKS

The school-based tasks rated by difficulty by adolescents with DLD.                   
(5 = very hard, 1 = very easy)

3.91 3.79 3.58 3.38 3.32 3.27
2.68

0.00
0.50
1.00
1.50
2.00
2.50
3.00
3.50
4.00
4.50

Numeracy Tasks Literacy Tasks Fine/Gross Motor
Tasks

Behaviour-related
Tasks

Language/
Communication

Tasks

Sensory-related
Tasks

Social/Emotional
Tasks

39

40



14/11/2023

41

EDUCATIONAL SUPPORTS

The educational supports rated by helpfulness by adolescents with DLD.                   
(5 = very helpful, 1 = very unhelpful)

4.59 4.41 4.27 4.25 4.07 4.05

0.00
0.50
1.00
1.50
2.00
2.50
3.00
3.50
4.00
4.50
5.00

Additional Time Technology Visual Supports Individualised Support Differentiation and
Adjustment

Social/Emotional
Support

42

STUDENT PERSPECTIVES

10 MOST HELPFUL SUPPORTS10 MOST DIFFICULT TASKS 
Extra help from a teacher or teacher aide*Talking in front of the class
Extra time for assignments*Taking tests*
Help with homework*Writing for tests*
Getting a copy of the things the teacher writes on the 
board*Essay writing

Help to organise my assignments*Handwriting*
One on one help with an adult*Maths
Being able to use technology (e.g. laptop) to type 
instead of hand write Reading for tests*

Extra time for exams*Doing homework*
Being able to take a break Doing tests*
Being able to use technology to help with my school 
work (e.g. iPad or laptop) Planning for assignments*

* indicates these tasks and supports featured in the top 10 for stakeholders.

41
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STUDENT PERSPECTIVES
• Literacy and numeracy were prioritised by students with DLD as primary areas of difficulty.

• Language/communication and social/emotional tasks were rated ‘easier’ than predicted. 

• Additional time, visual supports, and individualised support was rated as helpful, however 
adolescents rated technology as more helpful than stakeholders. 

• Social/emotional needs and supports were again ranked lowest. 
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STUDENT CONSULTATION

Menu for adjustments

• How teachers talk to me

• How teachers give instructions

• Lesson and subject content

• Changing the environment

43
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ASSESSMENT TASKS

• Need to consider learning AND assessment tasks.
• Consider:

• Impact of the disability on the assessment.
• Nature of the assessment task
• Nature of the subject
• The student’s usual work during learning tasks

• The aim is to place students with DLD on equal footing and NOT to give them 
an advantage.

• Minimise the impact of their language and allow the marker to see beyond 
their disability to the student’s knowledge and skills.

46

EVALUATION OF ONLINE PROFESSIONAL LEARNING 

Research Questions:
• Does online professional learning increase knowledge of DLD?
• Does online professional learning increase supportive attitudes about DLD?
• Does online professional learning increase intended use of educational practices for DLD?
• Is the information for supporting students with DLD rated as socially valid? 

Method:
• Participants: Australian teachers.
• Pre- & post-online learning survey.
• Participants were asked to rate:

• 23 items regarding knowledge of DLD (e.g., DLD is a rare condition)
• 7 items regarding supportive attitudes (e.g., I feel confident including students with DLD)
• 18 educational practices currently or intended to be used (e.g., visual supports)
• 14 items about the social validity of the information (e.g., how satisfied are you with the content?)

535
registered

221
completed
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Australian Guidelines for 
Supporting Students with DLD at School

Published in 2024

HOW DOES THIS APPLY TO MY WORK?
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KEY MESSAGES

• DLD is one of the most common neurodevelopmental conditions in childhood.
• All areas of academic achievement are impacted for students with DLD.
• Teacher, speech pathologist and parent/caregiver collaboration can support high 

quality instruction for school-aged children.
• Include students with DLD in the collaborative process.
• Recognise each student with DLD has a unique profile of strengths and areas of 

need.
• All students with DLD can learn, but will require individualised approaches.
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THE DLD PROJECTCheck out
The Talking DLD 

podcast
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IDLDRC
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RADLD
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QUESTIONS

Developmental Language Disorder:
Functional Outcomes & Advocacy

Shaun Ziegenfusz | s.ziegenfusz@griffith.edu.au
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