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Parenting a child with language learning
impairments is often challenging.
Understanding your own child’s needs
and working with professionals to
support your child’s development can
often feel like a full time job with
compulsory overtime! All children are
unique but sometimes it can be helpful
to see what other parents are reporting,
both to understand that you are not
alone but also to see what alternatives
and opportunities are available. As part
of the BCRP we conducted a number of
studies working with parents, one of
these, the prospective study,
interviewed the parents of 129 students
with either language impairment (LI) or
ASD (Dockrell, Lindsay, Roulstone &
Law, 2014). In this brief commentary I
will report some of the views expressed
by the parents with LI. The students in
the study ranged in age from six to 12
years and were either attending
mainstream schools or mainstream
schools with special resources. All the
students with LI had significant
language learning needs and, for the
majority, this was accompanied by
difficulties with literacy.
There was a lot of good news
compared to similar studies carried out
previously. Two-thirds of our parents
were positive about their child’s
academic progress, with 39% rating
progress as very good. Although often
these positive statements were
qualified in terms of the rate of
progress their child was making.
Parents were also positive about their
child’s relationships with peers, with
68% of the parents reporting positive
relationships and friendships. In
general parents were satisfied with
their child’s school. It was not only the
children’s academic needs that were
reported to be being met (63%) but
also their social and emotional needs
(75%). Learning support assistants
were providing the main source of
additional support. Parents typically felt
that they were involved in the decision
making process in obtaining a
statement. It is also important to note
that parents of children in schools with
resource bases were generally more
positive about all aspects of their
child’s development and the support
provided.

These positive views, however,
need to be tempered by some of the
difficulties and challenges that still
exist. The positive views reported, on
average reflected the views of two
thirds of the parents who helped us
with this work. That means, of course,
that the picture was not so positive for
the remaining third. Sometimes when
parents reported difficulties these were
directly associated with the child’s
language learning needs. For example,
one parent reported that her child’s
speech and language problems made
her child seem foreign to others. These
less positive views also reflected
elements of the school system. Some
teachers did not understand their
child’s language learning needs and
often speech and language therapy
was missing, particularly in secondary
school, despite the very poor language
skills that the children were
experiencing. Importantly 19% of the
parents interviewed did not know what
additional support had been provided
for their child over the last year or what
therapy was being received and a
significant minority of parents still had
to ‘badger’ local education authorities
to get the children’s needs recognised.
Finally the data raised an important
issue about understanding the
children’s difficulties. Language
impairment is often referred to as a
hidden disability. Although most
parents expressed their child’s
problem as a speech and language
difficulty 40% described it as a literacy
difficulty. While many of the children
did have literacy problems, focussing
on literacy may mean that
professionals are unaware of the wider
range of needs that can be associated
with language impairment. The lack of
clarity about the use of the term SLCN
was also identified as an issue in other
BCRP studies which involved parents
(Roulstone & Lindsay, 2012). The
RALLI campaign provides useful
information for parents and for parents
to share with teachers about what the
impacts of having language
impairment might mean. Importantly if
we are going to engage education
staff in supporting oral language skills
we need to be explicit about the profile
of the children’s needs.

Other studies that were part of the
BCRP also considered parents’
perspectives. Of particular importance
was the work done by Sue Roulstone
and her colleagues. The work with
parents in these studies highlighted the
importance of considering outcomes for
children with language impairment that
went beyond the focus on academic
attainments. Parents reported valuing
outcomes related to the increasing
independence and inclusion of their
children and recognised the vital role
that communication skills play in the
achievement of these skills. The
challenge will be to identify the pathway
from the underpinning communication
skill to increasing independence and
parents can play a key role working with
professionals in helping in this process.
Parents play an invaluable role in
supporting their children’s development
and ensuring that their needs are met.
Additionally their voice has served to
improve the research so that more
effective and timely supports can be
provided for children with language
impairments.
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