
Method

Cross-sequential design: longitudinal and cross-sectional

Participants
•Children aged 6-12 years
•Attending mainstream provision in one of five local authorities in the South East of 
England
•Language impairment or ASD as primary need (according to school)
•Speak English as a first language, no history of hearing impairment or uncorrected 
eyesight

Background

Children with speech, language and communication needs (SLCN) often encounter 
academic, emotional and behavioural difficulties that pose a challenge to the 
professionals working with them (Bercow, 2008).

This study is concerned with a subgroup of children 
with SLCN, namely those with specific language 
impairment (SLI) or autism spectrum disorders (ASD).

There is increasing interest in comparing these groups and the 
potential overlap and differences between the two groups has been 
a matter of recent debate (Williams et al., 2008).
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Screening 

(2009-2010) 

Time 2 

(2010-2011) 

Time 3 

(2011-2012) 

Pupils 

with SLI 

Pupils 

with ASD 

Age 6 Age  7 Age 8 N=25 N=25 

Age 8 Age  9 Age 10 N=25 N=25 

Age 10 Age 11 Age 12 N=25 N=25 

Age 12 Age 13 Age 14 N=25 N=25 
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Results 1: Participant identification

Inclusion criteria
•SLI and ASD: Nonverbal ability in average range or above
•SLI only: Expressive or receptive language below average range (<1SD)

Discussion

Conclusions from screening phase
1.There was broad agreement between educational identification of SLCN and ASD 
and the research criteria (65%).
2.SLI group more impaired than ASD group on language tasks, particularly 
expressive language.
3.ASD group more impaired on subscales from the SRS, with particularly high 
scores on social cognition and autistic mannerisms subscales.
4.Plotting expressive language against total SRS scores indicates some overlap 
between the two groups on these measures of structural language and social 
interaction.

Future directions
•Alongside further individual assessments with children, parents and teachers will 
complete questionnaires and interviews to explore family and school contexts 
•These data will allow us to examine overlap between the two groups in relation to 
the following domains:

Information about 

type of need from 

school

Screening

Total 

screened

Excluded: 

nonverbal

Excluded: 

language

Included

Language impairment 167 40 28 99

ASD 85 21 n/a 64
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Note. High scores indicate impairment, T-score > 60 
indicates clinically significant difficulties, errors bars = 1SD

SA=social awareness, Scog=social cognition
Scom=social communication, SM=social motivation

AM=autistic mannerisms
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Aims
1. Present the screening data used to 

identify participants
2. Use screening measures to compare 

language, social interaction and features 
of autism in children with ASD and SLI

Language
Across year groups, ASD>SLI on receptive and expressive language: 

F(1,161)=9.73, p=.002, Cohen’s d=.51 and F(1,160)=28.55, p<.001 , Cohen’s d=.88

SRS
Significant effect:
•Group:  F(1,133)=26.55, p<.001
•Subscale: F(4,532)=13.57, p<.001
•Interaction, F(4,532)=6.69, p<.001

Pairwise comparisons (Bonferroni):
•SLI<ASD on all subscales (all ps<.01, 
Cohen’s d=.53-1.11)
•Difference greatest on autism 
mannerisms
•SLI: more difficulty with SA, Scog, 
Scom
•ASD: more difficulty with Scog, AM

Overlap
•ASD: impaired on SRS but many 
also exhibit poor expressive 
language
•SLI: impaired language but many 
also show high scores on SRS

Screening measures
•Expressive language: Recalling Sentences (CELF-4; Semel, Wiig & Secord, 2006)
•Receptive language: Word Classes (CELF-4; Semel, Wiig & Secord, 2006)
•Nonverbal ability: Matrices (BAS-II; Elliott, Smith & McCullouch, 1996)
•Features associated with ASD: Social Responsiveness Scale (SRS; Constantino
&Gruber, 2005) completed by teacher

ASD group

SLI group

•Language and communication
•Social interaction
•Well-being
•Attainment
•Support in and out of school
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