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About us  
 
The Communication Trust is a coalition of over 50 not-for-profit organisations.   Working 
together we support everyone who works with children and young people in England to 
support their speech, language and communication.   Our work focuses on supporting 
children and young people who struggle to communicate because they have speech, 
language and communication needs (SLCN) as well as supporting all children and young 
people to communicate to the best of their ability.    
 
The importance of communication skills and language development in affecting life 
chances 
 
There is a strong link between communication skills and social disadvantage; they are a 
critical factor in the intergenerational cycles that perpetuate poverty.    In many areas of 
deprivation, more than 50% of children start school with delayed language skills.1 Children 
from low income families lag behind their peers by nearly one year in vocabulary at school 
entry, with gaps in language much larger than gaps in other cognitive skills.   In addition, 
children eligible for free school meals and living in a deprived neighbourhood are 2.3 times 
more likely to be identified as having SLCN.2 
 
Vocabulary at age five has been found to be the best predictor (from a range of measures at 
age five and ten) of whether children who experienced social deprivation in childhood were 
able to ‘buck the trend’ and escape poverty in later adult life.3  At the age of six there is a 
gap of a few months between the reading age of children who had good oral language skills 
at five, and those with poor oral language skills at five.   By the time they are 14, this gap has 
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widened to five years difference in reading age.4  Closing the gap between the speech, 
language and communication development of the country’s disadvantaged children and 
their less disadvantaged peers needs to be a clear priority for the Government. 
 
In the EYFS there is an attainment gap of 48% between pupils with no SEN achieving a good 
level of development, and those who have been identified as having SLCN as their primary 
need.5  This trend continues throughout a child’s journey through education: just 20.3% of 
pupils with SLCN achieved 5+ GCSEs at grades A* to C including English and mathematics 
GCSEs.   This is compared to 70.4% of pupils with no identified SEN – an attainment gap of 
50.1%.6 
 
Looking further ahead in life, researchers have found that children who had poor vocabulary 
at age five were one and a half times more likely to be poor readers or have mental health 
problems at age 34.   They were also more than twice as likely to be unemployed as children 
who had normally developing language at age 5.7 

Those with unrecognised and un-met communication needs are also disproportionately 
more likely to get in trouble with the law; evidence shows that at least 60% of young people 
in the youth justice system have some form of SLCN, which has often gone unidentified.8  
This is compared to a figure of around 10% within the general population.    In addition to 
this, research has identified that two thirds of seven to fourteen year olds with serious 
behaviour problems have language difficulties9 and that pupils excluded from school are 
more likely to have SEN, including SLCN.10 
 
In contrast, good language and communication can often operate as a protective factor.   In 
a recent Public Health England Report, good communication skills were identified as 
supporting resilience, which reduces the likelihood of later social, mental and emotional 
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health difficulties11.   With the right support, many disadvantaged children with delayed 
language can be supported to ‘catch up’.   Additionally, a focus on speech, language and 
communication can support early identification of children with SLCN, therefore leading to 
timely support being put in place and more positive outcomes for children.    However, this 
requires a real and practical commitment from the government to invest in support for early 
language at universal, targeted and specialist support levels. 
 
 
The role of quality early years education in determining life chances and promoting social 
justice 
 
The role of quality early years education is an important contributor to a child’s academic 
and social outcomes.   In particular, having an early start (before age three) and attending a 
high quality setting have been identified as being particularly beneficial;12 those who have 
attended pre-school, compared to those who did not, have been identified as having better 
attainment in language, pre-reading and early number concepts, and those who started 
before the age of three years old, on average had better development for language, pre-
reading, early number concepts and nonverbal reasoning. 
 
The government has shown a commitment to ensuring that all children have the 
opportunity to attend high quality early years through the 15 and 30 hours free childcare 
initiatives, and this goes some way to promoting social justice, through ensuring that all 
children have the opportunity to access high quality childcare, which we know is important 
for children’s outcomes. 
 
However, there is variation in the quality of early years settings and in order to provide a 
quality early years education for those from disadvantaged backgrounds, it is essential that 
early years staff have the training that they need to support the speech, language and 
communication skills of the children that they work with.   The Communication Trust would 
argue that all settings with a high intake of children from disadvantaged backgrounds should 
be required to ensure all staff have training and professional development in speech, 
language and communication development and each setting has staff members qualified in 
speech, language and communication at Level 3 (either as part of a broader early years 
qualification or as a standalone qualification).   At present, only 20% of the early years 
workforce are qualified to Level 3 - considering the profound impact of speech, language 
and communication development, it is essential that workforce development in this area is 
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prioritised.   Platform 3 is an online route to achieving a level 3 qualification in supporting 
children’s speech language and communication, which was developed by The 
Communication Trust in response to a demand from practitioners wishing to take the 
qualification where it wasn’t being offered by local approved centres.   
 
In 2016, The Communication Trust conducted a national survey looking at professional 
development in speech, language and communication across the workforce.    Respondents 
working in the early years sector reported:  

- 49% received little or no initial training about typical speech, language and 
communication development, 

-  56% received little or no training about identifying and supporting children with 
speech, language and communication needs 

 
Our survey also highlighted that many early years settings based in areas of disadvantage 
have to deal with tight budget and time restraints, which can often make meeting the 
training needs of practitioners difficult.   The need for workforce development was also a 
main finding of the Bercow Ten Years On review, which recommends that the Department 
for Education (DfE) should ‘make communication and language, and identification of 
speech, language and communication needs/identification of children who are struggling, a 
core requirement of Level 2 qualifications for the early years assistant’.    
 
To help train the workforce, the Trust has developed free, easy-to-use resources, such as 
the Speech, Language and Communication Framework, which allows practitioners to 
evaluate their skills, knowledge and confidence around supporting speech, language and 
communication and SLCN  and the CPD Online Short Course, a free, online professional 
development resource around speech, language and communication.   Tools like these are 
essential for enabling practitioners and settings to plan their professional development and 
ensure that it is effectively meeting both practitioners’ and children’s needs.   
 
Early years practitioners also need to be supported to understand the evidence behind 
communication and language approaches.   The Communication Trust’s What Works 
database provides important information and evidence for those working to support the 
communication and language skills of children and young people from the age of 0 to 25. 
 
To further ensure that the communication skills of disadvantaged children are being well 
supported, it is also essential that language and communication continues to have a strong 
focus within statutory requirements in the early years.   Measures such as Ofsted 
frameworks should include and highlight the importance of language and communication in 
the early years and as a central part of children’s development.   We welcome the focus on 
early language in the Government’s social mobility action plan, Unlocking Talent, Fulfilling 
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Potential.  However, it is important that this is not just focusing on children’s early 
vocabulary – there are a range of language and communication skills which have been 
shown to be crucial in this area. 
 
 
The importance of support for parents and families, and integration with other services, in 
prevention and early intervention 

It is crucial that parents and families receive the help that they need in order to effectively 
support their child’s speech, language and communication within the home.   The strongest 
predictor of children’s language development is the quantity13 and the quality14 of the 
language children hear in their environment.   It is not socio-economic disadvantage itself 
that causes slow language development, but the fact that disadvantage is so often 
associated with an impoverished communicative environment.15 
 
Research  has shown that activities that improve a child’s communication environment 
(such as the early ownership of books, trips to the library and parents teaching a range of 
activities and the number of toys and books available) are a more important predictor of 
language development at two, and school entry ‘baseline’ scores at four, than socio-
economic background alone.16 All and any activities that improve the communicative 
environment of disadvantaged children should contribute towards helping to close the gap. 
 
It is important that parents know what to expect of their child’s language development and 
how it can be nurtured.   It has been highlighted that parental attitudes towards learning in 
the preschool years have a substantial impact on children’s later school readiness.17  
However, The Bercow: Ten Years On review found that 77% of parents found it difficult to 
find information about speech, language and communication; parents often need 
signposting in order for them to effectively access the available support and guidance on 
this subject.  Not surprisingly, one of the review’s recommendations is to ensure that high 
quality information is available to parents – and that there are appropriate channels in place 
to direct parents towards this information. 
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There is a wealth of high quality support for parents and families available within the 
voluntary and community sector; The Communication Trust’s Consortium Catalogue for 
Early Years and Local Offer page both provide information about products and services (free 
and fee-based) for parents from over fifty different not-for-profit organisations.   The Early 
Intervention Foundation’s The Best Start at Home report also looks at a range of 
interventions that enhance parent-child interaction with a view to improving attachment 
and parental sensitivity, and children’s social and emotional development and language and 
communication.   Additionally, there is further evidence regarding the impact of parental 
engagement as an important early intervention tool from the Education Endowment 
Foundation’s Early Years Toolkit.  We are encouraged by the work currently underway 
jointly by Public Health England (PHE) and the DfE to plot a pathway for supporting 
children’s early language, identifying any difficulties as early as possible.  It is crucial that 
this work leads to information and support reaching parents who are most in need.   
 
One potential route is that professionals who come into regular contact with parents, such 
as health visitors and midwives are knowledgeable, skilled and confident in sharing 
information about the importance of speech, language and communication skills.   These 
professionals have a vital role to play in sharing information about typical language 
development, encouraging a language rich home environment and helping parents whose 
child may be struggling with their language and communication to access relevant local 
additional support.   Ideally, parents should know what to expect, rather than waiting until 
they are concerned, before they look for information about ages and stages and how to 
support communication development.   As part of The Communication Trust’s 2018-19 
work, we have established the Early Voices programme, a national professional 
development and training initiative that allows health visitors to increase their knowledge in 
early speech language and communication development in order to achieve higher impact 
with the families that they work with.    
 
Statutory screening checks such as the 2 year progress check for early years practitioners 
and the ages and stages questionnaires (ASQ) for health visitors are welcome initiatives, but 
often are not sensitive enough to identify children who are struggling with their language 
development, meaning that these opportunities for early identification and support are 
missed.    So it is possible that even when families do integrate well with services who are 
supporting them, that children can and do slip through the net.   This highlights the 
importance of ongoing professional development around the importance of speech, 
language and communication as a central life skill and identifying children whose skills are 
not developing as expected for their age for those providing front line, universal services to 
families and young children.  This should include regular mentoring and coaching from 
colleagues with expertise in speech, language and communication (such as Communication 
Leaders from the Early Voices project) in promoting its importance as a central life skill and 
identifying children whose skills are not developing as expected for their age.   We welcome 
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the development of an early language assessment tool for health visitors and early years 
practitioners by the DfE and PHE to help to check children’s early language development, as 
mentioned in the Government’s social mobility action plan, Unlocking Talent, Fulfilling 
Potential.  However, the importance of underlying professional development also needs to 
be considered as part of this.    
 
Summary  
 
Throughout our evidence, we have highlighted the importance of speech, language and 
communication in determining the life chances of children and young people, and the far 
reaching impact that these skills (or a lack of these skills) can have on the rest of their lives.   
To ensure that the most vulnerable children and young people receive the support that they 
need, it is essential that measures are put in place to ensure that parents, early years 
practitioners and other professionals that come into contact with children and young 
children have comprehensive knowledge and training on speech, language and 
communication that will allow them to make a real impact.    

The Communication Trust would be very happy to provide any additional information 
required by this inquiry, or to discuss anything in more detail if that would be helpful. 

 


