
 

Reading picture books with children holds
promise for treating common language
disorder
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Breanna Krueger, KU SPLH graduate research assistant, demonstrates an
interactive book reading intervention with the help of volunteer Miles Flake. 
Credit: University of Kansas

A clinical trial of book reading to help kindergarten children with
Specific Language Impairment learn words has determined the number
of times a child with SLI needs to hear a word to learn it: 36 times or
exposures compared with 12 times for typically developing children.

1/3



 

This is the first piece of evidence that could lead to the development of
an effective treatment for children with SLI, something that Holly
Storkel, who directed the trial, says is a critical need.

SLI is a subtle and often undiagnosed language impairment even though
it is as common as ADHD—affecting about 7 percent of children. 

"Children with SLI have difficulty learning new words, which puts them
at risk for later reading problems and academic failure," said Storkel,
professor and chair of the University of Kansas' highly ranked
Department of Speech-Language-Hearing: Sciences and Disorders.

The trial was a version of interactive book reading, a research-based
strategy in which an adult discusses vocabulary words in a storybook
with children before, during and after reading the book by describing or
defining the word and showing other ways to use it. Although the
average child learned only five words over the course of the trial, others
learned as many as 12 to 14 words.

The trial used an escalation design adapted from nontoxic drug trials in
which 27 kindergarten children with SLI were randomized to one of four
intensities of interactive book reading: 12, 24, 36 and 48. After 36
exposures, there was no further improvement in word learning.

In the next study of the trial, funded by the National Institute on
Deafness and Other Communication Disorders, Storkel is adjusting the
treatment for children with SLI to increase the number of words learned.
The aim is to determine if is it better for a child to hear a word many
times in one reading and practice the book on fewer occasions, or to hear
the word fewer times in one reading but practice the book on many
different occasions.

One of the promising aspects of developing a treatment based on book
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reading is that it could be administered by parents and teachers with
minimal training, Storkel said.

"For now, parents of children with SLI should realize that their children
need to practice a new word often to be able to learn and remember it,"
Storkel said. "When you notice that there is a word your child doesn't
know, try to find ways to work that word into everyday activities,
conversations and book reading, and realize that this will need to be done
over many weeks."

Speech-language pathologists who want to start using the approach can
freely access the study treatment materials in the KU ScholarWorks
digital repository.
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