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Table 2. Operational Definitions of Reading Impairment Categories
TOWRE-2 SWE; PDE WRMT-III Passage Comprehension

Typical Reading 85 or above on both 85 or above

Dyslexia Below 85 on either 85 or above

Specific Comprehension Impairment 85 or above on both Below 85

Garden Variety Reading Impairment Below 85 on either Below 85
Note. TOWRE-2 = Test of Word Reading Efficiency, 2nd edition (Torgesen et al., 2012); SWE = Sight Word Efficiency Index; PDE = Phonemic Decoding Efficiency Index; WRMT-III = Woodcock Reading 
Mastery Test, 3rd edition (Woodcock, 2011).

Participants
All participants were recruited from public and private elementary
schools in middle Tennessee. All included children passed a hearing
screening bilaterally prior to testing, spoke English as a first language,
and scored within normal limits (standard score > 80) on the Test of
Nonverbal Intelligence, 4th edition (TONI-4; Brown, Sherbenou, &
Johnsen, 2010). Maternal education, reported for 27 children with SLI
and 36 children with typical language, did not differ between groups.

Procedure
As part of a larger study on the linguistic basis of literacy skills,
participants completed a language, reading, and writing assessment
battery. Children’s reading skills were categorized based on the
definitions in Table 3.

®

Table 4. Logistic regression for each reading outcome (α = .16)

Reading Outcome β p Odds Ratio

Typical Reading -2.38 < .001 0.09

Dyslexia -0.03 .95 0.97

Garden Variety Poor Reading 2.92 < .001 18.50

1. What is the rate of reading impairment in children with SLI?
84% of children with SLI met criteria for reading impairment. 

2. Does the pattern of reading impairments differ across 
children with SLI and children with typical language?

Yes.

Table 3. Rate of Reading Impairment

Reading Outcome SLI TL

Typical Reading 16 % 67 %

Dyslexia 25 % 26 %

Specific Reading Comprehension Deficit 09 % 03 %

Garden Variety Poor Reading 50 % 5 %

ABSTRACT

1. What is the pattern of reading impairments in
children with SLI?

1. Does the pattern of reading impairments differ
across children with SLI and children with typical
language?
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Purpose: The purpose of this study was to illustrate the pattern of reading 
impairments in children with SLI compared to that of children with typical 
language. 

Method: Participants were 32 children with SLI and 39 children with typical 
language in grades 2 through 4. Participants completed a battery of 
language and literacy measures. 

Results: Results suggest that the rate of reading impairment is substantially 
higher in children with SLI than in children with typical language. Children 
with SLI were far more likely than children with typical language to 
demonstrate text-level reading deficits. 

Conclusions: The results suggest that speech-language pathologists need to 
be prepared to identify reading impairments. Future research should 
continue to investigate the nature of literacy deficits in children with SLI.

Researchers over the past several decades have documented clearly that
children with specific language impairment (SLI) are at greater risk for poor
reading achievement compared to their peers with typical language (e.g.,
Bishop & Adams, 1990; Catts, Bridges, Little, & Tomblin, 2008; Catts, Fey,
Zhang, & Tomblin, 1999). Estimates of the rate of reading impairment
amongst children with SLI have ranged from approximately 25 to 40% (e.g.,
Aram & Nation, 1980; Bishop & Adams, 1990; Catts et al., 2002; Young et al.,
2002). The specific pattern of reading impairments in children with SLI,
however, has not been well characterized. Identifying the pattern of reading
impairments in children with SLI is critical for designing effective
interventions.

According to the Simple View of Reading, reading consists of word-level
recognition and text-level comprehension (Gough & Tunmer, 1986).
Importantly, reading impairments can involve deficits in any combination of
these two areas, resulting in three types of reading impairment: dyslexia,
specific reading comprehension impairment, and garden variety reading
impairment, see Figure 1.

BACKGROUND IMPLICATIONS

Table 1. Participant Characteristics
SLI (n = 32) TL (n = 39)

Age (SD months) 9;4 (12) 8;9 (12)

CELF-4 Core SS 71.53 (9.83) 106.64 (10.24)

TONI-4 SS 97.81 (8.13) 104.41 (8.24)
Maternal Education 14.87 (2.51) 15.17 (1.87)

TOWRE-2 PDE Index 81.19 (15.05) 100.13 (16.40)

TOWRE-2 SWE Index 77.50 (14.68) 93.79 (15.98)

WRMT-III PC SS 80.88 (10.87) 106.08 (15.85)
Note. CELF-4 = Clinical Evaluation of Language Fundamentals, 4th edition (Semel et al., 2003); TONI-4 = Test 
of Nonverbal Intelligence, 4th edition (Brown et al., 2010); TOWRE-2 = Test of Word Reading Efficiency, 2n d

edition (Torgesen et al., 2012); PDE = Phonemic Decoding Efficiency subtest; SWE = Sight Word Efficiency 
subtest; WRMT-III PC = Woodcock Reading Mastery Tests, 3rd edition, passage comprehension subtest 
(Woodcock, 2011); SS = standard score

The majority of children with SLI met criteria for reading impairment. The rate
of typical reading skills was much lower in children with SLI than children with
typical language. The risk for dyslexia was approximately the same in children
with SLI as in children with typical language. Overall, very few children met
criteria for specific reading comprehension impairment. Children with SLI
were at elevated risk for meeting the criteria for garden variety reading
impairment. These results suggest that:

(a) The prevalence of reading impairment in children with SLI may be 
higher than previously estimated.

(b) Children with SLI are more likely than peers with typical language to 
struggle with text-level reading.

(c) Difficulties with text-level reading may stem from oral language 
difficulties.

Prior studies investigating reading in children with SLI have largely failed to
account for the multiple types of reading impairment. On average, children
with SLI perform more poorly than children with typical language on both
word recognition and reading comprehension tasks (Catts et al., 2008). What
is unclear, however, is whether this finding represents a general depression in
reading skill across both decoding and comprehension, or whether groups
exist within the population of children with SLI that can be characterized
according to the impairment types described above.

The findings from this study have important implications for research and
clinical practice.

Research Implications
Previous researchers have reported a wide range of estimates of reading
impairments within the group of children with SLI. These estimates have
varied for reading impairments in general as well as specific types of reading
impairments, such as dyslexia. When diagnosing dyslexia in children with SLI,
however, researchers often have not considered comprehension deficits,
which likely leads to an overestimation of dyslexia in this population. In the
present study, we categorized children’s reading skills by taking both word-
level and text-level skills into account. These findings emphasize the need for
researchers to carefully define reading impairment diagnostic criteria using
decoding and comprehension.

Clinical Implications
The present study also has important clinical implications. First, text-level
reading deficits overwhelmingly occurred in children with SLI; few text-level
deficits were observed in children with typical language. Because reading
comprehension deficits were common amongst children with SLI and
comparatively uncommon in children with typical language, assessment
should include oral language measures as well when reading comprehension
is of concern to parents and teachers. In such cases, speech-language
pathologists should be included as part of the diagnostic and intervention
team.

Second, more than 80% of children with SLI exhibited some type of reading
impairment. The most common reading impairment was garden variety
reading impairment; children with SLI were likely to have deficits in decoding
and comprehension. Speech-language pathologists should address reading
and its underlying linguistic components in language therapy early and often.


