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[Start of recorded material] 
 

Presenter:  Hello, and welcome to the podcast series for child language teaching 
and therapy.  In our fourth podcast Mary [unintelligible 0:00:11 
Clayson] and Suzie [unintelligible 0:00:13 Latau] discuss the article 
on the phonological representations in children with speech and 
language impairments.  Their article is published in volume 28, issue 
2 of the Child Language Teaching and Therapy. 

Mary:  We thought we’d start this podcast by introducing ourselves.  My 
name is Mary Clayson and I’m a speech language therapist or speech 
pathologist as we call them in Australia.  At the moment I’m 
completing my PhD by publication while also working as a lecturer 
and researcher at Curtin University in Perth, Western Australia.  I’d 
like to introduce my mentor, supervisor and colleague, Dr Suzie 
Latau. 

Suzie: Thanks Mary.  I also wear many hats. I’m working now in the school 
of psychology and speech pathology at Curtin with Mary.  And my 
role there is as a researcher and lecturer.  Mary and I have been 
collaborating for a few years now on this programme of research.  
We’ve been broadly working in the area of phonological 
representations in both typically developing children and those with 
language impairment.  And this work originally came out of our 
clinical work as speech pathologists in a language development 
centre for children with SLI.  It’s a real challenge to understand the 
strengths and weaknesses of this population. 

Mary: And it’s also difficult to apply theory to begin to understand 
underlying issues and derive principled assessment, let alone become 
evidence based in our intervention. 

Suzie: So more recently we both moved into academic positions and began 
this research programme.  We started out by collaborating with 
psychologists from the University of Western Australia in a large-
scale longitudinal study which was called Catch them Before they 
Fall.  This study followed children in mainstream schools in 
Australia from testing in pre-primary at five years of age, to year two 
at seven.  And we were asked to contribute to the task battery and 
develop any tasks that we thought would add value to a task battery 
used for predicting literacy outcomes. 

Mary: So at the time we decided to develop a task that would explore how 
accurate a child’s representation of a word was.  We based our 
assessment task on the Stackhouse and Wells model which is well 
respected and clinically used in both the UK as well as Australia.  
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Our task aimed to measure the quality of the child’s stored 
phonological representation or address the question at level E of the 
Stackhouse and Wells model.  Are the child’s phonological 
representations accurate?  We developed the quality of phonological 
representations or QPR task and this was used with 235 pre-primary 
five year olds in this project.  We found that it was a useful and cost 
effective addition to the task battery aiming to identify children at 
risk in early stages of schooling.  And importantly that the 
combination of a phonological awareness task and the QPR was 
particularly useful.  If you’re interested it was published in the 
International Journal of Language and Communication Disorders in 
2009.   

Suzie: And in the meantime we continued to be interested in this whole idea 
of underlying phonological representations or the sound code 
associated with a word that children lay down in their lexical store. 

Mary: Yes.  So we found ourselves developing ideas down a number of 
paths.  Firstly, in clinical practice how do we assess a child’s 
phonological representations?  The QPR tells us if they are accurate 
or not, but it still doesn’t provide us with information about a child’s 
ability to internally analyse a phonological representation.  Or in 
other words address the level F question from Stackhouse and Wells.  
The whole area of phonological awareness therapy was really taking 
off at this point and we felt there were children who were making 
some progress with phonological awareness but that this wasn’t 
having an impact on their literacy skills.  And so the next phase of 
our work was the development of the silent deletion of phonemes or 
S stop task. 

Suzie: And at the time we were also still interested in children with 
language impairment in general.  So trying to come to understand the 
underlying deficit or deficits in SLI.  And we set up a parallel project 
which began to look at the same overall picture in a cohort of 
children with SLI.  And so turning to this particular paper we’re now 
going to tell you a little bit more about our findings. 

Mary: So in this paper we report the performance of three groups of 
children on our two tasks, the QPR and the S stop, along with a 
measure of phonological awareness or PA.  We had three groups of 
participants in our study.  One group of children aged 7 ½ with SLI, 
one group of typically developing children who were matched for 
age, and finally a group of typically developing children matched on 
receptive language skills. 

Suzie: So just to remind you about the three tasks.  Firstly in the QPR tasks 
children see a picture of a multisyllabic word presented on the 
computer screen and are asked for example… 

Mary: Is this a helicopter? 
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Suzie: They judge if the production is accurate and respond by clicking on a 
yes or no button on the screen. 

Mary: In the S stop task the children are presented with one picture on the 
computer screen, such as a switch, and they’re told to… 

Suzie: Look at this picture and thing of the name of it, but don’t say it out 
loud. 

Mary: They are now asked… 

Suzie: What word would it make if I took away the ‘s’ sound? 

Mary: And the screen is replaced with a choice of four pictures, such as a 
witch, a watch, a light and a swing.  And the child makes a selection 
by clicking on the screen.  So if correct in this example it would be a 
witch.   

Suzie: And finally the third tasks, the phonological awareness task we used 
was the Sutherland Phonological Awareness Test.  This is a PA test 
in common use in Australia in clinical practice and it is similar to a 
number of British tests such as the Peeper.  So we predicted that the 
children with SLI would perform worse than both age matched and 
language matched peers on all of these measures.  And what did we 
find? 

Mary: Well, overall, and not unexpectedly, we found that the typically 
developing seven year olds, the age matched group did better overall 
on all three tasks than the other groups. 

Suzie: And what about the children with SLI? 

Mary: This group was very interesting.  They did better than the younger 
language matched children on the SPAT which was the PA task, as 
well as the S stop but not the QPR.  On the QPR tasks which 
remember is the one which taps into underlying phonological 
representations at the whole world level, they were significantly 
weaker than both the younger language matched group as well as 
their age matched peers. Now we hadn’t expected this but when we 
reflected we wondered about the influence of age, in particular in 
relation to schooling and experience. 

Suzie: Yes, because the language matched children were in fact on average 
two years younger.  So this means that at 5 ½ years they were 
attending pre-primary but has yet to begin much in the way of formal 
literacy instruction.  So in that sense and given that the children with 
language impairment were attending a language development centre 
which offers fairly intensive programmes in phonological awareness 
and early literacy it’s perhaps not surprising that the younger 
children did less well on the SPAT which draws on underlying 
phonological awareness skills and knowledge.  So what about the S 
stop? 
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Mary: Well, again this task does draw on phonological awareness skills in 
that the children are asked to analyse, segment the underlying 
phonological representation.  We also thought about what it is that 
the QPR requires.  What is it that this task actually tests? 

Suzie: So listening to and making a judgement about the accuracy of the 
sound code or phonological representation associated with a word is 
this a … is considered to provide insight into the quality of a child’s 
underlying representation of a word at the whole world level.  So 
weaker performance is thought to be a signal that the child’s 
underlying representations are fuzzy, a bit like smudged writing 
using a 4B pencil.  So our results seems to be telling us that this 
group of children impairment has less precise phonological 
representations for the multisyllabic words we used.   

Mary: Having lower quality representations is a significant finding because 
we do know that this places a child at increased risk of language and 
literacy difficulties. 

Suzie: Yes.  And we also believe that there are some therapy and teaching 
implications here. 

Mary: You’re right, Suzie, it’s important that therapy should not only target 
the metalinguistic skills involved in phonological awareness tasks. 
So in other words that ability to segment, blend, delete and 
manipulate sounds in words.  But we should also make sure that 
therapy targets links in the lexicon.  So, for example, we need to 
make sure that we make links between a word’s meaning, how it 
sounds, its parts, as well as how it’s said.  And this type of therapy 
should target the different aspects of knowledge a child has about a 
word and therefore provide a much stronger foundation for stepping 
into reading and spelling.  In other words support the orthographic 
representations of the word.  

Suzie: So we felt that our study has added to the emerging knowledge base 
around the development of phonological representations in children 
with language impairment.  And it has also begun to add to the 
knowledge base we can draw on to inform our therapy. 

Mary: But we still have a long way to go.  Our programme of research is 
continuing.  We have a couple more papers coming out in 2012 and 
we’re also beginning to look at processing speed. 

Suzie: Another area that looks to be quite interesting in children that are 
both typically developing and also in children with language 
impairment. 

Presenter: That brings our podcast to an end.  Thanks to listening and thanks to 
Mary and Suzie for their contributions to research.  Their article is 
published by Safe Publications and can be accessed at 
www.clt.sagepub.com. 
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