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Housekeeping

• RCSLT staff are on hand to help with any technical queries, you 
can get in touch with them via the chat button 

• You can send in questions to our speakers today by using the Q&A 
button

• This event is being recorded and will be made available on the 
RCSLT website 

• We would be very grateful if you would fill out the evaluation form 
that will pop up in a new window once the webinar window closes



Tribute  to Professor James Law OBE

Professor Julie Dockrell

UCL Institute of Education, UK



James Law 
Impact and legacy

https://twitter.com/uniofnewcastle/status/1333797207506440193


The Academic 

 H index of 23
Most highly cited:

Modeling 
Developmental 
Language Difficulties 
From School Entry 
Into Adulthood: 
Literacy, Mental 
Health, and 
Employment 
Outcomes JSLHR 
2009 172 cites

 Reach international 
 Reach disciplines



The innovator

Social Disadvantage

Reading with preschool children boosts language by 8 
months and Dads should read too (Nuffield Foundation, 
2019) a systematic review 

CSCOT 
WHAT WORKS

https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/public/files/Law_et_al_Early_Language_Development_final.pdf
https://cypsp.hscni.net/wp-content/uploads/2015/01/Now-Youre-Talking-Professor-James-Law-presentation.pdf


The empowering critique

 Impact on practice
 Spans education and SLT
 Universal targeted

 No question too small – broad range of issues
Dosage
Cost effectiveness

 No data not worth interrogating 
Range of data sources - longitudinal cohorts, systematic 

reviews, experimental studies, observations, questionnaires …



The easy going colleague 

 Always time to listen and talk

 In a convivial context 
Restaurant, kitchen, coffee shop 

 Inclusive

 And a word about how the family was doing and latest 
excursion



What we miss?
Constructive engagement
Good humour
Balance 
Empowerment
Legacy lives on 
Six recent publications (2022)
Colleagues
Students 
Mind set – open and inquisitive



Thank you James

https://www.rcslt.org/news/announcing-the-death-of-professor-james-law-obe/
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Building on the legacy of 
Professor James Law OBE

Cristina McKean
Professor of Child Language Development & Disorders

International Journal of Language and Communication Disorders  & Royal College of Speech and Language Therapists Annual Lecture 2022 

New Horizons for Interventions in Developmental 
Language Disorder 

@cristina_mckean cristina.mckean@ncl.ac.uk
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Child language is an issue of social justice
Individual differences in their social context 

Reilly, S., Tomblin, B., Law, J., McKean, C., Mensah, F., Morgan, A., Goldfeld, S., Nicholson, J. and Wake, M. (2014) 'SLI: a convenient label for whom?’, IJLCD 49(4), pp.416-451. 
McKean, C., Morgan, A., Law, J. Reilly, S., (2018) Developmental Language Disorder in Shirley-Ann Rueschemeyer & M Gareth Gaskell (Eds.) Oxford Handbook of Psycholinguistics
Wareham, H., Huang, W., Labuschagne, L. & Law, J. (2021) The association between mother’s education level and early child language skills; findings from three European cohort studies. Publications 
archive – dynamicsofinequality.org



Child language is an issue of social justice
Child Language as an indicator of inequality & a lever for change

Law, J., Charlton, J., & Asmussen, K. (2017). Child language as a wellbeing indicator. Early Intervention Foundation
RCSLT (2017) Speech Language and Communication Capacity: A National Asset. Royal College of Speech and Language Therapists Scotland



Child language is an issue of social justice

It is logical to develop and implement interventions which enable 
all children to achieve their maximum potential for language and 

communication development and which can ameliorate the 
negative consequences for those with persisting language 

difficulties.

So what’s stopping us?



Four challenges

1. Intervention within the context of health inequalities
 2. Intervention in the context of a life-course approach
3. Intervention within complex systems
4. Intervention as the implementation of evidence

 

• The challenge 

• James’ pioneering work

• Building on James legacy



1: Intervention within the context of 
health inequalities

Interventions can widen rather than narrow inequalities

It is more difficult for socially disadvantaged families to

oseek support
ochange behaviour due to higher burden of material, psychosocial vulnerabilities
onavigate complex, fragmented services
oadvocate for their child’s rights to education and health services 
opay for private services to supplement those on offer from the state
  



1: Intervention within the context of 
health inequalities
Upstream determinants

Proportionate Universalism (Marmot 2013)
“Proportionate universalism refers to the universal provision of services, where the 

scale and intensity of service delivery is tailored to individual disadvantage and need” 
(Law et al 2018 p. 297)

“Yet how proportionate universalism should be put into practice has not been well 
articulated” (Law et al 2018 p. 297)

Marmot, M. (2013). Fair society, healthy lives. - Strategic Review of Health Inequalities in England post-2010 The Marmot Review
Law, J., Rush, R., King, T., Westrupp, E., & Reilly, S. (2018). Early home activities and oral language skills in middle childhood: A quantile analysis. Child development, 89(1), 295-309.
Law, J., Levickis, P., McKean, C., Goldfeld, S., Snow, P., Reilly, S. (2017) Child Language in a Public Health Context. Melbourne: Murdoch Children’s Research Institute 



1: Intervention within the context of 
health inequalities
Building on James’ legacy 

‘Making the most of together-time’ 
Development of a Health Visitor led intervention to support children’s early 

language and communication development at the 2-2½ year-old review 

a proportionate universal language intervention 

Public Health England study publications at https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/best-start-in-speech-language-and-communication 
McKean, C., Watson, R., Charlton, J. et al. (2022) ‘Making the most of together time’: development of a Health Visitor–led intervention to support children’s early language and communication development 
at the 2–2½-year-old review. Pilot Feasibility Stud 8, 35 (2022). https://doi.org/10.1186/s40814-022-00978-5

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/best-start-in-speech-language-and-communication


Background and context
Best start in speech, language and 

communication
In 2019 the Department for Education and Public Health 
England commissioned research to create a national approach 
to support the development of children’s early language. James 
led a project to………

Universal  HV review visit at 2 -2 ½ years old

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/ best-start-in-speech-language-and-communication

Measure Parent perspectives Intervention



Background and context
Best start in speech, language and 

communication

In 2019 the Department for Education and Public Health 
England commissioned research to create a national approach 
to support the development of children’s early language.

Universal  HV review visit at 2 -2 ½ years old

Measure Parent perspectives Intervention

Aim

to design an acceptable,  
feasible and equitable 

early language 
intervention 

synthesising current 
best evidence with 
stakeholder views.



How the intervention was designed
In close partnership with stakeholders 

across 5 sites
Using methods which maximise 

stakeholder co-design and 
involvement1

Over 13 workshops
Using latest guidance on intervention 

development2, 3

Drawing on a range of 
implementation science theory4-7 

Participants

HV teams 28

SLT teams 8

Parent/ 
caregivers 7*

*COVID affected –workshop with 12 
additional families cancelled

1. O'Brien, N., et al., Integrating evidence from systematic reviews, qualitative research, and expert knowledge using co -design techniques to develop a web-based intervention for people in the retirement 
transition. Journal of Medical Internet Research, 2016. 18(8): p. e210
2. O'Cathain, A., et al., Guidance on how to develop complex interventions to improve health and healthcare. BMJ Open, 2019. 9(8).
3. Duncan, E., et al., Guidance for reporting intervention development studies in health research (GUIDED): an evidence-based consensus study. BMJ Open, 2020. 10(ee033516)
4. Michie, S., L. Atkins, and R. West, The behaviour change wheel: a guide to designing interventions. 2014, Surrey: England: Silverback Publishing.
5. Cane, J., D. O’Connor, and S. Michie, Validation of the theoretical domains framework for use in behaviour change and implementation research. Implementation Science, 2012. 7(1): p. 37.
6. Sekhon, M., M. Cartwright, and J.J. Francis, Acceptability of healthcare interventions: An overview of reviews and development of a theoretical framework. BMC Health Services Research, 2017. 17(1).
7. Murray, E., et al., Normalisation process theory: a framework for developing, evaluating and implementing complex interventions. . BMC Medicine, 2010. 8(1): p. 63.



How the intervention was designed

Activity OutputStage

Evidence Review Key papers
Logic model

Stage 1

Data extraction 
& workshop 

design

Intervention 
behaviours & 
techniques

Workshop materials 
Stage 2

Co-design 
workshops

Barriers & enablers 
Acceptability  
Intervention 

characteristics
Stage 3

Theory 
Consultation

Paper prototype of 
intervention 

pathway & materials

Stage 4

Co-design 
workshops

Intervention 
model  & 

recommendations

Stage 5



The intervention 

…… to support families to increase 
their use of responsive interaction 
within their daily routines



Proportionate universalism
For the intervention to be equitable 
it must be

proportionate, with higher ‘intensity’ for 
higher levels of disadvantage, 

tailored, offering differing approaches 
considering the specific barriers and 
enablers, assets and challenges in each 
family



The intervention

Identify if 
intervention is 

needed

Identify barriers 
and enablers  

specific to the 
family

Choose 
responsive 
interaction 

behaviour to do 
more often

Choose context 
in which to 
practice the 
behaviour 

Deliver 
appropriate 

level and type 
of support 

proportionate 
to need and 
tailored to 
individual 

circumstances 



COM-B Theoretical Domains Framework Domain and description of enablers
Capability Physical skills 

Have skills to follow a child’s lead in play or share a book and use responsive interaction

Have literacy skills to share a book

Knowledge 

Able to choose age appropriate books, toys and activities

Know what kinds of questions and responses to use during book sharing/shared activities and how to 
follow child’s interests
Decision making 

Able to decide on what they need to change to achieve their goal and choose that goal
Regulation

Able to monitor their own use of the new behaviour and make and stick to an action plan to do it



Motivation Belief about capabilities and optimism

Feel they can make the change and increase the use of this behaviour

Feel making the change is worthwhile and that there is scope to increase their responsiveness

Beliefs about consequences

Feel child will engage and so will respond or benefit

Feel the chosen behaviours are best for the child and other behaviours (e.g. TV viewing) are not equally 
good – have reason to change

Feel that what they do will make a difference 

Intentions and goals

Have definite intention to try to increase their use of the behaviour

Able to set a clear goal and create action plan for implementing it

Emotion

Do not feel embarrassed at trying new behaviour and/or being judged

Do not feel overwhelmed by additional demands



Opportunity  Physical Opportunity A

Have the books and toys needed to use this new behaviour including books in home language 

Have access to playgroups, drop-ins or other contexts to support the use of these behaviours

Physical Opportunity B

Have a family and/or social network to draw on to support them 

Have access to/making use of childcare for siblings or child 

Social opportunity

See others in their social group using the responsive communication behaviours in a range of contexts

Have a family and/or social network who also use the behaviours with their child 

Have opportunities for supported ‘together time’ which is intrinsically rewarding for child and parent/carers



The intervention

Identify if 
intervention is 

needed

Identify barriers 
and enablers  

specific to the 
family

Choose 
responsive 
interaction 

behaviour to do 
more often

Choose context 
in which to 
practice the 
behaviour 

Deliver 
appropriate 

level and type 
of support 

proportionate 
to need and 
tailored to 
individual 

circumstances 



2: Intervention in the context of a life-
course approach

When to intervene, on what, for how long?



2: Intervention in the context of a life-
course approach

early identification, mechanisms of cumulative and 
interacting risks and long-term consequences 

Law, J., Boyle, J., Harris, F., Harkness, A., & Nye, C. (2000). The feasibility of universal screening for primary speech and language delay: Findings from a systematic review of the literature Developmental 
Medicine and Child Neurology, 42, 190-200. 
Law, J., Charlton, J., Dockrell, J., Gascoigne, M., McKean, C., & Theakston, A. (2017). Early Language Development: Needs, provision and intervention for pre-school children from socio-economically 
disadvantaged backgrounds. Education Endowment Foundation.
Law, J., Clegg, J., Rush, R., Roulstone, S., & Peters, T. J. (2019). Association of proximal elements of social disadvantage with children's language development at 2 years: an analysis of data from the 
Children in Focus (CiF) sample from the ALSPAC birth cohort. Int J Lang Commun Disord, 54(3), 362-376. doi:10.1111/1460-6984.12442
Law, J., Rush, R., Schoon, I., & Parsons, S. (2009). Modeling developmental language difficulties from school entry into adulthood: Literacy, mental health, and employment outcomes. Journal of Speech 
Language and Hearing Research, 52(6), 1401-1416. 
McKean, C., Law, J., Mensah, F., Cini, E., Eadie, P., Frazer, K., & Reilly, S. (2016). Predicting meaningful differences in school-entry language skills from child and family factors at one year. International 
Journal of Early Childhood, 48(3). 
Schoon, I., Parsons, S., Rush, R., & Law, J. Childhood language skills and adult literacy: A 29-year follow-up study. Pediatrics, 125(3). 
Schoon, I., Parsons, S., Rush, R., & Law, J. (2009). Children's language ability and psychosocial development: A 29-year follow-up study. Pediatrics, 126(1). 
Westrupp, E. M., Reilly, S., McKean, C., Law, J., Mensah, F., & Nicholson, J. M. (2020). Vocabulary development and trajectories of behavioral and emotional difficulties via academic ability and peer 
problems. Child development, 91(2), e365-e382.



2: Intervention in the context of a life-
course approach

Building on James’ legacy 

Examining patterns and mechanisms of inequality 
Relations between child language and adolescent mental health across 

subgroups of cumulative disadvantage

Early language intervention to prevent later mental health difficulties



Background and context

Mental Health

Socio-economic circumstances

Language



Background and context

We analysed the Millennium cohort to 
o Identify subgroups in socio-economic circumstances 
o Examine whether these subgroups moderate the effect of early language abilities on adolescent 

mental health outcomes – is language less protective for some subgroups?

Socio-economic circumstances & risk exposures



 
 
 

 
 
 

 

Predicted outcomes for externalising mental health plotted for each latent class subgroup given a language score aged 3. Circular markers 
denote the average language score for each subgroup (e.g., 0.345 for the ‘Developmentally and Materially Enabled’ subgroup. The black 

horizontal dashed line represents recognised cut-point indicative of clinical concern on the SDQ 
 

Willoughby, J., McKean, C., Volodina, A. (under review) Examining patterns and mechanisms of inequality  Relations between child language and adolescent mental health across subgroups of cumulative 
disadvantage



Conclusions
oChildren across almost all subgroups are similarly affected by their level of language 
ability  -  robust language skills could be of almost universal benefit. 
oLanguage intervention would not be a panacea - the number and nature of other 
risks are equally as important as language and must be tackled in interventions. 
oIn the ‘Overwhelmed’ subgroup - average language abilities are associated with 
externalising problems reaching clinical levels of concern - holistic support is needed 
for families experiencing the highest levels of risks. 
oThe lack of a relationship between language and mental health outcomes for the 
developmentally vulnerable-low maternal resource subgroup points to the need for a 
targeted,  different approach for this group perhaps related to maternal mental 
health and wider family support 



3: Intervention within complex systems
The skills, knowledge, and capacity to support language 

development are distributed across the children’s workforce 
and community



3: Intervention within complex systems
Mobilising and connecting the children’s workforce 

& characterising diverse systems 
Child 

Language is 
everyone’s 
business

Law, J., Lindsay, G., Peacey, N., Gascoigne, M., Soloff, N., Radford, J., & Band, S. (2002). Consultation as a model for providing speech and language therapy in schools: a panacea or one step too far? Child 
Language Teaching and Therapy, 18, 145-163. 
Law, J., Lindsay, G., Peacey, N., Gascoigne, M., Soloff, N., Radford, J., . . . Fitzgerald, L. (2000). Provision for children with speech and language needs in England and Wales: Facilitating communication between 
education and health services. 
Lindsay, G., Soloff, N., Law, J., Band, S., Peacey, N., Gascoigne, M., & Radford, J. (2002). Speech and language therapy services to education in England and Wales. International Journal of Language and 
Communication Disorders, 37(3), 273-288. 



3: Intervention within complex systems
Building on James Legacy

oEffectiveness study – comparing Happy Talk delivered by SLT services to usual care across 4 pre-
schools – blind outcome assessment

o12 sessions with parents – 4 workshops with Early Educators 

oWe found significant intervention effects for comprehension and total language with large and 
moderate effect sizes, respectively (0.60 and 0.46 SD)

Frizelle, P., Mullane, E., O’Shea, A., Ceroni, A., Dahly, D., Horgan, A., Levickis, P. & Mckean, C. (2021). Happy Talk: A pilot effectiveness study of a targeted-selective speech–language and 
communication intervention for children from areas of social disadvantage. International Journal of Language & Communication Disorders.
 Frizelle, P., Mckean, C., O’Shea, A., Horgan, A. & Murphy, A. (2021). Economic evaluation of the Happy Talk pilot effectiveness trial: A targeted selective speech, language and communication 
intervention for children from areas of social disadvantage. International Journal of Speech-Language Pathology, 1–12. 



4: Intervention as the implementation of 
evidence

getting efficacy research into policy and practice 

What we know What we do 



4: Intervention as the implementation of 
evidence

Evidence synthesis and translation



4: Intervention as the implementation of 
evidence

Building on James’ legacy 

New approaches to systematic review & evidence synthesis

Conducting intervention research to enable its ready uptake to policy 
& practice - designing with implementation in mind

 



4: Intervention as the implementation of 
evidence

Building on James’ legacy 
New approaches to systematic review & evidence synthesis

• Dosage – how much intervention how often, and for how long?

• Active ingredients – what makes the intervention work?

• Differential response – do all children benefit equally?

• Development of agreed reporting guidelines for intervention research

• Does the evidence address what matters to families?

Frizelle, P., Tolonen, A. K., Tulip, J., Murphy, C. A., Saldana, D., & McKean, C. (2021). The influence of quantitative intervention dosage on oral language outcomes for children with developmental language 
disorder: A systematic review and narrative synthesis. Language, Speech, and Hearing Services in Schools, 52(2), 738-754..
Frizelle, P., Tolonen, A. K., Tulip, J., Murphy, C. A., Saldana, D., & McKean, C. (2021). The Impact of Intervention Dose Form on Oral Language Outcomes for Children With Developmental Language Disorder. 
Journal of Speech, Language, and Hearing Research, 64(8), 3253-3288.
Tulip, J. (2022) The influence of child and social factors on the efficacy of language interventions and the role of language in predicting school readiness Newcastle University
Collaboration for communication network https://research.ncl.ac.uk/collaborationforcommunication/ 

Issues with the 
quality & 
consistency of 
reporting

https://research.ncl.ac.uk/collaborationforcommunication/


4: Intervention as the implementation of 
evidence

Building on James’ legacy 

Conducting intervention research to enable its ready uptake to 
policy & practice - designing with implementation in mind

ELIM-I

Making the most 
of Together time 



4: Intervention as the implementation of 
evidence

Building on James’ legacy 

oStakeholder engagement & co-design
oSynthesising theory – current evidence - implementation 
science 
oIncluding process evaluations into trials
oUsing effectiveness and pragmatic trials 
oEmbedding economic evaluation 

ELIM-I

Making the most 
of Together time 



Conclusions

•James’ body of work has radically changed the landscape in 
policy and practice for child language and laid the foundation 
for continued development and improvement .

•To build on his legacy requires us to focus on 
• co-design- implementation science - economic evaluation
• voice - equity
• open science – international cooperation and consensus
• elevation of public health roles in SLT



Thank you
Very many thanks to the parents/caregivers, Speech and Language 

Therapy teams, Educators, Health Visiting teams, and children who took 
part in the studies discussed and gave their time, insights and wisdom so 

willingly.

Also, to the many funders of this work and the huge team of 
collaborators. 

Above all thank you to Professor James Law

@cristina_mckean cristina.mckean@ncl.ac.uk



Your questions





Editors Prize 2022

Paula Cronin, Rebecca Addo

Interactions with youth justice and associated 
costs for young people with speech, language and 
communication needs

2021 Jul;56(4):797-811 
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/1460-6984.12628

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/1460-6984.12628


www.rcslt.org

@ RCSLT

@ RCSLT
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