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About this learning paper
This learning paper, on the theme of oral language development, draws from the 
sub-study evaluation of interventions for children from pre-birth to age three and 
their parents and oral language development interventions for children aged from 
birth to six years.

Key stakeholders, including 37 parents, more 
than 90 early years and preschool practitioners 
and other professionals, and 12 speech and 
language therapists, provided information on their 
experiences of delivering the ABC Programme 
in their local area through a combination of 
interviews, focus groups and surveys. This learning 
paper is intended to inform the planning and 
delivery of services by practitioners, managers and 
other area-based service providers who work with 
expectant parents and parents with babies and 
young children.

A national evaluation of interventions for children 
aged three years and older and their parents was 
conducted by the Centre for Effective Services. 

For the summary report of the national evaluation, 
see:

www.dcya.gov.ie
or
www.effectiveservices.org 
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About the ABC Programme
The ABC Programme is a national area-based prevention and early intervention 
initiative for families living in areas of economic disadvantage. 

The aims and objectives of the ABC Programme 
align with the outcomes and transformational 
goals of Better Outcomes, Brighter Futures, the 
national policy framework for children and young 
people, 2014-2020. 

Each ABC area implemented a range of 
interventions, specific to the identified needs of 
that area and informed by a local area logic model. 
Interventions were, for the most part, provided for 
children from pre-birth to 12 years and their parents.

Provide new and improved services to support 
children’s learning, health and development, and  
to support parents in their role as parents.

Support professionals working with children to 
strengthen their skills and to improve the ways 
organisations work together for children.

• 

• 

The ABC Programme aims to:

The ABC Programme started in 2013 and was 
funded by the Department of Children and Youth 
Affairs (DCYA) and The Atlantic Philanthropies. 
Since 2017 the Programme has been funded 
by DCYA. The ABC Programme in each area is 
supported by a consortium of local organisations 
working together to deliver services; a lead 
agency oversees day-to-day management, 
including funding.
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The ABC Programme interventions 
included the following:

Interventions to support parents, including 
home-visiting and mentoring interventions, such 
as antenatal supports. 

Interventions intended to support children’s 
general development, including centre-
based and home-visiting interventions and 
programmes.

• 

• 

Interventions aimed at supporting children’s 
oral language development including, Talk and 
Play Everyday; Chatter Matters; and Hanen You 
Make the Difference, among others.1

Interventions intended to strengthen 
practitioners’ capacity to support parents 
and children, including training, coaching and 
mentoring supports for practice and quality  
improvement.

• 

• 

 

  1 A full list of all oral language development interventions is included in Appendix 1.
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Figure 1: Oral language interventions in the ABC Programme 
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The configuration of oral language interventions 
varied, ranging from formal assessments by speech 
and language therapists (SLTs) to practitioner capacity 
strengthening activities, to parental supports, with 
areas incorporating one or more of these approaches. 
Figure 1 shows the types of interventions provided. 

How oral language interventions were provided in ABC areas 
Seven ABC areas incorporated oral language interventions into their programme 
of supports for families and there are useful insights from their experiences of 
implementing area-based oral language development interventions.
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The
insights from this oral 

language sub-study are 
framed around these 

recommendations
and are discussed 

below.

What the literature tells us
about children’s oral language development
Evidence nationally and internationally highlights that in areas of disadvantage, 
it is estimated that upwards of 50% of children have poor language and 
communication skills (O’Connor et al., 2012). The research literature suggests a 
relationship between oral language difficulties and social disadvantage, such that 
with each increase in the level of disadvantage there is an associated increase in 
the numbers of children experiencing language difficulties (Law et al,.2017).

An evidence review (Rafferty, 2014) of what we know 
about what supports oral language development for 
children made five recommendations to optimise 
the delivery of oral language interventions within the 
ABC Programme, including:

Focus on both universal and targeted services 
for oral language development.

Prioritise strengthening capacities in parents 
who are the best resources for developing 
language in children.

Enhance the transfer of skills from speech 
and language therapists (SLTs) to early years 
practitioners and schools.

Deploy SLTs as the specialist designers and 
resources to the system, not as the only form of 
intervention.

Provide a platform for sharing and pooling 
knowledge, experience, resources and evidence 
on oral language development.

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.
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Learning from the sub-study on oral language interventions
Parents, early years practitioners, teachers, SLTs and other professionals told us 
about their experiences of the ABC Programme by taking part in interviews, focus 
groups and by completing paper or online questionnaires. The insights from their 
experiences are presented below.
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1. Most ABC areas focused on both 
universal and targeted service provision to 
support oral language development

Research suggests that oral language development 
services should be organised so that:

• 

• 

•

The most resources are dedicated to the 
promotion of language development through 
universal service provision

Fewer resources should be allocated to targeted 
provision to meet needs not adequately 
addressed through universal services 

Specialist services should be provided to 
meet the needs of a small proportion of the 
population with rare, unusual or complex needs 
(Rafferty, 2014).

The sub-study found that the approaches adopted 
in each of the areas to the delivery of interventions 
that supported oral language development were 
directly informed by evidence and knowledge of 
local needs in each ABC area. Most ABC areas 
promoted a prevention and early intervention 
approach to oral language development that 
focused on strengthening the capacity of parents, 
early years practitioners and primary school 
teachers to respond to children’s needs. One ABC 
area delivered a mostly specialist intervention-
type approach, this intervention was designed to 
respond to the identified needs in the community 
to address high rates of speech, language and 
communication difficulties.



Key Learning 
Planning, introducing and 

implementing a community-based 
model of oral language development, 

including the reorientation of the 
role of a SLT to a community-based 

model, needs time.

The experience of parents, practitioners and other 
professionals suggests that adopting a community-
based approach to oral language development 
offered opportunities for early intervention and 
prevention in two main ways:

Support for and delivery of capacity 
strengthening activities for parents and 
practitioners. 

Identification of, and support access to, referral 
pathways for clinical services for speech and 
language.

• 
 

• 
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2. Most ABC areas prioritised strengthening 
the capacities of parents who are the best 
resource for developing language in children

“Getting the
chance to ask 

questions about 
concerns without 
being on a long 

waiting list to go to 
speech and language 

was a big thing”
Parent

08

Research suggests there is a need to explore the 
potential role of interventions involving parents 
interacting with young children as a means of 
promoting children’s language abilities (Rafferty, 
2014; Meins et al., 2015). This may contribute to a 
readiness for learning when they enter early care or 
preschool.

• 

•

Their experience of being able to ask questions 
informally about specific concerns they had 
around possible delays in their child’s speech 
and language development.

How their understanding of the ways in which 
a child’s language develops had changed 
and their increased awareness of the types 
of interactions with their child which could 
encourage language acquisition.

Parents told us about their engagement in 
activities that promoted key messages about 
communicating with their baby or toddler. All 
parents told us that they welcomed the opportunity 
to interact with community-based oral language 
interventions, including services where SLTs 
worked in community-based settings. In this 
context, some parents spoke about:



However, most parents also told us that it took time 
to understand and apply the different tips given to 
them by a SLT, early years practitioner or teacher. 
In one area, parents expressed concern that 
receiving a community-based support from a SLT 
or practitioner would prevent them from accessing 
the statutory supports their child required.

Most parents reported hearing from an ABC 
community-based SLT or practitioner about the 
importance of interacting with their child in ways 
that would promote language development and 
encourage communication between themselves 
and their child. Some parents felt more confident 
about subsequently speaking to a SLT and 
asking questions about language development 
more generally. Parents in one area spoke about 
taking part in developing a parents’ toolkit on oral 
language and communication tips that was shared 
in their community.

• 

•

•

Key Learning
Parents are open to being supported to better understand 
their role and the role of the parent-child relationship in 
promoting communication and oral language development.

Parents respond positively to having opportunities to 
ask practitioners and community-based SLTs questions, 
in informal settings, about their children’s oral language 
development.

Communicating with parents about the role and capacity of 
community-based oral language development practitioners, 
including SLTs, is important, as is awareness of the referral 
pathways to statutory SLT provision, if specialist intervention 
is needed.

09



“The
opportunity to ask

a SLT about some worry
you might have about a child 

in your class was unique & 
it definitely made me realise 

that not all issues with 
communication will mean 
they need an assessment”

Early Years
Practitioner

3. ABC areas provided services to enhance 
the transfer of skills from speech and 
language therapists to early years 
practitioners and teachers

Where children are already showing problems 
with language and communication, targeted 
interventions should be designed and supported 
by specialist speech and language resources, 
however, they may be more effectively 
delivered by skilled early years personnel using 
evidence-informed frameworks, approaches 
and programmes (Rafferty, 2014). Research 
also suggests that providing training to 
encourage parents and practitioners to use 
language-boosting strategies on its own does 
not guarantee changes in practice and better 
outcomes for children. It is recommended that 
training, monitoring and evaluation is closely 
linked to the theoretical framework informing 
research and practice (Law et al., 2017).

Most of the early years practitioners and teachers 
who completed a survey about their involvement 
in oral language interventions through the ABC 
Programme reported that their knowledge about 
the core elements of language and the key 
strategies for encouraging communication among 
children had improved. Most participants in oral 
language training programmes who completed 
a survey or took part in an interview also referred 
to specific techniques and strategies that they 
had learned to use in their practice to improve 
interactions between themselves and children, 
children and their peers, and children and their 
parents. In one area with a specialist intervention 
model, most of the teachers and early years 
practitioners who took part in the sub-study in that 
area told us they benefited from understanding 
SLT reports and assessment processes. This 
helped them to support children with a speech, 
language and communication diagnosed difficulty.
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The teachers that were interviewed in most areas 
told us they viewed the role of the SLT differently 
following their interaction with them as part of 
the ABC programme. All early years practitioners 
and some primary school teachers who engaged 
in training with a SLT told us they benefited from 
having informal access to the SLT working as part 
of the ABC project.

Managers in early years settings who were unable 
to release all staff to attend oral language training 
told us it was then difficult to share the learning 
and change practice systemically. In addition, 
most early years practitioners reported that in their 
experience knowledge transfer to practice could 
have been improved with mentoring and setting-
based practice observations from SLTs.

• 

•

Key Learning
Transferring and sustaining learning 
among practitioners takes time, support 
and training; additional coaching, and 
mentoring may be helpful in this regard.

Adopting evidence-based oral language 
programmes was a useful way in which 
to equip practitioners and preschool 
teachers to identify issues and support 
early signs of communication delay.

“It is really difficult to take all 
this information in and then try 

to make it work yourself without 
knowing if you are really doing 
the right thing when so much 

else is going on in the classroom”

Early Years Practitioner
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There is a clear division between expert-based 
direct interventions for individual children or 
groups of children and those which might be called 
‘indirect interventions’ working either through 
teachers and teaching support workers, and 
commonly in this age group, parents (Law et al., 
2017). In terms of the role of the SLT in transferring 
knowledge to early years educators, the quality 
of coaching and mentoring provided is important 
to ensure fidelity, to respond appropriately to 
difficulties, and to provide encouragement (Law et 
al., 2017).

Opportunities for referral or access to specialist 
services were a key feature of the community-based 
oral language development models used in seven 
ABC Programme areas. SLT-provided capacity 
strengthening for other professionals working with 
children was a feature in six areas. SLTs from these 
six areas described how they delivered training 
with the aim of transferring specialist knowledge 
about language and communication to early years 
practitioners and primary school teachers. Most 
SLTs and ABC teams reported that oral language 
development interventions were an integral part 
of the wider ABC Programme focus on child 
development in their area and were not seen as an 
add-on to this work.

“Working as
part of the ABC team 

with different professionals
was necessary when trying 
to start this kind of project
as it is a new idea to have a 

SLT in the community”

 SLT
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4. Most ABC areas deployed speech and 
language therapists as the specialist 
designers and resources to the system, 
not as the only form of intervention



“It took
considerable

time for me to get to
understand the community I 

was working in and to get
 buy-in from parents,
settings and schools”

SLT

The SLTs taking part in this sub-study expressed 
an openness to working within a community-
based model that facilitated the transfer of 
knowledge from specialists, i.e. SLTs to early years 
practitioners and primary school teachers.

Most SLTs described the challenges of introducing 
a community-based SLT model that does not 
primarily focus on clinical assessments and 
diagnostics; these included:

•

• 

Managing expectations around the role of the 
SLT in this type of service delivery model. For 
example, some SLTs said that parents with 
concerns about their child’s speech, language 
and communication delay would have 
preferred to receive an SLT assessment and 
direct support from them.

Forming relationships with community 
providers.

 Key Learning 
Support for parents to understand the 
role of the SLT and other professionals 

in promoting oral language development 
and when, and for what level of difficulty, 

formal assessment and therapeutic 
intervention is required is important. 
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5. The ABC Programme provided a platform 
for sharing and pooling knowledge, 
experience, resources and evidence 

The value of providing opportunities for practitioners, 
from across professional groupings, to come together 
for discussion, information exchange and pooling 
of experience has been identified in the literature 
(Rafferty, 2014).

SLTs working as part of the ABC Programme 
participated in a pre-existing national network for 
oral language development professionals involved 
in community-based programmes. This network 
provided an opportunity for specialists to share their 
learning from implementing local and national oral 
language development models and initiatives. 

Three areas also offered opportunities for shared 
interdisciplinary professional learning and reflection, 
which were welcomed by early years practitioners 
and teachers. The structured forums facilitated 
discussions around practice and focused on key 
areas of shared interest.

In one ABC area, the community-based SLT co-
produced resources with parents, practitioners and 
teachers. The purpose of the toolkit initiative was to 
engage with parents and professionals to produce 
materials relevant and useful to their needs and to 
leave a legacy resource for the community beyond 
the involvement of a community-based SLT. 

All ABC project teams with oral language 
development interventions for children from birth 
to age six shared concerns about a return to a 
wholly clinical model of intervention rather than 
continuing to provide a combination of therapeutic 
and prevention approaches for speech, language and 
communication development.

Key Learning
Providing opportunities for 

networking and sharing 
learning is important for both 

specialist speech and language 
professionals and those learning 

to implement new language 
development strategies in the 
classroom and other settings.
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Appendix 1:
List of oral language development interventions provided in each ABC area 

Method of 
deliveryArea Target 

groupIntervention Outcome 
area

Centre-based

Children in early 
years settings and 
primary school and 

their parents

Centre-based

Children in early 
years settings and 
primary school and 

their parents

Speech and 
Language Therapy; 
Practitioner Training 

and Development

Chatter Matters Children’s learning, 
specifically 

oral language 
development

Children’s learning, 
specifically 

oral language 
development

Children aged 
3-6 years and 

their parents or 
carers; early years 
practitioners and 

teachers

Centre-basedSpeech and 
Language Therapy 

Model

Children’s 
health and 

development & 
children’s learning, 

specifically 
oral language 
development

Children aged 0-2 
years for direct 

support with their 
parents; teacher 
and early years 
practitioners for 

training and skills 
development

Centre-basedUniversal Language 
Supports

Children’s learning, 
specifically 

oral language 
development
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Appendix 1:
List of oral language development interventions provided in each ABC area 

Method of 
deliveryArea Target 

groupIntervention Outcome 
area

Children aged 
between 18 months 
and 3 years & their 

parents

Home-visitingParent Child Home 
Programme

Dublin
Docklands

Children’s health 
and development

& children’s 
learning, 

specifically 
oral language 
development

Dublin 
Northside

Children aged 4-7 
years

Centre-basedPlay & Oral Language 
Development 
Programme

Children’s learning, 
specifically 

oral language 
development

Grangegorman

Children aged 18 
months – 3 years and 

their parents

Home-visitingParent Child Home 
Programme

Children’s learning, 
specifically 

oral language 
development
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Appendix 1:
List of oral language development interventions provided in each ABC area 

Method of 
deliveryArea Target 

groupIntervention Outcome 
area

Knocknaheeny

Teachers and early 
years practitioners; 

parents

Centre-based; 
School-based

Speech, Language 
and Literacy 
Interventions

Children’s learning, 
specifically 

oral language 
development

Limerick

Children aged 0-4 
and their families

Centre-based; 
School-based

Little Voices 
Oral Language 

Programme

Children’s learning, 
specifically 

oral language 
development

Ballymun

Parents of children 
aged 12-24 months

Centre-based

Centre-based Parents of children 
aged 1-5 years with 
identified language 
delay or at risk of 
language delay

Talk and Play Every 
Day

Hanen You Make the 
Difference-Adapted 

Children’s learning 

Children’s health 
and development
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