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ABSTRACT

Exploring the predictors of late-talking (LT) children’s language development trajectories 
from toddlerhood to the preschool stage and the benefits of diagnosing a language disorder 
(LD) at the preschool stage is essential in the clinical practice. Purpose: This longitudinal 
study examined whether early language abilities and word-learning abilities were predictors 
of language development trajectories of LT toddlers from toddlerhood to the preschool stage. 
Specifically, the study investigated whether 2-year-old LT toddlers who were later diagnosed 
with language disorders at the age of 4 exhibited distinct language profiles and word-learning 
processes at various ages. Methods: The data in this panel study were collected at three 
time points (age 2, age 3, and age 4). This longitudinal study recruited 32 two-year-old LT 
toddlers. At age 4, LT children were classified as having LD (n = 12) or late bloomers (LBs, 
n = 20). At age 2, data on the vocabulary size, the sentence complexity, fast-mapping ability 
of word-learning process, phonological working memory, and lexical-tone perception were 
collected. In addition, data on receptive and expressive language skills and cognitive ability 
were gathered at the three ages. Results: In nonverbal cognitive abilities, the LD and LB 
groups performed similarly at ages 2, 3, and 4. However, at age 2, the receptive language 
skill, fast-mapping ability, and lexical-tone perception of the LD group were poorer than 
those of the LB group. Additionally, after controlling for mother’s education level, months 
of language intervention and attending daycare, the results of the hierarchical linear model 
revealed that 2-year-old LT toddlers with better fast-mapping ability and lexical-tone 
perception exhibited faster development of receptive and expressive language skills from 
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ages 2 to 4. Finally, the results of the logistic regression analysis demonstrated that 2-year-
old LT toddlers with better receptive language skills were less likely to be diagnosed with 
LD later at age 4. Conclusions/Implications: At age 2, receptive language skill, fast-
mapping ability, and lexical-tone perception were potent predictors of language development 
trajectories of LT children from toddlerhood through the preschool stage and LD diagnosis 
later at age 4. Receptive language skill, fast-mapping ability, and lexical-tone perception 
were essential in fostering the language learning process of LT toddlers. The findings of this 
study did not only reveal the predictors of LT toddlers’ language development but also shed 
light on designing assessment tools for identifying 2-year-old toddlers who are at a high risk 
of exhibiting LD later.
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