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 SLD Topic Brief: SLI and SLD 

 

Key Question: What are the areas of significant overlap between the two disability categories of 
Speech or Language Impairment (SLI) and Specific Learning Disability (SLD)?  

Oral expression and listening comprehension are two of the eight academic skill areas in which an 
identification of a Specific Learning Disability may be made. These two areas were added to the 
Colorado ECEA Rules in 2007 in order to align with Federal IDEA Regulations. The adding of these areas 
of possible SLD sometimes results in uncertainty among eligibility team members when making a 
determination of primary disability.  

There is considerable overlap between the eligibility criteria for a Specific Learning Disability (SLD) and a 
Speech or Language Impairment (SLI) – in particular, a Language Impairment.  

Terminology commonly used in describing a Language Impairment includes “expressive language” 
(comparable to “oral expression”) and “receptive language” (comparable to “listening comprehension”).  
These two areas provide the foundation for overall learning development and are particularly important 
to literacy development.1 Skill deficits in these areas will be manifested in basic reading skills, reading 
fluency, and reading comprehension, as well as in written expression. For example, listening 
comprehension is closely linked to reading comprehension. Therefore, if a student is demonstrating 
poor reading comprehension, it may be informative for a problem-solving or evaluation team to assess a 
student’s listening comprehension.  Another example of oral language development impacting literacy is 
related to critical pre-literacy skills such as phonological awareness and oral vocabulary.   

At very young ages, receptive and expressive language delays may be predictive of academic difficulties 
later on – if not addressed through early intervention. Typically, students would not be identified as 
having SLD prior to receiving formal academic instruction and the identification of SLI may be more 
appropriate in addressing these early delays or deficits. Certainly, some young students may be initially 
identified as eligible for special education in the category of SLI and later be reevaluated with the result 
of a determination of SLD as the primary disability.     

Key Question: How does the evaluation process and eligibility determination of a Language 
Impairment and eligibility within the special education category of SLI compare to that of a Specific 
Learning Disability?  

A  Language Impairment might be described as a “deficit disability.” In other words, language skills are 
assessed using standardized, normative assessment instruments and a student whose performance is 
significantly below that of same-age peers (i.e.,  1.5 or more standard deviations below the mean) may 
be identified as having a Language Impairment. In addition, for a determination of special education 
eligibility in this disability category, there must be evidence that the deficit has an adverse effect on 
educational performance. 

However, for a student to be eligible in the disability category Specific Learning Disability, there must be 
a body of evidence demonstrating both an academic skill deficit AND insufficient progress in response to 
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Final Determination: When a student meets the eligibility criteria for both SLD and SLI, 
the eligibility team will want to consider, based on the body of evidence, which disability 
category is the strongest match with the student’s greatest area(s) of need. 
 

scientific, research-based intervention. Norm-referenced assessment is important in the identification of 
a “deficit” in one or more of the eight specific areas in which an SLD may be determined (oral 
expression, listening comprehension, basic reading skills, reading fluency, reading comprehension, 
written expression, math calculation and math problem-solving). Typically, the student is receiving 
targeted or intensive intervention as part of a multi-tiered system of instruction (e.g., a Response to 
Intervention/Problem-Solving process.) Progress-monitoring assessments are frequently administered in 
order to ascertain student growth and determine the effectiveness of intervention.  Evidence of 
insufficient progress –  even when provided with intervention that targets the student-specific skill 
deficit and is known to be effective with other students with similar needs – may lead to the 
identification of an SLD. [See the SLD Topic Brief: Evaluation and Eligibility for further information and 
clarification; reference and link are included at the end of this document.] Intervention to address needs 
in oral expression or listening comprehension should be linked to the general education curriculum and 
progress monitoring measures linked to academic progress.  

Key Question: What considerations might guide a team’s determination of primary disability when the 
evaluation data demonstrate that the eligibility criteria for both categories have been met?  

Because of the close relationship between Language Impairments and Specific Learning Disabilities, it 
would not be uncommon for a team to face the decision as to which disability should be determined to 
be a student’s primary disability. There is no definitive formula or procedure for making this decision. 
Rather, the evaluation team carefully considers the student-centered information that exists and, 
ultimately, determines which disability category is the strongest match to the student’s areas of greatest 
need.  

When determining primary disability, the team might consider the answers to the following questions:  

 Has the student received appropriate intervention to improve oral expression or listening 
comprehension and has it had a positive effect on academic performance/growth? What are 
the results of academic progress monitoring assessment? 

 Which areas of academic performance are being most impacted by language difficulties?  

 Has the student received appropriate intervention to improve any academic skill deficit? What 
are the results of progress monitoring assessment? 

 What prescriptive/diagnostic speech-language or academic assessments were conducted and 
what were the results?  

 What is the severity and nature of any needs/deficits identified?  

 Is the concern about access or the need for alternative instruction? 

 Is intensive specialized instruction in one or more specific academic skill area needed?  
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Key Question: Is it appropriate for a student identified as having a Specific Learning Disability to also 
receive Speech-Language services?  

Yes, the team may determine that one or more of the student’s special education needs should be 
addressed through the provision of Speech-Language services.  

Even though special education evaluations are more focused than in the past, they must be “sufficiently 
comprehensive to appropriately identify all of the child’s special education and related services needs, 
whether or not commonly linked to the disability category.” [IDEA 300.304(c)(6) and 300.306(b); ECEA 
2.08(6)] This means that the evaluation/eligibility team could identify special education or related 
services needs that are more typical to a disability other than SLD.  

Another section of special education law applies specifically to speech-language pathology (SLP) services 
for a child with any of the defined educational disabilities: “A child with a disability, as defined in Section 
2.08 of these Rules, shall be entitled to receive speech-language pathology services as specially designed 
instruction if the child’s IEP Team determines that the child needs speech-language pathology services in 
order to receive a free appropriate public education.” [ECEA Rules section 2.43 (1) (b) (i) (F)] 

In other words, even if the primary disability is determined to be SLD, the student is entitled to receive 
speech-language pathology services as specially designed instruction if the team determines that these 
services are needed.   

  

Other related guidance documents posted on the CDE website:  

Specific Learning Disability webpage:  http://www.cde.state.co.us/cdesped/SD-SLD.asp   

– Oral Expression and Listening Comprehension as Areas of Specific Learning 
(slideshow presentation) 
  

– SLD Topic Brief: Evaluation and Eligibility  

Speech or Language Disability webpage: http://www.cde.state.co.us/cdesped/SD-SLI.asp  

– Colorado K-12 Speech or Language Impairment Guidelines for Assessment and 
Eligibility:  K-12 SLI Guidelines  
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