

[image: image1]
Editorial: Spoken language processing in developmental dyslexia – beyond phonology












	
	EDITORIAL
published: 29 July 2025
doi: 10.3389/flang.2025.1662707






[image: image2]

Editorial: Spoken language processing in developmental dyslexia – beyond phonology

Erin K. Robertson1, Judith Rispens2* and Shelley Tong3


1Department of Psychology, Cape Breton University, Sydney, NS, Canada

2Department of Humanities, Universiteit van Amsterdam, Amsterdam, Netherlands

3Faculty of Education, The University of Hong Kong, Hong Kong, Hong Kong SAR, China

Edited and reviewed by
Qing Cai, East China Normal University, China

*Correspondence
 Judith Rispens, j.e.rispens@uva.nl

Received 09 July 2025
 Accepted 14 July 2025
 Published 29 July 2025

Citation
 Robertson EK, Rispens J and Tong S (2025) Editorial: Spoken language processing in developmental dyslexia – beyond phonology. Front. Lang. Sci. 4:1662707. doi: 10.3389/flang.2025.1662707



Keywords
developmental dyslexia (DD), phonological processing, syntactic awareness, morphological awareness, reading development



Editorial on the Research Topic
 Spoken language processing in developmental dyslexia – beyond phonology




Developmental dyslexia (DD) is a written language disorder, but phonological processing deficits are often pronounced (Wagner et al., 1994). One of the outstanding questions in the literature is whether children with DD have spoken language processing deficits beyond phonology. Bishop and Snowling (2004) developed a two-dimensional model that describes impaired phonological skills but intact non-phonological spoken language skills in DD. It has also been proposed that phonological processing problems are responsible for any observed morphosyntax difficulties in DD (Smith et al., 1989). However, empirical evidence to test this theory has been sparse and mixed (Shankweiler et al., 1995; Yeung et al., 2014). Addressing whether children with DD have spoken language deficits beyond phonology involves more than comparing phonological and other oral language skills across DD and control groups. Oral language skills such as morphological awareness, syntactic awareness, automatization of lexical access, and word learning are all unique forms of language processing. Importantly, even though such language skills involve handling phonological information, these specific language processes may contribute uniquely to reading development. In our Research Topic we have a collection of four papers that offer important insight into the characterization of spoken language problems in DD. This Research Topic includes novel ways to measure spoken language in DD and efforts to control for phonological processing when investigating other oral language skills in DD and in children with varying reading skills. This Research Topic takes a diverse and inclusive approach: the Research Topic includes Palestinian-Arabic, Dutch, and English-speaking children with a combined age range from the preschool years to the late elementary school years. Each of these papers carefully considered how other oral language skills such as word learning, automatized lexical access, morphological awareness, and syntactic awareness relate to phonological processing when investigating their relationships with reading difficulties. The findings from the four studies suggest moving beyond distinguishing between phonological and other oral language deficits in DD and digging deeper into how they are related.

van Viersen et al. took a novel approach and examined word learning in a task that required Dutch speaking children in Grades 3–6 to form associations between novel spoken words and novel objects. The DD group performed more poorly than the control group on delayed recall, with a lower percentage of correct phonemes produced when naming novel objects. Phonological awareness, non-word reading and receptive vocabulary predicted delayed recall scores. While word learning is a unique fundamental oral language skill that goes beyond phonology, it also integrates phonological and semantic representations. The results of this paper suggest word learning be monitored more closely in children with DD.

Zinger and Kruk examined oral language beyond phonology as a predictor of early reading comprehension skills in a longitudinal study that tracked English-speaking children across Grades 1–3. After phonological awareness skills were controlled for, morphological awareness—assessed with an oral task—predicted gains in reading comprehension. Children with low and high reading scores at the start of the study showed growth in reading comprehension and morphological processing over time. But the group that had low reading scores at the start of the study continued to perform more poorly than the group with high scores on reading comprehension and morphological processing across Grades 1–3. This study suggests that the relationship between morphological awareness and reading comprehension emerges very early in reading development and that attention be directed to struggling readers.

Robertson et al. examined syntactic awareness in English-speaking Grade 3–4 children with and without DD. The possibility that poor phonological processing could strain memory while performing an oral syntactic awareness task was investigated. The DD group performed more poorly than the control group even when phonological memory and verbal working memory were controlled. However, once phonological awareness was controlled, there were no significant group differences on syntactic awareness. These results suggest phonological awareness might be driving syntactic awareness problems in DD.

Jabbour-Danial et al. examined in a longitudinal study whether Palestinian-Arabic children show distinct profiles with respect to morphological awareness, phonological awareness and automatized lexical access. The results show indeed that cognitive distinct profiles could be identified in kindergarten which were related to distinct reading profiles later in their development.

These four studies first of all confirm the importance of investigating more broad language skills, beyond phonological skills, when studying reading development and problems in reading development in DD. Morphological awareness, syntactic awareness, word learning and lexical access all seem related to progress in reading development. Importantly, children may show distinct cognitive language profiles leading to distinct reading profiles. A key issue that we set out to address in the current Research Topic was whether linguistic skills, such as morphological and syntactic awareness, and lexical processing contribute to reading development via phonological skills. This may be the case, as was found for instance in the paper of Robertson et al., but other studies found that linguistic skills seems to contribute to reading when phonological skills were controlled for. The variation in languages, measures and the age of children may be related to the variation in relations between broader linguistic skills, phonology and reading. We thus encourage more studies in this area, not only to enrich the scientific field of reading development and DD but to also stimulate research on clinical applications to facilitate reading development from a more wide language processing perspective.
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