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abstract
Objective: Visual-motor coordination is of great importance for its influence in language development and 

processing. thus, the aim of this work is to describe the variability in visual-motor abilities in children with typical and 
atypical language development.

Method: in this cross-sectional study, six-, seven- and eight-year-old children (n=28) were evaluated with the 
Illinois Test of Psycholinguistic Abilities. Statistical analysis included Student’s t-test in order to find differences.

Results: it was found that the six- and eight-year-old samples with atypical development presented a lower 
performance in visual-motor sequential memory (p<0.05). in addition, in atypically developed six-year-old children, a 
lower performance was observed in the manual expression subtest (p<0.01). 

Conclusions: An alteration in the development of language was associated with a deficiency in manipulative 
and visual resolution, in which could underlie an impaired working memory, cerebellar dysfunction, among other 
mechanism. 
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introduction
multiple complex processes intervene during 

language acquisition, which depends on the development 
of the neurosensory and motor systems, as well as on 
cognitive, social and affective factors (miranda et al. 
2017).  Disorders in psycholinguistic abilities represent 
one of the most frequent reasons for consultation 
in pediatric professional practice. epidemiological 
researches have shown that the prevalence rate of 
atypical language development is high (geoff and 
strand 2016) and there is an age effect (fresneda and 
mendoza 2005). it has been reported that ten percent 
of children under six years old present alterations in 
language development (valdivia Álvarez et al. 2013). 
children with atypical language development are a 
heterogenous group not only in terms of the specific 

linguistic domains altered, but also the causes involved 
(geoff and strand 2016), since it may occur in isolation 
or in the context of another pathology (mclaughlin 
2011, massana-molera 2005). several studies have 
investigated problems linked to language difficulties, 
including cognitive disorders (yang and gray 2017), 
cerebral palsy (Mei et al. 2016), behavioral difficulties 
(pickles et al. 2016), hearing impairments (De hoog et 
al. 2016), among others. 

in light of all this, the evaluation of psycholinguistic 
skills is very useful as it helps to detect those children 
with developmental deviations (nelson et al. 2006). 
over the last few decades, multiple batteries have been 
designed for the diagnosis and therapeutic monitoring 
of alterations in psycholinguistic development, such as 
the illinois test of psycholinguistic abilities (itpa). 
this battery assesses spoken and written language 
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development of the ability to understand and produce 
language (miranda et al. 2017), that is, as a child comes 
to understand and produce language or to perfect this 
ability (fonseca oliveira et al. 2007). on this basis, 
the hypothesis of the present study is that children with 
language disorders have lower visual motor skills than 
those with normal language. to test the hypothesis, 
this study aims to describe the variability of itpa 
visual-motor skills in children aged 6 to 8 with typical 
and atypical language development from cordoba 
(argentina, years 2015-2016).

material and methods
Participants

in this cross-sectional study, a group of 6-, 7- and 
8- year-old children with typical (n=10, 8 males) and 
atypical (n=18, 15 males) language development were 
evaluated to compare the difference in the distribution 
of the selected variables. requirements for inclusion in 

abilities of children aged 5-12 (shaver and floyd 2003) 
and consists of twelve subtests, five of which measure 
visual-motor abilities (Kirk et al. 2004). the itpa has 
demonstrated good psychometric properties (internal 
consistency, stability, reliability and validity) (guarnera 
et al. 2013).

processing visual information is essential to 
generate proper motor responses to stimuli, a chief 
ability for many human interactions (wang et al. 
2015). it is known that the visual-motor abilities play a 
significant role in the acquisition and execution of the 
communicative activity (fu et al. 2015). in dyslexic 
individuals, a prevalence of motor deficits has been 

development (white et al. 2006), being the majority of 
works developed in populations with pathologies with 
great motor commitment (heiz and Barisnikov 2016, 
wuang and tsai 2016). 

the literature suggests that subjects with dyslexia 
demonstrate deficits in several visual tasks, mainly 
in search and visual location, as well as in temporal 
processing. although the underlying mechanisms are 
still under debate (galaburda and cestnick 2003), 
various theories have been postulated to understand the 
processes involved in these language pathologies (table 
1).

psycholinguistics is interested in the acquisition and 

Table 1. Main explanatory theories for sensorimotor deficits in language alterations

Temporary processing deficit People with language impairment present difficulties in the temporal 
processing of sequence of stimuli, both visual and auditory, with 
short intervals (Klein 2002, tallal 2004).

children with atypical language process and solve linguistic and 
non-linguistic activities at a lower speed than children with normal 
language (idiazábal-aletxa and saperas-rodríguez 2008).

Magnocellular theory anatomical and physiological alterations in the lateral geniculate 
nucleus produce a deficit in the visual processing of short stimuli.

the magnocellular system would be responsible for the processing of 
short stimuli, the movement and stimulation of low contrast and low 
spatial frequency (ramus 2003).

Double-deficit theory In children with atypical language development there is a difficulty 
to process brief and rapid sensory stimuli accompanied by short-term 
memory disorders and working memory.

consequently, these children fail to learn from the preceding sensory 
experience (preilowski and matute 2011).

Deficit in automation or cerebellar 
deficit

the presence of cerebellar alterations has been described in patients 
with dyslexia to explain visuospatial disorders. problems in balance, 
motor skills, and phonoarticulation have an impact on reading and 
writing skills, working memory and spelling. in addition, there 
are faults in the networks connecting brain and cerebellum, which 
generates problems in the automation of skills and knowledge 
(nicolson and fawcett 2004).

estimated at 30-50% in dyslexic individuals (ramus 
2003), and it has been reported that 90% of children with 
language disabilities present motor deficit (Hill 2001). 
these limitations have an impact on social and learning 
skills (geoff and strand 2016, white-schwoch et al. 
2015). Brumbach and goffman (2014) compared the 
motor skills of eleven children with specific language 
impairment and 12 age-matched peers (4–6 years) and 
concluded that children with language disorder showed 
co-occurring speech motor and generalized motor 
deficits. Furthermore, Iannuzzi et al. (2016) studied 
the relationship between neurofibromatosis type 1 and 
atypical language development. researchers found 
that the deterioration of the fine motor abilities would 
depends on the existence of comorbidity with language 
disorders.

there is vast evidence on the relationship between 
deficits in auditory-vocal abilities and language 
development pathologies (rocha-muniz et al. 2015). 
however, there is a lack of research focussing on 
visual-motor skills in children with atypical language 
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of two primary communication channels (auditory and 
visual), two primary output channels (verbal and motor), 
three psycholinguistic processes (reception, association 
and expression) and two levels of organization 
(automatic and representative) (rossi et al. 2012). 
this test evaluates cognitive and linguistic functions 
involved in communication, and can be used to analyze 
intraindividual and interindividual differences (miranda 
et al. 2017). in this study we present the psycholinguistic 
scores (scalar scores) obtained in the visual-motor 
subtests: visual reception; visual association; manual 
expression; visual sequential memory; visual closure. 
what is more, this research analyses the organization 
levels of the named subtests (Table 2). 

Statistical Analysis
Data were expressed as mean ± standard deviation 

(sD). given the normal distribution of the variables 
after analysing asymmetry, Kurtosis, and studying 
normality with the shapiro-wilk test, the student’s 
t-test was applied in order to evaluate the difference 
between the data obtained in typical and atypical 
language groups (n=28). probabilities below p=0.05 
were regarded as significant.

results
Table 3 presents the comparisons of mean values 

of itpa-3 visual-motor subtest between age groups of 

this case study were:
– Typical language sample: 6-, 7-, and 8-year-old 

children, both sexes, no speech language pathologies 
and good performance in formal aspects of learning.

– Atypical language sample: 6-, 7-, and 8-year-old 
children, both sexes, impairment in language 
development, and who have been referred to the 
Dsret raquel maurette department for their 
diagnosis and treatment.
exclusion criteria were: antecedents of absences, 

inappropriate behavioural attitudes, those who interact 
in an inadequate way and/or are isolated from the 
social group, those requiring periodic controls due 
to hearing difficulties, equipped with hearing aids or 
with auditory implants, children who require a support 
teacher, those who presented disability certificate. 
this work was approved by the ethics committee of the 
Dsret raquel maurette (faculty of medical sciences, 
national university of cordoba), and was carried out 
according to the Declaration of helsinki. informed 
consent was obtained from parents.

Psycholinguistic Assessment
for the evaluation of psycholinguistic abilities, the 

spanish version of the illinois test of psycholinguistic 
abilities–third edition (itpa-3) was used (Kirk et 
al. 2004). the itpa-3 model was developed using a 
language learning model proposed by Kirk, consisting 

Table 2. Description of the ITPA visual-motor subtests
representational 
level

reception visual reception obtain meaning from visually presented 
pictures

association visual association relate visually received stimuli meaningfully 
by matching

expression manual expression capacity to express actions using gestures

automatic level sequential visual sequential memory reproduce a sequence meaningless pictures 
from memory

automatic visual closure identify objects from an incomplete visual 
presentation.

Table 3. Performance of typically and atypically developed groups in ITPA-3 visual-motor subtests. Data are 
expressed as means ± standard deviation (SD). p<0.05*, <0.01**

ITPA visual-motor subtests
Sample Typical Language Atypical Language

Mean SD Mean SD
Visual Reception 6-year-old 35.00 3.35 34.13 2.53

7-year-old 42.50 3.54 36.17 5.91
8-year-old 33.50 0.71 31.00 4.24

Visual Association 6-year-old 37.50 2.74 33.88 6.94
7-year-old 35.00 2.83 39.33 6.89
8-year-old 33.50 3.54 36.25 2.63

Manual Expression 6-year-old 47.17** 5.34 38.63** 6.16
7-year-old 42.50 7.78 42.17 7.57
8-year-old 42.00 3.54 43.00 7.12

Visual Sequential Memory 6-year-old 40.17* 3.06 34.38* 5.55
7-year-old 39.50 4.95 34.83 4.22
8-year-old 41.00* 0.00 33.00* 3.56

Visual Closure 6-year-old 33.67 2.66 33.63 4.60
7-year-old 31.50 2.12 33.33 5.79
8-year-old 33.00 0.00 32.75 6.45
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secondary to other pathologies characterized by a greater 
commitment of psychomotor skills (heiz and Barisnikov 
2016, wuang and tsai 2016). 

Our results show significant differences in the 
performance of both groups in visual-motor sequential 
memory. memory impairments in samples with atypical 
development are well documented, although the studies 
are not homogeneous regarding the experimental 
procedures used: visual-motor sequences, visual-spatial 
tasks or procedural learning tasks (howard et al. 2006, 
menghini et al. 2006, stoodley et al. 2006, vicari 
et al. 2005, vicari et al. 2003). it has been found that 

people with developmental disorders have dysfunctions 
in mnesic abilities, especially regarding operational 
memory. In this sense, they have difficulties to reproduce 
a sequence of figures presented for a short period of time.  
Moreover, a significant correlation between visual and 
auditory memory deficits was found by Shalaby et al. 
(2017), with temporal processing resolution being the 
mechanism involved. 

in addition, a lower performance in manual 
expression of 6-year-old children with atypical language 
development was found in this study, reflecting motor 
coding compromise. with respect to the association 
between language deficit and motor skills commitment, 
a number of potential explanations have been proposed. 
while some authors relate it to the connection between 
hemispheres, others argue for cerebellar mediation 

children with typical and atypical language development. 
on the one hand, the analysis of automatic level 

subtest revealed significant differences in children of 6 
and 8 years old in the visual-motor sequential memory 
subtest (p<0.05). the atypical language development 
group obtained lower scores than the typical language 
development group, being the results 40.17±3.06 vs. 
34.38±5.55 and 41.00±0.00 vs 33.00±3.56, respectively 
(figure 1). regarding the visual closure subtest, no 
significant differences were found. 

 on the other hand, the analysis of  representational 
level subtests revealed significant differences in children 

of 6 years old in the manual expression subtest (p<0.01). 
in this sense, the performance of children with atypical 
language development was poorer than the performance 
of children with typical language development 
(47.17±5.34 vs 38.63±6.16) (figure 2).

Discussion
Differences between children with typical and 

atypical language development in visual-motor 
processing were shown in the present work. these data 
are preliminary because of the small sample size and the 
difficulty to differentiate the specific linguistic domains 
altered. Yet, these findings are consistent with the results 
of studies conducted in children with language disorders 

Figure 1. Performance of six (a)- and eight (b)-year-old children with typical and atypical development of language 
(n=28) in automatic level subtests of ITPA-3. VSM: Visual Sequential Memory; VC: Visual Closure. *p<0.05

33.00±3.56, respectively (Figure 1). Regarding the visual closure subtest, no significant 

differences were found.  

  

Figure 1: Performance of six (a)- and eight (b)-year-old children with typical and atypical 

development of language (n=28) in automatic level subtests of ITPA-3. VSM: Visual 

Sequential Memory; VC: Visual Closure. *p<0.05. 
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demonstrate that children with disorders in language 
development present alterations in multiple domains 
of language processing. further work is necessary to 
determine other variables that may interfere in language 
processing, i.e. cognitive functions and audiocognition. 
These preliminary findings suggest that more studies 
needs to be done to assess visuospatial abilities in 
language deficits. For future recommendations, it 
is important to determine if visual-motor skills and 
language development share common mechanisms or 
are independent comorbidities.
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