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Assessment of Bilingual Children for
Identification of Language Impairment:
Current Findings and Implications for
Practice

Lisa M. Bedore and Elizabeth D. Peña
Department of Communication Sciences and Disorders, University of
Texas at Austin, Austin, TX, USA

Children from bilingual backgrounds are sometimes overidentified with language
impairment (LI) because educators do not have appropriate developmental expecta-
tions. At other times bilingual children are underidentified because educators wait
to identify difficulties while children learn the second language. In this review we
discuss data on language acquisition from several sources including cross-linguistic
studies of typical first language acquisition and LI in monolingual and bilingual
children. Based on this literature we discuss problems with current assessment
approaches. We then propose a decision-making framework for identification of
bilingual children who are at risk for LI. A key feature of this proposal is the
importance of clinical markers for identification of LI.

doi: 10.2167/beb392.0

Keywords: assessment, bilingual, language impairment

There is widespread concern about the most effective ways to educate bilingual
children because they often enter school with language skills that are unlike
those of their monolingual peers. Children who begin learning a second
language at the time of first contact with the educational system are at particular
risk for misdiagnosis with language impairment (LI). LI can be defined as the
inability to learn language as manifested by deficits in expressive and or
receptive language skills relative to age-matched peers who have comparable
language exposure. These sequential bilingual children with typical language
skills may appear to demonstrate such delays but only when compared to
monolingual peers.

Recently a number of works have been published that provide overviews of
trends in bilingual typical language acquisition in simultaneous and sequen-
tial learning contexts in domains such as semantics, morphosyntax, narrative,
and literacy (Genesee et al., 2004; Goldstein, 2004; Oller & Eilers, 2002). Both
underidentification and overidentification of LI and learning disabilities in
bilingual children occurs in the USA and elsewhere. We argue that there are
two interrelated reasons for this situation. First, although fluctuation in
children’s language skills as a function of use and exposure to two languages
has been documented, there is limited normative data about the trajectory of
early sequential bilingual language acquisition. Second, language assessment
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tools currently available are not appropriate for identification of LI in
bilinguals because data on clinical markers (i.e. language behaviours that
reliably differentiate children with and without LI) that may function for
bilingual children are only beginning to emerge. This focus on clinical markers
is rapidly becoming the norm in work based on English-learning, monolingual
children (Conti-Ramsden, 2003; Plante, 2004; Rice & Wexler, 2001).

As a result of these two factors, lack of normative data and inappropriate
tests, it is difficult to distinguish normal language differences and genuine LI.1

In this paper, we draw from research in monolingual and bilingual language
acquisition and LI in order to profile language performance in children with a
range of bilingualism and underlying language abilities in order to explore the
types of clinical markers that may function for bilingual children. Specifically,
we simultaneously explore potential similarities among typical early sequen-
tial bilingual children with different levels of exposure to two languages, and
delineate differences in performance from those with LI. These delineations
provide insight about the nature of language learning in bilingual children
with and without LI and provide data-based guidelines for development of an
assessment framework that potentially differentiates between these groups of
children. While the majority of the examples for this work will be drawn from
data on bilingual children in the USA, these issues have been discussed by
researchers and practitioners in other areas with linguistically diverse
populations (e.g. the UK (e.g. Broomfield & Dodd, 2004; Winter, 1999)).

Demographic Trends in Identification of LI in Bilingual
Children

For many early sequential bilingual children growing up in the USA (69%
of whom are Spanish�English bilinguals), the functional demand for learning
English begins when they enter the educational system. This group of children
typically begins English language learning between 3 and 6 years of age as
preschoolers or kindergartners. Amount of time of exposure and specific
content of the first and second languages influence acquisition patterns. For
example, the amount of time children use the home language is necessarily
influenced by the extent of their exposure to the school language. Home and
school contexts shape the focus of conversations and interactions in different
ways. Thus, children in early stages of bilingual development are likely to
have language skills that are in flux. As the second language gradually
becomes more complex, the first language may stall or become less complex
(Anderson, 1999). At the same time, the level of development in the second
language is typically not comparable to that of monolingual speakers of that
language. These children are likely to score in the at-risk range on a language
test in their weaker language. Some children may also score in the at-risk
range in their stronger language during this transition to a second language.

In a recent survey of school-based speech-language pathologists (SLP) with
bilingual caseloads in the USA, Kritikos (2003) found that clinicians responded
to the need to assess and treat early sequential bilingual children in different
ways. Some stated that they preferred to err on the side of preventative help
for the child; others were less likely to refer for services due to the child age
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(and the presumably related need for time to develop bilingual competence)
(Kritikos, 2003). Service providers in the UK echoed the same sentiments,
stating that they were unsure when or what to refer children for and whether
to wait or refer children early on so they would get additional help
(Broomfield & Dodd, 2004; Winter, 1999).

Data on referral patterns illustrate these scenarios. In US schools for
example, Latino-American preschool children represent the largest group of
second language learners. Between the ages of 3 and 5 years they were
enrolled in special education at lower rates than their mainstream Eur-
opean�American peers for speech language disabilities (2.03% versus 3.21%)
and at a slightly higher rate for learning disability (0.18% versus 0.1%)
(www.ideadata.org/PartBreport.asp). But at school age (6�21 years) the
enrolment pattern was reversed. Enrolment in special education of Latino-
American for speech language disabilities was 1.52% and 4.69% for learning
disability (relative to 1.75% and 3.98% for the mainstream population). While
the differences between percentages for the Latino and mainstream popula-
tions are very small, the practical differences in terms of numbers of children
enrolled in services across the USA are large. The same pattern of under-
referral for young children and over-referral for children aged 5 and older in a
hospital-based setting was documented for Swedish, Arabic speaking children
in Sweden (Salameh et al., 2002). Difficulties with under- and over-referral of
language and reading have also been consistently reported by researchers in
the UK as well (Broomfield & Dodd, 2004; Deponio et al., 2000; Law, 2000;
Winter, 1999, 2001). These patterns suggest a need for increased validity and
reliability of current methods of determining language and learning abilities in
bilingual children throughout the preschool and school years.

Patterns of Monolingual and Bilingual Language Acquisition
Examination of the cross-linguistic and bilingual literature on language

acquisition through the early elementary age informs patterns of convergence
and divergence in monolingual and bilingual populations that may help us
identify LI. Here we address three domains of interest in child language
acquisition, vocabulary development, acquisition of morphosyntax and
narrative development. Review of cross-language acquisition provides a point
of reference for the comparison of bilingual acquisition. Language acquisition
studies of simultaneous and early sequential bilinguals indicate both simila-
rities in the developmental trajectories and interactions of the two target
languages.

Cross-language comparisons of acquisition

Lexical acquisition
Cross-linguistic data on word learning in infants and toddlers indicates

similarities in the number of words learned at milestone stages across
languages. For example, in their study of Spanish language acquisition of
monolingual Mexican children in Mexico and the USA, Jackson-Maldonado,
Thal and colleagues (Jackson-Maldonado et al., 1993; Thal et al., 2000) found
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that developmental trajectories in children from ages 8 months to 2 years were
similar to data reported for English (e.g. Fenson et al., 1993). Similar
vocabulary sizes were found for Hebrew (Maital et al., 2000) and Italian
(Caselli et al., 1995) for children between 18 and 24 months of age.

While there are robust similarities in the number of words acquired by
infants and toddlers across languages, there are also differences in the
distribution of lexical items that are likely due to structural differences in
languages and the social context of language learning. In a comparison of
English and Hebrew vocabulary acquisition, Maital et al. (2000) found that
Israeli toddlers used proportionally more nouns at lower lexical levels
(vocabulary sizes from less than 50 total words up to 300 words) than
American toddlers at the same lexical levels. There were no differences in
proportion of nouns between the two language groups when they reached a
lexicon size above 300 words. English speaking toddlers used proportionally
more predicates at lexical levels up to 400 words in comparison to Hebrew
speaking toddlers at the same lexical levels. In their comparison of Italian and
English vocabulary acquisition in infants and toddlers Caselli and colleagues
(Caselli et al., 1995, 1999) also found differences in the proportion of classes of
words. Examining proportion of word class by lexical level (indexed by
number of words), Caselli et al. found an advantage for noun use (up to 400
words), predicate use (up to 100 words) and verb use (up to 100 words) for
English at lower lexical levels. Advantages for Italian were for percentage of
social terms (up to 300 words) and closed class words (between 101 and 600
words) compared to English.

Thordardottir (2005; Thordardottir & Weismer, 1996) points out that because
of these differences, it is important to compare across languages on the basis of
normative data rather than on the basis of raw scores, such as number of
words. Comparison relative to normative data is important because children
learning some languages such as Icelandic (Thordardottir & Weismer, 1996)
and Italian (Caselli et al., 1999) seem to know fewer words at the same age than
children learning other languages such as American English (Fenson et al.,
1993). Thordardottir proposes that a smaller vocabulary, especially at the
beginning stages of word learning, may be related to the complexity of the
inflectional system. Evidence of this trade-off is based on her cross-linguistic
study of French and English vocabulary acquisition, in which she found that
French speaking children demonstrated smaller vocabularies but more
complex grammar relative to English speakers.

An important feature of word learning in young children is that they make
remarkably few naming errors regardless of the language they are learning.
For example, Thordardottir (1996) studied children aged 21�47 months.
French speaking children made word errors less than 1% of the time and
English speaking children made word errors less than 3% of the time on
average. Furthermore, the naming errors children do make seem logical and
have their basis in lack of child experience or development. For example,
children are likely to have less exposure to low-frequency or uncommon items
than to high-frequency or everyday objects. Thus, children may overextend
high-frequency labels in naming lower-frequency words (e.g. ‘dog’ for
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‘gazelle’). Children may also underextend labels � calling only the family pet a
‘dog’ and not recognising that others can have pet dogs as well.

Children use their world knowledge to make hypotheses about the new
names they encounter (Brackenbury & Pye, 2005; Crystal, 1998), to expand the
meanings of the words they already know (Bloom, 2000), organise words
according to their relationships (Nelson & Nelson, 1990; Yu & Nelson, 1993) and
functional information (Gathercole & Whitfield, 2001). As children advance in
their vocabulary learning, children learn new words based on what they know
about the properties of the specific language they are learning (Gathercole et al.,
2000). In their study of children who spoke Welsh, Spanish or English
Gathercole et al. studied whether children assumed that a new (nonsense)
word referred to a collection of objects or to a whole single object. Welsh and
Spanish speaking two-year-old children were more likely to treat nonsense
words as collections in comparison to English speaking children. By the age of
four years, Welsh speaking children were more likely to treat novel words as
collections in comparison to both English and Spanish speaking children. The
assumptions that children made when interpreting novel words reflected what
they knew about the language they were learning. Welsh, compared to English
and Spanish, has relatively more nouns that in their unmarked form refer to
collections and in their marked form refer to single objects. Thus, when Welsh
learning children were given a nonsense word, they were more likely than
English or Spanish learning children to treat it as referring to a collection than to
a single object.

Children’s specific sociocultural experiences additionally influence the
kinds of words they learn. Within language, evidence comes from Nelson
and Nelson (1990), who found that on a category generation task, English
learning kindergarten children without preschool experience from urban
schools named fewer farm animals in comparison to their peers with
preschool experience, and older children. Yet, both groups of children
generated similar numbers of zoo animals. Across languages, Yu and Nelson
(1993) found that monolingual Korean speaking and monolingual English
speaking children demonstrated similar age-related patterns in the number of
items generated for taxonomic and slot-filler categories. There were cultural-
linguistic influences with respect to the number of items generated for clothing
and food items. For example, Korean children generated fewer total food items
than their peers in the USA because there are foods common across all
categories. For example, rice is most common as a dinner food in the USA but
can be eaten at any meal in Korea.

Morphosyntactic acquisition
Cross-language comparisons also reveal patterns of similarity and difference

in the development of morphology and syntax. Children begin with the use of
single words and gradually increase the complexity of their productions. In
English, children progress from single words, to word combinations, to early
use of more complex forms such as questions and negative forms as well as early
conjoined and embedded structures. Comparable progressions have been
documented across languages (e.g. Spanish (Hernández Pina, 1984), Italian
(Bottari et al., 1994; Caselli, 1993) and Japanese (Clancy, 1985)). Furthermore,
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there are similarities in the ways that these early structures are learned. One
example is that morphemes appear to be used in restricted or routinised ways
by young children (e.g. between 18 and 36 months of age) (Gathercole, 1999;
Rubino & Pine, 1998; Tomasello, 2003). In English an early acquired verb may be
used with a single morpheme (e.g. past tense) rather than contrastively (e.g. past
versus present tense). In Spanish or Portuguese the verb may be used with a
third person marking but not first person marking. As children gain flexibility in
their use of morphemes (i.e. use tense or person marking contrastively) they
appear to be influenced by the semantic features of the verb. For example,
children mark past tense on achievement and accomplishment verbs before they
do so on activity and stative verbs (cf. Bloom (1980) for English, Bronkart (1973)
for French and Antinucci (1976) for Italian).

In spite of these global similarities, the morphosyntactic rule systems for
these languages vary and consequently the rate and order of acquisition of
specific structures differ. For example, in English early learned grammatical
morphemes include -ing and plural -s (Brown, 1973; de Villiers & de Villiers,
1973). In American Spanish, children demonstrate early use of preterite and
present tense forms, but in Spain children demonstrate early use of aspect-
based perfective forms (reflecting the predominant use of such forms in each
region) (Johnson, 1996). Similarly, in German, children begin to use perfective
forms as early as age 2 years even though they do not acquire complete control
over the construction (including the use of the auxiliary forms) until about 3;
6 years of age (Wittek & Tomasello, 2002).

Interaction between semantics and syntax also influences the rate of
acquisition of linguistic milestones. These interactions can be seen in
differences in the development of mean length of utterance in words
(MLUw), for example. In English, children typically acquire two word
utterances around 2 years of age (e.g. Miller, 1981). In contrast, by age
2 years, Spanish speaking children are reported to have average utterance
length of about 2.5 (Echeverrı́a, 1979). These differences seem to be related to
the interplay between vocabulary size and grammatical complexity, as
commented on by Thordardottir (2005).

Phonetic salience, frequency and structural complexity also influence the
rate and order of grammatical forms. Phonetic salience, or the ease with which
a form may be received, may permit a child to produce a form after relatively
fewer exposures (e.g. Slobin, 1985). This principle may come into play in the
differences observed between English and Spanish. In English, present and
past tense forms are low in salience because they are realised as unstressed
final consonants (e.g. runs, pronounced as ‘runz

¯
’ and jumped pronounced as

‘jumpt
¯
’), whereas in a language such as Spanish these forms are marked with

syllabic forms (e.g. corre (present tense, runs)); these forms are additionally
stressed in the case of the preterite (e.g. brincó (preterite, jumped)). In English
past tense production emerges as memorised forms with early learned verbs
(Tomasello, 1992) but does become productive until children are about 4 years
of age. In contrast, Spanish speaking children produce past tense forms by
about 3 years of age (Sebastián et al., 2004). Acquisition of articles in Spanish
and English illustrates the effect of structural frequency. For example, when
nouns are used in Spanish they are more likely to be accompanied by an
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article. Early article forms appear as children begin to use words in Spanish
(López Ornat, 1997). In contrast, in English article use begins at about
40 months of age when children have an MLU of 3.5 (Brown, 1973). Finally
the complexity of the rules themselves may influence patterns of acquisition.
Lindholm (1980) showed that children progress through the stages needed to
acquire negatives and question forms more quickly in Spanish than in English.
From a transformational grammar perspective Spanish forms require fewer
transformations and are thus simpler to learn and produce. Development of
Japanese provides another example of how complexity of rules influences
acquisition. Japanese learning children used past tense forms with static verbs
(e.g. want, see, smell) in contrast to the (English) expectation that achievement
or accomplishment verbs occur in past tense (e.g. broke, melted, opened)
(Shirai, 1998). This use of past tense forms with static verbs was attributed to
rote lexical learning and the lack of a strong base form in Japanese.

Regardless of the language children are learning, developmental accounts
demonstrate that they have a well established foundation in the morphological
and syntactic rule systems by about age 5. While children do produce
morphological errors and produce some syntactical simplifications, like
semantic errors they also are generally systematic. For example, children in
English often start by using correct forms (e.g. ran) and then go through a
period of overregularisation (e.g. runned) before moving back to correct forms.
This is what is referred to as U-shaped learning (Plunkett & Marchman, 1991).
Children also go through a period in which they systematically omit verb
markers and produce case errors (e.g. me instead of I) (Wexler, 1998, 2003). The
case errors and the omission of the verb tense markers resolve together. In the
acquisition of syntax children go though a period in which they fail to invert
the question forms (e.g. Why he eat that? instead of ‘Why did he eat that?’). In
Spanish and Italian, children tend not to omit verb tense because present and
preterite without such marking are phonologically illegal. Instead, incomplete
knowledge of the system is demonstrated via a limited repertoire of markers
(e.g. a child may rely on third person forms). Once a marker emerges (such
as a plural form) it is used correctly (Gathercole, 1999). Along the same lines,
Clahsen et al. (2002) have observed that Spanish learning children only
overgeneralise regular verb endings to irregular stems but never incorrectly
produce irregular stems for regular verbs. These productions are not random
in the sense that the productions overall reflect knowledge of the regularities
of the language system (i.e. the child demonstrates productive knowledge of
the morphological system).

Acquisition of narratives
Cross-linguistic studies of narrative development suggest striking global

similarities in development among several languages with diverse typologies.
In their milestone cross-linguistic study of narrative development in children,
Berman and Slobin (1994) with their colleagues compared English, German,
Spanish, Hebrew and Turkish. Across languages all children told narratives
based on the same wordless picture book. Younger children (3 years of age)
generally described the pictures in the book but their story structure was
incomplete because it did not include time or sequence information. They told
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stories using fewer words, shorter length and simpler syntactic structures.
Five-year-old children included more information about characters in the book
and about the events of the story. They also used temporal markers such as
‘now’, ‘then’ and ‘first’. At this age children understood and used language-
specific devices that expressed simultaneity. At 9 years of age children
introduced stories, and provided background and setting information. They
told complete stories that included the beginning, middle and end.

Differences among the stories told in the five languages Berman and Slobin
studied reflected structural differences among the languages. For example,
Berman (1994) found that young Spanish speakers produced the present
perfect, but same-aged Turkish, English and Hebrew speaking children did
not mark perfective aspect in any way. Had they been sensitive to aspect they
might have been expected to use adverbs such as ‘already’ or ‘anymore’ to
mark it. These differences seem to reflect differences in the input language.
The present perfect occurs with high frequency in Spanish compared to the
other languages, leading children learning Spanish to become sensitive to this
form at an early age. In a follow-up study, Slobin (2004) proposed that stylistic
differences emerge because accessibility of expressions (lexical and syntactic)
interacts with culture practices to shape narrative structure and content. For
example, in verb framed languages (e.g. Romance languages, American Sign
Language) the verb incorporates path into the word or sign. Thus, in telling
the frog story, speakers were more likely to introduce characters via a single
verb (e.g. subió (got up/on) or volando (flying)). Because the speaker of these
languages would have to add complexity (e.g. adverbs, additional verb
phrases) to provide additional information about the path of motion, they
were less likely to add this information. In contrast, in satellite framed
languages, particles are required to complete the meaning of the verb (get on
the bus). Speakers of these languages (e.g. English, Russian, Dutch) were more
likely to use verbs that expressed path of motion and expand them with a
prepositional phrase to express direction of motion (e.g. ‘ran into the tree’ or
‘ran away from the bees’). Factors such as these may influence the time frame
in which children begin to use common story elements. For example, Wong
and Johnston (2004) found that Cantonese speaking children began to reliably
introduce story characters using definite and indefinite constructions some-
what later than has been reported for English learning children (Emslie &
Stevenson, 1981). Wong and Johnson attributed these patterns to the
optionality of the noun phrase in Cantonese.

Developmentally, children learning narratives do not make overt errors per
se (i.e. generating irrelevant information) in production of narratives. Rather,
their narratives are characterised as being sparse and incomplete. Narrative
production at a given age reflects their ability to generate a complex overall
structure, simultaneously keeping the listener perspective in mind.

Across the domains of vocabulary learning, morphosyntax and narrative
acquisition, children learning different languages demonstrate similar trajec-
tories in development. In addition, there are cross-linguistic differences in the
specific targets and propositions that they learn, likely due to structural
differences, frequency and cultural context. Bilingual language acquisition
however may be different compared to monolingual acquisition. Length and
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amount of exposure to each language, context of exposure to each language,
and cross-linguistic influences may affect language performance in each
language.

Bilingual language acquisition

There is emerging data on bilingual language acquisition examining
similarities and differences across children’s two languages. Generally, group
studies are informative with respect to the similarities that children learning
two languages exhibit and may help to pinpoint some potential differences.
Detailed case studies help in furthering understanding of potential sources of
difference when these emerge.

Lexical acquisition
For children learning language in a bilingual environment, there are both

similarities and differences in comparison to monolingual acquisition.
A number of studies have found that children learning in bilingual environ-
ments have learned the same number of words at roughly the same points in
development as monolingual children (Holowka et al., 2002; Patterson, 1998,
2000; Pearson et al., 1993, 1995). But, bilingual children’s lexical repertoire is
necessarily distributed containing both overlapping and unique words across
the two languages (Pearson & Fernández, 1994; Peña et al., 2002). When
bilingual children are clearly stronger in one language than another, they are
nonetheless likely to know words in the weaker language (Bedore et al., 2005;
Pearson et al., 1995). Children may vary widely in the amount of exposure to
each language, which influences the number of words they know in each
language (Marchman et al., 2004; Patterson, 2000). This relationship is not
perfectly correlated: a proportion of children use more words in one of their
languages than predicted by exposure to that language (Pearson et al., 1997).

Children learning language in bilingual environments use similar strategies
as monolingual children to acquire and organise their lexical system, while its
make-up may be predictably different. For example, Peña et al. (2002) found
that bilingual Spanish�English speaking children named similar numbers of
words in each language in a category generation task, but tended to generate
different specific items in each language, with only about a 30% overlap. The
items that they generated were strongly related to the specific activities
occurring in the specific language context. In another study of functionally
monolingual (Spanish or English) and bilingual children, task and language
effects further demonstrated the combined role of language and context (Peña
et al., 2003). Bilingual children’s profiles on semantic tasks (e.g. similarities and
differences, functions and category generation) were generally comparable in
pattern of responses to those of functional monolinguals in each language,
however there were some task differences, apparently influenced by the non-
target language. Error rates were very low on these tasks (Bedore et al., 2005).
In this follow-up analysis, bilingual, English-dominant children produced
more errors in English than in Spanish, consistent with developmental
literature suggesting that children are more likely to produce errors while
they are in the process of learning vocabulary.

Assessment of Bilingual Children for Identification of Language Impairment 9
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Morphosyntactic acquisition
In the morphosyntactic domain there is somewhat less room for mixed

knowledge across a bilingual’s languages. For the most part children need to
follow the rules for one language or the other if they are to communicate
effectively in each of his or her languages. When children do mix their
languages, they substitute within lexical classes (nouns for nouns or verbs for
verbs). They additionally appear to be sensitive to grammatical boundaries
because switches are more likely to occur at those boundaries (Paradis et al.,
2000). Young simultaneous bilinguals’ patterns of word combinations suggest
that they follow language-specific rules. Bilinguals do, however, know more
about the language they use more. Measures of productivity such as MLUw
are associated with other measures indicating language knowledge, such as
number of different words within a given language (Bedore et al., 2006).
Furthermore, children with higher MLUs are more likely to produce
grammatical and lexical revisions (indicating sufficient knowledge of the
linguistic systems to make revisions when needed). In their breakdown of
measures of language dominance, Paradis et al. (2003) showed that children
who communicated in two languages had higher MLUs and more unique
words in their dominant language than in their non-dominant language.

There are instances in which knowledge in one language influences
morphosyntactic production in the other. Gawlitzek-Maiwald and Tracy
(1996) describe how a child who had greater exposure and production
(complexity and frequency) in German used an English infinitival construction
as a bridge to the construction of the slightly more complex German infinitival
construction. Another source of mixed knowledge emerges in the selection of
verb morphology. In English, for example, the range of verbal inflections is
considerably less than in Spanish. Notions such as conditionality or imperfect,
which are marked in Spanish via verbal inflection, must be marked with
modal verbs or lexically in English (e.g. I would like . . . or I used to . . .). Thus,
a child who is dominant in Spanish may select low-frequency or unusual
forms in English in an attempt to convey these ideas. One such example is
frequent use of the past progressive construction in narratives in contexts in
which monolingual English learners would be more likely to produce the past
tense (e.g. ‘He was running after the dog’ versus ‘He ran after the dog’).
Examples from Swedish�French bilinguals show a tendency to augment their
Swedish narrative constructions (that use the preterite exclusively) with the
use of a temporal connector ‘sa’ and a corresponding inverted word order
seemingly in an effort to maintain the past/imperfect contrast that they would
use in French to foreground events in narrative (Schlyter, 1996). These findings
as a whole suggest that bilingual children look to use their knowledge (based
on both of their languages) to express morphosyntactic complexity and that
this sometimes leads to unexpected uses of existing forms within the language.
These differences in the language production of bilingual children are
indicative of productive language knowledge, not of errors.

Acquisition of narratives
Bilingual children use their knowledge of each language in discourse. In

narratives this knowledge influences the components of the stories that

10 The International Journal of Bilingual Education and Bilingualism
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children emphasise as well as the grammatical structures they use to convey
their ideas. In a case study of narration, Dart (1992) reported that the bilingual
(French�English) child they studied used both language-specific forms and
story-telling styles in each language. This language-specific knowledge has
been documented in group studies of Spanish�English US bilinguals as well.
For example bilingual children produced narratives of equal complexity in
both languages, but frequency of story-grammar propositions varied by
language (Fiestas & Peña, 2004). Similarly, Silliman et al. (2001) found that
Spanish�English bilingual children used more adverbial than nominal clauses
in Spanish, but more nominal than adverbial clauses in English. While
children use language-specific structures in narration, they also demonstrate
cross-language influences. For instance, in the Fiestas and Peña (2004) study,
children used Spanish-influenced utterances in English, which may have
allowed them the flexibility to perform at a complex level in English (their
second language) as well as in Spanish.

Implications for the study of LI in bilingual children

Thus far, we have presented cross-linguistic language development data as
well as data on bilingual language development. Three main points are
important for the discussion of LI that follows. First, children necessarily learn
the language(s) of their community and there are a number of similarities in
what they learn about the lexicon, grammar and narrative across languages.
They learn their initial words at roughly the same age, and add words to their
vocabularies at highly similar rates over time whether they are learning
language in a monolingual or bilingual context. But, in dual-language
environments children’s vocabularies are distributed across two languages.
Once they have acquired a threshold number of words, children combine
words into grammar. Again, there are similarities in the kinds of forms that
children use and the way that they use them, pointing to universal strategies in
language acquisition. Bilingual children learn the grammatical forms of each
of the languages they are exposed to in similar orders as monolinguals.

Second, cross-language differences in language-specific morphosyntactic
rules yield differences in rate and order of acquisition of specific structures
including grammar and narrative, as well as word class. These differences can
be explained by salience and frequency. For bilinguals, frequency and salience
are further influenced by the properties of each language to which they are
exposed. From a functional perspective, forms that are similar or common
across two languages may together contribute to higher salience and
frequency overall, while forms that are unique to each language may produce
a lower overall salience and frequency (MacWhinney, 2005). This process of
emphasis or de-emphasis across the two languages may result in slightly
different orders of acquisition for bilinguals in comparison to a monolingual
trajectory, or may lead to use of a language-specific rule or strategy in the other
language.

Third, as children learn language, they apply linguistic rules systematically.
This is true for vocabulary, morphosyntactic and discourse learning. None-
theless, the errors that children learning two languages make as well as the
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low frequency of production of some forms present a challenge for appro-
priate identification of bilingual children with LI. An important goal is to
disentangle normal language variation that arises from exposure to more than
one language from language divergences due to LI. Toward this goal we
review cross-linguistic studies of LI comparing them to the literature
presented on typical development to propose potential markers of LI in
bilingual children.

Patterns of Language Impairment
Consequences of LI include slowed vocabulary acquisition, language-

specific morphosyntactic errors and reduced discourse organisation. Most of
the available studies of LI focus on LI in English, but there are a growing
number of cross-linguistic studies. Further, most of these cross-linguistics
studies of LI focus on morphosyntactic structure rather than deficits in the
semantic domain or narrative production. Thus, we draw on studies of English
LI as well as available cross-linguistic studies in this section to identify the
types of linguistic structures that will potentially differentiate the language of
children with and without LI.

Cross-linguistic studies of language impairment

Lexicon
In the domain of vocabulary acquisition, children with LI can be

characterised as adding lexical items at a slower rate when compared to their
typical age peers (Coggins, 1979; Duchan & Erickson, 1976; Trauner et al.,
1995). These kinds of delays in children with LI have been documented in
other languages, including Dutch (van Daal et al., 2004), German (Penner et al.,
2003) and Cantonese (Klee et al., 2004). By early school age, children with LI
seem to catch up. As a group, they typically perform within the normal range
of development on standardised vocabulary measures (Hick et al., 2002;
Leonard, 1988; Leonard et al., 1982).

In addition to a slower rate of vocabulary growth, many children with LI
have word-finding difficulties (German & Simon, 1991), higher error rates
(Lahey & Edwards, 1999; McGregor, 1997) and poor word learning (McGregor
& Windsor, 1996; Oetting et al., 1995; Peña et al., 2001). These difficulties have
been documented across languages as well. Hansson and Bruce (2002)
provided evidence that LI Swedish speaking children have higher error rates
in vocabulary use. In comparison to language-matched controls, children with
LI made more conceptual simplifications (e.g. describing action by omitting
the verb, ‘they ___ on the sofa’ or using a postural verb ‘stand on the sofa’ for
the target, ‘you made the doll stand on the sofa’) or lexical approximation
errors (e.g. substitution of the target verb with one from another semantic
class; ‘take it up’ versus ‘you made the toilet paper roll stand on the table’).
Children with and without LI had similar proportions of lexical mismatches
(used different placement verb; ‘you lay it on the table’ for ‘you made it stand
on the table’) and form confusions (used correct target verb, but incorrect
construction; ‘you lie it on the table’ versus ‘you laid it on the table’). Hansson
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and Bruce (2002) also found evidence for poor learning strategies in these
children. In follow-up testing 6 months after the testing described above,
language-matched controls had decreased their error rate, while the children
with LI had not. Similarly, Penner (2003) found that German speaking
children’s verb use was qualitatively different in comparison to children
with typical development. Typically developing children used telic verbs
(verbs with a clear focus on end state such as ‘open’ or ‘him off’) three times as
often as their LI peers. Children with LI relied on deictic verbs (‘put up,’ ‘put
down’). In the same study, Penner et al. found that children with LI had more
difficulty comprehending end state verbs in comparison to children with
typical development.

Morphology and syntax
Lower vocabulary knowledge of children with LI seems to be directly

related to shorter utterance length as well. Across languages, children with LI
use shorter, less complex utterances as indicated by MLU levels that are lower
than expected for chronological age (e.g. English (Leonard et al., 1997; Rice
et al., 2000), Spanish (Bedore & Leonard, 2001, 2005), French (Paradis & Crago,
2001) and Cantonese (Klee et al., 2004) among others). The patterns of forms
that are challenging for children with LI are language specific. In English,
children with LI consistently have difficulties with tense marked forms (e.g.
Leonard et al., 1997; Rice et al., 2000) and in some cases have been noted to
have difficulty producing plural and possessive forms, especially when these
are low frequency (Oetting & Horohov, 1997; Oetting & Rice, 1993). Similarly,
Swedish children demonstrate marked difficulty with some verb markings
(Hansson & Leonard, 2003; Hansson et al., 1999). They also omit indefinite
articles which are unstressed and thus prosodically challenging but do not
have special difficulty with definite forms that are marked via a suffix and can
be used in sentence positions that are phonetically salient (Hansson et al.,
2003). French learning children demonstrate difficulties in tense marking,
evidenced by the use of non-finite forms and participles (Paradis & Crago,
2000; 2001). In other Romance languages, such as Spanish and Italian,
difficulties related to tense marking are less extensive and children demon-
strate significantly more difficulty with articles and clitic forms (Bedore &
Leonard, 2001, 2005; Bortolini et al., 1997, 2002; Jacobson & Schwartz, 2002;
Restrepo & Gutierrez-Clellen, 2001). Cantonese speaking children with LI
produce aspect markers as accurately as do typically developing peers but use
these verbs only with verbs with inherent aspectual qualities, while TD peers
use aspectual markers with a wide range of verbs (Stokes & Fletcher, 2003).
Cantonese speaking children with LI also have been shown to have difficulty
with low-frequency question forms that were not predicted to be difficulty on
the basis of perceptual salience (Wong et al., 2004).

Theoretical accounts of LI
Hypotheses accounting for the patterns of difficulties of children with LI fall

into two general categories: linguistically based accounts and processing-
based accounts. In linguistically based accounts it is assumed that children
with LI present with generalised delays in language development and are
unable to formulate specific aspects of the grammar of their native language.
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A number of recent accounts focus on difficulties related to inflection or other
grammatical categories related to tense marking. For example, in the Extended
Optional Infinitive account it is assumed that children’s grammatical
difficulties centre around their inability to represent the functional categories
related to inflection and agreement (e.g. Rice et al., 1997; Rice & Wexler, 1996).
This deficit yields difficulties in tense marking in a language like English (e.g.
Rice et al., 1997); or difficulties in the production of copula and auxiliary forms
in French and German (Paradis & Crago, 2001; Rice et al., 1997); and difficulties
in clitic production in Romance languages (Bedore & Leonard, 2005; Paradis et
al., 2005�06). In the Computational Complexity Hypothesis, as discussed by
Jakubowicz (2003), basic functional categories such as the passé compose (a
fermé ‘had closed’) are easier to generate than functional categories that require
supplemental information such as the pluperfect construction
( . . . a vu que X avait fermé . . . ‘had seen that X has closed . . . ’). In sum, these
accounts focus on the child with LI’s difficulty with the linguistic complexity
of grammatical categories.

Processing-based accounts (e.g. Botting & Conti-Ramsden, 2001; Ellis
Weismer & Evans, 2002; Gillam et al., 1998; Montgomery, 2000, 2002; Weckerly
et al., 2001) suggest that children have language learning difficulties because
they process linguistic information (e.g. auditory and perhaps visual informa-
tion) less efficiently than their typically developing peers. Leonard and
colleagues’ Surface Hypothesis (1997; 1998) suggests that the patterns of
morphological deficits in LI are the result of the interaction between
weaknesses in general processing capacities and the linguistic characteristics
of the language being learned. Forms that are low in phonetic salience are
especially difficult to learn when children (with LI) have limited processing
capacity. Thus, in English low salience forms such as present tense -s or past
tense -ed are especially difficult. Present tense third singular forms (walks) are
easier than the phonetically identical possessive (Mike’s) or plural -s (rocks)
because these have greater salience due to contextual factors. The primary
focus of work on this account is on morphosyntactic difficulties. However,
general delays in language development are assumed and word finding
deficits as well as difficulties in language comprehension can be tied to
processing difficulties. If children require more linguistic exposure to the
structures to be learned then they will form less elaborate lexical representa-
tions that will interfere with efficient word recall and in turn linguistic
exposure. These accounts primarily focus on the interaction between the
child’s limited capacity for processing and the demands of the specific
linguistic system to be learned.

These models have different implications for our understanding of LI in
bilingual children. Linguistically based models suggest that bilinguals have
comparable difficulties in each of their languages relative to their monolingual
peers (e.g. Paradis et al., 2003). This is consistent with the view that universal
grammar constraints will guide acquisition of each of the bilingual’s languages
individually. In contrast, processing-based models have been used to predict
rate and order of acquisition of second language, particularly in adult foreign
language learners. For example, Van Patten (1993; 2002) predicts that second
language learners will be influenced by perceptual factors just as first
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language learners are. In conjunction with the predictions of processing
accounts bilingual children with LI might be expected to demonstrate patterns
of language deficits generally like those of their monolingual peers.
Because the language input for bilingual children is necessarily less in each
language (because input is divided across two languages), children may show
more severe deficits (due to need for more input) or differences (due to cross
language bootstrapping) in language production that might be unexpected
given their language level. In the following section we review the work in the
area of bilingualism and LI.

Language impairment in bilingual children

Difficulties in identifying LI in bilingual children have been widely
documented (e.g. Crutchley et al., 1997; Damico & Oller, 1983; Schiff-Meyers,
1992). Examination of both languages of bilingual children with LI has not
been widely completed yet it is necessary to understanding the ways that LIs
may be manifested in bilingual children. For example, recent efforts show that
bilingual children may have distributed vocabulary knowledge across their
two languages, and that examination of only one language may underestimate
children’s language skill. What then are language skills like in bilingual
children with LI?

Vocabulary deficits are observed in both languages when children have LI.
For example, Thordardottir et al. (1997) report on a case study of a bilingual
(Icelandic and English speaking) child. This child had expressive and
receptive delays in both languages. In the semantic domain, Ambert’s (1986)
school-aged participants’ word use errors suggested poor representation of
word meaning and possible word finding difficulties. Some examples
included word substitutions (e.g. música ‘music’ for pelı́cula ‘movie’) and
circumlocution (no hace frı́o y hace calor ‘it’s not cold and it’s hot’ for verano
‘summer’). Similarly, Restrepo and Kruth (2000) report on a bilingual
Spanish�English speaking child with LI. Though not tested formally in the
study, this child also was described to have considerable difficulty learning
new vocabulary. Peña et al. (1992; 2001) included both bilingual and
monolingual children in their studies of word learning. Bilingual children in
this study with LI demonstrated similar difficulties with learning new words
as did monolingual LI children.

The delays in semantic development, characterised by smaller vocabulary
size, are consistent with the descriptions of language development offered by
both linguistic and processing-based accounts. Both accounts indicate that we
should expect general delays in language development in addition to special
difficulties with grammatical morphology. However, the cross-linguistic and
bilingual evidence suggests that the semantic difficulties faced by children go
beyond lower than expected vocabulary levels. Difficulties related to word
meaning, word retrieval and difficulties in word learning are more consistent
with processing-based models. Of particular interest for the diagnosis of
bilingual children is the fact that these difficulties seem to be comparable
across languages. Thus, while semantic difficulties have been less thoroughly
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studied, they may serve as a clinical marker that will vary less across
languages.

In the morphosyntactic domain, errors that are comparable to monolingual
speakers have also been documented. Håkansson et al. (2003) administered
probes to Swedish�Arabic children with and without LI (matched for
exposure to Swedish and Arabic). Children with LI tended to produce early-
stage structures in both of their languages while children with typical
development tended to produce more complex or later developing structures
in each of their languages. These differences in Swedish�Arabic preschoolers
held over time while development followed the predicted patterns in each of
their languages (Salameh et al., 2004). French�English bilingual children with
LI produced errors in tense related morphemes in each of their languages, as
predicted by the extended optional infinitive account of LI (Paradis et al.,
2003).

Error patterns comparable to those of monolingual children with LI are
documented in greater detail in those studies that have focused on only one of
the bilingual child’s languages. For example, studies of Spanish speaking
children with LI from bilingual backgrounds reveal that they present many of
the same kinds of errors that are reported for monolingual Spanish speaking
children. In Spanish, these errors consist of clitic errors (Jacobson & Schwartz,
2002), omission of definite articles or gender agreement errors with articles
(Restrepo & Gutierrez-Clellen, 2001) and overregularisation (hació for hizo) and
person number errors (e.g. cayó for cayeron) with verbs (Ambert, 1986). These
findings are comparable to what Bosch and Serra (1997) found for school-age
monolingual Spanish speaking children with LI.

There are also errors that bilingual children make that are qualitatively
different in comparison to monolingual children. Jacobson and Schwartz
(2005) reported that in English, bilingual typically developing children’s
production of verb forms demonstrated productive knowledge of past tense
(e.g. overregularisation as in runned for ran). In contrast, children with LI used
the infinitive form (e.g. run for ran). Similarly, a case comparison of two
7-year-old bilingual children (with and without LI) (Restrepo & Kruth, 2000)
showed that in spite of the similar exposure to the two languages, the children
demonstrated different patterns of grammatical production. The child with LI
demonstrated greater loss of her first language than did her typical language
peer, as indicated by change in MLU and grammaticality. In English she knew
fewer verb forms and those that are commonly difficult for children with LI
(e.g. past tense forms, 3rd singular present tense) were produced less
accurately.

The morphosyntactic deficits documented in bilinguals are also consistent
with linguistically and processing-based accounts. Where morphological
deficits have been compared in monolingual and bilingual language learners
with LI it appears that both groups of children demonstrate difficulties with
the same forms. In comparisons of simultaneous bilinguals it appears that
children’s level of difficulties are generally comparable across their languages.
But, such comparisons have not been systematically made for sequential
bilingual children. Thus, data is needed to help us disambiguate predic-
tions for clinical markers. Regardless of the model, it appears that in the
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morphosyntactic domain it is necessary to take the linguistic characteristics of
the bilingual’s languages into account when considering what morphosyntac-
tic structures are the most reliable indicators of LI.

Information on language performance of children with LI in contrast to
those without LI provides a starting point for discussion of assessment of
language ability in bilingual children. Historically, children are tested in the
area of language for placement in appropriate class (e.g. bilingual education)
and to gauge progress in second language learning. Another separate purpose
of language assessment is to diagnose a language-based disorder or delay such
as LI or learning disabilities. With respect to this second purpose of language
assessment for bilingual children however, there are a number of assessment
limitations that contribute to the documented over- and under-identification
of LI.

Barriers in Assessment of Language Ability in Bilingual
Children

A particular difficulty in assessment of language ability in bilingual
children is the lack of standardised test tools that are valid and reliable for
that purpose. Use of translation in test adaptation and the development of
local norms are two common suggestions for the assessment of bilingual
children (Stow & Dodd, 2003; Taylor & Payne, 1983). While these steps
have served as the impetus to develop materials in the languages of the
local population, there are two main problems with test translation with
respect to assessment of LI. First, translation of language tests assumes that
language development in other languages follows the same developmental
trajectory. Second, translated tests target linguistic forms that are markers of
LI in the source language, but may miss important morphosyntactic
forms, features of vocabulary use and narrative components in the target
language that potentially differentiate performance of children with and
without LI. Lack of normative data on typical bilingual acquisition or early
sequential bilingual development further exacerbates current standardised test
limitations.

Language development milestones cannot be assumed to follow the same
developmental trajectories in the same order across languages. While there are
documented similarities in language acquisition across languages at a general
level, there are differences in the specific forms that children learn depending on
the language(s) being acquired as described above. In language test develop-
ment an example can be found in the first adaptation of the Preschool Language
Scale-3 (PLS-3) (Zimmerman et al., 1993) from English to Spanish, which was
essentially a translation. An analysis of the translated items from the English
and Spanish versions of the PLS-3 demonstrated that such items had different
difficulty levels (Restrepo & Silverman, 2001). For example, prepositions were
easier in English than in Spanish, but object functions were more difficult in
English than in Spanish. The more recent version of the Spanish PLS (Zimmer-
man et al., 2002) addressed these limitations and reordered the items according
to item difficulty in Spanish.
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For assessment of LI, translated tests may miss important features of the
target language if item selection is guided by the content of the test in another
language. For example, children with LI learning Spanish and other Romance
languages may have particular difficulty with clitic markers or with articles
(e.g. Bedore, 2001; Bedore & Leonard, 2005; Bortolini et al., 1997; LeNormand
et al., 1993), while in English difficulties are in the area of verb tense marking
(Leonard et al., 1997; Rice & Wexler, 1996). Tests such as the Spanish Language
Assessment Procedures (SLAP, Mattes, 1985) and the Clinical Evaluation of
Language Fundamentals Spanish (CELF-Spanish, Semel et al., 1997) have been
based on English. A result of basing the SLAP on English is that it does not
include articles or clitics among the items to be scored. On the CELF Spanish
Estructura de Palabras (Word Structure) subtest there are forms such as the past
subjunctive that are specific to Spanish. However, unlike the English Word
Structure subtest, which contains items that might be expected to be difficult
for children with LI speaking English, the forms (e.g. present and past tense
forms) included on the Spanish subtest are much less likely to be difficult for
children with LI who speak Spanish.

The outcome of such translated tests is that classification accuracy is
compromised. Classification accuracy is determined by calculating sensitivity
(accuracy in identification of children with typical development) and
specificity (accuracy in identification of children with LI). Recommended
guidelines for accurate classification for the purpose of diagnosing LI are
minimally 80% specificity and 80% sensitivity (Dollaghan, 2004; Plante &
Vance, 1994). Balthazar (1993) compared classification accuracy of 31 tests used
in assessment of articulation and language in children in the USA. Of these,
two were adapted to Spanish. Results of the classification accuracy of tests
adapted from English to Spanish demonstrate that the most recent English
versions of the CELF and PLS (Semel et al., 1997; Zimmerman et al., 2003,
respectively) met both specificity and sensitivity criteria while the Spanish
version of the CELF (Semel et al., 1997) did not.

The question of appropriate targets for identification of LI is particularly
important when developing assessment tools for bilingual populations. SLPs
and other special educators must use tests to determine whether impairment
exists. Thus, the accuracy of a test for such a purpose is critical. Most available
tests of language ability in English do not meet criteria for accurate diagnosis
(Spaulding et al., 2006). Those tests that do meet expectations for accurate
classification are those that load up on items which are markers of LI.
Examples of tests which do meet expectations include the Structured Photo-
graphic Expressive Language Test-3 (SPELT-3, Dawson et al., 2003), the Test of
Early Grammatical Impairment (TEGI, Rice & Wexler, 2001) and the Test of
Narrative Language (TNL, Gillam & Pearson, 2004). These tests achieve high
levels of accuracy by focusing areas of extreme difficulty for children with LI
(e.g. the SPELT-3, TEGI) or by selecting items that are more difficult for
children with LI (e.g. TNL) (Perona et al., 2005). In contrast, single-word
vocabulary tests such as the Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test ((PPVT) Dunn &
Dunn, 1997) or the Expressive One Word Picture Vocabulary Test ((EOWPVT)
Brownell, 2000) do not accurately classify children because vocabulary tasks
employed are not sufficiently challenging to differentiate children with LI
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(Gray et al., 1999). When tests are adapted from English to other languages
then, the adaptations often do not consider markers of LI for the target
language. Thus, adaptations are very likely to have poorer classification
accuracy than the original English tests.

The composition of test norms is the second main barrier for appropriate
assessment of children learning two languages. Test norms reflect performance
of a reference group to which individual children will be compared in order to
make a diagnosis (Standards for Educational and Psychological Testing, 1999).
Typically, the question asked in order to make a diagnosis of LI is whether the
individual child performs within the range of or significantly below
the reference or normative group. If low performance is below that of the
reference group for reasons other than underlying ability differences, then the
test is not appropriate for that particular child. Although much of the research
demonstrates that children learning language in monolingual and bilingual
environments demonstrate a high degree of similarity, they also demonstrate
some cross-linguistic influences in language performance. Thus, bilingual
children do not present profiles of acquisition that are like that of two
reference groups (one for each language), particularly in their weaker
language (e.g. Paradis & Genesee, 1997). The appropriate reference group
for a bilingual child is other children learning language in the same or a
similar type of bilingual language context.

Unfortunately, language tests adapted from English for other language
groups are almost always normed on monolingual groups (e.g. adaptation of
the PPVT to Spanish, Test Vocabulario de Imagenes Peabody (TVIP); Prueba del
Desarrollo Inicial del Lenguaje) or bilingual children are tested in only their home
language (e.g. PLS-3). The result is that bilingual children are often
inappropriately compared to a monolingual norm. Performance of Spa-
nish�English bilingual children on the TVIP (Dunn et al., 1986) illustrates
this point. In the development and adaptation process of this test, norms were
collected for monolingual Mexican and Puerto Rican children (in Mexico and
Puerto Rico). Comparisons of a US bilingual sample with the Mexican and
Puerto Rican samples indicated a significantly lowered performance (Dunn,
1987). This lowered performance of the bilingual group is likely because the
children knew items in their second language but were not also tested in that
language. Evidence of such distributed vocabulary knowledge comes from
Umbel et al. (1992), who compared bilingual (Spanish�English) first graders’
performance on the PPVT-R and the TVIP. Children who were reported to use
both languages at home and those who only spoke Spanish at home scored
similarly (below, but near the normative mean) on the TVIP. In English,
children who spoke English and Spanish at home scored almost one standard
deviation below the mean on the PPVT-R. Children who spoke only Spanish at
home scored about two standard deviations below the mean for the English
version of the test. When they compared performance on the 61 items that the
two versions have in common, the investigators found that a significant
proportion of words (33�41%) were known only in one language or the other.
These results imply that the two single language scores likely underestimated
children’s vocabulary knowledge.
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Similar findings of distributed vocabulary knowledge are reported for
toddlers learning Spanish and English (1995). Using the Spanish and English
versions of the Bates-MacArthur Communicative Development Inventory (CDI)
independently, scores were below age expectations. But, when vocabulary
items in both languages were counted (using conceptual scoring where
translation equivalents are counted only once) they found that their scores
were comparable to the monolingual norms. Similar findings for French�
English and French�sign language bilinguals are reported by Holowka et al.
(2002) using a total score approach. This conceptual approach has been
extended to category generation (Peña et al., 2002) and other semantic tasks
(Bedore et al., 2005). In both studies conceptual scores better captured the
range of responses provided by typically developing children on semantic
tasks and children’s error rate was overall quite low.

Towards Development of Better Language Assessment Tools
Above, we have reviewed the current cross-linguistic literature on language

acquisition and LI. Further, we have examined the available literature on
language development and impairment of bilingual children. Overall, we have
found patterns in both monolingual and bilingual contexts that are informa-
tive for development of assessment tools for bilinguals. Specifically, children
with typical development develop at a rate that is highly similar across
language contexts. They begin with single words, word combinations and
develop morphosyntactic skills that are important for the language(s) they are
exposed to. Children with typical development in both monolingual and
bilingual contexts make few errors in production of words, morphosyntax and
discourse. The errors they do make tend to be productive (reflecting knowl-
edge of the rules of the language) and logical. Children exposed to two
languages may produce words, forms or narratives that are influenced by the
other language, and may demonstrate distributed knowledge, especially in the
area of semantics. Development of appropriate assessment tools and practices
for identification of LI in bilingual children should use comparison to
appropriate normative groups (e.g. bilingual children), development of
appropriate targets for the language (e.g. markers of LI), and consideration
of the way that two languages might interact or influence each other. Attention
to these three points for test development is an initial start in improving
assessment practices for bilingual children.

In educational contexts, children are given language tests both for the
purpose of selecting appropriate bilingual (or second language) curriculum
and for the purpose of identification for special education services. These two
goals therefore will require different test procedures and different kinds of
tests. The kinds of tests that are developed for the purpose of curriculum
selection tend to be broad based tests that target a range of linguistic
behaviours necessary for success in schools. But poor performance on these
broad based tests for the purpose of identification of LI is equivocal. Children
can score low because of lack of experience in the target language or because of
LI. Thus, more focused tests are necessary for identification of LI. As we have
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seen here, these kinds of identification or diagnostic tests are most effective
when they are based on the markers of LI in the target language.
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Note
1. Here we focus on language development and language impairment in bilingual

children. It is important to note that there are parallel issues in differentiating
typical reading development and reading impairments including dyslexia in
bilinguals. Under- and overidentification of reading impairments have been
reported for bilingual children (Deponio et al., 2000). In reading acquisition,
cross-language differences can be attributed to differences in orthographic systems
and the transparency of the phoneme�grapheme transparency. For bilingual
children the pattern of transfer of reading skills can be attributed, at least in part, to
the degree to which the languages being learned have comparable phone-
me�grapheme correspondences (Goswami, 2000). Based on knowledge about the
reading process across languages, areas of difficulty can be identified that
differentiate bilingual children with reading impairment even when they have
not fully acquired both of their languages (Geva, 2000). When such measures are
employed bilingual children with reading impairment can be identified with high
levels of accuracy (Miller Guron & Lundberg, 2003). We will discuss the same
issues (over- and underidentification, cross-language and bilingual acquisition,
and markers of impairment) as they relate to language impairment in bilingual
children.

References

Abbott, S.P., Reed, E., Abbott, R.D. and Berninger, V.W. (1997) Year-long balanced
reading/writing tutorial: A design experiment used for dynamic assessment.
Learning Disability Quarterly 20 (3), 249�263.

Ambert, A.N. (1986) Identifying language disorders in Spanish-speakers. In A.C. Willig
and H.F. Greenberg (eds) Bilingualism and Learning Disability: Policy and Practice for
Teachers and Administrators (pp. 15�33). New York: American Library Publishing.

Anderson, R. (1994) Cultural and linguistic diversity and language impairment in
preschool children. Seminars in Speech and Language 15 (2), 115�123.

Anderson, R. (1999) Impact of first language loss on grammar in a bilingual child.
Communication Disorders Quarterly 21, 4�16.

Antinucci, F. and Miller, R. (1976) How children talk about what happened. Journal of
Child Language 3, 167�189.

Bedore, L.M. (2001) Assessing morphosyntax in Spanish-speaking children. Seminars in
Speech and Language 22 (1), 65�77.

Bedore, L.M. and Leonard, L.B. (2001) Grammatical morphology deficits in Spanish-
speaking children with specific language impairment. Journal of Speech, Language, and
Hearing Research 44, 905�924.

Bedore, L.M. and Leonard, L.B. (2005) Verb inflections and noun phrase morphology in
the spontaneous speech of Spanish-speaking children with specific language
impairment. Applied Psycholinguistics 26 (2), 195�225.

Bedore, L.M., Peña, E.D., Garcı́a, M. and Cortez, C. (2005) Conceptual versus
Monolingual Scoring: When does it make a difference? Speech, Language, Hearing
Services in Schools 36, 188�200.

Bedore, L.M., Fiestas, C., Peña, E.D. and Nagy, V. (2006) Cross-language comparisons of
maze use in Spanish and English in functionally monolingual and bilingual children.
Bilingualism: Language and Cognition 9 (3), 233�247.

Assessment of Bilingual Children for Identification of Language Impairment 21

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
C

ol
or

ad
o 

L
ib

ra
ri

es
] 

at
 1

1:
03

 2
8 

Se
pt

em
be

r 
20

11
 



Berman, R.A. and Slobin, D.I. (1994) Relating Events in Narrative: A Crosslinguistic
Developmental Study. Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

Bloom, P. (2000) How Children Learn the Meanings of Words. Cambridge, MA: MIT.
Bloom, L., Lifter, K. and Hafitz, J. (1980) Semantics of verbs and the development of

verb inflection in child language. Language 56, 386�412.
Bortolini, U., Caselli, M.C. and Leonard, L.B. (1997) Grammatical deficits in Italian-

speaking children with specific language impairment. Journal of Speech, Language, and
Hearing Research 40, 809�820.

Bortolini, U., Caselli, M.C., Deevy, P. and Leonard, L.B. (2002) Specific language
impairment in Italian: the first steps in the search for a clinical marker. International
Journal of Language & Communication Disorders 37 (2), 77�94.

Bosch, L. and Serra, M. (1997) Grammatical morphology deficits of Spanish-speaking
children with specific language impairment. In A. Baker, M. Beers, G. Bol, J. deJong
and G. Leemans (eds) Child Language Disorders in a Cross-linguistic Perspective:
Proceedings of the Fourth Symposium of the European Group on Child Language Disorders
(pp. 33�45). Amsterdam: Institute for General Linguistics at the University of
Amsterdam.

Bottari, P., Cipriani, P. and Chilosi, A.M. (1994) Protosyntactic devices in the acquisition
of Italian free morphology. Language Acquisition 3 (4), 327�369.

Botting, N. and Conti-Ramsden, G. (2001) Non-word repetition and language
development in children with specific language impairment (SLI). International
Journal of Language & Communication Disorders 36 (4), 421�432.

Brackenbury, T. and Pye, C. (2005) Semantic deficits in children with language
impairments: Issues for clinical assessment. Speech, Language, Hearing Services in
Schools 36 (1), 5�16.

Bronckart, J.P. and Sinclair, H. (1973) Tense, time, and aspect. Cognition 2, 107�130.
Broomfield, J. and Dodd, B. (2004) Children with speech and language disability:

Caseload characteristics. International Journal of Language & Communication Disorders
39 (3), 303�324.

Brown, R. (1973) A First Language: The Early Stages. Cambridge: Harvard University
Press.

Brownell, R. (2000) Expressive One Word Picture Vocabulary Test-2000 Edition. Novato,
CA: Academic Therapy Publications.

Caselli, M.C. (1993) Toward mastery of Italian morphology: A cross-sectional study.
Journal of Child Language 20, 377�393.

Caselli, M.C., Bates, E., Casadio, P., Fenson, J., Fenson, L., Sanderl, L., Weir, J. (1995)
A cross-linguistic study of early lexical development. Cognitive Development 10 (2),
159�199.

Caselli, M.C., Casadio, P. and Bates, E. (1999) A comparison of the transition from first
words to grammar in English and Italian. Journal of Child Language 26, 69�112.

Clahsen, H., Aveledo, F. and Roca, I. (2002) The development of regular and irregular
verb inflection in Spanish child language. Journal of Child Language 29, 591�622.

Clancy, P. (1985) The acquisition of Japanese. In D.I. Slobin (ed.) Crosslinguistic Study of
Language Acquisition (Vol. 1: The data, pp. 373�524). Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence
Erlbaum.

Coggins, T.E. (1979) Relational meaning encoded in the two-word utterance of State
1 Down’s syndrome children. Journal of Speech and Hearing Research 22 (1), 166�178.

Conti-Ramsden, G. (2003) Processing and linguistic markers in young children with
specific language impairment (SLI). Journal of Speech, Language, and Hearing Research
46 (5), 1029�1037.

Crutchley, A., Conti-Ramsden, G. and Botting, N. (1997) Bilingual children with specific
language impairment and standardized assessments: Preliminary findings from a
study of children in language units. International Journal of Bilingualism 1 (2),
117�134.

Crystal, D. (1998) Sense: The final frontier. Child Language Teaching and Therapy 14, 1�27.

22 The International Journal of Bilingual Education and Bilingualism

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
C

ol
or

ad
o 

L
ib

ra
ri

es
] 

at
 1

1:
03

 2
8 

Se
pt

em
be

r 
20

11
 



Damico, J.S. and Oller, J.W., Jr. (1983) The diagnosis of language disorders in bilingual
children: Surface-oriented and pragmatic criteria. Journal of Speech and Hearing
Disorders 48, 385�394.

Dart, S.N. (1992) Narative style in the two languages of a bilingual child. Journal of Child
Language 19, 367�387.

Dawson, J., Stout, C. and Eyer, J. (2003) Structured Photographic Expressive Language Test
(3rd edn). DeKalb, IL: Janelle Publications.

de Villiers, J. and de Villiers, P. (1973) A cross-sectional study of the acquisition of
grammatical morphemes in child speech. Journal of Psycholinguistic Research 2,
267�268.

Deponio, P., Landon, J., Mullin, K. and Reid, G. (2000) An audit of the processes
involved in identifying and assessing bilingual learners suspected of being dyslexic:
A Scottish study. Dyslexia 6 (1), 29�41.

Dollaghan, C.A. (2004) Evidence-based practice in communication disorders: What
do we know, and when do we know it? Journal of Communication Disorders 37 (5),
391�400.

Duchan, J.F. and Erickson, J.G. (1976) Normal and retarded children’s understanding of
semantic relations in different verbal contexts. Journal of Speech and Hearing Research
19 (4), 767�776.

Dunn, L. and Dunn, L. (1997) Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test � Third Edition. Circle
Pines, MN: American Guidance Service.

Dunn, L., Padilla, R., Lugo, S. and Dunn, L. (1986) Test de Vocabulario en Imagenes
Peabody. Circle Pines, NM: American Guidance Service.

Dunn, L.M. (1987) Bilingual Hispanic children on the U.S. Mainland: A Review of Research
on their Cognitive, Linguistic, and Scholastic Development. Circle Pines, MN: American
Guidance Service.

Echeverrı́a, M.S. (1979) Longitud del enunciado infantil: Factores ambientales e
individuales [Children’s mean length of utterance: Environmental and individual
factors]. In Estudios Generales I. Actas del 5o. Seminario de Investigación y Enseñanza de la
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Holowka, S., Brosseau-Lapré, F. and Petitto, L.A. (2002) Semantic and conceptual
knowledge underlying bilingual babies’ first signs and words. Language Learning 52,
205�262.

Jackson-Maldonado, D., Thal, D., Marchman, V.A., Bates, E. and Gutierrez-Clellen, V.
(1993) Early lexical development in Spanish-speaking infants and toddlers. Journal of
Child Language 20 (3), 523�549.

Jacobson, P.F. and Schwartz, R.G. (2002) Morphology in incipient bilingual Spanish-
speaking preschool children with specific language impairment. Applied Psycholin-
guistics 23 (1), 23�41.

Jacobson, P.F. and Schwartz, R.G. (2005) English past tense use in bilingual children
with language impairment. American Journal of Speech Language Pathology 14 (4),
313�323.

Jakubowicz, C. (2003) Computational complexity and the acquisition of functional
categories by French-speaking children with SLI. Linguistics 41 (2), 175�211.
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from 1;7 to 2;1. In A. Peréz-Leroux and W. Glass (eds) Contemporary Perspectives on
the Acquisition of Spanish Volume 1: Developing Grammars (pp. 3�20). Somerville, MA:
Cascadilla Press.

MacWhinney, B. (2005) A unified model of language acquisition. In J. Kroll and
A. DeGroot (eds) Handbook of Bilingualism (pp. 49�67). Oxford: Oxford University
Press.

Maital, S.L., Dromi, E., Sagi, A. and Bornstein, M.H. (2000) The Hebrew Communicative
Development Inventory: Language specific properties and cross-linguistic general-
izations. Journal of Child Language 27 (1), 43�67.

Marchman, V.A., Martı́nez-Sussmann, C. and Dale, P.S. (2004) The language-specific
nature of grammatical development: Evidence from bilingual language learners.
Developmental Science 7, 212�224.

Mattes, L.J. (1985) Spanish Language Assessment Procedures. Oceanside, CA: Academic
Communication Associates.

McGregor, K.K. (1997) The nature of word-finding errors of preschoolers with and
without word-finding deficits. Journal of Speech, Language, and Hearing Research 40,
1232�1244.

McGregor, K.K. and Windsor, J. (1996) Effects of priming on the naming accuracy of
preschoolers with word-finding deficits. Journal of Speech and Hearing Research 39,
1048�1058.

Miller, J.F. (1981) Assessing Language Production in Children. Boston: Allyn and Bacon.
Miller Guron, L. and Lundberg, I. (2003) Identifying dyslexia in multilingual students:

can phonological awareness be assessed in the majority language? Journal of Research
in Reading 26 (1), 69�82.

Montgomery, J.W. (2000) Verbal working memory and sentence comprehension in
children with specific language impairment. Journal of Speech Language and Hearing
Research 43 (2), 293�308.

Assessment of Bilingual Children for Identification of Language Impairment 25

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
C

ol
or

ad
o 

L
ib

ra
ri

es
] 

at
 1

1:
03

 2
8 

Se
pt

em
be

r 
20

11
 



Montgomery, J.W. (2002) Examining the nature of lexical processing in children with
specific language impairment: Temporal processing or processing capacity deficit?
Applied Psycholinguistics 23 (3), 447�470.

Nelson, K. and Nelson, A.P. (1990) Category production in response to script and
category cues by kindergarten and second-grade children. Journal of Applied
Psychology 11, 431�446.

Oetting, J.B. and Horohov, J. (1997) Past-tense morphology by children with and
without specific language impairment. Journal of Speech, Language, and Hearing
Research 40, 62�74.

Oetting, J.B. and Rice, M.L. (1993) Plural acquisition in children with specific language
impairment. Journal of Speech and Hearing Research 36, 1236�1248.

Oetting, J.B., Rice, M.L. and Swank, L.K. (1995) Quick incidental learning (QUIL) of
words by school-age children with and without SLI. Journal of Speech and Hearing
Research 38 (2), 434�445.

Oller, D.K. and Eilers, R.E. (eds) (2002) Language and Literacy in Bilingual Children.
Buffalo, NY: Multilingual Matters.

Paradis, J. and Crago, M. (2000) Tense and temporality: A comparison between children
learning a second language and children with SLI. Journal of Speech, Language and
Hearing Research 43, 834�847.

Paradis, J. and Crago, M. (2001) The morphosyntax of specific language impairment in
French: An extended optional default account. Language Acquisition 9 (4), 269�300.

Paradis, J. and Genesee, F. (1997) On continuity and the emergence of functional
categories in bilingual first-language acquisition. Language Acquisition 62, 91�124.

Paradis, J., Nicoladis, E. and Genesee, F. (2000) Early emergence of structural
constraints on code-mixing: Evidence from French�English bilingual children.
Bilingualism: Language and Cognition 3 (3), 245�261.

Paradis, J., Crago, M., Genesee, F. and Rice, M.L. (2003) French�English bilingual
children with SLI: How do they compare with their monolingual peers? Journal of
Speech, Language and Hearing Research 46, 113�127.

Paradis, J., Crago, M. and Genesee, F. (2005�06) Domain-general versus domain-
specific accounts of specific language impairment: Evidence from bilingual
children’s acquisition of object pronouns. Language Acquisition 13 (1), 33�62.

Patterson, J.L. (1998) Expressive vocabulary development and word combinations of
Spanish�English bilingual toddlers. American Journal of Speech Language Pathology
7 (4), 46�56.

Patterson, J.L. (2000) Observed and reported expressive vocabulary and word
combinations in bilingual toddlers. Journal of Speech, Language and Hearing Research
43 (1), 121�128.

Pearson, B.Z. and Fernández, S.C. (1994) Patterns of interaction in the lexical growth in
two languages of bilingual infants and toddlers. Language Learning 44 (4), 617�653.

Pearson, B.Z., Fenandez, S.C., Lewedeg, V. and Oller, D.K. (1997) The relation of input
factors to lexical learning by bilingual infants. Applied Psycholinguistics 18, 41�58.

Pearson, B.Z., Fernández, S. and Oller, D.K. (1993) Lexical development in bilingual
infants and toddlers: Comparison to monolingual norms. Language and Learning
43 (1), 93�120.

Pearson, B.Z., Fernandez, S.C. and Oller, D.K. (1995) Cross-language synonyms in the
lexicons of bilingual infants: One language or two? Journal of Child Language 22 (2),
345�368.

Peña, E.D., Quinn, R. and Iglesias, A. (1992) The application of dynamic methods to
language assessment: A non-biased procedure. Journal of Special Education 26 (3),
269�280.

Peña, E.D., Iglesias, A. and Lidz, C.S. (2001) Reducing test bias through dynamic
assessment of children’s word learning ability. American Journal of Speech Language
Pathology 10, 138�154.

Peña, E.D., Bedore, L.M. and Zlatic-Giunta, R. (2002) Category generation performance
of young bilingual children: The influence of condition, category, and language.
Journal of Speech, Language, and Hearing Research 41, 938�947.

26 The International Journal of Bilingual Education and Bilingualism

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
C

ol
or

ad
o 

L
ib

ra
ri

es
] 

at
 1

1:
03

 2
8 

Se
pt

em
be

r 
20

11
 



Peña, E.D., Bedore, L.M. and Rappazzo, C. (2003) Comparison of Spanish, English, and
bilingual children’s performance across semantic tasks. Language, Speech & Hearing
Services in the Schools 34 (1), 5�16.

Penner, Z., Schulz, P. and Wymann, K. (2003) Learning the meaning of verbs: What
distinguishes language-impaired from normally developing children? Linguistics 41
(2), 289�319.

Perona, K., Plante, E. and Vance, R. (2005) Diagnostic accuracy of the Structured
Photographic Expressive Language Test: Third Edition (SPELT-3). Language, Speech,
and Hearing Services in Schools 36, 103�115.

Plante, E. (2004) Evidence based practice in communication sciences and disorders.
Journal of Communication Disorders 37 (5), 389�390.

Plante, E. and Vance, R. (1994) Selection of preschool language tests: A data-based
approach. Language, Speech, and Hearing Services in Schools 25, 15�24.

Plunkett, K. and Marchman, V. (1991) U-shaped learning and frequency effects in a
multi-layered perception: Implications for child language acquisition. Cognition 38,
43�102.

Restrepo, M.A. and Gutierrez-Clellen, V. (2001) Article use in Spanish-speaking
children with specific language impairment. Journal of Child Language 28 (2),
433�452.

Restrepo, M.A. and Kruth, K. (2000) Grammatical characteristics of a Spanish�English
bilingual child with specific language impairment. Communication Disorders Quar-
terly 21 (2), 66�76.

Restrepo, M.A. and Silverman, S.W. (2001) Validity of the Spanish Preschool Language
Scale-3 for use with bilingual children. American Journal of Speech-Language Pathology
10, 382�393.

Rice, M.L. and Wexler, K. (1996) Toward tense as a clinical marker of specific language
impairment in English-speaking children. Journal of Speech & Hearing Research 39 (6),
1239�1257.

Rice, M.L. and Wexler, K. (2001) Rice/Wexler Test of Early Grammatical Impairment. San
Antonio, TX: Harcourt Assessment.

Rice, M.L., Noll, K. and Grimm, H. (1997) An extended optional infinitive stage in
German-speaking children with specific language impairment. Language Acquisition
6 (4), 255�295.

Rice, M.L., Wexler, K., Marquis, J. and Hershberger, S. (2000) Acquisition of irregular
past tense by children with specific language impairment. Journal of Speech Language
and Hearing Research 43 (5), 1126�1145.

Rubino, R. and Pine, J. (1998) Subject-verb agreement in Brazilian Portuguese: What
low error rates hide. Journal of Child Language 25 (1), 35�59.

Salameh, E.-K., Nettelbladt, U., Hakansson, G. and Gullberg, B. (2002) Language
impairment in Swedish bilingual children: a comparison between bilingual and
monolingual children in Malmo. Acta Paediatrica 91, 229�234.
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