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Abstract 

 
Item Selection for a Structural Priming Task to be used with Spanish-

English Bilingual Children with and without Language Impairment 

 

 

Rebecca Anastasia Eagleson, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2010 

Supervisor:  Lisa M. Bedore 

 

Results from traditional assessment measures used with Spanish-English bilingual 

children may not be representative of this population’s morphosyntactic abilities due to 

their dynamic proficiencies.  Short-term learning tasks such as structural priming may 

provide more comprehensive information on bilingual children’s morphosyntactic 

abilities.  The purpose of this thesis was to analyze items from the experimental version 

of the Bilingual English Spanish Assessment-Middle Extension (BESA-ME) in order to 

select appropriate item types to be used on a structural priming task.  The Experimental 

BESA-ME was administered to 137 children with typical development and 37 children 

with language impairment between the ages of 7;0 to 9;11.  Results revealed that 

appropriate items for a structural priming task were third-person singular, past tense, and 

possessives in English, and conditionals, subjunctives, and direct object clitics in 

Spanish.  Depending on the purpose of the structural priming tasks, additional items also 

showed potential for use. 
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Introduction 

 

The percentage of bilingual children attending school in the United States has 

consistently increased over recent decades.  According to the U. S. Department of 

Education National Center for Education Statistics (2009), the number of children 

speaking home languages other than English increased from 7% in 1979 to 20% in 2007.  

Of the 20% of students speaking other languages, 75% of these children spoke Spanish as 

their native language.  Speech-language pathologists (SLPs) are faced with the challenge 

of assessing and providing intervention to a growing number of Spanish-English 

bilingual children on their caseloads.  Furthermore, SLPs serving linguistically diverse 

children need to be prepared to respond to the dynamic nature of bilingual children’s 

proficiencies in Spanish and English.   

Proficiency in English and Spanish can be affected by a multitude of factors such 

as attitudes towards Spanish-use in the community, circumstances in which each 

language is used, and varying amounts of language input as children progress through 

schooling (Anderson, 1999).  For example, Anderson (1999) conducted a longitudinal 

case study of a Spanish-English bilingual child from ages 4;7-6;5.  The researchers found 

that the child produced less accurate and less complex utterances in Spanish as she grew 

older, possibly due to reduced L1 input (Anderson, 1999).  Research has also found that 

children with language impairment (LI) are particularly vulnerable to first language loss.  

Restrepo and Kruth (2000) compared spontaneous language samples of two 7-year-old 
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children, one with LI and one with typical language development.  Language samples 

were collected over a 6-month period.  After  6 months, the child with LI used 

significantly shorter utterances, and used a more limited variety of grammatical items as 

compared to the beginning of the study.  SLPs must consider the status of bilingual 

children’s proficiencies especially when assessing for LI in order to differentiate between 

impairment, language differences, or language loss.       

Due to the dynamic and heterogeneous nature of bilingual children’s language 

profiles, establishing developmental norms for bilingual grammar development has been 

a challenge for researchers. There is a need to assess bilingual grammar development in a 

variety of ways in order to collect more comprehensive normative data on the language 

behaviors of bilingual children with typical development.  Further assessment of 

grammatical knowledge is also important in understanding the specific morphosyntactic 

deficits of bilingual children with LI.  Understanding these areas of difficulty may aid in 

establishing clinical markers, and in guiding language intervention for Spanish-English 

bilinguals.  

One assessment method that has been used very little with bilingual Spanish-

English children is structural priming. Structural priming as an experimental method is 

when a child or adult hears a sentence using a particular form, and as a result is more 

likely to use that form (Huttenlocher, Vasilyeva, Shimpi, 2004).  Using structural priming 

as an assessment of grammatical knowledge may provide valuable information because 

this type of task examines grammatical short-term learning as opposed to skills mastered.  
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This type of task is especially suited to bilingual children since the status of their 

grammatical knowledge is often times in flux due to their changing language 

environments.  The purpose of this thesis is to identify morphosyntactic structures within 

the experimental version of the Bilingual English Spanish Assessment-Middle Extension 

(BESA-ME) (Peña, Bedore, Gutiérriez-Clellen, Iglesias, & Goldstein, in development) 

that present as appropriate candidates for items in a structural priming task to assess 

grammatical learning.      

Understanding Bilingual Grammar Development 

Theoretical Importance 

 Examining item types from the Experimental BESA-ME and developing a 

structural priming task will hopefully yield valuable data on bilingual grammar 

development.  From a theoretical stand point, bilingual children’s grammar development 

offers investigators insight on the organization process taking place as these children 

acquire two languages.  In general, research has shown that bilingual children follow 

similar developmental trajectories in grammar development as monolingual children 

(Paradis & Genesee, 1996, Mishina-Mori, 2005).  However, studies in bilingualism have 

provided a substantial amount of examples suggesting cross-linguistic influences in 

bilingual children’s grammar acquisition (Gawlitzek-Maiwald & Tracy, 1996, Müeller & 

Hulk, 2001, Montrul & Potowski, 2007).  There remains a debate as to whether these 

examples are isolated incidents of cross-linguistic influence, or whether these examples 
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prove systemic differences between monolingual and bilingual grammar development.  

Analyzing grammatical item types from the Experimental BESA-ME will potentially add 

to the normative data on bilingual morphosyntactic development, which can be used in 

conjunction with other research to support or refute consistent patterns of cross-linguistic 

influence.  Additionally, developing a structural priming task as an experimental method 

for assessing morphosyntax in bilingual children has the potential to inform theories 

related to grammatical learning difficulties for bilingual children with LI 

Clinical Importance 

 From a clinical standpoint, analyzing performance data of bilingual child with and 

without LI by grammatical morphosyntactic features helps to establish clinical markers to 

be used in the diagnosis of LI.  Identifying problematic morphosyntactic features for 

bilingual children with LI is particularly important because research with mainstream 

English-speaking children has shown that differences in grammatical development can 

discriminate between typically developing children and children with LI.  For example, in 

their study of English-speaking children with LI, Bedore and Leonard (1998) used a 

composite score based on children’s use of regular past tense inflections, regular third 

person singular present inflections, and copula and auxiliary be forms in spontaneous 

language samples to identify LI.  The study found that using the verb morphology 

composite to identify LI accurately identified 84% of children with impairment (Bedore 

& Leonard, 1998).  The study concluded that verb morphology can serve as a relatively 

accurate marker of language impairment.     



 

  5

Although more information on bilingual grammar developmental trajectories has 

become available, a consensus on which grammatical features are most affected by 

language impairment in bilingual children has yet to be achieved.  One study examined 

the morphosyntax performance of 45 Mexican-American Spanish-dominant bilingual 

children between the ages of 2;4 to 5;6 with and without LI (Bedore & Leonard, 2001).  

Children with LI were matched to typically developing children by age and MLU.  The 

examiners assessed the children’s production of 14 different Spanish morphemes by 

using structured elicitation tasks.  Children with LI differed significantly from the MLU-

matched controls on their production of direct object clitics, noun plural inflections, and 

adjective inflections.  Children with LI did not differ from controls on their production of 

articles.  The researchers were surprised to find no differences in article use, since 

previous studies in Italian, a typologically similar language, showed articles as a good 

predictor of language impairment (Bortolini, Caselli, & Leonard, 1997).    

In contrast, Restrepo and Gutiérrez-Clellen’s (2001) study of 15 typically 

developing children and 15 children with LI aged 5;0-7;1 found that article use was 

affected by LI.  Results from language sample analysis in Spanish revealed that children 

with LI made significantly more article errors than typically developing children.  The 

discrepancy in findings between these two studies may have been due to the age ranges 

of participants.  Compared to the study conducted by Bedore and Leonard (2001), 

Restrepo and Gutiérrez-Clellen studied older children; therefore, problems with article 
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use may only appear in older bilingual children with LI.  More research is needed on 

clinical markers of bilingual children across stages of language development.          

The clinical importance of developing a structural priming task is that this type of 

task can provide clinicians with a method of assessing grammatical learning as opposed 

to static grammatical knowledge.  Children with dynamic proficiencies often perform 

poorly on traditional language assessment tests because traditional language tests are 

frequently culturally and linguistically biased and only assess the grammatical knowledge 

a child possesses at the time of the test (Lidz & Peña, 1996).  Children experiencing 

divided input or language loss may not be provided with sufficient exemplars in their 

language environments to develop or to maintain abstract knowledge of grammar 

features; thus, they perform poorly on traditional language tests.  Research has shown 

that assessing responsiveness to dynamic assessment, a type of short-term intervention, 

better distinguishes between children with typical development and children with LI than 

traditional language measures (Lidz & Peña, 1996).  Although structural priming is much 

less involved than dynamic assessment, it does assess responsiveness to primes rather 

than acquired grammar knowledge.  This method may be valuable for SLPs who are 

assessing bilingual children whose grammatical knowledge may be in flux due to 

changing proficiencies.  

Inappropriate assessment measures and the nature of bilingual children’s 

proficiencies can potentially contribute to the misdiagnosis of LI in bilingual school 

children.  Artiles, Rueda, Salazar and Higareda (2005) assessed the representation of 
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sequential bilinguals in various disability categories in a large urban school district in 

California.  The study found that sequential bilingual children were underrepresented in 

speech and language services at the elementary level (kindergarten-5th grade) and 

overrepresented at the secondary level (grade 6-12).  The researchers offer several 

possible explanations for these trends in representation.  One theory is that educators are 

hesitant to diagnose children with learning disabilities until they have developed adequate 

language proficiency levels. Older children may be overidentified due to higher task 

demands on assessment measures and inadequate bilingual language support.  These 

trends have serious consequences on the academic achievement of bilingual children. 

Children with actual impairment may spend years without receiving special education 

services, falling behind their peers.  On the other hand, older children may be labeled 

with LI due to low language proficiency levels.  According to the explanations posed by 

Artiles et al. (2005), language proficiency levels appear to play a role in the 

overrepresentation and underrepresentation of bilingual children in speech and language 

services.  Using short-term learning tasks such as structural priming to assess grammar 

may be more appropriate for children with changing levels of proficiencies as compared 

to traditional language assessments. 
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Complexities of Bilingual Grammar Development 

Similarities and Differences between Spanish and English 

 Contributing to the complexity of understanding and assessing bilingual language 

development is that bilingual children must use two grammar systems with both similar 

and different morphosyntactic structures.  Comparing morphosyntactic features of 

Spanish and English can reveal potential areas where bilingual children may differ from 

their monolingual peers, and where children with LI may have particular problems.  A 

similarity in Spanish and English is preference for subject-verb-object (SVO) word 

ordering, although Spanish allows for more flexible word ordering than English.  For 

example, the sentences, “El hombre alto compró las mesas rojas,” and “The tall man 

bought the red tables,” both demonstrate SVO word order.  However, in Spanish, the 

sentence, “Compró las mesas rojas el hombre alto,” (Bought the red tables the tall man.) 

would also be permissible.  Instances in which word order would be shifted in Spanish 

are when introducing new information, or when emphasizing a particular part of a 

sentence (Hertel, 2003).   

One major difference between English and Spanish is that English has minimal 

verb morphology while Spanish is a morphologically “rich” language relative to English 

(Keshavarz, 2007).  As seen in the example above, Spanish grammatical morphemes 

mark the gender and number of noun phrases.  The word “hombre” is masculine in 

gender; therefore, the masculine article “el” is used.  The word “mesas” is feminine in 
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grammatical gender and plural in number; therefore, the feminine and plural article “las” 

is used.  Morphemes in Spanish also mark tense, mood, aspect and number in verb 

phrases (Bedore, 2004).  Sentences requiring modal verbs in English such as “I would 

go” or “I went everyday” can be expressed using morphemes in Spanish.   

The rate and order children acquire grammatical structures may be influenced by 

the structure’s phonetic salience, frequency, and complexity (Bedore & Peña, 2008).  

These factors can differ by language; therefore, language development milestones can 

differ between languages.  For example, in Spanish, the past tense form is either stressed 

or multisyllabic, making this feature highly salient.  In English, the past tense form is 

much lower in phonetic salience, and often occurs as a consonant cluster. In Spanish, the 

stressed ending of the word “tocó” (touched) is much more phonetically salient than the 

unstressed ending of the English word “touched.”  Research has shown that Spanish 

monolingual children acquire past tense at earlier ages than English monolingual 

children.   

In a study examining past tense acquisition in two monolingual Spanish-speaking 

children, Uccelli (2009) found that by the age of 3, children used both regular and 

irregular past tense forms with high frequency and accuracy.  The Spanish-speaking 

preschoolers were using a range of inflections in the preterit, imperfect, present perfect 

and imperfect progressive forms in their narratives.  In contrast, in a study conducted by 

Kuczaj (1977), at age 3, English-speaking children produced the irregular past tense 
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forms with only 54% accuracy.  These studies support that acquisition of particular 

grammar features differs by language.        

Acquiring morphosyntactic features that are low in frequency and phonetic 

salience, and high in complexity may take longer for bilinguals than monolinguals 

because their input is split between two languages (Gathercole, 2007).  For example, 

Gathercole (2007) found that monolingual Spanish speaking children in Grade 2 were 

significantly more accurate than bilinguals when judging grammaticality of article 

gender, a feature with low phonetic salience.  Children with LI may take even longer to 

learn these morphemes due to general deficits in language learning. 

Given the similarities and differences between English and Spanish, as well as the 

heterogeneous language environment of Spanish-English bilingual children, it would be 

beneficial to explore grammatical development through a structural priming task to assess 

grammatical short term learning.  Performance data using structural priming tasks will 

provide information on which features are easy to learn and which features are most 

difficult to learn for bilingual children with and without LI in English and Spanish.   

Assessing Grammar Development 

 In order to understand the trajectories of bilingual grammar development and the 

areas of difficulty for bilingual children with LI, children’s grammatical knowledge must 

be assessed.  Language sampling is commonly used to access bilingual children due to 

inadequate standardized testing materials (Gutiérrez-Clellen, Restrepo, Bedore, Peña & 
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Anderson, 2000).  Advantages of language sampling are that a child’s grammar is being 

assessed as it occurs in a relatively naturalistic context, and that the examiner acquires a 

great deal of information on both productive morphology and syntax.  One disadvantage 

of language sampling is that a language sample only provides information on the 

grammar construction the child happens to use during the course of the sample.  

Elicitation tasks further probe a child’s grammar knowledge by having the child produce 

specific morphosyntactic features.  Elicitation tasks usually have a lead-in sentence 

provided by the examiner that is meant to encourage the production of a particular 

grammar form (McDaniel, McKee, & Cairns, 1996).   For example, Hesketh (2004) 

elicited simple past by using the lead-in sentence “We are going to talk about what some 

people did yesterday.  You look at the picture and tell me what they did yesterday.  

Yesterday…”  (p. 181).  One advantage of elicitation tasks is that they encourage the 

child to use target structures in a shorter amount of time (Hesketh, 2004).  One 

disadvantage of elicitation is that lead-in sentences must be constructed carefully to elicit 

the target forms. More complex structures such as passive construction may be harder to 

elicit because they can be easily replaced by simpler structures (active).     

 Structural priming is similar to elicitation tasks in that it probes specific grammar 

targets, but differs from elicitation in that it provides children with direct models of the 

grammar structure being probed.  Structural priming is similar to language sampling in 

that it can occur in natural environments.  For example, research has shown that 

conversation partners tend to align the structure of their sentences (Pickering & Ferreira, 
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2008).  For example, after analyzing the sentence structures of individuals participating in 

an interview, Weiner and Labov (1983) found that passive statements were used more 

frequently if passives appeared in previous utterances.  Researchers also suspect that 

structural priming plays a role in children acquiring new grammatical knowledge 

(Pickering & Ferreira, 2008).  Huttenlocher, Vasilyeva, Cymerman, and Levine (2002) 

found a strong correlation between the average number of noun phrases in caregiver and 

child speech.  Therefore, using structural priming as an experimental method has 

potential to provide information on language learning because it builds on what is 

observed in more naturalistic contexts. 

 Structural priming is used experimentally to assess grammatical learning because, 

as some researchers have argued, if an individual uses a prime construction to describe a 

target sentence, it can be inferred that the individual has a representation of that structure 

within his or her language processing system (Savage, Lieven, Theakston & Tomasello, 

2006).  Structural priming as an experimental task can be implemented in several 

different ways.  In the classic structural priming study performed by Bock (1986), adult 

participants were asked to repeat prime sentences and then to describe unrelated target 

pictures.  In this experiment, participants were primed with transitive sentences in either 

the active or passive form and dative sentences in the prepositional-object or double-

object form.  The researchers found that participants were more likely to use the prime 

construction to describe unrelated pictures.  Structural priming has been replicated with 

and without repetition of the prime sentence, and with and without primes and targets 
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with high lexical overlap.  Additionally, structural priming has shown to occur in many 

different languages with a variety of different grammar constructions (e.g. order of 

subject and locative, order of verb and auxiliary) (Pickering & Ferreira, 2008). 

 Using priming techniques with children can lend valuable information about how 

children acquire grammar knowledge.  Tomasello (2000) argues that children in the 

beginning stages of grammar development use lexically-based word patterns, which is 

why young children use syntactic constructions in only limited contexts.  As children 

gather varying exemplars, they begin to develop abstract knowledge of grammar 

constructions, and as a result use these grammar constructions within a variety of 

contexts.  Structural priming with unrelated primes and targets can provide information 

on whether children have developed abstract representations of grammar constructions.  

Huttenlocher, Vasilyeva, and Shimpi (2004) conducted an experiment with children aged 

4;5-5;8 years using a similar design as Bock (1986).  The purposes of the study were to 

determine whether priming effects occurred with young children, and whether repeating 

prime sentences affected priming effects.  Children were primed with active and passive 

transitive constructions and prepositional and double-object dative constructions.  Before 

conducting the experiment, the researchers observed the spontaneous speech of the 

participants.  The children did not produce the full passive during their language samples, 

and only used the prepositional and double-object dative forms in limited contexts.  The 

experimenters found significant priming effects for all the grammar constructions tested, 
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and that the priming effect size was similar regardless of whether the child repeated the 

prime or not. 

Priming as a method to assess bilingual grammar development   

Structural priming may be able to provide researchers with valuable information 

on the trajectory of bilingual children’s grammar development and their abilities to 

acquire new structural forms.  Additionally, a structural priming task may be able to 

minimize some of the problems inherent in traditional assessment methods used with 

bilingual children. By providing primes, children who have had less experience with 

particular grammar forms may be able to demonstrate short-term learning and use the 

prime forms independently. Additionally, structural priming may lend new information 

on the differences between typically developing bilingual children and bilingual children 

with LI in regards to short-term language learning abilities. 

The purpose of this thesis is to analyze performance data from the Experimental 

BESA-ME in order to choose appropriate items to be included in a structural priming 

task.  Item difficulties should fall within what Vygotsky refers to as a children’s “zone of 

proximal development.” Item candidates should be relatively difficult for bilingual 

children, but not excessively difficult such that priming will have no effect on 

performance.  Good candidates for priming task items should be high in discrimination 

values between typically developing and LI children so that group differences will 

hopefully be maximized on the future structural priming task. 
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Hypotheses 

  Based on the research examining clinical markers in English and Spanish, I 

hypothesize that potential item candidates in English would be third person singular, past 

tense, and the copula forms (Bedore & Leonard, 2001).  In Spanish, noun phrase 

morphology such as direct object clitics, articles, and adjectival inflections would be 

appropriate candidates for a structural priming task (Bedore & Leonard, 2001, Restrepo 

& Gutiérrez-Clellen, 2001). 
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Methods 

Participants 

Participants were part of a larger on-going study of semantic and syntactic 

development in children acquiring language in bilingual environments.  Examiners drew 

participants from school districts in central Texas and Colorado that serve large numbers 

of bilingual students.  Of 251 bilingual children aged 7;0 to 9;11, 210 were selected by 

reason of bilingual status and their ability to complete the test in both English and 

Spanish.  Bilingual status was based on calculated input and output percentages in 

English and Spanish.  Input and output was determined via questionnaire with the 

children’s primary caregivers and teachers (Gutiérrez-Clellen & Kreiter, 2003; Restrepo, 

1998).  Only children whose caregiver indicated both Spanish and English use at least 

20% of the time were eligible to participate.   

School lunch program eligibility was used to index SES.  Of the 210 students, 

91.4% received free or reduced lunch, 6.67% did not receive a free or reduced lunch, and 

1.90% of the children’s parents could not be reached by phone.  In regards to ethnicity, 

95.7% of the children were from Latino-American backgrounds as indicated by parents.  

The remaining 4.3% of children’s parents did not indicate their child’s ethnicity or did 

not complete the interview.  
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Classification of children as language-impaired and typically developing 

Identification of LI was based on multiple sources of converging evidence 

including parent/teacher concern, previous identification of a language disorder, 

performance on the Test of Narrative Language (TNL) (Gillam & Pearson, 2004), and 

performance on the TNL Spanish Experimental Version (Gillam, Peña, Bedore, & 

Pearson, in development).  Although there is no gold standard for the identification of LI 

for bilingual children, Restrepo (1998) has demonstrated the reliability of parent and 

teacher concern ratings to identify children with LI in bilingual populations.  Caregivers 

and teachers rated their children’s language ability across languages (English and 

Spanish) and domains (comprehension, speech, sentence length, grammatical ability, and 

vocabulary) on a five-point-scale (1=low proficiency; 5=high proficiency).  Caregivers 

and teachers were also given the opportunity to express any specific concerns about their 

child’s language ability.  

The teacher and parent language ability ratings were aggregated for children not 

previously identified as receiving speech or language services and for children identified 

as receiving services. Using the mean ability ratings for children previously identified 

with LI, cutoff scores were obtained in each language by calculating the average ability 

ratings per language + 1 SD. This value was used as the cutoff score for concern meaning 

any score that fell below the cutoff was considered a valid concern.  Language ability 

means for children previously identified with LI in English and Spanish were 2.85 (SD= 

1.05) and 3.96 (SD=.73) respectively.  
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For children to be classified as having LI for the purpose of this analysis, children 

previously identified and receiving services for language disorder had to have one valid 

concern from either teacher or parent.  A valid concern could have been based on 

language ability scores, or expressed through parent/teacher report.  For children not 

previously identified, children had to have valid concern from both parent and teacher in 

both languages as well as <80% grammaticality on a language sample from the TNL 

(Gillam & Pearson, 2004) and the TNL Spanish Experimental Version (Gillam, Peña, 

Bedore & Pearson, in development).  Research has shown that grammatically of language 

samples, in combination with other sources of evidence, can be used to identify LI in 

bilingual children (Gutiérrez-Clellen, Restrepo, Simon-Cereijido, 2006).  Of the 210 

participants, there were 37 children identified as language impaired.  Of these 37 

students, 35 were previously identified and receiving services for a language disorder, 

and 2 had not been previously identified or receiving services for a language disorder. 

Materials 

Item analysis was based on performance data collected from the Morphosyntax 

portion of the Experimental BESA-ME (Peña et al., in prep) and data collected from a 

shortened form of the Experimental BESA-ME. Of the 210 participants, 25 received the 

shortened form of the Experimental BESA-ME.  The experimental version included 86 

total questions in English with 61 cloze items and 25 sentence repetitions and 89 total 

questions in Spanish with 65 cloze items and 24 sentences repetitions.  Sentence 
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repetition targets comprised 191 of 252 target items in English and 215 of 280 target 

items in Spanish.   

For cloze questions, the examiner presented the child with an exemplar containing the 

target morpheme and then elicited the target by having the child complete a sentence or 

answer a question (E.g. Examiner: “Look, this is a fireman and these are the fireman’s 

boots.” This is a cowboy and these are the… Answer: cowboy’s boots., Examiner: The 

cat is chasing a mouse.  What’s happening here? Answer: The cat is chasing two mice.) 

The cloze portion of the test was organized by grammar construction.  For example, all 

items assessing the possessive –’s were administered consecutively.  

The remaining forms were elicited using sentence repetition tasks in which the 

children repeated sentences exactly as presented by the examiner (e.g. Just say what I 

say.  “Is the dog that is running down the street lost?”). Within each sentence repetition 

question, there were multiple target items.  In the sentence repetition example above, a 

child scored 1 point for repeating each underlined segment of the sentence.  The child 

also received a point if the word order was repeated exactly.     

The shortened form of the Experimental BESA-ME comprised 40 total questions in 

English with 38 cloze items with 12 sentence repetitions and 39 total questions in Spanish 

with 38 cloze items and 11 sentence repetitions.  Sentence repetition targets comprised 59 

of 97 targets in English and 70 targets of 108 targets in Spanish.  All items in the shorted 

form of the Experimental BESA-ME were contained within the experimental form. 
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The Experimental BESA-ME contained item types that have been shown empirically 

to be problematic in children with LI.  Additionally, item analysis from the BESA ((Peña, 

Gutiérrez-Clellen, Iglesias, Goldstein, & Bedore, 2004) for children 6;0-6;11 guided item 

selection for the Experimental BESA-ME. The items included in Table 1 adequately 

discriminate between typically developing children and children with LI aged 6;0-6;11; 

therefore, these items were retained in the Experimental BESA-ME to be used with 

children ages 7;0-9;11.  In order for the Experimental BESA-ME to assess higher level 

morphosyntactic skills expected of older school-age children, several factors were altered 

from the BESA.  Items from the BESA such as the present progressive in Spanish 

(caminando) were not included in the Experimental BESA-ME because they do not 

appear to show growth beyond 6;11. The Experimental BESA-ME differed from the 

BESA in that it assessed later acquired forms (e.g. imperfect, conditional forms in 

Spanish, question forms in English) and required production of more irregular and low 

frequency forms (e.g. plural form with –es).  Additionally, the Experimental BESA-ME 

contained sentence repetition items that were longer and more complex than the 

sentences within the BESA.  Because children with LI are more likely to produce errors 

in more complex utterances, targeting constructions in longer sentence repetitions might 

provide information on the circumstances in which grammatical breakdowns occur. 

The test also included items that do not have strong discriminating values in both 

languages because they can be produced in both languages (e.g. past tense). These 

features were included so that linguistically parallel item sets could be developed. 
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Table 1. Elements of BESA-ME Experimental Version   

Syntax English Spanish  
 Cloze SR Cloze SR Examples 
Articles   8 43 the boy, el niño 
Clitics   7 2 lo rompió (it-masc broke- 3s) 
Possessive –s 5 3   teacher’s 
3rd singular 
present 

5 6   Runs 

Plural –s 5 5   Boxes 
Past tense 5 10 6 14 Broke, vino (came-3s) 
Contractible be * 3 8   he’s running/ he’s a runner 
Imperfect   7 13 caminaba (used to walk-3) 
Conditional   6 5 caminaría (would walk-3s) 
Subjunctive   7 8 camine (walk subjunctive) 
Prepositional 
phrases 

5 13 6 28 between the houses,  
entre las casas 

Relative clauses 5 9 6 13 …that was on the stove. …que estaba en 
la estufa. 

Negative/ 
negative concord 

5 5 6 8 don’t burn the toast, no hay ninguna (no 
there-are none) 

Question 
inversion 

12 7   Is the bus at the school? 

Adjective 
agreement 

  6 9 las manzanas son rojas (the apples are 
red) 

Note. SR = Sentence repetition, *includes copula and auxiliary forms 

Procedures 

Bilingual, ASHA certified speech-language pathologists, graduate students, and 

trained research assistants administered the tests to children in a quiet room in their 

school.  Testing in English and testing in Spanish occurred on separate days.  All 

responses were recorded using digital voice recorders and transcribed verbatim for 

scoring purposes. 
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 All portions of the Experimental BESA-ME began with one to two practice items.  

Examiners were allowed to cue during demonstration items as needed.  During 

administration of cloze test items, the examiner pointed to a picture and provided the 

child with an exemplar describing the picture.  Then the examiner pointed to a second 

picture and presented the cloze sentence or question.  If the child did not answer, the 

examiner repeated the cloze phrase once.  For sentence repetition tasks, the examiner 

asked the child to copy his/her sentence exactly.  Sentences were presented only once.  

The examiner was permitted to use prompts such as “You say it”/”Tu dime,” and “You 

are doing a great job”/“Sigue, que bien estás diciendolo” to encourage the child 

throughout testing.   

The children’s answers were entered verbatim into a spreadsheet and scored as 

either correct or incorrect.  An ASHA certified speech-language pathologist created 

scoring guidelines with examples of incorrect and correct answers to ensure uniform 

scoring procedures.     

Analysis 

An item analysis was conducted to determine which items on the Experimental 

BESA-ME would serve as good candidates for items in a structural priming task.  

Characteristics of good structural priming items are items that are more difficult in 

relation to other items, and have good discrimination between children with and without 

language impairment.  In addition, age differences were examined for developmental 
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progression to determine whether item difficulty decreased with age as expected, or 

increased possibly due to language loss.  For the analysis, the researchers grouped 

children according to three age ranges: 7;0-7;11, 8;0-8;11, and 9;0-9;11.  Item difficulties 

(p values) were calculated by dividing the number of children who answered the item 

correctly by the total number of children in the age range and disability category.  Item 

discrimination values (D values) were calculated by subtracting the item difficulty for 

children with LI from the item difficulty for children without LI.  Previous research has 

used a value of .2 as indicating fair discrimination, .3 indicating good discrimination, and 

.3 and above as indicating excellent discrimination (Gutiérrez-Clellen & Simon-

Cereijido, 2007). 
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Results 

 

The primary purpose of this study was to examine difficulty and discrimination 

trends of items from the Experimental BESA-ME to determine appropriate candidates for 

a structural priming task. The aims of this analysis were to reveal differences in item 

difficulties across item types, age ranges, disability categories, and task types. 

English Items 

 Table 2 shows the developmental progression of item difficulties in English.  The 

majority of item types (8 out of 10) in English decreased or stayed relatively the same in 

difficulty as the children increased in age.  Third-person singular, past tense, copula, 

relative clause, passive, and negative forms decreased in item difficulty with increases in 

age for all children across both tasks.  Preposition cloze items stayed relatively stable for 

TD children across the age ranges (p = .43 at 7 years, p = .44 at 8 years, p = .47 at 9 

years), but decreased for sentence repetition tasks (p = .53 at 7 years, p = .63 at 8 years, p 

= .71 at 9 years).  Preposition cloze item difficulties stayed the same for children with LI 

from 8 to 9 years (p = .38 at 8 years, p = .38 at 9 years).  Question cloze items stayed 

relatively similar for children with LI from 8 years (p = .21) to 9 years (p = .22).  

Possessive and plural items decreased in item difficulty developmentally only for TD 

children.  A slightly greater percentage of 7-year-old children with LI (16%) answered 

possessive cloze items correctly than 8-year-old children with LI (12%).  However, item 
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difficulty for possessive cloze items decreased by age 9 for children with LI (p =.34).  

Plural cloze items also showed an increase in item difficulty from age 7 (p =.34) to age 8 

(p = .29) for children with LI.  Similarly, item difficulty for plural cloze items decreased 

by age 9 (p = .46) for children with LI. 

Calculating discrimination (D) values revealed that the majority (79%) of cloze 

and sentences repetition items in the English Experimental BESA-ME had good to 

excellent discrimination (D = >.2).  Table 3 shows the discrimination values for TD 

children and children with LI according to age, item type, and task type.  Passives and 

third-person singular cloze items had relatively high discrimination values across all age 

ranges.  Discrimination values for passive cloze items were D= .58 at 7 years, D = .54 at 

8 years, and D = .43 at 9 years.  Discrimination for third-person singular cloze items were 

D = .39 at 7 years, D = .44 at 8 years, and D = .27 at 9 years.  Third-person singular also 

had high discrimination values for sentence repetition targets.  Discrimination values for 

third-person singular sentence repetition targets were D =.39 at 7 years, D = .43 at 8 

years, and D = .51 at 9 years.   
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Table 2 

BESA-ME English item difficulties (p values) by item type, age, and ability group 

  
English Cloze 

 
English Sentence Repetition 

Item Type 7 years 8 years 9 years 7 years 8 years 9 years 
Possessive        
TD .34 .47 .63 .42 .48 .61 
LI .16 .12 .34 .10 .23 .37 
3s present       
TD .54 .64 .71 .47 .65 .79 
LI .14 .2 .44 .07 .22 .28 
Past tense       
TD .23 .39 .48 .46 .59 .66 
LI .04 .15 .18 .16 .22 .33 
Preposition       
TD .43 .44 .47 .53 .63 .71 
LI .17 .38 .38 .24 .36 .38 
Copula       
TD .79 .83 .90 .53 .67 .72 
LI .43 .49 .67 .19 .38 .41 
Relative 
Clause 

      

TD .55 .68 .82 .47 .62 .69 
LI .16 .31 .42 .10 .28 .32 
Passive        
TD .63 .77 .87    
LI .04 .23 .44    
Negative       
TD .59 .71 .74 .63 .77 .82 
LI .13 .25 .48 .2 .38 .46 
Plural       
TD .52 .57 .67 .43 .55 .67 
LI .34 .29 .46 .1 .2 .26 
Question       
TD .42 .50 .54 .78 .84 .86 
LI .09 .21 .22 .27 .51 .61 
Note. TD = typically developing, LI= children with language impairment 
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Table 3. 

Item Discrimination (D values) between TD and LI groups in English  

  English Cloze  English Sentence Repetition 
Item Type  7 years 8 years 9 years  7 years 8 years 9 years 
 Possessive   .18 .35 .29  .32 .35 .24 
3s present   

.39 
 

.44 
 

.27 
  

.39 
 

.43 
 

.51 
Past tense  .19 .23 .30  .30 .38 .33 
Preposition  .26 .05 .09  .30 .27 .34 
Relative 
clause 

 .36 .34 .23  .34 .29 .31 

Passive  .58 .54 .43     
Negative  .46 .46 .26  .30 .36 .39 
Plural  .18 .28 .21  .33 .35 .41 
Question  .33 .29 .33  .52 .34 .25 
Note. TD = typically developing, LI= children with language impairment 

Table 4 shows rank ordering of item type difficulties in English according to 

disability category, task type, and age.  The table shows that rankings were variable 

depending on group and task.  Items that appeared to be relatively difficult across all 

groups and tasks were the past tense, the possessive, and the third-person singular.  The 

past tense was ranked within the four most difficult items across all ages, disability 

groups, and tasks.  The possessive was ranked most difficult for TD children in sentence 

repetition tasks at age 7, age 8, and age 9.  The possessive in cloze tasks was ranked most 

difficult for children with LI at age 8 and age 9.  Third-person singular was ranked within 

the six most difficult items for all children across both task types.  Third-person singular 

was the most difficult item for children with LI at age 7 and age 8 in sentence repetition 

tasks.  When comparing rankings across task type, it was noted that question forms varied 
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depending on task type.  Question forms ranked much higher (No. 1-4) in cloze tasks 

than in sentence repetition tasks (question forms ranked last for all groups).           

Table 4.  

Rank order of item difficulties (p values) grouped by age, task type, and language ability 
in English in descending order from most to least difficult 

 Typically Developing Language Impairment 
Age Cloze Sentence Rep Cloze Sentence Rep 

7 1. Past tense 1. Possessive 1. Passive 1. 3s present 
 2. Possessive 2. Plural 2. Past tense 2. Possessive 
 3. Question 3. Past tense 3. Question 3. Relative Clause
 4. Preposition 4.  Relative Clause 4. Negative 4. Plural 
 5. Plural 5. 3s present 5. 3s present 5. Past tense 
 6. 3s present 6.  Copula 6. Possessive 6. Copula 
 7. Relative Clause  7. Preposition 7. Relative Clause 7. Negative 
 8. Negative 8. Negative 8. Preposition 8. Preposition 
 9. Passive 9. Question 9. Plural 9. Question 
 10. Copula  10. Copula  

8 1. Past tense 1. Possessive 1. Possessive 1. 3s present 
 2. Preposition 2. Plural 2. Past tense 2. Past tense 
 3. Possessive 3. Past tense 3. 3s present 3. Plural 
 4. Question 4. Relative Clause 4. Question 4. Possessive 
 5. Plural 5. Preposition 5. Passive 5. Relative Clause
 6. 3s present 6. 3s present 6. Negative 6. Preposition 
 7.Relative Clause 7. Copula  7. Relative Clause 7. Copula  
 8. Negative 8. Negative 8. Preposition 8. Negative 
 9. Passive 9. Question 9. Copula 9. Question 
 10. Copula  10. Plural  

9 1. Preposition 1. Possessive 1.  Past tense  1. Plural 
 2. Past tense  2. Past tense 2. Question 2. 3s present  
 3. Question 3. Plural 3. Possessive 3. Relative Clause
 4. Possessive  4. Relative Clause 4. Preposition 4. Past tense  
 5. Plural 5. Preposition 5. Relative Clause 5. Possessive 
 6. 3s present 6. Copula 6. 3s present 6. Preposition 
 7. Negative 7. 3s present  7. Passive 7. Copula 
 8. Relative Clause 8. Negative 8. Plural 8. Negative 
 9. Passive 9. Question 9. Negative  9. Question  
 10. Copula   10. Copula  
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Spanish Items 

Table 5 shows the developmental progression of item difficulties in Spanish.  

Similar to English items, the majority of item types (7 out of 10) in Spanish decreased or 

stayed relatively the same in difficulty as children increased in age.  Preposition, 

subjunctive, and conditional forms demonstrated decreases in item difficulty with 

increases in age for all children and tasks.  Article cloze items stayed the same for TD 

children and children with LI from age 8 to age 9 (p = .94 at 8 and 9 years for TD, p = .81 

at 8 and 9 years for LI).  Article sentence repetition tasks stayed the same for TD children 

from age 7 (p = .83) to age 8 (p = .83).  Relative clause (p = .51 at 7 years, p = .53 at 8 

years, p = .56 at 9 years) and imperfect cloze item difficulties (p = .67 at 7 years, p = .69 

at 8 years, p = .71 at 9 years) stayed relatively the same for TD children.  Negative 

sentence repetition items stayed relatively the same for TD children (p = .76 at 7 years, p 

= .77 at 8 years, p = .79 at 9 years) and stayed exactly the same for LI children at age 8 (p 

= .66) and at age 9 (p = .66).  More item types in Spanish (6 out of 10) stayed relatively 

the same than in English (2 out of 10).  Direct object clitic, imperfect, past tense, and 

negative item types did not follow expected developmental progressions.  The direct 

object clitic cloze items were more difficult for 8-and 9-year-old children with TD (p = 

.54 and p =.55 respectively) than for 7-year-old children with TD (p = .64).  For children 

with LI, direct object clitic cloze items decreased in item difficulty from 7 to 8 years (p = 

.23 to p = .40) and then increased in item difficulty at 9 years (p = .29).  A similar pattern 

was observed for direct object clitic targets in sentence repetition (p = .18 at 7 years, p = 
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.42 at 8 years, p = .3 at 9 years).  Item difficulty for imperfect cloze items for children 

with LI decreased from age 7 to age 8 as expected (p = .18, p = .52 respectively), but then 

increased at age 9 (p = .41).  Past tense cloze items increased in item difficulty from age 8 

(p = .80) to age 9 (p = .78).  Negative cloze items followed the same pattern for both TD 

children and children with LI.  For typically developing children, item difficulty for 

negative cloze items decreased from age 7 to age 8 (p = .37 to p = .43), but then increased 

at age 9 (p = .41).  For children with LI, the item difficulty decreased from 7 to 8 years (p 

= .21 to p = .26 respectively), but was more difficult at 9 years (p = .18).  

The majority of discrimination values (86%) for cloze and sentence repetition 

items were also good to excellent in Spanish.  Items that have high discrimination across 

both age and task types were subjunctive and relative clauses.  Discrimination values for 

subjunctive cloze items were D = .45 at 7 years, D = .35 at 8 years, and D = .29 at 9 

years.  Discrimination values for subjunctive sentence repetition items were D = .38 at 7 

years, D = .30 at 8 years, and D = .27 at 9 years.  Relative clause cloze items had 

discrimination values of D = .43 at 7 years, D = .32 at 8 years, and D = .26 at 9 years.  

Relative clause sentence repetition items had discrimination values of D = .55 at 7 years, 

D = .35 at 8 years, and D = .30 at 9 years.  Some item types such as sentence repetition of 

articles had excellent discrimination values at 7 and 8 years (D = .47 and D = .50 

respectively), but only fair discrimination values at 9 years (D = .18).    
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Table 5  

BESA-ME Spanish item difficulties (p values) by item type, age, and ability group 

   Spanish Cloze  Spanish Sentence Repetition 
Item Type   7 years 8 years 9 years  7 years 8 years 9 years 
Articles          
TD   .92 .94 .94  .83 .83 .87 
LI   .58 .81 .81  .36 .60 .69 
Past Tense          
TD   .78 .80 .78  .70 .76 .78 
LI   .35 .49 .57  .24 .43 .54 
Direct Obj 
Clitic 

         

TD   .64 .54 .55  .64 .76 .79 
LI   .23 .40 .29  .18 .42 .3 
Preposition          
TD   .37 .47 .53  .72 .76 .83 
LI   .14 .24 .33  .23 .40 .52 
Relative Clause          
TD   .51 .53 .56  .75 .84 .88 
LI   .07 .21 .3  .20 .49 .58 
Subjunctive          
TD   .63 .67 .73  .50 .53 .62 
LI   .17 .32 .44  .12 .23 .35 
Negative           
TD   .37 .43 .41  .76 .77 .79 
LI   .21 .26 .18  .46 .66 .66 
Conditional          
TD   .23 .35 .43  .43 .49 .55 
LI   .02 .04 .1  .03 .2 .26 
Imperfect          
TD   .67 .69 .71  .67 .76 .79 
LI   .18 .52 .41  .20 .44 .48 
Adjectives          
TD   .86 .86 .90  .69 .72 .78 
LI   .43 .55 .77  .17 .42 .46 
Note. TD = typically developing, LI= children with language impairment 
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Table 6 

Item Discrimination (D values) between TD and LI groups in Spanish  

  Spanish Cloze  Spanish Sentence Repetition 
Item Type  7 years 8 years 9 years  7 years 8 years 9 years 
Articles  .34 .13 .12  .47 .50 .18 
Preterit  .44 .32 .21  .46 .33 .24 
Direct Obj 
Clitic 

 .41 .15 .27  .46 .34 .49 

Preposition  .23 .23 .20  .49 .35 .31 
Relative 
Clause 

 .43 .32 .26  .55 .35 .30 

Subjunctive  .45 .35 .29  .38 .30 .27 
Negative  .16 .17 .23  .30 .11 .13 
Conditional  .21 .31 .33  .40 .29 .29 
Imperfect  .49 .17 .30  .47 .31 .31 
Adjective  .44 .31 .13  .51 .30 .32 
   

 Item rankings also vary by group and task in Spanish as in English.  The 

conditional form in Spanish was a relatively difficult target on the Experimental BESA-

ME.  The conditional was the most difficult item for all children aged 7 across both tasks.  

At age 8, the conditional was the most difficult item for all children in both tasks except 

for TD children in sentence repetition tasks, where in ranked No. 2.  Direct object clitics 

were also relatively difficult across ages and disability groups, with rankings ranging 

from 3-7. The subjunctive in sentence repetition ranked within the three most difficult 

items for all ages and disability groups. The subjunctive was relatively easier in cloze 

tasks, where it ranged in rank from No. 4-7.  Negatives appeared to follow the opposite 

pattern.  Negatives were ranked No. 2 in cloze tasks for TD 7 and 8-year-olds, and No. 1 

for TD 9-year-olds.  Negatives in cloze tasks were ranked No. 6, No. 3, and No. 2 for 7-, 
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8-, and 9-year-olds with LI respectively.  In sentence repetitions tasks, negatives had 

rankings above 7 for all ages and disability groups. 

Table 7 

Rank order of item difficulties grouped by age, task type, and language ability in Spanish 
in descending order from most to least difficult  

 Typically Developing Language Impairment 
Age Cloze Sentence Rep Cloze Sentence Rep 

7 1. Conditional 1. Conditional 1. Conditional 1. Conditional 
 2. Negative 2. Subjunctive 2. Relative Clause 2. Subjunctive 
 3. Prepositions 3. DO Clitic  3. Prepositions 3. DO Clitic 
 4. Relative Clause 4. Imperfect 4. Subjunctive 4. Adjective  
 5. Subjunctive 5. Adjective  5. Imperfect  5. Imperfect  
 6. DO Clitic 6. Preterit  6. Negative 6. Relative Clause
 7. Imperfect 7. Preposition  7. DO Clitic  7. Prepositions  
 8. Preterit 8. Relative Clause 8. Preterit  8. Preterit  
 9. Adjective   9. Negative 9. Adjective  9. Articles  
 10. Articles  10. Articles  10. Articles  10. Negative 

8 1. Conditional  1. Preterit 1. Conditional 1. Conditional 
 2. Negative  2. Conditional 2. Relative Clause 2. Subjunctive 
 3. Prepositions  3. Subjunctive 3. Negative  3. Preposition 
 4. Relative Clause  4. Adjective 4. Prepositions 4. Adjective 
 5. DO Clitic  5. Preposition  5. Subjunctive 5. DO Clitic 
 6. Subjunctive 6. DO Clitic 6. DO Clitic  6. Preterit  
 7. Imperfect  7. Imperfect 7. Preterit  7. Imperfect  
 8. Preterit 8. Negative  8. Imperfect  8. Relative Clause 
 9. Adjective  9. Articles  9. Adjective 9. Articles 
 10. Articles 10. Relative Clause 10. Articles  10. Negative  

9 1. Negative 1. Conditional  1. Conditional 1. Conditional 
 2. Conditional 2. Subjunctive 2. Negative 2. DO Clitic 
 3. Prepositions 3. Preterit 3. DO Clitic 3. Subjunctive  
 4. DO Clitic  4. Adjective  4. Relative Clause 4. Adjective 
 5. Relative Clause  5. DO Clitic  5. Preposition  5. Imperfect  
 6. Imperfect  6. Imperfect 6. Imperfect 6. Preposition  
 7. Subjunctive  7. Negative  7. Subjunctive 7. Preterit  
 8. Preterit  8. Prepositions  8. Preterit  8. Negative  
 9. Adjective  9. Articles  9. Adjective  9. Relative Clause
 10. Article 10. Relative Clause 10. Articles  10. Articles  
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Discussion 

 

The purpose of this thesis was to examine item types in the BESA-ME 

experimental version in order to guide item selection for a structural priming task.  

Because structural priming tasks assess short-term grammatical learning, appropriate item 

candidates should be relatively difficult in order for children to benefit from priming 

effects.  However, excessively difficult items (p = <.1) were not considered good 

candidates because it would be unlikely that priming would affect children’s performance 

on these items.  Additionally, because the structural priming task will be used to 

investigate differences in grammatical learning between children with and without LI, 

good item candidates should have large discrimination values between these groups.  

However, good items did not have discrimination values so large as to make the items too 

easy for TD children.  Based on previous research, I hypothesized that potential item 

candidates in English would be third-person singular, past tense, and the copula forms 

(Bedore & Leonard, 1998).  I hypothesized that direct object clitics, articles, and 

adjectival inflections would be good candidates for structural priming tasks in Spanish 

(Bedore & Leonard, 2001, Restrepo & Gutiérrez-Clellen, 2001). 

Confirming the hypothesis, both the past tense and the third-person singular in 

English were relatively difficult items for all children across both cloze and sentence 

repetition tasks.  Additionally, third-person singular items had good to excellent 
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discrimination values across all ages and task types.  Past tense had fair to excellent 

discrimination for all ages and task types.  Both of these items have good potential for 

use in structural priming tasks due to their relatively high levels of difficulty and good 

discrimination values.      

Item analysis on copula forms revealed that performance on this feature was 

inconsistent with the hypothesis.  Copula forms were relatively easy for all children, 

especially in cloze tasks.  If used in a structural priming task, children with TD might not 

show improvements on copula items due to ceiling effects.  However, copulas might be 

appropriate for structural priming tasks for children with LI.  Children with LI might 

benefit from primes if the feature is emerging in their language system.  For example, 

previous structural priming studies used morphosyntactic features that children were 

using in limited contexts in spontaneous speech (Huttenlocher, Vasilyeva, & Shimpi, 

2004).  Using morphosyntactic features that are moderately difficult for children with LI 

can provide information on how children respond to short-term learning of realistic 

intervention targets.      

Additional items that demonstrated potential for use in a short-term learning task 

were possessives and passives.  Possessives were relatively difficult for children with fair 

to good discrimination values.  Passives had high discrimination values for cloze items.  

However, passives were relatively easy for children with TD.  Passives would be an 

appropriate item to measure short-term grammar learning in children with LI, but may 
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not be as informative when used for the purpose of studying priming effects for typically 

developing bilingual children.  

Items in Spanish that would serve as good items in a structural priming tasks were 

conditionals, subjunctives, and direct object clitics.  Conditionals ranked among the most 

difficult tasks for all children, and had good to excellent discrimination.  However, 

conditionals may be too difficult for children with LI to receive any benefit from priming.  

Conditional forms would be more appropriate to investigate priming effects for typically 

developing bilingual children.  The subjunctive forms were relatively difficult for all 

children, but easier than conditionals.  Subjunctive forms also had good to excellent 

discrimination.  Consistent with the hypothesis and previous research, direct object clitics 

were also relatively difficult across all age ranges, with fair to excellent discrimination 

(Bedore & Leonard, 2001).  Another notable observation about direct object clitics was 

that they had an unexpected developmental progression of item difficulty for children 

with LI.  From 8 to 9 years, item difficulty for direct object clitics increased for both 

cloze and sentence repetition tasks.  One explanation for this trend is that by age 9, many 

of the children with milder cases of LI have been dismissed, leaving only the most severe 

children represented at age 9.  Another explanation for the increase in item difficulty at 

age 9 is that the production of direct object clitics may be affected by language loss.  

Studies have shown that children with LI may be more vulnerable to language loss with 

continuing exposure to English (Restrepo & Kruth, 2000).  Using direct object clitics 

might be valuable to use in a structural priming task because it would provide 
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information on how children respond to short-term learning tasks of morphosyntactic 

features that are in flux due to changing proficiency levels. 

In general, more item types demonstrated little to no decrease in item difficulty 

developmentally in Spanish than in English.  One form in Spanish (i.e. articles) may not 

have decreased in difficulty with age because it was a relatively easy item.  However, the 

remainder of the Spanish items that stayed the same in difficulty did not have p values 

that suggested mastery by most children.  Instead, this pattern could suggest that bilingual 

children may reach a relatively high level of accuracy on particular morphosyntactic 

features, but do not acquire mastery due to increasing levels of English input as bilingual 

children progress through schooling. 

Inconsistent with the hypothesis, articles and adjectival inflections were relatively 

easy for all children.  Articles in cloze tasks only had fair discrimination values at age 8 

and age 9. This finding contrasts to Restrepo and Gutiérrez-Clellen’s (2001) study, which 

found significant differences in article use between children with TD and LI (Restrepo 

and Gutiérrez-Clellen, 2001).  Participants in their study were preschool-aged children, 

while participants studied in this thesis were older school-aged children.  Our data 

suggests that articles may not be as useful in distinguishing between older children with 

TD and LI as compared to younger children. 

Although relatively easy, adjectives agreement had excellent discrimination at all 

ages for all task types except cloze items at age 9, which had fair discrimination.  
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Although TD children might not show priming effects for adjective items, using 

adjectives might be valuable to examine short-term learning in children with LI.  Similar 

to the copula form in English, children with LI might show greater priming effects with 

targets that are beginning to emerge within their grammar systems.        

Analysis revealed differences in item difficulty depending on task type.  In 

English, question forms were easier in sentence repetition tasks than in cloze tasks for all 

groups.  This finding may have been due to the differing levels of cognitive complexity 

involved in completing the tasks.  For cloze, children were required to take the 

perspective of a person depicted in a picture, and infer what he or she might be thinking 

(e.g. Examiner: On his way home this little boy found this dog?  What do you think he is 

going to ask his mother?  Answer: Can we keep him?).  In sentence repetition tasks, the 

child only had to repeat the question form exactly as presented.  The higher cognitive 

demands required in the cloze task may have affected a child’s performance on question 

forms.  Conversely, the subjunctive form in Spanish was more difficult in repetition tasks 

than in cloze tasks. This may have been due to the fact that sentence repetition tasks 

using subjunctive forms usually contain additional complex grammar forms such as 

conditionals and relative clauses (E.g. “Si tuviera un caballo, lo montaría todas las 

mañanas.”) These results suggest that it is important to consider the nature of the task 

type when choosing items. 

In summary, the Experimental BESA-ME offers a number of appropriate 

morphosyntactic item types to be used on structural priming tasks.  However, there are no 
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clear item winners; the selection of item types differs depending on the purpose of the 

structural priming task.   For purposes of comparing priming effects for children with TD 

and LI in English, the past tense, third-person singular, and possessive would be best-

suited for this goal.  To examine priming effects in children with LI only, the copula and 

passive would be appropriate items.  To investigate the differences in priming effects 

between children with TD and children with LI in Spanish, the subjunctive and direct 

object clitics would be appropriate item choices.  Using direct object clitics in priming 

tasks would also be useful in determining the effects of priming for grammatical features 

that have been affected by language loss.  In order to look at priming effects for TD 

children, the conditional would be a good item to select.  For purposes of examining 

priming effects for children with LI, passives and adjectives would be appropriate 

choices. 

Limitations 

 There were several limitations that are important to mention.  First, there is no 

guarantee that selecting relatively difficult items with good discrimination from cloze and 

sentence repetition tasks will make good items for a structural priming task.  The item 

suggestions presented in this thesis can only supply guidance to the individuals 

constructing the structural priming task. As discussed previously, item types can behave 

differently depending on the task.  Structural priming tasks incorporate aspects of both 

cloze and sentence repetition tasks.  Structural priming tasks provide children with 

exemplars of the target sentence structure as in cloze tasks, and they require children to 
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independently produce complete sentences (as opposed to sentence completion) as in 

sentence repetition tasks.  Therefore, task builders should consider the factors that can 

affect item difficulty in both cloze and sentence repetition tasks (e.g. cognitive and 

sentence complexity) when constructing structural priming tasks.  

Another limitation of this study was that the results were all descriptive.  No 

statistical analyses were conducted to determine group differences.  Although this thesis 

can support findings found in the literature on potential clinical markers for bilingual 

children with LI, this thesis does not provide evidence supporting the use of 

morphological features in diagnosing SLI.  Specificity and sensitivity must be calculated 

in order for an item type to be considered a strong clinical marker in diagnosing LI.   

Additionally, when examining children’s responses to cloze items from the 

Experimental BESA-ME, there was considerable variation in children’s answers.  Using 

item types that can yield such variable answers may pose problems if used in a structural 

priming task that is meant to elicit a specific grammatical feature.  If item types are taken 

from the Experimental BESA-ME, careful consideration must go into the construction of 

the structural priming task in order to limit response variation and to adequately elicit the 

target morphosyntactic feature. 

Clinical implications 

 Increasing understanding of typical bilingual language development and 

establishing consistent clinical markers can help clinicians better distinguish between 
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children with TD and LI.  Data provided by this thesis supports previous literature on 

clinical markers of LI in bilingual children.  Additionally, this thesis provides information 

on which morphosyntactic features distinguish between older school age children with 

TD and LI as opposed to the majority of literature on clinical markers, which examine the 

morphosyntax of preschool-aged children.  As demonstrated by this thesis, features that 

are most problematic for children with LI change with age (e.g. Spanish articles).  

Currently, there is little information on the morphosyntax of older school-aged bilingual 

children.  As shown by Artiles, Rueda, Salazar and Higareda (2005), these children are 

more likely to be overrepresented in speech and language services in schools.   School-

based SLPs frequently serve both younger and older school-aged children; therefore, 

clinicians working in schools must be equipped with an understanding of bilingual 

language development across childhood.  More information on morphosyntax difficulties 

of older school-age children with SLI will help clinicians properly assess, diagnose, and 

provide treatment to these children.   

Examining developmental progression provided information on the types of items 

that are vulnerable to language loss (e.g. direct object clitics).  SLPs and educators 

providing intervention in both Spanish and English can use this information when 

assessing changes in language proficiencies.  SLPs and educators must be aware of these 

changes in order to support language areas that appear to be declining with increased 

exposure to English.  Supporting these areas is especially important for children with LI, 



 

  42

who have been shown to be even more susceptible to language loss than their typically 

developing peers (Restrepo & Kruth, 2001).     

In addition to providing information on bilingual language development and 

disorders, this thesis provides guidance in item selection for a structural priming task.  

Similar to dynamic assessment, structural priming assesses children’s abilities to learn 

grammar rather than assessing the grammar they have already acquired.  Assessment of 

language learning as compared to language knowledge is less culturally embedded 

because it does not assume what the child knows.  Bilingual children have dynamic 

proficiencies with changing levels of L1/L2 input and output.  These circumstances can 

affect how bilingual children score on language tests.  Structural priming may be less 

sensitive to proficiency levels than traditional language tests because structural priming 

provides the child with examples of the target morpheme or construction.  Primes may 

reactivate language forms that are in flux due to language loss.  Furthermore, structural 

priming is quick, and focuses on specific morphosyntactic elements.  Using structural 

priming in assessment practices would be an easy and culturally sensitive method of 

probing specific skills.  

In additional to assessment, structural priming tasks can be used to plan and 

implement intervention programs.  Structural priming lends itself well to the Response to 

Intervention (RTI) model.  More and more schools are implementing RTI programs 

around the United States.  SLPs working in schools implementing RTI are expected to 

provide language intervention within the general education classroom to Tier 2 children.  
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Tier 2 students are children who have been identified as being at-risk for learning 

disabilities, but have not yet been identified for Tier 3 (special education) services.  

According to the RTI model, these children receive curriculum-based early intervention 

services that are individualized to the students’ needs, but that also supplement universal 

education (Troia, 2005). Progress monitoring using informal measures is a key 

component of the RTI approach.  SLPs need time efficient ways to provide individualized 

intervention and progress monitoring for these students.  Structural priming tasks probe 

specific grammar targets and take very little time to complete.  Additionally, structural 

priming tasks can be easily modified for any grammar feature or vocabulary concept.  

Furthermore, structural priming can be incorporated into a variety of different activities 

including spontaneous conversation with students.  As both an assessment and 

intervention tool, structural priming would provide SLPs working under the RTI model 

with an efficient tool to promote language learning.  

Future directions 

The future directions for this thesis are to develop a structural priming task 

utilizing the item types discussed, and to conduct pilot testing with bilingual children.  

Results from future studies using structural priming will hopefully provide insight on the 

differences between how bilingual children with and without LI learn and retain 

grammatical knowledge in two languages.  These insights have potential to contribute to 

theories on bilingual language acquisition, and to clinical knowledge of language 

impairment in bilingual children.    
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