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Abstract 
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Ability in School-age Spanish-English Bilingual Children 
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There is a documented need for appropriate language assessment measures for 

Spanish-English bilingual school-age children in the United States. The Bilingual English 

Spanish Assessment- Middle Extension (BESA-ME), the Test of Narrative Language 

(TNL), and the Test of Narrative Language- Spanish experimental version (Spanish TNL) 

were administered to 129 children ranging in age from 7;0 to 8;11. Convergence between 

the measures was examined.  The results indicated a strong correlation between 

measures, as well as significant correlation between each measure and children’s ability 

level (i.e. classification as typically developing or with language impairment).  These 

results present the BESA-ME and the TNL in Spanish and English as promising tools to 

assess language impairment in a population that traditionally has been a challenge to 

evaluate.  
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Introduction 

In the field of speech language pathology, there is a growing need for accurate, 

culturally appropriate assessment measures for Spanish-English bilingual school-age 

children.  In the United States, the number of school-age children who spoke a language 

other than English at home increased from 9 to 21 percent between 1979 and 2008 

(National Center for Education Statistics, 2010).  Additionally, 55% of schools in the US 

had at least one Limited English Proficient (LEP) student in the 2007-2008 school year 

(NCES, 2010).  

While there has been an increased focus on the assessment of bilingual children 

over the past twenty years, the majority of attention and research has been centered on the 

preschool-age population. There remains a need for development of evaluation material 

targeted at Spanish-English school-age children.  The goal of the present study is to 

examine the convergence between a structured narrative measure and a standardized 

language assessment measure administered to bilingual children, in order to find the 

measure or combination of measures most useful in identifying language impairment in 

Spanish-English bilinguals between 7 and 9 years of age.  The sections that follow 

include a description of the language skills of bilingual children with and without LI.  

Common measures used to assess bilingual children’s language skills during the school-

age years are also reviewed, as well as some that hold promise for the future of bilingual 

assessment. 
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SCHOOL AGE BILINGUALS’ LANGUAGE SKILLS 

Semantic Development 

Research has shown that young bilingual children’s semantic knowledge may be 

split across the two languages (Genesee, Paradis & Crago, 2004).  However, as children 

grow older and have spent more time in school with exposure to their other language, this 

distribution may shift. Kohnert, Bates and Hernandez (1999) described a shift in language 

dominance from Spanish to English as sequential bilingual children grow older, based on 

their data looking at children’s speed and accuracy in picture naming tasks.  Although the 

young children (5 to 7-year-olds) in this study demonstrated faster and more accurate 

responses in Spanish, the older children (11 to 13-year-olds) showed little difference 

between the two languages.  Assuming that similar patterns of input and output continue 

for these children as they age, it seems likely that the trend towards English dominance 

would continue.   A decreased input and output in the child’s first language (L1) can 

impact their lexical knowledge in that language, potentially resulting in language loss 

(Anderson, 2004).  If this occurs, decreased performance on semantic assessment tasks in 

L1 would be expected. 

At the same time, typically developing bilingual school aged children’s 

performance on vocabulary measures may differ from that of their monolingual peers 

(Cobo-Lewis, Pearson, Eilers & Umbel, 2002; Carlo et al., 2004). Both of these studies 

found that bilingual children were slow to reach monolingual norms on standardized 

measures for vocabulary attainment, and differences remained between the two groups 

through 5th grade.  This suggests that while children might be shifting towards English 



 3 

dominance, in the elementary grades they may still score lower than their monolingual 

peers on vocabulary assessments.  As a result, assessment in both languages can provide 

children with the opportunity to demonstrate their total vocabulary knowledge, which 

exists across the two languages.   

Grammatical Development 

Morphosyntactic development in simultaneous bilinguals is similar to their 

monolingual peers, in terms of acquiring morphosyntactic structures with the same order 

and time frame (Bedore, 2004).  For example, Paradis and Genesee (1996) analyzed the 

syntactic development of negative sentences in three young French-English simultaneous 

bilinguals.  They found that the children went through the same stages of development as 

their monolingual peers in each language, concluding that the developmental progression 

was independent in the two languages.  

In the United States, many Spanish-English bilingual children are sequential 

bilinguals, and first learn English during their initial school years.  Research has shown 

that Spanish-English bilingual syntax development may vary from typical monolingual 

patterns of acquisition of certain structures (Bland-Stewart & Fitzgerald, 2001; Jacobsen 

& Schwartz, 2005).  Some morphemes (e.g. “-ing”) may be produced at the expected 

level for monolingual speakers, while others (“in”, “on”) may still be emerging (Bland-

Stewart & Fitzgerald, 2001).  Additionally, children may make overgeneralization errors 

on verb forms (Jacobsen & Schwartz, 2005). 
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These results demonstrate the variance of grammatical development in Spanish-

English bilinguals, particularly that norms based on monolingual English speakers may 

not apply to this population.  Bland-Stewart and Fitzgerald (2001) also stressed the 

importance of remembering that other factors, such as degree of L1 development, 

differences in input, and socioeconomic status, may impact grammatical development in 

L2 as well.   

For school age children, a shift in dominance from Spanish to English may result 

in changing grammatical knowledge in their L1 (Spanish).  On the extreme end of the 

spectrum, language loss due to reduced input and output of L1 can affect the grammatical 

system. Anderson (2004) provided four patterns in the loss of grammatical ability in 

Spanish-speaking children: a reduction in inflectional morphology, loss of grammatical 

distinction (irregular forms become regular), decreased use of embedded clauses, and 

transfer of syntactical structures from the L2.  Clearly, the grammatical profile of 

Spanish-English bilingual school-age children can be complex in both of their languages.  

This variability in possible profiles presents the need to understand the grammatical 

abilities of bilingual children through assessment in both of their languages and the use of 

normative data that compares them to their bilingual peers.  

Narrative Development 

By 4th grade, typically developing monolingual children produce complex 

narratives in multiple modalities, indicating that much development occurs in this domain 

from the time children are in pre-school (Scott & Windsor, 2000).  Gutierrez-Clellen 
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(2004) summarized stages of narrative development in monolingual Spanish speakers 

based on early narrative studies conducted by Bocaz (1986) and Signorini and Borzone 

de Manrique (1988) (as cited in Gutierrez-Clellen, 2004).  These studies were conducted 

within a story grammar framework. At age 6, children often focused solely on sequences 

of actions (e.g. “The frog escaped from the jar; the boy looked for the frog”) and changes 

in physical state (“They fell in the pond; they got wet”).  Additionally, children 

infrequently stated the motivations of characters or changes in mental state.  By age 7, 

children used a greater usage of temporal and causal markers (“The frog scared the lady 

so she was angry”), but explicit relationships between the characters’ goals, mental state, 

and actions did not appear until between the ages of 8 and 12. It should be noted that 

using story grammar may not accurately portray a child’s narrative skills, depending on 

their previous experience with narratives in similar contexts. Greater referential cohesion 

also emerges with age, meaning that children use less ambiguous referents and more 

appropriate and specific referents (Gutierrez-Clellen & Hofstetter, 1994).  

The increase of syntactic complexity of children’s narratives in Spanish has also 

been documented (Gutierrez & Hofstetter, 1994). In this study, there was a marked 

increase in use of subordinate clauses in the narratives of 8-year-old children compared to 

preschoolers, indicating that this is an important feature in the development of the 

syntactical aspect of narratives.   

Comparisons between bilingual children’s narratives in Spanish and English have 

also been described.  The literature indicates that narrative production in Spanish-English 

bilinguals has both similarities and differences across content and structure (Silliman, 
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Bahr, Brea, Hnath-Chisolm, & Mahecha , 2002).  For example, in Fiestas and Peña 

(2004), children produced more attempts and initiating events in Spanish, while 

producing more consequences in English. Spanish speaking children typically use 

relative clauses in narratives at a higher rate then do English speaking children 

(Gutierrez-Clellen, 2004).  However, significant correlations between narratives in the 

two languages have been found with 9 to 11 year-olds, specifically in the number of 

utterances, orientations (information regarding setting, place, and time), and actions 

produced in the narratives (McCabe & Bliss, 2004). These studies do not compare 

monolingual English speakers with monolingual Spanish speakers; rather, all the children 

in the previous studies were Spanish-English bilinguals. Based on the findings above, 

narrative production in Spanish and English is comparable enough for narratives to be 

useful in the assessment domain, though the effect of potential differences between the 

languages must still be accounted for in the selection of measures.  

LANGUAGE SKILLS OF BILINGUAL CHILDREN WITH LI  

Semantic abilities 

Language impairment in school-age bilinguals is visible in the child’s semantic 

development.  In semantic development, a smaller vocabulary size in both languages size 

may function as a clinical marker for language impairment (Bedore & Peña, 2008).  This 

is of particular relevance to a child’s literacy and narrative development because of the 

important role that vocabulary plays in reading performance (Carlo et al., 2004).  
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Grammatical abilities 

Bilingual children with language impairment demonstrate difficulty with similar 

morphosyntactic forms when compared to monolingual children with LI (Paradis, Crago, 

Genesee & Rice, 2003).  Although children demonstrate similar errors to monolingual 

speakers within the same language, they have difficulty with different grammatical 

structures across their two languages. In Spanish, young school age Spanish-English 

bilingual children may show errors in clitics, gender agreement with articles, person 

number with verbs, and use overregularization (Bedore & Peña, 2008; Simon Cereijido & 

Gutierrez-Clellen, 2007). In contrast, in English children often have difficulty with verb 

forms, including the third-person singular, copula be, auxiliary, past tense (-ed), and 

pronouns (Restrepo & Gutierrez-Clellen, 2004; Jacobsen & Schwartz, 2005). Structures 

that are challenging in both languages include article use, prepositional phrases, relative 

clauses, and use of negatives (Gutierrez-Clellen, Restrepo, & Simon Cereijido, 2006; 

Gutierrez-Clellen & Simon Cereijido, 2007; Peña, 2004).    

Across languages, overall grammaticality (i.e. percentage of grammatically 

correct utterances) has been shown to differentiate children with LI from children without 

LI (e.g. Scott and Windsor, 2000; Simon Cereijido & Gutierrez-Clellen, 2007).  Bilingual 

children with LI demonstrate errors similar to monolinguals in each of their languages, 

but show different error types between languages.  Consequently, assessment measures 

that look at overall grammaticality will help differentiate between children with LI and 

children with typical language, as will assessments that examine grammatical forms that 

have been shown to be markers for impairment in that language.      
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Narrative abilities 

Research has been conducted comparing the narrative abilities of English 

monolingual children with LI to their language typical peers (Scott & Windsor, 2000; 

Miranda, McCabe, & Bliss, 1998).  Children with language impairment typically 

demonstrate lower levels of performance on productivity measures (e.g. T-units, total 

words, words per minute) when compared to TD children (Scott & Windsor, 2000).  

Also, topic maintenance, event sequencing, implicitness, cohesion and fluency all may be 

significantly impaired in children with LI (Miranda, McCabe, & Bliss, 1998). Fey, Catts, 

Proctor-Williams, Tomblin, and Zhang (2004) looked at the development of written and 

oral narratives in language impaired and typically developing English monolingual 

children from 2nd to 4th grade. Children diagnosed as LI in kindergarten, but who had been 

shown to be at grade level by standardized language tests in 2nd grade, produced oral and 

written narratives in 4th grade that were more similar to children with LI than without LI. 

Their stories were shorter, with more grammatical errors and judged to be of poorer 

quality than would be expected if they had recovered from their earlier language 

impairment. This finding emphasizes the increase in demand in language use, both 

written and oral, between 2nd and 4th grade. 

Simon Cereijido and Gutierrez-Clellen (2007) compared the Spanish narrative 

performance of bilingual preschoolers with and without LI to nearly Spanish monolingual 

preschoolers, and found that the bilingual children with LI did not perform differently on 

narrative measures compared to their Spanish-only peers with LI.  This suggests that 

narrative language measures can be used with young Spanish-English bilingual children 
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with similar reliability regardless of whether they are primarily Spanish dominant or 

more balanced bilinguals. 

Unfortunately, there is limited research on the narrative performance of older 

bilingual children that looks at both Spanish and English.  One such study (McCabe & 

Bliss, 2004) examined the narrative skills of 39 eight to eleven-year-old children with and 

without LI.  They produced personal narratives in both Spanish and English.  While there 

was overall correlation across languages for the children who were and were not 

language impaired, the children with LI produced fewer actions only in Spanish and 

fewer progressives only in English.  They also produced fewer propositions in both 

languages. Both groups used the same key narrative features regardless of which 

language they were speaking, e.g. a child who used relatively few actions in English also 

used relatively few in Spanish, compared to the other children in each language.  The 

authors concluded that in both languages, the major deficit of the children with LI was in 

the elaboration of their narratives. 

LANGUAGE ASSESSMENT MEASURES 

Structured Assessment 

There are currently few standardized assessment measures available for use with 

Spanish-English bilingual children in both languages.  These include the Preschool 

Language Scale Spanish-4 (SPLS-4) (Zimmerman, Steiner & Pond, 2002) and the 

Clinical Evaluation of Language Fundamentals-4 Spanish (SCELF-4) (Wiig, Secord, & 

Semel, 2006).  Both the SPLS-4 and the SCELF-4 also have English versions, though 
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they are normed only for monolingual English speakers.   Out of these assessments, only 

the CELF-4 Spanish is currently available and normed for use with school-age children.  

The versions of the tests listed above were normed on Spanish speakers in the United 

States, and were written to include items that are linguistically and culturally appropriate. 

However, Gutierrez-Clellen (2006) presented some critiques on the SPLS-4 and SCELF-

4. First, the tasks chosen for these assessments are based on social and academic tasks 

expectations for middle class, white children, a different demographic than with which 

they are often used.   Gutierrez-Clellen (2006) also pointed out issues with the sensitivity 

and specificity of these assessments. The SCELF-4 has low sensitivity (65%) and 78% 

specificity. The SPLS-4 has a large range of sensitivity (68-95%) and low specificity 

(70%). Another issue is the difference in vocabulary and concepts children may have in 

Spanish and English. Academic language and concepts may be more present in English, 

as that is the language of schooling, with home-related language and concepts are more 

present in Spanish. This is an issue when the assessments require children to produce 

definitions in Spanish, for example, something they may only be familiar with doing in 

English. 

The Bilingual English Spanish Assessment (BESA) (Peña, Gutierrez-Clellen, 

Iglesias, Goldstein, & Bedore, in development) aims to address some of the above 

critiques. The BESA (currently only available for research purposes) is a culturally and 

linguistically appropriate measure designed to evaluate the language skills of Spanish-

English bilingual children.  Preliminary results on the BESA indicate that performance of 

children with LI is significantly different from children without LI across ages, which 
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makes it a promising measure for evaluating this population.  Use of multiple sources of 

information (e.g. parent report, language samples) continues to be important in the 

evaluation of Spanish-English bilingual children, although through measures such as the 

BESA, standardized assessments are becoming more appropriate.  

Language Sample Measures 

Language sample measures are recommended for use in assessment of Spanish-

English bilingual children, based on their potential to identify language impairment at a 

higher rate of accuracy than current standardized measures (Simon Cereijido & 

Gutierrez-Clellen, 2009). Measures such as number of errors per T-unit, grammaticality, 

and mean length of utterance (MLU), in conjunction with other factors such as parent 

report and family history of speech and language problems, have been used to 

successfully identify children with language impairment (e.g. Restrepo, 1998; Simon 

Cereijido & Gutierrez-Clellen, 2007, 2009).  However, the majority of this research was 

conducted with young bilingual children, leaving the validity of these measures with 

school age children as yet undetermined.   

  Elicitation of fictional oral narratives is one common method of obtaining 

language samples.  Oral narratives serve as an important indicator of language 

development, and are of particular interest when discussing school-age language 

impairment because of their relationship to reading and written narratives.  Miller, et al. 

(2006) found that English and Spanish oral language skills predicted reading attainment 

both within and across the two languages.  Additionally, narrative sample analysis reveals 
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important information about “a child’s ability to plan discourse at the extended level” 

(Fiestas & Peña, p. 156, 2004).  

Research continues on which elements of language sample measures best predict 

language impairment in school age children (Fey et al., 2004; Gutierrez-Clellen & Simon 

Cereijido, 2007, 2009).  The Test of Narrative Language (Gillam & Pearson, 2004) 

provides a systematic way to assess narrative language skills.  The English version was 

normed on a diverse population to reflect the current U.S. population and reduce the 

cultural and linguistic bias of the test.  An experimental version of this task was 

developed for use in Spanish.  In both languages, the TNL consists of multiple stories 

that the child answers questions about or retells to the examiner, with the child receiving 

fewer cues as the test progresses.  The TNL in English and Spanish may serve as a 

complementary measure to the BESA, providing information about the child’s ability to 

sequence events in a story while using semantic and morphosyntactic knowledge.  This 

assessment of a child’s ability to combine language skills in a functional manner seems to 

be ideal for augmenting the information provided by the BESA.    

LANGUAGE OF EVALUATION 

A limitation of much of the existing research on bilingual children is that often 

only one of the child’s languages is tested (i.e. English or Spanish).  This is not congruent 

with clinical recommendations that SLPs test bilingual children in both their languages.  

Paradis (2005) wrote that testing English Language Learners (ELL) and culturally and 

linguistically diverse (CLD) children in only one language might result in 
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misclassification of language impairment.  Gutierrez-Clellen and Simon Cereijido (2009) 

explored reasons such as varied vocabulary knowledge across languages, limited 

knowledge of English appearing similar to English LI, and variance of language 

dominance over time as reasons it is imperative to evaluate both languages.  While 

children may demonstrate different impairments across their languages, based on 

language typology (Bedore & Leonard, 2001, 2005), it is important to note that they will 

demonstrate impairment in both languages. 

HYPOTHESIS 

School-age bilingual children are at a point of convergence of various factors: 

changing language dominance and greater demand in both written and oral language. The 

tasks used in this study (the BESA and Spanish TNL) were chosen based on their 

usefulness as assessment tasks for an age group where minimal research has been 

conducted. The question posed by the current study is to evaluate the convergence 

between the two tasks, and examine the utility of scoring in English, Spanish and both 

languages. Based on past work with these measures, we expect that the two measures will 

similarly differentiate between children with and without language impairment, and that 

scoring in both languages will yield the most useful results.  
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Methods 

PARTICIPANTS 
 
 The participants in this study were part of an on-going study of bilingual 

children’s semantic and syntactic development.  They were selected from schools in 

central Texas and Colorado that serve large numbers of bilingual students, based on their 

bilingual status and ability to complete assessments in both Spanish and English.  The 

group included in this analysis was determined based on the completion of all 

assessments and presence of coded samples, and included children ranging in age from 

7;0 to 8;11.  The BESA and TNL data for 129 children was in included in the final 

analyses.   

 All parents were administered a language use questionnaire to determine their 

bilingual status and SES.  Teachers were given a questionnaire focusing on bilingual 

language use at school.  Bilingual status was determined by calculating language input 

and output percentages in both English and Spanish and combining data from the times of 

day spent at home and school.  If the combined values indicated that Spanish and English 

were used at least 20% of the time in order to be eligible to participate in the study.  The 

socioeconomic status (SES) of the children was indexed by school lunch program 

eligibility.  In this sample, 91.4% of the children received free or reduced lunch, 6.67% 

did not, and 1.9% of parents could not be reached to provide this information.    
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Classification of children as language impaired and typically developing 

 Identification of children as language impaired for this study was done using 

multiple sources of converging evidence.  This evidence included parent and/or teacher 

concern, previous diagnosis of a language disorder, performance on the TNL (Gillam & 

Pearson, 2004), and performance on the TNL Spanish Experimental Version (Gillam, 

Peña, Bedore, & Pearson, in development).  These measures were used in conjunction, as 

there is currently no widely accepted standard to identify bilingual children with language 

impairment.   

 Children who were and were not previously identified with language impairment 

were classified as LI for this study in different ways.  For children who had been 

previously identified with LI and had been receiving services, one valid concern from 

either the parent or teacher of the child was required for LI classification. For the purpose 

of this study, a valid concern could take the form of language ability scores or a concern 

expressed in the teacher and/or parent report.  Restrepo (1998) found that parent concern 

was a highly sensitive and specific factor for identifying LI in school-age children, 

particularly when coupled with the number of errors the child made per T-unit.  Children 

who were not previously identified with language impairment needed report of valid 

concern from both the parent and teacher, in both languages.  Additionally, their 

grammaticality on a language sample from the TNL (Gillam & Pearson, 2004) and the 

TNL Spanish experimental version (Gillam et al., in development) was evaluated; 

children also needed to have less than 80% grammatical utterances to be identified as LI 

for the purpose of this study. Research has shown measures of grammaticality to be a 
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useful indicator of LI in bilingual children when combined with other measures 

(Gutierrez-Clellen et al., 2006; Gutierrez-Clellen, Simon Cereijido, 2007).   

MATERIALS 

 The BESA-ME is a standardized test of language ability designed for use with 

Spanish-English bilingual children from ages 7-9.  There are separate subtests assessing 

semantics and syntax in both English and Spanish. 

 In the semantics subtest, the children were required to complete analogies, 

descriptions, category generation, associations, definitions, and identify similarities and 

differences.  In the English version, the first section has 22 items, targeting descriptions, 

similarities and differences, and associations receptively and expressively (e.g. “Show me 

two things that are hot”; “What is different about these two piñatas?”).  The second 

section targets associations (e.g. “If I say car, you say…”) with five items.  Definitions 

are targeted in four items in the third section, with the child instructed to “Tell me the 

definition of the word ____”.  Similarities and differences are targeted in the fourth 

section in six items, with both expressive and receptive tasks.  Finally, there are three 

analogy items in the final section of the subtest, where the child is prompted, “Elephant is 

to zoo as pig is to ____”.  The Spanish version closely follows this format, with the items 

targeting the same concepts, but in a different context.  Item selection was used in 

developing the subtest, so item sets in Spanish and English had equal item difficulty.   

 The syntax subtest features grammatical forms that are difficult for children with 

LI in English and Spanish (e.g. imperfect tense in Spanish, plural –s in English).  These 
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are tested through cloze tasks and sentence repetition.  The English version of the test has 

61 cloze items, while the Spanish version has 65 items.  In the cloze task, the examiner 

reads a sentence while pointing to a picture.  They then read another sentence 

corresponding to a different, but similar, picture, and prompt the child to complete the 

sentence.  The child receives credit if they complete the sentence using the targeted 

morphosyntactic marker (e.g. Examiner: “Every day the children buy ice cream. And 

here this boy does too. What does he do everyday? Everyday the boy…” Response: 

“Buys ice cream”).  This section is organized by target structure. 

Sentence repetition is utilized to test more complex forms that are difficult to 

elicit from a child.  There are 25 sentence repetition items on the English version, and 24 

in the Spanish version of the test.  In each sentence, there are multiple target forms that 

the child can get credit for repeating.  For example, in the sentence “What does the man 

have on his head?” the child would receive points for repeating each of the underlined 

targets, as well as for maintaining the word order of the examiner.   

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

(Gillam et al., in development) test children’s language skills in functional discourse.  

Three different formats are used to elicit responses.  The first involves the use of verbal 

prompts only, in which the examiner tells a story to the child and the child answers 

comprehension questions about the story and then retells it to the examiner.  The second 

and third sections are structured similarly and have a picture sequence and a single 

picture, respectively, to cue the child.  For the Spanish experimental version, five 

different stimuli stories are used. The first story includes the use of verbal prompts only, 
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and the child retells the story after answering comprehension questions.  The second story 

has a picture sequence to cue the child’s retelling of the story. On the third story, the 

child is required to tell a story based on a sequence of pictures, with one picture in the 

sequence missing.  For the fifth story, the child answers comprehension questions about 

the story told by the examiner.  The sixth story is an original story generated by the child 

based on a single picture.  For both the English and Spanish versions, the children’s 

stories are scored for the inclusion of targeted story elements.    

PROCEDURES 

 The children were tested in Spanish and English on different days in a quiet room 

at their school.  All tests were administered by bilingual, ASHA certified speech-

language pathologists, graduate students, or trained research assistants.  The children’s 

responses for all items were recorded with digital voice recorders as well as transcribed 

verbatim for scoring purposes.   

 During the administration of the BESA, each subtest began with up to two 

practice items.  The examiners could cue as needed throughout the demonstrations.  On 

the cloze items, the examiners were allowed one repetition.  No repetitions were 

permitted for the sentence repetition items.  However, the examiners were allowed to use 

prompts to encourage the child during testing (e.g. “You are doing a great job”/ “Sigue, 

que bien estás diciendolo”) on all tasks.  

To ensure uniform scoring, the children’s answers were entered into a spreadsheet 

and scored by trained research assistants following a set of scoring guidelines.  The 
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guidelines provided examples of correct and incorrect responses, and were developed by 

a bilingual ASHA certified speech-language pathologist. 

The TNL in both languages was recorded and transcribed verbatim to ensure 

scoring reliability.  To further ensure reliability, transcription was done by a trained 

research assistant and checked by a second research assistant, with any discrepancies 

resolved by another research assistant.  Each TNL story was coded by a trained research 

assistant using Systematic Analysis of Language Transcripts (SALT) (Miller & Iglesias, 

2008).    

ANALYSIS 

 Z-scores were generated for the TNL in English and Spanish and the BESA.  To 

generate a language ability composite z-score from the BESA, scores from the six BESA 

subtests (semantics, morphosyntax cloze, and sentence repetition, in Spanish and 

English) were used. Means and standard deviations were calculated for each of the 

subtests, and the means were subsequently used to transform individual scores into z-

scores to standardize scores.  Each z-score was then compared by language, and the 

higher z-score in each subtest (semantics, morphosyntax cloze, sentence repetition) was 

selected for each child.  The cloze and sentence repetition scores were averaged in order 

to give equal weight to the morphosyntax and semantic domains. This combined z-score 

was averaged with the semantic z-score to determine the child’s language ability 

composite score.  Z-scores were also calculated for the BESA for Spanish and English 

individually to find the language ability score in each language.   



 20 

 For the TNL in English and Spanish, the children’s scores across stories were 

combined to form a grand total score.  Means and standard deviations were calculated for 

the total scores in each language.  The scores were then standardized to z-scores using the 

mean. 

 Three analyses were completed to measure the relationship between the children’s 

performance on the TNL and BESA using overall scores and single language scores. 

Pearson correlation coefficients were found for English BESA and TNL scores, Spanish 

BESA and TNL scores, and the children’s best combination of TNL and BESA scores 

across both languages.   
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Results 

 
 In order to examine performance on the BESA-ME and the TNL in English and 

Spanish, we generated average scores in each language by subtest.  The average scores 

are reported in Table 1.  There was the most marked difference in the scores between the 

typically developing children (TD) and those with language impairment (LI).  Once 

grouped by impairment, the average scores across languages for the BESA semantic and 

cloze subtests were similar, particularly when accounting for slight differences in the 

number of items presented in each language.  Children appeared to perform better on the 

sentence repetition task in Spanish than in English, based on their average scores.  

Performance on the TNL in English and Spanish was difficult to compare, as the 

experimental version of the Spanish TNL had significantly fewer items than the English 

TNL.     

Table 1 

Mean scores by impairment 

 
                              BESA Scores  TNL Scores 

Subtest    ES       SS      EC SC ER SR ET ST 

LI 11.692 12.807 7.269 10.115 12.5 23.423 26.653 17.307 

TD 23.514     27.184 19.669 23.087 29 51.087 51.271 38.611 

Note: LI= children with language impaired, TD= typically developing, ES= English 
semantic, SS = Spanish semantic, EC= English cloze, SC= Spanish cloze, ER= English 
sentence repetition, SR= Spanish sentence repetition ET= English TNL, ST= Spanish 
TNL 
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To evaluate the convergence between performance on the TNL and the BESA-

ME in English and Spanish and using combined scores we used a correlation analysis.  

The Pearson correlation coefficients found for the measures are reported in Table 2. 

There was significant correlation at the 0.01 level between the measures in all analyses 

conducted.  The correlation coefficients were large, with values of .795 between the 

language composite BESA and TNL scores, .853 between the English BESA and English 

TNL, and .742 between the Spanish BESA and Spanish TNL.   

Table 2 

Correlation between z-scores 

 
 
 

English 
TNL 

Spanish 
TNL 

Better    
TNL    

English 
BESA 

.853**   

Spanish 
BESA 

 .742**  

BESA 
Composite 

  .795** 
 

Note: ** Indicates correlation is significant at the 0.01 level 
 

There were also significant correlations between each of the measures with the 

language ability of the children, i.e. children who were determined to have language 

impairment scored lower on the assessments than children with typical language. Overall, 

there was a moderate to large correlation between the measures and child ability.  These 

values are reported in Table 3.  The BESA language composite score had the highest 

correlation with the children’s ability, with a correlation coefficient of .746, followed by 
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the Spanish BESA at .724, the better language’s TNL score at .667, the Spanish TNL at 

.560, and the English TNL at .500. 

Table 3 

Correlation of z-scores with ability 

 
 
 
Correlation 
with ability 

English 
BESA 

Spanish 
BESA 

BESA 
Composite 

English 
TNL 

Spanish 
TNL 

Better 
TNL  

.560** .724** .746** .500* .560** .667** 

Note: ** Indicates correlation is significant at the 0.01 level 
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Discussion 

This paper examines the extent to which school-age bilingual children’s 

performance on a narrative language assessment (the TNL in English and Spanish) 

converges with their performance on the BESA-ME, a standardized assessment of 

language ability.  This was accomplished by determining the correlation between the 

measures, both within and across languages.  Overall, TNL z-scores significantly 

correlated with BESA z-scores for the 7 and 8 year-old children included in this analysis.  

These results confirm the hypothesis predicting that there would be convergence between 

the two measures, as they are both designed to evaluate language abilities in children at 

this age.  This is promising for the evaluation of bilingual school-age children, 

demonstrating the possibility to evaluate children with multiple language ability measures 

and find converging results.     

One contribution of this study is its comparison of data from assessments in both 

languages separately, as well as in a composite score, which provides information about 

diagnostic capabilities of the measures across language of assessment. Overall, the 

English and Spanish combined scores showed the best ability to distinguish children with 

and without LI.  However, with a correlation coefficient of .795, the dual language scores 

did not have the best BESA-TNL correlation among the three analyses conducted.  The 

English BESA and TNL demonstrated the strongest correlation.  It is not surprising that 

the strongest correlation would be found between the English TNL, which is a normed 

and published assessment, and the English BESA, which has been normed.  However, the 

English-only scores, while having high correlation with each other, showed the lowest 
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correlation with ability level, suggesting that relying on the English only testing would 

yield less accurate results than using data from the assessments in both languages.  This 

supports the already strong argument for testing in both languages (e.g. Paradis, 2005; 

Gutierrez-Clellen & Simon Cereijido, 2009; Bedore & Leonard, 2001).  

The Spanish TNL showed a slightly stronger correlation with ability than the 

English TNL, although both correlations were significant and moderate to large.  The 

items chosen for this analysis were determined by preliminary item analyses, and will 

continue to be refined as more analyses are conducted.  Despite its experimental state, it 

is encouraging that this measure correlated significantly with ability, as well as the BESA 

in Spanish, demonstrating its potential to be part of a battery of tests used for the 

evaluation of Spanish-English bilingual school-age children.  Individually, the Spanish 

BESA also showed a stronger correlation with ability than the English BESA, but both 

scores correlated significantly with ability and the TNL.  Through these measures, we can 

see that the components of the BESA and TNL all contribute meaningfully to the 

evaluation of language abilities in bilingual children.  However, none of the single 

language scores demonstrated better correlation with ability than the language composite 

scores.  Better Spanish and English scores from both the BESA and the TNL appear to be 

promising measures for assessing language impairment in a population that has 

traditionally been challenging to evaluate.  

 Additionally, the 7 to 8 year-old age group featured in this study has not been as 

thoroughly researched as younger children in terms of identifying LI (Gutierrez-Clellen 

& Simon Cereijido, 2009).  Bedore, Peña, Gillam & Ho’s 2010 study examined the 
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convergence between language sample measures and BESA performance in preschool 

age children, finding that measures of language productivity, sentence organization, 

MLU, and grammaticality were significantly correlated with language ability as assessed 

by the BESA.  Results from the present study indicate that a similar, but stronger, 

correlation exists between scores from the TNL and the BESA for older children.  These 

results may also be representative of school challenges in the area of literacy and 

narration. 

School age bilingual children present a particular challenge for assessment of LI 

because of their potentially shifting language dominance.  Children in the 7 to 8 year-old 

age group analyzed for this study are right on the cusp of a typical period of transition.  

Future research should include study of children in the 9 to 11 age range, in order to see 

how these tasks converge as children enter into the later school-age years.   
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