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Abstract 

 

Vocabulary use in seven- to nine-year-old bilingual children with and 
without language impairment 

 

Anna Jo Ubels, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2012 

 

Supervisor:  Lisa Bedore 

 

Abstract:  The purpose of this study was to evaluate the characteristics of 

vocabulary use of seven- to nine-year-old bilingual children with and without language 

impairment.  74 participants (37 typically developing and 37 language impaired) ranging 

from age 7;0 to 9;11 years were matched based on age, language dominance and when 

they first began speaking English.  The Test of Narrative Language (TNL) was 

administered to the participants in English and Spanish.  The three oral narratives of the 

English and Spanish TNL were transcribed and scored.  A prototypical word list was 

derived from 10 high scoring students from the normative data set.  Word lists from both 

the TD and LI participants in English and Spanish were compared to the prototypical 

word list. Results indicated that the participants produced more prototypical words when 

telling stories in English than in Spanish.  TD participants also produced more 

prototypical words than LI participants overall.    The results have implications for both 

assessment and intervention and add to our knowledge of word selection in bilingual 

children with and without LI.   
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INTRODUCTION AND REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

 

In everyday conversation we make choices regarding the words we will use to 

convey ideas and participate in society.  We select words and then we retrieve them.  

While the task of selecting and retrieving words may seem minor, it can have large 

implications for children in academic settings because they are required to use language 

to demonstrate mastery of different subjects.  The concept of word selection becomes 

even more intriguing when it is applied to bilingual children, especially to those whom 

present with language impairment (LI). In addition to having a difficulty retrieving 

words, they also have two operating language systems from which to draw knowledge.   

The available research regarding bilingual children with LI is limited in number 

of studies and subjects, but it is a growing area of research.  The research that is available 

focuses on assessment for bilingual children, on bilingual language acquisition and on 

describing the nature of vocabulary acquisition in bilingual children with and without LI 

(Bedore & Peña, 2008; Peña & Stubbe Kester, 2004; Kohnert & Kan, 2007). The present 

study set out with the purpose to contribute to the literature by studying differences in the 

vocabulary use of bilingual children with and without impairment when producing an 

oral narrative.  While we have a relatively strong understanding of similarities and 

differences in the language structure of bilinguals (Peña et al., 2004; Lindholm, 1980; de 

Houwer, 1995; Pearson, Fernandez, and Oller, 1993; Umbel, Pearson, Fernandez, & 

Oller, 1992), we know less about the ways that bilingual children use words. We will 

begin by discussing vocabulary acquisition for monolingual and bilingual children as 

well as the linguistic characteristics of children with LI.  We will then discuss what we 

know relative to vocabulary use of monolingual and bilingual children who are typically 

developing (TD) and the vocabulary use of bilingual children with LI. 
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MONOLINGUAL AND BILINGUAL VOCABULARY: SIMILARITIES AND DIFFERENCES 

The process of word learning for monolinguals can be broken down into a several 

steps.  First, in order to acquire words, children must identify the spoken form and correct 

meaning from the linguistic experience.  Secondly, children must posses the ability to 

store and retrieve words (Brackenbury & Pye, 2005).  The more information children 

store about a word, the easier it is for them to retrieve the word.  For example, if they see 

a blender and know that it belongs in the kitchen and that it mixes and blends food, the 

child has substantial knowledge surrounding the target word, which will assist in the 

retrieval process.  We also know that as age increases, skills increase and therefore 

vocabulary increases (Marazita & Merriman, 2010).   

As children acquire words, their overall vocabulary size increases and we expect 

both monolingual and bilingual children to demonstrate systematic increases in 

vocabulary size over the early school years. Overall, the development of vocabulary 

comprehension and production is believed to be similar among bilinguals and 

monolinguals with some varying patterns (Peña et al., 2004; Lindholm, 1980; de Houwer, 

1995). It is generally accepted that comprehension precedes production (Fenson et al. 

1994; Goldin-Meadow, Seligman & Gelman, 1976). Umbel et al. (1992), found that 

simultaneous bilingual children had equivalent receptive vocabulary knowledge as that of 

their bilingual peers who only were exposed to one language in the home. A study by 

Pearson et al. (1993) examined children between 8 and 30 months of age who had similar 

comprehension vocabularies and found that they used a smaller vocabulary in each of 

their languages during spontaneous speech than did their monolingual age-mates.  

However, bilingual children may know some words only in one language.  Umbel and 

colleagues (1992) determined that there was a statistically significant difference in lexical 

knowledge across two languages highlighting that conceptual vocabulary scores are 

important for determining a child’s vocabulary knowledge. Conceptual vocabulary is the 

number of words a person knows in both languages combined, only counting words 
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known in both languages once. Often the size of a bilingual child’s conceptual 

vocabulary is comparable to of their monolingual peers (Oller & Pearson, 2002; Pearson, 

et al. 1993). In regard to vocabulary use or production, Oller, Eilers, Urbano & Cobo-

Lewis (1997) reported that babies exposed to one language and babies exposed to two 

languages began to produce canonical babbling on the same schedule.  Patterson (1998) 

found that bilingual 2-year olds were using at least 50 words (taking into account total 

number of words in both English and Spanish) and starting to combine words, similar to 

their monolingual peers.  
 

 WORD LEARNING DIFFICULTIES FOR CHILDREN WITH LI  

A clear indicator of LI in monolingual children is difficulty learning and using 

new words (Gray, 2004; Nash & Donaldson, 2005; Peña, Iglesias, & Lidz, 2001; 

Watkins, Kelly, Harbers, & Hollis, 1995). Bilingual children with LI also present with 

limited lexical skills.  Bilingual children with LI often have a limited vocabulary, 

difficulty learning new words, and difficulty retrieving recently learned words (Kohnert 

& Kan, 2007).  Peña et al. (2001) compared the performance of Spanish-English bilingual 

preschoolers on a single-word labeling task after a short-term mediated learning 

experience.  The preschoolers with TD language skills made significant gains on the 

single-word labeling task but the preschoolers with low language abilities made virtually 

no gains from pretest to posttest even though they had participated in the same 

intervention.  Because vocabulary acquisition is fundamental for developing language 

and literacy skills, difficulty learning and using new words can lead to more difficulty 

with language later thorough out development. Thus, it is not surprising that this 

difficulty usually manifests throughout the early school years (Watkins et al, 1995).   

As academic requirements become more challenging, the ability to select and 

retrieve words efficiently becomes essential.  For example, children are often required to 

produce an oral narrative, as this is an excellent modality for practicing language skills.  
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However, the ability to produce an adequate narrative relies on the fundamental skill of 

producing connected speech. Scott and Windsor (2000), analyzed the performance of 

monolingual TD and LI school-age children on a narrative discourse task and found that 

children with LI produced slightly less total words but did not demonstrate a difference in 

lexical diversity (number of different words) when compared with their TD peers.  

Children with LI may have difficulties with vocabulary due to differences in 

storage and retrieval of words. The storage and retrieval process can be explained by 

taking into account how a word is learned initially.  First, in order for children to learn 

vocabulary, they must identify the spoken form and correct meaning from the linguistic 

experience, they must posses the ability to store and retrieve words, and they must have a 

phonological memory of the word (Brackenbury & Pye, 2005).  Once a word has been 

stored, it is available for retrieval.  This process can be illustrated by considering the 

steps necessary to name a picture.  There are three steps in this process.  Initially, one 

must visually process the picture.  This step occurs before the person begins to retrieve a 

word.  Following the visualization, the person retrieves the lexical information from long-

term storage.  Finally, once the word is retrieved, the person adds the appropriate 

articulatory plan to the lexical information and produces the word.  It is possible for 

errors to occur at any point during these steps (McGregor, 1997).  Of particular 

importance to this study is the break down at the lexical retrieval stage.  If there is 

difficulty at the lexical retrieval stage, it is considered to be a word finding error 

(McGregor, 1997).  The storage and retrieval process may be an area of breakdown in 

semantic representation for children with LI (McGregor, Newman, Reilly & Capone, 

2002).   

The steps involved in the storage and retrieval process can be dissected for further 

understanding of the storage/retrieval theory.  The stored lexical information can be 

broken down into the lemma and the lexeme (Levelt, 1991).  The lemma refers to the 

semantic and syntactical information while the lexeme refers to the phonological and 
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morphological information.  Due to these various components of lexical information, 

errors can be semantic, phonological or mixed (McGregor, 1997).  Multiple studies have 

shown that semantic word-finding errors are the most common for children with normal 

as well as impaired language (Lahey & Edwards, 1999; McGregor 1997; Wijnen, 1992).  

It can be ascertained that there is breakdown at the lemma level causing these semantic 

errors.  Breakdown at the lemma level may be due to not having any information stored 

for that word at all, or it could be caused by overextension of words with similar 

meanings.  Thus, the errors may be a function of the quality of the semantic 

representation in the lexicon (McGregor et al., 2002). McGregor and colleagues 

examined the types of semantic errors produced by TD monolingual five- to seven-year-

old English-speaking children during a naming task.  Taxonomic type errors (e.g. “chair” 

for “saddle”) were more frequent than thematic (e.g. “horse” for “saddle”) or descriptive 

(e.g. “you sit on it”) errors (McGregor, 2002).   

There are a few studies available which compare the types of errors on naming 

tasks produced by monolingual children with LI with their TD peers (McGregor, 1997; 

McGregor & Waxman, 1998; McGregor, 2002).  McGregor & Waxman (1998) 

administered a task consisting of contrastive questions across a taxonomic hierarchy.  

They presented pictures of objects (such as a rose) to children with and without 

impairment  and asked, “Is this an animal?”, “Is this a tree?”, “Is this a dandelion?”  The 

most common type of errors produced by children with LI were indeterminate errors (e.g. 

“I don’t know) or acceptances of the contrasting stimulus.  The most common type of 

error for TD children was semantic coordinate substitutions.  McGregor (1997) found 

contrasting results during a traditional confrontational naming task.  Semantic errors were 

the most common type of error produced by TD children and LI children.  However, like 

McGregor and Waxman (1998), children with LI produced a higher proportion of 

indeterminate errors than did typical children.  McGregor et al. (2002), found similar 

results as McGregor (1997) in that TD children and LI children both produced semantic 
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errors most frequently among the types of errors.  These findings comparing the errors of 

the TD and LI children demonstrate that semantic errors are the most common for both 

populations.  In addition, there were more instances for the LI population in which the 

response’s relationship to the target was unknown or could not be determined based on 

the child’s response.   

The theory of the storage and retrieval process and how it relates to children with 

LI is still unknown.  It could be that children with LI have a smaller number of lexical 

entries than their peers.  It could be that children with LI have less information associated 

with the individual entries than their peers.  Or children with LI may have inadequate 

connections between their lexical entries (Brackenbury and Pye, 2005).  Sheng and 

McGregor (2010) investigated the organization of the semantic networks in five- to eight-

year-old English-speaking children with and without specific language impairment (SLI) 

and the results indicated that as a group, children with SLI demonstrate immaturities in 

semantic representations that are generally in line with their delays in vocabulary size.   

Knowledge concerning the lexical-semantic systems of bilingual children with LI 

is limited.  However, preliminary research concerning the performance of bilingual 

children with LI on category generation tasks has been conducted.  In the category 

generation task, children produce vocabulary related to a theme (e.g. foods you eat for 

lunch).  They do not see a picture, so in some ways it is like a narrative.  McKinney 

(2009) found that the bilingual children with LI produced a significantly higher 

proportion of semantic type errors compared to the typical groups.  The children with LI 

also produced more unrelated semantic substitutions than the typical groups.  This 

suggests that there is a lack of stored information for semantic concepts. A study by 

Sheng, Peña, Bedore, and Fiestas (2012) provided further evidence that children with LI 

may have difficulty building semantic depth.  If there is a lack of stored information for 

semantic concepts, this may effect a child’s selection of words.  For this reason, the goal 

of the present study is to investigate to what extent TD children and LI children rely on 
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prototypical words when producing a narrative based on a model as well as when no 

model is provided. If children do not have a core set of vocabulary to draw from when 

producing a narrative or connected speech, they may use more unspecific vocabulary 

making it difficult to convey their message. 

 

THE CURRENT STUDY 

Assuming the underlying difficulties in storage and/or retrieval, the current study 

will examine the word choices of bilingual children with LI in narratives by measuring 

the proportion of prototypical words they use compared to their TD peers via narrative 

samples. To produce precise word choice in narratives, children must have both depth 

and breadth of vocabulary knowledge.  The depth of vocabulary refers to the richness of a 

child’s understanding of a word. The more knowledge children possess surrounding the 

word (e.g. thematic understanding of the word, phonological understanding, 

morphological understanding, and conceptual understanding), the greater their depth of 

vocabulary and the more easily they will be able to retrieve vocabulary in context.  The 

breadth of vocabulary refers to how many words children know (Peña, Bedore & 

Rappazzo, 2003; Vermeer, 2001).  When children have both depth and breadth of 

vocabulary, they are likely to use prototypical words. The present study will aim to add 

more information to this topic.   

The goal of this research is to determine how bilingual school age children with 

and without LI use vocabulary.  The study will investigate the extent of breadth of 

vocabulary in bilingual children with LI and add to the understanding of the degree and 

kind of deficits that characterize the lexical-semantic systems of bilingual children with 

LI.   
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Specifically, this study’s purpose is to address the following questions: 

 1).  Is there a difference in the proportion of prototypical words used in 

English oral narratives compared to Spanish oral narratives? 

 2).  Do TD English/Spanish bilingual children use a higher proportion of 

prototypical words than LI English/Spanish bilingual children when telling an oral 

narrative? 

The first question will be addressed by generating a list of words that are common 

in the stories of children who scored well.  The hypothesis is that the proportion of 

prototypical words used in English will be higher than the proportion of prototypical 

words used in Spanish.  In a study by Peña et al. (in development), it was found that 

monolingual English speakers, monolingual Spanish speakers and bilingual 

English/Spanish speakers all used the same types of words in stories (adjectives, nouns, 

verbs, articles etc.)  However, because Spanish is a pro-drop language, speakers are likely 

to produce fewer nouns than their dominant English speakers or bilingual 

English/Spanish speakers when telling a story in Spanish.  The subject of a sentence can 

be de-emphasized in Spanish by taking out the entire subject noun phrase preceding the 

verb (Bedore, 2004).  Therefore, if the participants in the current study are more Spanish 

dominant, they may use fewer nouns.  If nouns make up a large proportion of the 

prototypical content words then the effect of using prototypical words may be less 

marked in Spanish than in English.  Children with LI have a harder time learning new 

words and nouns are the types of words learned the quickest because they are most 

concrete.  For this reason, there may be a greater difference between the TD and LI group 

for the Spanish oral narratives.   

The second question will also be addressed by examining the use of specific 

vocabulary that is included on the prototypical list of vocabulary for each participant 

group (English narrative/TD, English narrative/LI, Spanish narrative/TD, Spanish 

narrative/LI).  Our hypothesis is that the TD children will use a higher proportion of 
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prototypical words than the LI children.  TD children are able to learn new words easier 

and store and retrieve them with less effort while LI children demonstrate more difficulty 

with lexical skills such as leaning and using new vocabulary (Kohnert & Kan, 2007) 
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METHODS 

PARTICIPANTS 

A total of 74 children (46 males, 28 females) between the ages of 7;0 (year; 

months) and 9;11 participated in this study.  Children were selected from a group of 187 

participants from a study of bilingual language development in school children.  Thirty-

seven children were identified as having language impairment (LI).  A group of age and 

language matched peers were selected from the same group of participants. 

The children were selected from three school districts in the Austin, TX area and 

one school district in the Denver, CO metropolitan area.  The children were recruited 

from first, second, third, and fourth grade classrooms.  These school districts all served 

large bilingual populations.  Children were invited to participate in the study if they 

spoke Spanish and English.  Information provided by the primary caregivers of the 

children during a telephone interview revealed that all children (100%) were identified as 

being of Hispanic descent, defined as having at least one parent of Hispanic origin.  

The telephone interview was also used to obtain information regarding 

socioeconomic status (SES).  SES was determined based on the parent’s educational 

history and current job status.  The parent’s education was given a score based on 

Hollingshead (1975) in which the numbers 0 through 7 were awarded (where 0=no 

formal education, 4=high school graduate, and 7=graduate degree).  Occupation was 

scored in a similar manner using the numbers 0 through 9 (where 0=unemployed, 

4=skilled worker, 9=professionals, executives).  Consistent with the Hollingshead scoring 

procedure, the family SES score was then found by multiplying the education number by 

3 and the occupation score by 5 then adding them together.  The mother’s and father’s 

scores were then averaged for the overall family SES score.  For the children who only 

had one parent, only the score from that one parent was used.  Overall, the mother 

occupation mode score was 0 (stay-at-home mom); mother education mode was 4 (high 
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school level education); father occupation mode was 2 (restaurant and construction 

worker were reported the most under this descriptor); and father education mode was 4 

(high school education).   

To ensure that all of the participants were bilingual, information regarding the 

children’s use of Spanish and English was obtained through a language-use survey 

conducted with the child’s primary caregiver.  The interview form was part of the 

Bilingual English Spanish Assessment-Middle Elementary (BESA-ME; Peña, Bedore, 

Gutierrez-Clellen, Iglesias, & Goldstein, in development).  The interviews were 

conducted by phone and administered by bilingual graduate students in the field of 

speech-language pathology; they lasted for approximately 10 to 15 minutes.  In order to 

obtain information regarding the age of first exposure to English, the interview asked 

parents to indicate on a year-to-year basis if their child used English, Spanish or both.  

Parents also provided information about their child’s daily language use.  Parents 

indicated the languages their child heard and spoke on an hour-by-hour basis on typical 

days of the week as well as typical weekends.  This information was combined to 

determine a weighted average, which provided an indicator of current input and output. 

The children’s teachers were interviewed in person during their weekly planning 

time by bilingual graduate and doctoral students using the language-use survey.  The 

information obtained from the parent and teacher interviews was used to calculate the 

percentage of English- and Spanish-language input.  The children’s teachers were also 

asked to complete an hour-by-hour form indicating which language was used in the 

classroom and when.  Data from the parents and teachers was compiled to provide a more 

comprehensive profile of the children’s’ current language use.  This information can be 

found in Table 1 as well as the data for the children’s age of first English exposure.  An 

English input score of 40% and a Spanish input score of 60%, for example, would 

indicate that a child is bilingual (i.e., greater than 20% English/Spanish input) and 

slightly more dominant in Spanish. 
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DISTINGUISHING LANGUAGE IMPAIRMENT FROM TYPICAL DEVELOPMENT 

The children’s language status was determined using the following sources: 

parent and teacher ratings of language proficiency, parent and teacher concern, clinician 

concern, grammaticality calculations from language samples and current enrollment in 

speech and language services.   

To classify children as having language impairment, they were required to have 

converging indicators of concern from different independent sources.  First, parents and 

teachers used a 5-point rating system (where 1=low proficiency; 5=high proficiency) to 

indicate the children’s language proficiency across languages (Spanish and English) and 

across domains (comprehension, speech, sentence length, grammatical ability and 

vocabulary).  An average rating more than one standard deviation below the mean for the 

participant pool was interpreted as an indicator of possible language impairment.  

Second, parents and teachers were asked if they had any concerns about the child’s 

language development.  A certified speech-language pathologist divided the concerns 

into one of two categories: valid concerns and invalid concerns for language impairment.  

Valid concerns referred to concerns that represented a possible speech language disorder 

(e.g., “He cannot explain things well or she gets frustrated because she cannot say some 

words”).  An expressed concern was considered invalid for language impairment if it 

referred to a weakness in one language over the other or it was vague (e.g., “She is shy or 

she cannot read in English”).  The third step was to gather information regarding clinician 

concern and grammaticality in narrative discourse.  The clinician determined the level of 

concern based on difficulties the child demonstrated during testing.  As for 

grammaticality, if a child produced less than 80% grammatical utterances for the 

narrative samples in both languages then there was concern about language impairment.  

If there was consistent concern on at least two of these three indicators, children were 

identified with language impairment. Based on the collected data, 37 of the 280 children 
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were placed in the language-impaired (LI) group.  All but two of the identified children 

identified were enrolled in speech and language services at their schools.  The two 

children not in speech and language therapy met the following additional criteria: 1) a 

parent proficiency rating below one standard deviation of the LI group (based on scores 

from the 35 children who had a diagnosis of a speech language disorder) in both 

languages; 2) concern ratings from both a parent and a teacher; and 3) had a 

grammaticality scores of less than 80% in both languages.     

 

DETERMINING MATCHED PAIRS 

In order to compare and analyze the differences between the LI population and 

the TD population, a matched pair for each of the 37 LI children was found.  A TD label 

was determined based on fulfilling one of the following criteria: absence of parent, 

teacher or clinician concern and not enrolled in speech and language services or 

identified as LI by the school and achievement of greater than 80% grammaticality score 

for language samples in one or both languages.  A matched pair was determined given the 

following criteria: age (within 4 months), language dominance (within 12% based on 

percent of English/Spanish use) and age of English onset (within one year; there were 

three exceptions: two pairs were matched within two years and one within three years.  

These pairs were all sequential bilinguals).  See Table 1 for description of participants’ 

language use and information regarding gender. None of the children included in the 

analysis had a neurological impairment, a hearing impairment or an autism spectrum 

disorder.   
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Table 1: Description of Participants’ Language Use 

 

  
English 
Percentage 

Age of First 
Exposure to 
English 

Age 
(year;month) Female Male 

TD M .46 3.9 8;4 19 18 SD .15 1.7 1;0 

LI M .45 4.1 8;4 9 28 SD .16 1.9 1;0 
 

PROCEDURES 

Prior to initiating testing, each child’s family was provided with information 

regarding the purpose of the study as well as a written consent for their child to 

participate.  Once consent was received, the child’s primary caregiver participated in the 

language-use survey.  The child was determined eligible for participation in the study 

based on English and Spanish language use scores (i.e., 20% or greater English/Spanish 

input).  Each child was assigned an identification number for tracking and anonymity 

purposes.  The children were tested individually in a quiet room at their elementary 

school.  Typically, each child was seen at least once a week during a time interval agreed 

upon by the classroom teacher.  All testing was completed by bilingual, ASHA certified, 

speech-language pathologists and graduate students or trained research assistants from 

the University of Texas at Austin’s Communication Sciences and Disorders program 

trained in the area of diagnostics and test administration.  Children were tested in both 

English and Spanish.  Testing in each language occurred on different days, and attempts 

were made to maintain use of the target language throughout the testing session.  The 

children’s responses were audio recorded using digital voice recorders and transcribed 

verbatim for reliability and scoring purposes.   
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DESCRIPTION OF THE TASK  

The Test of Narrative Language (TNL; Gillam & Pearson, 2004) was 

administered in English and Spanish to each participant. The English version of the TNL 

is published and the Spanish TNL is an experimental version. The TNL is a test that 

measures comprehension and the ability to produce connected speech for story telling 

purposes. The test is intended for individuals ages 5 through 11.  The participants are 

required to complete comprehension tasks and story production tasks in three formats: 

with no picture cues, with five sequenced pictures, and with a single picture.   

The no picture cue format involves an examiner reading aloud a short story.  

Next, the examiner administers story comprehension questions and then the participant is 

instructed to retell the story the same way the examiner told it. The no picture cue format 

story in the English TNL is called “The McDonalds Story” and “La Tienda” for the 

Spanish TNL version.   

The five sequenced pictures format provides a model of a complete story.  First, 

the examiner shows the participant a sequence of five pictures that illustrate the key 

events in a story.  Then the examiner reads the story, asks comprehension questions about 

the characters, event and consequences in the story, and then asks the participant to tell a 

story about a different set of five sequenced pictures.  The five sequenced pictures format 

story in the English TNL is called “The Late to School Story” and “El Perro” for the 

Spanish TNL version.   

The single picture format also provides a model of a complete story but does not 

provide as much structure as the five sequenced picture format.  First, the participant 

listens to the story and then the examiner asks comprehension questions regarding the 

characters, events, problems and consequences in the story.  Then the participants are 

given a new picture and asked to create a story that corresponds to the picture scene.  The 

single picture format story for the English TNL is called “The Alien Story” and “El 

Unicornio” for the Spanish TNL version.   
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SCORING 

Graduate students transcribed the oral narratives using the Systematic Analysis of 

Language Transcripts (SALT) software program.  The no picture cue format was scored 

based on the participant’s ability to remember and use key words from the examiner’s 

story.  Participants received points if they used words and phrases that appeared in bold 

on the protocol form even if they did not appear in the exact order as they did in the 

original story.  The five sequenced pictures format was scored based on the information 

the participant provided related to each picture.  Participants received points if they 

described events occurring in the picture, made non-pictured inferences, and noted events 

that indicated temporal relationships between events.  Grammar was scored as well as 

how well the story made sense overall.  The single picture format was scored based on 

information regarding the setting, characters, story elements, vocabulary and grammar 

and overall how well the story made sense.   

 

ANALYSIS 

A list of prototypical words was generated based on evaluating the scores of 

children who completed the testing but were not part of the data set for this study. These 

children are referred to as the normative group. The top 10 overall oral narrative TNL 

scores were selected for both English and Spanish.  The top 10 TNL scores were 

determined by averaging the scores of the three stories (the no picture cue format, the five 

sequenced picture format, and the single picture format) for each participant.  

Once these participants were selected, a word list for each story in English and 

Spanish was generated using the SALT software.  A rectangular data file was then 

created in SALT to compare the word lists of TD and LI participants against those of the 

top 10 participants from the non data set.  The goal was to compare the proportion of 

prototypical words that each of the TD and LI participants used in the oral narrative task.  
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Therefore, the word lists were edited to only include prototypical words. All words were 

included with the exception of function words such as articles, prepositions, pronouns, 

conjunctions, and auxiliary verbs.  By omitting these function words, the word list could 

provide a comparison of prototypical words used by the best TNL stories of the 

normative dataset and the prototypical words used by the TD data set and the LI data set.  

The number of prototypical words for each participant for each story in each language 

was calculated.  A repeated-measures ANOVA comparing the mean number of 

prototypical words used for the English stories and the mean number of prototypical 

words used for the Spanish stories was conducted.  We controlled for the percentage of 

English spoken by each participant because there was a wide range of bilingual skills 

represented in the group.  If a participant did not produce a particular story, that data was 

excluded so as not to influence the outcome.  
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RESULTS 

The primary purpose of this study was to determine how bilingual school age 

children with and without language impairment use vocabulary. We were interested in 

determining if children would use prototypical words in their narratives.  Two main 

analyses were conducted; one explored the proportion of prototypical words used in 

English oral narratives compared to Spanish oral narratives.  The next set of analyses 

explored whether TD English/Spanish bilingual children used a higher proportion of 

prototypical words than LI English/Spanish bilingual children when telling an oral 

narrative.  In order to address these questions, we first generated a means table comparing 

the proportion of prototypical words used per story per language development status.  

The results are summarized in Table 2. 

 

Table 2: Proportion of Prototypical Words Means and Standard Deviations by Story and 
Language Status 

 
 

PROPORTION OF PROTOTYPICAL WORDS BY LANGUAGE AND GROUP 

The proportion of prototypical words generated in each language was analyzed to 

determine possible between-language differences that may impact the interpretation of 

results for proportion of prototypical words generated by TD and LI groups. One TD 

child and 2 LI children were eliminated form the analyses because they did not produce 

the story in the target language. Using the General Linear Model procedure (SPSS 19) 

  English TNL  Spanish TNL  
  McD Late Alien Total Tienda Perro Unicornio Total 

TD M .46 .42 .84 .61 .48 .43 .37 .42 
SD .04 .07 .06 .06 .04 .06 .05 .03 

LI M .43 .36 .36 .36 .44 .45 .36 .41 
SD .12 .15 .09 .12 .12 .07 .10 .08 
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repeated measures ANOVA, we evaluated the group by language patterns of use of 

prototypical words.  The main effect for language was significant, F (1,68) = 37.4, p 

<.001, ŋp
2 = .355.  Stories in English contained a higher proportion of prototypical words 

(M=48.8%) than stories in Spanish (M=42.0%).  These results tell us that there is a 

difference between languages on reliance on prototypical words.  When the participants 

produced stories in English, they produced more prototypical words than when they 

produced stories in Spanish.  The number of nouns and verbs for the prototypical word 

list in each language used by norming sample was also calculated.  In English, 102 verbs 

were produced and 150 nouns were produced.  In Spanish, 114 verbs and 71 nouns were 

used.   

In addition, there was a significant group by language development status 

interaction F (1,68) = 91.6, p <.001, ŋp
2 = .574.  We compared performance by language 

using a one way analysis of variance and found that the TD/LI difference was significant 

in English: F(1,69) = 129.95 p<.001; but not in Spanish: F(1,69) = .353 p=.555.  Follow-

up paired sample t-test were conducted to evaluate if these differences were related to a 

particular story. A main effect was found for “The Alien Story” showing that TD and LI 

children differed in their use of prototypical words (F(2,64)=343.72, p <.001 and a large 

effect size of .915).  Children with and without LI did not differ in their use of 

prototypical words on “The Late for School Story” (F(2,64)=1.7, p>.001 and an 

insignificant effect size of .022) or “The McDonalds Story” (F(2,64)=.094, p>.001 and an 

insignificant effect size of .043).  These results suggest that the TD/LI difference is most 

strongly associated with the “Alien Story”. 

 



 20 

DISCUSSION 

The purpose of this study was to investigate the reliance on prototypical words for 

seven-to nine-year-old bilingual children with and without LI during an oral narrative 

task.  Our questions were the following:  Is there a difference in the proportion of 

prototypical words used in English oral narratives compared to Spanish oral narratives? 

Do TD English/Spanish bilingual children use a higher proportion of prototypical words 

than LI English/Spanish bilingual children when telling an oral narrative?  It was 

predicted that the proportion of prototypical words used in English would be higher than 

the proportion of prototypical words used in Spanish.  It was also predicted that the TD 

participants would generate more prototypical words than the LI group.  By 

understanding the use of prototypical words in bilingual Spanish/English children with 

and without LI, we will be able to add to our knowledge regarding diagnostic markers for 

language impairment as well as intervention strategies.   
 

PROPORTION OF PROTOTYPICAL WORDS BY LANGUAGE 

Consistent with our predictions, the stories told in English included a greater 

proportion of prototypical words than the stories in Spanish.  Children used the most 

prototypical words in “The Alien Story” and the largest effect size was associated with 

this story. “The Alien Story” may have caused the difference in use of prototypical words 

because it was the most difficult story.  Neither a model nor a sequence of pictures is 

provided for this story.  Therefore, the children had to rely more on a set of familiar 

words. However,  “El Unicornio” story in the Spanish version of the TNL, which is 

comparable to “The Alien Story”, did not produce the same results.  Perhaps the 

participants did not rely on the prototypical words for “El Unicornio” story because they 

had richer language skills in Spanish.  It could be the case with “El Unicornio” story that 

unlike the more constrained story telling tasks in the beginning portion of the TNL, this 
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story allowed the children to be more creative.  Whereas in the more constrained story 

telling tasks the children relied on a core set of vocabulary, the children who had more 

vocabulary were able to go beyond the core set of vocabulary for “El Unicornio” story 

which did not have a model. 
 

PROPORTION OF PROTOTYPICAL WORDS USED BY LANGUAGE STATUS 

Consistent with our predictions once again, the TD group produced a higher 

proportion of prototypical words than the LI group.  The TD group demonstrated more 

similarities in word choice with the data selected from the top 10 TNL productions than 

the LI group.  It is plausible that the LI group did not produce as many prototypical words 

because they lacked sufficient stored knowledge surrounding semantic concepts, which 

effected their selection of words just as was noted in the McKinney (2009) study. This 

finding suggests that the children with LI may have difficulty building semantic depth as 

the research by Sheng et al. (2012) suggested.  Another consideration is the difference 

between the amount of nouns and verbs throughout the TNL stories.  There was a greater 

amount of nouns used in the English stories and a greater amount of verbs used in the 

Spanish stories.  The difference between groups based on language development status 

may have been driven by the greater amount of nouns in the English prototypical word 

list. Children with LI have a harder time learning new words and nouns are the types of 

words learned the quickest because they are most concrete.  

CLINICAL IMPLICATIONS 

The finding that the TD group produced a higher proportion of prototypical words 

than the LI group extends what we know about language impairment.  While we already 

knew that children with LI have difficulty learning and using new words, this study 

suggests that children with LI are less likely to rely on a core set of vocabulary.  If 
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children with LI are not relying on a core set of vocabulary, they may have more 

difficulty retrieving words.  This could lead to using more unspecific vocabulary. 

This study tells us that when TD bilingual children are performing a constrained 

language task such as a narrative given pictures or a model, they are more likely to 

retrieve words from a familiar set than their LI peers.  We can apply this knowledge to 

assessment for bilingual children.  Not only should diagnostics focus on number of total 

words, but they should take into consideration the quality of the words used (i.e. do the 

words represent core vocabulary for that age).   

We can also apply the findings in this study to intervention for bilingual children 

with language impairment.  Intervention should focus on building a core set of 

vocabulary.  This may include focusing on building greater knowledge of a word so that 

the word is more embedded making it easier to retrieve.  For example, if the word is a 

noun, the clinician may focus on what the item is, where one can find the particular item, 

and general characteristics of the item.  Intervention may also include reading a story 

multiple times so that the child becomes familiar with story vocabulary.    

CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, the results of this study augment existing knowledge of bilingual 

children’s vocabulary use.  Results suggest that seven- to nine-year-old TD bilingual 

children rely more on prototypical words when producing an oral narrative than their LI 

peers.  These findings increase understanding of the kinds of deficits that characterize the 

lexical-semantic systems of bilingual children with language impairment.  Further 

research should continue investigating word selection in TD and LI bilingual school-age 

children.   
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