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CHAPTER THREE 

BILINGUAL LANGUAGE ASSESSMENT  
IN EARLY INTERVENTION:  

A COMPARISON OF SINGLE-  
VERSUS DUAL-LANGUAGE TESTING 

CAROLINE A. LARSON, SARAH CHABAL,  
AND VIORICA MARIAN 

 
 
 

Abstract 
 
 Despite a growing number of bilingual children enrolled in Early 
Intervention language services, methods of administering language 
assessments to bilingual children are not standardized. This study reports 
clinically-meaningful differences in bilingual children’s receptive and 
expressive language outcomes when their language skills are assessed in 
the primary language versus in both the primary and secondary languages. 
Eleven Spanish-English speaking children (ages 1;11 to 2;11) with 
language delay enrolled in Early Intervention were assessed using The 
Rossetti Infant-Toddler Language Scale (Rossetti, 1990) in their primary 
language only, and then in both their primary and secondary languages. 
When assessed in only one language, bilingual children’s language skills 
were underestimated by 1.4 months for receptive language and 2.2 months 
for expressive language; language delay was overestimated by 4.7% for 
receptive language and by 7.8% for expressive language. Single-language 
assessments would lead to inappropriate Early Intervention referral for 3 
of the 11 tested children. It is therefore suggested that assessing bilingual 
children in only one language leads to a significant underestimation of 
receptive and expressive language abilities and a significant overestimation 
of language delay. Consequently, the efficacy, reliability, and validity of the 
assessment are compromised and best practice as mandated by speech-
language pathology certification organizations is not achieved. 



Chapter Three 
 

64

Introduction 

 The number of bilingual children in the United States, as well as 
throughout the world, is rapidly growing, due, in part, to globalization, 
migration, and an increased prevalence of bilingual education options. For 
example, of school-age children in the United States, 22% speak a 
language other than English in the home (Lowry, 2011). Within certain 
areas, such as large cities, an even higher percentage of families speak 
more than one language in the home. For instance, a language other than 
English is spoken in 35.5% of Chicago residences (United States Census 
Bureau, 2013). Children in these homes who are developing more than one 
language are generally believed to have language disorders at a similar 
rate as children acquiring only one language (Kohnert, 2010). As a result, 
the caseload makeup for speech-language pathologists often includes 
children with language delay who are developing bilinguals. 
 When young monolingual and bilingual children fail speech-language 
screenings or are referred by pediatricians due to speech-language concerns, 
they undergo language assessment to determine eligibility for Early 
Intervention services. For example, in Illinois a child is considered eligible 
for speech-language services when he or she demonstrates a 30% or more 
delay in one or more areas of speech, language, or communication, when 
he or she presents with a medical diagnosis that typically results in 
developmental delay, or when he or she is determined to be at risk of 
substantial developmental delay (Illinois Department of Children and 
Family Services, 2003; Illinois Department of Human Services 
Community Health and Prevention Bureau of Early Intervention, 2009). 
 Eligibility for speech-language services through the Early Intervention 
program in the United States is often determined based on assessment 
outcomes of The Rossetti Infant-Toddler Language Scale (Rossetti, 1990). 
The Rossetti is a criterion-referenced assessment of preverbal and verbal 
areas of communication and interaction for children up to three years of 
age. The skill age at which all criteria are demonstrated and the resulting 
percent of receptive or expressive language delay relative to chronological 
age decide the children’s eligibility for Early Intervention.  
 The Rossetti is often used in the Early Intervention program as it is 
familiar to Early Intervention clinicians across disciplines (e.g., 
occupational therapists, social workers, etc.) (Marchman & Martinez-
Sussmann, 2002) and because few other assessment tools cover a similar 
breadth of developmental domains within the birth to three age range. Like 
many assessments structured for use with young children (e.g., Bzoch, 
League, & Brown, 2003; Hedrick, Prather, & Tobin, 1984; Marchman & 
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Martinez-Sussmann, 2002; Rescorla, 1989; Wetherby & Prizant, 1993), 
The Rossetti is primarily informal, follows a checklist format, and involves 
multiple sources reporting the presence or absence of specified skills. The 
Rossetti is often preferred over other assessments due to ease of administration 
in the home environment and applicability to the Early Intervention 
program assessment requirements (Illinois Department of Human Services 
Community Health and Prevention Bureau of Early Intervention, 2009).  

Background 

 Despite its use within the Early Intervention program, methods of 
administering The Rossetti assessment to bilingual children are not 
standardized. When The Rossetti is used to assess bilingual children, 
accepted practices include measuring language abilities in only the child’s 
primary language, in only the child’s secondary language, or across both 
developing languages.  
 One concern with assessing bilingual children’s language skills in only 
their primary or secondary language is that developing bilinguals with 
language delay often display uneven skill distribution and shifting 
development across languages, as well as individual variation in their 
developmental trajectories (Kohnert, 2010). For example, a child may 
have relatively even expressive vocabulary skills in Spanish and English, 
but demonstrate more advanced verb conjugation skills in English. Even in 
typically-developing bilingual children, language acquisition is 
characterized by variable timeframes and patterns of development, which 
cause difficulty in obtaining valid assessment outcomes (e.g., Kohnert & 
Goldstein, 2005; Marian, 2008; Marian, Faroqi-Shah, Kaushanskaya, 
Blumenfeld, & Sheng, 2009). Therefore, single-language assessment of 
developing bilinguals may not accurately reflect their language abilities 
and may not be best practice. Indeed, previous research with school-age 
bilinguals suggests that both languages should be measured and 
considered as a composite in order to reduce the risk of misdiagnosis and 
inappropriate individualized education plans (Kohnert, 2008; Kohnert, 
2010; Marian et al., 2009; Roseberry-McKibbin, Brice, & O’Hanlon, 
2005). 
 While such risks in the school-age population are well documented, 
there is little research examining language assessment methods with birth 
to three-year-old bilingual children who have language delays (Dollaghan 
& Horner, 2011). Within typically-developing populations, the 
language(s) of assessment can affect measures of young bilinguals’ total 
vocabulary size (Core, Hoff, Rumiche, & Señor, 2013; Hoff, Core, Place, 



Chapter Three 
 

66

Rumiche, Señor, & Parra, 2012; Thordartottir, Rothenberg, Rivard, & 
Naves, 2006), grammatical ability (Hoff et al., 2012), and syntax 
(Thordartottir et al., 2006). Similar metrics are likely to be impacted by the 
language of assessment for children with language delays. Understanding 
how bilingual children’s assessments are impacted by the use of single- or 
dual-language practices is important for early and accurate detection of 
language disorders. Early assessment allows for the provision of Early 
Intervention speech-language services to the young bilingual population, 
which results in faster gains and possible prevention or minimization of 
deficits (National Joint Committee on Learning Disabilities, 2006; Paul, 
2007; Woods & Wetherby, 2003). 
 Because the Early Intervention population often includes bilingual 
children with language delays, the current study aimed to determine 
whether young bilingual children’s language assessment outcomes were 
different when evaluated in only one language as opposed to in both of the 
children’s developing languages.  

The Study 

 The study reported in this chapter looked at the differences in 
expressive and receptive language measures on The Rossetti for birth to 
three year old bilingual children with language delay when they were 
assessed in their primary language versus in both their primary and 
secondary languages. It was hypothesized that assessment outcomes 
provide a more accurate picture of the developing bilingual’s language 
level when skills are measured across both developing languages. 
Therefore, it was predicted that when administering The Rossetti to young 
bilingual children with language delay in only one language, outcomes 
will underestimate language abilities and overestimate language delay. 

Participants 

 Participants were 11 children (2 girls; 9 boys) of Hispanic descent 
ranging in age from 1;11 to 2;11 (Mean = 2;5, SD = 0;4.8), born in the 
United States to bilingual Spanish-English speaking parents. All 
participants included in the study were assigned to Early Intervention 
speech-language services and required annual or 6-monthly Early 
Intervention mandated reassessment. All participants passed a hearing 
screening within one year of the testing date. Verbal consent was obtained 
from the participants’ parents prior to the evaluation. 
 Information about participants’ demographic information, linguistic 
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backgrounds, and language skills was obtained from parent reports and 
Early Intervention initial evaluation reports (see Table 3-1). Five 
participants were reported to use English as their primary language; six 
participants were reported to use Spanish as their primary language. On 
average, participants made 78% of their expressions in their primary 
language (SD = 10.8%) and 22% of their expressions in their secondary 
language (SD = 10.8%).  
 
Table 3-1: Demographic information for study participants. 
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1 M 1;11 English Spanish 80 20 Language 
2 M 2;6 English Spanish 85 15 Language 
3 F 2;4 Spanish English 80 20 Language 
4 M 2;11 Spanish English 75 25 Language 
5 M 2;4 English Spanish 85 15 Language 
6 M 2;6 English Spanish 90 10 Developmental 
7 M 1;11 English Spanish 85 15 Developmental 
8 M 2;11 Spanish English 60 40 Language 
9 F 2;1 Spanish English 90 10 Language 

10 M 2;11 Spanish English 60 40 Language 
11 M 2;6 Spanish English 70 30 Language 

Materials 

 Participants were assessed according to Early Intervention standards 
using The Rossetti Infant-Toddler Language Scales (Rossetti, 1990) at 
home with the presence of a parent, the treating therapist (first author), and 
an interpreter who had been assigned by the program to the child’s case at 
the onset of service provision. The Rossetti assesses skills across 
developmental domains including Interaction-Attachment (e.g., ‘Plays 
away from familiar people’), Pragmatics (e.g., ‘Uses words to protest’), 
Gesture (e.g., ‘Gestures to request action’), Play (e.g., ‘Stacks and 
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assembles toys and objects’), Language Comprehension (e.g., ‘Identifies 
four objects by function’), and Language Expression (e.g., ‘Uses sentence-
like intonational patterns’), and is used with young children ages birth-
three years (1990). 
 Because our interest is in the assessment of children’s language skills, 
the current study focused on the expressive and receptive language 
domains of The Rossetti. Within each domain, children’s skills were 
assessed within three month intervals (e.g., 21-24 months of age). 
Receptive language measures included: total number of words understood; 
the ability to follow two-step directions; the ability to identify body parts; 
the ability to answer wh-questions; and the ability to identify objects by 
category. Expressive measures included: total number of words spoken; 
the frequency with which the child expressed two word phrases; the ability 
to verbalize two different needs; the ability to use words to interact with 
others; and the ability to imitate animal sounds. Because a child may not 
spontaneously produce all of these behaviors within the context of a single 
session with the clinician, scores on each domain were credited with equal 
weight based on parent report, assessor observation, and/or assessor 
elicitation. Behaviors not observed or elicited by the parent or assessor 
were considered not yet present.  
 The evaluator was a state licensed and Early Intervention credentialed 
practicing speech-language pathologist-clinical fellow. All interpreters 
were Early Intervention credentialed Spanish-English bilinguals who were 
familiar to the child and family. Interpreters were assigned to each child at 
the onset of Early Intervention service provision.  

Procedure 

 The Rossetti parent questionnaire and test criterion are available in 
Spanish and English; however this study’s administration used only the 
English questionnaire and test criterion, as an interpreter was present to 
translate the questions from English to Spanish. Parent interviews were 
completed in English with Spanish interpretation prior to the assessment to 
determine participants’ demographic and linguistic backgrounds, and then 
with The Rossetti parent questionnaire during the assessment period. 
Follow-up questions and clarification questions were used as needed to 
ensure adequate and appropriate interpretation of assessment questions. 
 Within each assessment period, The Rossetti was administered twice: 
first only in the participant’s primary language (i.e., credit was only given 
for skills demonstrated or reportedly observed in the primary language), 
and then in the child’s primary and secondary languages (i.e., credit was 
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given for skills in either and/or both languages). During primary language 

administration, all activities were conducted in the child’s primary 

language only, and the child received credit for skills demonstrated in that 

language only. For example, a child whose primary language was Spanish 

would not receive credit for a skill demonstrated in English. During dual-

language administration, all activities were conducted in a ratio that 

matched the parent-reported ratio of Spanish to English expression. 

Children were awarded credit for all skills, regardless of their language of 

demonstration. Because the assessment accounts for skills that parents 

have observed but that may not have been demonstrated during the 

assessment period, and because it is a criterion-referenced assessment with 

general skill benchmarks, practice effects across single- and dual-language 

assessments were not problematic. 

 The parent interview, primary language assessment, and dual-language 

assessment occurred within the same contact period. Sessions lasted 

approximately one hour and involved child-directed and therapist-directed 

structured play activities, similar to a typical therapy session (e.g., shared 

storybook reading, symbolic play with a toy farm, and putting together 

puzzles). 

Scoring and Data Analysis 

 The assessment was scored and analyzed by the treating therapist with 

adherence to testing procedures. Skills observed or elicited by the 

assessing therapist were scored online, and parent-reported skills were 

credited offline within one week of administration. All assessment reports 

were reviewed by the assessing therapist’s clinical fellowship mentor. 

 The Rossetti assigns age levels based on the presence of all skills 

within a domain’s three month interval. In order to be scored within an age 

range, the child must have demonstrated all skills within that interval (i.e., 

if one or more skills from a given level were not present, the child was 

assigned a lower age level for that domain). Skills were awarded if they 

were observed or elicited by the parent, evaluator, or other reporter (e.g., 

daycare teacher or caregiver). Children were assessed at the highest 

reported skill level (e.g., if parents reported that the child used two-word 

phrases frequently but the evaluator elicited two-word phrases only 

occasionally, the skill was assigned as ‘uses two-word phrases frequently’ 

(Rossetti, 1990). 

 Percent language delay was calculated by dividing the child’s lowest 

assessed age by his or her chronological age, multiplying that number by 

100, and then subtracting 100 (Rossetti, 1990; West Virginia Department 
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of Human Resources, 2009). For example, a child with a chronological 

age of 30 months who demonstrated a receptive language age of 21-24 

months would present with a 30% delay in receptive language. 

Results 

 All data were analyzed using paired t-tests to compare outcomes when 

assessments were conducted in only the child’s primary language versus 

his or her primary and secondary languages. Results revealed that single-

language outcomes underestimated the participants’ receptive and 

expressive language skills.  

Primary Language Testing 

 When assessed in the primary language only, participants’ average 

receptive language skill age was 20.5 months (SD = 5.8 months), 

representing a mean delay of 28.4% (SD = 16.2%). Average expressive 

language skill age was 18.8 months (SD = 6.4 months), representing an 

average delay of 34.1% (SD = 18.3%). When including scattered skills 

(i.e., all ages at which skills were demonstrated), single-language 

assessment revealed a highest receptive skill-age average of 21.8 months 

(SD = 5.9 months) across participants and a highest expressive skill-age 

average of 22.4 months (SD = 5.1 months).  

Dual-Language Testing 

 When assessed in both primary and secondary languages, participants’ 

receptive skill age was 21.8 months (SD = 6.2 months), representing a 

delay of 23.6% (SD = 15.8%). Expressive skill age was 21 months (SD = 

6.6 months), representing an average delay of 26.3% (SD = 19%). When 

accounting for scattered skills (i.e., skill distribution) across both 

languages, average highest receptive skill-age was 24.3 months (SD = 4.9 

months) and average highest expressive skill-age was 24.3 months (SD = 

4.9 months). 

Single- Versus Dual-Language Testing 

 The data were compared using t-tests. The results of the analyses 

suggest that assessment in only the primary language significantly 

underestimated receptive skill age by an average of 1.4 months (SD = 1.6 

months, t(10) = 2.8868, p < .05) (see Table 3-2 and Figure 3-1) and 
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expressive skill age by an average of 2.2 months (SD = 1.4 months, t(10) = 
5.1640, p < .05) (see Table 3-3 and Figure 3-2). Primary language 
assessment also significantly overestimated the language delay by 4.7% 
(SD = 5.7%, t(10) = 2.7368, p < .05) for receptive skills and by 7.8% (SD 
= 5.4, t(10) = 4.8348, p < .05) for expressive skills (see Figure 3-3). The 
findings also suggest that single-language assessment significantly 
underestimated scattered skills by 2.5 months (SD = 1.8 months, t(10 = 
4.5000, p < .05) in the receptive domain and 1.9 months (SD = 2.0 months, 
t(10) = 3.1305, p < .05) in the expressive domain. 

Discussion 

 The results of the present study confirm that assessing bilingual 
children in only one language leads to a significant underestimation of 
participants’ receptive and expressive language abilities and a significant 
overestimation of their language delay. Scattered skill measurement, 
which provides treatment planning and skill distribution information, was 
also significantly underestimated. As a result of obtaining inaccurate 
assessment outcomes, eligibility determination and treatment planning are 
therefore compromised when assessing language skills in only one 
language, and implementation of best practice (ASHA, 2010) is not 
achieved. We conclude that clinicians working with bilingual children 
must measure highest skill levels across both languages to obtain accurate 
diagnostic and treatment planning information.  
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Table 3-2: Receptive language ability as indexed by The Rossetti 
(1990) Language Comprehension subtest. 
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1 15; 35% 18; 21% -3 -14% 15 21 -6 
2 24; 20% 24; 20% -0 -0% 24 27 -3 
3 27; 4% 27; 4% -0 -0% 27 27 -0 
4 27; 25% 30; 17% -3 -8% 27 30 -3 
5 21; 25% 21; 25% -0 -0% 24 27 -3 
6 12; 60% 12; 60% -0 -0% 15 18 -3 
7 15; 35% 18; 22% -3 -13% 15 18 -3 
8 18; 49% 21; 40% -3 -9% 21 24 -3 
9 18; 14% 18; 14% -0 -0% 21 21 -0 
10 30; 14% 33; 6% -3 -8% 33 33 -0 
11 18; 31% 18; 31% -0 -0% 18 21 -3 
Mean 20.5; 28.4% 21.8; 23.6% -1.4* -4.7%* 21.8 24.3 -2.5* 

Note: * = significant difference at p < .05 
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Figure 3-1: Participants’ receptive language assessment results using The Rossetti 
(1990) Language Comprehension subtest. Error bars represent standard errors and 
asterisks indicate significant differences at p < .05. 
 
 

 
 
Figure 3-2: Participants’ expressive language assessment results using The Rossetti 
(1990) Language Expression subtest. Error bars represent standard errors and 
asterisks indicate significant differences at p < .05. 
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Table 3-3: Expressive language ability as indexed by The Rossetti 
(1990) Language Expression subtest. 
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1 18; 21% 21; 9% -3 -12% 18 21 -3 
2 24; 20% 24; 20% -0 -0% 24 27 -3 
3 21; 25% 24; 14% -3 -11% 21 27 -6 
4 24; 33% 27; 25% -3 -8% 33 33 -0 
5 24; 14% 24; 14% -0 -0% 27 27 -0 
6   9; 70%   9; 70% -0 -0% 27 27 -0 
7 12; 48% 15; 35% -3 -13% 21 24 -3 
8 18; 49% 21; 40% -3 -9% 21 24 -3 
9 15; 28% 18; 14% -3 -14% 18 18 -0 
10 30; 14% 33; 6% -3 -8% 21 24 -3 
11 12; 53% 15; 42% -3 -11% 15 15 -0 

Mean 18.8; 
34.1% 

21; 26.3% -2.2* -7.8%* 22.4 24.3 -1.9* 

Note: * = significant difference at p < .05 
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Figure 3-3: Percent language delay in primary-language-only assessment and in 

dual-language assessment using The Rossetti (1990) Language Comprehension 

and Language Expression subtests. Error bars represent standard errors and 

asterisks indicate significant differences at p < .05. 
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limited funding is not warranted for these children. Children who are 
significantly delayed and who actually meet the eligibility requirements 
may linger on a waitlist or receive no services as children whose 
development is age-appropriate receive treatment. Furthermore, not 
accounting for a child’s second language perpetuates negative bias against 
bilingual language learners and the differences in their course of language 
development as compared to monolingual language development.  
 Appropriate treatment planning may also be impacted by single-
language assessment as treating therapists develop therapeutic goals and 
establish the language of treatment based on the children’s initial 
evaluation reports. Developing a treatment plan based on inaccurate 
assessment outcomes and skill distribution information is not best practice, 
and may hinder the child in reaching his or her full communicative 
potential. Also, due to a lack of continuity and infrequent contact between 
assessing and treating therapists in Early Intervention, the treating 
therapist may not be able to determine how and in what language the 
child’s skills were measured based on unreported or inaccurately-reported 
language of assessment in the initial evaluation reports. Consequently, the 
Early Intervention language assessment process must accurately and 
thoroughly account for developing bilinguals’ composite language skills. 
 The research presented here has direct implications for how language 
assessments should be structured. Prior to initiating the assessment process 
for children who are developing more than one language, the assessor 
must complete a thorough case history with the child’s parent or caregiver, 
utilizing interpretation services as necessary. The case history should 
include information related to medical history and current health status 
(e.g., birth weight, hospitalizations, familial medical history), 
developmental milestones (e.g., age the child first walked, first words), 
linguistic environment (e.g., primary language, language input/output, 
community language), and concerns regarding the child’s language skills 
(e.g., the child uses less than five true words and jargoning to 
communicate). Assessments should then measure the child’s highest 
language skill across both developing languages, as well as scattered skills 
and other qualitative information (e.g., the child produces the pronouns ‘I’ 
and ‘me’ in English and ‘me’ in Spanish independently, but is able to also 
produce ‘yo’ in Spanish given support). For example, a child with a 
primary language of English and secondary language of Spanish who is 
able to follow 2-step directions in English and 1-step directions in Spanish 
should receive credit for following 2-step directions. Measuring the 
highest reported and observed language skills across languages ensures 
that all of the child’s skills are given credit. As a result, the assessment 
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yields a more appropriate eligibility determination.  

Conclusion 

 To conclude, we have shown that assessing bilingual children in only 
the primary language can underestimate their language abilities, and may 
result in inaccurate eligibility determination and over-identification of 
language delays. Therefore, it is vital that language assessments in 
children acquiring multiple languages account for abilities across all 
developing languages. Measuring children’s skills in all developing 
languages (as opposed to skills in only one language) yields a more 
accurate and complete assessment, which has immediate benefits for 
appropriate service eligibility determination and treatment planning.  
 While our current findings provide support for the use of dual-
language assessments when determining children’s eligibility for Early 
Intervention services, future research will need to explore the use of 
single- versus dual-language assessments as evaluated by independent 
raters. Although concerns of examiner bias in the present study were 
minimized because all evaluations were thoroughly reviewed and 
approved by a non-treating clinician not involved in the present study, 
more rigorous evaluation methods are prudent to ensure that the 
differences between single- and dual-language assessments are reproducible 
across a variety of contexts and populations. Assessment outcomes will 
also need to be evaluated across other diagnostic tools (e.g., 
Communication and Symbolic Behavior Scales by Weatherby & Prizant, 
(1993); The Language Development Survey by Rescorla (1989); etc.). 
Finally, future research will need to investigate the magnitude of 
misdiagnoses by expanding the participant selection to more diverse 
groups of language speakers (e.g., sequential language learners) and 
demographic makeups (e.g., high versus low socioeconomic status). By 
ensuring that all children receive accurate diagnoses and referrals for Early 
Intervention treatment, best practice standards will be met and increased 
therapeutic success will be achieved.    
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