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Patterns of Development in Spanish–
English Conceptually Scored Vocabulary

Among Elementary-Age Dual
Language Learners
Jeannette Mancilla-Martinez,a Jin Kyoung Hwang,b

Min Hyun Oh,a and Elena Lauren Pokowitza
Purpose: Elementary-age dual language learners (DLLs)
from Spanish-speaking homes in the United States are
often characterized as at risk for low vocabulary in both
Spanish and English. This longitudinal study examined
conceptually scored receptive and expressive vocabulary
development among DLLs from Spanish-speaking, low-
income homes and investigated patterns of language
responses on the conceptually scored measures.
Method: DLLs in kindergarten and second grade (N = 118)
attending school in the Southeast region of the United
States were followed for three consecutive academic years
and assessed on measures of receptive and expressive
conceptually scored vocabulary.
Results: Individual growth modeling, using raw scores,
revealed positive vocabulary growth over time, with above
lege of Education and Human Development, Vanderbilt
ashville, TN
ucation, University of California, Irvine

ce to Jeannette Mancilla-Martinez:
cilla-martinez@vanderbilt.edu

ef: Stephen M. Camarata
Arunachalam

ruary 10, 2020
ived March 27, 2020
e 8, 2020
/10.1044/2020_JSLHR-20-00056

nal of Speech, Language, and Hearing Research • Vol. 63 • 3084–3099 • S
average performance relative to national norms. However,
initial conceptually scored receptive vocabulary scores
were higher than conceptually scored expressive vocabulary
scores. Furthermore, DLLs’ conceptually scored receptive—
but not expressive—vocabulary rate of growth was more
rapid compared to national norms. Finally, DLLs’ patterns of
language responses revealed a shift toward more English
over time, but Spanish continued to be used through fourth
grade.
Conclusion: Results contradict deficit-driven views about
DLLs’ vocabulary skills and underscore the utility of
conceptually scored vocabulary measures to assess
vocabulary development among elementary-age DLLs to
more comprehensively account for the linguistic assets
they bring to learning.
By definition, dual language learners (DLLs)—
hereon referring to children from households in
which a language other than English is used—

receive input in more than one language, and their language
environments are thus fundamentally different from those
of monolingual children (i.e., monolinguals hear and use
only one language across contexts while DLLs hear and
use more than one language, to varying extents, across
contexts). As such, DLLs’ vocabulary knowledge is dis-
tributed across their languages (Bedore et al., 2005; Mancilla-
Martinez et al., 2011; Pearson et al., 1993). Indeed, re-
searchers have long cautioned against the conceptualiza-
tion of bilinguals as two monolinguals in one person (e.g.,
Grosjean, 1989). Yet, in the United States, DLLs continue
to be assessed with monolingual measures that are designed
for and normed on monolingual children. Given typical
assessment practices, it is not surprising that many studies
report that DLLs from Spanish-speaking homes—the larg-
est and fastest growing segment of the school-age popu-
lation (McFarland et al., 2019)—often demonstrate low
Spanish and low English vocabulary knowledge (e.g., Hoff,
2018; Mancilla-Martinez & Lesaux, 2011). Of concern,
theoretical and empirical studies suggest important links be-
tween vocabulary knowledge and key educational outcomes,
such as reading comprehension (e.g., Gough & Tunmer,
1986; RAND Reading Study Group, 2002; Scarborough,
2001). Perhaps more importantly, among children who
struggle with reading comprehension, DLLs struggle with
language comprehension—most typically proxied via vo-
cabulary measures—significantly more than non-DLLs
Disclosure: The authors have declared that no competing interests existed at the time
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(Spencer & Wagner, 2017). While work to date raises con-
cerns about DLLs’ vocabulary, most studies have been
cross-sectional. Thus, gaining a better understanding of
DLLs’ longitudinal vocabulary development is not only
a timely issue but also a matter of educational equity.

Given that understanding DLLs’ vocabulary devel-
opment during the formal school years is imperative to
providing appropriate instructional support for reading
comprehension, an open empirical question of basic—yet
foundational—importance centers on conceptually scored
vocabulary development among DLLs from Spanish-
speaking homes across the elementary school years. Con-
ceptually scored vocabulary approaches aim to proxy DLLs’
overall understanding in an integrated way by tapping
Spanish and English vocabulary simultaneously rather
than utilizing a monolingual Spanish vocabulary measure
and then a separate monolingual English vocabulary mea-
sure. This longitudinal study, spanning kindergarten through
fourth grade, was designed to contribute to our understand-
ing of conceptually scored receptive (i.e., comprehension)
and expressive (i.e., production) vocabulary development
among elementary-age DLLs from Spanish-speaking homes
in a new destination state in which instruction is provided
only in English.

Though DLLs are by no means a new population
of learners in U.S. schools, in recent years, new destina-
tion states (e.g., Georgia, South Carolina, and Tennessee)
have experienced unprecedented DLL population growth
(Gándara & Mordechay, 2017; McFarland et al., 2019).
Following national trends, the majority of DLL popula-
tions in new destination states come from Spanish-speaking,
low-income homes and receive English-only instruction in
schools (Gándara & Mordechay, 2017; Migration Policy
Institute, 2015). Amidst the rapidly changing school-age
demographics, educators in new destination states who
have not historically served DLLs are comparatively less
prepared to meet and support DLLs’ language and liter-
acy development and academic success.

DLLs are a heterogeneous group of students, even
though a distinguishing feature is that they hear (and often
use) more than one language. Indeed, DLLs vary in many
aspects, including proficiency in their first language (e.g.,
Spanish), proficiency in their second language (i.e., English
in this case), and years of instruction they received in their
first and second languages (e.g., August & Shanahan, 2006).
While some DLLs enter kindergarten with full proficiency
in English, others enter with limited but developing English
proficiency needed to succeed in U.S. schools. Under-
standing vocabulary developmental trajectories based on
measures designed to simultaneously proxy Spanish and
English vocabulary can offer valuable insight for researchers
and educators seeking assessments for evaluating language
skills of DLLs who vary in Spanish and English profi-
ciency. This insight can, in turn, potentially serve as a cata-
lyst for efforts aimed at increasing the sheer feasibility of
administering conceptually scored vocabulary assessments
(e.g., addressing the shortage of bilingual teachers nation-
wide). Additionally, patterns of language use are dynamic.
Mancilla-Martin
Some children evidence stable language use patterns between
kindergarten and eighth grade, while others shift toward
more use of English or their home language (Mancilla-
Martinez & Kieffer, 2010). Thus, an analysis of DLLs’
relative use of Spanish compared to English on the con-
ceptually scored vocabulary measures across the elemen-
tary grade years was conducted in the current study. By
examining the patterns of DLLs’ language responses, we
aimed to document potential shifts in language use across
this critical developmental period in which DLLs’ lan-
guage environments become increasingly English based.
More uniquely, this analysis would also shed light on the
extent to which Spanish continues to be used, speaking
to the utility (or lack thereof ) of conceptually scored
measures.

Vocabulary Development Using
Single-Language Measures

Extant longitudinal studies have typically found that
elementary-age DLLs from low-income, Spanish-speaking
homes tend to evidence Spanish and English vocabulary
levels that raise concerns (Mancilla-Martinez & Lesaux, 2011,
2017). For example, in a sample of DLLs from Spanish-
speaking homes instructed in English and followed from
preschool to fifth grade, Mancilla-Martinez and Lesaux
(2011) found positive but decelerating Spanish and English
vocabulary growth. Specifically, DLLs’ Spanish vocabu-
lary was not only initially lower than their English vo-
cabulary, but their vocabulary growth began to decelerate
sooner in Spanish (8 years of age) compared to English
(10 years of age). By fifth grade, DLLs evidenced consid-
erably lower Spanish than English vocabulary levels, and
DLLs’ Spanish and English vocabulary levels remained
well below the national average. More recently, Mancilla-
Martinez and Lesaux (2017) found a similar pattern in
a 6-year longitudinal study that investigated growth rates
of Spanish-speaking DLLs’ word reading and vocabulary
skills and their predictive roles on English reading compre-
hension achievement. Using single-language vocabulary
measures in Spanish and English, the study found a devel-
opmental shift in the contribution of word- and language-
based skills, wherein the English language–based skills
(e.g., vocabulary knowledge) emerged as a robust contrib-
utor to reading comprehension in eighth grade, but not
fifth grade. However, word- and language-based skills in
Spanish were not robust predictors of reading compre-
hension at either fifth grade or eighth grade. Although
these studies accounted for DLLs’ achievement in both
languages, the measures used were designed for and normed
on Spanish and English monolinguals, not Spanish–English
DLLs. Thus, DLLs have typically been treated as two
monolinguals in one person, despite the fact that their
vocabulary knowledge is distributed across their languages.

More research is needed to comprehensively under-
stand the relationships between DLLs’ language develop-
ment in both Spanish and English and their academic
trajectories. Empirical evidence underscores the robust
ez et al.: Spanish–English Conceptually Scored Vocabulary 3085



contribution of vocabulary knowledge to later reading
comprehension outcomes for both monolingual learners
and DLLs (e.g., Catts et al., 2005; Ouellette & Beers, 2010;
Paris & Hamilton, 2009), necessitating a better under-
standing of vocabulary development patterns among DLLs
to help inform instruction and equitable assessment prac-
tices for this growing group of learners. However, a major
limitation of work to date continues to be the scarcity of
valid measures designed for and normed on DLLs in the
United States (Espinosa, 2010; Peña & Halle, 2011). This
poses a challenge in not only gaining an accurate under-
standing into this population’s vocabulary achievement
and development but also in distinguishing a language dif-
ference from a language disorder (Ortiz & Artiles, 2010;
Paradis et al., 2011).

Vocabulary Development Using Conceptually
Scored Vocabulary Measures

Vocabulary assessment of DLLs—who have more
than one linguistic resource—is challenging and complex,
but crucial. A long line of research has cautioned against
expecting DLLs to show the same level of vocabulary knowl-
edge in each of their languages as that of monolinguals in
those languages (e.g., Bedore et al., 2005; Grosjean, 1989).
Indeed, DLLs’ vocabulary knowledge tends to be distrib-
uted between the two languages, given variations in expo-
sure, use, and proficiency (Oller & Pearson, 2002; Oller
et al., 2007). Nonetheless, measures designed for mono-
lingual speakers of either Spanish or English continue to
be used with Spanish-speaking DLLs. This raises concerns,
as there is general research consensus that DLLs in the
United States with limited vocabulary knowledge are likely
to experience long-term difficulties with English reading
comprehension (e.g., Kieffer, 2008; Mancilla-Martinez &
Lesaux, 2017; Spencer & Wagner, 2017). Given the distrib-
uted nature of DLLs’ vocabulary knowledge, the home
language must be considered, in addition to English, when
assessing their vocabulary.

A growing body of research reveals that DLLs’
conceptually scored vocabulary generally offers a more
comprehensive account of their language skills (Anaya
et al., 2018; Hwang et al., 2019; Mancilla-Martinez et al.,
2018; Peña & Halle, 2011). Conceptually scored vocabu-
lary approaches attend to DLLs’ proficiency in an inte-
grated way, such that the focus is on students’ knowledge of
known concepts, not on language-specific labels. In other
words, rather than utilizing a monolingual Spanish vo-
cabulary measure and then a separate monolingual English
vocabulary measure, conceptual scoring taps Spanish and
English vocabulary simultaneously. In this way, DLLs can
respond in either language, such that they receive credit for
known concepts regardless of whether the response is pro-
vided in Spanish or English. Conceptual scoring itself is not
new, with researchers such as Pearson and colleagues (e.g.,
Pearson et al., 1993, 1995) being among the first to pro-
pose adapting monolingual measures designed for in-
fants and toddlers to derive a conceptual vocabulary score.
3086 Journal of Speech, Language, and Hearing Research • Vol. 63 •
Conceptual scoring aims to proxy DLLs’ overall understand-
ing, which is a foundational skill in comprehension. Vocabu-
lary knowledge is not simply about learning individual
word labels and associated meanings. Instead, vocabulary
knowledge reflects learners’ conceptual knowledge that is
built around the labels and meanings of words (Stahl &
Bravo, 2010). In addition to addressing the distributed na-
ture of DLLs’ vocabulary knowledge, conceptually scored
vocabulary approaches are grounded in scientific under-
standings of bilingual language acquisition.

The revised hierarchical model (Kroll & Stewart,
1994) suggests that a conceptual system is shared between
two languages and is likely represented by separate labels,
in which proficiency in one language supports proficiency
in another as influenced by an individual’s experiences with
each language. Thus, conceptually scored vocabulary ap-
proaches represent a promising alternative compared to the
stubborn reliance on single-language assessments to under-
stand DLLs’ vocabulary knowledge. Indeed, recent evidence
suggests that conceptual development might be similar be-
tween monolingual and bilingual children, wherein encoun-
ters with concepts, rather than labels, contribute to early
vocabulary development (Jardak & Byers-Heinlein, 2019).
This is aligned with empirical evidence suggesting that
bilingual and monolingual children possess comparable
levels of conceptual vocabulary (e.g., Bedore et al., 2005;
Mancilla-Martinez et al., 2018; Pearson et al., 1993, 1995;
Thordardottir et al., 2006), contradicting a misled, deficit
orientation of DLLs’ vocabulary achievement and learning
capability. However, this work has been conducted with
toddlers and preschoolers, leaving open questions about
the utility of conceptually scored approaches for the large
and growing population of elementary-age DLLs. In other
words, extant research has not examined conceptually scored
vocabulary among school-age children, even though this
developmental stage represents a critical time during which
high-stakes decisions are made (e.g., special education
placement).

Furthermore, research with DLLs from Spanish-
speaking homes generally finds stronger receptive—compared
to expressive—vocabulary skills when each language do-
main is considered separately (e.g., Gibson et al., 2012;
Gross et al., 2014; Oller et al., 2007; Windsor & Kohnert,
2004), in line with findings from English monolinguals
(Benedict, 1979). However, findings are somewhat mixed
when considering conceptually scored receptive compared
to expressive vocabulary. Mancilla-Martinez et al. (2018)
found that, among children from Spanish-speaking homes
attending English-only preschool, conceptually scored vo-
cabulary knowledge in both the receptive and expressive
domains was on par with that of their monolingual peers.
In contrast, in a sample of primary grade children receiving
a mix of formal instruction in English and Spanish, Gross
et al. (2014) reported that conceptually scored vocabulary
only removed the significant difference between mono-
linguals and DLLs in receptive, but not expressive, vocabu-
lary. Gross et al. (2014) hypothesize that this might be
attributed to the receptive–expressive gap commonly identified
3084–3099 • September 2020



in the literature, domestically and internationally, in which
DLLs perform better receptively than expressively (e.g.,
Gibson et al., 2012; Keller et al., 2015; Oller et al., 2007;
Sheng et al., 2011). More research comparing receptive
and expressive conceptually scored vocabulary is warranted.
There is practical utility in engaging in these investigations
as testing time is constrained in schools. Thus, it is impor-
tant to examine whether DLLs tend to need more support
with the receptive or expressive domain as this has direct
implications for the selection of assessments. Additionally,
conceptually scored vocabulary offers a unique opportu-
nity to examine potential shifts in DLLs’ use of Spanish
and English across the elementary-grade years, which can
directly help inform the extent to which use of measures
that allow DLLs to respond in either language is warranted
(i.e., do DLLs continue to use Spanish over time?). That
is, if DLLs do not use Spanish at all over time, the case
for conceptually scored measures is markedly reduced. In
contrast, learning that DLLs indeed use Spanish would
suggest that use of conceptually scored measures during
the school-age years are needed to more comprehensively
understand their vocabulary development.

Language Use Shifts
Research shows general shifts toward English prefer-

ence at school entry among DLLs (Lutz, 2008; Tse, 2001).
Furthermore, increased English proficiency in later child-
hood and adolescence can lead to attrition of the native
language (Anderson, 2012; Tran, 2010), as opportunities
to hear and use one’s home language become limited for
DLLs (Hammer et al., 2014). The possibility of language
loss is heightened for children for whom the use of English
at school and lack of instructional support in the home
language lead to a more drastic language shift at the time
of school entry (Castilla-Earls et al., 2019; Ijalba, 2015),
a common occurrence in the U.S. context. Associating
the first language with specific environments, such as the
home or smaller communities, can also hinder concept
development in the child’s native language (Anderson, 2012).
Likewise, with increased exposure to formal schooling in
English, students from Spanish-speaking homes with more
experience in English tend to show declines in Spanish
expressive and receptive vocabulary, as they become more
exposed to hearing and speaking English at school (Anderson,
2012; Castilla-Earls et al., 2019) and show overall im-
provements in English proficiency (Castilla-Earls et al.,
2019; Guo & Schneider, 2016). Some work finds that, by
second grade, DLLs have generally transitioned to English
as their primary and preferred language (Castilla-Earls
et al., 2019). At the same time, we also know that patterns
of language use are dynamic, such that a majority of chil-
dren evidence stable language use patterns between kinder-
garten and eighth grade, while others shift toward more
use of English or of their home language (Mancilla-Martinez
& Kieffer, 2010). It seems obvious that continued develop-
ment and proficiency in both languages is not impossible,
but the current sociolinguistic environment in the United
States appears to pressure individuals to focus solely on
Mancilla-Martin
the acquisition of English to optimize academic and occu-
pational outcomes (Anderson 2012; Castilla-Earls et al.,
2019).

In summary, most studies on conceptual vocabu-
lary scoring to date have been cross-sectional and have
focused on the early childhood level (Anaya et al., 2018;
Core et al., 2013; Gross et al., 2014; Hoff et al. 2012;
Mancilla-Martinez et al., 2018; Peña & Halle, 2011). Very
little is known about DLLs’ vocabulary development pat-
terns using conceptual scoring at the elementary school
level, when high-stakes educational decisions—including
special education recommendations—are typically made.
We know that DLLs from Spanish-speaking homes tend
to utilize both Spanish and English to varying extents and
conceptually scored vocabulary measures leverage this and
allow DLLs to respond in either language (Hwang et al.,
2019; Mancilla-Martinez et al., 2019; Oller & Pearson, 2002;
Oller et al., 2007; Peña et al., 2002). By utilizing measures
that are grounded in scientific understandings of bilin-
gual, rather than monolingual, language acquisition to
document patterns of vocabulary development among
elementary-age DLLs from Spanish-speaking homes in the
United States, this study offers unique insight into this
population’s vocabulary knowledge. Additionally, by doc-
umenting receptive and expressive vocabulary, this study
offers both instructional and assessment implications. Fi-
nally, this study affords an opportunity to examine potential
shifts in language use among DLLs across the elemen-
tary grades, allowing for a more nuanced understanding
of whether measures that employ bilingual scoring, and
namely that allow students to respond in Spanish if they
prefer to, have utility during this critical developmental
period. This study is guided by the following two research
questions:

1. What are Spanish–English DLLs’ patterns of con-
ceptually scored receptive and expressive vocabulary
growth across the elementary academic years and how
do students’ patterns of growth compare to national
norms?

2. Over the course of the elementary grades, to what
extent do Spanish–English DLLs provide correct re-
sponses in Spanish compared to English on concep-
tually scored receptive and expressive vocabulary?
Specifically, is there more Spanish use over time, more
English use over time, or relatively stable use of both
languages over time?

Based on the extant research reviewed focused on
younger populations, we hypothesize that elementary-age
Spanish–English DLLs’ conceptually scored vocabulary
will evidence patterns of growth that are on par with na-
tional norms, which would contrast typical findings when
monolingual measures are used. Despite the limited re-
search base comparing receptive and expressive conceptually
scored vocabulary, we further hypothesize that receptive
vocabulary levels will likely exceed expressive vocabulary
levels. This hypothesis is largely drawn from previous work
ez et al.: Spanish–English Conceptually Scored Vocabulary 3087



that emphasizes the need to afford DLLs greater oppor-
tunities to use language (e.g., Mancilla-Martinez et al.,
2019). Finally, given DLLs’ English-only instructional con-
text, we hypothesize that more English will be used across
the elementary grade years (e.g., Castilla-Earls et al., 2019).
At the same time, we expect DLLs to continue to use
Spanish to some extent, which would lend support for the
utility of conceptually scored measures during this devel-
opmental stage.
Method
Participants

The sample, taken from a larger study, consists of
kindergarten and second-grade students (N = 118, 55% fe-
male) recruited from three elementary schools in a large
urban school district in the Southeastern region of the
United States in the beginning of the 2016–2017 academic
year (Year 1) and followed through the end of the 2018–
2019 academic year (Year 3). In the larger study, all stu-
dents in kindergarten, second grade, and fourth grade at
the three participating schools received recruitment letters
in August 2016. Of the 266 students who returned letters,
190 students (59 kindergartners, 59 second graders, 72 fourth
graders) indicated that they spoke Spanish at home and
were eligible to participate in the study.

For this longitudinal study, we followed students in
kindergarten and second grade for three consecutive years
(2016–2019). Fourth-grade students from Year 1 were not
included in the current study because they graduated from
their elementary schools and went to middle schools (i.e.,
fifth grade) in Year 2 (i.e., 2017–2018 academic year). In
the spring of Year 1, five students withdrew from the study.
In Year 2, six students moved schools, leaving 107 possible
participants. Seventy-three students’ parents provided con-
tinuing consent for their children to participate in this study,
with 38 in first grade (i.e., kindergarten cohort) and 35 in
third grade (i.e., second-grade cohort). In the fall of Year 3
(i.e., 2018–2019 academic year), 52 students’ parents pro-
vided consent for their children to continue participating in
the study, with 27 in second grade (i.e., kindergarten co-
hort) and 25 in fourth grade (i.e., second-grade cohort).
Early in the spring of Year 3, we distributed a last round
of parent consent forms to re-invite participants. We were
able to recruit 60 students in total, with 34 in second grade
and 26 in fourth grade for the fall of Year 3.

The number of students we were able to assess at
each wave of data collection are reported in Table 1. Attri-
tion varied by year, at 38% from Year 1 to Year 2 and
29% from Year 2 to Year 3. However, there was an in-
crease in sample size (by 15%) from fall of Year 3 to spring
of Year 3. We conducted a series of t tests to examine
whether there were vocabulary differences in test scores for
students who did and did not participate in more than one
study year. There was no statistically significant differ-
ence in fall of Year 1 conceptually scored vocabulary scores
for those who only participated in Year 1 and those who
3088 Journal of Speech, Language, and Hearing Research • Vol. 63 •
continued to participate in Year 1 and Year 2: receptive
vocabulary, t(116) = −0.16, p = .87, and expressive vo-
cabulary, t(116) = 1.04, p = .30. In addition, there was no
statistically significant difference in fall of Year 2 concep-
tually scored vocabulary scores for those who participated
in Year 2 and those who participated in both Year 2 and
Year 3: receptive vocabulary, t(63) = −0.09, p = .93, and
expressive vocabulary, t(63) = −0.44, p = .66. Finally,
70% percent of our participants (n = 83) were formally
classified as limited English proficient (LEP) by their
school district based on WIDA Consortium’s Assessing
Comprehension and Communication in English State-to-
State for English Language Learners placements tests (http://
www.wida.us/assessment/ACCESS20.aspx) in fall of Year 1.

Eighty-nine percent of our participants’ parents (n =
105) provided demographic information via a parent ques-
tionnaire. According to the parent reports, 86% of stu-
dents were born in the United States, and the rest were
born outside the United States: Mexico (3%), Cuba (2%),
El Salvador (2%), and other countries in Latin America
(7%). In contrast, only 5% of their parents were born in
the United States, with 54% from Mexico, 13% from
El Salvador, 9% from Guatemala, 6% from Cuba, and the
rest (13%) from other countries in Latin America. Through
this parent questionnaire, parents also reported on eight
questions about patterns of language use in the home
among their children and other family members. Parents
rated each question on a 5-point scale: 1 = only Spanish,
2 = mostly Spanish, 3 = English and Spanish equally, 4 =
mostly English, and 5 = only English. On average, parents
reported that the language their children heard in the
home (i.e., language exposure) was Spanish-dominant
(M = 2.32, SD = 0.83). The average rating for the language
children used in the home with other family members was
slightly higher (M = 2.64, SD = 1.02), indicating that more
English was used, though children’s language use in the
home still remained Spanish-dominant. Concerning parental
education, 69% of parents reported having less than a high
school education, 19% reported completing high school
or high school equivalency certificate, and 12% reported
having more than a high school education. Finally, of the
parents who reported their family income level (n = 63,
60%), the families had an income-to-need ratio at the pov-
erty level (0.95), on average. The official U.S. definition
of poverty is based on a comparison of a household’s in-
come to an income threshold level that varies by family
size and composition (see https://www.census.gov/data/
tables/time-series/demo/income-poverty/historical-poverty-
thresholds.html). We computed the income-to-need ratio
by dividing total family income by the poverty threshold
for the appropriate family size.

Measures
Students’ conceptually scored vocabulary knowl-

edge was assessed one-on-one by trained Spanish–English
bilingual research assistants 5 times during the 3-year pe-
riod: fall and spring of Year 1, fall of Year 2, and fall and
3084–3099 • September 2020
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Table 1. Sample means and standard deviations by grade-level cohort and limited English proficient (LEP) status.

Cohort Year

Conceptually scored
receptive vocabulary

Conceptually scored
expressive vocabulary

n

Raw scores Standard scores

n

Raw scores Standard scores

M SD M SD M SD M SD

Kindergarten
cohort

Total Fall Year 1 59 67.37 13.17 108.46 10.08 59 51.64 10.79 106.08 10.56
Spring Year 1 55 82.80 16.73 116.31 13.57 55 58.93 10.03 109.25 10.04
Fall Year 2 30 82.07 15.31 111.40 13.27 30 61.83 11.43 107.53 12.09
Fall Year 3 26 97.85 17.71 115.69 12.99 27 72.63 10.53 109.59 10.51
Spring Year 3 33 107.58 17.23 120.18 11.99 33 80.82 10.95 114.85 10.97

Non-LEP
students

Fall Year 1 19 67.79 10.32 108.58 7.97 19 53.63 10.31 108.26 10.45
Spring Year 1 17 83.41 14.04 116.47 11.52 17 61.00 9.24 111.59 8.28
Fall Year 2 6 89.33 12.23 116.67 9.89 6 71.00 15.79 116.33 15.56
Fall Year 3 8 99.75 8.99 116.50 8.11 8 72.63 11.76 107.63 9.24
Spring Year 3 11 115.55 19.95 125.55 12.16 11 82.00 11.20 114.00 10.18

LEP students Fall Year 1 40 67.18 14.45 108.40 11.04 40 50.70 11.02 105.05 10.58
Spring Year 1 38 82.53 17.97 116.24 14.53 38 58.00 10.35 108.21 10.66
Fall Year 2 24 80.25 15.67 110.08 13.84 24 59.54 9.12 105.33 10.31
Fall Year 3 18 97.00 20.62 115.33 14.85 19 72.63 10.32 110.42 11.13
Spring Year 3 22 103.59 14.60 117.50 11.22 22 80.23 11.04 115.27 11.55

Second-grade
cohort

Total Fall Year 1 59 91.03 17.65 111.88 13.61 59 69.86 11.97 108.24 12.25
Spring Year 1 57 101.23 15.93 115.25 12.12 57 75.75 13.09 110.70 13.37
Fall Year 2 35 100.60 16.37 111.74 13.40 35 78.17 12.97 110.20 13.54
Fall Year 3 25 112.52 19.03 113.08 15.63 25 83.48 14.88 106.00 15.12
Spring Year 3 26 120.96 20.31 115.88 18.24 26 90.27 15.32 107.85 16.40

Non-LEP
students

Fall Year 1 16 92.63 17.07 111.25 13.55 16 71.81 15.50 108.69 14.72
Spring Year 1 16 102.31 13.24 114.88 10.25 16 81.69 13.13 116.06 12.89
Fall Year 2 7 103.43 12.92 112.14 10.95 7 85.71 13.17 116.29 14.73
Fall Year 3 5 120.20 20.47 116.20 17.02 5 80.80 17.34 101.60 15.66
Spring Year 3 5 125.00 20.19 120.80 19.10 5 93.60 11.57 110.60 12.62

LEP students Fall Year 1 43 90.44 18.02 112.12 13.79 43 69.14 10.49 108.07 11.40
Spring Year 1 41 100.80 17.00 115.39 12.90 41 73.44 12.48 108.61 13.12
Fall Year 2 28 99.89 17.26 111.64 14.12 28 76.29 12.45 108.68 13.06
Fall Year 3 20 110.60 18.70 112.30 15.64 20 84.15 14.63 107.10 15.19
Spring Year 3 21 120.00 20.71 114.71 18.31 21 89.48 16.22 107.19 17.38

Note. Two students in fall Year 1 and four students in spring Year 3 had standard scores of > 145. They were arbitrarily given a score of
146 for this descriptives table. LEP students’ status was determined in the beginning of the study.
spring of Year 3. We could not assess students in spring of
Year 2 due to conflicts with the district-wide standardized
assessment schedule.

Spanish–English Conceptually Scored Receptive
and Expressive Vocabulary

The Receptive One-Word Picture Vocabulary Test–4:
Spanish-Bilingual Edition (ROWPVT-4: SBE; Martin,
2013b) was used to assess children’s Spanish–English con-
ceptually scored receptive vocabulary knowledge, while the
Expressive One-Word Picture Vocabulary Test–4: Spanish-
Bilingual Edition (EOWPVT-4: SBE; Martin, 2013a) was
used to assess children’s Spanish–English conceptually scored
expressive vocabulary knowledge. There are an equal num-
ber of items on both measures (180 in each). For both as-
sessments, the standardized administration procedure was
strictly followed. Children were presented with the first
item of the age-recommended starting point, per the estab-
lished protocol from the publishers, in Spanish or English.
Children’s language dominance was determined based on
parent or teacher report. Incorrect response in one language
Mancilla-Martin
(e.g., Spanish) prompted the examiner to ask the child
again in the other language (e.g., English). Thus, potential
switches in prompting occurred as soon as the child made
an error. The publisher reports the median internal con-
sistency reliability coefficients as .95, and raw scores were
used in the analyses to make direct comparisons feasible.

The ROWPVT-4: SBE (Martin, 2013a) allowed for
the assessment of DLLs’ receptive knowledge in either
language. The items are ordered by increasing difficulty,
beginning with the easiest concepts and ending with less
frequently encountered concepts. Each item displays four
pictures. The child is asked which of the four pictures is the
target word and prompted to point to the correct picture.
The task is discontinued when the child makes four errors
within six consecutive responses. Similarly, the EOWPVT-4:
SBE (Martin, 2013b) allowed for the assessment of DLLs’
expressive vocabulary knowledge in either language. Chil-
dren were presented with a target picture and prompted in
Spanish or English to name the item. The items are ordered
by increasing difficulty, beginning with the easiest con-
cepts and ending with less frequently encountered concepts.
ez et al.: Spanish–English Conceptually Scored Vocabulary 3089



Each item displays a picture. The child is asked, “What
is this?” or “¿Qué es esto?” depending on language domi-
nance. The task is discontinued when the child fails six
consecutive items.

Both ROWPVT-4: SBE and EOWPVT-4: SBE in-
clude items (180 items per test) that have been arranged
in a developmental sequence normative to the Spanish–
English bilingual sample. Of note, the test items are not
designed to be the same between the receptive expressive
versions, and they consist of primarily nouns, with some
gerunds, verbs, and modifiers. Additionally, the ROWPVT-4:
SBE and EOWPVT-4: SBE are standardized assessments
with standardized protocols (as described above), which
allows us to generate standard scores to understand DLLs’
performance relative to the Spanish–English bilingual pop-
ulation in the United States. The publisher reports that
the two assessments have been normed on more than 1,200
Hispanic individuals, ranging from 2 to 93 years of age
and closely approximating the demographics (e.g., region,
gender, parent education, and residence) of the U.S. His-
panic population. Lastly, previous studies have utilized
different methods to generate conceptual scores, most often
adapted from monolingual measures (e.g., Core et al., 2013;
Mancilla-Martinez & Vagh, 2013), which offer no nor-
mative information specifically for elementary-age Spanish–
English DLLs in the United States. As such, utilizing
standardized assessments—designed for and normed on
Spanish–English bilinguals in the United States—can offer
valuable insight into the language skills of this growing
population of learners. We underscore that the findings
from this longitudinal study cannot be gleaned by simply
referencing the published norms that rely on a cross-sectional
sample.

Time
For the multilevel analysis of change analyses, we

coded each wave of data collection in months (i.e., fall
Year 1 = 0 month, spring Year 1 = 7 months, fall Year 2 =
12 months, fall Year 3 = 24 months, and spring Year 3 =
31 months). Time is a Level 1 variable in our analyses that
indicates the time since the start of the study (i.e., fall Year 1).

English Proficiency Status
To examine whether DLLs’ proficiency in English

influenced their conceptually scored vocabulary develop-
ment, we created a student-level (Level 2) dummy variable
for LEP students for our analyses. We treated language
status as time-invariant, reflecting students’ language sta-
tus at study entry (i.e., fall Year 1) because we could not
track language status information of students who did not
participate in the study in Years 2 and 3.

Grade-Level Cohort
To control for different grade levels in our analyses,

student-level (Level 2) dummy variables were created for
each grade-level cohort (i.e., kindergarten cohort, second-
grade cohort). The reference group in our analyses were
the kindergarten cohort students.
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Analytic Approach
To answer our research questions, we conducted

multilevel models for change (Singer & Willett, 2003) and
descriptive analyses. To address our first research ques-
tion, we ran statistical models separately for conceptually
scored receptive and expressive vocabulary. These models
allowed us to use all waves of data from each student to
create a model of conceptually scored vocabulary growth
over three academic years. The data were prepared in a
person-period data set, such that each student had up to
five rows of data. All data analyses were conducted using
STATA 14 software with the XTMIXED command. The
hypothesized multilevel model for change for our first re-
search question was the following:

Level 1:

Conceptually scored vocabulary
^ ¼ p0i þ p1iTimeij þ ɛij (1)

Level 2:
p0i ¼ g00 þ g01Second Gradei þ z0i (2)

p1i ¼ g10 þ g11Second Gradei (3)

where ɛij ~ N(0, σ 2
ɛ ), and ζ0i ~ N(0, σ 2

ς Þ.
The coefficient g00 represents the average score for

students in the kindergarten cohort at the first measure-
ment point (fall Year 1); g10 represents the average initial
slope for students in the kindergarten cohort. The random
effect ɛij is a Level 1 residual for student i at time j and
is assumed to be drawn from a normal distribution with a
mean of zero and variance s 2

ɛ . Random effect z0i refers to
Level 2 residual for the intercept and is hypothesized to
be drawn from a normal distribution with a mean of zero,
unknown variance s 2

ς . The parameter g01 refers to the base-
line difference in conceptually scored vocabulary scores
between the kindergarten cohort and the second-grade co-
hort of students. The parameter g11 represents the difference
in rate of growth between the kindergarten cohort and
the second-grade cohort of students. Students’ conceptually
scored receptive and expressive vocabulary scores from five
waves were used as dependent variables to answer our
first research question.

Based on the multilevel modeling results, we plotted
prototypical growth trajectories for students in both grade-
level cohorts and compared them to the nationally normed
median scores reported in the technical manual of the vo-
cabulary measures (Martin 2013a, 2013b). To quantify and
interpret the differences in students’ predicted scores and
national norms, we calculated effect sizes for all time points.
We obtained the effect sizes by dividing the difference be-
tween predicted conceptually vocabulary outcomes and na-
tionally normed median scores by the standard deviation
of our sample at each wave. This way, we were able to
examine how many standard deviation units the predicted
means of our sample were apart from the national norms.
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To address our second research question, we examined
DLLs’ correct responses in Spanish and in English on the
conceptually scored receptive and expressive vocabulary
measures, attending to potential changes in the language
of correct responses over time.
Results
Preliminary Descriptive Analyses

Table 1 displays means and standard deviations of
conceptually scored receptive and expressive vocabulary
scores by students’ grade-level cohort. The average stan-
dard scores reveal that DLLs performed above the mean
of 100, which is in the average to above average range
and thus on par with national norms. As shown in Table 1,
DLLs evidenced different patterns of conceptually scored
receptive and expressive vocabulary, with generally higher
raw and standard receptive scores.

Figure 1 illustrates the observed receptive–expressive
gap across grades. Furthermore, DLLs in the second-grade
cohort had higher scores on both conceptually scored vo-
cabulary measures compared to the kindergarten cohort. In
comparing DLLs’ vocabulary scores in the fall and spring
of Year 1, as well as in the fall and spring of Year 3, DLLs
evidenced improvement in their conceptually scored vocab-
ulary knowledge during the academic year. Finally, DLLs’
scores in the spring of Year 1 and fall of Year 2 suggest
they experienced vocabulary summer setback/plateau, par-
ticularly in conceptually scored receptive vocabulary. On
conceptually scored expressive vocabulary, DLLs’ scores
did not appear to regress, though growth during the sum-
mer was slower compared to growth during the academic
year.
Figure 1. Sample means in standard scores of conceptually scored rece
conceptually scored receptive vocabulary, and the dotted bar graph refers
average standard score.
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Research Question 1: Conceptually Scored Receptive
and Expressive Vocabulary Growth

Tables 2 and 3 show results from a series of multi-
level models for change predicting conceptually scored
receptive and expressive vocabulary, respectively. Model E
in Tables 2 and 3 accounts for linear time, grade-level co-
horts, the linear time and second-grade interaction term,
and LEP status. As shown, on average, the rate of growth
in students’ conceptually scored receptive and expressive
vocabulary is positive. We tested for a quadratic term of
time to examine whether the rate of growth accelerates or
decelerates over time, but it was not statistically signifi-
cant and inclusion did not improve the model fit (model
results not shown). Furthermore, the second-grade co-
hort students had higher baseline scores than the kinder-
garten cohort students, on average. Model E in Tables 2
and 3 also indicates that the second-grade cohort stu-
dents’ rate of growth in conceptually scored vocabulary
was slower compared to that of the kindergarten cohort
students. Finally, the LEP status was also tested in our
models. As shown in Table 2, Model E, for conceptually
scored receptive vocabulary, the LEP status was not a sta-
tistically significant predictor, while the LEP status was
negative and statistically significant in predicting students’
conceptually scored expressive vocabulary (see Table 3,
Model E; B = −4.75). This indicates that, on average, LEP
students had lower conceptually scored expressive vocabu-
lary baseline scores than non-LEP students at the beginning
of the study. We tested for Time × LEP interaction term,
but it was not statistically significant (model results not
shown).

Figures 2 and 3 display prototypical graphs of con-
ceptually scored receptive and expressive vocabulary growth,
ptive and expressive vocabulary. The blank bar graph refers to
to conceptually scored expressive vocabulary. Red line indicates
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Table 2. Multilevel models for change predicting conceptually scored receptive vocabulary.

Model A
Unconditional

means

Model B
Unconditional

growth

Model C
Conditional
growth with
grade-level
cohorts

Model D
Conditional
growth with
interaction

term

Model E
Conditional
growth with
all predictors

Fixed effects Intercept 90.99*** 81.17*** 71.07*** 69.99*** 71.41***
(1.47) (1.65) (1.75) (1.84) (2.53)

Time 1.06*** 1.07*** 1.19*** 1.19***
(0.07) (0.07) (0.09) (0.09)

Second grade 19.92*** 22.18*** 22.27***
(2.32) (2.59) (2.60)

Time × Second −0.26* −0.26*
(0.13) (0.13)

LEP −2.08
(2.53)

Level 1 variance
component

Residual 182.06*** 176.79*** 176.59*** 176.23*** 176.34***
(17.83) (16.87) (16.82) (16.77) (16.78)

Level 2 variance
component

Intercept 311.90*** 211.59*** 88.97*** 89.42*** 89.41***
(76.06) (43.37) (27.96) (27.79) (27.92)

Time 1.13 0.03 0.02 0.01 0.01
(0.24) (0.07) (0.06) (0.06) (0.06)

Goodness of fit
statistics

Deviance (−2LL) 3543.17 3429.80 3373.5 3369.69 3369.03
N (students) 118 118 118 118 118.
N (observations) 405 405 405 405 405.

Note. Raw scores were used for conceptually scored receptive vocabulary. Time × Second = interaction term between variables Time and
Second Grade; LEP = limited English proficient.

*p < .05. ***p < .001.

Table 3. Multilevel models for change predicting conceptually scored expressive vocabulary.

Model A
Unconditional

means

Model B
Unconditional

growth

Model C
Conditional
growth with
grade-level
cohorts

Model D
Conditional
growth with
interaction

term

Model E
Conditional
growth with
all predictors

Fixed effects Intercept 67.32*** 61.32*** 52.72*** 52.13*** 55.37***
(1.20) (1.29) (1.35) (1.38) (1.91)

Time 0.76*** 0.77*** 0.86*** 0.86***
(0.05) (0.05) (0.06) (0.06)

Second grade 17.08*** 18.32*** 18.54***
(1.85) (1.95) (1.91)

Time × Second −0.19* −0.19*
(0.09) (0.094)

LEP −4.75*
(1.98)

Level 1 variance
component

Residual 50.88*** 51.54*** 51.28*** 51.49*** 51.37***
(5.18) (5.01) (4.99) (5.00) (5.00)

Level 2 variance
component

Intercept 201.50*** 163.68*** 79.55*** 79.92*** 75.20***
(38.49) (25.78) (14.93) (14.94) (14.32)

Time 0.66* 0.07*** 0.07*** 0.07*** 0.07***
(0.12) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03)

Goodness of fit
statistics

Deviance (−2LL) 3184.20 3071.29 3008.73 3004.74 2999.09
N (students) 118 118 118 118 118.
N (observations) 406 406 406 406 406.

Note. Raw scores were used for conceptually scored expressive vocabulary. Time × Second = interaction term between variables Time and
Second Grade; LEP = limited English proficient.

*p < .05. ***p < .001.
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respectively, for the kindergarten cohort (dashed line with
two dots) and second-grade cohort (solid line) in compar-
ison to the national median scores (dotted line for kinder-
garten and long dashed line for second grade). The differences
at each wave are expressed in effect sizes and are presented
along the x-axis. We used results from Model C from
Tables 2 and 3 to plot these graphs. We also plotted graphs
with the significant Time × Second Grade interaction
terms (i.e., results from Model D) and for conceptually
scored expressive vocabulary with LEP status (i.e., results
from Model E), but the trajectories were essentially indis-
tinguishable. We thus display the trajectories without the
interactions and without LEP status given our focus on
DLLs’ normative development on conceptually scored
vocabulary.

There were two notable differences between the con-
ceptually scored receptive and expressive vocabulary growth
trajectories. First, the baseline scores (i.e., intercept) for
conceptually scored receptive vocabulary were higher than
those for the conceptually scored expressive vocabulary.
Although there were an equal number of items in each mea-
sure, students tended to have higher scores on the receptive
conceptually scored vocabulary measure compared to the
expressive. The national median scores also reflected this
trend. Second, for conceptually scored expressive vocabulary,
the projected growth trajectories of our participants were
on par with the national norm (kindergarten cohort aver-
age effect size = .10; second-grade cohort average effect
size = .04). However, the growth trajectory for conceptually
Figure 2. Prototypical graph of conceptually scored receptive voc
grade cohort students in comparison to the national median score
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scored receptive vocabulary evidenced a different pattern.
The initial performance for our sample was higher com-
pared to the national norm (kindergarten cohort average
effect size = .40; second-grade cohort average effect size =
.18), and our sample also evidenced a more rapid rate of
growth compared to the national norm. The vocabulary
growth among our sample exceeds those of the national
norms across all time points, and the gap between the two
widened over time (kindergarten cohort average effect size =
.46; second-grade cohort average effect size = .35).

Research Question 2: Student Language Use Patterns
on Conceptually Scored Vocabulary

Table 4 displays the percentage of DLLs’ correct
responses in Spanish and English on the conceptually
scored receptive and expressive vocabulary measures. When
administering the vocabulary measures, the research assis-
tants always started the first administered item using stu-
dents’ reported dominant language (Spanish or English). Of
118 students who contributed to at least one wave of data,
50 (42%) started the assessment in Spanish and 68 (58%)
started the assessment in English, revealing a relatively even
split in language dominance. As Table 4 shows, across all
five data points for both conceptually scored receptive and
expressive vocabulary, DLLs’ accurate responses were
predominantly in English, with one exception. Among the
kindergarten cohort, accurate receptive vocabulary responses
since study entry (fall of Year 1) were generally evenly
abulary growth trajectories for kindergarten and second-
s. ES = effect size.
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Figure 3. Prototypical graph of conceptually scored expressive vocabulary growth trajectories for kindergarten and second-grade cohort
students in comparison to the national median scores. ES = effect size.
balanced in Spanish and English. Furthermore, at every
wave of data collection, there was a notable shift toward
fewer accurate responses in Spanish and toward more ac-
curate responses in English (see changes in Table 4, indi-
cated as D). The only exception to this shift was that the
second-grade cohort was English-dominant since study
entry.
Table 4. Percentage of students’ responses in English in conceptually score
increase) in average percentages of students’ responses in English from fall

Cohort Year

Receptive vocabulary

n

Spanish Eng

M SD D M SD

Kindergarten
cohort

Fall Year 1 59 46.61 34.33 −36.17 53.39 34.

Spring Year 1 55 37.65 31.38 62.35 31.
Fall Year 2 30 34.87 29.57 64.99 29.
Fall Year 3 26 40.99 30.39 59.01 30.
Spring Year 3 33 10.44 6.81 89.56 6.

Second-grade
cohort

Fall Year 1 59 30.71 25.79 −25.61 69.29 25.

Spring Year 1 57 32.30 23.56 65.96 24.
Fall Year 2 35 34.64 25.22 65.36 25.
Fall Year 3 25 40.84 27.27 59.16 27.
Spring Year 3 25 5.10 5.61 94.90 5.

Note. Students who contributed to at least one wave of data were includ
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To examine the robustness of our results, we conducted
the same descriptive analyses constraining the sample to
students who contributed at least three waves of data (n = 86).
The percentages for fall and spring of Year 1 remain virtu-
ally unchanged, with a difference of less than 2% and with
the overall pattern remaining the same. Finally, to under-
stand the extent to which the option of responding in Spanish
d receptive and expressive vocabulary measures, with change (i.e.,
of Year 1 to spring of Year 3.

Expressive vocabulary

lish

n

Spanish English

D M SD D M SD D

33 36.17 59 37.05 37.91 −18.57 62.95 37.91 18.57

38 55 24.55 35.18 75.55 35.25
61 30 25.57 29.79 72.47 31.15
39 27 13.88 16.16 86.28 15.60
81 33 18.48 16.09 81.52 16.09
79 25.61 59 22.20 26.64 −5.66 77.80 26.64 5.66

78 57 16.35 26.65 81.91 28.71
22 35 13.38 19.49 86.62 19.49
27 25 17.75 28.48 82.25 28.48
61 25 16.54 6.82 83.46 6.82

ed. D refers to change.
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has utility for elementary-age DLLs, we further examined
the extent to which DLLs responded only in English. Among
the kindergarten cohort, on average, only one student
responded 100% in English on the conceptually scored recep-
tive measure across all waves. On the conceptually scored
expressive vocabulary measure, on average, nine students
did so. A very similar pattern emerged among the second-
grade cohort. On average, only two students responded
100% in English on the conceptually scored receptive mea-
sure across all waves, and nine did so on the conceptually
scored expressive vocabulary.

Discussion
Findings from this longitudinal study documenting

the vocabulary achievement and development of elementary-
age DLLs from Spanish-speaking homes offer an under-
standing of the linguistic resources DLLs bring to learning
that has typically been overlooked. This study also helps
shed light on patterns of Spanish and English use over the
course of the elementary-grade years. Three key findings
emerged that have timely implications for both theory and
practice, particularly considering the growing number of
DLLs from Spanish-speaking homes in new destination
states. First, results revealed that DLLs not only achieved
positive vocabulary growth but that their achievement
levels were either on par with or surpassed national norms.
Second, different patterns of development emerged for con-
ceptually scored receptive and expressive vocabulary. Fi-
nally, an examination of language use patterns revealed
increased use of English across the three study years but,
more uniquely, also continued use of Spanish.

To our knowledge, this is the first study to longitudi-
nally document elementary-age DLLs’ vocabulary skills
using measures specifically designed for and normed on
DLLs in the United States with varying levels of proficiency
in Spanish and English. Specifically, this study utilized con-
ceptually scored measures in which DLLs could respond
in either Spanish or English, given the distributed nature
of vocabulary knowledge among bilinguals (Bedore et al.,
2005; Oller & Pearson, 2002; Pearson et al., 1993). Our re-
sults suggest that the use of conceptually scored vocabulary
assessments to measure DLLs’ vocabulary knowledge af-
fords DLLs the opportunity to showcase their linguistic
knowledge more comprehensively than can be captured via
reliance on monolingual measures. That is, DLLs were
able to respond in Spanish or English rather than requiring
them to provide responses in only one of their two languages
(as is required when monolingual vocabulary measures
are used). As our results illustrate, DLLs effectively utilized
both Spanish and English. This, in turn, paints a starkly
different—and positive—developmental understanding
of their language skills that may help shift the prevalent,
deficit-oriented view of DLLs’ language achievement and
growth. Rather than starting below and falling behind in
their language development over time, conceptually scored
measures help to better elucidate DLLs’ linguistic knowl-
edge. The conceptually scored measures we utilized are
Mancilla-Martin
normed on Spanish–English bilinguals in the United States
but rely on cross-sectional samples for deriving the norms.
Our results illustrate the potential these standardized mea-
sures have for tracking DLLs’ vocabulary development
over time across the elementary-age years, an area that has
been sorely understudied and that has limited our under-
standing of this growing population’s linguistic abilities.

Our second finding offers additional insight, raising
questions about the extent to which there is a receptive–
expressive vocabulary gap, as some previous work suggests
(e.g., Gross et al., 2014; Sheng et al., 2011), and, impor-
tantly, about the selection of vocabulary measures in school
settings. Although there were the same number of items
on the conceptually scored receptive and expressive vocab-
ulary measures, students’ raw scores (i.e., the number of
correct items) on the receptive vocabulary measure were
always higher than the scores on the expressive vocabulary
measure (see Table 1). In line with previous studies in
English-only instructional contexts that show DLLs’ higher
receptive, compare to expressive, vocabulary knowledge
(e.g., Gibson et al., 2012; Kan & Kohnert, 2005), both
the kindergarten and second-grade cohorts showed higher
initial performance on conceptually scored receptive vocab-
ulary when compared to conceptually scored expressive
vocabulary. However, the growth trajectories of conceptu-
ally scored expressive vocabulary were still indistinguishable
between our sample and the national norm. Notwithstand-
ing, the DLLs in our study not only demonstrated higher
initial performance on conceptually scored receptive vocab-
ulary than the national norm but their rate of growth also
exceeded that of the national norm. This means that, al-
though DLLs’ expressive vocabulary and achievement by
no means raised concerns, their receptive vocabulary achieve-
ment and development outpaced national norms. In fact,
the gap between DLLs’ growth trajectories and national
norms on receptive vocabulary continued to widen over
time. Thus, DLLs’ in this study evidenced comparatively
higher achievement and development receptively than
expressively.

The receptive–expressive vocabulary gap was also ap-
parent when we compared the standard scores (see Figure 1),
suggesting DLLs likely understand (i.e., receptive) more
of their languages than they can produce (i.e., expressive).
This finding is not unexpected and is in fact considered
normative among young bilingual children (Keller et al.,
2015). Among our elementary-age sample of DLLs, this
also appears to be the case. Gibson et al. (2012) further
suggest that the receptive–expressive vocabulary gap may
form among Spanish–English DLLs either abruptly at
entry into English-only instructional context or gradually
over time as students are exposed increasingly to their sec-
ond language (i.e., English). Of note and with implications
for the selection of measures, more recent studies suggest
that the expressive language domain may be especially im-
portant for DLLs (Mancilla-Martinez et al., 2019; Ribot
et al., 2018). For example, Mancilla-Martinez and colleagues
found that elementary-age DLLs’ expressive, but not re-
ceptive, vocabulary skills predict their English reading
ez et al.: Spanish–English Conceptually Scored Vocabulary 3095



comprehension outcomes. Though not the focus of this
study, these findings suggest that increased opportunities
for DLLs to use language may be especially valuable for
DLLs’ language and literacy achievement. At a practical
level, rather than assessing both receptive and expressive
vocabulary given testing time constraints in schools, attend-
ing to expressive vocabulary may be particularly useful.

A final key contribution of this study is that we were
able to document patterns of Spanish and English use over
the course of three academic years. The DLLs in our study
responded in English more than 50% of the time, on aver-
age, since study entry (i.e., kindergarten and second grade).
They also demonstrated a clear transition to English domi-
nance, on average, on both conceptually scored receptive
and expressive vocabulary. Specifically, over this time, there
was an 18%–36% increase in English responses. This nota-
ble shift in patterns of English language use aligns with
previous research, which has documented a shift to English
dominance over time (Castilla-Earls et al., 2019; Kohnert,
2010; Tse, 2001). This trend may reflect current policies in
place that advocate for English-only instruction, beginning
at the preschool level (Gándara & Hopkins, 2010; Menken,
2013), and that limit formal instruction in the home lan-
guage (Spanish, in this case), particularly in new destination
states. At the same time—and we argue more importantly—
on average, nearly 50% of students in the kindergarten
cohort responded in Spanish on receptive vocabulary and
almost 40% did so on expressive vocabulary. While a smaller
percentage of responses were in Spanish among the second-
grade cohort (30% receptive and 20% expressively), this
was nonetheless a sizable percentage. Without the option
of being able to showcase their vocabulary knowledge in
either Spanish or English, we can expect that our results
would have likely underestimated DLLs’ vocabulary. In
other words, these results point to the utility of conceptu-
ally scored measures that allow DLLs to draw in either
Spanish or English, which sharply contrasts with use of
single-language assessments.

In summary, our findings converge with extant em-
pirical evidence that suggest comparable conceptual vo-
cabulary knowledge between monolingual and bilingual
children (e.g., Bedore et al., 2005; Core et al., 2013; Mancilla-
Martinez et al., 2018). Most importantly, our study extends
developmental research in this area by examining the util-
ity of conceptual scoring among elementary-age students
longitudinally, attending to receptive and expressive vocab-
ulary and examining trends in language use. We also under-
score that our study was conducted in a new destination
state experiencing unprecedented growth of DLLs, where
DLLs’ language skills are more likely to be misunderstood
due to English-only instruction and assessment.

We also caution that results from our study may
not generalize to the broader population of DLLs in the
United States whose specific demographic characteristics
and developmental contexts can be expected to differ. The
DLLs in our study came from low-income, Spanish-speaking
homes, and the majority were of Mexican origin. A dis-
proportionate number of children from Spanish-speaking
3096 Journal of Speech, Language, and Hearing Research • Vol. 63 •
homes in the United States live in poverty (Gennetian et al.,
2019), and the DLLs in our study similarly lived in homes
at the poverty level. It is unclear whether the present vo-
cabulary trajectories, which reveal DLLs’ age-appropriate
receptive and expressive vocabulary trajectories, would
look similar or different if greater numbers of DLLs from
middle- and high-income homes were represented. Further-
more, immigrant group differences in children’s verbal
trajectories have been reported, such that children of
Mexican origin did not evidence persistent verbal growth
relative to their nonimmigrant peers (e.g., Leventhal et al.,
2006), underscoring the need for additional research in
this area that includes DLLs from more diverse countries
of origin.

Furthermore, the standardized procedure for con-
ceptual scoring does not prompt the child in the other lan-
guage (e.g., Spanish or English) if they respond correctly
in the starting language (e.g., English or Spanish). While
42% of the DLLs in our study started the assessment in
Spanish, it may be the case that the pattern of English-
dominant responses we found was influenced by the slightly
greater percentage of DLLs who began the assessments
in English. Though this pattern of language preference is
becoming increasingly prevalent in the school-age DLL
population in the United States (e.g., Lutz, 2008), re-
search with DLLs with a greater mix of Spanish and English
language use is warranted. We also relied on conceptu-
ally scored vocabulary as a measure of language ability,
as this is the only set of standardized bilingual measures
currently available for this age group. Studies that uti-
lize other bilingual scoring approaches (e.g., total vocab-
ulary) are a natural next step, though such standardized
measures do not currently exist. Future research would also
benefit from following DLLs beyond the elementary school
years.

Finally, summer setback was not modeled in our
analyses given that we were unable to collect data in spring
of Year 2, leaving only one summer during which we could
examine this phenomenon. Thus, summer setback or pla-
teau for both conceptually scored receptive and expressive
vocabulary was only suggested in our descriptive analyses
(i.e., difference in scores between spring of Year 1 and
fall of Year 2; see Table 1), and it appeared that the ef-
fect of summer was more pronounced for conceptually
scored receptive vocabulary. Previous studies have shown
that students, especially those from low-income homes
such as the DLLs in our study, tend to experience loss in
their reading skills during the summer months when
school is not in session (e.g., Alexander et al., 2001).
Research that specifically examines this question among
DLLs is needed.

Notwithstanding the limitations and avenues for next
steps noted, our results support the use of conceptually
scored vocabulary measures in accounting for the linguistic
knowledge of elementary-age DLLs in a way that aligns with
scientific understandings of bilingual language acquisition
and that does not privilege monolingualism as the norm.
DLLs’ growth trajectories and achievement levels show that
3084–3099 • September 2020



DLLs do in fact harness rich linguistic knowledge and re-
sources, which contradicts deficit-driven views about DLLs’
vocabulary skills and highlights the linguistic assets they
bring to learning.
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