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Abstract

The Impact of Language Experience on a Non-Word Repetition Task: Testing
Bilingual Children with Little L2 Exposure
Poor performance on tasks involving the repetition of non-words has been shown to be a
clinical marker of specific language impairment (SLI) in children (e.g., Girbau & Schwartz,
2008). As such tasks do not use meaningful language, they can be an effective means of test-
ing phonological processing skills while eliminating vocabulary familiarity (Thordardottir
& Brandeker, 2013). Non-word repetition (NWR) tasks can be especially useful in bilin-
gual contexts; standardized tests normed to monolingual populations tend to over-identify
typically developing (TD) bilingual children as having SLI because of overlapping language
performance (e.g., Bedore & Peña, 2008). However, NWR tasks are not necessarily immune
to the effects of linguistic experience.

Gutiérrez-Clellen and Simon-Cereijido (2010) found that the clinical accuracy of a NWR
task based on a single language was lower than that of two - one based on each language of
bilingual children (Spanish and English in this case). In other words, a NWR task based on
the phonotactics of only one of a bilingual’s languages was not enough to rule out SLI in TD
bilinguals, even if it was their dominant language. Could a single non-word repetition task
that includes elements common to the two languages in question be the key to differentiating
TD bilingual children from those with SLI?

A task of this nature, the LITMUS-NWR-FRENCH (Language Impairment Testing in Mul-
tilingual Settings, COST Action, 2011) could offer insight into this question. This particular
test aims to reduce the effect of language-specific knowledge by building non-words from
phonological units common to many languages (Ferré & dos Santos, to appear), thus reduc-
ing bias against typically developing bilinguals who need more time to master the phonotac-
tics of the language of least exposure. Complexity increases at the syllabic structure level,
including clusters that are found in both English and French (Table 1). A previous study
using this task found that TD English-French bilingual children living in France (Bi-TD)
performed very well - nearly on par with their monolingual French-speaking peers (Table
2). The present study expands on these results by testing 10 children between the ages of
6;8-7;4 with L1 English and are acquiring L2 French in an immersion school in St. John’s,
Newfoundland (Bi-IMRS). These learners have less exposure than do the children living in
France, but it is predicted that they will perform just as well due to the test’s composition.
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Preliminary analysis of our results show that these children, despite only having 2 years
of exposure to French, performed very well - near ceiling, in fact - on this task (Table 3).
This could indicate that incorporating common linguistic phonological elements and struc-
tures allows children to better display their linguistic competencies across both languages.
Further analysis of this data will compare these results to those of bilingual English-French
children with SLI to determine whether the task would mistakenly identify them as typically
developing.
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