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Language sample analysis in language impairment
bridging 20th and 21st century competences

Questions
(i) Do SLI children show different patterns on language

development comparing to their typically developing peers?
(ii) Do SynSLI children show more ungrammatical sentences and

morpho-syntactic errors, such as in agreement, functional words
and word order, than PhoSLI children?

Aim of the study
� to show that a characterization of the morpho-syntactic
competences of children with language impairment, using an
adapted and validated version of LARSP - Language Assessment,
Remediation and Screening Procedure for European Portuguese
(LARSP-PT) (Castro et al, in preparation), allows a clearer insight into
their (dis)abilities in terms of language development

Conclusions
Language samples analysis is an important tool for the assessment of language impairment by SLT since it can provide a more precise and
accurate diagnosis and guidance to intervention, namely regarding the language structures affected and the direction to remediate them.

Methods

Language sample collection
narrative telling - Frog, where are you? (Mayer, 1969) 

adult-child interaction in clinical context

Transcription
CHAT format (MacWhinney, 2000)

Analysis
LARSP-PT types of utterances and morpho-syntactic 
categories
types of ungrammaticality (morpho-syntatic errors)

Participants 
Four European Portuguese speaking children diagnosed with 
Specific Language Impairment (SLI), mainly on the 
phonological domain (PhoSLI) or syntatic domain (SynSLI)

Data and Results

Discussion
� Results show that language sample analysis, summarized in a LARSP profile, accounts for a characterization of different
language modular deficits.
� Morpho-syntactic language profilling must be compared with other language domain profiles in order to clarify the nature of
(specific?) deficits.

SEX AGE LI diagnosis
D M 4;11 PhoSLI
A M 6;4 PhoSLI
R M 6;8 SynSLI
B M 7;11 SynSLI
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unintelligible 4 1 3 0
symbolic noise or 

interjection
3 2 0 1

ungrammatical or
deviant

2 4 2 11

repeated 1 0 0 0

PR
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EM

A
T

IC incomplete 6 4 3 1

ambiguous 0 0 0 0

stereotypes 1 1 0 1

ANALYSED 61 26 55 35

TOTAL 78 38 63 49

Table 2 . Utterances type per participant

Background
Children with language impairment, such as specific language
impairment (SLI), show differences in the pace and patterns of
their language acquisition. SLI can affect modules of language
to a different extent. Lexical, phonological, morphological,
syntactic, semantic and pragmatic domains can be affected
isolated or cojointly, in different language structures (Rapin, 1996;
Leonard, 1998, 2014; Botting & Conti-Ramsden, 2004; Friedmann & Novogrodsky, 2008, a.o.).

Only an accurate linguistic profile of the patient, based on
daily life linguistic performance, allows a full understanding of
its (in)competences.
Ideally, speech and language therapists (SLT) should combine
language samples analysis with data collected from
standardized tests. However, since spontaneous language
analysis takes longer and there are not precisely guided
procedures for doing it, language assessment lacks this
dimension in most cases .
An adapted version of LARSP, a linguistic procedure for
assessing morpho-syntactic competences developed for
English (Crystal, Fletcher & Garman, 1976), has been used by SLT in
Portugal for many years. Nevertheless, since this version
missed important features, such as a morpho-syntactic
developmental scale validated for Portuguese children, and
with the publication of more standardized tests, SLT dropped
the analysis of spontaneous speech samples.

 PhoSLI & SynSLI  children
 less complex structures, at sentence, phrase and word-levels, than 
typically developing children 

 PhoSLI children
 grammatical errors are mainly a different lexical selection of a 
preposition  [ due to phonemic substitutions /n/ � /d/? ]

 SynSLI children
 more ungrammatical sentences
 more difficulties with functional categories and morphological 
inflections

Table 1 . Characterization of participants (sex, age and LI diagnosis)
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Table 1 . Characterization of participants (sex, age and LI diagnosis)	

Ana Castro1 2, Dina Caetano Alves1 3, Susana Correia3 4 & Célia Soares1

Background 
Phonological awareness is an explicit linguistic 
competence that assumes a crucial role in language 
development and in the reading/spelling learning 
process, being these competences addressed by many 
professionals, such as educators, teachers, speech and 
language therapists/pathologists, and psychologists 
(Freitas, Alves & Costa, 2007). 

The project ‘Phonological Awareness – instruments for 
clinical and educational intervention’ had as a main goal 
to turn available a phonological awareness assessment 
tool, in digital format, validated and standardized to 
Portuguese children between 3 and 9 years old. 

Many studies were conducted to explore 
and identify the main features to be 
included in ConF.IRA (Phonological Awareness – 

Screening and Assessment Instrument; Castro,  Alves, Correia & 

Soares, in prep.).

RESULTS related to the instrument
Correlations, validity and psychometry aspects

•  2008-2011: tasks and phonological properties of the
stimuli (at segmental, syllabic and word levels)

•  2009-2015: psychometric aspects as validity and
reliability*

•  2015-2016: pictographic properties of the stimuli#
•  2015-2016: tool usability$

ConF.IRA is now adapted to the evidences of these 
studies and assumes them in terms of (psycho)linguistics, 
methodological and psychometric aspects, considering 
also the different professional needs observed, in order 
to be a valid instrument.

Segmental  
awareness

Syllabic   
awareness

Word    
awareness Other aspects

Ribeiro & Alves (2007) Cardoso & 
Castro (2011)  Lopes & Castro (2009)*

Afonso & Correia 
(2008)

Santana & 
Castro (2008)   Alves, Castro & Correia 

(2010)*

Santos, Pinheiro, & Castro 
(2010)1

Vasco & 
Castro(2008)

Barriguita & 
Alves (2008) Antunes (2013)*

Silva & Correia 
(2008)

Meireles & 
Alves (2008)   Leitão (2013)*

Aparício & 
Correia (2008)

Jesus & 
Castro(2008)

Alves, Castro, Correia & 
Soares (2015)* 

  Isabel & Alves 
(2009)   Miranda, Castro & Alves 

(2015)$

  Ribeiro & 
Alves (2009)   Videira, Castro & Alves 

(2015)#

Martins &  Alves  (2016) $

Silva,  Alves & Soares 
(2016) #

Ortega,  Alves & Castro 
(2016) #

Table 2 . Studies focused on (psycho)linguistics, methodological and psychometric aspects

Aim of the study
Until the current version, numerous exploratory 
studies were carried out, focused on the effect of 
(psycho)linguistics features as well as validity and 
reliability. The goal of this presentation is to describe 
the main steps of the development of ConF.IRA 
towards its current version, considering the effect of 
phonological unit (and properties), age and schooling.

Methods
Task ConF.IRA administration
Variables Schooling ranges (groups)

  Age ranges (groups)
  Phonological awareness performance (scores)

Data analysis Descriptive statistics analysis

Participants [sample from: Pereira, Fontes & Castro, 2013 / Relicário de Sons, 2016-2017]

1453 children  between 3 and 8 years  old (yo), with 
typical language development, participated in the 
different studies conducted under the project.

AGE (yo) / 
SCHOOLING N SEX

F         M

3 yo 57 30        27

4 yo 169 88        81

5 yo 237 120        117

1st grade 185 95        90

2nd grade 159 70        89

3rd grade 61 31        30

Discussion
➜  Considering the different studies developed, ConF.IRA responds properly in terms of validaty, reliability and 
usability.

✓ Many studies were focused on different (psycho)linguistics, methodological and psychometric aspects, in order to 
improve the instrument; this improvement is reflected in the current version.
➜ Results show better performances for schoolers than preschoolers, mainly bridging the 5 yo group to the 1st 
grade one (alphabetization effect).

✓ In each item, children’s performance increase as the age/schooling ranges.
➜  The results show differences between tasks; (intra)syllable units are easier than the phoneme and stress ones.

✓ In each group of tasks, there is differences between children performance, independentely of their schooling range. 

Conclusions & next steps
➜  Results show that it is crucial to invest in the different psychometric steps of language assessment tools, until get 
the right versions. 
➜  Next step: to finalize the current extended version, reduce it to a screening one and standardize both.
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