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Abstract 
Developmental Language Disorder (DLD), previously known as Specific 
Language Impairment (SLI), is a common developmental disorder that affects 
both preschool and school aged children. The language characteristics of 
children with DLD vary considerably with the main challenge being the 
learning of language structures and morphosyntactic and lexical limitations 
(Leonard, 2014). Research has shown that when it comes to bilinguals with 
language deficits caution should be taken, since they may arise from impair-
ment due to DLD but can also be caused by insufficient exposure to and li-
mited knowledge of the target language (Reilly, Losh, Bellugi, & Wulfeck, 
2004). A method that has often been used to investigate the language features 
of monolingual and monolingual children with DLD is to examine their 
narrative abilities, since narratives provide a quasi-naturalistic measure of 
children’s spontaneous language and reflect distinctive structural linguistic 
changes through childhood and adolescence. The objective of this paper is to 
conduct a systematic review of recent studies on the narrative skills of mono-
lingual and bilingual pre-school and primary school children with DLD. 
Therefore, it focuses on 13 research articles published since 2010 until present 
that met the inclusion criteria set in this review. The selected studies fell un-
der three main areas: 1) studies assessing the narrative skills of monolingual 
children with DLD/SLI, 2) studies comparing bilingual children of typical 
development and bilinguals with DLD/SLI and 3) studies comparing mono-
lingual and bilingual children with DLD/SLI. The majority of studies reported 
significant differences in the narrative performance between monolinguals 
with and without DLD and between bilinguals with and without DLD. No 
significant difference is observed in the performance between monolinguals 
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and bilinguals of typical language development, yet performance differences 
are noted between monolinguals with DLD and bilinguals with the same lan-
guage impairment. Microstructure seems to be greatly affected by DLD with 
macrostructure being affected the less. 
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1. Introduction 

The production and understanding of narrative speech are very important in 
preschool and early school age. Children’s narrative skills seem to be related to 
overall school and reading success as well as early mathematical ability (Bou-
dreau, 2008; Justice et al., 2010). Given that children with DLD/SLI appear to be 
increasing in recent years in the classroom, storytelling assessment can generally 
provide specialists with important information on the language skills of these 
children. Especially for bilinguals with DLD storytelling tasks are challenging 
and can be used to differentiate them from their typically developing (TD) peers 
since lack of knowledge, normative data, and tools may often lead to over or 
underdiagnosis of language deficits in bilingual population (Laasonen et al., 
2018). 

2. Literature 
2.1. Typical Language Development at Preschool and Early School  

Age 

From infancy, children begin to understand the structure, use, and meaning of 
language (Ralli & Sidiropoulou, 2012), and gradually use monosyllabic phrases 
or two-word phrases to communicate (McCabe & Rollins, 1994). By the age of 8 
months (pre-speaking stage) babies make inarticulate voices, babbling predomi-
nates and by the end of the first year the peculiar phonological ensembles domi-
nate. Then, after the first year, they enter the holophrastic stage (12 - 18 months) 
during which each word produced by the child corresponds to a whole sentence 
in the adult language. The telegraphic stage (18 - 20 months) follows, in which 
children form sentences with 2 - 3 words and then they move onto the stage of 
complete syntactic and morphological development (3 - 6 years). At this stage 
sentences become more complex, a correct syntactic order of the words prevails, 
and generally there is a great progress in the perceptual and as well as in the 
productive process of the language. This is followed by learning the conceptual 
content of the language (8 years old), by enriching the vocabulary, acquiring the 
meaning that corresponds to each word, relating the meanings of the words, and 
mastering the process of constructing the meanings of the words in the sentence 
(Kuhl, 2004).  
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2.2. Specific Language Impairment (SLI)—Developmental  
Language Disorder (DLD) 

Specific Language Impairment (SLI) is a common developmental disorder that 
includes one of the largest age groups of preschool children (Tomblin et al., 
1997). Although it is one of the most prevalent terms in the international litera-
ture, one can often find the terms Primary Developmental Language Impair-
ment, Evolutionary Dysphasia (expressive and perceptual type), Language 
Learning Disorder (Arndt & Schuele, 2012). SLI had been the most commonly 
used term in studies until 2017, when the 2017 Delphi consensus took place and 
Developmental Language Disorder (DLD) was established instead, following 
Bishop, Snowling, Thompson, Greenhalgh, and the CATALISE-2 Consortium 
(2017). In this review the terms SLI and DLD are used alternatively. Develop-
mental Language Disorder (DLD) refers to children whose significant limita-
tions with language cannot be attributed to factors such as hearing impairment, 
neurological damage or disease, intellectual disability, or autism spectrum dis-
order. The term, “Developmental Language Disorder” (DLD) was approved for 
use when the language disorder was not associated with a known biomedical ae-
tiology (Bishop et al., 2017). 

The recent Delphi Consensus Study has additionally pointed out some specific 
indicators of atypical language development in 4 - 5-year-old children, including 
inconsistent or abnormal verbal interaction and at most three word utterances 
(Bishop et al., 2016). Importantly, children diagnosed with DLD as preschoolers 
later on often have difficulties in their social-emotional development and they 
also demonstrate lower levels of school performance (Vissers & Koolen, 2016). 
Approximately 7% of the population is expected to have DLD (Botting, 2010), a 
disorder with great heterogeneity and a wide range of communication difficul-
ties that, although are manifested in childhood they still occur in adulthood. In 
particular, DLD is characterized by linguistic deficits of perceptual and expres-
sive type which include extensive use of immature phonological processes (Agui-
lar-Mediavilla et al., 2002), slow word retrieval and naming errors (McGregor et 
al., 2002) and shorter mean length of utterance (Redmond, 2004). These prob-
lems appear to affect the ability of children with DLD to compose and transmit 
oral narratives appropriate for their age. It has also been found that poor expres-
sive abilities of children with DLD in early childhood are the best predictor of 
reading problems and dyslexia in school-aged children (Lyytinen et al., 2015). As 
a result, children with DLD are placed at a further disadvantage compared to 
their peers (Tomas & Vissers, 2019). 

2.3. Narrative Discourse and DLD 

Discourse refers to the use of spoken or written language in a social context. Yet, 
in linguistics, the term “discourse” is used to mean a unit of language longer 
than a single sentence (Tannen et al., 2015). Discourse is essential for interaction 
and for the expression of ideas, feelings and opinions and establishing relation-
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ships. However, due to their language impairments, children with developmental 
language disorder (DLD) often have problems with everyday discourse which 
impact on their lives more widely. Discourse and narrative are given strong em-
phasis within early years and school curricula (Dipper & Pritchard, 2017). Much 
of what we know about the discourse of children and adults with language im-
pairment and the majority of the published clinical tools come from picture de-
scriptions and fictional narrative discourse (Linnik et al., 2016). Discourse pro-
duced by children with DLD is impaired in terms of their language content. 
Children with DLD have difficulties in many areas of language that are impor-
tant for producing narrative stories appropriate for their age. For these children, 
narrative skills may develop slowly and do not contain the most advanced ele-
ments in the narratives of typically developing children. Research has shown that 
compared to their peers, children with DLD produce less complex stories (Fey et 
al., 2004), more confused or deficient (Jones, 2015) and with more errors during 
the production of stories (Guo, Tomblin, & Samelson, 2008). Moreover, fewer 
causal connections between events (Hayward, Gillam, & Lien, 2007) and fewer 
elements of story grammar are observed. The latter term concerns the basic 
building blocks of a story such as the characters, the setting, and the sequence of 
events (Justice et al., 2006). 

During primary school years children with DLD may continue to show weak-
nesses in their narrative skills. In a study by Fey et al. (2004) who studied the 
oral and written skills of creating stories for second- and fourth-grade children 
with DLD, it was found that in both the above grades children with DLD pro-
duced shorter and poorer stories and made more grammatical errors than typi-
cally developing children. A long-term study of storytelling skills in preschool 
children in Sweden has shown that children develop their storytelling skills over 
time, but not at the level of children of standard development at the age of 10 
(Reuterskiöld, Hansson, & Sahlén, 2011).  

Furthermore, children with DLD retell and produce narratives that are less 
complete and immature in relation to size, lexical diversity, phrase complexity, 
and content (Gillam & Pearson, 2004). In addition, the details that make the 
story more complete, such as the links, seem to be missing in the DLD children’s 
stories (Leonard, 2014). In addition, Cleave, Girolametto, Chen & Johnson 
(2010) found reduced productivity, limited literary language, and several syntac-
tic errors in children’s storytelling with DLD at the age of four, while lexi-
cal-grammatical problems were identified in children of five and eight years old 
(Thomson, 2005). Another study by Vandewalle, Boets, Boons, Ghesquiere, & 
Zink (2012) found that children with DLD at the age between 5 - 8 years, al-
though they have good literacy development, they continue to show reduced 
narrative skills, with particular problems in vocabulary and morphology. 

In addition, children with DLD appear to have particular difficulty in mor-
phology, such as in the production of critical objects and the use of pronouns 
(Leonard, 2014). It has also been shown that they have lexical deficits (Leonard 
& Deevy, 2004) and difficulties with the semantics of words (Befi-Lopes et al., 
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2008). Research shows that speech problems can be caused in DLD due to poor 
semantic representations (Tribushinina & Dubinkina, 2012). 

At the coherence level there are some indications that children with DLD have 
difficulty producing coherent speech, as evidenced by the poor coherence of 
their narratives (Gonsalez et al., 2012). In addition, they fail to incorporate effec-
tively syntactic and semantic elements into word processing (Tribushinina et al., 
2015). Blom & Boerma (2016) found that Dutch children with DLD aged 5 - 6 
years, performed poorly in both comprehension and storytelling. 

In Greece, a small number of studies have been conducted on the exploration 
of children’s narrative skills at school and early school age. Research by Theo-
dorou & Grohmann (2010) and Theodorou et al. (2012) found that preschool 
and early school children with DLD who speak Cypriot-Greek scored signifi-
cantly lower on storytelling performance, showing less amount of relevant in-
formation, a smaller number of subordinate sentences and a smaller Mean 
Length of Utterance (MLU) than TD children. In a research study conducted by 
Mpaka, Vlassopoulou, & Drakou (2012) in Greek students, it was found that 
children with DLD compared to children of the corresponding linguistic but not 
chronological age, showed significantly lower performance in all three parame-
ters of narrative speech: information adequacy, use of subordinate clauses and 
an average number of words of the five largest sentences in their narrative. 

2.4. Discourse Assessment in Children with DLD 

Discourse abilities of children with DLD have been examined in two different 
ways: 1) by focusing on the information content and information structure of 
the discourse and 2) by focusing on the language content of the discourse. The 
first is referred to in the literature as macrostructure analysis and approach 
whereas the second is referred to as microstructure analysis. The two most 
widely used models of macrostructure are story grammar and high point analy-
sis. Such approaches focus on recognizing the key components of a story, the 
sequence of events, and the episodic structure of a story (Justice et al., 2006). 

In particular examining the narrative methods of evaluating narrative skills we 
reach the conclusion that storytelling is a complex task that requires the integra-
tion of language, cognitive and social skills (Justice et al., 2010) and is based on 
many types of knowledge (Colozzo et al., 2011) such as global knowledge, 
knowledge related to the genre, structural knowledge and linguistic knowledge. 
There are different methods of evaluating narrative skills. Three commonly used 
methods are: 1) story production, 2) retelling, and 3) extracting narrative through 
discussion. In the first method of producing a story (e.g. Frog, where are you?) 
(Mayer, 1969), children are instructed to compose stories from sequence cards 
or wordless books. In the method of story retelling (e.g. the Bus Story Test) 
(Renfrew, 1997), children listen to stories told by the researcher and are asked to 
tell the stories back to the researcher (Vandewalle et al., 2012). Story-retelling 
results in larger stories with more grammatical elements and complete episode 
structures than storytelling (Vandewalle et al., 2012). In the method of extracting 
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narrative through discussion, children are asked to create three narratives in re-
sponse to the researcher’s conversational prompts (Epstein & Phillips, 2009). 

2.5. Bilingual Children with DLD 

A number of studies in the narratives of monolingual and bilingual children 
have found a similar development of macro-structures since universal and lan-
guage independent strategies are used. Yet, some studies revealed that bilinguals 
often produced less sophisticated morphosyntactic constructions and used fewer 
language-specific resources (e.g., aspectual markers, temporal connectors) than 
monolinguals in order to express various narrative functions. The latter findings 
often apply to school-age bilingual children who have been probably less ex-
posed to reading and writing practices in the school language (SL) before their 
school enrollment. All these results show that there are differences between ma-
cro- and micro-structure (Hipfner-Boucher et al., 2015) and that micro-structural 
narrative ability is more sensitive to language-specific experience and input, 
whereas macrostructural narrative skills seem relatively independent of know-
ledge of a particular language (Boerma et al., 2016). 

Although the body of literature focusing on narrative abilities of TD bilingual 
children is growing, few studies have studied narratives produced by bilingual 
children with DLD. During the last decade a number of studies have compared 
the narrative abilities of bilingual and monolingual children with TLD with 
those produced by their peers with DLD (Bedore, Pena, Gillam, & Ho, 2010) and 
they have reported inconsistent results for macrostructure measures (Rezzonico 
et al., 2015). According to these studies it seems that the macrostructure is rela-
tively preserved in DLD and that bilingualism allows cognitive benefits that 
could enhance children’s ability to take a global view on the story and derive the 
story’s core aspects. This benefit, though, was expected to be relatively limited 
for bilingual children with DLD as compared to Typical Development bilinguals, 
given their weaker control over microstructure (Tsipmli et al., 2016). 

Iluz-Cohen & Walters (2012) investigated the narrative production abilities of 
English-Hebrew bilingual preschool children with and without DLD telling fa-
miliar stories. Their results showed similar patterns of narrative structuring abil-
ities (macro-structure level), with a disadvantage for DLD bilinguals in lan-
guage-related (micro-structure) measures. Yet, regarding micro-structural ele-
ments, bilingual children with DLD are reported to obtain lower scores than 
their TD peers. By contrast, in a longitudinal study of Spanish-English bilinguals 
with and without DLD, Squires et al. (2014) reported that the Typical Language 
Development (TLD) group outperformed children with DLD in macro- and mi-
cro-structure elements in both languages, at both preschool and first grade. 

Relatively balanced bilingual children with DLD (e.g. French-English) appear 
to have very similar language abilities in each language compared to monolin-
gual children with DLD who speak the same languages (Paradis, Crago, Genesee, 
& Rice, 2003). This finding may constitute a surprise to researchers of DLD since 
there has been a concern that children already experiencing difficulties learning 
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one language would likely experience difficulties with the task of learning a 
second language. Clearly, there is not a capacity limit even for children with a 
language deficit. The problem seems to be one of language aptitude and not 
mental storage space. 

Various studies using the Multilingual Assessment Instrument for Narratives, 
(Gagarina et al., 2015) confirmed previous results on similar macro-level abilities 
in monolingual and bilingual children regardless of their language abilities while 
micro-structure often distinguished bilingual children with TLD from those with 
DLD (Boerma, Leseman, Timmermeister, Wijnen, & Blom, 2016). A recent 
study with Russian-Hebrew bilinguals revealed that a more detailed ma-
cro-structural analysis that includes story grammar elements and causal rela-
tions was effective in distinguishing bilinguals with TLD and DLD (Fichman, 
Altman, Voloskovich, Armon-Lotem, & Walters, 2017). 

With regards to microstructure elements, bilingual children with SLI are re-
ported to obtain lower scores than their TD peers (Iluz-Cohen & Walters, 2012). 

In a study of Gutiérrez-Clellen and Simon-Cereijido (2007) a narrative sample 
was used to analyse the verb accuracy of monolingual and English-Spanish bi-
lingual children with and without DLD. They observed that monolingual and bi-
lingual TD children had higher verb accuracy than the group of children with 
DLD. Moreover, Cleave et al. (2010) examined the performance of the children 
on norm-referenced standardized tests and narrative measures. Although the 14 
monolingual children with DLD of the sample outperformed the 12 bilingual 
children with DLD on two norm-referenced standardized language tests, there 
were no differences between the two groups in macrostructure or microstructure 
scores derived from the narratives, such as accuracy of tensed verbs, grammati-
cality or complexity. Furthermore, a longitudinal study of Squires et al. (2014) 
revealed that in a story-retelling activity, Spanish-English bilingual TD children 
outperformed the group of children with DLD on macro- and microstructure in 
kindergarten and first grade. TD children exhibited larger improvements in both 
languages (Spanish and English) for macro- and microstructure than their peers 
with DLD. The children with language impairment did not improve on micro-
structure measures from kindergarten to first grade and made limited improve-
ment in macrostructure. 

The development of grammar in bilingual children with SLI was investigated 
in Castilla-Earls et al. (2016), who addressed the production of articles and ob-
ject pronouns in Spanish speaking bilingual children. The study used an elicited 
production task and separated the children between balanced and Span-
ish-dominant bilinguals. The results showed lower accuracy scores for children 
with DLD in comparison to children with typical language development (TLD) 
for both articles and object pronouns. Yet, in balanced bilingual children the 
difference between the two groups was similar for both articles and pronouns. 
However, in Spanish-dominant children there was a larger difference in articles 
than object pronouns. This study highlights that language dominance should be 
carefully considered when assessing bilingual children. 
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3. Method 
3.1. Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria 

A descriptive study was carried out to establish the current state of art scientific 
research regarding the narrative skills of monolingual and bilingual pre-school 
and primary school children with developmental language disorder (DLD). The 
study focuses on children from 4 to 10 years old.  

The studies included in this review were selected based on the following crite-
ria: 

1) The studies were published in peer-reviewed journals in English from 2010 
to 2020. 

2) The studies should clearly assess the narrative skills of children.  
3) The children included in the studies should be between 4 to 10 years old 

with DLD/SLI. 
4) The studies should refer to monolingual and bilingual children with 

DLD/SLI only. 
Exclusion Criteria 
Referring to the exclusion criteria, in the Systematic Review we excluded: 
1) Conceptual papers, theses, and doctoral dissertations. 
2) Studies that employed a narrative intervention procedure with preschool or 

school age children.  
3) Studies which included participants with social communication impair-

ments that were secondary to other conditions associated with DLD (e.g. ASDs, 
behavior disorders, developmental disabilities, down syndrome, mental retarda-
tion). 

4) Studies referring to adolescents outside the age range between 4 to 10 years 
old. 

3.2. Search Procedures 

A systematic review accessed the following three databases: SCOPUS, ProQuest 
and EBSCO. Database search was conducted in the period between January and 
June 2020. The search was limited to original articles that described characteris-
tics of narrative and/or language skill levels in subjects aged between 4 to 10 
years with DLD/SLI. In order to retrieve the articles the search focused on terms 
such as narrative skills, Developmental language disorder, Specific Language 
Impairment, bilinguals with DLD, monolinguals with DLD, storytelling, story-
telling and retelling, as well as a combination and association of these terms. A 
review of the abstracts was utilized to further determine whether the retrieved 
studies would be included in this review. Following the QUOROM flow chart 
(adapted from Moher et al., 1999) the potentially relevant articles identified from 
literature search were (N = 2864) since they were excluded based on title review. 
The studies retrieved for more detailed evaluation were (N = 1256) whereas the 
potentially appropriate studies to be included were (N = 384). Finally, the num-
ber of studies retained for inclusion in the review were fifty (N = 50). In particu-
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lar, the title of each article was read, and if the title warranted further investiga-
tion, the abstract or full text was reviewed. A total of 50 article abstracts and/or 
full texts was reviewed and screened for inclusion criteria. 

4. Results 

After the database search, 50 articles were considered for possible inclusion and 
a total of 13 research studies met the inclusion criteria (6 studies referring to 
monolinguals, 2 to bilinguals and 5 to monolinguals and bilinguals with DLD) 
for the assessment of the narrative skills of monolingual and bilingual pre-school 
and primary school children with Developmental Language Disorder/Specific 
Language Impairment (DLD/SLI). Each of these studies was then assessed by the 
main author to determine whether it met the inclusion criteria in terms of the 
participants (monolinguals or bilinguals with DLD/SLI), the target outcomes, 
the research design and the selected aspects of analysis (narrative skills, cognitive 
abilities and narrative abilities or a combination of these). The selected studies 
fell under three main areas: 1) studies assessing the narrative skills of monolin-
gual children with DLD/SLI, 2) studies comparing bilingual children of typical 
development and bilinguals with DLD/SLI and 3) studies comparing monolin-
gual and bilingual children with DLD/SLI. Related to the year of publication 
most of the studies that involved monolinguals were between the years 2010 to 
2015 whereas the studies with bilinguals ranged from 2014 to 2020. Regarding 
the points of analysis, the majority of studies selected topics that focused on our 
primary research focus, the narrative abilities of children with DLD/SLI whereas 
a minority examined both the narrative, cognitive and language abilities of 
children with DLD/SLI. 

4.1. Studies Assessing the Narrative Skills of Monolingual  
Children with DLD/SLI 

The thirteen studies under review are summarized below starting with the stu-
dies referring to the narrative skills of monolingual pre-school and primary 
school children with DLD/SLI. 

In the study of Mäkinen et al. (2014), the narratives of Finnish children with 
Specific Language Impairment (SLI) are examined taking into consideration 
linguistic and pragmatic perspectives, in order to get a comprehensive overview 
of these children’s narrative abilities. The sample consisted of nineteen children 
with SLI (mean age 6.1 years) and nineteen typically developing age-matched 
children. Picture-elicited narrations were implemented and analyzed so as to 
examine linguistic productivity and complexity, grammatical and referential ac-
curacy, event content, the use of mental state expressions and narrative compre-
hension. Children with SLI showed difficulties in every aspect of narration in 
comparison to their peers. Only one measure of productivity, namely the num-
ber of communication units, did not reach statistical significance. On the one 
hand children with SLI appeared to have fragile linguistic structure and on the 
other pragmatic aspects of storytelling (referencing, event content, mental state 
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expressions and inferencing) were demanding too. These results point out that 
the pragmatic aspects of narration should be taken into consideration more of-
ten when assessing narrative abilities of children with SLI. 

In another study (Colozzo et al., 2011), the relationship of content and form 
in the narratives of school-age children was investigated. The sample consisted 
of two groups of children with specific language impairment (SLI) and their 
age-matched peers (British Columbia sample, Mean age = 9.0 [years; months], N 
= 26; Texas/Kansas sample, Mean age = 7.6, N = 40) completed the Test of 
Narrative Language (TNL; Gillam & Pearson, 2004). The two samples came from 
different geographic locations with different selection criteria regarding age and 
severity. Variables were used coming from the TNL scoring system (Study 1) 
and from analysis of the story texts (Study 2) so as to show the relative strength 
of content elaboration and grammatical accuracy that were measured for the 
narratives of each child with SLI. The researchers in this study have compared 
the extent of deficiencies in content and form relative to each other and they 
have measured the performance of individual children. There were two kinds of 
dissociation among the groups. 

One subgroup of children showed relative strengths in content showing 
weakness in accuracy of form whereas the second subgroup of children has been 
less noticed, perhaps because they make fewer grammatical errors. Yet, their 
grammaticality is accompanied by poor narrative content and reduced syntactic 
complexity. 

Based on the results, both of the aforementioned studies demonstrated that 
children with Specific Language Impairment were more likely to produce stories 
of uneven strength—either stories with poor content that were grammatically 
quite accurate or stories with elaborated content that were less grammatical in 
comparison with their typical development age peers. These findings suggest 
that school-age children with SLI may struggle with the cumulative load of 
creating a story that is both elaborate and grammatical. They also show that the 
absence of errors is not definitely a sign of strength. Comparing individual dif-
ferences in multiple linguistic domains, including the elaboration of content, 
grammatical accuracy, and syntactic complexity seems to be invaluable. 

Duinmeijer et al. (2012) studied and analyzed the oral narratives and the sus-
tained auditory attention and verbal working memory capacities of children with 
SLI in comparison with their chronological-age peers. The study results align 
with previous research findings of poor narrative skills, verbal working memory 
deficits and sustained auditory attention limitations in SLI. In comparison to 
other studies, this one detects differences between two narrative tasks in the 
scores they generate and in their correlations with sustained auditory attention 
and verbal working memory. In particular, this study assesses the narrative tasks 
of children with Specific Language Impairment (SLI), who are characterized by 
language problems, but often have problems in other cognitive domains as well. 
These specific narrative tasks are related to their cognitive abilities. In the cur-
rent research, the sample consisted of a group of children with SLI (n = 34) and 
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a typically developing group (n = 38) from the same age range. In particular the 
sample consisted of 34 Dutch children with SLI (age range = 6.1 - 9.9 years, 
mean age =7.4 years, SD =1.05) and 38 Dutch typically developing children (TD) 
in the same age range (range = 6.1 - 9.9 years, mean age = 7.9 years, SD = 1.09). 
A comparison was made between a story retelling task (The Bus Story) and a 
story generation task (The Frog Story) and measures were applied to the sus-
tained auditory attention (TEA-Ch) and verbal working memory (WISC digit 
span and the Dutch version of the CVLT-C wordlist recall). Correlations were 
computed between the narrative, the memory and the attention scores. The re-
sults showed that children with SLI had lower scores than typically developing 
children on several narrative measures as well as on sustained auditory attention 
and verbal working memory. A within-subjects comparison of the scores on the 
two narrative tasks showed a contrast between the tasks on several narrative 
measures. Furthermore, correlational analyses showed that on the level of plot 
structure, the story generation task correlated with sustained auditory attention, 
while the story retelling task correlated with word list recall. Mean length of ut-
terance (MLU) on the other hand correlated with digit span but not with sus-
tained auditory attention. 

In conclusion, although children with SLI have problems with narratives in 
general, their performance is also dependent on the specific narrative task used 
for research. Various narrative tasks give different scores and are differentially 
correlated to cognitive skills like attention and memory, making the selection of 
a given task crucial in the clinical setting. Significant differences were found be-
tween the SLI and the TD group on sustained auditory attention and verbal 
working memory and on narrative ability. Also, the story generation task and 
the story retelling task yielded different outcomes and they generated signifi-
cantly different scores within the SLI group. The children showed more linguis-
tically complex sentences in the story retelling task than in the story generation 
task. Moreover, the two narrative tasks placed differential demands on cognitive 
abilities like sustained auditory attention and verbal working memory. 

In a more recent study, Auza, Harmon & Murata (2018) examined whether 
language productivity measures, such as mean length of utterance (MLU), per-
centage of ungrammatical sentences (%UGS), total number of words (TNW), 
and number of different words (NDW) produced by young children during a 
story retell task, can be used to accurately differentiate monolingual Span-
ish-speaking children with SLI from children with typical language development 
(TLD). Also, they investigated if children with SLI differed significantly from 
children with TLD through lexical measures such as the TNW (Total Number of 
Words) and the NDW (Number of Different Words). 

The sample consisted of fifty monolingual Spanish-speaking children between 
4.0 and 6.11 years and they were assigned to one of two groups: 25 children with 
SLI and 25 TLD age-matched peers. Each child was read a scripted picture book 
and was asked to retell the story using pictures. Story retells were analyzed for 
MLU, %UGS, TNW, and NDW. Based on the results there were significant dif-
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ferences between the groups on all four measures. Children with SLI showed 
significantly lower MLU, TNW and NDW, and significantly higher %UGS when 
compared with age-matched peers with TLD. As it is obvious, this research of-
fers valuable clues regarding the measures of language productivity that can be 
used to accurately detect differences in language performance and differentiate 
monolingual Spanish-speaking children with SLI from their typically developing 
peers.  

Vandewalle, Boets, Boons, Ghesquière & Zink (2012) conducted a longitudin-
al study comparing the development of oral language and more specifically 
narrative skills (storytelling and story retelling) in children with Specific Lan-
guage Impairment (SLI) with and without literacy delay. In this study, three 
groups of children are compared on various oral language and narrative skills: a 
group with SLI and literacy delay, a group with SLI and normal literacy and a 
typically developing group. Consequently, the sample comprised18 children with 
SLI and 18 matched controls were followed from the last year of kindergarten 
(mean age = 5 years 5 months) until the beginning of grade 3 (mean age = 8 
years 1 month). There was a yearly administration of oral tests on the sample 
measuring vocabulary, morphology, sentence and text comprehension and narr-
ative skills. Children were assessed in their oral language skills in kindergarten, 
grade 1 and grade 2, in their literacy skills in grade 1 and grade 3 and in their 
reading comprehension skills in grade 3. According to the results the children 
with SLI and literacy delay had persevering oral language problems across all as-
sessed language domains. The children with SLI and normal literacy skills had 
also low scores in vocabulary, morphology and story retelling skills. Only on lis-
tening comprehension and storytelling, they managed to make progress towards 
the level of the control group. In conclusion, children with SLI and normal lite-
racy skills presented poor oral language skills although they had an intact litera-
cy development during the first years of literacy instruction. Yet, they improved 
in listening comprehension and storytelling, probably as a result of more print 
exposure. 

In another study, Zwitserlood, Van Weerdenburg, Verhoeven & Wijnenc 
(2015) examined the development of morphosyntactic accuracy and grammati-
cal complexity in Dutch School-Age Children with SLI. The investigation tar-
geted at revealing which types of grammatical errors and which difficulties in 
complex syntax are most prominent for Dutch-speaking children with SLI. 
Therefore, the research focused on the extent that patterns of development in 
morphosyntactic accuracy and grammatical complexity of children with SLI dif-
fer from those observed in a chronologically same age group (CA) and a lan-
guage matched group (LA). Also, they tried to find out the extent that morpho-
syntactic accuracy (i.e., verb-related and non-verb-related errors) and syntactic 
complexity in children with SLI are equally affected. The participants were 30 
monolingual Dutch children with SLI, age 6.5 at first measurement (T1); 30 CA 
control children, age 6.6 at T1; and 30 LA control children, age 4.7 at T1. Mor-
phosyntactic accuracy, the use of dummy auxiliaries, and complex syntax were 
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assessed using a narrative task that was administered at three points in time (T1, 
T2, T3) with 12-month intervals during a 2-year period. 

Storytelling tasks were used to elicit narratives. Two monochrome picture se-
ries depicted a sequence of events that formed a coherent story. All pictures in 
each series are presented at the same time. The children were instructed to look 
at the pictures carefully and then tell the story in such a way that someone who 
cannot see the pictures will be able to understand the story in full. Children were 
not asked any questions by the investigator but they were encouraged to contin-
ue if they stopped. The results showed that on the morphosyntactic accuracy 
measures the group with SLI performed more poorly than both control groups. 
The errors in the group with SLI were higher than expected on the basis of mean 
length of T-units and scores on standardized language tests. Percentages of 
dummy auxiliaries remained high overtime. No group differences were found 
for grammatical complexity, except at T3, when the group with SLI used fewer 
relative clauses than the TD group. All in all the narrative analysis revealed dif-
ferent developmental routes for morphosyntactic accuracy and grammatical 
complexity in children with Specific Language Impairment and the other two 
controlled groups (the typically developing peer and language-matched child-
ren).  

4.2. Studies Comparing Bilingual Children of Typical  
Development and Bilinguals with DLD/SLI 

In their study, Altman, Lotem, Fichman & Walters (2016) investigated the ma-
crostructure, microstructure, and mental state terms in the narratives of Eng-
lish-Hebrew bilingual preschool children with and without Specific Language 
Impairment. The main aim was to distinguish children with typical language 
development (TLD) from those with SLI. The sample consisted of thirty-one 
L1/English-L2/Hebrew bilingual preschool children aged 64 - 78 months. Child-
ren were divided into two groups (TLD = 19, SLI = 12) and they retold stories 
accompanied by six pictures that were matched across content (Baby Birds/Baby 
Goats) and to the extent possible across languages (first language/second language) 
for macrostructure (goals, attempts, and outcomes), microstructure (e.g., length, 
lexis, and morphosyntax), and MSTs. The macrostructure results showed similar 
performance in both languages for children with TLD and those diagnosed with 
SLI. Also, microstructure analysis of verbal productivity, length of communica-
tion units, and lexical diversity distinguished children with TLD from those with 
SLI. An analysis of MSTs revealed more MSTs in children’s L2, in particular 
more mental verbs, especially early acquired perceptual and motivational verbs 
such as “see” and “want”. Overall, distinctions between the narratives of children 
with TLD and SLI were found primarily for microstructure features, where error 
analysis was particularly important in uncovering possible markers, especially in 
second languages. 

A more recent study by Govindarajan & Paradis (2019) looked at the narrative 
abilities of bilingual children with and without Developmental Language Dis-
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order (DLD)/Specific Language Impairment (SLI). The aim of the study was the 
identification of the narrative components that differentiate these two groups 
and the designation of the role of age and input factors (age, length of L2 expo-
sure, richness of the L2 environment, and quantity of L2 input at home) in pre-
dicting L2 narrative abilities in each group. 

The sample consisted of 24 English L2 children with DLD and 63 English L2 
children with TD from diverse L1 backgrounds (such as Assyrian, Mandarin, 
Somali, Pashto, Spanish and Arabic). Their mean age was 5.8. The majority of 
the children had no or very little exposure to English before they were about four 
years of age and they started learning English when they entered an Eng-
lish-speaking preschool programme. At home, parents were given question-
naires about the child’s language learning history in L1 and L2 and their current 
language environment. The participants were applied The Edmonton Narrative 
Norms Instrument (ENNI) which is a normed and standardized narrative in-
strument that consists of two sets of stories of increasing complexity. It can also 
be scored for a range of story grammar and linguistic measures and can discri-
minate between children with TD and children with DLD. The results of the 
study revealed lower scores for story grammar for bilingual children with DLD 
with lower levels of L2 exposure than their TD peers. Yet, the scores for narra-
tive microstructure components were similar. The researchers argue that the 
reason for these scores could be that story grammar skills can potentially be 
shared between the two languages of bilinguals because they are at the cogni-
tive-linguistic interface, while microstructure components, which draw on par-
ticular linguistic properties of the L2 would have less potential for sharing across 
languages. Also, it is supported that bilingual children with TD can transfer 
narrative skills from their L1 to their L2 better than bilingual children with DLD. 
The narrative abilities for the group with TD were better but not for the group 
with DLD based on the Length of L2 exposure in school and richness of the L2 
environment. The older bilingual children with DLD showed better narrative ab-
ilities compared to the TD group. Quantity of L2 input/output at home did not 
predict story grammar or microstructure abilities in either group. It is obvious 
that when a story generation task is applied story grammar might differentiate 
between children with TD and DLD better than microstructure among bilin-
guals with less exposure to the L2. It seems that Bilinguals with TD make more 
efficient use of L2 input than bilinguals with DLD. All the above are explained 
on the basis that bilinguals with DLD make less efficient use of the input they 
receive, in terms of both quantity and quality, when compared to TD bilinguals 
since they have limitations in language processing. However, the fact that older 
children with DLD outperformed younger children with DLD on certain micro-
structure components is explained due to maturation which possibly brings im-
provements to the language processing deficits in DLD. Consequently, older 
children gained increased proficiency in their L2 lexicon and morphosyntax, and 
thus, enabled them to produce better narratives. 
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4.3. Studies Comparing Monolingual and Bilingual Children with  
DLD/SLI 

In a study by Cleave, Girolametto, Chen & Johnson (2010) the narrative abilities 
in monolingual and dual language learning children with SLI are investigated. In 
other words, it is investigated whether the narratives of monolingual children 
with Specific Language Impairment differed from those of dual language child-
ren with SLI. The sample consisted of twenty-six children. The participants in-
cluded 14 monolingual speakers of English (ML group) and 12 dual language 
children (DLL group) who were exposed to another language at home at least 
25% of the time and spoke that language at least 10% of the time. The Mean 
(SD) of their age was 3.5. In addition, all dual language children were English 
dominant according to their parents report. The two SLI groups were compared 
using standardized tests and measures from two narrative samples. The child-
ren’s narrative skills were assessed using two different tasks to elicit narratives. 
The Renfrew Bus Story (Renfrew, 1997) was used to elicit a story retelling from 
each participant. The examiner told a predetermined story to the child as they 
both looked at 12 sequenced pictures depicting the story. The child was then 
asked to retell that story with the support of the pictures. The second task in-
volved the ENNI story (Schneider et al., 2005). In this task, 13 pictures that illu-
strated a story were presented to the child. The child was then asked to make up 
a story about the pictures and tell it to the examiner who could not see the pic-
tures. The results of the study revealed that the dual language children achieved 
lower scores on standardized tests of morphosyntax compared to monolinguals. 
Yet, their scores were not lower on measures of language form derived from the 
narrative samples compared to monolinguals. Both groups achieved below av-
erage scores on productivity, narrative structure, literate language, and language 
form measures from the narrative samples. The children’s narrative skills were 
compared on a number of aspects and no significant differences were detected 
between the groups especially in the structure and language form measures, in-
cluding measures of grammaticality and accuracy of tensed verbs. English stan-
dardized tests may be a biased assessment measure when used with dual lan-
guage children, particularly for the assessment of expressive morphosyntactic 
skills and therefore it is proposed that narratives may be a more appropriate way 
to evaluate the language skills of bilingual children as they are more naturalistic. 

In another paper by Tsipmli, Peristeri & Andreou (2016) the narrative pro-
duction in monolingual and bilingual children with SLI is investigated. What is 
attempted is the identification of possible clinical markers of specific language 
impairment (SLI) in bilingual children with SLI by using the Greek version of 
the Multilingual Assessment Instrument for Narratives. The sample of the study 
consisted of twenty-one Greek-speaking monolingual and 15 bilingual children 
with SLI along with monolingual (N = 21) and bilingual (N = 15) age-matched 
children with typical development. In particular, 21 monolingual Greek-speaking 
children with SLI (7 boys, mean age = 9 years, 3 months [9.3]), 15 bilingual 
children with SLI (8 boys, mean age = 9.1), 21 age-matched TD monolingual (14 
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boys, mean age = 9.0), and 15 age-matched bilingual children (14 boys, mean 
age = 9.1) participated in the study. There was no significant difference in the 
chronological age among the groups (p = 0.982). In particular, the first objective 
of the research was to identify aspects of microstructure in narratives that are 
mostly affected in both monolingual and bilingual children with SLI compared 
to TD groups. Children with SLI were expected to produce fewer subordinate 
clauses and to exhibit lower lexical diversity than would TD controls. The 
study’s second objective was to investigate whether bilingualism would accord 
an advantage in the performance of bilingual groups with and without SLI on 
narrative macrostructure. Bilinguals were expected to have an advantage and be 
able to take a global perspective on the story and derive the story’s core aspects. 
Yet, this benefit was believed that it would be relatively low for bilingual children 
with SLI as compared to TD bilinguals, due to their weaker control over micro-
structure. According to the results, there were differences between the TD child-
ren and children with SLI in microstructure. Yet, in macrostructure bilingual 
children with SLI were found to achieve similar levels of performance, and even 
to outperform monolingual children with SLI. As it was first supposed the en-
coding of story structure in bilingual children with SLI was relatively resistant to 
language impairment, when compared to monolingual children with SLI. 

The overall results show important SLI effects on microstructure, such as lex-
ical diversity, as well as on the frequency of use of ISTs used to integrate and 
communicate the MCs’ beliefs, needs, and mental and affective states. This is 
possibly due to their language-specific nature. In contrast, bilingualism con-
ferred a benefit in the groups’ performance on macrostructure, with bilingual 
children with SLI scoring at equal levels, and even outperforming, monolingual 
children with SLI in story structure complexity. This possibly reflects abstract 
structures shared between the two languages. 

Rezzonico, Chen, Cleave, Greenberg, Hipfner-Boucher, Johnson, Milburn, 
Pelletier, Weitzman & Girolametto (2015) examined the oral narratives in mo-
nolingual and bilingual preschoolers with Specific Language Impairment. They 
tried to examine the similarities and differences in narrative abilities between 
preschoolers with and without SLI who were either monolingual or bilingual at 
two time points. Forty children completed a narrative retell task in English at 
two test points. The 20 participants with SLI included 10 monolingual speakers 
of English (four boys and six girls) and 10 bilingual children (six boys and four 
girls). The mean age (months) of the monolingual children with SLI was 51.70 
(SD = 2.83) at Time 1 and 57.20 (SD = 2.82) at Time 2. The mean age of the bi-
lingual children with SLI was 51.90 (SD = 2.88) at Time1 and 57.90 (SD = 2.42) 
at Time 2. The 20 TD participants included 10 monolingual speakers of English 
(four boys and six girls) and 10 bilingual children (six boys and four girls). The 
mean age (months) of the monolingual typical developing children was 52.20 
(SD = 2.57) at Time 1 and 58.30 (SD = 2.40) at Time 2. The mean age of the 
group of bilingual typical developing children was 53.0(SD = 4.39) at Time 1 and 
59.3 (SD = 4.05) at Time 2. 
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The bilingual children were from diverse first-language backgrounds and all 
spoke English most of the time. The performance on measures of narrative ma-
crostructure (narrative information) and microstructure (sentence length, num-
ber of different words, verb accuracy, first mentions) in monolingual and bilin-
gual children with and without SLI was assessed. The first question of this study 
examined the differences in narrative ability among the four groups of children 
and the second question of this study examined growth patterns in narrative 
ability over time. 

Commenting upon the results we conclude that the macrostructure of the 
narrative was not affected by the presence of a language impairment to the ex-
tent as to discriminate monolingual from bilingual children. Both groups of TD 
children (monolingual and bilingual) had strong macrostructure scores and 
demonstrated growth over the two time periods. Also, TD children outper-
formed children with SLI in the four microstructure measures (lexical diversity, 
sentence length, first mentions, and verb accuracy) regardless of their bilingual 
status. 

Bilingual children with SLI differed from bilingual TD children by obtaining 
lower scores in macrostructure, having a lower verb accuracy score, using a 
smaller number of different words and less accurately using a first mention to 
refer to the main character of the story. Thus, the bilingual children with SLI in 
the present study showed improvement over a 6-month time period and the gap 
with their typical peers remained similar from Time 1to Time 2. This study 
showed that all four groups of children showed growth over a 6-month period 
and that bilingual children exposed predominantly to English at home per-
formed similarly to their monolingual peers in measures of narrative informa-
tion, sentence length, number of different words and first mentions. This study 
showed that TD children performed better than children with SLI on measures 
of English narratives, regardless of their bilingual status. More importantly, bi-
lingual TD children obtained higher scores than children with SLI. Finally, al-
though no difference was observed between monolingual and bilingual children 
with SLI, a visual inspection of growth indicated that bilingual children with SLI 
may demonstrate slower growth on lexical diversity and first mentions.  

The research study by Kupersmitt & Armon-Lotem (2019) compares the 
narratives produced by monolingual and bilingual children with Typical Lan-
guage Development (TLD) and those with Developmental Language Disorder 
(DLD). In particular, the linguistic expression of causal relations between the 
motion events within the main episode in a picture-based narrative is examined. 
The one hundred and fifty participants were between 5 - 7 years old and were 
asked to narrate a story based on a series of pictures. More specifically the sam-
ple comprised 45 Hebrew monolinguals (19 with Developmental Language Dis-
orders [DLD]), 57 English-Hebrew bilinguals (20 with DLD) and 48 Rus-
sian-Hebrew bilinguals (21 with DLD). The groups of children were asked to 
produce coherent narratives so as to assemble narrative events into a causally 
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related, goal-oriented episode, basically composed of a goal, an attempt to reach 
the goal and a final outcome. Bilingual TLD children produced complex narra-
tives that resembled those of their monolingual peers in respect to causal rela-
tions and in the use of language forms as cohesive devices. On the other hand, 
bilingual and monolingual children with DLD scored lower on expression of 
causal relations. The scores were lower for more complex scenes that demanded 
higher levels of linguistic complexity and content elaboration. The form-function 
analyses enabled an exploration of cognitive and language abilities in interaction 
in the context of narrative discourse production. Children with DLD present dif-
ficulties with language use in tasks with high processing demands as in narrative 
production. The apparent differences between children with TLD and children 
with DLD lead us to the conclusion that typical language development rather 
than the proficiency in a particular language is necessary for generating causal 
relations. The difficulties in discourse that children with DLD might present can 
be associated with subtler linguistic and cognitive difficulties, including the abil-
ity to maintain the relations between two story elements and to plan a coherent 
narrative. 

5. Discussion 

This review analyzed current studies on the narrative skills of monolingual and 
bilingual pre-school and primary school children with Developmental Language 
Disorder (DLD) aged between 4 - 9 years. In particular out of the six studies for 
monolinguals only two of them refer to pre-school children, whereas out of the 
seven studies for bilinguals five of them involve pre-school children. Studies re-
ferring to monolingual children have taken place between the years 2011-2018 
with the majority of them between the years 2011-2015. On the other hand, stu-
dies referring to bilingual children were conducted from 2010-2019 with the 
majority of them having been conducted after 2015. Almost half of them were 
conducted in English-speaking countries, yet some of them involved Spanish, 
Italian, Dutch, Finnish and Hebrew children and were conducted in their coun-
tries accordingly. 

5.1. Studies Assessing the Narrative Skills of Monolingual  
Children with DLD/SLI 

The studies assessing the narrative skills of monolingual children with DLD/SLI 
focused on both the microstructure and the macrostructure of the narrative 
skills of the pre and school aged children (see Table 1). Two of the studies ex-
amined only the grammatical lexical and morphosyntactic accuracy and com-
plexity of monolingual children with DLD (Zwitserlood et al., 2015; Colozzo et 
al., 2011; Auza et al., 2018). The rest of them examined both microstructure and 
macrostructure characteristics of DLD monolinguals and their TD peers (Co-
lozzo et al., 2011; Mäkinen et al., 2014; Vandewalle et al., 2012; Duinmeijer et al., 
2012). One of them examined some additional cognitive parameters such as  
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Table 1. Monolingual children. 

Study 

Mäkinen L, 
Loukusa S, 
Laukkanen P, 
Leinonen E, 
Kunnari S. (2014) 

Colozzo P, 
Gillam RB, 
Wood M, 
Schnell RD, 
Johnston 
JR. (2011) 

Duinmeijer I, 
de Jong J, 
Scheper A. 
(2012) 

Auza B A, 
Harmon MT, 
Murata C. 
(2018) 

Vandewalle E, 
Boets B, Boons T, 
Ghesquière P, 
Zink I. (2012) 

Zwitserlood R, van 
Weerdenburg M, 
Verhoeven L, 
Wijnen F. (2015) 

Objective 

To assess 
linguistic 
productivity 
and complexity, 
grammatical and 
referential 
accuracy, event, 
content, the use 
of mental state 
expressions and 
narrative 
comprehension 
in children 
with SLI 

To assess the 
relative 
strength of 
content 
elaboration 
and 
grammatical 
accuracy of 
the narratives 
of each child 
with SLI 

To analyze the 
oral narratives 
and the 
sustained 
auditory 
attention and 
verbal working 
memory 
capacities of 
children with 
SLI in 
comparison 
with their 
chronological-age 
peers 

To find out whether 
language 
productivity 
measures, (MLU), 
(%UGS), (TNW), 
and (NDW) 
produced by young 
children during a 
story retell task, 
can be used to 
accurately 
differentiate 
monolingual 
Spanish-speaking 
children with SLI 
from TD children 

To compare the 
development of 
oral language and 
more specifically 
narrative skills 
(storytelling and 
story retelling) 
in children with 
specific language 
impairment (SLI) 
with and without 
literacy delay 

To identify the 
development of 
morphosyntactic 
accuracy and 
grammatical 
complexity in 
Dutch school-age 
children with 
specific language 
impairment (SLI) 

Nationality Finnish 
*British 
Columbia 
*Texas/Kansas 

Dutch Spanish Dutch Dutch 

Sample 

19 children with 
SLI and 19 
typically 
developing 
age-matched 
children 

2 groups of 
children with 
(SLI) and 
their 
age-matched 
peers 

34 Dutch 
children with 
SLI & 38 Dutch 
(TD) in the 
same age range 

25 children with 
SLI and 25 TLD 
age-matched peers 

18 children with 
SLI and 18 matched 
controls with normal 
literacy were 
followed from 
the last year of 
kindergarten 

30 monolingual 
Dutch children 
with SLI, 

Pre-School 
children 

   
Yes, between 
4.0 and 6.11 

mean age = 5 years 
5 months) 

30 typically 
developing 
language-matched 
children, 
age 4.7 at T1 

School-aged 
children 

Mean age 6;1 
years) 

Mean age = 
9.0, N = 26; 
Mean age = 
7.6, N = 40) 

Mean age = 7.4 
years 
Mean age = 7.9 
years 

Yes, 
between 4.0 and 6.11 

until the beginning 
of grade 3 (mean 
age = 8 years 1 month 

age 6.5 (years; 
months) at T1; 
30 typically 
developing 
peers, age 6.6 at T1 

Methodology/ 
instruments 

Picture-elicited 
narrations 

Test of 
Narrative 
Language 
(TNL; Gillam 
& Pearson, 
2004) and 
analysis of the 
story texts 

A story retelling 
task (The Bus 
Story) and a story 
generation task 
(The Frog Story) 

Picture Scripted 
book-retelling of s 
story 

Longitudinal 
study-Oral 
language tests 
measuring 
vocabulary, 
morphology, 
sentence and text 
comprehension 
and narrative skills 

Longitudinal study 
of Language 
Development in 
SLI-three-group 
design using TD 
language- 
Storytelling tasks 
were used to elicit 
narratives. Two 
monochrome 
picture series 
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Continued 

Results 

Macrostructure 
SLI children with 
fragile linguistic 
structure 

SLI children 
more likely to 
produce 
stories of 
uneven 
strength— 
either stories 
with poor 
content or 
stories with 
elaborated 
content 

SLI had lower 
scores than the 
TD children on 
several narrative 
measures as well 
as on sustained 
auditory 
attention and 
verbal working 
memory 

 

Children with SLI 
and literacy delay 
had persevering oral 
language problems 
across all assessed 
language domains. 
The children with SLI 
and normal literacy 
skills had low scores 
in vocabulary, 
morphology and 
story retelling skills 

 

Microstructure 

Pragmatic aspects 
of storytelling 
(referencing, 
event content, 
mental state 
expressions and 
inferencing) were 
demanding too 

grammatically 
quite accurate 
stories but 
other times 
less 
grammatical 

SLI children 
showed more 
linguistically 
complex 
sentences in the 
story retelling 
task than in 
the story 
generation task 

Children with SLI 
showed significantly 
lower MLU, TNW 
and NDW, and 
significantly 
higher %UGS 

On listening 
comprehension and 
storytelling, they 
managed to make 
progress towards 
the level of the 
control group 

On the 
morphosyntactic 
accuracy measures, 
the group with 
SLI performed 
more poorly than 
bothcontrol groups 

 
memory and attention in children with SLI (Duinmeijer et al., 2012) and another 
one the pragmatic aspects of narration (Mäkinen et al., 2014). Vandewalle et al. 
(2012) revolved around the literacy skills of children with and without SLI. 

The results of the aforementioned studies revealed that children with DLD/SLI 
showed difficulties in every aspect of narration in comparison to their typically 
developing (TD) peers. Not only do their narrations have fragile linguistic 
structure but the pragmatic aspects of storytelling are affected as well (Mäkinen, 
et al., 2014). Also, according to the results, children with DLD were more likely 
to produce stories of uneven strength—either stories with poor content that 
were almost grammatically accurate or stories with elaborated content that were 
less grammatical in comparison with their typical development age peers. In this 
case, children seem to struggle with the cumulative load of creating a story that 
is both elaborate and grammatical. Therefore, individual differences in multiple 
linguistic domains should be taken into consideration (Colozzo et al., 2011). 
Additionally, children with DLD apart from the poor narrative skills may exhibit 
verbal working memory deficits and sustained auditory attention limitations. 
Even the type of narration task may generate different results to children with 
DLD. Children appear to show more linguistically complex sentences in the sto-
ry retelling task than in the story generation task (Duinmeijer et al., 2012). 

Also, language productivity and performance seems to be affected in DLD 
children. Based on the above studies, children with DLD differed significantly 
from children with TLD through lexical measures such as the TNW (Total 
Number of Words) and the NDW (Number of Different Words). Their language 
productivity and performance is significantly lower than TD children (Auza et 

https://doi.org/10.4236/ojml.2020.105026


G. Andreou, G. Lemoni 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/ojml.2020.105026 449 Open Journal of Modern Linguistics 
 

al., 2018). Longitudinal studies on the other hand revealed that children with 
DLD and literacy delay scored significantly low in all assessed language domains 
and they had persistent oral language problems. Children with SLI and normal 
literacy skills had also low scores in vocabulary, morphology and story retelling 
skills. Children with SLI and normal literacy skills presented poor oral language 
skills although they had an intact literacy development during the first years of 
literacy instruction. Yet, they improved in listening comprehension and storytel-
ling, probably as a result of more print exposure (Vandewalle et al., 2012). Mor-
phosyntactic accuracy and grammatical complexity seem to be affected with SLI 
school-aged children who scored poorly on the basis of mean length of T-units 
and on standardized language tests. As far grammatical complexity is concerned 
DLD children formed a smaller number of relative clauses (Zwitserlood et al., 
2015). 

5.2. Studies Assessing the Narrative Skills of TD Bilingual  
Children and Bilingual Children with DLD/SLI 

The studies comparing the narrative skills of bilinguals with and without DLD 
demonstrated no significant difference in the macrostructure results in both 
languages for children with TD and those diagnosed with DLD (see Table 2). 
Yet, microstructure analysis of verbal productivity, length of communication 
units, and lexical diversity distinguished children with TD from those with DLD 
(Altman et al., 2016). Microstructure seems to be closely related and affect ma-
crostructure in children’s narratives. Other studies align with the previous re-
sults that reveal that macrostructure may be affected in bilinguals with DLD 
when factors such L2 exposure in school, richness of the L2 environment and 
age of bilinguals with DLD. Older bilingual children with DLD showed better 
narrative abilities compared to the TD group. Yet, quantity of L2 input/output at 
home is not related to either story grammar or microstructure abilities in each 
group. In the research of (Govindarajan & Paradis, 2019) DLD bilinguals with 
lower levels of L2 exposure had lower scores for story grammar than their TD 
peers, Yet, the scores for narrative microstructure components were similar. Bi-
lingual children with TD can transfer narrative skills from their L1 to their L2 
better than bilingual children with DLD.  

5.3. Studies Assessing the Narrative Skills of Monolingual and  
Bilingual Children with DLD/SLI 

Research on the narratives of monolinguals and bilinguals with DLD/SLI reveals 
that both groups show similar scores on measures of language form derived 
from the narrative samples, on productivity, narrative structure, literate lan-
guage, and language form measures from the narrative samples (see Table 2). 
Only morphosyntax seems to be affected in dual language children after achiev-
ing lower scores on standardized tests (Cleave et al., 2010). Posterior studies 
align with the previous results revealing that monolinguals and bilinguals with 
DLD attain similar levels of performance. Yet, sometimes DLD bilinguals 
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Table 2. Bilingual children with DLD. 

Monolingual and Bilingual Children with DLD 

Study 

Altman, C., 
Armon-Lotem, 
S., Fichman, S., & 
Walters, J. (2016) 

Govindarajan 
K, Paradis 
J. (2019) 

Cleave PL, 
Girolametto LE, 
Chen X, Johnson 
CJ. (2010) 

Tsipmli, I., 
Peristeri, 
E., & Andreou, 
M. (2016) 

Rezzonico S, 
Chen X, 
Cleave PL, 
et al. (2015) 

Kupersmitt, 
Judy R.; 
Armon-Lotem, 
Sharon (2019) 

Objective 

To distinguish 
children with 
typical language 
development 
(TLD) from 
those with SLI 

To 1) identify 
the narrative 
components that 
differentiate TD 
and DLD groups 2) 
determine the role of 
age and input factors 
in predicting L2 
narrative abilities 
in each group 

To compare 
narrative abilities 
in children with 
specific language 
impairment (SLI) 
who are 
monolingual 
and those who 
are dual language 
learners 

To identify 
potential clinical 
markers of 
specific 
language 
impairment 
(SLI)in 
bilingual 
children 
with SLI 

To determine the 
similarities and 
differences in 
narrative abilities 
between preschoolers 
with and without SLI 
who are either 
monolingual or 
bilingual at two 
time points 

To examine the 
linguistic 
expression of 
causal relations 
between the 
motion events 
within the main 
episode in a 
picture-based 
narrative 

Nationality 
English-Hebrew 
bilingual 

24 English L2 
learners with DLD 
and 63 English L2 
learners with TD 
from diverse L1 
backgrounds 
(such as Assyrian, 
Mandarin, Somali, 
Pashto, Spanish 
and Arabic) 

26 children with 
SLI, 14 
monolingual 
English speakers 
and 12 dual 
language learners 

Greek 
monolinguals 
and Bilinguals 

English 
monolinguals 
and bilinguals 

45 Hebrew 
monolinguals (19 
with Developmental 
Language Disorder 
[DLD]), 57 
English-Hebrew 
bilinguals (20 with 
DLD) and 48 
Russian-Hebrew 
bilinguals 
(21 with DLD) 

Sample 
Two groups (TLD 
= 19, SLI = 12) 

24 English L2 
with DLD and 63 
English L2 
learners with 
TD from diverse 
L1 backgrounds 

26 children with 
SLI, 14 
monolingual 
English speakers 
and 12 dual 
language learners. 
The dual language 
learners were 
English dominant 
and spoke a 
variety of other 
languages 
in the home 

Twenty-one 
Greek-speaking 
monolingual 
and 15 bilingual 
children with 
SLI along with 
monolingual 
(N = 21) and 
bilingual (N = 
15) age-matched 
children with 
typical 
development 

20 participants 
with SLI included 
10 monolingual 
speakers of 
English (four boys 
and six girls) and 
10 bilingual 
children (six boys 
and four girls) 

One hundred 
and fifty children 

Pre-School 
children 

Yes, aged 
64 - 78 months 

mean = 5.8 Mean (SD) 3.5   5 - 7 years 

School-aged 
children 

   mean age = 9.0 
mean ages = 52 and 
58 months at Times 
1 and 2, respectively 

5 - 7 years 

Methodology/ 
instruments 

Retelling of stories 
accompanied by six 
pictures matched 
across content 
(Baby Birds/Baby 
Goats) and to the 
extent possible 
across languages 
(first language/ 
second language) 
for macrostructure, 
microstructure 
and MSTs 

story generation 
task and a parent 
questionnaire 

The two SLI 
groups were 
compared using 
standardized 
tests and 
measures from 
two narrative 
samples 

Greek version 
of the 
Multilingual 
Assessment 
Instrument for 
Narratives. 

The performance on 
measures of narrative 
macrostructure 
(narrative 
information) and 
microstructure 
(sentence length, 
number of different 
words, verb accuracy, 
first mentions) in 
monolingual and 
bilingual children 
with and without SLI. 

Narration of a story, 
based on a series of 
pictures. Production 
of coherent 
narratives so as to 
assemble narrative 
events into a causally 
related, goal-oriented 
episode, basically 
composed of a goal, 
an attempt to reach 
the goal and a final 
outcome 
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Continued 

Results 

Macrostracture 

Similar 
performance in 
both languages 
for children with 
TLD and those 
diagnosed 
with SLI 

Bilinguals with 
DLD had 
significantly lower 
scores for story 
grammar than 
their TD peers 

Both groups 
achieved below 
average scores 
on productivity, 
narrative 
structure, literate 
language, and 
language form 
measures from 
the narrative 
samples 

Bilingual 
children with 
SLI were found 
to attain similar 
levels of 
performance, 
and even to 
outperform 
monolingual 
children with 
SLI, in 
macrostructure 

All four groups of 
children showed 
growth over a 
6-month period 
.Bil. children expose 
predominantly to 
English in the home 
performed similarly 
to their monolingual 
peers in measures 
of narrative 
information, 
sentence length, 
number of different 
words and first 
mentions 

Bilingual and 
monolingual 
children with 
DLD scored lower 
on expression of 
causal relations 

Microstructure 

Microstructure 
analysis of verbal 
productivity, 
length of 
communication 
units, and lexical 
diversity 
distinguished 
children with 
TLD from 
those with SLI 

They showed 
similar scores 
for narrative 
microstructure 
components 

Dual language 
children lower 
scores on 
standardized 
tests of 
morphosyntax 
but not on 
measures of 
language form 
derived from 
the narrative 
samples 

Differences 
between TD 
children and 
children 
with SLI in 
microstructure 

Bilingual children 
exposed 
predominantly to 
English in the home 
performed similarly 
to their monolingual 
peers in measures of 
sentence length, 
number of different 
words and first 
mentions 

Bilingual TLD 
children produced 
complex narratives 
that resembled 
those of their 
monolingual peers 
in respect of causal 
relations and in the 
use of language 
forms as cohesive 
devices 

 
outperform monolingual children with DLD/SLI, in macrostructure. Yet, the 
overall results show important SLI effects on microstructure, such as lexical di-
versity and on the frequency of use of internal state terms(ISTs)which are used 
to integrate and communicate the main characters beliefs, needs, mental and af-
fective states. In general DLD bilinguals and monolinguals seem to have weaker 
control over microstructure compared to their TD peers (Tsipmli et al., 2016). 
Other longitudinal studies reveal no significant difference between monolingual 
and bilingual children with DLD/SLI since the macrostructure of the narrative 
was not affected by the presence of a language impairment to the extent as to 
discriminate monolingual from bilingual children. 

Yet, typical development children performed better than children with 
SLI/DLD on measures of English narratives and in the four microstructure 
measures regardless of their bilingual status. Both monolingual and bilinguals 
with and without DLD seem to improve over a 6-month period (Rezzonico et al., 
2015). Also, it is noted that monolinguals and bilinguals of typical development 
can produce narratives of the same complexity in respect of causal relations and 
in the use of language forms as cohesive devices. Their performance contradicts 
the performance of bilingual and monolingual children with DLD who tend to 
score lower on expression of causal relations especially when it has to do with 
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complex scenes that demanded higher levels of linguistic complexity and content 
elaboration. This is justified due to the subtler linguistic and cognitive difficul-
ties of narration, including the ability to maintain the relations between two sto-
ry elements and to plan a coherent narrative (Kupersmitt & Armon-Lotem, 2019). 

6. Conclusion 

The purpose of this review was to present current research on the narrative skills 
of monolingual and bilingual pre-school and school aged children with deve-
lopmental language disorder (DLD). Three important categories derive when 
examining studies related to our topic. Regarding the studies assessing the narr-
ative skills of monolingual children with DLD/SLI, both microstructure and ma-
crostructure characteristics of DLD monolinguals and their TD peers are ex-
amined. The majority of the aforementioned studies revealed that children with 
DLD/SLI showed difficulties in every aspect of narration in comparison to their 
typical development (TD) peers. In most cases, DLD children seem to struggle 
with the cumulative load of creating a story that is both elaborate and grammat-
ical. The type of narrative task also plays an important role in the children’s 
narratives since it is proved that DLD children show more linguistically complex 
sentences in the story retelling task than in the story generation task (Duinmeijer 
et al., 2012). 

Literature indicates that lexical measures, language productivity, morphosyn-
tactic accuracy, grammatical complexity literacy, cognitive deficits and poor/not 
elaborated content signify DLD children’s poor narrative abilities compared to 
their TD peers. As for the studies assessing the narrative skills of bilingual child-
ren with and without DLD/SLI they demonstrated no significant difference in 
the macrostructure results in both languages for children with TD and those di-
agnosed with DLD. Microstructure seems to be affected the most, thus affecting 
macrostructure in some cases.  

Regarding the studies assessing the narrative skills of monolingual and bilin-
gual children with and without DLD/SLI, it is proved that monolinguals and bi-
linguals of typical development outperform monolinguals and bilinguals with 
DLD/SLI on microstructure. This happens regardless of their bilingual status. 
Bilingual children seem to have weaker control over microstructure compared to 
their TD peers. In particular, they struggle to deal with complex scenes that de-
mand higher levels of linguistic complexity and content elaboration. Literature 
proved no significant differences between the group of monolinguals and bilin-
guals DLD/SLI performance. All these results align with previous research which 
demonstrates that there are differences between macro- and micro-structure 
(Hipfner-Boucher et al., 2015) and that micro-structural narrative ability is more 
sensitive to language-specific experience and input, whereas macrostructural 
narrative skills seem relatively independent of knowledge of a particular lan-
guage (Boerma et al., 2016). 

The results of the research included in this review warrant further investiga-
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tion into the narrative skills of monolingual and bilingual children with 
DLD/SLI in their adolescence. The literature regarding monolinguals with and 
without DLD seems to be chronologically limited until 2015. There are also li-
mited studies concerning the narration skills of Greek monolingual and bilin-
gual children with DLD/SLI. Therefore, more research is needed concerning the 
Greek language which is characterized by rich morphology in comparison to 
other languages, especially English that has been mostly researched. The results 
of such studies would be really helpful for clinicians, teachers and speech the-
rapists so as to avoid under or over diagnosis of bilingual children with DLD. 

Moreover, it would be beneficial if more longitudinal studies were conducted 
so as to observe the development of narrative skills at different time points in 
both monolinguals and bilinguals with DLD. Also, more research is needed in 
order to establish the efficacy and effectiveness of narrative-based language in-
terventions on the narrative skills of children with DLD. Long-term follow-up 
studies may show how and if children with DLD can struggle academically fo-
cusing on their tertiary education possibilities, future employment and income. 
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