
Introduction
- Conversational turn-taking predicts long-term language outcomes in 
children, over and above quantity and quality of input (e.g., Hirsh-Pasek 
et al., 2015; Romeo et al., 2018)
- Bilingual children are sensitive to language choice of 
communication partners (e.g., Comeau et al., 2003; Genesee et al., 
1995), but parent-child dyads do not always align languages (e.g., 
Mishina-Mori, 2011)
- Children are more likely to use their dominant language and code-
switch when they lack the lexical knowledge of communication 
partner’s language (e.g., Genesee et al., 1995; Nicoladis & Genesee, 1996; 
Nicoladis & Secco, 2000)

Research Questions
In spontaneous conversations:
1) do bilingual children respond to bilingual adults in the same 
language?
2) do children with weaker language skills have more difficulty 
aligning their language choice?
3) does language dominance play a role in language alignment?

Methods
- Bilingual parent-child dyads interacted in 10-minute video-recorded 
free-play sessions
- Videos were transcribed with Systematic Analysis of Language 
Transcripts (SALT) software
- Each utterance produced by parents and children were coded as 
English, Spanish, or code-switched
- Children’s utterances were then coded as matching or mismatching 
the parent’s language

Example Transcripts
P Oveja.
C Is what a cowboy look/3s like [mis:se]?
P I think that/'s a farmer.
C Why is this a farmer [match:ee]?

P That/'s a postre, it/'s not healthy.
C (Thi*) This is a healthy postre [match:cc].

P Yo quiero|querer la pizza.
C I already gave you milk [mis:se].
P What will it taste like?
C Taste[EW:tastes] like pepperoni pizza [match:ee]
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Participant Characteristics

M (SD) Range

n 45 (19 boys) -

Age 5.16 (0.60) 4.0–5.92

Mother’s Years of Education 14.6 (4.68) 6–24

First Exposure to English (months) 8.19 (14.43) 0–48

First Exposure to Spanish (months) 4.03 (10.26) 0–46

Exposure to English 45.4% (19.4) 2–81%

Nonverbal IQ1 103 (11.5) 85–135

Language Composite2 103 (12.1) 74–119

English Morphology2 97 (16.1) 62–118

Spanish Morphology2 81.8 (13.9) 60-108

Language
Speaker English Spanish Code-

switched*
Child 1023 (49%) 1021 (49%) 42 (<1%)
Parent 866 (39%) 1300 (58%) 60 (<1%)

Analyses & Results

Summary & Implications
- Bilingual children align to the language choice of their parents, but both language skills and dominance play an important role
- Overall language skills did not significantly impact language choice, indicating that children with weaker language skills align 
their language to that of their communication partner
- Paradoxically, while both children with higher and lower BESA scores aligned to English, children with higher BESA scores had
more difficulty aligning to Spanish than children with lower BESA scores; this finding may reflect the preference for English in
children with higher BESA scores, although we accounted for English output in the models
- Both English-dominant and Spanish-dominant children aligned well to English, but Spanish-dominant children also 
demonstrated good alignment to Spanish
- While English exposure was accounted for in the analyses by language, and language skills were accounted for in the analyses by 
dominance, the interrelation between language skills and language dominance likely influenced the results

Language Dominance3 English Spanish

n 24 21

First Exposure to English (months) 4.64 (11.42) 10.33 ( 15.86)

First Exposure to Spanish (months) 5.99 (13.56) 5.89 (12.4)

Exposure to English 53% (17) 37% (19)

English Output 57% (19) 45% (20)
3Determined by highest BESA score or parent report if equal

*Code-switched utterances eliminated from data analysis

Children aligned 86% of utterances (SD = 16%) to parent’s language

alignment ~ prior_language*dominant_language + besa_index + age + ses + kbit + total_utterances

alignment ~ prior_language*besa_index + dominant_language + age + ses + kbit + total_utterances


