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Structured Abstract

Clinical Question: Among school-age children who speak AAE (P), does the use of dialect 
scoring modifications (I), when compared to traditional scoring methods (C), yield more 
reliable identification of true language disorders (O)?

Method: Structured Review

Study Sources: Google Scholar and ASHAWire

Search Terms: (1) “dialect” OR “AAE” OR “scoring modifications” AND “language” AND (2) 
“scoring modifications for AAE dialect users”

Number of Included Studies: 3

Primary Results:

•	 Dialect status should be confirmed before utilizing scoring modifications. 

•	 �Scoring modifications are recommended when standardized tests must be given 
to students who exhibit linguistic variations from General American English, but 
caution should be exercised. Students may obtain higher scores with modifications, 
but there are risks for false positives or false negatives, which impacts diagnostic 
accuracy. 

•	 �When comparing the performance of students with and without language disorders 
on a sentence recall task, dialect-strategic scoring modifications provide moderate 
to high levels of diagnostic accuracy.

Conclusions: Limited standardized, norm-referenced tests currently exist that offer 
detailed scoring modifications to accurately diagnose language impairment in children 
who use a variety of dialects. Additional research is needed to determine the validity of 
scoring modifications on a variety of language-based tasks beyond sentence recall and 
language sampling. SLPs should not rely solely on standardized measures when making 
clinical decisions for dialect speakers; they should consider a wide range of assessment 
practices that have been found to be less biased and culturally responsive (e.g., dynamic 
assessment, language sampling, and processing-based tasks). 
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Clinical Scenario
Ramon, a Cuban American speech-language pathologist 

(SLP), worked in an elementary school for a public district 
in the southeastern United States. He received a new student 
named Kamari during the middle of the academic year and 
must complete a reevaluation to determine if services are still 
needed. Upon reviewing Kamari’s previous school records, 
Ramon discovered that Kamari was in the third grade and 
received specialized instruction for expressive language 
through an individualized education plan (IEP) aimed at 
addressing weaknesses in morphosyntax. The review of 
records reported that Kamari had no additional documented 
concerns related to academics or communication. 
Additionally, documents indicated that Kamari received 
his last language assessment in preschool. Considering this 
and other relevant factors at the appropriately convened 
IEP meeting, the team decided to reevaluate Kamari’s 
language skills. 

While working directly with Kamari, Ramon began 
to suspect that his expressive language was characteristic 
of African American English (AAE) dialect. Ramon 
met with Kamari’s current classroom teacher to discuss 
his performance on oral and written language tasks in 
the academic setting. Kamari’s teacher reported that he 
sometimes omitted plural -s forms, past tense -ed verb 
markers, and used multiple negatives in oral and written 
language tasks. Ramon observed similar patterns during 
therapy sessions. For example, when recalling a recent 
personal event Kamari stated, “Me and my sister was 
going to the movies over the weekend, but we changed 
our minds.” 

For Kamari’s reevaluation, Ramon initially administered 
the Diagnostic Evaluation of Language Variation (DELV™) 
Screening Test (Seymour et al., 2003) to confirm whether 
Kamari’s language varied from Generalized American 

English (GAE). Based on his performance, Kamari 
exhibited strong variation from GAE. Ramon reviewed 
research articles that discussed the characteristics of child 
AAE (Seymour et al., 1998; Thompson et al., 2004) 
and observed that many of these features were present in 
Kamari’s speech. Ramon aimed to use a variety of alternative 
informal assessment procedures to gather more information 
about Kamari’s expressive language skills, such as obtaining 
a language sample and conducting a contrastive feature 
analysis. Ramon knew that many standardized language 
tests he had access to do not account for linguistic variation, 
but his district still requires a standard score. However, he 
wondered how to best use standardized language assessments 
and informal measures to gather diagnostic information. He 
recalled learning that scoring modifications were one way 
to be culturally responsive to linguistic variation. Therefore, 
Ramon conducted a literature search for evidence regarding 
scoring modifications on formal and informal language 
assessments. He sought to determine if scoring modification 
practices would aid in more reliable identification of a true 
language disorder compared to scoring Kamari’s responses 
based on traditional scoring methods.

Background Information
African American English (AAE) is a systematic, rule-

governed dialect of English that many African American 
students enter school speaking various amounts of 
(Thompson et al., 2004). It is differentiated in all language 
domains but namely in language form that includes 
phonology, morphology, and syntax (Seymour et al., 1998). 
Its use varies across a continuum from low to high, which 
is considered dialect density: the rate at which speakers 
produce dialect features. Dialect density varies based on 
several factors including geographical region, gender, age, 
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and socioeconomic status (SES; Craig & Washington, 
2004; Terry, Connor, et al., 2010; Washington & Craig, 
1998). Characteristics of AAE overlaps with many other 
dialects of English, including Southern White English, 
Gullah-Geechee, and Hispanic-Influenced English (Berry 
& Oetting, 2017; Gutiérrez-Clellen et al., 2008; Oetting 
& McDonald, 2001). See a full description of AAE features 
and characteristics in Thompson et al. (2004).

Linguistic distance is a concept often used to describe 
how languages or dialects differ from one another. In the 
United States, the magnitude of this distance is often how 
SLPs attempt to measure whether a child has a language 
impairment (Lee-James & Johnson, 2022). Thinking of 
language in this way, as most SLPs are trained, can be 
problematic because it reinforces standardized language 
ideology—the belief that the standard variety of a language 
is superior and is the only correct way it can be used across 
academic and professional settings (Lippi-Green, 2004). 
Because AAE has often been stigmatized as a broken and 
illiterate form of English, it is important for SLPs, educators, 
and other practitioners to have a deeper understanding and 
value for it as a legitimate form of English. It is important 
to note that GAE, the form of English most often used 
in academic settings, is also considered a dialect. Oetting 
(2020) discusses how the profession of speech-language 
pathology can benefit from reframing perspectives around 
GAE, “a dialect of English that is never named but always 
implied,” when discussing treatment goals. 

AAE has been studied extensively in the context of 
language disorders and literacy achievement, largely focusing 
on children from low-income backgrounds. SES has been 
a consistent predictor of AAE dialect density, but this may 
be problematic because we know many of the language 
weaknesses associated with disadvantage can present 
similarly to linguistic rules of AAE. Lee-James and Johnson 
(2022) describe this overlap as the intersection of dialect, 
disadvantage, and disorder. It is especially important for 
SLPs to have a good understanding of the impacts all three 
may have on language abilities in the domains of phonology, 
morphology, and syntax as they make evidence-based 
decisions on eligibility for services.

The American Speech-Language-Hearing Association 
(ASHA, n.d.) defines cultural responsiveness as 
“understanding and appropriately including and responding 
to the combination of cultural variables and the full range 
of dimensions of diversity that an individual brings to 
interactions.” One method of culturally responsive service 

delivery is utilizing alternative forms of assessment and 
scoring practices, which may provide a more accurate 
description of the language abilities of children who use 
dialects others than GAE. Johnson and Gatlin-Nash (2020) 
describe dynamic assessment, language sampling, and 
processing-based tasks as alternate measurements that have 
been proven to be less-biased toward African American 
students and others from culturally and linguistically 
diverse (CLD) backgrounds. In addition to these 
culturally responsive alternate measurements, one other 
recommendation is to use standardized or norm-referenced 
assessments that accommodate language variation in their 
scoring. Scoring modifications include giving students credit 
for responses that would be considered appropriate based 
on the linguistic rules of their dialect or language system 
(Johnson & Gatlin-Nash, 2020). 

Clinical Question
Ramon is concerned with how he can meet his district’s 

requirements to provide a standardized score as a part of the 
reevaluation report, while also ensuring he utilizes culturally 
and linguistically responsive approaches after determining 
that Kamari is an AAE speaker. He needs to decide which 
assessments allow for scoring modification approaches and 
whether these approaches will help him better distinguish if 
Kamari truly needs continued special education services. 

Ramon believes using the PICO framework (Straus 
et al., 2018) he learned about in graduate school could 
help guide his search for evidence-based information. The 
PICO framework is used to solve clinical problems and is 
defined as: P – the population, I – the intervention, C – the 
comparison group, and O – the outcome. Based on this, 
Ramon formulated the following question: Among school-
age children who speak AAE (P), does the use of dialect 
scoring modifications (I), when compared to traditional 
scoring methods (C), yield more reliable identification of 
true language disorders (O)?

Search for the Evidence
Inclusion/Exclusion Criteria

Ramon created clear search terms and inclusion guidelines 
to find information that specifically answered his clinical 
question. Inclusion criteria for the articles included: (a) 
published in peer-reviewed journals, (b) participants were in 
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elementary school in the United States (i.e., grades kindergarten 
through fifth), (c) evaluation of AAE dialect speakers, 
and (d) norm-referenced measures of expressive language. 
Ramon excluded articles examining scoring modifications 
for bilingual assessment and dialects other than AAE. 

Search Strategy

Ramon began by using combinations of the following 
search terms to systematically locate relevant information 
via Google Scholar: “dialect” OR “AAE” OR “scoring 
modifications” AND “language.” Ramon found over 6,020 
results, but he quickly realized that he could not access some 
of the articles based on paywalls. Additionally, this search 
included journals with a focus on medical research, speech 
technology, education and information technology, and 
applied psycholinguistics. Upon review of the titles, Ramon 
found that many were not directly related to his question. 
He believed his next best option was to search journals 
focused specifically on issues related to communication 
disorders to find the most up-to-date and evidenced-based 
articles on his clinical question. 

Ramon conducted a second search for articles using 
the terms, “scoring modifications for AAE dialect users” 
in the journals sponsored by ASHA using the ASHAWire 
database. As an ASHA member, Ramon was able to gain 
full access to the published articles using his membership 
login information. His search yielded 119 results, 83 of 
which were research articles. The other results were tutorials, 
review articles, and clinical forums. The majority of the 
results (n = 44) were found in the journal Language, Speech, 
and Hearing Services in the Schools. Ramon was pleased to see 
the search included a variety of topics that addressed cultural 
and linguistic diversity in speech-language pathology, as 
well as language disorders, development, and school-based 
settings. He began to eliminate articles that did not meet 
his inclusion criteria by reviewing the titles and abstracts. 
Eliminated articles included those that focused on the 
perception of SLPs and teachers, preschool or adult subjects, 
bilingualism, and dialects outside of AAE. Ultimately, 
Ramon found three articles that met his inclusion criteria 
and addressed his clinical question. These articles, along 
with a description of their purpose, methodology, and 
findings, can be found in Table 1.

Evaluating the Evidence
First, Ramon noted that there were not many articles 

to answer his PICO question directly. Several focused on 
standardized assessments, whereas others measured criterion-
referenced or informal measures. Nonetheless, he reviewed 
three articles that met his inclusion criteria to learn more 
about utilizing scoring modifications for dialect speakers. 
For each article, he reviewed both the study quality and 
level of evidence. Ramon used the Wichita State University 
Evidence-Based Practice Reference Analysis Worksheet 
(Apel & Self, 2003) to assess study quality by determining 
the extent to which a study was designed and implemented 
appropriately. The Scottish Intercollegiate Guidelines 
Network (SIGN) Levels of Evidence system was used to 
examine study quality based on the design’s ability to protect 
against bias (Scottish Intercollegiate Guidelines Network, 
2019). He recalled that randomized control trials and meta-
analyses had the strongest level of evidence, whereas expert 
opinion had the weakest evidence to protect against biases.

 Ramon began by first reviewing an article by 
Hendricks and Adlof (2017) based on its target population 
of elementary students and the focus on evaluating language 
assessment with children who speak nonmainstream dialects. 
The article explored the impact of scoring modifications on 
norm-referenced measures to gain a more accurate depiction 
of these children’s language skills. Ramon was intrigued by 
the authors’ evaluation of the impact of modified scoring 
procedures and how they would impact diagnosis on the 
Clinical Evaluation of Language Fundamentals™ (4th 
ed.; CELF®-4; Semel et al., 2003). The target population 
included a diverse group of second grade students in South 
Carolina. Ramon felt these were important factors to 
consider because the demographic information was similar 
to Kamari’s. He also noticed that the study used the DELV-
ST, and he previously confirmed that Kamari demonstrated 
strong variation from GAE when he was administered the 
screener. The study concluded that there was a small to 
moderate correlation between language ability measures 
and nonmainstream dialect use. Ramon noted that when 
scoring modifications were used, AAE speakers obtained 
higher scores on the CELF-4. However, these modifications 
affected the diagnostic accuracy of the CELF-4 because 
there was a lower false positive rate (i.e., classifying children 
who speak AAE as having developmental language disorder 
in error) and a higher false negative rate (i.e., classifying 
children who speak AAE as having typical performance, 
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when they actually have developmental language disorder). 
The authors cautioned that clinicians must account for 
the possibility of false positives or false negatives when 
administering scoring modifications to ensure students are 
not being over- or under-identified. As a clinician, Ramon 
wants to help Kamari succeed in school but he realizes that 
he also must consider the impact of a misdiagnosis or lack 
of diagnosis. 

Ramon noted several citations in the Hendricks and 
Adlof (2017) study that he initially thought would help 
to inform his decisions, but ultimately decided to forgo 
reviewing the entire article after reading each abstract. For 
example, an article from Rhyner and colleagues (1999) was 
removed from his reading list because it focused on using 
two language screeners with low-income African American 
kindergartners. Kamari’s eligibility for language therapy 
had previously been identified, so he knew he would not 
administer another screener. Additionally, he did not 
consider Terry, Jackson, and colleagues’ (2010) paper on 
the effects of AAE on the Recalling Sentences subtest of the 
Clinical Evaluation of Language Fundamentals (3rd ed.; 
CELF-3; Semel et al.,1995) because the measure is currently 
included in the fifth edition and he worried about how 
reflective the norming sample was for students like Kamari. 

The next article Ramon reviewed was from Oetting 
and colleagues (2016) which explored performance on 
a sentence recall task in students who spoke AAE and 
Southern White English (SWE). Although studies have 
shown that the ability to recall sentences can be a clinical 
marker for language impairment, more information is 
needed to see if these results are accurate for dialect speakers. 
Ramon recalled that there is overlap between certain 
grammatical features not being used or used variably in 
GAE that would cause a red flag for language impairment 
but are perfectly acceptable in dialects such as AAE (e.g., 
past tense -ed, plural -s, copula). He hoped this article 
would provide some clarity on whether including a sentence 
recall task would be appropriate for Kamari. Oetting and 
colleagues used a scoring modification procedure called 
dialect-strategic scoring, which allowed students to receive 
credit for dialect-appropriate productions of the following 
features that were frequently used in both dialects but 
have not been shown to be a clinical marker of language 

1 Although the consensus is to use the term developmental language disorder (DLD; Bishop et al., 2017) to describe language disorders 
not associated with a known biomedical etiology, the term specific language impairment (SLI) is used as described in the original 
articles cited.

impairment: is for third person plural present progressive 
verbs, was for third person plural past progressive verbs, and 
zero marking of verbal -s. The authors found that students 
who were already identified as having specific language 
impairment1 (SLI) achieved lower scores on the measure 
than the comparison group, even when accounting for 
dialect usage. Their dialect‑strategic scoring system provided 
moderate to high levels of diagnostic accuracy using the 
sentence recall task within both AAE and SWE dialect 
groups to identify students with SLI (Oetting et al., 2016). 
Ramon was glad to see that a sentence recall task would be 
a culturally responsive way to assess students, like Kamari, 
who use linguistic variations. 

The final article Ramon elected to review by Oetting 
and colleagues (2021) further explored the use of the 
dialect-strategic scoring approach in marking tense and 
agreement in language samples gathered from AAE- and 
SWE-speaking students with and without SLI. Focusing 
specifically on the overlapping tense and agreement 
grammatical features of past tense, verbal -s, auxiliary BE 
present, and auxiliary BE past, three scoring approaches 
were used to analyze the play-based language samples. The 
unmodified approach involved using a traditional scoring 
method where only GAE forms were considered correct. 
The modified approach allowed for forms that would be 
considered correct in GAE or dialect (e.g., ate, ated, had 
ate, had eat), with any other responses counted as incorrect. 
Finally, the strategic approach considered both GAE and 
dialect overt (grammatical forms that are marked, such as 
the double negative in “He ain’t have no school”) and zero 
forms (grammatical forms that are not used or used variably, 
such as the copula in “She __ going home”) as correct 
but divided them using a ratio of the sum of both overt 
forms by the sum of the overt and zero forms. The results 
of this study showed that the strategic scoring approach 
exhibited the greater differences between the SLI and 
typically developing groups, accounting for effects of dialect 
usage. Additionally, using dialect specific cut scores on the 
measures of past tense marking led to higher diagnostic 
accuracy. Ramon realized he could use this article to inform 
his analyses and decision-making after eliciting Kamari’s 
language sample.
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The Evidence-Based Decision
Each of the articles Ramon reviewed reinforced the idea 

that multiple factors need to be considered when evaluating 
the language skills of children from CLD backgrounds. He 
initially thought he would be able to find sufficient evidence 
for using scoring modifications on standardized measures, 
but quickly realized that more research is needed in this 
area. The studies Ramon reviewed confirmed that he was 
using culturally responsive approaches by first administering 
the DELV-ST to determine linguistic variation status and 
his plan to follow up with alternate measures, such as 
language sampling, that are considered less biased towards 
CLD populations. Language samples can be used in more 
naturalistic settings, are elicited in a variety of ways, are not 
influenced by prior experiences and background knowledge, 
and provide in-depth information about all aspects of the 
child’s language skills (Lee-James & Johnson, 2022). Based 
on the criteria outlined by Oetting and colleagues (2021), 
Ramon has learned a new approach to coding and analyzing 
language samples and looks forward to putting this new 
knowledge into application.

Currently, there are limited standardized tests that 
offer detailed scoring modifications that are appropriate for 
accurately diagnosing language impairments in children 
who use a variety of dialects. As more of these measures 
begin to be validated in a way that authentically and reliably 
represent the true abilities of students like Kamari, who 
use various linguistic forms, Ramon and other SLPs will 
be able to make more informed, evidence-based decisions. 
In the meantime, Ramon wants to move forward with 
administering the CELF-5 (Wiig et al., 2013) to Kamari 
because it does provide the standard score his district 
requires for eligibility, but also includes an appendix with 
additional information on scoring modifications. 

Because responses on the Word Structure, Formulated 
Sentences, and Recalling Sentences subtests may exhibit 
linguistic variations, Appendix I on Language Differences 
and Cultural Sensitivity in the CELF-5 Manual provides 
detailed instructions on acceptable alternate responses. 
Common phonological and morphsyntactical contrasts 
between GAE and AAE, Spanish-influenced English, 
Chinese-influenced English, and Southern English are 
provided. After confirming the student is a dialect speaker 
and familiarizing oneself with the features of the dialect, the 
CELF-5 recommends giving full credit for responses that are 

appropriate based on the student’s linguistic background. 
In this case, Kamari’s responses would be written down 
verbatim. For example, on the Word Structure subtest, 
one of the items is “Tell me, who is sleepy?” If Kamari 
responded, “They is,” he would receive full credit because 
Ramon knows variable use of subject-verb agreement 
is characteristic of AAE, and “they is” is listed as an 
alternate response. 

It will be extremely important to consider all the factors 
around Kamari’s present levels of performance, including 
talking with his family and teachers, completing classroom 
observations, and reviewing academic performance. Results 
from Ramon’s clinical question confirmed his original 
thought that he should use both standardized and informal 
measures to make the most informed decision. Considering 
all these factors together as a whole will help Ramon make 
the best decision about whether continued services are 
needed after completing the reevaluation.
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