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Abstract
Understanding factors that influence reading achievement among bilingual children is con-
siderably more complex than it is for monolingual children. Research on dual language 
development indicates that bilingual children’s oral language abilities are often distributed 
across languages in varied ways, due to heterogeneity of dual language exposure and input. 
Consequently, there may be greater variability in the associations between oral language 
proficiency and reading achievement among bilingual children than there is for monolin-
gual children. This study evaluated how vocabulary knowledge and morphosyntactic abil-
ity in Spanish and English were associated with English reading achievement among 117 
bilingual kindergarten and first grade children in the USA using both OLS and quantile 
regression. Results indicated that although English vocabulary and morphosyntax were 
both significantly associated with reading achievement, English vocabulary knowledge was 
most strongly associated with reading at higher quantiles of reading achievement. Cross-
language analyses indicated that both Spanish vocabulary and morphosyntax made signifi-
cant contributions to predicting English reading achievement beyond the effects of Eng-
lish oral language. Spanish vocabulary was uniquely predictive of reading at high and low 
quantiles of English reading, whereas relations between Spanish morphosyntax and Eng-
lish reading did not differ across quantiles. These results were consistent with predictions 
derived from theoretical models such as the simple view of reading and suggest that Span-
ish vocabulary knowledge may provide more unique information about children’s underly-
ing capacity for acquiring language and literacy skill than does morphosyntax.
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Theoretical frameworks of reading development highlight the importance of oral language 
ability in skilled reading (e.g., Duke & Cartwright, 2021; Hoover & Gough, 1990), which 
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has been supported by decades of empirical evidence (e.g., Kendeou et al., 2009; Lonigan 
et al., 2018). As children decode words to read text, they must integrate various language 
skills, including knowledge of word meanings, morphological knowledge (e.g., how pre-
fixes and suffixes change the meanings of words), knowledge of sentence structures, and 
knowledge of how text is constructed (e.g., stories have a beginning, middle, and end), to 
form a coherent representation of the text for comprehension. Although evidence indicates 
that the relations between oral language ability and reading achievement vary across lan-
guages and throughout development (Florit & Cain, 2011), there is consistent evidence that 
oral language proficiency is a key component of skilled reading. Even early oral language 
skills (i.e., oral language skills measured in preschool or kindergarten) are longitudinally 
predictive of children’s future reading achievement (e.g., Lepola et  al., 2016), including 
among Spanish–English bilingual children (Rojas et al., 2019).

There are several factors that complicate how measures of oral language ability may 
be used to predict risk for reading difficulty among bilingual children. First, and most 
evident, is the acquisition of two languages. If a monolingual child has low oral lan-
guage proficiency, it is likely that they will have difficulty with reading (e.g., Snowling 
et al., 2020). However, for bilingual children, measuring only one of their languages is 
insufficient, as proficiency in each language depends on several factors, including rela-
tive amounts of input and use of each language. For example, a bilingual child may have 
high proficiency in their first language (L1) but low proficiency in their second lan-
guage (L2). Or the child may have low proficiency in both their L1 and L2. If we wish 
to predict risk for reading difficulty from oral language proficiency, assessment of oral 
language ability in both the L1 and L2 is essential, as low L2 proficiency could be due 
to lack of exposure and/or opportunity to acquire L2. Thus, reliance on L2 oral language 
assessment may result in overidentification of risk for reading difficulty. A true difficulty 
with acquiring oral language and/or literacy skills would affect skills in both languages.

Second, we currently lack appropriate standardized assessments to measure oral lan-
guage and reading among bilingual children reliably (Boerma & Blom, 2017). Although 
it is common in educational practice to simply adapt measures developed for monolin-
gual English speakers into Spanish, this approach does not ensure that the measure has 
adequate reliability and validity for measuring oral language among Spanish–English 
bilinguals (Karem et al., 2019). There is a critical need for measures that are normed 
on bilingual children in the USA. Additionally, there may be fundamental differences 
in how oral language proficiency manifests across monolingual and bilingual children 
(Kapantzoglou et al., 2012). For example, when given a measure of English expressive 
vocabulary, an English monolingual child may know more words than a Spanish–Eng-
lish bilingual child because of differences in the amount of exposure to English. There-
fore, the bilingual child may score lower than the monolingual child because of fewer 
opportunities to acquire proficiency in English, rather than a lower underlying language 
ability. In fact, dual language assessment may reveal that the Spanish–English bilingual 
child knows the same number of words as the monolingual child, with word knowledge 
being distributed across the child’s two languages. This nuance would be missed—and 
the bilingual child artificially labeled with low oral language proficiency—if a measure 
designed for assessing oral language among monolingual speakers was the only tool 
used to measure oral language proficiency for a bilingual child. There are also cultural 
considerations when adapting measures across languages. A word may be common in 
an English-speaking household but uncommon in a Spanish-speaking household and 
vice versa. Assessing both languages with a measure that takes these issues into con-
sideration is important to accurately identify bilingual students with low oral language 
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proficiency who may be at risk for reading difficulties (Castilla-Earls et al., 2020; Fran-
cis, 2019).

Assessing oral language among bilingual children

Oral language is a complex developmental construct, which is further complicated by 
exposure to and use of multiple languages during early development. A series of recent 
studies conducted by the Language and Reading Research Consortium (LARRC) have doc-
umented the nature of oral language ability and how it relates to reading in young children, 
including Spanish–English bilingual children. In an initial study examining dimensionality 
of English in monolingual children, LARRC (2015a) reported that dimensionality of oral 
language skill changes across the early childhood years, such that in preschool and kinder-
garten, language is best represented as a unidimensional construct, but that by first grade, 
children’s discourse-level language skills (e.g., narrative language use) emerge as distinct 
constructs from lower-level language abilities (e.g., vocabulary, grammatical knowledge). 
This suggests that as young children acquire oral language skills, it becomes increasingly 
important to consider diverse aspects of oral language, rather than solely focusing on one 
aspect of language development (e.g., focusing on vocabulary knowledge in the preschool 
years but shifting to include other aspects of language such as grammatical knowledge or 
narrative ability in school-age children).

It is yet unclear if bilingual children follow the same developmental trajectories as 
monolingual children. Studies specifically investigating Spanish–English bilingual chil-
dren’s oral language skills indicate that vocabulary knowledge, grammar, and higher-level 
language skills (particularly in Spanish) are separable as early as preschool or kindergar-
ten (LARRC, 2015b; LARRC & Chiu, 2018). Additional evidence from LARRC indicates 
that preschool Spanish oral language contributes directly to English reading achievement 
(after controlling for English oral language and alphabet knowledge; LARRC et al., 2019; 
LARRC et  al., 2021). Consequently, it is important to assess skills beyond vocabulary 
knowledge and consider bilingual children’s oral language skills in both of their languages 
when assessing oral language ability to predict reading achievement. Recent research sug-
gests that for younger bilingual children, measures of morphosyntax knowledge are the 
strongest indicators of developmental language disorder (Peña et  al., 2020). Therefore, 
pairing assessment of vocabulary with morphosyntax in Spanish and English should rep-
resent a relatively comprehensive approach to evaluating young bilingual children’s oral 
language skills.

Although it is important to assess language broadly, it is likely that certain meas-
ures of oral language represent stronger cross-language predictors of reading achieve-
ment than others. One factor that may help explain the interaction between oral lan-
guage and reading is the hypothesis of cross-linguistic transfer (Cummins, 1979). 
This hypothesis states that concepts and topics learned in one language (e.g., L1) can 
be transferred and utilized in their other language (e.g., L2). When transfer occurs, 
a bilingual child—with the appropriate vocabulary—should be able to use what they 
learned in their L1 and express it in their L2 without ever having explicit instruction of 
that concept in their L2. For example, if a bilingual child learns how to count in their 
L1, they would not have to learn the concept of counting again in their L2 but just need 
to learn the names of the numbers. According to Cummins (1981), the mechanism by 
which transfer occurs is a common underlying proficiency about language or academic 



9Relations between oral language skills and English reading…

1 3

skills that develops with acquisition of the skills itself. In the above example, learning 
to count in one language facilitates acquisition of general knowledge of principles of 
counting that can be applied in a new language. Transfer of skills that are relatively 
language-independent (e.g., counting, phonological awareness) may be more likely to 
occur than transfer of discrete knowledge that is highly specific to a given language 
(e.g., vocabulary). Consequently, young bilingual children’s oral language abilities that 
represent underlying knowledge about language or an underlying capacity for acquir-
ing language may have utility in predicting risk for reading difficulty.

Two commonly assessed oral language skills that might be important for predict-
ing risk for reading difficulty are vocabulary knowledge and morphosyntactic abil-
ity. Bilingual children’s vocabulary knowledge is highly specific to a given language 
(with the exception of cognates) and largely dependent on relative exposure to each 
language. Prior research has consistently reported that cross-language correlations of 
vocabulary among Spanish–English bilingual children are very small or even negative 
(e.g., Goodrich & Lonigan, 2018; Melby-Lervåg & Lervåg, 2011), supporting the idea 
that vocabulary is highly dependent on exposure. Consequently, individual differences 
in L1 vocabulary may not be particularly informative in the prediction of L2 reading 
skill. In contrast, measures that tap knowledge of grammatical domains such as syntax 
and morphology may be more indicative of children’s underlying ability to acquire lan-
guage. Evidence indicates that measures of morphosyntactic knowledge effectively dis-
criminate between bilingual children with and without language disorders (e.g., Laze-
wnik et al., 2019; Paradis et al., 2013; Peña et al., 2020), suggesting that these tools are 
reflective of language learning ability. Therefore, measures of grammatical knowledge 
may be more predictive of reading across languages than are measures of language-
specific skills such as vocabulary knowledge. Prior meta-analytic evidence indicates 
that cross-linguistic relations between oral language and reading among bilingual chil-
dren vary depending on the type of oral language measure used (Prevoo et al., 2016); 
however, the relations were not consistent with theoretical predictions derived from 
theory of cross-language transfer, as Prevoo et  al. reported that L1 vocabulary was 
more highly associated with L2 reading than was general language proficiency in L1. 
Consequently, additional research is needed to determine which indicators of oral lan-
guage proficiency are the best early indicators of reading among bilingual children.

It is also possible that cross-language relations between oral language and read-
ing vary for children with different levels of reading achievement. Among studies that 
evaluate the contributions of L1 and L2 oral language to reading achievement, evi-
dence consistently indicates that within-language relations between oral language and 
reading are stronger than cross-language relations (LARRC et al., 2021; Leider et al., 
2013; Prevoo et al., 2016; Swanson et al., 2008). However, early in school, many Span-
ish–English bilingual children have only had limited experiences that would facilitate 
development of English oral language and reading skill. Consequently, low English 
reading achievement may be reflective of lack of opportunity to acquire English read-
ing skill, rather than an underlying reading difficulty or disorder. In this case, it is pos-
sible that the relation between Spanish oral language and English reading is stronger 
for children with poor English reading skill than it is for children with strong English 
reading skills. Quantile regression (Koenker & Basset, 1978) represents one approach 
through which to analyze whether the relation between bilingual oral language and 
reading changes across the continuum of reading achievement (i.e., at different quan-
tiles of reading skill).
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Current study

The purpose of this study was to evaluate differential relations between oral language 
ability and English reading achievement among Spanish–English bilingual children. 
Because oral language ability is more complex for bilingual children than it is for mono-
lingual children, we were particularly interested in understanding how different aspects 
of oral language are related to reading achievement at different levels of English reading 
achievement. To do so, we measured Spanish and English oral language through assess-
ments of vocabulary knowledge and morphosyntactic ability. We used quantile regres-
sion to examine which oral language skills were uniquely predictive of English reading 
at low (0.25 quantile), medium (0.50 quantile), and high (0.75 quantile) levels of Eng-
lish reading achievement. We addressed the following research questions:

RQ1: Does the relation between English oral language and English reading achieve-
ment differ for children with different levels of English reading achievement?

Hypothesis 1: We hypothesized that all measures of English oral language would 
more strongly predict English reading at high quantiles of English reading. Low 
English reading achievement among bilingual children may be indicative of lim-
ited exposure to English reading instruction. Limited exposure to English reading 
instruction should result in poor English decoding (i.e., word reading) skills. In 
the absence of sufficient decoding skills, children’s ability to use oral language 
ability during reading is limited.

RQ2: Does the relation between Spanish oral language and English reading achieve-
ment differ for children with different levels of English reading achievement?

Hypothesis 2a: We expected that Spanish oral language would more strongly pre-
dict English reading achievement at low quantiles of English reading. Children 
with lower levels of English reading achievement may also have relatively low 
English proficiency relative to Spanish proficiency (i.e., Spanish-dominant chil-
dren). Therefore, we expected that variation in Spanish oral language at low quan-
tiles of English reading will better reflect underlying ability to acquire language 
and literacy skills (whereas variation in English oral language at low quantiles of 
English reading may be an issue of opportunity/exposure).
Hypothesis 2b: We expected that oral language skills indicative of underlying lan-
guage learning ability (e.g., morphosyntactic skills) would demonstrate greater 
cross-language prediction of English reading achievement than would skills that 
are highly dependent on exposure to a specific language (e.g., vocabulary knowl-
edge).

RQ3: Is Spanish oral language associated with English reading achievement above 
and beyond the effect of English oral language at different quantiles of English read-
ing achievement?

Hypothesis 3: Consistent with hypotheses for RQ1 and RQ2, we expected that 
Spanish oral language would only uniquely contribute to English reading achieve-
ment (beyond the effect of English oral language) at low quantiles of English read-
ing achievement. We expected this trend to be consistent across both Spanish mor-
phosyntax and Spanish vocabulary.
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Method

Participants

The participant sample included a subsample of 117 Spanish–English speaking children 
enrolled in a larger study of bilingual language and reading development conducted in 
South Carolina and Nebraska during the 2019–2020 academic school year. The children 
were enrolled in kindergarten (n = 86) or first grade (n = 31) at the time of participation 
and were between the ages of 5–7 years (M = 6.28, SD = 0.68). Of the 117 participants, 
76 were recruited from one South Carolina school, and 41 were recruited across ten 
Nebraska schools. The differences in recruitment rates were attributable to two factors. 
First, there is a greater density of Spanish-speaking children in the Midlands of South 
Carolina compared to southeastern Nebraska. Second, different consent procedures gov-
erned each site. Consistent with each site’s Institutional Review Board approval, passive 
consent was used in South Carolina, whereas active consent was used in Nebraska. Con-
sequently, in addition to fewer eligible students per school in Nebraska, only some eligi-
ble students participated at each school in Nebraska, whereas nearly all eligible students 
at the South Carolina school participated.

The children were identified as Spanish–English speakers by their classroom teachers 
and were recruited to participate following procedures approved by the respective site 
Institutional Review Board. Children were recruited equally regardless of developmen-
tal language status or eligibility classification, to maximize the representativeness of the 
sample and for consistency with the heterogeneity that exists within the larger Span-
ish–English speaking population in the USA.

School demographics

In South Carolina, the participating school was a federal Title I public school and served 
students in preschool (4  K) through 5th grade during the 2019–2020 academic year. 
The school was located in a large suburb and served a total of 1,143 students with a 
student–teacher ratio of 15.45. The racial/ethnic makeup of the school included students 
whose parents identified their background(s) as the following: American Indian/Alaska 
Native (0.2%), Asian (13.1%), Black (23.8%), Hispanic/Latino (37.3%), White (33.3%), 
and two or more races (4.1%). School administrators reported that all enrolled students 
were from economically disadvantaged homes based on free/reduced price lunch quali-
fication and reported household income.

In Nebraska, participants came from 10 schools. Twenty-five students were enrolled 
in a single school. All other schools had four or fewer children who participated. Among 
the seven schools for which data were available in the Common Core of Data (three 
schools were private schools), all were designated as Title I schools and served students 
in either preschool through 4th grade or preschool through 5th grade. Three schools 
were in an urban area, and four were in rural areas. Student enrollment ranged from 
224 to 707, and student teacher ratio ranged from 9.87 to 15.92. Racial/ethnic makeup 
was as follows: American Indian/Alaska Native (0.0 to 2.0%), Asian (0.0 to 7.8%), 
Black/African American (0.4 to 11.9%), Hispanic/Latino (14.3 to 88.8%), White (7.4 to 
68.4%), and two or more races (0.0 to 14.2%).
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Procedure

Participants completed a battery of Spanish–English bilingual oral language measures and 
English reading assessments during the middle of the school year. The tests were admin-
istered by trained research assistants with native or near-native fluency in the language of 
assessment. Children were randomly assigned to Spanish-first or English-first test admin-
istration and completed the full assessment battery within a 2-week time window. Assess-
ments were administered at children’s elementary schools, either during or after school 
hours.

Bilingual language measures

To assess students’ oral language abilities in Spanish and English, measures of vocabulary 
knowledge and morphosyntactic ability were administered. To measure vocabulary, the 
Expressive One-Word Picture Vocabulary Test-4 Spanish-Bilingual Edition (EOWPVT-4 
SBE; Martin, 2013) was administered separately in Spanish and English following recom-
mendations provided by Anaya et al. (2018) and Gross et al. (2014). For this assessment, 
children are asked to name pictures they are shown. Based on their responses, three sets 
of scores were obtained: Spanish-only vocabulary, English-only vocabulary, and concep-
tual vocabulary. Conceptual vocabulary scores are based on correct responses in Spanish 
or English, so that the child receives credit for each concept known in either language. 
For example, when assessed in Spanish and English, a child could know a word in Span-
ish only, English only, both languages, or neither language. In a conceptual vocabulary 
scoring framework, all children who know the word in at least one language receive equal 
credit (i.e., a child who knows both apple and manzana receives equal credit as a child who 
knows manzana but not apple). Consequently, conceptual vocabulary is thought to repre-
sent children’s complete vocabulary knowledge more accurately than measuring vocabu-
lary in Spanish or English alone (e.g., Ehl et al., 2020). The EOWPVT-4 SBE was normed 
for administration with Spanish–English-speaking individuals in the USA and has high 
internal consistency reliability (α=0.95).

To measure children’s bilingual morphosyntactic ability, the Sentence Repetition subtest 
of the Bilingual English–Spanish Assessment (BESA; Peña et al., 2014) was administered 
separately in Spanish and English. For this task, children are asked to repeat sentences 
verbatim and receive scores based on the accuracy of their repetitions. There is strong evi-
dence for the validity of sentence repetition tasks as measures of morphosyntactic abil-
ity for children who speak multiple languages (Fitton et al., 2019; Pratt et al., 2021). The 
BESA Sentence Repetition subtest has high internal consistency (a=0.96 in Spanish and 
a=0.95 in English).

English reading assessment

Subtests from the reading cluster of the Woodcock-Muñoz Language Survey III (WMLS 
III; Woodcock et  al., 2017) were administered to measure participants’ English reading 
achievement. The WMLS III is specifically designed to assess the academic language pro-
ficiency, including reading, of Spanish–English speaking children and has parallel forms in 
English and Spanish. For the present work, only English reading was assessed given that 
children were enrolled in English-only schools that prioritize English literacy development. 



13Relations between oral language skills and English reading…

1 3

Children completed the Letter-Word Identification and Passage Comprehension subtests, 
which were administered individually by research assistants. The Letter-Word Identifica-
tion subtest focuses on basic decoding skills including pointing to named letters or words, 
expressively labeling letters or words, and reading English words aloud. The Passage Com-
prehension subtest focuses on text comprehension skills including print awareness via 
pointing to named symbols, matching printed words to pictures, and expressively filling 
in the blank of printed sentences or paragraphs. Subtest-specific standardized scores and 
composite standardized reading scores were obtained for each child based on age norms.

Children were selected for inclusion in the present study based on completion of both 
subtests of the WMLS III prior to school shutdowns due to the COVID-19 pandemic in 
March 2020. Missing data on predictor variables is attributable to school closures that 
ended data collection prematurely, equally impacting all participating students. No students 
dropped out of the study. For transparency, missing data rates are provided in the results.

Analytic approach

Analyses and data visualizations were conducted in R Version 3.6.3 (R Core Team, 2020) 
using the packages summarytools (Comtois, 2021), psych (Revelle, 2021), quantreg (Koen-
ker, 2021), ggplot2 (Wickham, 2016), and ggpubr (Kassambara, 2020). The summarytools 
and psych packages were used to examine univariate and bivariate descriptive statistics for 
all raw and standardized, norm-referenced scores obtained from the measures of interest. 
The packages ggplot2 and ggpubr were used to visually inspect data throughout the ana-
lytic process (e.g., residual plotting). All quantile regression analyses (described in further 
detail below) were conducted using the quantreg package. Ordinary least squares (OLS) 
regressions were completed using base R functions (e.g., lm).

To prepare data for analyses, child age was regressed out of the raw scores. This 
approach was used, rather than analyzing data separately by age, for two reasons. First, 
children in both kindergarten and first grade receive instruction in foundational reading 
skills. Specifically, in both Nebraska and South Carolina, state English/Language Arts 
standards emphasize teaching and achievement of basic decoding skills using phonics in 
kindergarten. Second, our sample size is already relatively small, and reducing the ana-
lytic sample further by separating by grade level (e.g., only 31 first grade students) would 
likely produce unreliable results. The values were then z-scored to provide a standardized 
scale for interpretation (M = 0, SD = 1.0). For English reading, the z-scored values from the 
Letter-Word Identification subtest and Passage Comprehension subtest were averaged to 
create a single composite score for English reading. These z-scored values were used in the 
analyses.

To address the first research question, we first conducted single OLS regressions to 
examine the predictive relation between the English oral language measures and the 
English reading composite score. We examined English sentence repetition and English 
vocabulary separately as predictors of English reading. Then, we re-evaluated the models 
within a quantile regression framework using the Barrondale-Roberts algorithm to obtain 
estimates and associated confidence intervals (Koenker, 2021; Koenker & d’Orey, 1994). 
P-values were computed using Markov chain marginal bootstrapping (He & Hu, 2002), 
given that quantile regression does have any distributional assumptions for the dependent 
variable residuals, aside from continuity (Koenker & Hallock, 2001). We obtained regres-
sion estimates at the 0.25, 0.50, and 0.75 quantiles of English reading and conducted com-
parisons between the estimates at each quantile, using the Benjamini and Hochberg (1995) 
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procedure to correct for multiple comparisons with a false discovery rate of Q = 0.10. The 
same procedures were used to address the second research question but with the Spanish 
oral language measures (i.e., Spanish sentence repetition and Spanish vocabulary) as pre-
dictors of English reading.

To address the final research question, we conducted both OLS and quantile regressions 
to examine the relations between the Spanish language measures beyond the English lan-
guage measures for predicting English reading. We examined Spanish sentence repetition 
and Spanish vocabulary separately as predictors of English reading, while accounting for 
both English sentence repetition and English vocabulary as covariates. To assess the influ-
ence of possible multicollinearity between the English language predictors, we computed a 
variance inflation factor (VIF) for each estimate in the models.

For all modeling, missing data was addressed using casewise deletion, given that the 
missing data was entirely attributable to the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic. No 
patterns were observed in the missingness of the data, and no participants dropped out of 
the study. To assess the robustness of this approach, sensitivity analyses were conducted 
based on a complete dataset including imputed values. Results were compared across each 
dataset for consistency.

Results

Descriptive statistics for the participants’ standardized scores are provided by grade and 
by state in Table  1. Correlations and missing data rates for z-scored values used in the 
analyses are in Table 2. Students’ English reading scores followed an overall normal distri-
bution, though average performance within the sample (M = 87.18, SD = 13.20) was below 
the normative mean for the WMLS III. Within-language correlations among oral language 
skills were large and statistically significant, indicating that children with stronger vocabu-
lary in a given language also had stronger morphosyntactic skills in that language. In con-
trast, there were no significant cross-language correlations among the oral language meas-
ures. All oral language measures were significantly correlated with English reading, with 
the exception of Spanish vocabulary knowledge. Within-language correlations between 
oral language and reading were stronger than were cross-language correlations. However, 
the positive correlation between Spanish morphosyntax and English reading indicates that 
a measure of general language ability such as morphosyntax may be a better indicator of 
English reading, consistent with our hypothesis (see hypothesis 2b).

English language predicting English reading

Results for the first research question are provided in the top half of Table  3. Single OLS 
regression revealed that English vocabulary alone predicted 28.6% of the variance in students’ 
English reading scores. A 1.0 standard deviation increase in English vocabulary corresponded 
with a 0.51 (95% CI [0.37, 0.66], p < 0.001) standard deviation increase in English read-
ing scores. Quantile regression revealed, however, that this predictive relation was stronger 
at the 0.75 quantile of English reading compared to the lower quantiles of English reading, 
as indicated by a significant difference between the 0.75 and 0.50 quantile estimates: F(1, 
231) = 4.63, p = 0.032. For children performing at the 0.75 quantile of English reading, Eng-
lish vocabulary predicted reading at 0.64 (95% CI [0.42, 0.82], p < 0.001), whereas at the 0.50 
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and 0.25 quantiles, English vocabulary predicted reading at estimates of 0.48 (95% CI [0.35, 
0.61], p < 0.001) and 0.45 (95% CI [0.38, 0.51], p < 0.001), respectively.

Estimates for English morphosyntax predicting English reading were more stable across 
the quantiles of reading, as shown in the second line of models in Table 3. OLS regression 
yielded an estimate of 0.47 (95% CI [0.31, 0.62], p < 0.001) and  R2 of 24.5% for English mor-
phosyntax predicting reading. Similar estimates were obtained at the 0.25, 0.50, and 0.75 
quantiles of English reading: 0.40 (95% CI [0.25, 0.67], p < 0.001), 0.45 (95% CI [0.33, 0.50], 
p < 0.001), and 0.46 (95% CI [0.24, 0.69], p = 0.003) respectively. No significant differences in 
the estimates by quantile were observed.

Table 2  Correlation table and missing data rates for z-scored variables

Values in square brackets indicate the 95% confidence interval for the sample correlation. Bolded values 
meet p < .05 criteria for statistical significance. * indicates p < .05. ** indicates p < .01

Assessment % Missing 1 2 3 4

1. English vocabulary 0.9%
2. English morphosyntax 6.0% .74**

[.64, .81]
3. Spanish vocabulary 1.7%  − .07

[− .25, .11]
 − .04
[− .23, .15]

4. Spanish morphosyntax 11.1%  − .03
[− .22, .17]

.20
[− .01, .38]

.70**
[.59, .79]

5. English reading composite 0% .54**
[.40, .66]

.50**
[.35, .63]

.18
[− .01, .35]

.23*
[.04, .40]

Table 3  Results for single OLS and quantile regressions

*  indicates p < .05. ** indicates p < .01
The estimate for Spanish morphosyntax predicting English reading at the 0.25 quantile of English reading 
was not robust to sensitivity analyses based on missing data procedures. Analyses based on the imputed 
dataset indicated that this estimate was not statistically significant: 0.15, p = .236. Quantile regression p-val-
ues were computed using a bootstrapping procedure (He & Hu, 2002)

OLS regressions Quantile regressions Model  R2

Estimate Std. error t value Pr( >|t|) 0.25 0.50 0.75

(Intercept)  − 0.01 0.07  − 0.19 .851  − 0.50  − 0.04 0.42 28.6%
English vocabulary 0.51** 0.07 6.86  < .001 0.45** 0.48** 0.64**
(Intercept) 0.01 0.08 0.10 .922  − 0.56  − 0.01 0.54 24.5%
English morphosyntax 0.47** 0.08 6.02  < .001 .40** .45** .46**
(Intercept) 0.01 0.09 0.16 .877  − 0.61  − 0.02 0.65 2.4%
Spanish vocabulary 0.17 0.09 1.95 .053 0.05 0.09 0.30
(Intercept) 0.02 0.09 0.26 .798  − 0.64 0.03 0.67 4.2%
Spanish morphosyntax 0.22* 0.09 2.35 .021 0.25* 0.14 0.13
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Spanish language predicting English reading

Results for the second research question are provided in the lower half of Table 3. The 
OLS regression model revealed a generally positive association between Spanish vocab-
ulary and English reading, though the estimate did not meet criteria for statistical sig-
nificance: 0.17 (95% CI [− 0.01, 0.35], p = 0.053) with  R2 = 2.4%. Quantile regression 
results revealed limited evidence of a relation between Spanish vocabulary and Eng-
lish reading at the 0.25 or 0.50 quantiles of reading, with estimates not meeting crite-
ria for significance: 0.05 (95% CI [− 0.11, 0.31], p = 0.731) and 0.09 (95% CI [− 0.02, 
0.28], p = 0.410) respectively. At the 0.75 quantile of English reading, the estimate was 
0.30 (95% CI [− 0.04, 0.49], p = 0.069), suggesting that any association between Span-
ish vocabulary and English reading occurred only among children scoring in the upper 
quantiles of English reading.

OLS results for Spanish morphosyntax predicting English reading, however, did 
reveal an overall positive predictive relation, with a 1.0 standard deviation increase 
in Spanish morphosyntax corresponding with a 0.22 (95% CI [0.03, 0.40], p = 0.021) 
standard deviation increase in English reading with  R2 = 4.2%. Estimates obtained from 
the quantile regression models suggested a stronger relation between Spanish mor-
phosyntax and English reading at the lowest quantile of reading (0.25, 95% CI [0.01, 
0.36], p = 0.043), though the significance of this estimate was not robust across sensi-
tivity analyses for missing data. In all analyses, neither the estimate at the 0.50 nor the 
0.75 quantile of English reading met criteria for statistical significance: 0.14 (95% CI 
[− 0.06, 0.41], p = 0.385) and 0.13 (95% CI [− 0.08, 0.46], p = 0.383), respectively.

Multiple predictors of English reading

Examination of estimates and variance inflation factors revealed evidence of multicol-
linearity between English vocabulary and morphosyntax for predicting English reading. 
Specifically, the estimates for vocabulary and morphosyntax varied substantially across 
models, the standard errors for the estimates were large, and VIF values for the English 
language measures were all above 2.25. To address this, a composite score for English 
language was constructed by averaging students’ z-scores for English vocabulary and 
morphosyntax. This single composite English language score was then used in the sta-
tistical models conducted to address the third research question.

Spanish vocabulary predicting English reading beyond English language

Results from the multiple regression models are provided in Table 4. The top row of the 
table provides results from the first set of models, for which we examined Spanish vocabu-
lary as a predictor of English reading while accounting for English language. OLS results 
revealed Spanish vocabulary as a unique contributor above and beyond the English lan-
guage measures (0.21, 95% CI [0.07, 0.35], p = 0.004). This estimate was similar to that 
obtained from the single OLS regression model of Spanish vocabulary predicting English 
reading. English language also significantly predicted English reading in the OLS model 
(0.61, 95% CI [0.46, 0.76], p < 0.001). The overall model yielded an adjusted  R2 of 37.6%, 
with English language alone predicting 31.9% of the variance in English reading and Span-
ish vocabulary contributing an additional 5.7% to the model  R2.
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Multiple quantile regression revealed that English language was a significant, consist-
ent predictor of English reading, with estimates of 0.52 (95% CI [0.48, 0.68], p < 0.001), 
0.49 (95% CI [0.43, 0.80], p < 0.001), and 0.69 (95% CI [0.51, 0.74], p < 0.001) at the 
0.25, 0.50, and 0.75 quantiles, respectively. However, some differences in the predic-
tive relations between Spanish vocabulary and English reading were observed at the 
different quantiles of reading. Spanish vocabulary significantly contributed to predicting 
English reading above and beyond English language at the 0.25 and 0.75 quantiles of 
English reading but was marginally predictive at the 0.50 quantile. At the 0.25 quantile, 
a 1.0 standard deviation increase in Spanish vocabulary corresponded with a 0.17 (95% 
CI [0.10, 0.26], p = 0.012) standard deviation increase in English reading, holding Eng-
lish language constant. At the 0.75 quantile, Spanish vocabulary also was a significant, 
positive predictor of reading: 0.24 (95% CI [0.01, 0.34], p = 0.019). At the 0.50 quantile, 
Spanish vocabulary did not meet criteria as a statistically significant predictor of Eng-
lish reading based on the p-value computed via Markov chain marginal bootstrapping 
(0.11, 95% CI [0.02, 0.30], p = 0.286). The 95% confidence intervals, computed based 
on an inversion of a rank test (Koenker and d’Orey, 1994), suggested at most a small 
association between Spanish vocabulary and English reading.

Spanish morphosyntax predicting English reading beyond English language

The lower row of Table 4 provides the results from models examining Spanish morpho-
syntax as a predictor of English reading while accounting for children’s scores on the Eng-
lish language composite. Multiple OLS regression suggested that both English language 
and Spanish morphosyntax were unique, significant predictors of English reading. A 1.0 
standard deviation increase in English language corresponded with a 0.58 (95% CI [0.43, 
0.74], p < 0.001) standard deviation increase in English reading, whereas a 1.0 increase in 
Spanish morphosyntax corresponded with a 0.17 (95% CI [0.02, 0.32], p = 0.028) standard 
deviation increase in English reading. The overall model yielded an adjusted  R2 of 37.9%, 
with Spanish morphosyntax contributing an additional 6.0% to the 31.9% variance pre-
dicted by English language alone.

Multiple quantile regression provided further evidence of English language as a signifi-
cant predictor of English reading across the quantiles of reading. Estimates for this relation 

Table 4  Results for multiple OLS and quantile regressions

*  indicates p < .05. ** indicates p < .01
For Spanish morphosyntax predicting English reading in the multiple OLS regression, the estimate was not 
robust to sensitivity analyses based on missing data procedures: 0.14, p = .054. Quantile regression p-values 
were computed using a bootstrapping procedure (He & Hu, 2002)

OLS regressions Quantile regressions Model  R2

Estimate Std. error t value Pr( >|t|) 0.25 0.50 0.75

(Intercept) 0.02 0.07 0.28 .782  − 0.50  − 0.04 0.51 37.6%
English language 0.61** 0.08 8.05  < .001 0.52** 0.49** 0.69**
Spanish vocabulary 0.21** 0.07 2.95 .004 0.17** 0.11 0.24*
(Intercept) 0.02 0.07 0.22 .825  − 0.51  − 0.03 0.52 37.9%
English language 0.58** 0.08 7.51  < .001 0.51** 0.48** 0.61**
Spanish morphosyntax 0.17* 0.07 2.22 .028 0.12 0.06 0.13



19Relations between oral language skills and English reading…

1 3

were 0.51 (95% CI [0.42, 0.70], p < 0.001), 0.48 (95% CI [0.45, 0.67], p < 0.001), and 0.61 
(95% CI [0.43, 0.84], p < 0.001) at the 0.25, 0.50, and 0.75 quantiles of English reading, 
respectively. Spanish morphosyntax, however, did not meet criteria as a statistically sig-
nificant predictor of reading above and beyond English language at any of the quantiles 
examined. Estimates obtained were 0.12 (95% CI [− 0.02, 0.22], p = 0.195), 0.06 (95% CI 
[− 0.04, 0.25], p = 0.492), and 0.13 (95% CI [− 0.08, 0.39], p = 0.238) at the 0.25, 0.50, and 
0.75 quantiles of English reading, respectively.

Discussion

The purpose of this study was to examine the relation between L1 and L2 oral language 
proficiency and English reading achievement in young Spanish–English bilingual chil-
dren. Oral language development is more complex for bilingual children than monolingual 
children, and because of the important role oral language plays in reading development, 
additional research is needed to determine how bilingual children’s developing proficien-
cies in both languages contribute to their reading achievement. In this study, we assessed 
two components of oral language (i.e., vocabulary knowledge and morphosyntactic ability) 
and used OLS and quantile regression to examine links between oral language and Eng-
lish reading achievement. We explored the relations within language, across languages, and 
assessed whether Spanish oral language proficiency is related to English reading achieve-
ment beyond what is accounted for by English oral language proficiency.

Within‑language relations between oral language and reading

Overall, English vocabulary knowledge accounted for a significant amount of the vari-
ance in participants’ reading scores. This finding is consistent with prior work with Span-
ish–English bilingual learners (Grimm et al., 2018; Mancilla-Martinez & Lesaux, 2010). 
Additionally, there was a significant difference in the relation between English vocabulary 
and reading across quantiles of English reading, such that the correlation between Eng-
lish vocabulary knowledge and English reading achievement was larger at the high end 
of the distribution of reading skills—indicating that English vocabulary knowledge was 
more strongly associated with reading for children who are good readers (relative to other 
children in this sample). The difference was substantial, as the relation observed among 
children with low reading scores was moderate and the relation observed among those with 
higher reading scores was moderate to large.

Prior research indicates that vocabulary development is largely dependent on exposure 
to the language (Goodrich & Lonigan, 2018; Melby-Lervåg & Lervåg, 2011). Children 
who have strong English reading abilities are likely to have had more exposure to Eng-
lish compared to children who are weaker English readers; hence, English vocabulary was 
more highly correlated with English reading among stronger readers. Children who have 
weaker English reading skills may have had limited exposure to English. Limited English 
exposure would reduce their opportunity to strengthen their English oral language profi-
ciency, including their English vocabulary development. However, it is also possible that 
children with weaker English reading skills have lower overall oral language ability across 
their languages. Given that more than one explanation for weaker reading is viable, it is 
reasonable that bilingual children’s English vocabulary may not contribute as substantially 
to predicting English reading for less-skilled readers.
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It is also important to consider that children with weaker reading skills are still build-
ing proficiency in decoding. If children are still learning to decode, a larger, more complex 
vocabulary would not necessarily be beneficial to reading skill, as cognitive resources such 
as working memory may be almost exclusively dedicated to the task of decoding words 
sound by sound. In other words, inability to read words on the page limits reading out-
comes, regardless of oral language ability. However, once children are proficient in decod-
ing, then vocabulary knowledge becomes important because children no longer need to 
allocate cognitive resources to decoding but rather can use them to draw on oral language 
proficiency and better comprehend what they are reading. These results can be understood 
using the Simple View of Reading model (Gough and Tunmer, 1986; Hoover & Gough, 
1990). According to this model, it is necessary for both decoding and linguistic compre-
hension to be present for reading comprehension to be possible, and as the proficiency in 
each of these factors increases, so does reading comprehension ability. Prior research on 
the Simple View of Reading indicates that oral language skills play a larger role in predict-
ing reading achievement at later ages or for more advanced readers, when decoding skills 
have solidified and become relatively automatized (Lonigan et  al., 2018). Our findings 
indicate that the relatively greater importance of oral language for more advanced readers 
applies to bilingual children learning to read in English and begins to emerge early in the 
process of acquiring reading skills.

Overall, English morphosyntactic skill accounted for a moderate amount of variance 
in English reading achievement. As with English vocabulary, we used quantile regression 
to explore whether the relation between English morphosyntactic awareness and English 
reading achievement differed depending on the level of English reading achievement. 
Based on the results of the analyses, each quantile was significantly correlated with mor-
phosyntactic awareness, but there was no significant difference in these correlations across 
the three quantiles. That is, regardless of English reading achievement, morphosyntactic 
skill is an important component of reading achievement. One possible explanation for the 
discrepant findings between English vocabulary and morphosyntactic skill is that morpho-
syntax is important at all stages of reading development because it encompasses knowl-
edge of grammatical rules of language and tends to develop in complexity concurrent to 
reading achievement. As children become better readers, they begin to read more difficult 
texts with more complex syntactic and morphological forms. Additionally, it is possible 
that morphosyntax is more indicative of bilingual students’ underlying ability to acquire 
language, rather than strictly of language exposure. Thus, at least in the early stages of 
learning to read, morphosyntactic ability consistently predicts children’s reading achieve-
ment across the distribution of reading skill.

Our results are complimentary to those of van den Bosch et al. (2020) who also exam-
ined factors that contribute to bilingual students’ reading comprehension. These research-
ers assessed Dutch bilingual children’s reading comprehension in addition to factors related 
to reading comprehension (e.g., vocabulary, morphosyntactic awareness, decoding). van 
den Bosch et  al. reported that vocabulary and morphosyntactic knowledge were signifi-
cantly related to reading comprehension. Similar to the present work, they also found that 
morphosyntax was consistently related to reading across the quantiles of reading achieve-
ment. However, they reported that vocabulary was only predictive of reading achieve-
ment at low quantiles of reading. This contrasts with our findings wherein vocabulary was 
strongly correlated with the highest quantile but not the middle and low quantile.

Several key differences between the studies may explain this difference in findings. First, 
in the current study, the majority of the participants were in kindergarten with a minority in 
first grade; however, the sample in van den Bosch et al. (2020) solely consisted of second 
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grade students. Children in kindergarten and first grade are typically at the start of transi-
tioning from pre-literacy to literacy, while children in second grade are firmly in the lit-
eracy stage, assuming the children are typically developing (McConnell & Wackerle-Hol-
lman, 2016). As children get older, decoding skills become relatively automatized, which 
provides children the opportunity to focus on more complex skills such as comprehension. 
The disparity between participants’ stages of literacy development likely contributed to 
the diverging results. Further, there were differences in the studies’ analytic approaches. 
In the current study, decoding was used as an outcome variable, but van den Bosch and 
colleagues (2020) used it as a controlling factor in their analysis of vocabulary and reading 
comprehension, which may affect the distribution and the relation between vocabulary and 
different levels of reading achievement. Finally, L1 and L2 oral language distribution could 
be a contributing factor to differences in results, as van den Bosch and colleagues (2020) 
included bilingual students from multiple language backgrounds (e.g., some students spoke 
Dutch as L1 and Turkish as L2, and others spoke Turkish as L1 and Dutch as L2). For 
our study, all participating children were identified as having a home language of Span-
ish, learning English in school. Such differences in the nature of the bilingual sample may 
have important implications for how language is related to reading among bilingual chil-
dren. Regardless of the differences in results across our study and those of van den Bosch 
et al., the current study and similar research make it clear that oral language skills such as 
vocabulary and morphosyntactic awareness are important elements in the development of 
reading achievement among bilingual children.

Cross‑language relations between oral language and reading

Our primary hypothesis regarding the potential for Spanish oral language to predict English 
reading was that Spanish oral language skills would be most strongly related to English read-
ing achievement at low quantiles of English reading; however, the pattern of results obtained 
did not consistently support this hypothesis. For young bilingual children, development of 
language and literacy skills is highly dependent on opportunity to acquire those skills. For 
example, recent research on identification of language and literacy disorders among bilin-
gual children has highlighted that language of instruction is a “non-ignorable factor” in the 
identification of reading disability (Francis et  al., 2019). We believed that lower reading 
achievement among kindergarten and first grade students in our sample may have reflected 
lack of opportunity to acquire English language and literacy skills. Lack of opportunity to 
acquire English could result in stronger influences of Spanish proficiency (and correspond-
ingly weaker influences of English proficiency) on English reading achievement for children 
with poor English reading skills. For example, it is possible that some children in our sample 
attended English language preschool settings, whereas others did not. Although we do not 
have specific data on preschool attendance or language of preschool instruction, we thought 
that individual differences in kindergarten English reading achievement may reflect, to some 
degree, differences in opportunity to acquire reading-related skills in English. Only two of 
four cross-language analyses demonstrated that Spanish language skills predicted English 
reading achievement at low quantiles of English reading.

Another unexpected pattern that emerged was the finding that, when English language 
was accounted for, Spanish vocabulary contributed to predicting English reading achieve-
ment at the low and high end, but not in the middle, of the distribution of English reading. 
The magnitude of these contributions was small-to-moderate. It is possible that inclusion 
of measures of L1 vocabulary (in addition to L2 vocabulary) improves our measurement 
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of children’s underlying language learning capacity. If so, this could explain why Spanish 
vocabulary knowledge is important for reading at the opposite ends of the continuum of 
reading achievement for different reasons. As we originally hypothesized, it is possible that 
Spanish vocabulary supports reading for children with poor English reading skills because 
it represents underlying language learning ability, and deficits in English reading are reflec-
tive of limited opportunity. Similarly, based on the simple view of reading, we would 
expect that underlying language skills are increasingly important at high levels of reading 
achievement, when decoding is more automatized (e.g., Lonigan et al., 2018). If Spanish 
vocabulary represents unique information about bilingual children’s underlying language 
learning capacity that is not captured by measuring English vocabulary, it should uniquely 
predict English reading at the high end of decoding ability.

Our secondary hypothesis was that language-independent skills such as morphosyn-
tactic abilities would demonstrate stronger cross-language relations with English read-
ing achievement than would language-specific skills such as vocabulary knowledge. We 
formed this hypothesis based on Cummins’ developmental interdependence theory (e.g., 
Cummins, 1981) and prior evidence that language-independent skills are more strongly 
correlated across languages (e.g., Goodrich & Lonigan, 2018; Melby-Lervåg & Lervåg, 
2011). We considered morphosyntax to be more language independent, relative to vocab-
ulary, because there is overlap in syntactic structures and morphological derivations and 
rules across Spanish and English, whereas labels for concepts in each language are largely 
arbitrary, with the exception of cognates. Results of OLS regression analysis did not sup-
port our hypothesis, as both Spanish vocabulary and morphosyntactic skill significantly 
contributed to English reading achievement, after controlling for English oral language 
skills. In the quantile regression framework, Spanish vocabulary emerged as a more robust 
unique predictor of English reading after controlling for English oral language. The unique 
associations between Spanish vocabulary and English reading were small-to-moderate at 
the lower and upper quantiles of reading. Conversely, quantile regression suggested at most 
a small unique association between Spanish morphosyntax and English reading across the 
quantiles, and these associations did not meet criteria for statistical significance.

Although this pattern of results was contradictory to our theoretically driven hypoth-
esis, it is consistent with prior empirical findings that L1 vocabulary knowledge is a better 
indicator of L2 reading than is general oral language proficiency in L1 (e.g., Prevoo et al., 
2016; Proctor et al., 2006). There are several potential explanations for these findings. First, 
these findings are reflective of the specific sample. This is particularly important to con-
sider given the modest sample size, which provided limited power to detect small effects 
with confidence. Second, although vocabulary knowledge is highly sensitive to exposure 
and is language-specific, it is possible that the mechanisms underlying vocabulary acquisi-
tion and those underlying early literacy acquisition are similar or the same. Individual dif-
ferences in children’s ability to learn new words may closely align with how children learn 
foundational literacy skills (e.g., letter names and sounds, early decoding).

As described above, it is possible that differences in the extent to which measures of 
morphosyntactic skill and vocabulary knowledge index individual differences in underly-
ing language learning capacities can explain the unexpected pattern of results. Many prior 
investigations of cross-language correlations attribute correlational evidence to “cross-lin-
guistic transfer” (e.g., Dickinson et al., 2004; Melby-Lervåg & Lervåg, 2011). However, 
in the absence of experimental data, cross-language correlations are open to alternative 
interpretations, such as common linguistic environments across L1 and L2 or underlying 
language learning ability (Castilla et  al., 2009). Our correlational analysis (see Table  2) 
indicates that there is greater overlap across languages in morphosyntax than there is for 
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vocabulary knowledge. Therefore, it is possible that Spanish and English morphosyntax 
potentially overlap in the specific variance in English reading comprehension that they 
explain. Measuring vocabulary knowledge in both languages might provide more unique 
information about children’s underlying language learning capacity because vocabulary 
knowledge is highly dependent on language input in a specific language (e.g., Hoff et al., 
2014). In contrast, measuring morphosyntax in both languages may introduce some meas-
urement redundancy, as a common underlying proficiency about morphosyntax may be 
facilitated by input in either language (Cummins, 1981). Consequently, the unique predic-
tive value of Spanish oral language (above and beyond the influence of English language) 
may be greater for vocabulary than it is for morphosyntax.

Implications for practice

Results of this study contribute valuable information on language and literacy develop-
ment that have important implications for the assessment and instruction of reading among 
young Spanish–English bilingual children. First, using quantile regression to analyze the 
data allowed a more detailed look at how oral language is related to reading for children 
with more or less advanced reading skills. There was a stronger link between reading and 
vocabulary for children who were high performers in English reading than children who 
were low or average performers. This highlights the importance of considering individual 
differences among multilingual learners in decision-making for assessment and potentially 
for intervention. Different oral language skills may contribute more or less substantially to 
reading development at different stages of literacy acquisition. Consequently, this may lead 
to different assessment and/or intervention needs depending on children’s level of reading 
development.

Second, evidence from the current study suggests that bilingual children’s level of pro-
ficiency in the home language is important in predicting English reading achievement. 
Therefore, it is not sufficient to only assess bilingual children’s English oral language skills 
to predict English reading achievement. To ensure that difficulties in the acquisition of oral 
language or literacy skills are due to a true disorder or disability, practitioners should eval-
uate children’s oral language and literacy skills in both Spanish and English. Our results re-
emphasize the importance of bilingual assessment, as we observed that measures of Span-
ish oral language do contribute to predicting English reading, similar to recent studies that 
have highlighted the importance of Spanish reading skills for predicting English reading 
(Relyea & Amendum, 2020).

Limitations and future research

Although this study represented a novel investigation into the cross-linguistic relations 
between oral language and reading achievement for young bilingual children, it had sev-
eral limitations. First, the lack of inclusion of Spanish reading measures in this study rep-
resents a substantial limitation. Given potential for cross-linguistic relations in reading 
(especially in decoding skills for languages with overlapping alphabets like Spanish and 
English), future research is needed to explore the extent to which influences of Spanish 
oral language on English reading are mediated by Spanish reading. In fact, some recent 
evidence suggests that Spanish reading may more strongly predict English reading than 
does English oral language proficiency (Relyea & Amendum, 2020). Similarly, research 
in communication sciences and disorders has consistently highlighted that the only way 
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to accurately assess underlying language ability for bilingual children is to assess in both 
of their languages (e.g., Peña et  al., 2016). It is possible that dual language assessment 
is equally important for examining bilingual children’s reading abilities as well. Although 
this limitation is somewhat mitigated by the fact that children were enrolled in English 
language instruction (and likely received little formal Spanish reading instruction), future 
research should explore assessment of bilingual children’s reading skills in all their lan-
guages, especially when exploring potential evaluation of reading disabilities.

We were unable to explore effects of SES on children’s Spanish and English oral lan-
guage development. While ample evidence suggests that oral language skills and academic 
achievement differ for children from different socioeconomic backgrounds (e.g., Fernald 
et al., 2013; Hoff, 2003; Reardon, 2011), our sample had minimal variability in SES, as all 
children attended Title I schools. Nevertheless, SES may be one factor that is contributing 
to oral language and reading development in our sample, as children had reading skills in 
the low-average range despite English and conceptual vocabulary knowledge in the average 
range. Future research should explore the specific impacts of SES on bilingual children’s 
oral language and reading development in Spanish and English.

Although our assessment and conceptualization of oral language was broader than 
most prior research that has focused exclusively on vocabulary knowledge (e.g., Grimm 
et al., 2018) when predicting reading among bilingual children, our assessment of oral 
language ability is still somewhat limited, as we did not include a measure of more 
complex oral language skills, such as narrative language production, in our analysis. 
Although narrative ability represents an important aspect of oral language skill, little 
research exists on the dimensionality of narrative language sampling (i.e., which 
microstructural and macrostructural indices derived from language samples contribute 
the most to the measurement of narrative language ability?). Consequently, additional 
research is needed to evaluate which indices of narrative language would be most 
relevant or how depth of vocabulary knowledge contributes to predicting reading 
achievement among bilingual children.

Finally, we only examined reading achievement in kindergarten and first grade. This 
represents the very beginning stages of learning to read, and early differences in reading 
skill are likely to just represent individual differences in decoding. Relations between oral 
language and reading among bilingual children may shift for older children who have more 
automatized decoding skills (e.g., Tilstra et al., 2009). Given the relatively small sample 
limited to two US states, we had limited statistical power to evaluate the relations between 
language and reading skill across the distribution of reading achievement. Future research 
should explore these questions using larger samples that are more representative of bilin-
gual children throughout the USA to allow for more precise quantification of the relations 
between language and reading measures across quantiles of reading.

Conclusions

Overall, our results indicate that children’s home language skills make a significant con-
tribution to English reading, above and beyond the influence of English oral language. 
Understanding children’s oral proficiency in Spanish is likely to help better identify bilin-
gual children who may be at risk for difficulty acquiring English reading skills. The results 
of our quantile regression analyses have important theoretical implications. Although not 
entirely consistent with our hypotheses, our results suggest that children’s L1 vocabu-
lary knowledge may provide more unique information about individual differences in 
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underlying language ability, whereas assessment of relatively language-independent 
skills in L1 may be somewhat redundant with measurement of corresponding skills in L2. 
Although language-independent skills may have a greater propensity for “cross-language 
transfer,” skills such as vocabulary knowledge may provide more utility in predicting future 
language and literacy development among bilingual children.
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