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Testing the Lexicon Using Contrasts 
Many tests for language disorder rely on superficial 

measures like vocabulary size that pick up dialect and socio-
economic differences instead of language disorder (ASLHA, 
1983). We believe that the organization of the lexicon is 
more sensitive to language disorder independent of dialect. 

The verb lexicon is organized along several dimensions 
which cross-cut, and at times overlap each other (Levin, 
1993). For example, among Motion Verbs there are 
semantic divisions corresponding to manner and path. If the 
child’s lexicon is well organized, she should be able to 
select verbs in a particular semantic division.  

Children saw a picture and completed a description of that 
picture. For example, one picture showed a man crawling 
down stairs away from a building. Children were prompted 
with three sentences, which encouraged the children to 
target their responses to the prompted semantic category. 

1) “The man isn’t walking, he’s…..”  
2) “The man isn’t going up the steps he’s…. “  
3) “The man isn’t entering the building, he’s ….” 
The responses to the 21 prompts in 7 scenes were scored 

as being wholly adequate (2 pts), partially adequate (1 pt), 
or not adequate (0 pts). Partially adequate scores were given 
to answers that were too specific, too general, or not quite 
contrastive. The total possible score was 42. 

The items were from the Dialect Sensitive Language Test 
(DSLT), which became the Diagnostic Evaluation of 
Language Variation (DELV). The 1000 participants were 
tested across the United States by certified speech-language 
pathologists and include both African American English 
(AAE) and Mainstream American English (MAE) speaking 
four- to nine-year-old children who were classified as either 
normally developing or language disordered.  

In Figure 1, normally developing children did better at all 
ages and in all dialects than those diagnosed with language 
disorders, F(1, 976) = 79.653, p<.001, η2 = .075. Dialect 
also significantly affected performance on this task, but the 
effect size was very small, F(1, 976) = 7.759, p = .005, η2 = 
.008, and reflects the large sample size. 
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Figure 1: Average total adequacy by dialect and disorder 

 
In short, the organization of the verb lexicon predicted 

language disorder; children with language disorders were 
less likely to come up with adequate contrasts for verbs in 
specific categories, and they had trouble limiting their 
answers to the correct category of verb. 
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