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Donna Precedents and objectives: Dr Donna Jackson-Maldonado, researcher and professor at the Cen-
Jackson-Maldonado; tro de Estudios Lingliisticos y Literarios of the Universidad Autonoma de Querétaro in Mexico,
Language acquisition; left us on November 30, 2021. In this article, we review her main scientific contributions related
Language disorders; to the three fundamental axes on which she worked: language acquisition, language disorders
Language assessment and language assessment.
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Evaluacion del
lenguaje

Introduction

Methods and results: Dr Jackson-Maldonado’s studies on language acquisition included groups
of premature babies, late talkers, and typical development children in bilingual and diverse
socioeconomic conditions. Moreover, she studied atypical language development in children
with hearing loss, children with developmental language disorders and children with Down
syndrome and other syndromes. Finally, regarding language assessment, it should be noted that
she led the Mexican Spanish version of the Communicative Development Inventories (CDI) that
was used as a model for later adaptations in other Romance languages.

Discussion and conclusion: Dr Jackson-Maldonado’s methodological approach combined rigour
with a creative and innovative scientific spirit, yet she integrated theory and clinical practice
from its very beginning. She left us an immense research and personal legacy that we want to
honour in this paper.

© 2023 Elsevier Espana, S.L.U. y Asociacion Espafola de Logopedia, Foniatria y Audiologia e
Iberoamericana de Fonoaudiologia. All rights reserved.

Donna Jackson-Maldonado. Una vida dedicada a unir teoria y practica en la
investigacion del desarrollo del lenguaje

Resumen

Antecedentes y objetivos: La Dra. Donna Jackson-Maldonado, investigadora y profesora del
Centro de Estudios Lingiisticos y Literarios de la Universidad Autonoma de Querétaro en México,
nos dejo el 30 de noviembre de 2021. En este articulo repasamos sus principales aportaciones
cientificas relacionadas con los tres ejes fundamentales sobre los que trabajo: la adquisicion
del lenguaje, los trastornos del lenguaje y la evaluacion del lenguaje.

Método y resultados: Las investigaciones de la Dra. Jackson sobre la adquisicion del lenguaje
incluyeron grupos de bebés prematuros, hablantes tardios y nifios de desarrollo tipico en condi-
ciones socioeconomicas bilinglies y diversas. Ademas, estudio el desarrollo atipico del lenguaje
en nifios con pérdida auditiva, con trastornos del desarrollo del lenguaje y con sindrome de
Down, asi como otros sindromes. Finalmente, en cuanto a la evaluacion lingiiistica, cabe
destacar que liderd la version en espaiiol mexicano de los Inventarios de Desarrollo Comunicativo
(CDI) que sirvio de modelo para posteriores adaptaciones en otras lenguas romances.
Discusion y conclusiones: El enfoque metodoldgico de la Dra. Jackson combiné el rigor con un
espiritu cientifico creativo e innovador, ademas, integro la teoria y la practica clinica desde
sus inicios. Nos dejo un inmenso legado personal e investigador que queremos honrar en este
trabajo.

© 2023 Elsevier Espana, S.L.U. y Asociacion Espafola de Logopedia, Foniatria y Audiologia e
Iberoamericana de Fonoaudiologia. Todos los derechos reservados.

in her passion for teaching. She trained many professionals
who continue her legacy.
Dr Jackson-Maldonado was productive in several areas

Talking about language acquisition and its disorders nec-
essarily leads us to one of the most important references
in Mexico: Dr Donna Jackson-Maldonado. She left us an
immense legacy on language development in typical and
atypical populations.

Dr Jackson-Maldonado boldly proposed new projects and
she fought with passion for what she wanted. Our dear Donna
drank ambrosia just a few months ago; she became immortal
and unforgettable thanks to her passion for living and teach-
ing. One of her greatest desires was to teach other adults
about typical and atypical acquisition so that they would
have the best information when offering help to children
with difficulties in their linguistic development. She was
proof of the intellectual and creative activity of women and

of her personal and academic development. Her research
greatly enriched three areas: language acquisition, language
disorders, and the development of tests for early language
assessment, such as the Communicative Development Inven-
tory (McArthur Bates CDI). Her fertility has many strands
that resulted in multiple publications. Born in Los Angeles
but raised in Mexico, she marked her career as a bilin-
gual. From the 1990s on, she published work on language
acquisition and cognition in very young children and their
individual differences (Jackson-Maldonado, 1992; Jackson-
Maldonado, Marchman, Thal, Bates, & Gutiérrez-Clellen,
1993; Jackson-Maldonado & Thal, 1994). For many years,
she analyzed the importance of gestures as predictors of lan-
guage comprehension and production (Jackson-Maldonado,
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Thal, & Muzinek, 1997). In the same decade, she ventured
into research related to morphology and its productivity
in early stages of language development (Auza Benavides,
Jackson-Maldonado, & Maldonado Soto, 1998; Jackson-
Maldonado, Maldonado, & Thal, 1998; Soto Martinez &
Jackson-Maldonado, 1998), a topic she never abandoned and
would work on together with her husband, Ricardo Mal-
donado (Jackson-Maldonado, 2002; Jackson-Maldonado &
Maldonado, 2016, 2017), as well as with different master’s,
doctoral students and collaborators (Alarcon Neve, Guzman
Molina, & Jackson-Maldonado, 2011; Jackson-Maldonado &
Conboy, 2007). At the early developmental stage, she also
worked on the mental lexicon (Pérez-Pereira & Jackson-
Maldonado, 2018). Thanks to her enduring bilingualism, she
published work on language assessment in bilingual chil-
dren (Jackson-Maldonado, 1999). At the same time, she
began collaborating on the team of one of the most valu-
able instruments of all time: the CDI, or also known in
Spanish as the Inventario de Habilidades Comunicativas,
in collaboration with her friend, Donna Thal (Jackson-
Maldonado et al., 2003; Jackson-Maldonado, Marchman, &
Fernald, 2013; Thal, Jackson-Maldonado, & Acosta, 2000).
Her tireless work towards clinical research bore many
fruits in the field of Down syndrome (Jackson-Maldonado,
de Santiago, & Sanchez Aguilar, 2010; Jackson-Maldonado,
Galeote, & Flores, 2019), developmental language disor-
ders (Carrasco-Ortiz et al., 2017; Jackson-Maldonado, 2011,
2012; Lara et al., 2015; Jackson-Maldonado, Barcenas-
Acosta, & Alarcon Neve, 2014) and of preterm children
(Calderon-Carrillo et al., 2018; Carlier et al., 2016; Jackson-
Maldonado et al., 2017).

Dr Jackson-Maldonado initially joined the Faculty of Psy-
chology at Universidad Auténoma de Querétaro (UAQ) where
she worked with a team of researchers who had previously
founded the Master’s Program in Educational Psychology. Dr
Jackson-Maldonado’s arrival enriched the research on lan-
guage acquisition. She also began to collaborate on the
Master’s Degree in Linguistics of the Faculty of Languages
and Letters. She promoted the growth of the graduate pro-
gram when she founded the Ph.D. in Linguistics in 2005.
She also taught in the undergraduate programs in Mod-
ern Languages in English and Spanish, and she continued
to collaborate with the Faculty of Psychology. The grad-
uate programs are included in the National Register of
Quality Programs (PNPC), and much is due to Dr Jackson-
Maldonado’s work as a professor, supervisor, and as a tutor
in different committees. As for the Graduate Program in Lin-
guistics, she contributed to its consolidation as one of the
most important graduate programs in Linguistics in Mexico.

Among her academic contributions, Dr Jackson-
Maldonado through UAQ and Dr. Restrepo, at Arizona
State University (ASU) created an exchange program for
graduate students in the Linguistics Program at UAQ and the
Communication Sciences and Disorders Master’s program at
ASU. Dr Jackson-Maldonado’s vision was that students at
both universities should have the opportunity to experience
the other and learn from the interactions across academic
and sociocultural contexts. She wanted to make sure that
her students had opportunities like those of US students. To
this end, two waves of exchange students at each university
participated. The outbound students from ASU were mas-
ter’s students in the bilingual program who wanted to gain

experience in clinical skills while they also improved their
Spanish. In addition, some of the students participated
in small research studies with her at the university. The
strength of the program was the mentoring and supervision
that Dr Jackson-Maldonado provided them; students went
back with a much deeper background of Mexican language,
how speech-language pathologists worked in Mexico, and a
deeper understanding of Spanish linguistics. They became
friends with her and loved the experience she provided
them with.

The inbound students from UAQ to ASU were mas-
ters or doctoral students who fully engaged in research
studies the whole time and participated in coursework.
For these students, the ability to take courses enrolled
through the UAQ was invaluable given that they would
gain credit at their institution. The students certainly
played a pivotal role in the research we were con-
ducting in the Bilingual language and literacy laboratory.
Most importantly, these experiences forged long-term rela-
tionships that developed across students and faculty,
which remain strong to this day. Therefore, Dr Jackson-
Maldonado’s vision created a network of clinicians and
researchers that continues to give and generate inter-
est in Spanish linguistics and bilingual speech-language
pathology. These relations continue her legacy across the
world.

Dr Jackson-Maldonado contributed actively to connect-
ing groups and researchers from language acquisition. She
made an important contribution to several national and
international scientific associations, such as the Association
for the Study of Language Acquisition (AEAL - Asociacion
para el Estudio de la Adquisicion del Lenguaje) since it was
created in 2005. AEAL (https://aeal.eu/en/) is a scientific
association that was born from diverse previous national
congresses. The first meeting was headed by Dr Miguel
Pérez-Pereira in 1995 in Santiago de Compostela. In 2001,
Dr Jackson-Maldonado was incorporated as a member of the
Scientific Committee of the conferences, and this promoted
the internationality of the conferences and the creation of
the association in 2005, for which she was member of the
Board Committee. Now, AEAL had associates from 18 coun-
tries including Argentina, Brazil, Canada, Chile, Colombia,
Czech Republic, France, Germany, Hong Kong, Israel, Japan,
Jordan, Mexico, Peru, Portugal, Spain, USA, and Venezuela.

She also contributed actively in other associations such
as AELFA-IF (Asociacion Espanola de Logopedia, Fonia-
tria y Audiologia e Iberoamericana de Fonoaudiologia
[Spanish Association of Speech Therapy, Phoniatrics and
Audiology and Iberoamerican Association of Speech Ther-
apyl; http://www.aelfa.org/) where she was associated
editor of its scientific journal Revista de Logopedia,
Foniatria y Audiologia (https://www.elsevier.es/es-revista-
revista-logopedia-foniatria-audiologia-309). She was also
associate editor of the journal Language Development
Research (https://lps.library.cmu.edu/LDR/) recently cre-
ated by researchers from the IASCL - International
Association of Child Language (https://iascl.talkbank.org/).
Finally, she also had an important role in the recent cre-
ation of the AHITL (https://mobile.twitter.com/aahitel)
Asociacion Hispanohablante para el estudio del Trastorno
Especifico del Lenguaje (AHITL) - Spanish-speaking Associa-
tion for the Study of SLI/DLD.
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As a pioneer in psycholinguistics, she traced avenues and
inaugurated paths that gave new clues about how children
acquire language and also, how some of them develop with
difficulties or delay. Dr Jackson-Maldonado, in her lifetime,
saw that her efforts to build these avenues in collabora-
tion with students, colleagues and friends, gave rise to new
avenues of study that today continue and will continue to
add to this field of science.

Her dedication and commitment to academia and
research was such that a few days before her death, Dr
Jackson-Maldonado was still working with students, partici-
pating in degree exams and was still planning her project
of hippotherapy for children with Down syndrome and
Autism Spectrum Disorders. Dr Jackson-Maldonado’s depar-
ture leaves a huge void in our community. At the same time,
her legacy motivates us to continue the work that she pro-
moted.

Language acquisition
Contributions to language acquisition research

Dr Donna Jackson-Maldonado’s studies on language acquisi-
tion typically address acquisition in particular under diverse
conditions: in children with initial disorder or delay of
language, with Down syndrome, in premature children,
in bilingual acquisition processes, in contrasting socioe-
conomic conditions. From an early, sustained interest in
deaf children, to the practice of hippotherapy (Jackson-
Maldonado, 2021), her work has had as its leitmotiv special
education, therapeutic practice, diagnosis. These motifs
guided her decision to study the acquisition of Spanish, an
unavoidable task when little or nothing was known about it,
to provide diagnostic tools and knowledge for an informed,
evidence-based practice.

In order to highlight the themes that run through the
whole of her works, regardless of the population consid-
ered, the issue or the goals envisioned, we will direct our
attention first to her research questions and successively to
some angles of her methodological and conceptual contri-
butions to the knowledge of the acquisition of Spanish, her
collaboration of materials in CHILDES, her contributions to
attend various environmental conditions, and more recently
her commitment with indigenous languages.

A functional, constructivist-interactionist look at
acquisition

Against the prevailing research, focused on a modular syn-
tax, since her doctoral thesis (1989), Dr Jackson-Maldonado
attends to the communicative forms and functions of
children’s language, without omitting its oral and gestu-
ral manifestations, and she recognizes the interaction of
plural aspects in language development. Her functional
constructivist-interactionist view - avant la lettre - sur-
faces in all her work as focal attention to very diverse
issues: lexical, morphological, syntactic and pragmatic, and
the search for interrelationships between various pheno-
mena across diverse child populations. We recognize in
her work the search for interrelationships between lex-
ical development and gestural production (Amaya-Arzaga

& Jackson-Maldonado, 2021; Jackson-Maldonado et al.,
1997); between the formulation of directives by oral
or gestural means (in Down children; Jackson-Maldonado
etal., 2010); between lexical development and grammatical
development, in children with typical and atypical devel-
opment, bilingual children, children with Down syndrome
(Jackson-Maldonado, 2004b; Jackson-Maldonado et al.,
2019); between early lexical development and later mental
lexicon development (Pérez-Pereira & Jackson-Maldonado,
2018) or between the development of verbal inflection and
the Aktionsart of verbs, (Jackson-Maldonado & Maldonado,
2001); without omitting the study of relationships between
the development of complex constructions and the acquisi-
tion of connectors (Jackson-Maldonado & Maldonado, 2015,
2016). In short, her work as a whole has as its signature a
wide thematic diversity, attention to diverse populations,
and a search for predictive correlations among varied phe-
nomena.

Acquisition of Spanish, seen from Spanish

Studying the acquisition of Spanish, from a Spanish perspec-
tive, runs through all of her works. This stems from her early
recognition (Jackson-Maldonado, 1989b), of what it means
to study the development of a particular language, which
guided her adaptation of the CDI to Mexican Spanish, and is
reflected in her research topics, relevant for Spanish, even
if absent in the dominant languages in the acquisition sce-
nario. Thus, the complex verbal morphology of Spanish led
her to study the development of verb inflection (Jackson-
Maldonado, 2004b; Jackson-Maldonado & Maldonado, 2001)
considering various factors: the morphological system itself,
verbal semantics, levels of lexical development and con-
ditions of the children who learned this complex system.
Along this route, the complex subjunctive, or the intrigu-
ing and multifunctional clitic ‘‘se’’ of Spanish attracted her
attention and her analysis (Chaires et al., 2021; Jackson-
Maldonado et al., 1998), and she analyzed carefully with
Barbara Conboy the best way to characterize MLU in this
language (Jackson-Maldonado & Conboy, 2007).

Attention to prevailing topics and theoretical
debates

Sensitive to theoretical debates and aware of the problems
that attracted the attention of researchers, Dr Jackson-
Maldonado prepared several articles on prevailing topics:
the relationship between language and cognition (Jackson-
Maldonado & Thal, 1994), the impact of the lexicon on
grammatical development. The studies on the development
of verb morphology confronted the relevance of basic forms,
the effects of verbal semantics, and exposed the relation-
ship between particular verb types and characteristic inflec-
tional forms (Jackson-Maldonado, 2011, 2004b; Jackson-
Maldonado & Maldonado, 2001). The controversial prefer-
ence for "‘nouns or verbs’’ in children’s early lexicon in dif-
ferent languages was also a matter of her research (Jackson-
Maldonado, Pena, & Aghara, 2011), and added to this topic
evidence on the effects of the interlocutory situations in
the presence of these lexical categories. She took up her
early interest in individual differences (Jackson-Maldonado,
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1992; Jackson-Maldonado & Pérez Pereira, 2018), a subject
of increasing attention in our field of study. Thus, through
her work, Dr Jackson-Maldonado makes clear her attention
to the topics the acquisition community was considering,
in a period of accelerated theoretical and methodological
changes and empirical discoveries in our field of study.

Methodological contributions

From a methodological perspective, it is highly relevant to
refer to the work on the mean length of utterance in Spanish,
in which Jackson-Maldonado and Conboy (2007) question the
way of characterizing this important comparative measure
in this language. Spanish verbs and their morphological rich-
ness pose problems intrinsic to development and place the
researcher before the dilemma of making a blind count or
to detect and identify the productive management of dif-
ferent inflectional forms in early language. The uncritical
application of a morpheme-based measure presents many
problems to which the authors refer: some are practical
problems in its application, which are amplified by the the-
oretical problems in the identification of morphemes and
jointly impact the certainty of this measure to establish solid
comparative bases between languages or populations, make
a diagnosis or direct an intervention. The characterization
of the difficulties for the analysis of the MLU in morphemes
had as a secondary product the detection of very relevant
problems - segmentation, productivity, contextual effects
on the results - available for the future research agenda.
Finally, for the sake of comparability and the certainty of the
analyses without going into the problems of levels of mor-
phological development, the authors conclude convincingly,
in the operational convenience of adopting a word count as
the basis unity in Spanish.

Contributions to the documentation of child
language in natural settings of communicative
interaction

Dr Jackson-Maldonado’s commitment to methodological
issues in the study of language acquisition led her to bridge
the tension between the use of parental reports and direct
observation of child language in natural settings of commu-
nicative interaction. Both perspectives were present from
the beginning of her research activity, so in addition to
her original engagement in the CDI initiative, she also col-
laborated early on in the CHILDES Project. It was during
the 6th IASCL Congress in Trieste, in 1993, where she par-
ticipated as a speaker in the symposium on ‘‘data from
parents’ reports on communicative development in five lan-
guages’’, where she attended for the first time a CHILDES
workshop hosted by Brian MacWhinney. At that time, she
was already part of the project ‘‘Language and Cognition
in Spanish-speaking infants and toddlers’’ (1992-1995) from
the John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation and from
the Consejo Nacional de Ciencia y Tecnologia (CONACYT) in
Mexico, which included the collection of natural language
samples. Thus, she collected together with Donna Thal a
cross-sectional corpus with recordings of more than 200
children that would become the **Spanish Jackson/Thal Cor-
pus’’, the largest Spanish corpus in the CHILDES Database.

The Jackson/Thal Corpus includes speech samples from
children of five age groups: 10, 12, 20, 28 and 36 months
from two sites, San Diego, and Mexico (Querétaro, Mexico
City, and the small rural community of Santa Barbara) with
different maternal education levels and language contact.
The analysis of the corpus resulted in several publications
and theses on communicative abilities, morphology, and
vocabulary in early child language acquisition (Jackson-
Maldonado, 2012; Jackson-Maldonado et al., 1998).

Since then, Dr Jackson-Maldonado became an active user
and disseminator of CHILDES by teaching it to her students,
using other CHILDES corpora (e.g., in developing the CDI-1lI
and its preliminary norms that she presented at the 12th
IASCL Congress in Montreal in 2011), and collaborating in
the improvement of some programs (e.g., the MOR program
while participating in the SYNDROLING Project, presented
at the 13th IASCL Congress in Amsterdam in 2014).

Contributions to the study of the acquisition of
Spanish and indigenous languages in contrasting
social conditions

Dr Jackson-Maldonado’s interest in the influence of social
and cultural differences in children’s language development
was evident from her work that included socioeconomic
status as a key variable in the analysis of data collected
through parental reports (e.g., Jackson-Maldonado, 2012).
Her concern for the diverse social conditions of language
acquisition is also shown through her encouragement and
advice regarding the development of CDI adaptations to
different Spanish speaking countries. She pursued the idea
that children’s language assessment-tools should adequately
reflect the specific Spanish variety spoken in each region and
the characteristics of the social contexts in which they were
to be used (e.g., the adaptation to the Rio de la Plata, region
in Argentina, and to Colombia).

In Jackson-Maldonado (2011), instead of merely consider-
ing socioeconomic status as a predictor of children’s lexical,
morphological, and syntactic knowledge, she delved into
the ways social dimensions unfold in the interactions in
which children’s language development occurs. She exam-
ined the interrelationship between the pragmatic function
of utterances and the preeminence of verbs or nouns in child
directed speech in Mexican Spanish speaking mother-child
dyads, from families differing in their linguistic and socio-
cultural condition: either residing in their native country or
in a situation of linguistic and cultural contact in USA.

Two projects in which Dr Jackson-Maldonado actively
participated in the last years investigated language acqui-
sition in indigenous communities: the adaptation of the CDI
to the Nhanht (Otomi) language and culture in Mexico and
a bilingual adaptation of the Computerized Comprehension
Test (CCT, Friend & Keplinger, 2003) to the variant of
Spanish spoken in Chaco, Argentina, and to the Qom (Toba)
language spoken by indigenous communities in that region
(in collaboration with Celia Rosemberg, her team and
Margaret Friend). Both projects combined Dr Jackson-
Maldonado’s interest in children’s language environments,
her knowledge regarding the role played by the specific
morphology in children’s process of acquisition, her valuable
methodological experience in designing diagnosis tools as
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well as her sensitivity to cultural and linguistic differences
and awareness of the need to take them into account in
order to avoid bias in children’s language assessments.

Dr Jackson-Maldonado’s methodological approach com-
bined rigour with a creative and innovative scientific spirit,
which was evident in the adaptation of robust tools cre-
ated for English-speaking populations to local languages
and cultures. Thereby she sought to assure ecologically
valid data. Hence, the CDI designed for Nanhnt differed
from other parent report tools in that it includes images
that represent precisely and with pertinence the ways in
which the culture conceptualizes reality through specific
words. Dr Jackson-Maldonado’s consideration of the lan-
guages’ typological characteristics distanced her from an
Anglo-dominant position. Her ideas imbued the discussions
that led to the construction of the CCT for the bilingual
Spanish-Qom community. In the test, the stimuli distribution
by lexical category reflects the frequencies of lexical cat-
egories in each language. Also, the morphological aspects
that could bias the correctness and time of children’s
responses were controlled in the stimuli: word gender in
Spanish, and in Qom (a language with a complex morphol-
ogy), control was extended to the determiners that mark the
distance, visual accessibility, and position of the referent.
With similar care, the prompts selected to deliver the stimuli
included utterances that respect the natural social interac-
tions in which children from these indigenous communities
are daily involved.

As an interim summary

Our journey through Dr Jackson-Maldonado’s work paints a
rich landscape of motifs, points to her dialogue with the
themes of central concern to the acquisition community, and
shows her quest to aspects of linguistic development that
she hoped were interrelated. She gives an account of her
community involvement with the collaboration of materials
to CHILDES and exposes her sensitivity to the different acqui-
sition courses in children from different cultural, social, and
linguistic environments.

Language disorders

Dr Jackson-Maldonado’s inclusive perspective infused her
research interests. Dr Jackson-Maldonado was curious about
the language development of both typical and atypical
children. Several studies included groups of late talk-
ers, premature babies, children with Down syndrome and
other syndromes, children with hearing loss, and children
with developmental language disorders and typically devel-
oping children. Moreover, Dr Jackson-Maldonado readily
considered the multilingual reality of families globally and
incorporated monolingual and bilingual children in her stud-
ies (Simon-Cereijido et al., 2020).

Her work was relevant to our understanding of the
characteristics of late talkers’ language. In particular, her
research on the early lexical development of monolingual
and bilingual Spanish-speaking children was foundational
for specialists in communication disorders. She engaged in
the topic when the field acknowledged the pivotal role
of language experiences in language development and the

monolingual approaches’ limitations in understanding and
assessing language development in diverse populations. For
example, in the seminal early lexical development study of
Spanish-speaking infants and toddlers (Jackson-Maldonado,
1992), a group of 328 typically developing Spanish-speaking
children aged 0;8 to 2;7 residing in the United States and
Mexico were recruited to assess the validity and reliabil-
ity of the at the time new Inventario del Desarrollo de
Habilidades Comunicativas (future CDI). Attesting to Dr
Jackson-Maldonado’s inclusive perspective, the project was
conducted across the US-Mexico border and with families
from diverse SES backgrounds. This seminal article provided
researchers and clinical practitioners with a template for
developing measures across languages, national and cultural
communities, and socioeconomic statuses.

Through her academic collaborations with researchers in
the US, she was able to immediately impact the evaluation
services of bilingual Spanish-English children, a considerable
proportion of US children. Due to cross-linguistic differ-
ences, Spanish verb morphology develops differently across
English and Spanish. Her chapter on early verb morphology
and its importance for the assessment and intervention of
language delays in young Spanish-exposed children in the
US (Jackson-Maldonado, 2012) has had a great impact on
the education of bilingual speech-language pathologists in
American institutions. The relationship between grammar
and semantics in the verb system plays a larger role in Span-
ish than in English; for example, Spanish-speaking children
tend to learn time tenses across different types of verbs. In
the chapter, she describes typical and atypical Spanish verb
development for an English-speaking audience and presents
data on both monolingual and bilingual children with and
without language delay.

The relationship between semantics and grammar was
also explored with children with Down syndrome (Jackson-
Maldonado et al., 2019). Ten Spanish-speaking children with
DS were observed for vocabulary comprehension, production
and initial morphosyntax using a parental report, the Down-
CDI. At the general level, this relationship was supported,
but children with DS had more variability than typically-
developing children. For example, some children with high
vocabulary scores were not combining words or had low com-
plexity scores, and others with low vocabulary levels had
high M3L scores.

Dr Jackson-Maldonado was also involved in research look-
ing at other neurodevelopmental disorders. In particular,
they studied morphological production in adolescents and
adults with Williams, Downs, and Fragile X syndromes (Diez-
Itza et al., 2017). She was also part of teams studying the
language of premature babies and the effect of early inter-
vention (Calderon-Carrillo et al., 2018). The parent training
provided to 21 Mexican parents of premature babies helped
both toddlers and parents to prevent the negative conse-
quences of language delays.

Dr Jackson-Maldonado’s work also informed the under-
standing of Spanish language development in children with
Specific Language Impairment (SLI), now known as Develop-
mental Language Disorder (DLD). As Dr Jackson-Maldonado
noted (Jackson-Maldonado, 2011), many Spanish language
tests do not have relevant linguistic elements and DLD
cannot be identified by just a few morphological markers,
such as verb morphology in English. Her work revealed how
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a combination of lexical, morphosyntactic, and narrative
measures, plus the use of parent and teacher concern is
necessary for the accurate identification of DLD in Spanish
(Jackson-Maldonado, 2011). Grammaticality, in particular
for the monolingual population, was an area of interest, as
most of the available data was based on bilingual speakers.
In a study of 49 Spanish-speaking Mexican children (18
with DLD, 17 age-matched typically developing controls, 14
language-matched controls), in fact, they found differences
between their performance and previously reported data
(Jackson-Maldonado & Maldonado, 2017). There were
significant differences for article and preposition omissions
(but not for clitic pronouns) and the percent of ungrammat-
ical utterances. Her work emphasized the importance of
continuing to explore the area of morphosyntax in children
with DLD and accounting for the sociolinguistic context of
the children.

Dr Jackson-Maldonado was an early leader in the assess-
ment and intervention of children with language disorders.
She studied the use of gestures as predictors of language
development. This research showed that children’s use of
gestures during the early stages is highly linked to their
later oral language abilities. Her tireless work towards clin-
ical research made her study language development in
children with DLD. Her work illustrated that the linguistic
characteristics of DLD are language-specific, and Spanish-
speaking children should not be evaluated based on results
found in English-speaking children. Her contributions to the
study of children with DLD gained national and interna-
tional recognition and influenced the assessment approach
for Spanish-speaking children with DLD. In a study conducted
with 26 children in Mexico (13 with DLD), Dr Jackson-
Maldonado found that children with DLD did not differ in
the type of complex sentences, or the number of subordi-
nated sentences used in a storytelling task but that they
only differ in terms of the components in the sentence.
For example, typically developing children used more causal
and adverbial forms that were conceptually more complex
(Jackson-Maldonado & Maldonado, 2015, 2016).

In recent years, Dr Jackson-Maldonado dedicated her
time to a hippotherapy project for children with Down
syndrome (DS) and/Autism Spectrum Disorder (Jackson-
Maldonado, 2021). She found promising results as children
with DS benefited from hippotherapy mostly in their expres-
sive language abilities, which developed at a faster and
greater rate.

Language assessment

Contributions of Donna Jackson-Maldonado to the
Spanish CDI

The Communicative Development Inventories (CDI) emerged
in the early 1990s in the United States (Fenson et al., 1993)
and soon became a valuable instrument for assessing first
communicative and linguistic development in the early
years, which has been used both in research and in the
clinic and school environments. The appearance of the CDI
made it possible to study the prelinguistic communicative
development and the first language of young children
by collecting the information available to their parents

(parental report). Parents have detailed knowledge of their
young children’s abilities that can be gathered reliably if
appropriate means are used. This is the great merit of the
CDI that of obtaining extremely valuable information from
parents in a reliable and fast way. It also made it possible
to obtain information on language development from a very
large number of children, broadening our knowledge in an
important way (Law & Roy, 2008).

The CDIs are also called MacArthur Scales (because the
MacArthur Foundation is their sponsor), and, after the pre-
mature death of Elisabeth Bates in 2003, MacArthur-Bates
Scales in honour of the relevant role that Elisabeth Bates had
in their gestation and development. In fact, Elisabeth Bates,
along with her colleagues, was the first to use parental
inventories to obtain information about children’s language
development in a couple of highly relevant books (Bates,
1979; Bates, Bretheron & Snyder, 1988; Bates, Dale, & Thal,
1995).

The CDI-1 Words and Gestures (generally for children
between 8 and 15 months of age) aims to assess the first
signs of the appearance of a sensitivity towards language
in babies, their first understanding of sentences in context
and their ability to comprehend and produce vocabulary, in
its first part. In the second, it deals with the evaluation of
the use of the first communicative gestures as well as the
development of what Tomasello, Kruger, and Ratner (1993)
and Tomasello (2003) would call the appearance of cultural
learning: actions with objects, imitation of adult actions,
imitation of behaviours that parents carry out with them
and with babies (pretending to be parents). In addition, in
this second part, the ability to participate in games and rou-
tines of daily life is also evaluated, what Bruner (1983) called
formats of play and joint action, and the appearance of sym-
bolic play (objects that are used as they were other objects),
which is a competence closely related to the appearance
of first words (Bates et al., 1979). Although at first glance
it appears that the CDI is a very empirically based instru-
ment, it has, nevertheless, solid theoretical foundations in
its construction, which can provide similar information when
analysing spontaneous language samples and other stan-
dardized tests (Mancilla-Martinez, Pan, & Vagh, 2011). The
CDI-Il Words and Sentences (for children between 16 and 30
months of age) is also divided into two parts. In the first,
the production of words is evaluated, along with the use
of language that is more distanced from the here and now,
to refer to past or future events, to an object that is not
present, or to relate an object with its possessor (how he
uses and understands language). The second part explores
aspects of morphological and syntactic development: the
use of regular morphemes, correct use of irregular forms,
use of over-regularizations, sentence production and LME3,
and sentence complexity.

In addition, some versions have also been developed for
older children (CDI-1lI), which are less widespread.

The repercussion of the appearance of the original ver-
sion of the CDI was so great that very soon versions for
children who lived in different linguistic and cultural con-
texts began to be developed.

The Mexican Spanish version of the CDI, Inventario de
Desarrollo de Habilidades Comunicativas (IDHC), was after
the Italian version (Camaioni, Castelli, Longobardi, Volterra,
1991; Caselli et al., 1995; Caselli & Casadio, 1995), the first
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adaptation made to a language other than English, which
followed the publication of the original CDI in the United
States of America in 1993 (Fenson et al., 1993, 2007). Later,
a long list of adaptations to different languages would come.

The adaptation to Mexican Spanish was a milestone in
the history of the CDI in its own right (Jackson-Maldonado
et al., 1993). Dr Jackson-Maldonado, her alma mater, had
to face multiple challenges to develop it; she did so with
hardly any previous models, carrying out a true adaptation
of the scale to the linguistic and cultural context of Mex-
ico, introducing multiple modifications of the lexicon and its
organization into lexical categories and routines, adapting
them to the cultural and linguistic context. These modifi-
cations in the vocabulary list or in the routines and games
have had a great influence on the versions made in Spain due
to cultural and linguistic affinity. The following are among
some of the novelties introduced by the Mexican version of
the CDI.

In the first place, the Mexican version of the CDI (Jackson-
Maldonado et al., 2003, 2005) extends the age of application
of the form for First words and Gestures up to 18 months
of age, to a couple of months later than in the original
North American version (Fenson et al., 1993). The funda-
mental reason is to also be able to collect information on the
number of words understood and gestures up to that point,
something particularly useful in the exploration of babies
living in disadvantaged socioeconomic environments. This
modification would later be incorporated into the CDI North
American version of 2007 (Fenson et al., 2007).

In the case of the inventory for older children (CDI-II
Words and sentences), the Mexican version introduces mod-
ifications in the section on regular morphemes (forms of
verbs). It includes different verb forms of the present in
various conjugations, as well as those of the past and the
imperative. However, it does not incorporate nominal bound
morphemes, nor irregular forms and over-regularizations.
The incorporation of person and conjugation variations
would be something that inspired the elaboration of some
aspects of other versions (Galician, European Spanish and
Catalan).

Another novelty that appears in the version developed
for Spanish (Jackson-Maldonado et al., 2003) is in the cal-
culation of the average length of the three most complex
utterances reported by parents (MLU3), which is counted
in words, and not in morphemes (Jackson-Maldonado &
Conboy, 2007). This greatly simplifies the calculation (and
allows it to be automated), without losing rigour, and also
shows a clear development. On the other hand, as we have
commented previously, Spanish is a much richer language
than English morphologically, making it more difficult to
count the number of morphemes.

Regarding the score, the adaptation to Mexican Spanish
also introduces some novelties, particularly in the compu-
tation of the sections of the second part of the inventory
of First words and gestures for 8-18 months, which would
later be incorporated into the CDI North American version
(Fenson et al., 2007).

Beyond the modifications in the structure, content and
scoring procedures, the Mexican version of the CDI (Jackson-
Maldonado et al., 2003) indicates the usefulness of the
parental inventory as a screening tool to identify children
who may present delay in language development (late talk-

ers or language delayed children). To do this, the criterion
of having less than 50 words and an absence of combina-
tions at 24 months should be combined with other measures
to be applied later and with other indicators, such as the
presence of ear infections (6 in 2 years) and parental con-
cern (Klee et al., 2000). Dr Jackson-Maldonado herself used
the IDHC as an initial diagnostic tool for language delay
(Jackson-Maldonado, 2004a, 2011), and later in the evalua-
tion of language in premature children (Jackson-Maldonado
et al., 2017; Calderdn-Carrillo et al., 2018).

Dr Jackson-Maldonado, along with Thal and Acosta (Thal
et al., 2000), also conducted one of the first studies on the
validity of the CDI. This study inspired further studies on
concurrent validity in versions developed in Spain (Perez-
Pereira & Resches, 2011) and elsewhere.

Dr Jackson-Maldonado was also a pioneer in the elabo-
ration of the short version of the IDHC (Jackson-Maldonado
et al., 2013), which was the first done in Spanish following
the directions of the North American version (Fenson et al.,
2000), and which considerably shorten the application time.

But, beyond the influence of her own publications, Dr
Jackson-Maldonado encouraged the creation of other ver-
sions, particularly those made in Spain in the different
languages that exist: Galician, Spanish, Basque, Catalan,
and the one made to be applied to children with Down
syndrome. And this she did, not only from her position on
the Editorial Board of the MacArthur Foundation but also,
with great generosity, by providing support to those who
requested it. During the Vllith International Congress for the
Study of Child Language of the IASCL that took place in San
Sebastian in 1999, those of us who were starting to develop
the inventories had a meeting with Donna Thal and Donna
Jackson-Maldonado. This meeting was very enlightening for
us and helped to promote the elaboration of the versions
in Galician, Euskera, European Spanish, Catalan, and the
adaptation for Down syndrome children.

Donna Jackson-Maldonado, one more of the KGNZ
group

The instrument named Komunikazio-garapena neurtzeko
zerrenda (KGNZ; Communicative Development Evaluation
List; Barrena et al., 2008) is the adaptation to Euskera
or Basque of the MacArthur-Bates Communicative Develop-
ment Inventories or CDI (Fenson et al., 1993, 2007). The
adaptation of the CDI-1 and CDI-2 questionnaires (ages 8-30
months) initiated in 2000 was quite a challenge for the KGNZ
group of teachers, psychologists and linguists who launched
themselves into the adventure of adapting an instrument
designed for English to a non-indoeuropean, typologically
very different language, spoken by a community of less
than one million speakers, mainly Spanish-Basque or French-
Basque bilinguals.

This process required discussion and coordination, but
from the very start our group counted on the complicity of
researchers committed to the adaptations of the CDI to Gali-
cian, Mexican Spanish, Iberian Spanish, and Catalan. Among
them, Donna Jackson-Maldonado was a pillar, because of
her contact with the group who designed the original CDI
and of her experience in the adaptation to Mexican Spanish
(Jackson-Maldonado et al., 2003). Furthermore, her publica-
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tions on gestural, lexical and/or grammatical development
constitute references in research on typical and atypical
development (Jackson-Maldonado, 2004b).

She has always been close to the teams she worked with,
a researcher friend who enjoys herself and makes enjoy
the sharing her own and others’ knowledge and results. For
example, it was a pleasure to be able to discuss experiences
in the adaptation of the CDI-lll (Garcia et al., 2014), while
she was working on the Mexican CDI-Ill (Jackson-Maldonado,
Marchman, Dale, & Rubio-Codina, 2022). In this sense, Dr
Jackson-Maldonado was a KNGZ colleague on the other side
of the ocean.

Galician CDI

The work to develop the Galician adaptation of the CDI
(Inventario do Desenvolvemento de Habilidades Comunica-
tivas IDHC) started at the very end of 1998. The meeting
that Galician team had with Donna Jackson-Maldonado and
Donna Thal at the IASCL congress in San Sebastian in July
1999 was invaluable help and a great push for its realiza-
tion. In 2003 it was published the first normative results
(Pérez Pereira & Garcia Soto, 2003) for the IDHC-Words and
Gestures and IDHC Words and Sentences, which were previ-
ously presented in several conferences. A few years later the
short version was developed (Pérez-Pereira & Resches, 2007)
and the validity study of the Galician CDI was published
(Perez-Pereira & Resches, 2011). Throughout this time, Dr
Jackson-Maldonado’s support was constant, as well as the
support of the European Network Meetings on Communica-
tive Development Inventories (EUNM-CDI) held in Dubrovnik
(Croatia) every two years since 2006. Dr Jackson-Maldonado
participated in one of these meetings as well. The last
advance was the development of a web page for the par-
ents to fill in the IDHC forms (short and extended) online
and get the results of their children’s communicative and
linguistic development (https://underisk.gal/t/idhc/). Dr
Jackson-Maldonado’s help in the dissemination of the results
obtained with the Galician CDI (as well as the adaptations to
Euskera, European Spanish, Catalan, and children with Down
syndrome) through the organization of thematic sections in
different conferences, such as the IASCL in Berlin (2005) or
in the AEAL congress that we had in Oviedo in 2007, was also
a manifestation of her generous collaboration.

The adaptation of the CDI to Catalan

The work and support of Dr Jackson-Maldonado, Donna, was
fundamental in the adaptation of the MacArthur-Bates CDI
inventories to several languages, including Catalan. In this
sense, the Spanish adaptation of Jackson-Maldonado et al.
(2003) was decisive in the adaptation of the MCB CDI inven-
tories into Catalan (Serrat-Sellabona et al., 2022). On the
one hand, it was so because the characteristics of the adap-
tation to Mexican Spanish contributed significantly to the
adaptation to the Catalan language. Thus, for example, the
categories of the vocabulary list were mainly adapted from
her proposal, as well as the morphosyntactic complexity
section. On the other hand, Dr Jackson-Maldonado’s role
was also essential in the beginnings of the Catalan adap-
tation for another reason: Dr Jackson-Maldonado included

the Catalan team in a proposal for a joint presentation of
several CDIs for the 10th International Congress for the Study
of Child Language (Berlin, 2005), when the Catalan adapta-
tion was just beginning. This inclusion in the presentation
of the CDlIs of several languages (Spanish-Mexican, Galician,
Basque, French and Catalan), most of which had already
completed their adaptation, gave the team confidence and
was decisive in completing the data collection and standard-
ization of the Catalan MCB-CDI. In this presentation, it was
proposed to discuss the results of the participating CDIs in
relation to the characteristics of the different adaptations
and the characteristics of the languages studied. Thanks to
Dr Jackson-Maldonado’s initiative, the Catalan team were
able to discuss several relevant aspects of their results and
to assess the importance of continuing with the standard-
ization of the inventories.

Down CDI

CDIs have been used to assess early language development
not only in children with typical development, but also in
children with different developmental disorders. However,
CDIs do not always consider the linguistic and communica-
tive development profile of these populations. Children with
Down syndrome represent one of these cases. These chil-
dren have a different developmental profile than typically
developing children with a general delay in language devel-
opment in relation to other areas (e.g., cognition), a delay
increases as they get older. In addition, they present specific
dissociations among different linguistic domains (e.g., com-
prehension vs. Production) or subdomains (e.g., lexicon vs.
morphosyntax). On the other hand, their gestural communi-
cation is more advanced in relation to their language skills.
This made it necessary to adapt the CDlIs to the linguistic and
communicative profile of children with DS. Finally, parents
of children with developmental disorders may have different
reporting styles than parents of children with typical devel-
opment. This also makes it necessary to check the validity
and reliability of CDIs in their use for the parents of these
children.

Work to develop the adaptation of CDIs to children
with Down syndrome began in 2003, and by 2006 was fully
developed (Galeote, 2006; Soto et al., 2006). In 2010, the
first data on the reliability and validity of the adaptation
appeared (Galeote et al., 2010). The Spanish version of
Jackson-Maldonado et al. (2003) was decisive in the adapta-
tion of CDlIs to this population. Dr Jackson-Maldonado played
a significant role in this whole process.

Legacy/conclusion

As we have seen, Dr Donna Jackson-Maldonado marked a
turning point in the study of native language acquisition,
especially that of Spanish, and she was possibly the first
psycholinguist in Mexico. Her research was done following
international experimental protocols for the study of lan-
guage and integrating neuropsychological metrics, norms,
and assessments. She personified a researcher who perfectly
understood the link between Psychology and Linguistics as
well as the role of other areas of knowledge. Her work on the
development of vocabulary in early childhood is clear proof
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of that. Her research on children with different intellectual
abilities, specifically those with Down syndrome, was also
pivotal and helped many families feel noticed, appreciated,
and considered for the first time by the science field in Mex-
ico. She also did work with deaf children, and her interest
in studying sign language rubbed off on several students.

But she also integrated theory and clinical practice from
its very beginning. Theory and clinic have been intertwined
in Dr Jackson-Maldonado’s work, just in the way of authentic
peer interaction. It was not a sole theoretical interest that
motivated her approach to the clinical issues, nor a purely
clinicalinterest that sustained her theoretical inquiry. Above
all, it was an ethical commitment to children’s individual
differences and needs, possibly rooted in her undergrad-
uate studies, the cause that enlightened much of her
work.

From her first studies on deafness, going through
her extensive research on child language disorders and
that devoted to language abilities of children with Down
syndrome, the theoretical explanations about the wide indi-
vidual differences observed in these populations unfolded in
parallel with two topics with strong clinical implications. On
the one hand, a need to build up linguistically and sociocul-
tural valid language assessment procedures and instruments
for the monolingual Spanish-speaking population (Jackson-
Maldonado, 2011, 2013; Jackson-Maldonado & Conboy, 2007;
Jackson-Maldonado et al., 2003). On the other hand, the
search for innovative, comprehensive, and culturally rel-
evant interventions aimed at the populations under study
(Calderon-Carrillo, Avecilla-Ramirez, Jackson-Maldonado, &
Carrasco, 2015; Calderon-Carrillo et al., 2018; Jackson-
Maldonado et al., 2017; Mendoza & Jackson-Maldonado,
2019).

Throughout her numerous studies on the phonological,
grammatical, and discourse processes in children with lan-
guage disorders (Jackson-Maldonado & Maldonado, 2016,
2017; Mejia-Villalobos & Jackson-Maldonado, 2017), or on
the early predictors of persistent language delay among
late talkers (Amaya-Arzaga & Jackson-Maldonado, 2021;
Jackson-Maldonado, 2004a), an underlying question about
the most discriminating and accurate language assessment
procedures to address this population becomes evident. Her
work highlights the close dependence between data and
their elicitation methods, leading her to a strong defense of
the use of a multidimensional and multi-method approach
to clinical evaluation (Jackson-Maldonado, 2011; Jackson-
Maldonado & Barcenas-Acosta, 2006; Jackson-Maldonado &
Maldonado, 2017). Dr Jackson-Maldonado’s deep awareness
of the linguistic and sociocultural diversity of the Mexi-
can society and the wider Latin-American context, made
her be extremely cautious about the use of standardized
language assessment tests in monolingual Spanish-speaking
children, a population for which adaptations are scarce and
norms hardly representative (Jackson-Maldonado, 2011).
Finally, she never disregarded the strong clinical impli-
cations of the well-known relationship between low-SES
and language development (Jackson-Maldonado & Barcenas-
Acosta, 2006). Both through her academic writings and
personal communications, Dr Jackson-Maldonado constantly
warned us about the dangers of the sociocultural bias in the
construction and standardization of language tests, as well
as the risks of false diagnosis and the stigmatization that

it may entail (Jackson-Maldonado & Barcenas-Acosta, 2006;
Jackson-Maldonado et al., 2013).

The reciprocal interaction between theory and clini-
cal practice in Dr Jackson-Maldonado’s work also reached
the field of intervention. Her theoretical-driven inter-
est in analyzing the organization of linguistic knowledge
and its affected components in children with language
disorders became inseparable from its clinical impli-
cations (Jackson-Maldonado & Maldonado, 2015, 2016,
2017; Jackson-Maldonado et al., 2013; Roa-Rojas et al.,
2016). Analogous to her positions regarding evaluation,
Dr Jackson-Maldonado’s perspective on intervention stands
out for the respect for children’s individual characteris-
tics (Jackson-Maldonado, 1996), highlighting the need to
base intervention strategies on language-specific informa-
tion: ‘... many therapists simply translate programs and
publications into Spanish without considering its specific
structures and needs.’’ (Jackson-Maldonado & Maldonado,
2017, p. 761).

Her last studies on the effects of hippotherapy on
communication abilities in children with Down syndrome
(Jackson-Maldonado, 2021) allowed her to combine a per-
sonal passion with her commitment to the search for
interventions that may create functional and meaningful
contexts for language learning. Both in this last case and
those on the effects of different intervention strategies
on language development in preterm children (Calderon-
Carrillo et al., 2015, 2018; Jackson-Maldonado et al., 2017).
Dr Jackson-Maldonado assumed a perspective that in a cer-
tain way moved her away from the traditional approaches
to speech and language therapy. These intervention propos-
als conceive the child from a comprehensive view, where
language and cognition remain inextricably linked with
movement (i.e., motor development) and emotion.

Although she is no longer with us in person and leaves
behind a large void as a researcher, supervisor, and friend,
we will always remember her with a smile, an anecdote, her
research, and all the lessons she left us.
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