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It is common practice to use language history question-
naires in bilingualism or second language (L2) research 
as an important tool to assess L2 learners’ linguistic pro-
ficiency. Many studies in the field use the outcomes from 
such assessments as independent variables to predict or for 
correlation with learners’ linguistic performances derived 
from behavioral experiments. Although such question-
naires are important tools, researchers disagree as to what 
questions need to be asked of the learner in order to assess 
his/her language history in the two or more languages. 
Most researchers make up their own versions of history 
questionnaires for specific studies. These individual ver-
sions naturally differ in many respects, but there is also a 
significant amount of overlap between them. In particular, 
there are dimensions that most investigators consider cru-
cial to include in a questionnaire of this sort. In the present 
article, we identify such crucial dimensions by examining 
the most commonly asked questions in published ques-
tionnaires, and on the basis of our analyses, we propose 
a generic language history questionnaire, intended to be 
accessible to the research community at large through a 
Web-based interface.

Survey of Language History Questionnaires in 
Bilingual Research

We surveyed a total of 41 published studies in the bi-
lingual or L2 literature that have used language history 

questionnaires in some form (see all articles listed in the 
References section, except Bordens & Abbott, 2005; Hair, 
Anderson, Tatham, & Black, 1998; Hakuta, Bialystok, & 
Wiley, 2003; Major, 2001; Sepanski, 2005; Sepanski & Li, 
2006). Articles were surveyed on the basis of their avail-
ability, with no particular exclusionary criterion. Some of 
the published questionnaires are detailed and informative 
(e.g., Liu, Bates, & Li, 1992), whereas others are short and 
informal. Some studies include the complete question-
naire in an appendix, whereas others give a synopsis or a 
summary of the items used. The 10 most frequent ques-
tionnaire items, in order of frequency (excluding name, 
gender, and contact information), are the following.

1. Current age (in years; sometimes calculated from 
birthday).

2. Years of residence in the country where L2 is spoken.
3. Age at which L2 learning started.
4. Self-assessment in reading ability in L1 and L2, 

separately.
5. Self-assessment in speaking ability in L1 and L2, 

separately.
6. Years of L2 instruction received.
7. Self-assessment in writing ability in L1 and L2,  

separately.
8. Language spoken at home.
9. Self-assessment in comprehension ability in L1 and 

L2, separately.
10. Native language.
Table 1 provides a summary of the questions or vari-

ables that have appeared in at least 3 of the 41 studies 
that we surveyed and the number of occurrences in these 
studies. It can be seen that the 10 most frequently asked 
questions are typically related to important theoretical 
constructs in L2 or bilingualism research, such as age of 
acquisition, length of stay, and L2 proficiency in reading, 
writing, comprehension, and speaking. These are the di-
mensions that most researchers consider important to be 
included in a language history questionnaire.
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A detailed examination of Table 1 shows that some less 
frequently occurring items may be related to the dimen-
sions above as well. For example, age of arrival in the 
target L2 country, though less frequently used, is often 
linked to age at which L2 learning starts, and for some L2 
learners, these two questions may be identical. Similarly, 
number of years speaking L2 is often related to number of 
years of residence in the L2 country, and languages par-
ents speak is often related to language spoken at home. A 
small number of questionnaires also assess the dominance 
of the participant’s L1 versus L2, in terms of reading, writ-
ing, speaking, and comprehension. Finally, a large number 
of questions address the environment and usage of the two 
languages, including language of schooling, languages 
parents speak, percentage of time for L2 use daily, hours 
per day spent listening to radio or watching TV in L2, and 
language used when socializing. 

An Online Language History Questionnaire
on the basis of our analyses above, we propose a gen-

eral version of language history questionnaire, in a form 
that is easily accessible to L2 or bilingual researchers on 

the World-Wide Web: cogsci.richmond.edu/questionnaire/ 
main.html. The Web site allows users to enter their data 
in a user-friendly environment (including flexible menu 
options), and it automatically saves the output as an RTF 
file (see more details below). The interface currently works 
optimally with Internet explorer (Version 6.0 or above), 
Netscape (Version 7.0 or above), or Mozilla Firefox. The 
complete text form is appended here in the Appendix, and 
it can be retrieved as a Word document from the Web site 
for paper-and-pencil completion if so desired.

At the beginning of the questionnaire is the contact in-
formation of the participant (Name, e-mail address, and 
telephone number).1 After these, the questionnaire has 
three main parts. Part A of the questionnaire includes some 
general questions (Items 1–12) related to the participant’s 
language history, following the design principles for ques-
tionnaires or surveys (Bordens & Abbott, 2005). These in-
clude current age, gender, education, age of L2 learning, 
years of residence, and length of L2 learning. Most impor-
tant, Items 10 and 11 assess the participant’s proficiency 
in each language in terms of reading, writing, speaking, 
and listening abilities, and the age and length of learning 

Table 1 
Summary of Variables/Questions in Language History Questionnaires 

Surveyed (N 5 41)

Number of Percentage of
Variables/questions  occurrences  occurrences

Current age (age) 31 75.6
Years of residence (yrs_res) 23 56.1
Age learned at (age_lrn) 19 46.3
Reading ability (reading) 17 41.5
Speaking ability (speaking) 17 41.5
Years of language instruction (yrsinst) 16 39.0
Writing ability (writing) 15 36.6
Gender of subject (sex) 13 31.7
Language spoken at home (lang_hom) 13 31.7
Speech comprehension ability (underst) 13 31.7
Native language (native_l) 12 29.3
Language at school (lang_sch)  8 19.5
Years in a foreign school (yrsforsc)  8 19.5
Native country (nat_coun)  7 17.1
List of known languages (list_lan)  7 17.1
Number yrs speaking L2 (yrsspL2)  6 14.6
L2 overall proficiency (L2_prof)  6 14.6
Age of arrival/immersion (aoa)  6 14.6
% daily use of L2 (useofL2)  5 12.2
% daily use of L1 (useofL1)  5 12.2
Preferred language (preferred)  5 12.2
Setting of acquisition (setting)  5 12.2
Status of immersion (immersio)  5 12.2
Language used when socializing (lang_soc)  5 12.2
Travel to L2 country (travel)  5 12.2
Reading dominance (dominrea)  4  9.8
Speaking dominance (dominsp)  4  9.8
Understanding dominance (dominund)  4  9.8
Writing dominance (dominwr)  4  9.8
Hrs/day of radio/tv in L2 (rad_tvL2)  4  9.8
Language(s) parents speak (lang_par)  3  7.3
Years reading L2 (yrsrdL2)  3  7.3
Frequency of speaking L1 at home (L1home)  3  7.3
Frequency of speaking L1 at work (L1work)  3  7.3
Frequency of speaking L1 w/friends (L1friend)  3   7.3

Note—The codes in parentheses are abbreviated variable names used in our data file.

http://cogsci.richmond.edu/questionnaire/main.html
http://cogsci.richmond.edu/questionnaire/main.html
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in these four domains. Note that questions in this part are 
the ones that have occurred most frequently in our survey 
of published questionnaires.2 We have added one question 
toward the end of this part with respect to the perceived 
accent of the participant, because foreign accent has been 
an important topic in L2 acquisition research (see Major, 
2001, for a review). Thus, Part A of the questionnaire can 
be used by researchers who wish to conduct a general and 
relatively simple survey of the L2 learner’s language back-
ground. Figure 1 presents a snapshot of the online question-
naire up to Item 4.

Part B of the questionnaire includes questions that are 
more specifically targeted to the language environment 
and language usage of the bilingual learner. These ques-
tions can be divided into three groups. The first group 
(Items 13–17) is related to the learner’s language envi-
ronment at home and in school (e.g., language used with 
parents). The second group of questions (Items 18–21) 
has to do with language use, including percentage of time 
using L1 or L2, such as hours per day spent watching TV 
or listening to radio in L1 versus L2, hours per day read-
ing newspapers, magazines, or other materials in L1 or 
L2, and hours per day using L1 or L2 in work- or study- 
related activities. Finally, the third group of questions 
(Items 22–29) is related to participants’ specific bilingual 
habits (such as language used in dreaming and counting, 
and language mixing habits) and language dominance 
or language preferences in different linguistic and social 
settings. This group also includes some other miscella-
neous questions concerning linguistic experiences (e.g., 
residence in foreign countries). Here participants may also 
provide their scores from standardized proficiency tests  
(e.g., ToeFL, GRe, IeLTS, SAT-II, et al.), because these 
scores can be used to index the learner’s overall L2 ability. 

Given the specific nature of the questions in this part, re-
searchers may require the participant to answer only some 
of the questions for their specific research purposes. Fig-
ure 2 presents a snapshot of Part B of the questionnaire.

Part C of the questionnaire gives researchers or users 
the freedom to customize the online questionnaire by 
adding their own questions for their specific study needs. 
Users can type in the questions and the answers on the 
open-ended dialogue boxes.

Finally, when the participants complete all questions 
that are required by the research, they scroll down to the 
end of the Web page and hit the Submit button. An RTF 
file that includes all the information provided by partici-
pants is automatically generated and saved on the user’s 
desktop. The name of the file will be the participant’s 
name (if provided) plus the IP address of the computer 
used, with a file extension .rtf. The participant or the re-
searcher can open the file within Word for further modi-
fication or analysis. Figure 3 presents an example of the 
RTF output file (Part A), in which the individual questions 
and corresponding answers are itemized and recorded. 

Validity and Reliability
Because our online language history questionnaire is 

based on question items that have been used by many re-
searchers in previous studies, a certain degree of validity 
(both construct validity and content validity) can be as-
sumed from the start. However, in order to assess predic-
tive validity of the measure, we administered our generic 
questionnaire (both Part A and Part B) to 40 english–
Spanish bilinguals at the University of Richmond as part 
of a larger research project (Sepanski, 2005). Although it 
is beyond the scope of this technical report to provide the 
details of our analyses (see Sepanski, 2005, and Sepanski 

Figure 1. A portion of the online questionnaire (Part A).
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& Li, 2006, for details), we have tested the validity and 
reliability of the questionnaire in a number of ways: (1) a 
bivariate correlation analysis indicating significant cor-
relations between theoretically important constructs (e.g., 
age of acquisition, years of learning, amount of L2 use) 
and self-assessed reading, speaking, and comprehension 
abilities from the questionnaire; (2) an aggregate score 

determined by a participant’s answers to all questions 
predicting the participant’s overall L2 proficiency; (3) a 
discriminant analysis and a multiple regression analysis 
(including an analysis with the participant’s SAT-II scores 
in Spanish as the criterion variable) showing that our ques-
tionnaire can successfully separate participants into three 
proficiency groups (low, intermediate, and high); and 

Figure 2. A portion of the online questionnaire (Part B).

Figure 3. A sample RTF output file (Part A).

L2 Questionnaire   1

L2 Language History Questionnaire

Date: January 16, 2006

Name: Thomas Wang

Email: wangt@richmond.edu

Telephone: 804-287-1234

Part A:

1. Age: 30 years old

2. Sex: Male

3. Education: PhD

4(a). Country of Origin: China, People’s Republic

4(b). Country of Residence: United States

5. Your country of origin and country of residence are different, then how long have you

been in the country of your current residence?

 10 years.

Contact Info:

Please answer the following questions to the best of your knowledge:



206    LI, SePANSkI, AND zHAo

(4) a split-half reliability test on the quantitative variables 
of the questionnaire (Hair et al., 1998) indicating high re-
liability (with the split-half coefficient at .85). We believe 
that use of the online questionnaire by researchers in the 
field will help to further validate this questionnaire and 
make it more reliable.

Conclusions
If each researcher makes up his or her own language 

history questionnaire, we will end up with as many ques-
tionnaires as there are researchers. Given that there are 
significant overlaps between different versions of existing 
questionnaires, we have proposed a general L2 language 
history questionnaire that includes question items that 
most investigators consider crucial. To further facilitate 
the ease of data collection with this general questionnaire, 
we have developed a user-friendly Web-based interface, 
freely available on the World-Wide Web. 

The current version of the questionnaire is Version 1. 
Future developments of the online questionnaire (Ver-
sion 2) will include (1) the addition of help pages linked 
to some specific question items; (2) the implementation 
of automatic calculation of an overall aggregate score for 
each participant, given that such a score may be useful to 
the assessment of the bilingual learner’s overall proficiency 
(Sepanski & Li, 2006); (3) the implementation of the option 
that allows the user to submit the questionnaire results (the 
RTF file) to the investigator via e-mail; and (4) an enhanced 
Part C, in which the user-selected questions can dynami-
cally pop up on the Web. With anticipated widespread use, 
we hope to further refine the questionnaire (Version X), and 
to create an international database of L2 language back-
ground and history with potential consortium agreements 
from bilingual researchers worldwide.
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nOTeS

1. To ensure the participant’s anonymity, the researcher may ask the 
participant to leave specific contact info fields empty (or to simply type 
an identification number under Name). our Web interface does not en-
force this policy, and it is up to the researcher to decide whether names 
and contact information should be collected.

2. We have added Education in this part even though it is not a most 
frequently asked question (see Table 1), because research has shown a 
strong correlation between levels of education and second language pro-
ficiency (Hakuta et al., 2003).

APPendix 
L2 Language History Questionnaire (Version 1.0)

Contact Information: 
Name: ____________________________________  email: _____________________________________
Telephone: _________________________________  Today’s Date: ________________________________

Please answer the following questions to the best of your knowledge.

PART A
1. Age (in years): 
2. Sex (circle one): Male/Female
3. education (degree obtained or school level attended):
4(a). Country of origin: 
4(b). Country of Residence:
5. If 4(a) and 4(b) are the same, how long have you lived in a foreign country where your second language is
spoken? If 4(a) and 4(b) are different, how long have you been in the country of your current residence?
6. What is your native language? (If you grew up with more than one language, please specify)
7. Do you speak a second language?
 ___ YeS my second language is___________________________.
 ___ No (If you answered No, you need not to continue this form)
8. If you answered YeS to question 6(b), please specify the age at which you started to learn your second lan-
guage in the following situations (write age next to any situation that applies).
 At home _____
 In school _____
 After arriving in the second language speaking country _____
9. How did you learn your second language up to this point? (check all that apply)
 Mainly through formal classroom instruction _____
 Mainly through interacting with people _____
 A mixture of both _____
 other (specify) _____

http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=1366-7289()3L.55[aid=6340041]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=1366-7289()3L.55[aid=6340041]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=1366-7289()5L.39[aid=6519422]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=1366-7289()5L.39[aid=6519422]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0267-6583()16L.173[aid=5307582]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=1366-7289()4L.55[aid=7423576]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=1366-7289()4L.55[aid=7423576]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=1367-0069()7L.43[aid=7423575]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0023-8333()52L.723[aid=5675771]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0898-929x()8L.231[aid=3032039]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0898-929x()8L.231[aid=3032039]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0267-6583()15L.41[aid=7423572]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0267-6583()15L.41[aid=7423572]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0267-6583()14L.324[aid=7423571]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0267-6583()14L.324[aid=7423571]
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10. List all foreign languages you know in order of most proficient to least proficient. Rate your ability on the fol-
lowing aspects in each language. Please rate according to the following scale (write down the number in the table):
 very poor poor fair functional good very good native-like
 1 _____ 2 _____ 3 _____ 4 _____ 5 _____ 6 _____ 7 _____

Language
Reading
proficiency

Writing
proficiency

Speaking 
fluency

Listening
ability

11. Provide the age at which you were first exposed to each foreign language in terms of speaking, reading, and 
writing and the number of years you have spent on learning each language.

Age first exposed
to the language Number of

Language Speaking Reading Writing years learning

12. Do you have a foreign accent in the languages you speak? If so, please rate the strength of your accent on a 
scale from 1 (not much of an accent) to 7 (very strong accent).

Language
Accent

(circle one) Strength

Y  N

Y  N

Y  N

PART B
13. What language do you usually speak to your mother at home? (If not applicable for any reason, write N/A)
14. What language do you usually speak to your father at home? (If not applicable for any reason, write N/A)
15. What languages can your parents speak fluently? (If not applicable for any reason, write N/A)
 Mother: _________________________
 Father: __________________________
16. What language or languages do your parents usually speak to each other at home? (If not applicable for any 
reason, write N/A)
17. Write down the name of the language in which you received instruction in school, for each schooling level:
 Primary/elementary School __________
 Secondary/Middle School __________
 High School _________
 College/University _________
18. estimate, in terms of percentages, how often you use your native language and other languages per day (in 
all daily activities combined):
 Native language _____%
 Second language ______%
 other languages ______% (specify: ____________________)
 (Total should equal 100%)



L2 LANGUAGe HISToRY qUeSTIoNNAIRe    209

APPendix (Continued)

19. estimate, in terms of hours per day, how often you watch TV or listen to radio in your native language and 
other languages per day.
 Native language _____ (hrs)
 Second language ________ (hrs)
 other languages ___________________________ (specify the languages and hrs)
20. estimate, in terms of hours per day, how often you read newspapers, magazines, and other general reading 
materials in your native language and other languages per day.
 Native language _____ (hrs)
 Second language ________ (hrs)
 other languages ___________________________ (specify the languages and hrs)
21. estimate, in terms of hours per day, how often you use your native language and other languages per day 
for work or study related activities (e.g., going to classes, writing papers, talking to colleagues, classmates, or 
peers).
 Native language _____ (hrs)
 Second language ________ (hrs)
 other languages ___________________________ (specify the languages and hrs)
22. In which languages do you usually:
 Add, multiply, and do simple arithmetic? _______________
 Dream? ________________
 express anger or affection? _________________________
23. When you are speaking, do you ever mix words or sentences from the two or more languages you know? (If 
no, skip to question 25).
24. List the languages that you mix and rate the frequency of mixing in normal conversation with the following 
people, on a scale from 1 (mixing is very rare) to 5 (mixing is very frequent). Write down the number in the 
box.

Relationship Languages mixed Frequency of mixing

Spouse/family members

Friends

Co-workers

25. In which language (among your best two languages) do you feel you usually do better? Write the name of 
the language under each condition.
  At home  At work
 Reading  _______  _______
 Writing  _______  _______
 Speaking  _______  _______
 Understanding _______  _______
26. Among the languages you know, which language is the one that you would prefer to use in these situations?
 At home  _______
 At work _______
 At a party _______
 In general  _______
27. If you have lived or travelled in other countries for more than three months, please indicate the name(s) of 
the country or countries, your length of stay, and the language(s) you learned or tried to learn.
28. If you have taken a standardized test of proficiency for languages other than your native language (e.g., ToeFL 
or Test of english as a Foreign Language), please indicate the scores you received for each.
 Language   Scores   Name of the Test
 _______________  _______________  _______________
 _______________  _______________  _______________
 _______________  _______________  _______________
29. If there is anything else that you feel is interesting or important about your language background or language 
use, please comment below.
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PART C
(Do you have additional questions that you feel are not included above? If yes, please write down your questions 
and answers on separate sheets.)

(Manuscript received November 16, 2005; 
revision accepted for publication December 22, 2005.)


