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considered a crucial teaching method. Children implicitly discover the usefulness of imitation as a 
way to expand their communication skills. In recurrent, predictable events in their lives, children 
often repeat an utterance previously spoken by an adult during the same events (Snow & Goldfield, 
1983). However, imitation and parental reinforcement cannot entirely explain children’s develop-
ment of grammatically appropriate language (James, 1990). Consider these findings:

•• Children produce sentences they have never heard adults say (“I falled on the play-
ground”). Also, children use imitation much less after age 2, even though they still have 
much more language to acquire (Otto, 2006).

•• Reinforcement of children’s grammar is not necessary for language development. Rather 
than correcting a child’s grammar, parents tend to reinforce and correct children’s utter-
ances based on meaning or truth value (Brown & Hanlon, 1970). When a school-age 
child announces “I don’t got no more money,” a parent might respond, “Really, you 
don’t have any more money? Where did you spend it?”

•• We are motivated to learn to speak grammatically even though ungrammatical state-
ments can convey our message just as well (Siegler & Alibali, 2005).

Social Interactions
Language acquisition is also a product of children’s early social interactions with adults. Infants 
communicate and interact socially even before they are able to produce language. They make 
different babbling sounds in response to adults’ pitch and intonation, move in rhythm to adults’ 
intonations, and vocalize more when adults stop talking—a pattern similar to typical conversa-
tion (Ginsburg & Kilbourne, 1988; Locke, 1995; Masataka, 1992).

Adults also behave in certain ways that elicit communication and foster language develop-
ment. They initiate communication in response to infants’ eye contact, burping, or gurgling 
and respond to infants’ babbling or first attempts at saying words. Adults in many cultures 
also encourage the development of language skills with additional techniques, described in  
Table 7.1. Caregiver techniques may not be universal, though. For example, even though care-
givers in some cultures do not use child-directed speech, children acquire language as quickly 
and easily as those in cultures that do (Le, 2000; Ochs & Schieffelin, 1984). Therefore, while 
adult behaviors may not be necessary for language acquisition, they can enhance language 
development. Recent research suggests that several forms of caregiver responsiveness contrib-

ute to infants’ development of expressive language: 
using expansions, describing objects, asking ques-
tions about objects (“What is that?”), using verbal 
prompts (“Let’s feed the doll”), providing a rich 
vocabulary, and producing more complex sentences 
(Hoff, 2003a, 2003b; Tamis-LeMonda, Bornstein, 
& Baumwell, 2001). Parents who use more words, 
more complex sentence structures, and a diverse 
vocabulary when talking with their toddlers and 
preschoolers also encourage the development of 
their children’s vocabulary, grammar, and compre-
hension skills (Hurtado, Marchman, & Fernald, 
2008; Huttenlocher, Waterfall, Vasilyeva, Vevea, & 
Hedges, 2010; Rowe, 2012).

Adults’ behaviors may have long-term benefits 
as well. Regardless of the family’s socioeconomic sta-
tus or ethnic group identity, parents who vary their 
speech, label objects, ask questions, respond to chil-
dren’s questions, and provide positive feedback for 
children’s participation in conversations are more 

Communication During the First Year. The mother shown here might 
be describing the flower and asking her child questions about the 
flower. Providing experiences such as these encourages expressive 
language in young children.
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Video: Child-Directed 
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