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Father Input and Child Vocabulary
Development: The Importance of Wh
Questions and Clarification Requests

Kathryn A. Leech, B.A.,1 Virginia C. Salo, M.S.,1

Meredith L. Rowe, Ed.D.,1 and Natasha J. Cabrera, Ph.D.1

ABSTRACT

Individual differences in children’s language skills have been
shown to stem in part from variations in the quantity and quality of parent
speech input. However, most research focuses on mothers’ input whereas
less is known about the effects of variability in father input. In this article,
we review the relation between parent input and child language develop-
ment with a focus on low-income families, and review general findings
about similarities and differences in mother and father speech.Within this
review, we highlight conversation-eliciting speech, such as wh questions
and clarification requests, which occur, on average, more frequently in
father input than mother input. Conversation-eliciting speech is challeng-
ing for 2-year-old children and has been shown in researchwithmothers to
relate to child vocabulary development. We then report a study examining
whether fathers’ use of conversation-eliciting speech relates to children’s
developing vocabulary skills at 24 months of age within a sample of low-
incomeAfrican American families. Understanding that speech input varies
among fathers, and specific strengths that fathers bring to interactions with
their young children can help speech-language pathologists develop and
implement more effective interventions.

KEYWORDS: Fathers, vocabulary development, conversation-

eliciting speech, low-income families

Learning Outcomes: As a result of this activity, the reader will be able to (1) describe the ways in which

father input is important for children’s vocabulary development; (2) identify similarities and differences that, on
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average, exist between mother and father speech; (3) identify two types of speech that are prevalent in father

input and that relate to children’s developing vocabulary skills.

The social interactionist framework of
language development emphasizes the critical
role that parent input plays in children’s lan-
guage development.1,2 From an early age, the
quantity and quality of maternal speech input
that children are exposed to has a lasting impact
on children’s rate of language development as
well as ultimate language proficiency (see Hoff3

for review). However, little is known about the
contribution of fathers’ input to children’s lan-
guage development. Themajority of the limited
literature on father input involves direct com-
parisons of mother speech and father speech.
Although quantity and diversity of input from
both parents is very similar in general, other
aspects of the input are found to differ. Specifi-
cally, fathers tend to use more conversation-
eliciting utterances such as wh questions and
clarification requests than mothers and as a
result are considered more challenging commu-
nicative partners.4–7 However, like mothers,
fathers demonstrate wide variability in the input
they offer to children on a daily basis.5 It is
therefore important to examine the variability
in father speech as a potential source of varia-
tion in children’s language outcomes.

In this article, we aim to provide practi-
tioners with information regarding the under-
studied, yet important linguistic role that fathers
can play in children’s vocabulary development.
We start by reviewing the existing literature on
the importance of input in language develop-
ment, especially for children from low-income
families and then review the ways in which
mother input and father input is similar and
different. We highlight similarities and differ-
ences in the quantity of input as well as various
aspects of input quality, including vocabulary
diversity, syntactic sophistication, and impor-
tantly, conversation-eliciting speech such as wh
questions and clarification requests. We then
describe a study that highlights the variability in
fathers’ use of wh questions and clarification
requests among low-income, minority fathers,
and examine how these two speech character-
istics relate to children’s developing vocabulary
skills. Although the study of father input is in its

infancy, we hope to inform practitioners of the
importance of including fathers in intervention
efforts, as their influence may be an untapped
resource, particularly for children who are at risk
for developing later language and literacy delays.

LANGUAGE ENVIRONMENTS OF
CHILDREN FROM LOW-INCOME
FAMILIES
Examining paternal language input within low-
income families is particularly important, as
children from these families are at a higher
risk for starting school behind in oral language
skills and for falling behind in learning to read
than their higher-income peers.8 This income
achievement gap has been explained in previous
studies as stemming from the quality of the
home linguistic environment, and specifically
children’s exposure to speech input.9,10 The
social interactionist framework suggests that
one way in which children develop language,
and particularly vocabulary, is through their
exposure to communicative input from care-
givers and other adults throughout the early
childhood period. Children from higher-in-
come homes hear an estimated 30 million
more words on average than children from
lower-incomehomes by the time they are 4 years
old.9 These “meaningful differences” in input,9

in turn, help explain why children from lower-
income homes often start kindergarten with
lower vocabulary levels, as the quality and
quantity of experience with language is lower,
on average, than their higher-income peers.8,11

Although differences between the size of lower-
and higher-income children’s vocabularies may
appear small at first, the gap in achievement
grows over time and carries over into develop-
ing literacy skills; elementary school reading
proficiency can be predicted from vocabulary
ability at the start of kindergarten.12,13

In general, research focuses on the average
differences in input across families from different
socioeconomic backgrounds,9,10,14 yet there is
substantial variation within low-income popula-
tions.15,16 Research that looks exclusively at
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low-income samples indicates large within-group
variability with regard to both the quantity and
diversity of words addressed to children by moth-
ers,17,18 and it shows that many factors including
mothers’ education, literacy skills, and depression
contribute to the input they offer their children on
a daily basis.3,19 Additionally, although the vo-
cabulary skills of children from low-income
homes tend, on average, to lag behind those of
their peers from more advantaged backgrounds,
many studies report substantial variability in these
children’s skills. For example, some children from
lower-income homes score as high as or higher
than their peers from higher-income homes on
standardized measures of language.20 Although
individual differences in language abilities stem
from multiple factors and environmental experi-
ences, examining the associations between father
input and child language development within a
low-income sample may help inform us of one
factor that contributes to variability in children’s
early language skills within these populations.

SIMILARITIES AND DIFFERENCES
IN MATERNAL AND PATERNAL
SPEECH
Compared with maternal speech, less is known
about paternal input to children. Studies that do
measure father speech typically compare paternal
and maternal input to one another without
considering how father speech relates to child
language outcomes. Even less is known about
low-income, minority father speech, as the avail-
able studies are primarily limited to samples of
European American and/or middle-class families
(yet see Rowe et al5 and Pancsofar and Vernon-
Feagans21 for exceptions). Findings from com-
parison studies indicate that mothers and fathers
are similar in some ways and different in others.
We provide a short review of three common
measures for comparison (quantity, diversity,
and complexity), followed by an examination of
research on one type of linguistic input that
fathers tend to use more often than mothers
(conversation-eliciting speech).

Quantity of Speech

Input quantity, as measured by the number of
different words addressed to children, predicts

the rate of children’s vocabulary growth as well
as vocabulary size in research with mothers.14

The degree to which mother and father speech
quantity differs is not fully understood. Some
studies find that fathers talk less to children
than mothers do.22–24 Other studies have found
no differences.5,25 In a meta-analysis, it was
found that the magnitude of the difference
between mother and father child-directed
speech was larger for infants and toddlers
than for older children.26 Specifically, it appears
that mothers talk more than fathers when their
children are young, and the gap decreases as
children grow older.

The context in which child-directed speech
occurs appears to make a difference for whether
the quantity of father speech differs from
mother speech. For example, Golinkoff and
Ames found that when parent speech was
measured during dyadic interactions (father–
child only and mother–child only), the number
of word tokens spoken by mothers and fathers
was similar.22 When fathers and mothers
interacted with children together, however,
the quantity of mothers’ word tokens was
greater than fathers’.

Diversity of Speech

The vocabulary diversity of maternal input
relates to child vocabulary growth.15,27 Several
studies have also found that the diversity of
vocabulary words in mother and father input
does not significantly differ,5,16 whereas other
studies found a more nuanced pattern of differ-
ences. For example, Ratner found that although
there were no differences overall between
mothers’ and fathers’ vocabulary diversity, fa-
thers used more “rare” words (i.e., words not
commonly known to fourth graders) but fewer
common vocabulary words than mothers.28–30

Despite some research showing general simi-
larities between mothers’ and fathers’ diversity
of speech, a small body of literature has found
that fathers’ vocabulary diversity independently
and uniquely contributes to children’s vocabu-
lary growth. For example, one study found that
the number of different word types middle-
income Caucasian fathers’ used when children
were 24months made a significant contribution
to children’s expressive language skills at
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36 months, even after controlling for the diver-
sity of maternal input.31 Interestingly, these
findings also held even after controlling for
several demographic variables such as educa-
tion, income, and quality of childcare, suggest-
ing that replications of this study with more
diverse populations would yield similar find-
ings. Indeed, a more recent follow-up study
found that, after controlling for certain demo-
graphic characteristics, low-income fathers’ vo-
cabulary diversity during a book reading
interaction related to children’s vocabulary
both concurrently (child age 15 months) and
predictively (child age 36 months).21

Complexity of Speech

The syntactic complexity of the input appears to
be predictive of both children’s grammatical32,33

and lexical development.10,34 An area in which
prior research has yet to converge on a common
finding is whether mothers and fathers differ in
the complexity of input. Input complexity is
often measured by calculating the number of
morphemes per utterance (mean length of
utterance [MLU]). Some studies find no
differences between mothers’ and fathers’
MLU,5,22,31,35–38 whereas others find that
mothers’ MLU is longer than fathers’.6,23,25

Although results are mixed with regard to
differences in the length of father and mother
MLU, studies typically find that both mothers
and fathers are attuned to their children’s level of
linguistic proficiency, and thus adapt the
sophistication of their input based on the age
of the child.23,39

Conversation-Eliciting Speech

One domain of language that has shown to vary
consistently between mothers and fathers is the
use of conversation-eliciting utterances such as
requests for clarification and questions. Com-
pared with mothers, fathers tend to use more
clarification requests when speaking with young
children.7,23,40,41 These utterances (e.g.,
“What?” or “Huh?”) are challenging as they
require the child to repeat his or her previous
utterance and make himself or herself under-
stood. Repetition presumably allows the child
to practice his or her newly acquired vocabulary

and thus it would be expected that fathers who
more frequently request clarification would
have children with better vocabularies because
this gives children more opportunities to prac-
tice language with a challenging speech partner.
Clarification requests can be either nonspecific
(e.g., “What?” or “Huh?”) or specific (e.g., “You
want to go where?”).7,42 One study found that
fathers used three times as many nonspecific
requests as specific requests, whereas mothers
used more specific requests than nonspecific.7

Fathers have also been shown to ask more
questions, and particularly more wh questions,
compared with mothers.5,6,26 Wh questions are
conversation-eliciting in the sense that they
require a response from the child, often includ-
ing more than one word.Wh questions are thus
thought to be more challenging than yes-or-no
questions that can be answered in one word or
with a nonverbal gesture (e.g., nodding). One
study found that fathers were just as likely to ask
informative wh questions (e.g., “What would
you like to do next?”) as prompt questions (e.g.,
“What color is that?”) to children ages 18 to
40 months.6 Informative questions are likely to
elicit a multiword response from a child and
thus would be a beneficial context for the child
to use his or her vocabulary skills. Prompt wh
questions may also be an effective strategy in
facilitating word learning in toddlers, as these
types of questions are requests for names or
labels (e.g., “What animal is this?”).

Use of wh questions in general is associ-
ated with language development, in that
children who hear more wh questions are
better able to comprehend and produce these
question types.43 Research with mothers has
also shown that exposure to wh questions
during the second year of life predicted child-
ren’s growth in use of auxiliaries and produc-
tion of wh questions.44,45 Book reading styles
that include a higher proportion of caregiver
questions relate to higher expressive and
receptive vocabulary skills among 1.5- to
2.5-year-old children.46–48 Research using
the same population of children as the current
study, but a separate subsample, indicates that
mothers’ use of wh questions relates directly
to child vocabulary and indirectly to measures
of school readiness prior to kindergarten
entry.49 Mothers’wh questions when children
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were 36 months related to children’s concur-
rent receptive vocabulary ability which, in
turn, predicted children’s knowledge of print
concepts, letter–word identification, and
problem solving during the summer before
kindergarten.49 Little is known, however,
about whether fathers’ use of wh questions
relates to children’s vocabulary. Yet given
research that has shown that fathers use
proportionately more questions than moth-
ers, it is reasonable to predict that fathers’ use
of wh questions should also be a strong
predictor of children’s vocabulary.

PRESENT STUDY
The goal of the present study is to provide a
detailed examination of two challenging aspects
of fathers’ speech, wh questions and clarifica-
tion requests, and to examine whether variation
in fathers’ use of these types of speech relates to
children’s vocabulary ability within a low-in-
come sample. The specific research questions
are:

1. How much variability is there in the fre-
quency of fathers’ use of questions and
clarification requests with their toddlers?

2. What types of wh questions and clarification
requests do fathers use with their 2-year-old
children?

3. Does the frequency of fathers’ wh questions
and clarification requests relate to children’s
vocabulary?

METHODS

Participants

Forty-one African American fathers and their
24-month-old children (22 girls, 19 boys) par-
ticipated in the present study. The sample for
the current study was drawn from a larger
longitudinal study of low-income families
who were part of the National Evaluation of
Early Head Start. Fathers were included in the
current sample if they were African American,
they participated in the interaction with their
child at 24 months, and their children still
remained in the study at the start of kindergar-
ten. Fathers in the current sample were on
average 29 years of age (range ¼ 18 to 52;

standard deviation [SD] ¼ 8.96) and had an
average of a high-school education (mean [M]
years of education ¼ 12.5; range ¼ 10 to 16;
SD ¼ 1.47). Sixty-three percent of fathers re-
ported living permanently with their child, and
the other 37% reported nonresidential status.
Sixty-six percent of the fathers reported that
they were their child’s biological father; the
other 44% of the sample reported that they were
the primary father figure in the child’s life but
not the biological father.

Procedure

When children were 24months old, fathers and
their children were videotaped in their homes
for 10 minutes of semistructured free play using
the contents of three bags. The dyads were
given Eric Carle’s The Very Busy Spider in bag 1;
a toy pizza and phone in bag 2; and a toy farm
with animals, a farmer, and a tractor in bag 3.
Fathers were asked to sit with their child on a
blanket, ignore the camera, and play with the
contents of each bag. They were told that they
could divide the 10 minutes as they liked.

When the child was the same age, fathers
also participated in an interview with the experi-
menter in which demographic information was
collected. The McArthur-Bates Communicative
Development Inventory (CDI) was then filled
out by the target child’s mother.50 This instru-
ment provides a measure of the child’s productive
vocabulary skill (M ¼ 61.07; SD ¼ 18.22).

Transcription, Coding, and Analysis

Father–child interactions were videotaped and
transcribed verbatim by trained research assis-
tants using the conventions of the Child Lan-
guage Data Exchange System.51 A second
research assistant independently verified each
transcript. The unit of transcription was the
utterance, defined as talk that ends by transition
in speaker, grammatical closure, and/or a pause.
Verbatim reading of the text from the picture
book was removed and not included in the
subsequent analyses. Automated analyses of
the transcripts using the CLAN program
yielded several measures of father and child
talk for descriptive purposes. The number of
total words (i.e., word tokens) and the number
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of total utterances used by each speaker served
as measures of quantity of talk, and the number
of different words (i.e., word types) served as a
measure of lexical diversity.

From the transcripts, we identified and
marked each father utterance that contained a
question or clarification request. Questions fell
into the following mutually exclusive, exhaus-
tive categories: wh, yes-or-no, indirect direc-
tive, tag, follow-up, choice, and other. Table 1
defines each question type including examples
in further detail. We also coded any requests by
the father for the child to clarify his or her
previous utterance (e.g., “What did you say?”),
distinguishing between nonspecific (“Huh?”)
and specific requests (“What did you say you
wanted to play with?”). As clarification requests
often included wh words, wh question and
clarification request categories were mutually
exclusive and coded according to intention of
the utterance. Two trained research assistants

independently coded 15% of the transcripts to
ensure reliability. A third research assistant was
consulted when discrepancies occurred. One of
the reliable research assistants then coded the
remaining transcripts.

MEASURES

Father Speech

We report the number of question utterances,
different types of wh questions, the number of
clarification request utterances (including spe-
cific and nonspecific requests), as well as the
proportion of fathers’ talk that was questions or
clarification requests, calculated by dividing the
number of questions and clarification requests
by the total number of fathers’ utterances. We
also describe the quantity (word tokens and
total utterances) and diversity (word types) of
father input.

Table 1 Father Question Types

Speech Type Definition Example

Wh Wh questions framed with

who, what, when, where, why, or how

Who Who are you calling on the phone?

What What kind of animal is that?

When When are you gonna let Daddy

play with you?

Where Where do you put this?

Why Why don’t you want to play with

the truck?

How How many pieces do you want?

Yes-or-no Questions with only yes or no as

possible response

Is that the dog?

Indirect directives Command expressed indirectly as

a question or suggestion

Why don’t you look in the bag and see?

Tag Question added to end of declarative

sentence with the intention of

receiving a response

That’s a horse, right?

Follow-up A question following another question

reinforcing that a reply is expected

Where’s the pizza? Huh?

Choice Questions that give child a choice or two

or more options

Do you want it open or closed?

Other Other questions that did not fall into the

above categories

You know what?

Clarification requests Requests for child to clarify or repeat

prior utterance

Huh? What did you say?
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Child Speech

We provide measures of child speech both
during the father–child interaction, as well as
independent from the interaction. Children’s
quantity of talk during the interaction was
measured by counting the number of word
tokens and utterances. Quality of talk was
measured using the total number of unique
word types. Children’s productive vocabulary
was measured using the CDI.

RESULTS
In alignmentwith other studies using low-income
samples, we observed substantial variability in the
speech that fathers used when interacting with
their children. Fathers produced between 66 and
378 utterances (M ¼ 219.80; SD ¼ 67.80)
during the 10-minute interaction, with the
diversity (M word types ¼ 155.63; SD ¼ 34.41)
and quantity (M word tokens ¼ 650.98; SD
¼ 228.23) of speech also varying across fathers.
We also observed variability in children’s speech.
Children produced between 10 and 174 utter-
ances (M ¼ 71.43; SD ¼ 36.21), between
2 and 422 word tokens (M ¼ 116.62; SD
¼ 84.14) and between 1 and 114 word types
(M ¼ 47.04; SD ¼ 26.49).

Our first research aim was to describe the
variability in fathers’ use of questions and
clarification requests. Fathers asked between
6 and 110 questions (M ¼ 49.10; SD
¼ 23.34), comprising 22.3% (SD ¼ 4.7%)
of fathers’ total utterances, on average. Every
father asked at least two different types
of questions, with some fathers using every
question type of the eight categories
coded. Table 2 describes the different
types of questions fathers posed to their
children, and shows that yes-or-no questions
occurred most frequently, followed by wh
questions. Fathers, on average, posed
17.10 wh questions (SD ¼ 10.53) to their
children, although fathers varied in their
wh question use (range ¼ 2 to 38). Wh
questions comprised 8.7% of fathers’ total
speech with children. As predicted, fathers
also requested their children to clarify their
prior utterance (M ¼ 3.29 requests; SD
¼ 3.57). Clarification requests made up
1.5% of fathers’ speech.

To gain a better sense of the types of
challenging language directed to 2-year-old
children, our second research question explored
the specific types of wh questions and clarifica-
tion requests that fathers used with their chil-
dren. Fathers most often used what questions
(i.e., “What kind of animal is that?”), and less
often used how or where questions (Table 2).
What questions comprised 75% of the wh
questions posed by fathers. Although fathers
used both specific and nonspecific clarification
requests, 95.6% of clarification requests were
nonspecific.

Finally, we explored how fathers’ wh
questions and clarification requests related
to children’s vocabulary. We examined rela-
tions between both the raw frequencies and
proportions of father speech to control for
fathers’ total amount of talk (Table 3). We
found that fathers who used more clarification
requests had children who used more words
(r ¼ 0.33; p ¼ 0.03) and more diverse speech
(r ¼ 0.32; p ¼ 0.04) during the interaction.
These relationships were also present, and
stronger, after controlling for fathers’ total
utterances by using proportions. Further,
the relation between number of father wh
questions and child vocabulary use was
also positive, but marginally significant
(r ¼ 0.26; p ¼ 0.10).

Table 2 Descriptive Statistics of Father
Question Types

Type of Question Mean SD Range

Wh 17.1 10.53 2–38

Who 1.18 1.56 0–6

What 12.9 8.61 0–32

When 0.05 0.32 0–2

Where 2.28 3.49 0–14

Why 0.22 0.53 0–2

How 0.75 1.43 0–7

Yes-or-no 20.9 12.29 1–54

Choice 0.12 0.33 0–1

Follow-up 2 2.28 0–10

Indirect directives 1.51 2.15 0–9

Tag 1.78 3.38 0–19

Other 0.37 0.83 0–4

SD, standard deviation.
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Significant associations were also observed
between father speech and children’s productive
vocabularies, as measured by the CDI. Specifi-
cally, the number of wh questions (r ¼ 0.33;
p ¼ 0.04) as well as the proportion of wh
questions out of total utterances (r ¼ 0.47;
p ¼ 0.002) both related to children’s CDI
scores. The relationship between other types
of questions and productive vocabulary was not
present, suggesting that wh questions might
provide unique opportunities to foster child-
ren’s vocabulary development. For example, the
number or proportion of yes-or-no questions
did not relate to children’s CDI, nor did the
number of different question types, total num-
ber of questions, or total number of clarification
requests.

DISCUSSION
The present study describes variability in father
speech among a low-income sample and shows
that two types of speech that have been previ-
ously shown to be prevalent in fathers’ input,wh
questions and clarification requests, relate to
2-year-old children’s vocabulary skills. We
based our predictions and analyses on two lines
of prior research. Prior literature pointed to the
fact that fathers tend to be more challenging
communicative partners than mothers, and
specifically that they use more conversation-
eliciting utterances such as wh questions and
clarification requests. In a separate literature
examining only mothers, these two types of
speech have been shown to relate to children’s

productive vocabulary; these utterances allow
children to practice their developing vocabulary
either by labeling an object in response to a wh
question or repeating their prior utterance to
make themselves understood. Our analysis,
however, was the first to demonstrate that
fathers’ challenging communicative speech re-
lates to children’s developing vocabulary skills
as measured both during a father–child inter-
action and by an independent assessment.

Our descriptive analyses indicated that
there was wide variation in the quantity of
speech fathers directed toward children, and
also in the number of wh questions and
clarification requests. Although a large body
of literature suggests that increases in a fam-
ily’s socioeconomic status relates to increases
in the quantity and quality of input, our
results also indicate that within a socioeco-
nomically homogenous sample there still
remains large variability in fathers’ commu-
nicative styles. For instance, we found that the
number of utterances directed toward chil-
dren ranged from 66 to 378. In contrast, some
aspects of father speech were not as variable.
Fathers mainly used what questions and more
rarely used who, where, when, why, and how
questions. For 2-year-old children, what
questions are appropriately challenging in
the sense that they elicit object labels and
serve as important opportunities to learn and
reinforce new vocabulary words. Fathers also
asked more nonspecific clarification requests
than specific requests, which is in line with
prior literature.7,41

Table 3 Relationships between Father and Child Speech

Child Speech

Word Types Word Tokens CDI

Father speech

Wh questions (n) 0.26� 0.23 0.33†

Proportion wh questions 0.24 0.18 0.47‡

Yes-or-no questions �0.1 �0.06 0.03

Total questions 0.1 0.13 0.08

Clarification requests (n) 0.33† 0.45‡ �0.09

Proportion clarification requests 0.37 0.47‡ 0.09

Pearson correlations between father speech and three measures of child speech: diversity (word types), quantity
(word tokens), and productive vocabulary (CDI). CDI, McArthur-Bates communicative development inventory.
�p < 0.10.
†p < 0.05.
‡p < 0.01.
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We also found evidence that fathers’ use of
wh questions and clarification requests related to
various measures of child vocabulary. Based on
past research demonstrating that fathers used
more clarification requests than mothers, and
that children talked more and used more diverse
vocabulary with fathers,5 we predicted that clar-
ification requests would relate to these measures
of child speech. Indeed, we found that fathers
who used more clarification requests had children
who talked more and used more diverse vocabu-
lary during the same 10-minute interaction. We
also found that fathers’ use ofwh questions related
to children’s productive vocabulary measured via
the CDI that was not dependent on father speech
during the same interaction. This is important to
emphasize because although prior work shows
that wh questions elicit an immediate, more
complex response from children,5 the current
study suggests that these utterances also seem
to foster general productive vocabulary skills
among 24-month-old children. It is also impor-
tant to note that the number or proportion of yes-
or-no questions did not relate to children’s vo-
cabulary.Comparedwith yes-or-no questions,wh
questions require children to respond in a more
sophisticated manner; thus, conversations includ-
ing wh questions might be a unique opportunity
to develop 2-year-old children’s vocabulary skills.
It is yet to be determinedhow fathers’whquestion
use might continue to relate to children’s vocabu-
lary development beyond 24months of age, and is
something that should be pursued in future work.

IMPLICATIONS AND
RECOMMENDATIONS
From our analyses, we offer two broad recom-
mendations for clinicians. First, our findings
indicate that father input matters for children’s
language development. It is important to em-
phasize that the linguistic role that fathers play
in children’s vocabulary development may be
slightly different from the roles that mothers
play, but still important. Although the input
that both mothers and fathers offer may differ
in certain respects, neither source should be
ignored when studying how children’s language
is influenced by experience and social interac-
tion. In general, previous research has shown
that compared with fathers, mothers provide

greater quantities of input, and in some cases
more complex input. Quantity and complexity
of speech have both been shown in prior work to
be associated with children’s rate and size of
vocabulary. Our analyses highlight the impor-
tance of fathers by showing how their challeng-
ing communicative style compared with
mothers facilitates children’s vocabulary devel-
opment as well.

Rather than just including mothers in
intervention efforts, fathers may have the po-
tential to play a powerful role for children who
have language delays or are at risk for later
language or literacy deficits. Conversations with
fathers may serve as an opportunity to facilitate
2-year-old children’s vocabulary skills by re-
quiring them to restate utterances in more
intelligible ways or answer questions using
multiword responses. Clinicians and practi-
tioners should be aware of the strengths that
each parent brings to social interactions with
children and use these strengths when develop-
ing family-based interventions. Although our
conclusion is that fathers, on average, tend to be
more challenging communicative partners than
mothers based on their use of conversation-
eliciting utterances, there still exists wide varia-
tion in fathers’ communicative styles. An im-
portant recommendation for clinicians should
be to educate fathers on strategies to become
more challenging and effective communicative
partners with young children, by using morewh
questions and clarification requests, for exam-
ple. Clinicians can then capitalize on a poten-
tially influential, and already available, source of
language for young children who may be at risk
for later language and literacy delays.

Second, although our analyses indicated
that fathers spontaneously produce challenging
conversation-eliciting utterances, it is impor-
tant to note that research has also shown that
mothers’ use of these utterances positively relate
to child language.44–49 Thus, regardless of the
speaker, conversation-eliciting utterances seem
to be particularly helpful for 2-year-old child-
ren’s vocabulary development. With this in
mind, clinicians and practitioners themselves
should consider incorporating challenging
speech such as wh questions and clarification
requests into their own clinical interventions
with young children.
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CONCLUSIONS
Research is in the initial stages of understand-
ing the important role that father input plays
in children’s language development. Our
findings add to the limited body of research
suggesting that fathers’ challenging commu-
nicative style influences children’s quantity
and diversity of speech, and provides the first
piece of evidence that this style also relates to
children’s productive vocabulary. Future re-
search should continue to extend this research
question by examining how conversation-
eliciting speech influences vocabulary beyond
age 2. Further, our analyses did not consider
factors that have been shown to influence the
quality of the interaction, such as father
educational attainment, depression, or the
context in which the interaction takes place
(e.g., semistructured toy play, book reading,
mealtime, etc.). In sum, the current study
brings attention to the important role that
social interactions between children and both
parents is for young children’s vocabulary
development, especially for children who are
at an elevated risk for later language and
literacy delays.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

This research was supported by an NIH grant
(R03 from NICHD: HD066017) to Natasha
Cabrera and Meredith Rowe. We are grateful
to Bridget Mullan for her administrative work
on this project, and to Jenessa Malin, Elizabeth
Karberg, Simone Templeton, Jeff Wang,
Sophia Castro, and Jennifer Anderson for
help with transcription and coding.

REFERENCES

1. Bruner J. The social context of language acquisi-
tion. Lang Commun 1981;1:155–178

2. Vygotsky LS. Mind in Society: The Development
of Higher Psychological Processes. Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press; 1979

3. Hoff E. How social contexts support and shape
language development. Dev Rev 2006;26:55–88

4. Gleason JB. Fathers and other strangers: men’s
speech to young children. In: Dato D, ed. Devel-
opmental Psycholinguistics: Theory and Applica-
tions. Washington, DC: Georgetown University
Press; 1975:289–297

5. Rowe ML, Coker D, Pan BA. A comparison of
fathers’ andmothers’ talk to toddlers in low-income
families. Soc Dev 2004;13:278–291

6. McLaughlin B, White D, McDevitt T, Raskin R.
Mothers’ and fathers’ speech to their young chil-
dren: similar or different? J Child Lang 1983;
10:245–252

7. TomaselloM, Conti-RamsdenG, Ewert B. Young
children’s conversations with their mothers and
fathers: differences in breakdown and repair. J
Child Lang 1990;17:115–130

8. Snow CE, Burns MS, Griffin P, eds. Preventing
Reading Difficulties in Young Children. Wash-
ington, DC: National Academies Press; 1998

9. Hart B, Risley TR. Meaningful Differences in
the Everyday Experience of Young American
Children. Baltimore, MD: Brookes Publishing;
1995

10. Hoff E. The specificity of environmental influence:
socioeconomic status affects early vocabulary de-
velopment via maternal speech. Child Dev 2003;
74:1368–1378

11. Durham RE, Farkas G, Hammer CS, Tomblin BJ,
Catts HW. Kindergarten oral language skill: a key
variable in the intergenerational transmission of
socioeconomic status. Res Soc Stratif Mobil. 2007;
25:294–305

12. Farkas G, Beron K. The detailed age trajectory of
oral vocabulary knowledge: differences by class and
race. Soc Sci Res 2004;33:464–497

13. Stanovich KE. Matthew effects in reading: some
consequences of individual differences in the
acquisition of literacy. Read Res Q 1986;
21:360–407

14. Huttenlocher J, Haight W, Bryk A, Seltzer M,
Lyons T. Early vocabulary growth: relation to
language input and gender. Dev Psychol 1991;
27:236–248

15. Pan BA, Rowe ML, Singer JD, Snow CE. Mater-
nal correlates of growth in toddler vocabulary
production in low-income families. Child Dev
2005;76:763–782

16. Tamis-LeMonda CS, Baumwell L, Cristofaro T.
Parent–child conversations during play. First Lang
2012;32:413–438

17. Dickinson DK, Tabors PO. Beginning Literacy
with Language: Young Children Learning at
Home and School. Baltimore, MD: Brookes Pub-
lishing; 2001

18. Rowe ML, Pan BA, Ayoub C. Predictors of
variation inmaternal talk to children: a longitudinal
study of low-income families. Parent Sci Pract
2005;5:285–310

19. Mensah FK, Kiernan KE. Parents’ mental health
and children’s cognitive and social development:
families in England in the Millennium Cohort
Study. Soc Psychiatry Psychiatr Epidemiol 2010;
45:1023–1035

258 SEMINARS IN SPEECH AND LANGUAGE/VOLUME 34, NUMBER 4 2013

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
: T

hi
em

e 
V

er
la

gs
gr

up
pe

. C
op

yr
ig

ht
ed

 m
at

er
ia

l.



20. Arriaga RI, Fenson L, Cronan T, Pethick SJ.
Scores on the MacArthur Communicative Devel-
opment Inventory of children from low-and mid-
dle-income families. Appl Psycholinguist 1998;
19:209–224

21. Pancsofar N, Vernon-Feagans L; The Family Life
Project Investigators. Fathers’ early contributions
to children’s language development in families from
low-income rural communities. Early Child Res Q
2010;25:450–463

22. Golinkoff RM, Ames GJ. A comparison of fathers’
and mothers’ speech with their young children.
Child Dev 1979;50:28–32

23. Rondal JA. Father’s and mothers’ speech in early
language development. J Child Lang 1980;7:
353–369

24. Davidson RG, Snow CE. Five-year-olds’ interac-
tions with fathers versus mothers. First Lang 1996;
16:223–242

25. Malone MJ, Guy RF. A comparison of mothers’
and fathers’ speech to their 3-year-old sons. J
Psycholinguist Res 1982;11:599–608

26. Leaper C, Anderson KJ, Sanders P. Moderators
of gender effects on parents’ talk to their
children: a meta-analysis. Dev Psychol 1998;
34:3–27

27. Huttenlocher J,Waterfall H, VasilyevaM, Vevea J,
Hedges LV. Sources of variability in children’s
language growth. Cognit Psychol 2010;61:
343–365

28. Ratner NB. Patterns of parental vocabulary selec-
tion in speech to very young children. J Child Lang
1988;15:481–492

29. Beals D, Tabors P. Arboretum bureaucratic and
carbohydrates: preschoolers’ exposure to rare vo-
cabulary at home. First Lang 1995;15(43, Pt 1):
57–76

30. Weizman ZO, Snow CE. Lexical input as related
to children’s vocabulary acquisition: effects of so-
phisticated exposure and support for meaning. Dev
Psychol 2001;37:265–279

31. Pancsofar N, Vernon-Feagans L. Mother and
father language input to young children: contribu-
tions to later language development. J Appl Dev
Psychol 2006;27:571–587

32. Naigles LR,Hoff-Ginsberg E.Why are some verbs
learned before other verbs? Effects of input fre-
quency and structure on children’s early verb use. J
Child Lang 1998;25:95–120

33. RoweML, Levine SC, Fisher JA, Goldin-Mead-
ow S. Does linguistic input play the same role
in language learning for children with and with-
out early brain injury? Dev Psychol 2009;45:
90–102

34. Hoff E, Naigles L. How children use input to
acquire a lexicon. Child Dev 2002;73:418–433

35. Hummel DD. Syntactic and conversational char-
acteristics of fathers’ speech. J Psycholinguist Res
1982;5:465–483

36. Kavanaugh RD, Jirkovsky AM. Parental speech to
young children: a longitudinal analysis. Merrill-
Palmer Q 1982;28:297–311

37. Hladik EG, Edwards HT. A comparative analysis of
mother-father speech in the naturalistic home envi-
ronment. J Psycholinguist Res 1984;13:321–332

38. O’BrienM,Nagle KJ. Parents’ speech to toddlers: the
effect of play context. J Child Lang 1987;14:269–279

39. Fernald A. Intonation and communicative intent in
mothers’ speech to infants: is the melody the
message? Child Dev 1989;60:1497–1510

40. Mannle S, Tomasello M. Fathers, siblings and the
bridge hypothesis. In: Nelson KE, van Kleeck A,
eds. Children’s Language, Vol. 6. Hillsdale, NJ:
Lawrence Erlbaum; 1987:23–42

41. Conti-Ramsden G, Hutcheson GD, Grove J.
Contingency and breakdown: children with SLI
and their conversations with mothers and fathers. J
Speech Hear Res 1995;38:1290–1302

42. Anselmi D, Tomasello M, Acunzo M. Young
children’s responses to neutral and specific contin-
gent queries. J Child Lang 1986;13:135–144

43. Valian V, Casey L. Young children’s acquisition of
wh-questions: the role of structured input. J Child
Lang 2003;30:117–143

44. Hoff-Ginsberg E. Some contributions of mothers’
speech to their children’s syntactic growth. J Child
Lang 1985;12:367–385

45. Rowland CF, Pine JM, Lieven EV, Theakston AL.
Determinants of acquisition order in wh-questions:
re-evaluating the role of caregiver speech. J Child
Lang 2003;30:609–635

46. Ninio A. Picture-book reading in mother-infant
dyads belonging to two subgroups in Israel. Child
Dev 1980;2:587–590

47. Blake J, Macdonald S, Bayrami L, Agosta V,
Milian A. Book reading styles in dual-parent and
single-mother families. Br J Educ Psychol 2006;76
(Pt 3):501–515

48. Fletcher KL, Cross JR, Tanney AL, Schneider M,
Finch WH. Predicting language development in
children at risk: the effects of quality and frequency
of caregiver reading. Early EducDev 2008;19:89–111

49. Cristofaro TN, Tamis-LeMonda CS. Mother-
child conversations at 36 months and at pre-kin-
dergarten: relations to children’s school readiness. J
Early Child Literacy 2012;12:68–97

50. Fenson L, Resznick S, Thal D, et al. The Mac-
Arthur Communicative Developmental Inventory.
SanDiego, CA: Singular/ThomsonLearning; 1993

51. MacWhinney B. The CHILDES Project: Tools
for Analyzing Talk. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erl-
baum Associates; 2000

FATHER INPUT/LEECH ET AL 259

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
: T

hi
em

e 
V

er
la

gs
gr

up
pe

. C
op

yr
ig

ht
ed

 m
at

er
ia

l.


