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 Parents play an important role when it comes to child language development. This study 

examines differences in lexical and syntactic alignment, in child-directed speech (CDS), between 

African American mothers and fathers from the professional- and working-class. The Hall 

(1984) corpus from the Child Language Data Exchange System (CHILDES; MacWhinney, 

1991) was used to analyze syntactic and lexical alignment in African American professional- and 

working-class parent-child dyads (children aged 4;6). We investigated the proportion of 

overlapping nouns shared between mother-child and father-child dyads, as well as differences 

between parent-child syntactic complexity scores (i.e., Mean Length of Utterance-words (MLU-

w), and Verbs per Utterance (Verbs/utt). Results revealed there to be no significant differences 

regarding lexical and syntactic alignment between the professional- and working-class families; 

however, fathers were found to produce a significantly higher average proportion of overlapping 

nouns compared to mothers. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction   

Features of Infant Directed Speech (IDS) and Child-Directed Speech (CDS 

Infant-directed speech (IDS), also referred to as “baby talk” or “motherese”, 

refers to the specific speech register that parents use when communicating with 

infants. IDS consists of various prelinguistic and acoustic characteristics that differs 

from typical adult-directed speech (ADS) since it consists of a variety of prosodic 

features such as use of a higher pitch range, slowed speech rate (Bernstein Ratner, 

1986), exaggerated intonation, shortened utterances, increased prolonged vowels, and 

larger pauses between phrases (Bernstein Ratner & Luberoff, 1984). Similarly, CDS 

involves the use of exaggerated intonation and enunciation patterns, along with 

greater vocabulary diversity, scaffolded MLU, decontextualized language (e.g., 

explanations), and a higher proportion of questions, repetitions, recasts, and 

expansions (Rowe, 2012). Child language development is highly dependent upon the 

daily exchanges between the child and their parents, therefore parental linguistic input 

is crucial to linguistic development in children. Also, studies have shown that 

children prefer to listen to IDS/CDS over ADS and that the increased attention to 

these distinct speech characteristics serves to facilitate language acquisition (Butler et 

al., 2014; Byers-Heinlein et al., 2021; Schwab & Lew Williams, 2016). 

Age-Related Effects of IDS/CDS 

The various prelinguistic and linguistic features of IDS/CDS serve as 

facilitators for language acquisition (Bernstein Ratner, 2013). However, the impact of 
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the specific IDS/CDS features is also highly dependent upon the child’s current 

developmental stage and age. For instance, IDS/CDS that utilizes a positive tone has 

been found to facilitate social interactions (Singh et al., 2002), additionally, prosodic 

speech contours and use of exaggerated intonation are most important in the earliest 

stages of the child’s life since these characteristics serve to promote joint attention, a 

prelinguistic skill (Saint-Georges et al., 2013), whereas the use of a higher pitch 

facilitates word-learning. Children start combining words into sentences between 1.5 

and 2 years of age, produce basic syntactic operations such as negation between 2 and 

3 years, and diversify their syntactic forms throughout preschool (Hoff, 2013); 

therefore, the use of diverse vocabulary and sentence expansions are likely to have 

greater effects when directed towards children who are beginning to learn the 

syntactic rules of their language. 

Quantity and Quality of IDS/CDS 

There are also specific effects of quantitative and qualitative facilitating 

aspects of IDS/CDS that aid children in linguistic competence based on their 

developmental stage. Rowe (2012) conducted a study to determine predictors of 

vocabulary growth in children between 18 and 42 months. The study revealed that the 

quantity of parental input was most essential to children at 24 months while 

qualitative aspects, such as parents’ use of lexically diverse vocabulary were more 

important to the child during their third year of life when they typically begin to use 

more words to construct syntactically coherent utterances.  
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Lexical and Syntactic Features of CDS that Aid Language Development  

A child’s vocabulary knowledge and syntactic competence can be explained 

by differences in the features of CDS that they are commonly exposed to. Recent 

findings suggest that increased exposure to IDS/CDS is associated with faster lexical 

processing and larger vocabularies in infants and toddlers from various 

socioeconomic and cultural communities (Huttenlocher et al., 2010; Shneidman et al., 

2013; Weisleder & Fernald, 2013). Determining the specific structural features of 

CDS that promote language development is necessary to understand parents' 

contributions to promote better language outcomes for their children. Research has 

found that the structural features of CDS at the word and sentence level, such as the 

use of shortened utterances and familiar sentence frames, aid children in their 

language acquisition (Snow, 1972). Research conducted by Lew-Williams, et al., 

(2011) demonstrated that parents’ use of single words with pauses, a common feature 

of CDS, ultimately supports a child’s ability to segment words. Additionally, many 

CDS utterances are heard in sentence frames, such as “Where is the_?” and “look at 

the _” (Cameron-Falukner et al., 2003). As a result, children have been revealed to 

have faster processing times of nouns that are included in these sentence frames 

compared to nouns that are heard in isolation (Fernald & Hurtado, 2006). Therefore, 

the incorporation of short and familiar sentence frames decreases the processing time 

of familiar nouns for children.  

Enriched Input and Aligned Input 

There is an inconsistency in the literature pertaining to the type of parental 

input style that best enhances a child’s language development. Parents are often 
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encouraged to provide their young language learning children with enriched language 

environments to support their cognitive development and promote school readiness 

(Leffel & Suskind, 2013). The literature also states that language learning occurs as a 

result of providing children with input that is “fine-tuned” to the child’s current 

linguistic level (Leung et al., 2021). A parent who is attempting to provide quality 

input might believe that the closer their input is to the child’s, the more helpful they 

are in enhancing the child’s language skills. On the other hand, parents may believe 

that if they provide linguistically enriched input, they are also serving to advance their 

child’s linguistic development. 

Presumably, the differences in types of input provided by mothers and fathers 

is due to differences in how mothers and fathers perceive the utility of their language 

input. For instance, fathers have been found to provide linguistic input that is at a 

higher complexity level than their child’s, due to the belief that if they bombard their 

child with linguistically complex input, the child will be better off. This notion is 

known as the Bridge Hypothesis (Gleason, 1975) which claims that fathers present 

their children with more communicative challenges that help prepare them for 

communication with less familiar adults. Therefore, fathers perceive their role to be 

one that prompts their child to reach higher levels of success even if it temporarily 

challenges the child’s comprehension (Rowe et al., 2004; Tamis-LeMonda et al., 

2013). Conversely, mothers adjust the lexical and syntactic characteristics of their 

CDS to increase in complexity and length as the child develops linguistic competence 

(Huttenlocher et al., 2010). This notion is related to the “linguistic fine-tuning” 

hypothesis, which claims that if parents increase the complexity of their input at the 
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same rate that children are acquiring their linguistic knowledge, then input may 

remain at the highest level of complexity necessary to support language development 

(Vygotsky, 1978). Therefore, mothers perceive their role to be one that provides a 

feeling of security by avoiding situations where the child's current knowledge would 

be challenged, while still stimulating the child (Rowe et al., 2004). As a result, the 

mother’s input is often aligned to the child’s comprehension level. Mothers believe 

that children cannot easily learn from input that is difficult to understand, and that 

adjusting language input to support the child’s comprehension should make learning 

easier for the child. However, it is important to note that alignment and enrichment 

are not mutually exclusive concepts. A longitudinal analysis of parental CDS can 

reveal whether parents are able to demonstrate instances of providing the child with 

enriched input that also considers the current linguistic level of the child.  

As previously mentioned, mothers and fathers have differences in their 

perceived roles as it relates to their child’s language development. However, what is 

the balance between providing the child with enriched input and aligned input? If the 

input provided by the mother is not enriched this may be due to her trying to 

accommodate for the child’s current comprehension level through linguistic 

alignment. If the input provided by the father is highly enriched, this may be due to 

the father attempting to serve as a “bridge” to expose the child to more complex 

language that they are likely to encounter from unfamiliar communication partners. 

Therefore, this paper will examine differences in input provided by mothers and 

fathers from the African American community and seek to identify how these 

differences intersect with SES. The following sections will explore maternal and 
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paternal input and SES-related differences between mothers and fathers' speech to 

their children. 

Maternal and Paternal Linguistic Input 

Parents of early language learners serve as the child’s consistent language 

model during the first few years of the child’s life. However, the child language 

development literature primarily focuses on mothers’ input to children. As a result, 

the impact of fathers’ input to children is an understudied topic although both mothers 

and fathers play a crucial role in child language development (Carlson & Magnuson, 

2011). Additionally, many studies limit their research to analyze parental input to 

children during dyadic contexts, although triadic parental input provides valuable 

information pertaining to the combined effects of mother-child and father-child 

interactions that influence language development (Fosco & Grych, 2013). Also, 

inclusion of the study of both parents is essential to understand given the recent 

COVID-19 pandemic, which has changed the parents' presence in the home and 

substantially increased the mother-child and father-child interaction time spent in the 

home environment (Shafer et al., 2020).  

Previous research pertaining to differences in mothers’ and fathers’ use of 

diverse vocabulary have been mixed. O’Brien (1987) and Rowe et al. (2004) found 

no differences in mothers’ and fathers’ use of vocabulary to their 1;6 to 2;5-year-old 

children during free play. More recent studies conducted by Pancsofar & Vernon-

Feagans (2006) and Kwon et al., (2013) found that paternal lexical diversity was as 

high, if not higher, than that from mothers when controlling for amount of input. 

Bernstein Ratner (1988) studied eight mother–father–child triads, aged 1;6 to 2;0, 
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during free play situations and found that paternal input was characterized by an 

increased use of rare vocabulary and a decreased use of common vocabulary when 

compared to the mothers' speech. Additionally, many studies have found fathers to be 

more challenging communication partners than mothers due to increased usage of 

clarifications, repetitions, and low frequency words (Tamis-LeMonda et al., 2013). 

Studies that looked at parental use of syntactically complex utterances in their 

CDS has also yielded inconsistent findings. McLaughlin et al. (1983) and Rondal 

(1980) studied 24 children who were 18 months to 36 months and found that fathers 

had an overall shorter MLU than mothers. However, more relatively recent studies 

have been unable to replicate this finding (Pancsofar & Vernon-Feagans, 2006; Rowe 

et al., 2004; Tamis-LeMonda et al., 2013).   

Overall, fathers are considered to provide more challenging input to their 

children. For example, fathers have been found to encourage children to engage in 

more complex back-and-forth exchanges with more wh- questions and explicit 

clarification requests than mothers (Rowe et al., 2004). Moreover, their interactional 

style as well as language input have been linked to children’s vocabulary and 

academic outcomes (Leech et al., 2013; Tamis-LeMonda et al., 2013). Some studies 

have identified an influence of fathers’ language on children’s vocabulary and 

literacy outcomes, even after accounting for contributions of mothers’ language input, 

thus suggesting that fathers provide a unique contribution to the child’s language 

input. Tamis-LeMonda et al. (2012) examined the language input of 50 mothers and 

fathers during a play interaction with their two-year-old children. Their findings 

suggested that although mothers’ MLU was the strongest predictor of children’s 
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language, fathers’ number of different kinds of utterances was also associated with 

children’s language, after controlling for mothers’ language variables.  

The Social Pragmatic Theory and Parental Contingent Responsiveness 

The social pragmatic theory of language acquisition states that learning new 

words takes place when a child is engaged in shared interactions with mature 

language users who have powerful social cognitive skills (Tomasello, 2000). This 

theory suggests that it is the parents’ contingent responsiveness to the child’s 

communication attempts that promote language learning and language competence 

amongst early language learners. Contingent responsiveness refers to the back-and-

forth conversations between the parent and the child where the parent is following the 

child’s lead through use of expansions, repetitions, and comments about the child’s 

language use (Dunst, 1990). Parental use of contingent responsiveness in CDS has 

been found to benefit child syntactic and lexical development (Che et al., 2018). Also, 

parents who are more verbally responsive and engaged with their child are ultimately 

providing more input to their child, which in turn provides the child with a more 

frequent linguistic model. 

Maternal and Paternal Use of Repetition in Linguistic Input 

Parents who provide their children with linguistic input that consists of 

content overlap (defined as the repetition of some or all the child’s utterances) have 

been shown to promote language acquisition by providing linguistic input that is 

immediately relevant to the child’s linguistic output. Che et al. (2018) conducted a 

study to determine whether the presence of content overlap in mothers’ speech 
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predicted gains in the child’s Mean Length Utterance (MLU), Developmental 

Sentence Score (DSS), and vocabulary diversity. The researchers found that maternal 

repetition in the form of overlap at 20 months of age predicted gains in the child’s 

MLU and vocabulary diversity at 32 months. This form of contingent responsiveness 

not only reinforces the child’s communicative attempts but also promotes language 

competency by causing the child to experience feelings of reward when they hear 

their words repeated by others.   

Nevertheless, a child’s own language proficiency has also been shown to 

influence parents’ use of repetition in their CDS. Schwab (2018) investigated the 

repetition of words in CDS during play interactions between African American 

fathers of 2-year-old children from low-income households. The researchers found 

that fathers adjusted their repetition according to the child’s vocabulary knowledge 

and that repetition in communicative input was increased for children with smaller 

vocabularies when compared to input to children with larger vocabularies. 

Additionally, Andersson (2016) found that as parents’ use of self-repetitions 

decreased, children’s language proficiency and vocabulary knowledge increased. In 

turn, parents began to increase content overlap in their CDS, thus demonstrating that 

the parents modify their language input based on their child’s developing needs. 

Similarly, Conica et al. (2020) investigated mothers’ and fathers’ use of content 

overlap with their 2-year-old children. The results revealed there to be no significant 

differences in the mothers’ and fathers’ usage of content overlap for 2-year-olds. 

However, the parents of children who had less diverse vocabularies incorporated 

more repetitions of the child’s utterances than the mothers and fathers of children 
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who had more diverse vocabularies. This indicates that parents' use of content overlap 

is sensitive to the quality of the child’s current language and that parental language 

input is adjusted to align with the child’s language abilities (Song et al., 2013).   

SES and Linguistic Input 

Differences in Linguistic Input Across SES Groups 

There is a substantial amount of variation in the language environments of children 

across different SES backgrounds, which in turn affects the development of language 

and communication skills of these children. Additionally, cultural, and demographic 

factors may impact the quantity and the quality of speech directed to children 

(Bergelson et al., 2018). Hart & Risley (2003) conducted the seminal research of 

SES-related differences of language input which estimated that children who come 

from low-SES households that are not linguistically enriched, hear 30 million fewer 

words by the time they reach the age of 4. As a result, many children who come from 

these low-SES families may perform more poorly on standardized measures of 

expressive and receptive language. Hirsh-Pasek et al. (2015) found striking disparities 

in the syntactic development of 5-year-old children from low-SES homes, since they 

had syntax comprehension scores that were not significantly different from 3-year-old 

children from higher-SES households. These included a 2-year gap on age-

appropriate proficiency for comprehension of wh-questions and embedded clauses.  

Research has found that parents from middle- and upper-class SES 

backgrounds expose their children to significantly higher quality and quantity of 

linguistic input that contains greater lexical diversity, more syntactic complexity, and 
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a larger proportion of conversation-eliciting questions than parents from lower-SES 

backgrounds (Pace et al., 2017; Romeo et al., 2018; Schwab & Lew-Williams, 2016), 

thus suggesting a triadic relationship among language quantity, language quality and 

language acquisition. Research has also found that input provided by parents from 

lower-SES backgrounds may contain increased usage of directives and decreased 

usage of a variety of grammatical and lexical features (Hoff, 2013).   

Nevertheless, while the vocabulary and syntactic skills of children from low-

income homes tend to, on average, lag compared those of their peers from more 

advantaged income backgrounds, studies have found there to be substantial variability 

in these children’s skills. For instance, some children from lower-income homes score 

as high as or higher than their peers from higher-income homes on standardized 

measures of language (Arriaga et al., 1998).  

Parental Linguistic Input from Low-SES Backgrounds 

The research has been very clear regarding the general impact of SES on CDS 

(Schwab & Lew-Williams, 2016; Rowe, 2012); however, very few studies have 

investigated CDS differences in mothers and fathers from lower-income families 

despite substantial variation within this population. Presumably, the individual 

differences in language abilities for children from low-income backgrounds are 

attributed to differences in parental input across and within SES groups. A 

comparative study between maternal and paternal input will determine whether 

differences in parental input are present across SES groups.   

  SES has been shown to predict mothers’ use of diverse vocabulary input to 

the child. Notable differences have been found in the lexical diversity of maternal talk 
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to young children from low-SES families (Song et al., 2013). For instance, in a 

sample of low-SES mothers of children between 14 and 36 months of age, maternal 

input varied in the amount and diversity of words spoken to their children (Rowe et 

al., 2005). Additionally, research has shown that maternal lexical input predicts 

vocabulary growth, as well as a child’s literacy skills (Pan et al., 2005). SES-

differences in parental input also appear to be predictive of the child’s grammatical 

and lexical development. For instance, Cristofaro & Tamis-LeMonda (2011) used an 

ethnically diverse sample of 75 low-income mother-child dyads and found that 

mothers’ wh- questions, as well as diversity of words or word forms, predicted 

children’s vocabulary scores at 36 months. Similarly, Tompkins et al. (2017), 

analyzed 49 mother-child dyads and found that mothers’ inferential yes/no questions 

predicted 4-year-olds vocabulary growth over six months; however, more specific 

inferential wh- questions did not.   

Conversely, very little is known about the contribution of low-income fathers’ 

input to children’s language development. However, more recent studies have begun 

looking at this population to determine variability of input. Salo et al. (2013) analyzed 

use of conversation-eliciting speech in forty-one African American fathers of two-

year-old children from low-income households. Specifically, variability in the 

fathers’ use of questions and clarification requests was investigated and the results 

revealed that every father asked at least two different types of questions, with some 

fathers using every question type of seven categories (i.e., wh-, yes/no, indirect 

directive, tag, follow-up, and choice). However, the use of wh- and yes/no questions, 

as well as clarification requests was most frequently identified in fathers’ speech to 
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their children. Additionally, the researchers analyzed the specific type of challenging 

language fathers directed towards their child and found that fathers frequently used 

“what” questions (e.g., “what kind of animal is that?”) and rarely used “how” or 

“where” questions. Further, a positive correlation was found between fathers’ use of 

wh-question and clarification requests and child lexical diversity.  

Motivation and Hypotheses for the Current Study 

As an African American in the field of Speech-Language Pathology who 

refers to the CDS literature to inform clinical decisions, as well as guide 

recommendations provided to parents/caregivers, the current literature does not often 

represent the community that I serve. In order to best advise these families, the 

literature must be inclusive of their cultural and linguistic backgrounds. Additionally, 

the majority of the research that pertains to the African American community has 

been found to emphasize a deficit-based perspective in regard to the input and output 

provided by these families. These disparities are oftentimes derived by research that 

does not consider cultural and linguistic differences that exist within or between these 

groups. A question that remains is whether the “disparities” that have been observed 

within this community, pertaining to parental linguistic input, are related to SES-

related factors, parental gender differences, and/or cultural/racial differences in 

parental interaction styles. Differences observed within these communities must be 

carefully considered before one can extend generalized claims to represent an entire 

social-class or racial group that are based on data that is not representative of the 

community in question. In order to know how to best support families from these 

communities, we must consider the various factors that influence their behaviors.   
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This study will analyze linguistic alignment between parents and children 

within the African American community and whether it differs based on SES and 

parent gender. A question that remains is how lexically and syntactically aligned are 

African American parents of children in working- and professional-class households. 

For the purposes of this master’s thesis, lexical alignment will be defined as a close 

overlap of shared nouns between each parent and their child. A parent will be 

considered to be lexically aligned to their child if there is a high proportion of shared 

nouns between the parent and the child, whereas a parent will be considered to be less 

lexically aligned if there is not as much overlap between their noun usage and their 

child’s. Syntactic alignment will be defined as the difference between the parent’s 

and the child’s syntactic complexity scores (i.e., Mean Length of Utterance-words 

(MLU-w) and Verbs per Utterance (Verbs/Utt).  

Investigating the concept of lexical and syntactic alignment between these two 

social classes will provide insight towards the specific types of nouns and syntactic 

features these children are exposed to, as well as provide insight pertaining to how 

parents use language to further promote and facilitate child language development. 

Given the findings from previous research on the “fine-tuning” hypothesis and social 

pragmatic theory, we hypothesize that the mother-child analysis will reveal there to 

be more lexical overlap in shared nouns between their children than in father-child 

speech. Parents' use of lexical content overlap may be sensitive to the quality of the 

child’s current language abilities; therefore, mothers may be more lexically aligned 

than fathers to their child’s language since they have been shown to be sensitive to 

their child’s linguistic competence level. Also, given previous findings that parents 
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from middle- and upper-class SES backgrounds use significantly more syntactically 

complex utterances in their CDS than parents from lower-SES backgrounds (Pace et 

al., 2017; Romeo et al., 2018; Schwab & Lew-Williams, 2016) we hypothesized that 

the working-class parents would demonstrate closer syntactic alignment to their 

children compared to the professional-class parents.  

Research Questions 

This master’s thesis will address the following research questions:  

 How do mothers’ and fathers’ input to 4-year-old children differ by SES within the 

African American community?   

1. What proportion of nouns are shared between mother-child and father-child 

dyads from African American professional- and working-class families?  

2. How syntactically aligned are parent-child dyads from African American 

professional- and working-class families on measures of Mean Length of 

Utterance in words (MLU-W) and Verbs per Utterance (Verbs/Utt)?   
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Chapter 2: Participants 
 

 

The Hall (1984) corpus from the Child Language Data Exchange System 

(CHILDES; MacWhinney, 1991) was selected for this analysis. The Hall corpus is a 

major corpus containing files from Black and White children and parents from both 

professional and working-class families. This corpus was originally developed to 

examine each child’s vocabulary usage across multiple situations (home, school, 

dinner, etc.). The original data consist of 40 typically developing preschool-aged (4;6 

to 5;0) children, as well as their mothers and/or fathers, who were divided based on 

race and SES as follows: 10 professional-class Black families, 10 professional-class 

White families, 10 working-class Black families, and 10 working-class White 

families. Attending a federally funded preschool categorized a child as being a part of 

the working-class group, while enrollment in a private preschool categorized a child 

as being a part of the professional-class group. The twenty families from the working- 

and profession-class White families were speakers of mainstream American English 

(MAE), while the working- and professional-class Black families code-switched 

between MAE and African American English (AAE).  

For the purposes of this master’s thesis, transcripts obtained from the Black 

professional- (n=10) and working-class (n=10) families will be included for data 

analysis. This study analyzed linguistic alignment amongst 32 parent-child dyads.  
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Chapter 3: Methods 
Audio recordings of naturalistic conversational language samples were 

collected over the span of two consecutive days for each child. Each child wore a 

shirt/vest that contained a radio-microphone to record an average of 5 to 8 hours’ 

worth of naturalistic conversations. This is a valued approach since short parent-child 

interactions typically do not reflect the full range of everyday interactions between 

parents and their children. Additionally, research conducted since the Hall data were 

collected suggests that short, structured dyadic interactions overestimate the quantity 

of speech directed toward children (Bergelson et al., 2018).  

Although the parents did not wear microphones, their speech was picked up 

via an extra channel provided by a second microphone that was worn by the primary 

investigator. Each conversation was distributed among 10 different speaking 

situations: before school, in-transit to school, transition to the classroom, classroom 

free play, classroom directed activity, snack time, in-transit from school to home, 

before dinner, dinner, and before bed. Each speaking situation was approximately 15 

to 20 minutes in length. However, only the dinner time situations were included in 

data analysis to account for relevant parent-child interactions.  

Computerized Language Analysis (CLAN) Metrics  

The audio recordings for each of the naturalistic conversations were 

transcribed in the CHAT (Codes for the Human Analysis of Transcripts) file format 

using TalkBank utilities (MacWhinney, 2000). CHAT is a software program that 

analyzes language samples using a set of rules. CLAN has language sample analysis 

programs that analyze transcripts created with the CHAT format. The initial 
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transcripts were transcribed in Dr. Hall’s lab. Graduate assistants from the Child 

Language Assessment Project Lab at the University of Maryland - College Park, re-

organized the transcripts to align the audio recordings with each situational context. 

CLAN was then used to obtain lexical and syntactic alignment measures for each 

child, mother, and father in the working- and professional-class Black families during 

the dinner time situational contexts. Each transcript contained two different dinner 

time situations across the span of the two days each child was followed and recorded.  

As described by MLU rules (Brown, 1973), partially unintelligible utterances 

produced by the parents and the child were excluded from the analysis. The data only 

account for child-directed speech produced by the parents. Therefore, speech 

produced by the investigator, as well as the child’s overheard speech, such as 

conversations between the investigator and the parents, were excluded. 

Operational Definition of Lexical Alignment Across SES Groups 

Lexical alignment was analyzed based on parent gender across each SES 

group. Lexical alignment was defined as the overlap of shared nouns between each 

mother-child and father-child dyad from the professional- and working-class families. 

A SES group was categorized as being closely aligned to their child’s lexicon if there 

was an overall higher average proportion of overlapping nouns between the parents 

and their child compared to parents of the same gender across SES groups. However, 

a SES group was considered to be less lexically aligned if there was an overall lower 

average proportion of overlapping nouns between the parents and their child 

compared to the parents of the same gender across SES groups. 
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Measurement of Lexical Alignment across SES Groups  

The below CLAN FREQ command was used to generate an alphabetical list 

of nouns used by the children, mothers, and fathers of the 10 professional- and 

working-class families, during the dinner time situations: 

*CHI Nouns: freq +t*CHI +t%mor +s"n|*"  

*MOT Nouns: freq +t*MOT +t%mor +s"n|*"  

*FAT Nouns: freq +t*FAT +t%mor +s"n|*"   

The lists obtained from the families were then analyzed for overlapping nouns found 

between the mother-child and father-child dyads. The proportion of overlapping 

lemmas (e.g., break, broke, etc.), as well as regular plural nouns (e.g., apple vs 

apples) and irregular plural nouns (e.g., foot vs feet) were also included in the data 

analysis to ensure that forms of the same lexemes and nouns were considered the 

same word if shared between the parent and their child. The overlapping plural nouns 

and lexemes were matched in the % mor tier in the CLAN frequency analysis. Also, 

proper nouns, such as names of family members, were excluded from the data 

analysis.  

 The proportion of shared nouns for each parent-child dyad was first 

calculated by summing the total number of nouns that were shared between the parent 

and the child. Next, the total number of shared nouns was divided by the total number 

of nouns found in the child’s vocabulary using the following formula: 
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The obtained percentage value was then interpreted as the proportion of the parent’s 

nouns that overlapped with that of the child’s.  

Operational Definition of Syntactic Alignment across SES Groups 

Syntactic alignment was analyzed based on parent gender and SES group. 

Syntactic alignment was defined as having a smaller difference score between the 

parent’s and the child’s syntactic complexity scores (i.e., Mean Length of Utterance-

words (MLU-w) and Verbs per Utterance (Verbs/Utt). Specifically, a SES group was 

considered to be closely aligned with the child’s syntactic output if the difference 

between the parent-child dyads of one SES group was smaller compared to the other 

parent-child dyads of the same parent gender across SES groups (e.g., professional-

class mother-child difference scores vs working-class mother-child difference 

scores).  

Measurement of Syntactic Alignment across SES Groups 

To measure syntactic alignment, the CLAN KIDEVAL utility was used to 

obtain the participants’ MLU-w, and Verbs/Utt scores. MLU-w can be used as a 

measure of the speaker's gross language development since it has been proven to be 

an effective measurement of a child’s morphological and syntactic development 

(Parker & Broroson, 2005). Verbs/Utt was used as a proxy for syntactic complexity 

as it is used to measure the number of verbs, copulas, and past or present participles 

(that appear with auxiliaries) in the input. The MLU-w and Verbs/utt scores for each 

parent and their child were subtracted to determine the difference in syntactic 
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alignment between each of the parent-child dyads across SES groups using the 

following formula: 

 

*MOT MLUw- *CHI MLUw   

*FAT MLUw- *CHI MLUw  

*MOT Verbs/utt - *CHI Verbs/utt 

*FAT Verbs/utt- *CHI Verbs/utt 

Smaller obtained difference values in MLU-w and Verbs/utt were then interpreted as 

indicating a closer syntactic alignment between the parent and their child. 

Data Analysis: Lexical and Syntactic Alignment across SES Groups 

To address the first research question, the total number of overlapping nouns 

for each parent was divided by the total number of nouns found in the child’s 

vocabulary. A series of two-sample equal variance assumption t-tests was used to 

compute and compare the average proportion of overlapping nouns between the 

mothers from the professional- (n=9) and working-class (n=10) families, as well as 

the fathers across the professional- (n=8) and working-class (n=1). Data analysis 

comparisons for the average proportion of overlapping nouns was excluded for the 

professional- and working-class fathers due to low statistical power given the lack of 

data, and only mothers were analyzed. See Appendix B for paternal alignment data.  

 To address the second research question, a series of two sample equal 

variance t-tests were used to average and compare MLU-w and Verbs/utt difference 

scores for mother-child dyads across the professional- (n=9) and working-class 

(n=10) families, as well as father-child dyads across the professional- (n=8) and 
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working-class (n=3). However, note that more working-class fathers were present for 

an analysis of the two syntactic measures versus the lexical alignment measure (n=1). 

For the dinner situations, there were only three fathers present in the working-class 

families (i.e., participants kmf, mis, and trc). Apart from proper nouns (i.e., specific 

names of the family members present), the fathers from this group were not observed 

to produce many nouns as each father only produced one noun. Of the three fathers, 

only one father produced an overlapping noun to that of their child (i.e., “water”) and 

the nouns produced by the other fathers (i.e., “diet” and “kitchen”) were not identified 

in their child’s output, and therefore, were not considered in the data analysis. 

However, when analyzing all of the fathers for syntactic alignment, the utterances 

consisted of directives (i.e., “stop it”, “put it back”, “don’t drop it now”) and requests 

for clarifications (i.e., “say what”) which primarily consisted of verbs, thus, resulting 

in more fathers being available to analyze measures of MLU-w and Verbs/Utt 

compared to lexical overlap. 
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Chapter 4: Results 

Lexical Alignment 

Our first research question was: What proportion of nouns are shared between 

mother-child and father-child dyads from African American professional- and 

working-class families? To address this question, we calculated the proportion of the 

parents’ nouns that overlapped with those of the child’s across the two SES groups. A 

higher proportion of overlapping nouns found amongst an SES group indicated more 

lexical alignment between the parents and their child as a whole. We predicted that 

parental SES would account for differences in lexical and syntactic alignment. 

Specifically, we hypothesized that the working-class mothers would display more 

lexical overlap of nouns compared to that of the professional-class mothers. We used 

an alpha level of .05 for all statistical tests. 

 Table 1 lists the means and standard deviation (SD) values for overlapping 

nouns for mothers in the professional- and working-class groups.   

                                      n=                                 Mean                             SD 

Prof- Mothers 9 .298 .05 

Work- Mothers 10 .252 .14 

 

Table 1. Means and Standard Deviations of Maternal Overlapping Nouns  

Note. SD = Standard deviation 

 

The professional-class mothers had a higher proportion of overlapping nouns 

(M = .29, SD = .05) compared to the working-class mothers (M = .25, SD = .14); 
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however, there was no significant difference to maternal SES differences, t(17) = .93, 

p = .36. The proportions of overlapping nouns for the two maternal groups are plotted 

in Figure 1. Maternal SES was the independent variable, while the proportion of 

overlapping nouns was the dependent variable. 

Syntactic Alignment 

Our second research question was: How syntactically aligned are parent-child 

dyads from African American professional- and working-class families on measures 

of Mean Length of Utterance in words (MLU-W) and Verbs per Utterance 

(Verbs/Utt)? To address this question, we first calculated the difference scores 

between mother-child and father-child dyads from each SES group. The SES group 

that yielded the smaller parent-child difference value in MLU-w and Verbs/Utt 

indicated that that group was, on average, more syntactically aligned with their 

children as a whole. We hypothesized that the working-class parents would be more 

syntactically aligned to their children compared to the professional-class parents. 

Maternal Syntactic Alignment: MLU-w and Verbs/Utt 

We begin by using descriptive statistics to analyze maternal syntactic 

alignment for MLU-w and Verbs/Utt, followed by an analysis of paternal alignment 

of the same syntactic measures (i.e., MLU-w and Verbs/Utt). We used an alpha level 

of .05 for all statistical tests. 

 Table 2 lists the means and standard deviation (SD) values for average 

maternal MLU-w difference scores for mothers in the professional- and working-class 

groups. 
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                                      n=                                 Mean                             SD 

Prof- Mothers 9 1.38 .62 

Work- Mothers 10 1.02 .90 

Table 2. Means and Standard Deviations of Maternal MLU-w difference scores  

Note. SD = Standard deviation 

 

The results indicate that the mother-child dyads from the working-class 

families had a smaller average difference value for MLU-w (M = 1.02, SD = .90) 

compared to the professional-class mothers (M = 1.38, SD = .62); however, average 

difference values between the groups were not statistically significant, t(17) = .99, p = 

.33. The difference scores for the professional- and working-class mothers are plotted 

in Figure 2. Maternal SES was the independent variable, while the average mother-

child MLU-w difference score was the dependent variable.   

 Table 3 lists the means and standard deviation (SD) values for average 

maternal Verbs/Utt difference scores for mothers in the professional- and working-

class groups. 

                                      n=                                 Mean                             SD 

Prof- Mothers 9 .271 .14 

Work- Mothers 10 .274 .22 

Table 3. Means and Standard Deviations of Maternal Verbs/Utt difference scores  

Note. SD = Standard deviation 

 

 On average, the professional-class mothers had an smaller Verbs/Utt 

difference values (M = .271, SD = .14) compared to the working-class mothers (M = 

.274, SD = .22); however, this difference did not reach significance at α=0.05, t(17) = 
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-0.02, p = .97. The Verbs/Utt difference scores for the professional- and working-

class mothers are plotted in Figure 3. Maternal SES was the independent variable, 

while the mother-child Verbs/Utt difference scores were the dependent variable.  

Paternal Syntactic Alignment: MLU-w and Verbs/Utt 

Table 4 lists the means and standard deviation (SD) values for average 

paternal MLU-w difference scores for the fathers in the professional- and working-

class groups. 

                                      n=                                 Mean                             SD 

Prof- Fathers 8 1.4 .98 

Work- Fathers 3 .93 1.04 

Table 4. Means and Standard Deviations of Paternal MLU-w difference scores  

Note. SD = Standard deviation 

 

Similar to the working-class mothers, the results revealed that the working-

class father-child dyads had a smaller average difference value for MLU-w (M = .93, 

SD = 1.04) compared to the professional-class fathers (M = 1.4, SD = .98); however, 

average difference values between the groups were not statistically significant, t(9) = 

.73, p = .47. The average difference score for the professional- and working-class 

fathers are plotted in Figure 4. Paternal SES was the independent variable, while the 

average father-child MLU-w difference score was the dependent variable.   
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Table 5 lists the means and standard deviation (SD) values for average 

paternal Verbs/Utt difference scores for the fathers in the professional- and working-

class groups. 

                                      n=                                 Mean                             SD 

Prof- Fathers 8 .30 .37 

Work- Fathers 3 .38 .25 

Table 5. Means and Standard Deviations of Paternal Verbs/Utt difference scores  

Note. SD = Standard deviation 

 

Similar to the professional-class mothers, the fathers from the professional-

class had an overall smaller average Verbs/Utt difference score (M = .30, SD = .37) 

compared to the working-class fathers (M = .38, SD = .25); however, these results for 

SES-related differences in paternal syntactic alignment are not statistically 

significant, t(9) = -0.3, p = .77. The difference scores for the professional- and 

working-class fathers are plotted in Figure 5. Paternal SES was the independent 

variable, while the average father-child Verbs/Utt difference score was the dependent 

variable.  
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Figure 1. Box plots showing the average proportion of maternal overlapping nouns 

for the professional-class and working-class parent-child dyads 

 

 

Figure 2. Box plots showing the average Maternal MLU-w difference score for the 

professional-class and working-class parent-child dyads 
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Figure 3. Box plots displaying the Maternal Verbs/Utt difference score for the 

professional-class and working-class parent-child dyads 

 

 

Figure 4. Box plots showing the paternal MLU-w difference score for the 

professional-class and working-class parent-child dyads
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Figure 5. Box plots showing the paternal Verbs/Utt difference score for the 

professional-class and working-class parent-child dyads
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Post-Hoc Analyses 

As a post-hoc analysis, we sought to investigate parent gender related 

differences in alignment of CDS. To measure lexical alignment, we used two-sample 

t-tests to compute the average proportion of overlapping nouns for mothers and 

fathers, and parent-child difference scores for MLU-w and Verbs/Utt to measure 

syntactic alignment. For this analysis, lexical alignment was defined as a parent 

gender having a higher average proportion of overlapping nouns compared to that of 

the other (e.g., professional-class mothers vs professional-class fathers). Syntactic 

alignment was defined as a parent gender group having a smaller overall average 

difference score for MLU-w and Verbs/Utt compared to the other parent gender 

group. We hypothesized that mothers would overall be more aligned, compared to 

fathers, given findings from previous research of the “fine-tuning” hypothesis 

(Huttenlocher et al., 2010) and bridge hypothesis (Gleason, 1975). We used an alpha 

level of .05 for all statistical tests.  

 

 Table 6 lists the means and standard deviation (SD) values for overlapping 

nouns for mothers and fathers.   

                                      n=                                 Mean                             SD 

Mothers 19 .27 .10 

Fathers 9 .54 .34 

Table 6. Means and Standard Deviations of Maternal and Paternal Overlapping 

Nouns  

Note. SD = Standard deviation 
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Results indicate a significant effect for parent gender, t(26) = 3.2, p = < .05, 

with fathers having an overall higher average proportion of overlapping nouns (M = 

.54, SD = .34) than mothers (M = .27, SD = .10). The proportion of overlapping nouns 

for mothers and fathers are plotted in Figure 6. Parent Gender was the independent 

variable, while the proportion of overlapping nouns was the dependent variable. 

 

Figure 6. Box plots showing the proportion of maternal and paternal noun overlap   

 

 

 Table 7 lists the means and standard deviation (SD) values for average MLU-

w difference scores for the mothers and fathers.  

                                      n=                                 Mean                             SD 

Mothers 19 1.19 .78 

Fathers 11 1.3 .97 
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Table 7. Means and Standard Deviations of Maternal and Paternal MLU-w 

difference scores  

Note. SD = Standard deviation 

 

The results revealed that the mothers had a smaller average difference value 

for MLU-w (M = 1.19, SD = .78) indicating that mothers were more syntactically 

aligned compared to the fathers (M = 1.3, SD = .97). This effect did not reach 

statistical significance, t(28) = .31, p = .75.    The average difference score for 

alignment of MLU-w for the mothers and fathers are plotted in Figure 7. Parent 

gender was the independent variable, while the MLU-w difference score was the 

dependent variable.   

 

Figure 7. Box plots showing the MLU-w difference scores for mother-child and 

father-child dyads  
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Table 8 lists the means and standard deviation (SD) values for average 

Verbs/Utt difference scores for the mothers and fathers.  

                                      n=                                 Mean                             SD 

Mothers 19 .27 .18 

Fathers 11 .32 .33 

Table 8. Means and Standard Deviations of Maternal and Paternal Verbs/Utt 

difference scores  

Note. SD = Standard deviation 

 

The results revealed that the mothers had a smaller average difference value 

for Verbs/Utt (M = .27, SD = .18) indicating that mothers were more syntactically 

aligned compared to the fathers (M = .32, SD = .33); however, this parental gender 

alignment difference did not reach statistical significance, t(28) = .59, p = .5. The 

difference scores for alignment of Verbs/Utt for the mothers and fathers are plotted in 

Figure 8. Parent gender was the independent variable, while the Verbs/Utt difference 

score was the dependent variable.   
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Figure 8. Box plots showing the Verbs/Utt difference scores for mother-child and 

father-child dyads  
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Chapter 5: Discussion 
 

The current study investigated differences in lexical and syntactic alignment, 

in CDS, between African American mothers and fathers from the professional- and 

working-class, using the Hall (1984) corpus from CHILDES (MacWhinney, 1991). In 

order to do this, we asked two specific questions: a) What proportion of nouns are 

shared between mother-child and father-child dyads from African American 

professional- and working-class families? b) How syntactically aligned are parent-

child dyads from African American professional- and working-class families on 

measures of MLU-w and Verbs/Utt? The findings for each question will be discussed 

in detail below. Prior to discussing the findings, it is important to note that SES-

related differences in paternal lexical alignment will not be discussed in detail due to 

the lack of sufficient data from the working-class fathers. Rather, parental-gender 

related differences in lexical and syntactic alignment will be discussed. 

Parent Gender and Lexical Alignment  

In our post-hoc analysis we did find an interaction between parental gender 

differences and lexical alignment. We hypothesized that mothers would be more 

lexically aligned than fathers due to previous research on the “bridge hypothesis” that 

suggests fathers may be more challenging communication partners for children, as 

they often demand more of children conversationally (Pan & Rowe, 2004). When we 

analyzed the average proportion of overlapping nouns in the fathers, compared to 

mothers, we saw that fathers had a significantly higher average proportion of 

overlapping nouns (t(26) = 3.2, p = < .05). The current finding contrasts with that of 

Rowe et al. (2004) and also with that of Conica et al. (2020), who found there to be 
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no significant differences in mothers’ and fathers’ usage of content overlap in 

vocabulary diversity measures for their 1-2-year-olds. However, note that the Figure 

6 box plot for maternal and paternal lexical alignment also displays a higher range of 

variability in fathers’ use of overlapping nouns, as the fathers’ box plot was 

contrastively larger than that of the mothers. This may be due to the smaller sample 

size of fathers (n=12) compared to mothers (n=20) in this data set, thus limiting our 

ability to observe consistent patterns from the paternal group. Nevertheless, our 

findings suggest that, although mothers had a low level of variability or usage of 

overlapping nouns, fathers were generally more lexically aligned to their child.   

Differences in maternal and paternal lexical overlap may have also been due 

to parents’ knowledge of their child’s vocabulary. Schwab (2018) found that African 

American fathers of 2-year-old children adjusted their use of content overlap based on 

their child’s lexical knowledge, in that fathers of children with smaller vocabularies 

increased their lexical overlap more than fathers of children with larger vocabularies. 

Although we did not measure parental knowledge of their child’s mental lexicon, this 

may have been a factor that contributed to the increased proportion of overlapping 

nouns found in the fathers compared to the mothers. 

Parent Gender and Syntactic Alignment  

For the post-hoc analyses, we also analyzed parental-gender differences for 

syntactic alignment. We hypothesized that the mothers from both SES groups would 

be more aligned than fathers with their child's syntactic output for measures of MLU-

w and Verbs/Utt, thus, demonstrating that fathers are generally more demanding and 

less syntactically aligned than mothers. The results revealed there to be no significant 



 

 

38 

 

interaction between parent gender and alignment of MLU-w and Verbs/Uttt.These 

findings are consistent with those of Tamis-LeMonda (2012), who analyzed mothers 

and fathers of 2-year-old children from low-income families. This study found that 

mothers and fathers did not significantly differ in their MLU production; however, 

mothers were more likely to repeat their children’s utterances, thus increasing the 

probability of closer syntactic alignment, compared to fathers who were twice as 

likely to ask children to repeat their utterances. However, it is important to note that 

the literature has been inconsistent in terms of how it characterizes parental syntactic 

complexity. McLaughlin et al. (1983) and Rondal (1980) found that fathers had 

shorter MLU, on average, than mothers, while on the other hand, maternal MLU was 

found to be significantly larger than fathers. 

Lexical and Syntactic Alignment across SES Groups  

When measuring lexical alignment across the maternal SES groups, we 

predicted that the working-class mothers would display a higher proportion of 

overlapping nouns compared to the professional-class mothers. This would show up 

in our t-test analyses as a significant difference between the average proportion of 

overlapping nouns and the professional-class group. This did not turn out to be the 

case, as there was no significant difference observed in lexical overlap amongst the 

professional- and working-class mothers. However, it is also important to note that 

the Figure 1 distribution for lexical alignment for the professional-class mothers is 

comparatively small to that of the working-class mothers. This suggests that, overall, 

the mothers from the professional-class did in fact have a low level of variation in 

terms of usage of lexical overlap of nouns in their CDS. In contrast, the distribution 
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for the working-class mothers is comparatively larger than that of the professional-

class mothers, suggesting higher variability amongst the lexical content overlap in 

their CDS. This implies that styles of interaction varied in the working-class group.  

In the context of naturalistic dinner time conversations between African 

American mothers and fathers from professional- and working-class families, we 

observed wide variability in syntactic alignment measures of MLU-w and Verbs/Utt. 

For this analysis, we hypothesized that the working-class mothers and fathers would 

demonstrate closer syntactic alignment to their children compared to the professional-

class parents, due to previous findings that parents from middle- and upper-class SES 

backgrounds use significantly more syntactically complex utterances in their CDS 

than parents from lower-SES backgrounds (Pace et al., 2017; Romeo et al., 2018; 

Schwab & Lew-Williams, 2016). This would show up in our t-test analyses as a 

significant average difference score for the two syntactic measures (i.e., MLU-w and 

Verbs/Utt) and the working-class group. 

 While there were differences observed for linguistic alignment for the 

professional- and working-class families, these differences were not meaningful. As 

seen in Figures 1-5, and 7-8 the statistics revealed there to be no significant difference 

between linguistic alignment for African American professional-and working-class 

parents for measures of MLU-w, Verbs/Utt, and maternal average proportion of 

overlapping nouns. However, the lack of significant differences is conceptually 

meaningful as our findings contrast with previous findings from the Hart and Risley 

(2003) study which included an analysis of 42 families from low- middle- and high-

SES backgrounds, 17 of which were African American. Their findings claim that 
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children who come from low-SES households hear 30 million fewer words by the 

time they reach the age of 4, resulting in the child’s “poorer” performance on 

measures of expressive and receptive language. Observers from this study found that 

86% to 98% of the words produced by each child, once they reached three years of 

age, were derived from their parents’ vocabularies. Furthermore, not only were the 

words they used nearly identical, but also their average number of words utilized and 

the duration of their parent-child interactions. Additionally, Hirsh-Pasek et al. (2015) 

who analyzed 60 low-income families, 22 of which were African American, found 

striking disparities in the syntactic development of 5-year-old children from low-SES 

homes. These studies claim significant SES-related differences in CDS observed 

amongst African American parents/caregivers. However, how carefully were the 

participants' cultural and linguistic differences taken into consideration prior to 

making these harmful generalizations? 

Research derived from the Hart and Risley (2003) study often reinforces 

harmful stereotypes and biases that stem from cultural differences and systemic 

inequalities experienced by families from marginalized communities. The assumption 

is often that the input quality and quantity to children from lower-SES groups is less 

than that of children from higher-SES groups. However, within our group of African 

American professional- and working-class parents from the Hall data set, we did not 

observe the presence of these types of disparities that are often emphasized within 

previous studies of SES-related differences in parental CDS; rather, the data from our 

study demonstrate that these two communities of African American families are 
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behaving similarly and that the linguistic alignment displayed by the lower-SES 

group did not place them at a disadvantage compared to the higher-SES group. 

Failing to consider the language differences observed within lower-SES 

families, and African American communities in general, on its own terms, is a flaw 

that has been observed in previous literature that analyzes the language output 

produced by individuals from these communities. The lack of differences observed 

within the Hall data set of African Americans further emphasizes the need for 

communities to be critiqued and analyzed based on their own standards and from the 

position of alternate perspectives that consider the community in question. 

Comparing marginalized communities to mainstream communities without 

considering how cultural and linguistic differences may influence parental 

performance often results in pathologizing the language output produced by these 

individuals. These communities must be held to a standard that is inclusive of their 

behaviors to impartially determine why differences might be observed when 

comparing them to other communities.  

Additionally, the notion that SES will demonstrate a systematic impact on 

what mothers and fathers do must also be considered carefully. It is often inferred that 

parents from professional or upper-SES groups will provide their children with more 

advantages and holistic input compared to children from lower-SES groups input. 

However, one must consider the underlying variables that contribute to differences in 

parental availability and the duration of parent-child interactions. In some 

professional- and/or working-class families the fathers and mothers may not have 

been available to demonstrate lexical or syntactic alignment due to managing multiple 
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responsibilities necessary to maintain financial stability or ensure proper care for 

other members of their family. For instance, high-SES fathers might be removed from 

the household for longer durations due to working longer hours. Low-SES parents 

might be less present due to having more than one job, thus decreasing the number of 

opportunities they are able to interact with their child. However, once the parent is 

present within the household, their CDS input might be rich enough in quality that it 

counteracts the low quantity. Similarly, high-SES mothers may have been able to 

spend longer periods of time at home with their child due to not having as many time-

consuming responsibilities as the low-SES parents. However, simply being at home 

with a child does not always suggest maximized attention or interactions with that 

child. For instance, if the household consists of a member, or members, with special 

needs, the quantity of output provided to the target child, by the parent, may be 

reduced. Higher income parents may also be more likely to employ a childcare 

provider, thus making it more difficult to know where the majority of the child’s 

input comes from. Therefore, the logic of using SES as an approximate measure of a 

child's verbal language environment can be misleading and often lead to inconsistent 

biases due to the varying nature of parental/caregiver dynamics observed across 

families. Therefore, social class should not be the main factor that is used to 

hypothesize the type of input a child may receive.   

  

 

  



 

 

43 

 

Chapter 6: Limitations  
 

Several limitations were noted during work on this thesis. In this section, we 

discuss the variety of limitations that may have impacted the findings. 

The Data Set 

As the data set was obtained from archival transcripts, the context for the 

experiment could not be manipulated or controlled. As previously mentioned, the 

Hall corpus was originally developed to examine each child’s vocabulary usage 

across multiple situational contexts (i.e., home, school, dinner, etc.). Therefore, 

parents were not the primary focus of the original study and as a result were not 

provided with their own microphones. Instead, their utterances were obtained via the 

investigator’s microphone. This may have interfered with intelligibility needed for 

accurate transcription of the parents’ utterances due to the parents not speaking 

directly into the microphone. The CLAN KIDEVAL utility excludes unintelligible 

utterances when calculating language outcome measures, such as MLU-w and 

Verbs/Utt scores used to assess syntactic alignment. Unintelligible words were also 

excluded while conducting the frequency analysis for overlapping nouns. 

Specifically, if an utterance contained at least one unintelligible word or phrase, the 

utterance was excluded from the calculation. For instance, when calculating the 

average mean length of turns (MLT) for parents in the professional-class, we found 

that 5% of the utterances provided by the professional-class fathers were 

unintelligible and 13% of the utterances from the working-class mothers were also 

unintelligible. Reducing the number of eligible utterances and words obtained from 
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the parents CDS may have adversely impacted the number of eligible utterances and 

words that counted towards a measure for syntactic and lexical alignment, thus 

potentially causing a parent or SES group to appear less linguistically aligned.  

Naturalistic Conversations and Situational Context 

Another limitation was the situational context used to measure parental 

alignment in CDS. While each child was originally recorded over the span of two 

days, each of the parent’s lexical and syntactic output measures were analyzed across 

the two dinner time situations. The dinner time situation was the only context used to 

measure and analyze parental linguistic alignment. Although parents were observed 

to engage in more parent-child interactions during the dinner time situations, 

compared to other contexts, transcripts taken from this context consequently excluded 

the linguistic output parents directed towards their child during other situational 

contexts (e.g., before leaving for school, shared reading, free play, or before bedtime, 

etc), thus, causing questions to remain as to whether parental lexical or syntactic 

alignment for each SES group would have differed based on the situational context 

the parent was interacting with their child in. 

Additionally, these transcripts were derived through naturalistic conversations 

that were unstructured and uncontrolled in terms of participant tasks. The investigator 

was always present to record the output; however, the investigator would occasionally 

engage in conversation with the parents. Therefore, the presence of the investigator 

may have been a distraction to the parents, thus limiting interactions between the 

parent and their child.    
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Elicitation Context 

Given the naturalistic nature of these parent-child conversations, differences 

in family dynamics and traditions must also be considered. Although sit-down family 

dinners are a well-known concept amongst western European families, this is not 

always the case for African American families from varying cultural backgrounds. 

For certain households, the dinner-time condition may have been invented for the 

purpose of the study and may not have occurred otherwise. Additionally, engaging in 

“naturalistic” conversation during these situations may not have been genuine, as 

some parents believe that children should focus on eating rather than talking during 

dinner. Therefore, a question that remains is whether the linguistic alignment that we 

observed is genuine as opposed to being a by-product of a parent's elicitation 

attempts. Given the original purpose of the Hall data set, parents were primed with 

the notion that their child’s vocabulary would be analyzed to determine variations in 

the type of vocabulary used across multiple situational contexts. It is important to 

note that, while the author was listening to the audio files, parents were occasionally 

heard to provide attempts for their child to increase their expressive output by 

prompting the child to “talk” more. Attempts to elicit the child to increase their output 

were also observed to differ by social class, where the professional-class mothers and 

fathers appeared more involved with the child’s output performance than the 

working-class parents; however, this may have also been due to the smaller overall 

presence of parents in the working-class cohort. 
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Criterion for SES Rankings 

Another limitation was the criterion for being categorized as a part of the 

professional- vs working-class. Attending a federally funded preschool categorized 

the child and their parent(s) as being a part of the working-class group, while 

enrollment in a private preschool categorized the child and their parent(s) as being a 

part of the professional-class group. However, information pertaining to parental 

education level, total family income, wealth/accumulated assets, or current 

occupation was not collected. More objective measures of parental social class may 

have altered how each parent was categorized into a specific SES group and may 

have also contributed to the interpretation of SES-related differences for lexical and 

syntactic alignment in terms of parental frequency and use of overlapping nouns, as 

well as close alignment of MLU-w and Verbs/Utt scores in relation to that of their 

child’s.   

  Additionally, the data remain unclear regarding the duration of time each child 

spent with their parents in the home environment. For instance, each child attended 

either a private preschool or a federally funded preschool. Therefore, we know that 

each child was away from their parent(s) for a portion of the day. However, the 

duration remains unknown, as a child who attended a private preschool may have 

been away for a longer or shorter duration compared to that of a child who attended a 

federally funded preschool, thus increasing or decreasing the amount of time spent 

with each child and their parent based on SES group. Therefore, there are many 

unknown variables that may have intersected with SES that could have affected both 

groups, which also prevents us from making generalized findings from this data set. 
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Defining Lexical and Syntactic Alignment   

Lexical alignment was operationally defined as the overlap of shared nouns 

between each mother-child and father-child dyad from the professional- and working-

class families. Syntactic alignment was operationally defined as there being a smaller 

difference between the parent’s and the child’s syntactic complexity scores for MLU-

w and Verbs/Utt. However, for the purposes of this thesis, the notion of “linguistic 

alignment” was borrowed from the concept of “linguistic fine-tuning”. In previous 

research, linguistic fine-tuning has been measured longitudinally to determine 

whether parents are able to adjust their linguistic output, to align with the child’s, 

based on the child’s developing linguistic competence level. Therefore, the 

observation of parental linguistic fine-tuning is typically an ongoing analysis of the 

parent’s CDS, taken from various periods during the child’s development. In that 

sense, this paper was limited, since each parent’s level of syntactic and lexical 

alignment was analyzed during only one period of the child’s life, thus preventing 

further analysis of temporal differences in parental alignment. 

Number of Participants 

Finally, the number of participants proved to be another limitation while 

analyzing this data set. We analyzed a total of 32 mothers and fathers from the 

professional- and working-class. The professional-class families only consisted of 10 

mothers and 9 fathers, while the working-class families consisted of 10 mothers and 3 

fathers. The low number of fathers resulted in the exclusion of an analysis of paternal 

lexical alignment between the two social classes. Additionally, the low number of 

participants is especially concerning given the high range of variability that was 
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observed for parental lexical and syntactic alignment measures. For instance, Figure 6 

illustrated that mothers had a lower average proportion of overlapping nouns 

compared to the fathers; however, the fathers displayed strikingly more variability in 

their use of overlapping nouns. As a result, the low sample size limited 

generalizability of our findings. A larger sample size may have allowed us to observe 

more consistent patterns of SES group tendencies or tendencies observed between 

mothers and fathers. 
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Chapter 7: Conclusions and Clinical Implications  
 

In this study, CDS from African American mothers and fathers from the 

working-class and professional-class were analyzed for lexical and syntactic 

alignment to the speech of 4-year old children. Through this study, it was anticipated 

that we would gain insight into SES-related differences in parental lexical and 

syntactical, as well as whether there were parent gender differences in linguistic 

alignment. Given previous research on the “linguistic fine-tuning” hypothesis and the 

“bridge” hypothesis, we hypothesized that mothers would demonstrate closer lexical 

alignment to their child compared to fathers. The current study demonstrated that 

parental gender differences between African American mothers and fathers do exist 

in terms of lexical alignment of overlapping nouns, as fathers were more lexically 

aligned for average proportion of overlapping nouns, compared to mothers. However, 

these findings also revealed there to be high variability in proportion of overlapping 

nouns for the fathers compared to the mothers. Although the greater proportion of 

overlapping nouns produced by the fathers reached statistical significance, the higher 

variability limited our ability to identify consistent patterns for overlapping nouns 

from the fathers.  

Also, we hypothesized that the working-class mothers and fathers would 

demonstrate closer syntactic alignment to their children due to recent findings that 

parents from middle- and upper-class SES backgrounds use significantly more 

syntactically complex utterances in their CDS than parents from lower-SES 

backgrounds (Pace et al., 2017; Romeo et al., 2018; Schwab & Lew-Williams, 2016). 

If these findings were found to be true within the Hall data set, then the professional-
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class families would have had a decreased likelihood of being syntactically aligned to 

their children. However, we did not find any significant differences in parental 

syntactic alignment, across the two SES groups. This study included a small and 

imbalanced sample size of mothers and fathers within each SES group, therefore, 

potential differences in linguistic alignment may be found if this study were to be 

replicated. However, within this data set we see that the professional- and working-

class groups demonstrated more similarities, in terms of interaction style for syntactic 

and lexical alignment, than differences.   

Our results can also be discussed in terms of their clinical implications. The 

type of linguistic input provided by parents from varying social classes is important to 

understand due to inconsistency in the literature pertaining to the type of parental 

input that best enhances a child’s language development. Given the nature of this 

study, we are unable to identify the type of linguistic input that promotes the most 

gains in a child’s language development. It is important to note that comparisons 

made between the professional- and working-class groups were not meant to be 

interpreted through a “deficit-based” model, but rather through a lens that considers 

the trade-off that might have occurred between providing linguistically aligned input 

(e.g., shared vocabulary and syntactic structures) and linguistically enriched input. As 

previously mentioned, the results revealed that the mothers were less lexically aligned 

than the fathers. Parents who provide their child with complex language structures 

may appear to be demonstrating linguistic enrichment as opposed to fine-tuning. 

However, it is important to note that alignment and enrichment are not mutually 

exclusive concepts. Alignment indicates how well a parent knows their child’s 
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linguistic level, while enrichment is a relative term that states how far above the 

child’s level the parent chooses to pitch their output. An analysis of longitudinal data 

would have allowed us to see whether parents are able to demonstrate both alignment 

and enrichment as measured by the degree of change, in linguistic alignment and 

enrichment, with the child overtime. In other words, a parent can be sensitive to their 

child’s linguistic input but still, overtime, increase their level of enrichment by 

adjusting the relative difference between their output and that of the child’s based on 

their knowledge of the child’s linguistic level. For instance, literature on the Bridge 

Hypothesis implies that fathers are attuned to their children; however, their output 

demonstrates that they differ, from mothers, in how they choose to interact with them 

conversationally. Therefore, a father may be attuned to their child’s linguistic level 

but decide to pitch their output higher than that of the child’s. However, the degree to 

which the father decides to increase his level of enrichment would be relative to the 

child’s changing lexicon or syntactic output level. 

When alignment is being analyzed during one point in time, one can interpret 

differences in parental alignment as potentially due to differences in parents' 

perception of their child’s zone of proximal development. These perceptual 

differences are likely to be influenced by differences found in each parent's language 

background and cultural upbringings. Therefore, it is important to keep these 

differences in mind when analyzing parental use of CDS, prior to making generalized 

claims. Additionally, lower lexical alignment might indicate instances of the parents 

attempting to teach their child a new word, while less syntactic alignment can indicate 
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parents attempting to teach their child new verbs or more complex syntactic 

structures. 
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Chapter 8: Implications for Future Research   
Given the naturalistic context and exploratory nature of this study, it provides 

various opportunities for further research. Forthcoming research should include 

syntactic measurements not addressed in this study. Given the low number of 

utterances derived from the working-class fathers, we were limited by the types of 

syntactic measures to analyze. A measurement that can be used to gather data on 

specific features of parents’ use of complex syntax in their CDS, such as 

Developmental Sentence Score (DSS) or the Index of Productive Syntax (IPSyn) 

could yield an analysis that compares measures of greater syntactic complexity 

between the two SES groups and parent genders.  

Research should also observe parental CDS through a longitudinal time frame 

to investigate whether there is an interaction between parental alignment and 

temporal effects to determine its relationship to the children's development once they 

reach school-age. Also, the contributions of parents' language output may be better 

understood if other factors relevant to family interactions were investigated. For 

instance, one would expect that parents who spend less time with their children would 

be less linguistically aligned to their child’s speech compared to parents who spend 

more time interacting with their child. Therefore, differences in the quality and 

quantity of parents' interpersonal or co-parenting relationships should also be 

considered for future investigations of SES-related differences in parental input to 

determine how it contributes to differences in parental degree of attunement or 

conversational challenge they provide to their child.   

  Triadic conversational context should also be considered for further 

investigation, as previous research has suggested there to be large language output 
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differences, between mothers and fathers, that are connected to the triadic nature of 

these interactions (Panscofar & Vernon-Feagans, 2006). Parental output and 

alignment may be connected to parenting dynamics, with one parent dominating the 

interaction based on their closeness or level of involvement with the child. Therefore, 

this factor, in relation to African American families, should be better understood in 

order to better understand variations in parental language output.   

Additionally, the Hall corpus contains files from Black and White children 

and parents from both professional and working-class families. Given the lack of 

significant differences observed in lexical and syntactic alignment between the two 

African American SES groups, it would be of interest to determine whether 

differences would have been identified if comparisons were made in linguistic 

alignment between the African American and White SES groups. Differences may be 

observed when lexical and syntactic alignment is analyzed across these two racial and 

SES groups as opposed to when these alignment measures are analyzed within one 

racial group. Given previous research, there is reason to suspect that African 

American families and White families will present differently in terms of behaviors 

and the type of input directed towards their children. However, if an effect is 

observed, rather than analyzing the findings through a deficit-based perspective, 

factors such as cultural/interaction style differences should be considered to aim at 

explaining any differences or lack of differences observed.    

Finally, revealing the flaws of deficit-based studies is insufficient for 

changing how some people perceive children and families who come from 

marginalized communities. Ultimately, changing the deficit-based narrative that is 
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often linked to African American families will stem from reframing research 

questions to acknowledge the richness of the language and culture that these parents 

bring when interacting with their children, rather than highlighting how they differ 

from mainstream families that are often not inclusive or sensitive to their cultural and 

linguistic diversity.      
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Appendices 
 

Appendix A. Professional- and working-class maternal lexical and syntactic alignment 

values for proportion of overlapping nouns, MLU-w, and Verbs/Utt difference scores. 

Absent parents and are indicated by -.  

 

  
  

 Prof- 

class  

Mothers  

                          
 

Work-

class 

Mothers  

  

Child % of 

noun 

overlap 

MLU-w 

diff score  

Verbs/Utt 

diff score 

Child % of noun 

overlap 

MLU-

w 

diff 

score 

Verbs/Utt 

diff score 

anc 26% 1.42 .355 anl 17% .236 .049 

bom - - - deg 42% 1.62 .349 

brd 30% 1.436 .325 kig 7% 2.816 .543 

chj 37% .962 .154 kmf 14% .764 .689 

ded 25% 2.558 .413 lef 46% .64 .069 

jaf 23% 1.174 .227 mis 6% .095 .068 

kif 38% 1.01 .124 pag 33% 1.024 .308 

mim 30% 1.998 .433 rog 36% 2.105 .397 

ref 30% 1.552 .391 roj 29% .083 .107 

trh 30% .375 .025 trc 22% .907 .164 
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Appendix B. Professional- and working-class paternal lexical and syntactic alignment 

values for proportion of overlapping nouns, MLU-w, and Verbs/Utt difference scores. 

Absent parents and are indicated by -.  

 

 
 

Professional 

class Fathers 

  
  

Working 

class 

Fathers 

  

Child  % of noun 

overlap 

MLU-

w diff 

score  

Verbs/Utt 

diff score 

Child % of 

noun 

overlap 

MLU-

w 

diff 

score 

Verbs/Utt 

diff score 

anc 29% .522 .085 anl - - - 

bom 35% 1.083 .181 deg - - - 

brd 35% .852 .115 kig - - - 

chj - - - kmf 100%* .505 .38 

ded 39% .415 .031 lef - - - 

jaf 21% 2.454 .569 mis - 2.127 .125 

kif 100% 3.233 1.1 pag - - - 

mim 35% 1.752 .397 rog - - - 

ref 100% 1.18 0 roj - - - 

trh - - - trc - .18 .639 

*Note that the percentage of noun overlap was not compared for fathers due to the 

low entries from the working-class fathers. 
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Appendix C. Paternal vs Maternal lexical and syntactic alignment values for 

overlapping nouns, MLU-w and Verbs/Utt difference scores for the professional-class 

families. Absent parents are indicated by -.  

 

Child  Parent 

Gender  

Lexical Alignment    Syntactic 

Alignment  

 

    % of overlapping 

nouns 

MLU-w diff Score  Versb/Utt diff 

score 

anc MOT 26% 1.42 .355 
 

FAT 29% .522 .085 

bom MOT - - - 
 

FAT 35% 1.083 .181 

brd MOT 30% 1.436 .325 
 

FAT 35% .852 .115 

chj MOT 37% .962 .154 
 

FAT - - - 

ded MOT 25% 2.558 .413 
 

FAT 39% .415 .031 

jaf MOT 23% 1.174 .227 
 

FAT 21% 2.454 .569 

kif MOT 38% 1.01 .124 
 

FAT 100% 3.233 1.1 

mim MOT 30% 1.998 .433 
 

FAT 35% 1.752 .397 

ref MOT 30% 1.552 .391 
 

FAT 100% 1.18 0 

trh MOT 30% .375 .025 
 

FAT - - - 
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Appendix D. Paternal vs Maternal lexical and syntactic alignment values for 

overlapping nouns, MLU-w and Verbs/Utt difference scores for the working-class 

families. Absent parents and are indicated by -.  

 

Child  Parent 

Gender  

Lexical Alignment    Syntactic 

Alignment  

 

    % of overlapping 

nouns 

MLU-w diff Score  Versb/Utt diff 

score 

anl MOT 17% .236 .049 
 

FAT - - - 

deg MOT 42% 1.62 .349 
 

FAT - - - 

kig MOT 7% 2.816 .543 
 

FAT - - - 

kmf MOT 14% .764 .689 
 

FAT 100% .505 .38 

lef MOT 46% .64 .069 
 

FAT - - - 

mis MOT 6% .095 .068 
 

FAT - 2.127 .125 

pag MOT 33% 1.024 .308 
 

FAT - - - 

rog MOT 36% 2.105 .397 
 

FAT - - - 

roj MOT 29% .083 .107 
 

FAT - - - 

trc MOT 22% .907 .164 
 

FAT - .18 .639 
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