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This study demonstrates dissociable effects of cognition and parent-child interaction on language 
acquisition.  Longitudinal laboratory measures assessed attention and self-regulation in infants at 6 to 
8 months and attention, parenting quality, and vocabulary at 18 months.  Executive attention predicted 
productive vocabulary and parenting did not mediate this relationship.

INTRODUCTION
How does executive attention benefit language 
acquisition?
Past findings...

Laboratory measures of executive attention at 6-8 mos. 
predict productive vocabulary at 18-21 mos. (Sheese et al., 2007)

Parent reports of executive attention at 13 to 20 mos. 
predict productive vocabulary at 20 mos. (Dixon & Smith, 2000)

➢Interesting because most cognitive measures do not 
strongly relate to language acquisition (Dale, 2000)
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METHOD: LANGUAGE ASSESSMENT
Assessed from caregiver completion of the MacArthur Communicative 
Development Inventory Short Form (Fenson et al., 2000), a parental report 
inventory of children's production of selected vocabulary items.

The CDI is both valid, correlating highly with laboratory assessments of 
vocabulary (Dale, 1991), and internally reliable, correlating across 18 to 24 
months of age (Corkum & Dunham, 1996).

CDI productive vocabulary scores at 1 and 2 years of age correlate strongly with 
assessments of vocabulary and grammar on other measures at 3 years and 
represent a negative predictor for later language problems (Feldman et al., 
2005).

RESEARCH QUESTION & HYPOTHESES
What is the mechanism of this facilitation?

Two possibilities (Dixon & Smith, 2000):

Executive
Attention

Language
Acquisition

Executive attention may directly help 
with attending to labels and mapping 

them onto world

Executive
Attention

Language
Acquisition

Parent
Interaction

No direct benefit, but executive attention 
helps with parent interactions needed for 

acquiring language

METHOD: SELF-REGULATION & EXECUTIVE ATTENTION
MASK PRESENTATION (AT 6 TO 8 MONTHS)
➢View 3 mildly distressing animal masks
for 45 s each
➢Assess frequency of distressed face response
➢Distress predicts later executive attention,
may indicate rudimentary attentional
development (Sheese et al., 2007, 2008)

TOY PRESENTATION (AT 6 TO 8 MONTHS)
➢Presented with 3 small toys for 45 s each
➢Assess time spent examining toys
without physically interacting with them
➢Also predicts later executive attention (Sheese et al., 2007, 2008)

STACKING CUP TASK (AT 18 TO 20 MONTHS)
➢Can child assemble all cups correctly?
➢Requires planning & error detection
➢Trials 1 & 2: 5 cups; Trial 3: 6 cups
➢Adapted from DeLoache,Sugarman, & Brown (1985)

METHOD
Children (N = 54) visited the laboratory twice:
              6 to 8 months          18 to 20 months

VOCABULARY ASSESSMENT  (AT 18 TO 20 MONTHS)
➢Productive vocabulary scale of the MacArthur CDI—Words 
& Gestures Short Form (Fenson et al., 2000)

PARENT-CHILD INTERACTION (AT 18 TO 20 MONTHS)
➢Ten-minute free-play session
➢Coded using scales from NICHD Study of Early Child Care 
(1993)

RESULTS
Correlations, partialling out age and gender...

EXECUTIVE ATTENTION MEASURES

Productive
Vocabulary

Parenting
Quality

r = .32
p = .06

Frequency
of distress
to mask

Frequency
of toy

inspection

Number
of stacking
cup trials
completed

r = .64        r = .36        r = .38
p < .01       p = .03        p < .01

Masks: r = .02,   p = .99
Toys:   r =-.12,   p = .49
Cups:  r = -.002, p = .99

CONCLUSIONS
➢Both executive attention and parenting predict vocabulary
➢But attention and parenting are uncorrelated!
➢Parenting does NOT mediate the executive attention / 
language relationship
➢Dissociable effects of cognition and parent-child 
interaction on language acquisition
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