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 Introduction 

 Parents are children’s fi rst teachers, and the home environment is children’s fi rst classroom. Before 
children begin formal schooling, they spend most of their waking hours at home, in unstructured 
interactions with parents. A substantial portion of children’s “everyday lessons” revolves around learn-
ing how to use language to communicate with other people and learning what can be done with the 
objects around them. Children’s everyday practice with words and objects makes the fi rst years of life 
a time of astounding growth in language and play skills—two major hallmarks of early development. 

 It is thus fi tting to consider the role of parents in the foundational domains of language and 
play. Parents are the primary source of young children’s language experiences. They talk about what 
they and others are doing, ask questions to encourage children to talk about what is happening, and 
respond to children’s actions and vocalizations with timely, topic-relevant statements. Parents modify 
their language and actions when communicating with their young children by using a special regis-
ter of speech that is accompanied by exaggerated actions and gestures to make topics of talk salient 
( Tamis-LeMonda and Bornstein, 1991 ;1993). Parents also shape children’s play experiences, some-
times intentionally and oftentimes serendipitously. They structure children’s environments to make 
playtime safe. They provide children with materials for play, including toys and common household 
items (consider the fun toddlers have playing with remote controls and cell phones). They demon-
strate how things work through their own engagement with objects and help children manipulate and 
play with objects through hands-on assistance and verbal guidance. These play interactions provide an 
ideal setting for children to learn words and develop conversational skills. 

 Beyond the role of parents, there exist important theoretical reasons to examine language and 
play together. Historically, developmental scholars have considered the two domains to be meaning-
fully related, although debates on the precise nature of those associations abound. Piaget (2013) and 
 Vygotsky (1962 ,  1978 ) noted that language and play similarly depend on a capacity for symbolic 
representation: Both forms of expression require children to use symbols to represent objects, actions, 
and events. Language and play also share important communicative functions. As children vocalize 
and play, they elicit meaningful feedback from parents and other adults (Bates, Benigni, Camaioni, and 
Volterra, 1979;  Werner and Kaplan, 1963 ). 

 Empirically, two lines of evidence highlight developmental connections between language and 
play. First, there are striking parallels in the timing of language and play skills: Both progress from 
basic to more advanced forms in lock-step unison ( Gillespie and Zittoun, 2010 ;  McCune, 1995 ). For 
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instance, children transition from using single words in language and single acts in pretense (around 
the start of the second year) to combining words and stringing actions (toward the end of the second 
year) ( Bornstein and Hendricks, 2012 ;  McCune, 2008 ;  Shore, O’Connell, and Bates, 1984 ). Second, at 
an individual level, children’s skills in symbolic play relate to their skills in language. A meta-analysis of 
language–play associations—across 31 correlational studies comprising over 6,000 children—revealed 
medium effect sizes regardless of study design (concurrent, longitudinal) or measures of language 
(receptive or expressive) ( Quinn, 2016 ). Associations were most pronounced prior to 3 years of age, 
which aligns with Piaget’s claim that language–play relations are confi ned to the early period of transi-
tion to symbolic functioning. Finally, symbolic play is an important context for language exchanges 
and learning, which supports later academic and socioemotional outcomes ( Hirsh-Pasek, Golinkoff, 
Singer, and Berk, 2009 ). 

 In light of the developmental importance of children’s language and play, and their interconnections 
in the fi rst years of life, we consider parenting in these two critical domains. We begin by reviewing 
parents’ role in children’s early language development and the features of child-directed speech that 
promote language learning. We then turn to parenting in play. We examine how parent–child play 
interactions support children’s exploratory, nonsymbolic, and symbolic play skills through children’s 
second year of life, and review evidence for cross-domain associations between parent–child play and 
children’s language development. We focus specifi cally on  object play , which provides children with 
opportunities to engage in joint attention with parents, learn language, and use their imaginations in 
pretense. Finally, we examine how cultural contexts shape parent–child language and play interactions 
and end with pedagogical implications and future research directions. 

 Parenting in Language 

 Most children acquire language primarily through interactions with their parents ( Golinkoff, Can, 
Soderstrom, and Hirsh-Pasek, 2015 ;  Hirsh-Pasek et al., 2015 ). As children process the speech directed 
to them by their parents, they extract phonological, semantic, and grammatical rules about word 
sounds, word meanings, and how words combine into sentences (that you “wash your hair,” but don’t 
“hair your wash”). 

 Several properties of child-directed speech and action are especially conducive to infant language 
learning: (1) parental  contingent responsiveness —the temporal alignment of language inputs with chil-
dren’s vocalizations and actions—facilitates infants’ connection of words to objects and events; (2) the 
 didactic content  of parental speech promotes infant word growth; and (3) the  physical cues  parents use to 
mark the referents of speech. In the sections that follow, we describe these features of parent language 
input and how parents developmentally scaffold word learning in children by modifying their speech 
to accommodate children’s changing skills. 

 Child-Directed Speech and Action 

 Parent speech to infants and toddlers is special. Mothers, fathers, and other adults across many cultures 
intuitively modify the prosody, content, and form of their language when addressing infants ( Fernald, 
2000 ;  Golinkoff et al., 2015 ; Kitamura, Thanavishuth, Burnham, and Luksaneeyanawin, 2001;  Thies-
sen, Hill, and Saffran, 2005 ). Child-directed speech is characterized by higher and more variable pitch 
and intonation, shorter utterances, longer pauses, limited vocabulary, vowel alterations, and frequent 
repetitions compared to adult-directed speech (e.g.,  Fernald et al., 1989 ;  Ma, Golinkoff, Houston, 
and Hirsh-Pasek, 2011 ). Additionally, when adults talk with infants and young children, they almost 
always refer to concrete objects and people in the here-and-now (e.g.,  Phillips, 1973 ;  Snow et al., 
1976 ) and tend to use phrases that contain many simple labels, descriptors, and questions (Tamis-
LeMonda, Baumwell, and Cristofaro, 2012). 
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 Parents adjust the prosody and content of child-directed speech to be developmentally appropriate 
for their children’s developmental level. When speaking to infants and toddlers, parents modify the 
amplitude of their speech to highlight specifi c words in a sentence, such as the names of objects. For 
example, labels are likely to be the loudest word in the sentence compared to nonlabels ( Messer, 1981 ) 
and are perceptually prominent in the speech stream—that is, they are likely to be positioned in utter-
ance-initial or utterance-fi nal position ( Golinkoff and Alioto, 1995 ;  Seidl and Johnson, 2006 ). Parent 
speech to infants and toddlers contains shorter and simpler sentences, fewer subordinate clauses, and 
higher repetition and redundancy ( Longhurst and Stepanich, 1975 ;  Phillips, 1973 ), thereby simplifying 
the language learning task. Repetition in child-directed speech supports early vocabulary develop-
ment by providing multiple instances of novel words for processing word meaning, and is shown to be 
a key ingredient to the language experiences of even preverbal infants. Repetitions in maternal speech 
to 7-month-old infants uniquely contributes to children’s vocabulary at age 2 years above children’s 
own speech segmentation skills ( Newman, Rowe, and Ratner, 2016 ). 

 As children grow in vocabulary and grammar, parents increase the quantity (total number of words, 
or word “tokens”) and diversity (number of different words, or word “types”) of their language. 
Amount and diversity of parent language to children relate to children’s vocabulary in both middle-
class and lower-socioeconomic status (SES) families ( Bornstein, Haynes, and Painter, 1998 ;  Hoff-
Ginsberg, 1991 ;  Hoff and Naigles, 2002 ;  Rowe, 2012 ;  Shimpi, Fedewa, and Hans, 2012 ). 

 Both mothers and fathers engage in child-directed speech. Mothers and fathers were videorecorded 
on separate occasions while playing with their 2-year-olds, and both parents modifi ed their speech 
in line with the complexity of their toddlers’ language. The number of words, diversity of words, 
and grammatical complexity of parent utterances matched the level of their toddlers’ language skills 
(Tamis-LeMonda et al., 2012). Fathers likewise modify the prosodic features of their speech when 
speaking to their infants. A study of fathers and their infants ranging from 10 days to 14 months of 
age found that across six different languages (French, Italian, German, Japanese, British English, and 
American English), fathers used a simplifi ed speech register, higher pitch, and adjusted their language 
in direct response to their infants’ communicative skills ( Fernald et al., 1989 ). 

 Mothers in bilingual families display the same speech modifi cations as do monolingual mothers. 
For example, mothers living in Belgium (where both Dutch and French are spoken) modifi ed their 
speech to infants in each of their two languages across infancy to toddlerhood—that is, when talking 
to preverbal 5-month-olds and verbal 20-month-olds ( De Houwer and Bornstein, 2016 ). Mothers 
generally used a single language (either Dutch or French) at 5 months, although two mothers used 
both languages at this age, presumably in response to language developments in their children. By 
20 months, the mothers who spoke with two languages reported switching to one language. By 53 
months, a quarter of mothers added a second language, and another quarter switched languages com-
pletely (e.g., spoke only French at 5 months, but only Dutch by 53 months). Thus, mothers changed 
their distribution of language use across two languages as children grew fi rst in one and then in two 
languages. Even deaf mothers modify their sign language to their infants in very much the way hear-
ing mothers use child-directed speech ( Erting, Thumann-Prezioso, and Benedict, 2000 ). Children as 
young as 4 years of age also systematically adjust their speech when speaking to infants ( Weppelman, 
Bostow, Schiffer, Elbert-Perez, and Newman, 2003 ). 

 Cross-cultural research has confi rmed that child-directed speech may be intuitive and pres-
ent in communities across the globe ( Broesch and Bryant, 2015 ,  2017 ; Kitamura et al., 2001). 
Adults from WEIRD (Western, educated, industrialized, rich, and democratic;  Henrich, Heine, 
and Norenzayan, 2010 ;  Marklund, Marklund, Lacerda, and Schwarz, 2015 ) cultures (such as the 
United States and countries in Europe and Asia) and adults from traditional, nonindustrialized 
communities (such as Fijians, Kenyans, the Marathi in India, Native American Comanche, and the 
Nivkh) produce similar features of speech when talking to young children (e.g.,  Blount and Pad-
gug, 1976 ;  Broesch and Bryant, 2015 ,  2017 ;  Ferguson, 1964 ;  Grieser and Kuhl, 1988 ;  Kelkar, 1964 ). 

Bornstein, M. H. (Ed.). (2019). Handbook of parenting : Volume 5: practical issues in parenting, third edition. Retrieved from http://ebookcentral.proquest.com
Created from nyulibrary-ebooks on 2019-10-08 15:39:28.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

9.
 R

ou
tle

dg
e.

 A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



Catherine S. Tamis-LeMonda et al.

192

For example, Swedish-speaking adults tend to use longer pauses with children and respond more 
quickly when speaking to children than when speaking to adults, regardless of children’s vocabulary 
size ( Marklund et al., 2015 ). Mothers in Fiji and Kenya use higher and more variable pitch frequen-
cies when speaking to children than when speaking to adults, similar to the child-directed speech of 
North American mothers (even when controlling for education;  Broesch and Bryant, 2015 ). How-
ever, the prevalence and specifi c features of child-directed speech vary across cultural communities 
and are more pronounced in some cultures than in others. Some communities lack child-directed 
speech, and adults show little accommodation to the communicative needs of infants and young 
toddlers (e.g.,  Ochs, 1982 ;  Ochs and Schieffelin, 1984 ; Schieffelin and Ochs, 1979;  Pye, 1986 ). 

 Adults also modify their  actions  when interacting with infants, by producing exaggerated, repeated 
movements referred to as “motionese” or infant-directed action ( Brand, Baldwin, and Ashburn, 2002 ; 
 Brand, Shallcross, Sabatos, and Massie, 2007 ;  Koterba and Iverson, 2009 ). Middle-class, European-
American mothers interact with their infants in ways that are qualitatively distinct from their interac-
tions with familiar adults. When asked to demonstrate how to play with an unfamiliar object (e.g., 
a neon green “twisty” that could form shapes and be taken apart and put back together), moth-
ers’ infant-directed action was more enthusiastic, repetitive, simpler, and included a greater range 
of motions than did adult-directed action ( Brand et al., 2002 ). Additionally, mothers exhibit lon-
ger pauses between child-directed actions compared to adult-directed actions, and they coordinate 
their exaggerated actions with their modifi ed speech during demonstrations ( Meyer, Hard, Brand, 
McGarvey, and Baldwin, 2011 ). The signing of caregivers to infants likewise involves slow and highly 
repetitive and exaggerated movements ( Masataka, 1992 ), suggesting that child-directed actions are not 
restricted to the hearing population. 

 Why might child-directed speech facilitate word learning? First, the prosodic contours of child-
directed speech function to elicit infant attention. From birth, infants prefer and respond more to 
child-directed speech than to adult-directed speech by mothers and even strangers ( Fernald, 2000 ). 
Regardless of speaker, babies prefer adults who use infant-directed speech and attend more to those 
adults than those using adult-directed speech ( Schachner and Hannon, 2011 ). Thus, child-directed 
speech serves as a cue for selection of social partners. Child-directed speech also provides cues about 
the emotional signals of adult speakers, thereby creating rich, informative contexts for babies to bind 
speech to emotional states and learn new words ( Saint-Georges et al., 2013 ). 

 Second, the exaggerated prosody of child-directed speech provides acoustic cues to the grammati-
cal and syntactical boundaries of language input, thereby aiding infants’ segmentation of the speech 
stream ( Fernald, 2004 ;  Soderstrom, 2007 ;  Soderstrom, Blossom, Foygel, and Morgan, 2008 ). For example, 
infants discriminate speech sounds embedded in multisyllabic sequences better in streams of child-
directed speech than in streams of adult-directed speech ( D’Odorico and Jacob, 2006 ). Within the fi rst 
few months of life, infants neurologically process child-directed speech differently than other auditory 
stimuli. Electroencephalogram (EEG) activity resulting from hearing child-directed speech is greatest in 
the temporal regions ( Naoi et al., 2012 ) and frontal lobes ( Saito et al., 2007 ), and child-directed speech 
elicits increased neural activity in brain regions involved in attention ( Zangl and Mills, 2007 ). Infants’ 
heightened attention to child-directed speech relative to adult-directed speech, coupled with the cues 
provided by prosody features, increases the likelihood that babies will learn the words directed to them. 

 Similarly, motionese maintains infant attention and highlights the structure and meaning of actions. 
Infants looked longer when their primary caregivers moved a novel object with either high amplitude 
or high repetition or both—the two parameters on which infant-directed action differs from adult-
directed action ( Brand et al., 2002 )—than when caregivers moved the object with low amplitude and 
low repetition ( Koterba and Iverson, 2009 ). Beyond eliciting attention, motionese may make actions 
easier for infants to parse by stressing subactions within the motion (Brand et al., 2009;  Brand, Hol-
lenbeck, and Kominsky, 2013 ). Infants learn to imitate adults more quickly when taught new actions 
characterized by motionese than when exposed to adult-directed action ( Williamson and Brand, 2014 ). 
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 Responsiveness 

 Infants’ interest in the objects and people of everyday life is expressed through their spontaneous 
actions—looks, vocalizations, facial expressions, manual actions, and body movements. Parents and 
other adults often respond to these infant behaviors with prompt, contingent, and appropriate in-kind 
behaviors, such as by looking at and pointing to a cat while naming it. Indeed, “contingent respon-
siveness” is an essential characteristic of infant–parent social interactions and is observed across con-
texts and cultures ( Bornstein, Tamis-LeMonda, Hahn, and Haynes, 2008 ; Lohaus, Keller, Ball, Elben, 
and Voelker, 2001;  Tamis-LeMonda, Kuchirko, and Tafuro, 2013 ). 

 Parental contingent responsiveness fosters language development throughout the fi rst years of life 
( Tamis-LeMonda, Kuchirko, and Song, 2014 ). Before infants produce conventional words, they ben-
efi t from parental responses to their vocalizations. For instance, mothers who are responsive to their 
infants’ babbles have babies whose babbles mirror the phonological structure of their mothers’ verbal 
input ( Goldstein and Schwade, 2008 ). By the time infants are 2 years old, they increasingly understand 
and produce words and simple phrases and benefi t from verbal input that is temporally and con-
ceptually connected to their actions ( Tamis-LeMonda, Cristofaro, Rodriguez, and Bornstein, 2006 ). 
Mothers’ contingent responsiveness to infants’ and toddlers’ vocalizations, social bids, object explora-
tion and play, and emotional expressions predicts infant vocabulary size ( Tamis-LeMonda, Bornstein, 
Kahana-Kalman, Baumwell, and Cyphers, 1998 ), the pragmatic diversity of toddlers’ communications 
( Beckwith and Cohen, 1989 ), and the timing of language milestones ( Nicely, Tamis-LeMonda, and 
Bornstein, 1999 ;  Tamis-LeMonda et al., 1998 ;  Tamis-LeMonda, Bornstein, and Baumwell, 2001 ). 
Moreover, the effects of responsiveness on language development are consistent across samples and 
large in magnitude. In one study, infants of high-responsive mothers (90th percentile) at 9 and 13 
months achieved language milestones, such as fi rst words, vocabulary spurt, and combinatorial speech, 
four to six months earlier than did infants of low-responsive mothers (10th percentile) ( Tamis-
LeMonda et al., 1998 ,  2001 ). Although much research in this area is correlational and prevents causal 
inferences, associations between parent responsiveness and children’s language development is not 
merely explained by genetic heritability or unobserved characteristics of parents and infants. Paren-
tal responsiveness predicts language skills of adopted children ( Stams, Juffer, and van IJzendoorn, 
2002 ), predicts infant learning in experimental laboratory manipulations ( Goldstein, King, and West, 
2003 ), and promotes children’s language and cognitive skills in interventions that target responsiveness 
(e.g.,  Mendelsohn et al., 2005 ,  2011 ). 

 Further, parental responsiveness to infants’ vocalizations helps infants learn about conversational 
turn-taking—the timely back and forth that characterizes social interactions. Turn-taking is fun-
damental to the structure of conversations and an important fi rst lesson in pragmatics (namely, the 
understanding that “a person expects a reply when they pause in their talk”). Mothers promote 
turn-taking by responding to infants’ vocalizations with language within two or three seconds and 
pausing their speech when infants are off-task ( Tamis-LeMonda et al., 2013 ). Infants adjust the tim-
ing of their vocalizations to follow their mothers’ language inputs as early as 5 months ( Bornstein, 
Putnick, Cote, Haynes, and Suwalsky, 2015 ), and toddlers grow in their responsiveness to mothers’ 
language and gestures across the second year of life ( Kuchirko, Tafuro, and Tamis-LeMonda, in press ). 
Infants ages 14 and 24 months who are high on responsiveness to their mothers’ communications 
also have mothers who are high on responsiveness to their infants ( Kuchirko et al., in press ). 

 The Informational Content of Social Input 

 Beyond temporal features of infant-directed speech, the “content” of input matters. Specifi cally, the 
 didactic  (information laden) and  embodied  (multimodal) features of infant-directed speech support 
word learning ( Tamis-LeMonda et al., 2013 ). 
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 Didactic language is child-directed speech that is “referential”—statements that contain informa-
tion about referents through descriptions, labels, and questions (“That’s a spoon” and “What color 
is the spoon?,” “The rabbit’s hopping” and “Where is he going?”). When parents respond to their 
infants’ exploratory or communicative actions, the likelihood of didactic (or referential) language is 
high, and this type of speech contains a diversity of nouns, verbs, adjectives, and adverbs. The lexically 
rich nature of referential language can be contrasted with  regulatory  commands—language that directs 
or prohibits infant actions, typically with many pronouns (e.g., “Do it,” “Sit there,” “Stop that”). 
During play and booksharing with infants, mothers’ increase referential language following infant 
vocalizations and/or object exploration but decrease regulatory language in the presence of these 
actions ( Tamis-LeMonda et al., 2013 ). Thus, infants’ actions serendipitously evoke language from 
mothers that is responsive and rich. As might be expected, mothers’ referential, but not regulatory, lan-
guage predicts infants’ productive vocabulary (Tamis-LeMonda, Song, Leavell, Kahana-Kalman, and 
Yoshikawa, 2012). The diversity of parental language to infants (i.e., the use of  different  word types and 
different communicative functions) relates to children’s vocabulary size, rate of vocabulary growth, 
and communicative diversity in early language development (e.g.,  Hart and Risley, 1995 ;  Hoff, 2003 , 
 2006 ;  Huttenlocher, Haight, Bryk, Seltzer, and Lyons, 1991 ;  Tamis-LeMonda, et al., 2012a ). Further, 
lexically diverse language input supports effi cient processing of new information in monolingual and 
bilingual infants alike, regardless of language. For instance, a composite measure of infant vocabulary 
relates to infant processing speed in both Spanish and English ( Marchman, Fernald, and Hurtado, 
2010 ;  Weisleder and Fernald, 2013 ). 

 Embodied input refers to the multimodal coordination of parents’ language with physical cues to 
meaning, as seen, for example, when a mother simultaneously labels, looks at, and touches or points 
to objects ( Tamis-LeMonda et al., 2013 ; Yu, Smith, and Pereira, 2008). Infant language learning is 
enhanced through the constellation of nonverbal behaviors parents produce during social interactions, 
with one key action being gestures ( Goldin-Meadow, 2006 ,  2009 ). When mothers label a novel toy, 
they often point to the toy or move the toy in synchrony with their verbal label, which helps infants 
connect the word to its referent ( Gogate, Bahrick, and Watson, 2000 ). For example, a mother might 
point to a toy and ask, “What is that?,” “A teddy bear?,” which signals clearly to the infant the topic 
of her talk. 

 Embodied verbal input supports infant word learning (e.g.,  Matatyaho and Gogate, 2008 ;  Rowe 
and Goldin-Meadow, 2009 ;  Tamis-LeMonda et al., 2012 ) through effects on infant attention. Mul-
timodal information eases infants’ task at mapping words to the world because infants attend to and 
exploit contextual and other cues to decipher the meaning of unfamiliar words ( Yu, Ballard, and 
Aslin, 2005 ). Infants perceive the synchronization of actions and words to be a unitary experience 
that “belong together” ( Rader and Zukow-Goldring, 2010 ). Additionally, mothers are more likely to 
coordinate their gestural and manual actions with didactic language than with regulatory language 
as they respond to infants’ exploratory or communicative actions, ( Tamis-LeMonda et al., 2013 ). As 
indicated, didactic language is high in lexical diversity (i.e., the number of different words mothers 
produce) and fosters infants’ vocabulary growth more than other lexically sparse language inputs 
(Song, Spier, and Tamis-Lemonda, 2014). 

 Developmental Scaffolding 

 Parent–child interactions change across developmental time ( Bornstein, 2013 ). Parents continually 
modify  what they respond to  and  how they respond  as their infants and toddlers gain new skills. Parents 
also adjust how quickly they respond to children depending on infant vocabulary size. For instance, 
mothers of 18-month-olds with relatively large vocabularies on the MacArthur Communicative 
Development Inventory (MCDI) display shorter pauses and quicker responses than do mothers of 
toddlers who have average or small vocabularies ( Marklund et al., 2015 ). Moreover, mothers respond 
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to their 1-year-olds with simple labels and descriptions but include more questions in their verbal 
exchanges a year later as infants grow in their language skills ( Bornstein et al., 2008 ). Mothers are 
also more likely to respond when their 2-year-olds use new words than when their toddlers produce 
words they had been saying for some time ( Masur, 1997 ). Mothers increase their referential responses 
to infant  vocalizations  and decrease their responses to infant  gestures  between the infant ages of 14 and 
24 months ( Tamis-LeMonda et al., 2013 ). Finally, mothers of crawling infants respond differently to 
the social bids of their 13-month-olds than do mothers of walking infants, largely because crawling 
infants bid from stationary positions, whereas walking infants are able to carry objects to mothers 
for sharing ( Karasik, Tamis-LeMonda, and Adolph, 2011 ,  2014 ). Infants who carry objects to their 
mother for play provide salient cues about what they want, and mothers attune to these social bids 
accordingly. Collectively, these studies indicate that parents respond in developmentally appropriate 
ways as infants gain new skills. 

 Why might parents’ attunement to child developmental level matter for language learning? Most 
centrally, as infants acquire new language skills, they attend to and require different cues for learn-
ing new words (Hollich, Hirsh Pasek, and Golinkoff, 2000). Child-directed speech is therefore likely 
to operate nonlinearly across development; the features of language that benefi t learning change as 
children’s learning progresses ( Bohannon and Hirsh-Pasek, 1984 ). During the earliest period of word 
learning, infants primarily learn words that align with objects that are salient and coincide with their 
perspective, whereas more advanced word learners are able to consider another person’s perspective 
(for example, where the person is looking) to infer word meaning. Therefore, novice infants require 
more frequent word repetitions and multiple cues to learn words than do infants who are more 
advanced in their lexicons and understanding of social cues to reference ( Hollich et al., 2000 ). 

 In line with the changing nature of language learning, the quantity and quality of parent language 
input changes in its importance across the fi rst three years. For novice word learners (i.e., in the fi rst 
two years of life), the  amount  of caregiver language input is very important for language development, 
as infants require repetition and lots of input to build a lexicon and discern the phonological, semantic, 
and morphosyntactic features of language. As toddlers develop language skills, the lexical diversity 
of parent language input becomes increasingly critical for propelling vocabulary gains ( Rowe, 2012 ). 
For example, repeatedly labeling the word “cup” will support word learning in an infant who does 
not yet know the word “cup,” but may not be necessary to an infant who is quite familiar with the 
word “cup.” In contrast, infants with more advanced lexical skills are able to participate in simple 
conversations and will benefi t from being asked simple questions (e.g., “What is that?”) and hearing 
new words tagged to those they already know (e.g., “ shiny  cup”). As such, parents scaffold children’s 
language development by providing developmentally appropriate language inputs that help children 
understand communicative intentions ( Bornstein, 2013 ). 

 Summary 

 Parent speech to children contains several features that facilitate language learning.  Child-directed speech  
and  action  are characterized by redundancy, simplicity, and exaggerated forms that promote infant 
word learning by eliciting infant attention and helping babies parse actions and sounds into mean-
ingful units. Parental  responsiveness  aids referent mapping by presenting language that is temporally 
and conceptually connected to the objects and events that are most salient and of greatest interest to 
infants. The  didactic content  of parental input promotes growth in vocabulary because of its rich lexical 
content. The embodied  multimodal  feature of parent input elicits infant attention and establishes the 
referents of talk by accompanying language with physical cues, such as gestures and touch. Finally, 
 developmental attunement  in child-directed speech and action provides infants and young children with 
the specifi c supports needed to learn new words and grammatical structures as children grow in their 
language competencies. 
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 Parenting in Play 

 Parent–child play is a primary context for learning. In particular, children’s play with objects has 
received much attention. Children’s object play shows notable developmental changes, and parents 
attune to those changes by modifying their play behaviors, just as they do for language. Further, social 
interactions around object play provide children with rich opportunities to learn language. As chil-
dren play with objects, parents often describe the features of objects and ongoing or possible actions, 
which facilitate children’s vocabulary growth. Next, we describe developmental changes in children’s 
object play, how parents adjust their own play behaviors in line with those changes, and the ways that 
social interactions during object play promote language learning in children. 

 Developments in Children’s Object Play 

 Play with objects provides a valuable window on development. Over the course of the fi rst two years, 
children show notable changes in their interactions with objects. Early on, infants explore and dis-
cover the unique features of single objects; with age, they combine objects in logical ways (such as by 
placing a shape in a shape sorter); and they eventually use objects in elaborate pretend scenarios. These 
progressions in object play are categorized into three general types: exploratory play, nonsymbolic 
play, and symbolic play, with symbolic play considered the most advanced due to its representational 
demands (Piaget, Inhelder, and Häfl iger, 1977; Tamis-LeMonda and Bornstein, 1991). 

 Exploration 

 The earliest forms of object play appear toward the middle of the fi rst year as infants gain control over 
their manual actions. From around 4 to 5 months of age to approximately 9 months of age, children ’ s 
play is predominantly characterized by sensorimotor manipulation. Infants ’  mouth, fi nger, manipu-
late, rub, bang, and rotate objects to discover their features. These exploratory actions produce rich 
perceptual information about the size, texture, shape, and forms of objects that feed into learning. For 
instance, infants’ object exploration relates to their understanding that objects are three-dimensional 
and have backsides ( Soska, Adolph, and Johnson, 2010 ). 

 As infants develop fi ne motor skills, they explore objects in new ways to discover what can be done 
with those objects. Infants adjust their manual actions to accommodate the specifi c features of objects, 
such as object texture and shape (Fontenelle, Kahrs, Neal, Newton, and Lockman, 2007). Infants are 
skilled at detecting objects’ overt affordances: They fi nger textured surfaces more than smooth ones 
and bang hard objects more than soft ones ( Bushnell and Boudreau, 1993 ;  Gibson and Walker, 1984 ; 
 Lockman and McHale, 1989 ;  Palmer, 1989 ;  Ruff, 1984 ). Between the ages of 6 and 12 months, infants 
decrease in their mouthing of objects and increase in their fi ngering and other fi ne motor actions 
( Ruff, 1984 ). 

 Nonsymbolic Play 

 Toward the end of the fi rst year, children engage in nonsymbolic play ( Ruff, 1984 ). Infants’ actions 
are aimed at extracting the unique functions of objects, such as pressing buttons or turning dials on 
busy-boxes. Infants’ fi rst direct nonsymbolic activities to single objects (e.g., squeezing a foam ball) 
but shortly incorporate object combinations. Initially random juxtapositions of objects develop into 
appropriate and logical combinations. For instance, a triangle might be placed on top of a nesting 
block but later be inserted into its appropriate spot on a shape sorter ( Bornstein and Tamis-LeMonda, 
2006 ;  Damast, Tamis-LeMonda, and Bornstein, 1996 ). 
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 Symbolic Play 

 Around the start of the second year, children produce brief bouts of symbolic play, in which they 
project “a supposed situation onto an actual one, in the spirit of fun rather than for survival” 
( Lillard, 1993 , p. 349). Over the course of the next few months, bouts of symbolic play grow in 
complexity and length. Children string actions together to tell a story (such as feeding a doll and 
then putting the doll to sleep) and creatively substitute certain objects for others (such as using a 
stick rather than a spoon to pretend to stir in a teacup). These symbolic bouts are important to 
the development of creativity and divergent thinking ( Bruner, 1978 ). According to Bruner, chil-
dren’s abilities to pretend in play and combine actions and objects in novel ways are fundamental 
to tool use. 

 Parents’ Role in Children’s Object Play 

 Parent–child play is seen in animals and humans. Observations of young animals at play with parents 
point to the evolutionary signifi cance of play (e.g.,  Fossey, 1983 ;  Goodall, 1986 ). In humans, parent–
child play is a common, important context for learning and development. Parent–infant play might 
be especially important early in development when babies are insuffi ciently mature to engage in and 
benefi t from play with peers ( MacDonald, 1993 ;  Power, 2000 ). This is a reason that most studies of 
parent–child play interactions focus on infancy or toddlerhood. In the sections that follow, we exam-
ine parent support of children’s exploratory, nonsymbolic, and symbolic play and the functions that 
these types of play might serve. 

 Parents’ Exploratory, Nonsymbolic, and Symbolic Play 

 Parent play closely tracks developmental changes in children ’ s play, and therefore encourages children 
to practice and extend skills in their repertoire. Prior to independent locomotion, infants depend on 
adults to access objects. Parents create opportunities for learning by introducing new toys and objects 
and repositioning infants so that they might more readily reach and manipulate them ( Bornstein and 
Tamis-LeMonda, 1990 ). 

 As infants progress to nonsymbolic play, parents demonstrate how objects work and might be 
combined, by pressing buttons, nesting blocks, and the like, and then offering objects to their infants 
to encourage similar actions. In doing so, parents engage in “infant-directed action,” as was seen for 
language, by exaggerating their actions as they play with their infants ( Brand et al., 2002 ). In essence, 
parents make obvious to infants the affordances that objects offer. 

 As children advance in their symbolic play skills, parents increasingly support children’s engage-
ment in and embellishment of pretend scenarios ( Bretherton, 1984 ;  Damast et al., 1996 ). Mothers 
also use pretend play to model a “right” way to do things, for example, by demonstrating how to 
pour tea with a pretend teapot. Mothers of 2-year-olds initiate and sustain pretend play by modeling 
behaviors and then prompt child play, for example, by pretending to talk on a toy telephone and then 
handing the phone to her child. If the child accepts the bid, coaching follows: “Daddy wants to talk. 
Say hello,” ( Dale, 1989 ). Conversely, parents correct pretend actions when infants violate would-be 
reality, for example, protesting (seriously or playfully) when children drink tea from a teapot instead 
of a cup ( Howes, 1992 ). Finally, mothers’ symbolic play behaviors become more prevalent with child 
age: Mothers are more likely to initiate symbolic play than nonsymbolic play with their 21-month-
olds than compared to 13-month-olds ( Dunn and Wooding, 1977 ;  Haight and Miller, 1993 ;  Tamis-
LeMonda and Bornstein, 1991 ). 
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 Relations Between Parent Play and Children’s Play 

 Do mothers’ exploratory, nonsymbolic, and symbolic play behaviors facilitate advanced play in chil-
dren? To investigate this possibility, researchers compare children’s behaviors during solitary play to 
their behaviors during play with parents, and sometimes investigate changes in parent and child play 
across age. 

 Comparisons of children’s solitary and interactive play indicate that play with mother is more 
sophisticated, complex, diverse, frequent, and sustained than is solitary play (e.g.,  Bornstein et al., 1998 ; 
 Dunn and Wooding, 1977 ;  Fiese, 1990 ;  Haight and Miller, 1992 ; O’Connell and Bretherton, 1984; 
Slade, 1987). Children engage in more symbolic play of greater complexity after witnessing a social 
partner perform those actions ( Bretherton, O’Connell, Shore, and Bates, 1984 ). For instance, mothers’ 
play with their 13-month-old children relates to children’s level of play during solitary play based on 
codes of children’s exploratory, nonsymbolic, and symbolic play ( Vibbert and Bornstein, 1989 ). 

 Moreover, there is high specifi city in child–mother play sophistication at an individual level. At 
child ages of 13 and 20 months, mothers’ nonsymbolic play relates positively to toddlers’ nonsymbolic 
play, but not symbolic play, and mothers’ symbolic play relates positively to toddlers’ symbolic play, 
but not nonsymbolic play ( Tamis-LeMonda and Bornstein, 1991 ). Over age, the play of individual 
mothers and toddlers changes in parallel: Between 13 and 20 months, mothers who increase play at 
particular levels have toddlers who also increase at those levels. Age-related alignment in mother and 
child play is also seen in the real-time unfolding of play: Mothers prompt nonsymbolic play following 
instances of infant nonsymbolic play and prompt symbolic play following instances of infant symbolic 
play ( Damast et al., 1996 ). 

 Parent–Child Play and Children’s Language Development 

 Play interactions between children and parents provide a valuable platform for learning language, thus 
extending benefi ts beyond child play per se. Most centrally, object play represents the quintessential 
example of a “triadic” or “triangular” social interaction, in which parent and child jointly attend to an 
activity through mutual gaze to the object and to one another ( Tomasello, 1999 ;  Tomasello, Carpenter, 
Call, Behne, and Moll, 2005 ). Children’s object play and visual attention to objects during play elicit 
verbally contingent information and feedback from mothers about the events and activities of chil-
dren’s actions, such as declarative information about what objects are and their characteristics (“blue 
truck”; “soft bunny”). As noted previously, child-directed speech in response to toddler object play is 
lexically diverse, providing infants with opportunities to expand their vocabularies ( Tamis-LeMonda 
et al., 2013 ). 

 Furthermore, language quality during symbolic play in particular may support language learn-
ing. Symbolic play is characterized by more language, more diverse language, and unique forms of 
reciprocal interaction and language (such as mental state terms on the part of parents) to negotiate 
symbolic transformations (“Let’s pretend we’re cooking breakfast. What yummy eggs!”) ( Fekonja, 
Umek, and Kranjc, 2005 ;  McCune-Nicolich, 1981 ; Pellegrini, 2009). During symbolic play, parents 
use language and gestures to share familiar routines and mutually negotiate play situations, which 
facilitates children’s learning of new words ( Adamson, Bakeman, Deckner, and Nelson, 2014 ;  Hirsh-
Pasek et al., 2015 ). For instance, during doll play (which tends to elicit high symbolic play), parents 
produced the most and longest utterances, labeled objects more, used a greater variety of words, and 
asked more questions compared to play with vehicles and shape sorters (which pull for nonsymbolic 
play) ( O’Brien and Nagle, 1987 ). Similarly, experimental comparisons of different types of object 
play show that during symbolic play (compared to nonsymbolic play) mothers produce more child-
directed speech to establish a shared understanding about what objects stand for and more frequently 
use questions to engage infants in conversations ( Quinn, 2016 ). Symbolic play also results in more 
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frequent and longer joint attention episodes and greater gesture use by parents and infants. Conse-
quently, mothers’ language during symbolic play predicts children’s language development between 18 
and 24 months ( Quinn, 2016 ), and the quality of interactions between parents and 2-year-olds during 
free play predicts child language growth better than the quantity of language input to 3-year-olds 
( Hirsh-Pasek et al., 2015 ). 

 Notably, the specifi c objects or content of play interactions does not explain the rich language 
seen during symbolic play. When mothers and their 18-month-olds were randomly assigned to two 
conditions—a pretend snack and a reality condition in which they ate real food—mothers spoke 
more to, looked at, and smiled at infants more frequently during the pretend episode (Lillard and 
Witherington, 2004). The same patterns were seen for pretend play around grooming relative to real 
grooming in 15- to 24-month-olds ( Nishida and Lillard, 2007 ). 

 The high-quality language inputs children experience during object play interactions in turn 
promote children’s language development. In a series of longitudinal studies, relations between par-
ent–child play and language development were examined ( Bornstein, Vibbert, Tal, and O’Donnell, 
1992 ;  Tamis-LeMonda and Bornstein, 1991 ,  1993 ;  Tamis-LeMonda et al., 1998 ,  2001 ). Mothers and 
infants were visited in their homes when the children were 9, 13, and 20 months old and provided 
with toys for play. Mothers’ who contingently responded to their infants’ play and communicative 
initiatives had infants who achieved language milestones, such as fi rst words, vocabulary spurt, and 
combinatorial speech, sooner in development. Some longitudinal relations between language use dur-
ing mother–child play and children’s language development also emerged. 

 As children enter preschool, play continues to be a central activity of children, and teachers can 
help guide children’s play to facilitate learning. Preschool children from low-income backgrounds 
who experienced guided play improved their vocabularies more so than did children who learned 
through traditional teaching practices ( Han, Moore, Vukelich, and Buell, 2010 ). Specifi cally, children 
assigned to a group in which guided play was incorporated into book reading learned signifi cantly 
more words than did those who engaged in book reading only. 

 Summary 

 Children’s engagement with objects changes over the fi rst three years of life. Early on, infants explore 
objects by mouthing, fi ngering, and rotating them to discover object features. Closer to the end of 
their fi rst year, children engage in nonsymbolic play in which they use objects in concrete, functional 
ways—pressing buttons on toy phones or sorting and aligning cups. In the second year of life, children 
advance to symbolic play in which they pretend to feed a dolly as if she were a real child, or talk into 
a block as if it were a phone. Parents attune to children’s changes in play by introducing new objects 
for play, demonstrating actions that can be performed on toys, and co-constructing stories in children’s 
pretend play. Parents’ adjust their language to children in line with children’s development: they pro-
vide contingent, lexically rich language as infants explore objects in the fi rst year, and increase their 
grammatical complexity, questions, and use of mental state words as infants engage in symbolic play 
in the second and third years of life. 

 Cultural Considerations in Language and Play 

 Parents everywhere are key participants in children’s learning. Regardless of the cultural beliefs and 
practices of one’s community or where one lives, parent’s speech to children is the “raw data” from 
which children learn language and build knowledge about the world. Similarly, parents everywhere 
structure children’s physical environments and engage in behaviors that facilitate children’s playful 
discovery and learning—ranging from providing children with access to objects for play to plopping 
down on the fl oor to participate in a “pretend birthday party.” Nonetheless, parents from different 
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cultural communities vary in their beliefs about the meaning and value of language and play in devel-
opment and their encouragement and participation in language and play interactions with children. 
Consideration of cultural context is therefore vital to understanding parents’ role in these two critical 
developmental domains. 

 Cultural Considerations: Language 

 Which features of parent–child language interactions does sociocultural context infl uence? Parents’ 
views, socialization goals, passed-on traditions and practices, and larger socioeconomic and political 
contexts infl uence  how much  and  how  parents talk and respond to their infants,  what  they talk about 
and respond to, and  why  they talk (Bornstein, 2013; Bornstein and Lansford, 2012;  Tamis-LeMonda 
and Song, 2012 ). These cultural variations refl ect the extent to which parents accommodate to their 
children’s language skills and needs. High accommodation indicates a child-centered orientation to 
communication, and relatively low accommodation indicates a situation-centered orientation ( Ochs 
and Schieffelin, 1984 ). 

 Cultural Differences in Child-Directed Speech and Parent Responsiveness 

 Parents from different cultural communities vary in their views and practices around infants’ par-
ticipation in everyday social interactions and the extent to which they adjust their communicative 
behaviors when interacting with infants. In many communities, parents bend over backwards, so to 
speak, to engage infants in everyday conversations. In the United States and across many WEIRD 
countries, infants are treated as conversational “equals.” Parents simplify their speech in response to 
infants’ limited cognitive and language skills to inculcate infants into reciprocal turn-taking in social 
interactions ( Solomon, 2011 ). In other communities, parents do not deem it necessary or appropriate 
to talk to infants. For instance, Kaluli (Papua New Guinea) and Samoan caregivers rarely engage in 
child-directed speech because they believe that infants do not yet understand language. Instead, when 
interacting with infants and other members of the community, mothers become “ventriloquists” for 
babies, talking on behalf of infants when interacting with interlocutors, using high-pitched voice but 
refraining from modifying their grammar and lexicon. In Western Samoa, infants are raised commu-
nally by parents and extended family members and are “talked about” but rarely “talked to.” Although 
caregivers occasionally vocalized to infants, they rarely engaged them in the types of reciprocal, dyadic 
interactions typical of European-American families ( Ochs, 1982 ;  Schieffelin and Ochs, 1986 ). 

 Variation among parents in child-directed speech might also stem from broader cultural values 
about desired child behaviors. European-American and Canadian families commonly encourage 
their prelinguistic infants to vocalize, suggesting that they place high value on infants’ expressions 
( Tamis-LeMonda and Song, 2012 ). In contrast, Gusii people of Kenya do not encourage their babies to 
vocalize because they believe that doing so might socialize infants to grow up selfi sh and disobedient 
( LeVine et al., 1994 ). Japanese mothers likewise discourage their infants from vocalizing frequently, 
considering it to be impolite and undesirable. Instead, Japanese mothers believe that infants should 
blend into the environment and not call attention to themselves ( Minami and McCabe, 1995 ;  Markus 
and Kitayama, 2003 ). 

 Parents from different cultural communities also diverge in their patterns of contingent responsive-
ness, perhaps due to the infant behaviors they consider to be important and salient. Cross-cultural 
comparisons show that mothers from Berlin and Los Angeles respond to infant nondistress vocaliza-
tions and gaze more often than do mothers from Beijing, Delhi, and the Nso of Cameroon ( Kärtner 
et al., 2008 ). In contrast, Nso mothers respond more often to infant touch than do mothers from 
other cultures. In a study of New York City mothers, Mexican immigrant mothers were most likely 
to respond to their 14-month-olds’ gestures than were Dominican and African-American mothers, 
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indicating Mexican mothers’ strong emphasis on nonverbal actions (including gestures) as a mode of 
communication (Tamis-Lemonda et al., 2012,  2013 ). 

 Cultural Differences in the Content of Parental Speech 

 Across cultural communities, parents also differ in what they talk about with their infants and tod-
dlers, suggesting that language may serve different purposes for different groups. Broadly speaking, 
parent speech to children can be categorized along two primary functions: (1) to teach infants 
“about the world” (a referential function) and (2) to teach infants “how to act in the world” (a regu-
latory function) ( Tamis-LeMonda and Song, 2012 ). Parents across communities differ substantially 
in their relative emphases on these two language functions. For example, middle-income European-
American parents frequently use referential language with their infants and toddlers as a way to instill 
knowledge in children and expand vocabularies, thereby teaching children about the world. Dur-
ing everyday interactions, parents label and describe objects infants are interested in ( Bornstein and 
Tamis-LeMonda, 1990 ), repeat novel words, expand on infants’ babbles ( Masur, Flynn, and Eichorst, 
2005 ), and encourage their infants to produce words or phrases ( Tamis-LeMonda et al., 2012 ). In 
contrast, parents in other communities emphasize regulatory speech over referential speech when 
interacting with their young children. For instance, parents in Botswana often use regulatory lan-
guage in the form of short commands to keep their infants and children safe (e.g., “Stop that” and 
“Don’t touch the dog”) ( Geiger and Alant, 2005 ). Similarly, U.S. Mexican and Dominican immi-
grant mothers are more likely to rely on regulatory language when communicating with infants 
compared to third-generation U.S. African-American mothers. The emphasis on regulatory lan-
guage aligns with the Latino emphasis on regulating infants’ behavior to promote  respeto , a cultural 
value of obedience and proper demeanor. 

 Cultural Considerations: Play 

 Cultures differ with respect to parents’ views around child play, which can affect the frequency of their 
play engagements with children and the nature of those engagements (Bornstein, 2007). 

 Parent Participation in Play 

 In many WEIRD cultures, parents actively encourage children’s play through modeling and scaf-
folding and believe that play provides educational benefi ts to children ( Farver and Howes, 1993 ;  Teti, 
Bond, and Gibbs, 1988 ;  Turkheimer, Bakeman, and Adamson, 1989 ;  Zukow, 1986 ). Within European 
and U.S. communities, it is common for parents to actively participate in play, especially with young 
children (e.g.,  Haight and Miller, 1992 ). Parents’ participation in play may be due to parents’ sense of 
responsibility for their children’s learning and their related belief that play is a valuable context for 
teaching children new skills ( Rogoff et al., 1993 ). A comparison of parenting across 12 cultures found 
that middle-class mothers in the United States engaged in play with their children most frequently 
( Whiting and Edwards, 1988 ). 

 However, parent direct participation in play with children is far from universal. In many “tradi-
tional cultures,” including Mexico, Guatemala, and Indonesia, parents consider the purpose of play to 
be amusement and do not believe that it is important for them to play with their children ( Farver and 
Howes, 1993 ;  Farver and Wimbarti, 1995 ;  Power, 2000 ; Rogoff, Mosier, Mistry, and Goncu, 1993). 
Rather, play is viewed solely as a child’s activity, and children engage in play primarily with peers and 
siblings. In hunting-and-gathering and agricultural village cultures, children are the principal play-
mates of one another, even in early development ( Edwards and Whiting, 1993 ; Goncu, Mistry, and 
Mosier, 1991). 
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 The Nature of Play 

 Cultural forces also guide  how  parents play with their children. For instance, the common “Western” 
model of triadic object play (as reviewed previously) is one in which the parent and infant or tod-
dler attend jointly to an object of play while alternating gaze between the object and one another’s 
faces. However, this form of interaction does not refl ect the triadic interactions of traditional cultures. 
One study compared interactions between mothers and toddlers in U.S. middle-income families and 
Ni-Van caregivers from Vanuatu, a non-Western indigenous community. Caregivers were equally 
responsive to their children’s object play across the two cultural communities. However, U.S. caregiv-
ers showed higher levels of  visual  triadic engagement, whereas Ni-Van caregivers showed higher levels 
of  physical  triadic engagement—in which they shared touch of an object with toddlers in the absence 
of visual attention to one another’s faces ( Little, Carver, and Legare, 2016 ). Findings such as these illus-
trate how cultural practices around sharing attention can differ from the dominant view represented 
in the developmental science literature. 

 Cultural ideologies pertaining to individualism and collectivism may also inform the nature of 
parent–child object play. U.S. and Japanese mothers differ in the types of object play activities they 
encourage in their toddlers. U.S. mothers encourage independent play with objects, whereas Japanese 
mothers emphasize the importance of interpersonal connectedness in toddler play. For example, Japa-
nese mothers are more likely to engage their children in symbolic play that incorporates important 
“others” (e.g., such as feeding a doll a bottle or serving mother tea), whereas U.S. mothers are more 
likely to engage children in nonsymbolic, functionally oriented play with toys (e.g., such as nesting 
shapes in shape sorters), perhaps refl ecting the value they placed on “independent discovery” in learn-
ing. These differences are seen even though both groups of mothers and toddlers were presented with 
identical toys ( Tamis-LeMonda, Bornstein, Cyphers, Toda, and Ogino, 1992 ). 

 Finally, cultural views about the importance of academics can affect how parents play with chil-
dren. In cultures where academic success is a high priority, such as China, parent–child play is infused 
with child-centered teaching opportunities ( Pang and Wong, 2002 ). Asian-American parents place 
high emphasis on the importance of children getting an academic head start and tend to buy more 
typically educational toys and engage in more preacademic activities than European-American par-
ents. In turn, European-American children have been reported to spend more time in free play than 
their Asian counterparts, who spend more time at home preparing for academics (Parmar, Harkness, 
and Super, 2004, 2008). 

 Caveats on Cultural Differences 

 Although cultural differences in parent–child language and play interactions were highlighted, chil-
dren from all cultures become competent users of language in their local communities, and children 
everywhere spend much of their waking hours in play during the early years. And, as noted previously, 
parents everywhere provide their children with learning opportunities in domains of language and 
play, even if they simply allow children to be nearby to overhear conversations or ensure that their 
children are safe as they play with siblings and peers. For the most part, although cultural differences 
exist in many core features of parenting, cross-cultural similarities abound. As one example, mothers 
from all communities display contiguity, contingency, and embodiment in their responses to infant 
behaviors, even if they differentially attune to different behaviors in their infants. 

 Notably, differences in average levels of parental behaviors do not imply differences in  associations  
between parenting and infant learning and development. The benefi ts of parents’ lexical diversity, 
responsiveness, multimodal input, and so forth have been documented across families from different 
cultural communities and socioeconomic strata (e.g.,  Bornstein and Tamis-LeMonda, 1989 , 1997; 
 Bornstein, Tamis-LeMonda, and Haynes, 1999 ;  Hsu and Lavelli, 2005 ;  Rodriguez and Tamis-LeMonda, 
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2011 ;  Tamis-LeMonda et al., 2001 ;  Weisleder and Fernald, 2013 ). And parents’ engagement in play 
with children scaffolds children in play, regardless of cultural setting, supporting Vygotsky’s (1978) 
writings on ways that adults can promote learning within children’s zone of proximal development. 

 Finally, within-cultural variation often surpasses between-cultural variation, and general statements 
about cultural tendencies mask the huge individual differences that exist within a given community. 
For instance, low-income African-American mothers in the United States vary in how much they 
consider play to be a context for learning. Some mothers consider play to offer a range of develop-
mental benefi ts, whereas others consider play to be less important than academic-focused activities 
such as reading ( Fogle and Mendez, 2006 ). Variation among parents in their views around play might 
infl uence how often they encourage play at home and whether and how often they participate in play 
with their young children ( LaForett and Mendez, 2016 ). 

 Pedagogical Applications 

 In the United States, psychological research on the importance of language and play in learning and 
development, and the role of parents in supporting their young children, has been put to practical use 
through educational initiatives, parenting programs, and various interventions with young infants and 
children from low-income households. 

 Language Programs and Interventions 

 Children’s early language environments are core to learning and development and springboards to 
academic success. By the time children say their fi rst words, signifi cant disparities exist between 
children growing up in poverty and their middle-class peers in the quality and quantity of language 
input they hear from their parents. In their seminal study,  Hart and Risley (1995 ) estimated that by 
the time they reached 3 years of age, children from high-SES homes would hear 30 million more 
words than children from low-SES homes. It is well known that intervening early can be valuable to 
children from disadvantaged families (e.g.,  Heckman, and Masterov, 2007 ), and interest continues to 
grow among researchers and practitioners on ways to best promote language development and school 
readiness starting in the early years. 

 Parent-directed approaches to intervention are the most logical format for intervening early, 
because parental language input most often lies at the heart of the word gap ( Leffel and Suskind, 
2013 ). A meta-analysis of 18 parent-directed language interventions found positive effects on chil-
dren’s expressive and receptive language skills ( Roberts and Kaiser, 2011 ). Notably, these interventions 
were effective even with relatively moderate training, underscoring the cost-effectiveness of relatively 
straightforward interventions, as long as they occur early. 

 Interventions have likewise been designed to promote parent responsiveness. When caregivers inter-
act with their children in warm and responsive ways and actively engage in a back-and-forth commu-
nicative style, children are highly likely to learn new words. One intervention that capitalizes on this 
parenting style is the Play and Learning Strategies (PALS) program ( Landry, Smith, Swank, and Gutten-
tag, 2008 ). PALS uses a video training strategy in which parents are visited in their homes and shown 
videos that illustrate responsive strategies for promoting language, social, and cognitive development. 
Parents are videorecorded interacting with their infants and toddlers while a coach watches and provides 
live feedback. At the end of such sessions, coaches review the footage with parents and discuss which 
PALS strategies worked in parents’ interactions. The PALS implementation study, with a targeted sample 
of parents from low-income neighborhoods in Texas, produced gains in parents’ responsive language 
stimulation skills, and consequently children improved on their vocabulary and language complexity. 

 Although results from home visitation programs are promising, the strategies are often too costly 
to serve larger numbers of low-income families. For this reason, interventions implemented through 
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regular pediatric visits might be cost-effective in reaching a large portion of low-income families. 
Nearly all families visit the pediatrician frequently for regular well-care visits throughout their infant’s 
fi rst year of life, creating frequent opportunities for interventions at no additional time-cost to families. 
The Video Interaction Project (VIP;  Mendelsohn et al., 2005 ,  2011 ) exemplifi es a program that uses 
the pediatric visit platform for early intervention. This program takes place from birth through age 3 
and consists of fi fteen 30- to 45-minute sessions with child development specialists on days of primary 
care visits. Specialists sit down with families and deliver a curriculum that is specifi cally focused on 
enhancing and infusing language interactions during daily activities, such as reading and play. Much 
like PALS, mothers are videorecorded interacting with their infants during brief fi ve- to ten-minute 
segments, and then videos are reviewed with the specialist, who reinforces positive interactions and 
points to times when opportunities for interaction might have been missed. Mothers can then take 
home their video and are also sent home with developmentally appropriate learning materials to use 
during their everyday interactions with infants. Last, messages are reinforced through pamphlets writ-
ten in plain language specifi c to each visit, with the specialist’s notes about what each mother can do 
to enhance language. The VIP intervention has had remarkable success. One study showed that when 
VIP begins in infancy, parent–infant interactions were already enhanced by 6 months. Moreover, 
higher dosage of VIP was associated with greater effects on parents’ language interactions, including 
shared reading, teaching, and responsiveness ( Mendelsohn et al., 2011 ). 

 The lessons learned from language interventions with disadvantaged populations are applicable to 
families of all socioeconomic statuses or nationalities. One program developed for low-income fami-
lies in Wales, the Incredible Years Parent-Toddler Programme (IYPTP; Webster-Stratton, 2008), taught 
parents strategies to scaffold children’s early language development. A randomized control study of 
the program found that six months after parent participation in group discussion and role play around 
key parenting principles, parents more actively initiated conversations with their toddlers than control 
families (Gridley, Hutchings, and Baker-Henningham, 2015). 

 Finally, interventions using the LENA (i.e.,  L anguage  En vironment  A nalysis) technology are also 
on the rise. LENA is a small device that can be worn by children to record how much speech is 
directed to them at home over extended periods. The device produces home language environment 
reports (including number of words adults used and number of conversational turns between adult 
and child) that are easy to interpret. A study with low-income families in south Chicago found that 
parents who received detailed feedback about their language inputs to their children based on LENA 
recordings became more aware of the effects of their language use for children’s school readiness and 
increased the number of interactions and diversity of their language input to children ( Suskind et al., 
2015 ). Similarly, an intervention in Korea used LENA recordings to provide middle-to-upper-income 
parents with feedback about their verbal interactions with their infants and toddlers ( Pae et al., 2016 ). 
Notably, even in this more advantaged sample, there were still parents who engaged in fewer than 
average (compared to U.S. norms) language interactions with their children, and these parents ben-
efi ted the most from detailed feedback. That is, parents in the treatment group who received LENA 
feedback reports, compared to control parents who did not, increased their use of words and conversa-
tional turns (a measure of responsiveness) when categorized as having below-average language use, but 
not when categorized as average or above-average language use. Thus, the effects of promoting rich 
and plentiful language interactions among high-SES families can also be effective for subsamples of 
parents who engage in low child-directed speech, highlighting the universal importance of supporting 
language-rich interactions between parents and infants. 

 Play Programs and Interventions 

 Several intervention programs geared toward enhancing children’s cognitive and academic potential 
have included play as an important element. During the 1960s, concerns that children from lower 
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socioeconomic backgrounds were at risk for poor academic achievement spurred the establish-
ment of programs such as Head Start, and some years later led to the establishment of home-based 
intervention programs that included play (e.g.,  Andrews et al., 1982 ). Parent–child play interven-
tion programs have also been encouraged for high-risk infants ( Field, 1983 ;  Scarr-Salapatek and 
Williams, 1973 ), including in the treatment of children who exhibit problematic or disruptive 
behavior ( Guerney, 1991 ). One of the earliest success stories was seen in the Verbal Interaction 
Project’s Mother-Child Home Program, which was designed around mother–child joint play and 
began when children were 2 years of age ( Levenstein, 1970 ). A caseworker, known as a “Toy Dem-
onstrator,” visited participants’ homes twice a week for two years, brought toys and books for the 
child, and modeled activities meant to foster maternal verbal play with children. The IQ scores 
of participant children were higher than those of nonparticipants at follow-up assessments, and 
the advantage persisted through eighth grade ( Levenstein and O’Hara, 1993 ). Moreover, mothers’ 
interaction styles with their young adolescents continued to refl ect the techniques encouraged by 
the Toy Demonstrators. 

 Today, several play interventions and programs have been developed to foster children’s develop-
ment in areas such as language. For instance, one invention designed to promote playful language 
between parents and toddlers ( Christakis, Zimmerman, and Garrison, 2007 ) had positive benefi ts 
for vocabulary. In the treatment condition, parents were given a set of toy blocks along with explicit 
encouragement of how to use playful language during play at home. The control group did not 
receive block sets or instructions on how to play and were assumed to carry on with their daily rou-
tines. Toddlers in the intervention group displayed greater vocabulary growth than children in the 
control group. 

 Play has also been used to foster preschool children’s learning in the classroom. In  Tools of the 
Mind , a Vygostkian-based curriculum, researchers incorporated play in a randomized trial with 
3- and 4-year-olds to foster cognitive, emotional, and social outcomes. Teachers and students were 
randomly assigned to either a control or treatment condition: the control group received a pre-
established literacy curriculum, whereas the treatment group received the  Tools of the Mind  interven-
tion. Children who received the intervention had better social and language skills, suggesting that a 
curriculum with a strong emphasis on play can enhance learning and development in pre-K children 
( Barnett et al., 2008 ). 

 The abundance of evidence on the benefi ts of play for children’s learning counteracts the false 
dichotomy between “learning versus play” that often pervades education circles. Developmental 
scientists recognize that it is  through  play that children learn, and they seek to spread this mes-
sage to parents and educators. In fact, there is growing emphasis on “guided play” as a promising 
approach for teaching children foundational skills in early childhood curricula ( Weisberg, Hirsh-
Pasek, Golinkoff, Kittredge, and Klahr, 2016 ). In guided play, children are encouraged to express 
their autonomy and curiosity through initiation of playful activities, and adults then respond by 
scaffolding children’s play and learning. In this guided play approach, children’s spontaneous atten-
tion and engagement with objects and activities is met with structured feedback from parents 
or teachers, thereby creating an optimal context for learning. Evaluations of guided play curri-
cula indicate impressive benefi ts for children’s learning ( Alfi eri, Brooks, Aldrich, and Tenenbaum, 
2011 ;  Fisher, Hirsh-Pasek, Newcombe, and Golinkoff, 2013 ) and indicate that guided play can be 
effectively incorporated into ongoing curricula. Teachers can present the guided play materials in 
a game-like fashion (Morris, Croker, Zimmerman, Gill, and Romig, 2013) or offer children the 
opportunity to express self-direction in a structured setting ( Neuman and Roskos, 1992 ). Curricula 
that build on the strong knowledge base on the role of play in development will continue to yield 
many success stories, as seen in the  Tools of the Mind  ( Bodrova and Leong, 2015 ), Montessori ( Lil-
lard, 2013 ), and guided play ( Weisberg et al., 2016 ). Children have a lot to learn, without sacrifi cing 
their time to play. 
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 Conclusions 

 Language and play interactions are vital to learning and development and are critical springboards 
for children’s school readiness and lifelong success. Across the fi rst years of life, infants and toddlers 
show rapid gains in these interconnected domains, and parents are key participants in these devel-
opments. Parents support children’s language and play through child-directed speech and action, 
responsiveness to children’s communications and play initiations, scaffolding of children to higher 
play levels, and incorporation of rich language into everyday play interactions. As children advance 
in their language and play skills, parents respond with a wider variety of words, increasingly complex 
grammatical structures, more sophisticated forms of play, and greater encouragement of children’s 
language and play. Notably, variations among parents in language inputs and play with children are 
substantial and reliably predict individual differences in children’s learning within and across devel-
opmental domains. 

 Although parents’ interactions with children differ substantially across cultural communities, par-
ents everywhere shape children’s language and play experiences through what they do and how they 
structure their children’s everyday activities. Consequently, a growing number of intervention and 
educational programs aim to arm parents with the tools necessary to support their children’s learn-
ing and development in these key developmental domains. Some interventions focus exclusively on 
language, others exclusively on play, and some incorporate elements of both, for instance, by teaching 
parents how to recognize play as a context for rich social interactions. As developmental science con-
tinues to break new ground on parents’ role in children’s language and play, we will make enormous 
strides toward ensuring that all children become skilled members of their communities while having 
some fun along the way. 
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