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ABSTRACT

A longitudinal study of the language development of
children of adolescent mothers followed 20 adolescent and 20 older
mothers from their children's birth through three years of age. This
report is based on data collected from a subsample of 20 mothers.
Mother-child interactions in feeding, teaching, and play at eight
months and two years were videotaped and transcribed, and the
children's utterances were coded for grammatical complex1ty,
discourse variables, and pragmatic variables. The results indicate
significant differences between adolescent and older mothers,
espec1ally at eight months. At that stage, older mothers were more
responsive to their infants and more likely to impute intentionality
to their infants' noncommunicative behaviors, an activity linked to
rate of acquisition. While the adolescent mothers appeared to enjoy
1nteract1ng with their infants as evidenced by a high percentage of
initiations and equal simultaneous interaction, they reacted to their
children more concretely, rarely reading anything into their actions
or verbalizations. Parallel trends were found at two years. There did
not appear to be any significant difference in the children's general
linguistic abilities at two years, but there were differences in
?tan?ard1zed test scores at eight months, two years, and three years.
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Introduction.

Children of adelescent mothers perform more poorly than children of
older mothers in school and on standardized tests. They are more likely to be
held back in school and have lower reading scores {Oppel and Royston, 1971 ;
Hardy =t al., 1978}, They hawe alzo been found to do more poorly on the
Scales of Infant Developrnent {Fisld et al., 1984}, and the
Stanford-ginet, as well as having lewer 1Q and achieverment test scores
{Fust»:-ni:-:-rg, 197¢). iiven pravicus research dernonstrating a relaticnsiap
betvreen hnguistic abiity and performarice on school-related tasks, these
findings woild seern to suggest that chuldren of teenage mothers are less
skillzd linguistically than children of slder mothers. In this lonzitudinal
swudy, it was hypothesized that the naturs of cdolescent mothers input to
‘heir languaze learning children at 8 months and £ years would differ from
older mothers' input in ways which could adversely affect their children's
acquisition of language and thus serve as the source of the language delays
*vhich children of adolescent mothers appear to have as early as % months.
The specific hypotheses tested are given sn the handout.
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insert table 1 about here

Methodology:

As I Just mentioned, this is the report of a longitudinal study.
Approximately 40 mothers, 20 adolescent and 20 older, <vere followed from the
children’s birth through 3 years of age. This report is based on data collected
on a subsample of 20 mothers. The demographic information for the samplea
is presented on vour handout.

insert Table 2 about here
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The =ntire sample could not be used because of incompieie daia on given
dyrads.

When the infants were 3 months old, mother and child were videotaped
in a laboratory setting in 3 minutes of face-to-face interacticn, a teachiing
situation where the mother taught the child 2 tasks from the Bayley Scales of
Infant Development “which were considered developmentally too difficult for
the child, and ¥ minutes of free play with 3 experimenter provided tows. At 2
years, an experimenter wwent into the horne and videotaped 1/2 hour of lunch
tirne interaction, 2 teaching episodes where the mother again tried to teach
the child tasks considered developmentally too difficult, and 1/2 hour of free
Play wwith a box of experimenter provided toys. Maternal commuanicative acts
at 2 months and maternal and chi'd utterances at 2 years swwere transcrited
nnd coded for gramrnatical complexity, discourse and pragmatic role as
indicated o thece transparencies.

inzert Tables & and 4 about here

Resultz:

With maternal age and situation as independent variables, repeated
measures AMOVAS were run using each of the variables at each % months and
2 yearz as dependent variables. The results of the ANGVAS indicated that
there was no interaction between maternal age and situation at sither 8
months or 2 years for the mothers. There were, however, main effects for
both situation and maternal age. Because of tirne constraints, only the
differences 1n maternal input will be discussed.

The significant differences between adolescent and clder rnothers ars
summarized on your handout.

inzert Tables 5 about here

The differences are greatest at the 8 month level. Older mothers are more
responsive o their intants. In particular, they are more likely to impute
intentionality to their infant's noncommunicative behaviors, an activity
swhich has been associated with rate of acquisition in the literature. While
the advlescent mothers appear to enjoy interacting with their infants as
evidenced by a high percentage of initiations and an equal amount of
simaltaneous interaction as the older mothers, they react to their infants
more concretely, rarely reading anything into their actions or verbalizations.
The infants behaviors are taken at face value.

4t 2 years, trends were found which paralleled the findings at 2
months. Once again, adolescent mothers tended to be less contingent on the
children's behaviors and utterances. They were less likely to comment
directly on the child's utterances in terms of a request for clarification or an
explication and also tended not to comment on a shild's actions as frequently
as the older mothers. Teenage mothers used fewer teaching utterances and
more controling/restricting acts.




Results from multiple stepwise resreszions at 8 months indicate that
maternal age was the best predictor of the mothers' communicative input as
comprared to maternal education or SES. Using the same statistical test at 2
years, none of these derographic variables accounted for a significant amournt
nf the wariance.

In general, then, there are some differences in the nature of
communicative input bas2d on miaternal age. Further, these differences are
more pronounced at § months than at 2 years. Adolescent rnothers can ke
characterized as using a directive/less-responsive style of interaction and
older rnothers a conversation-elicitingfresponsive style. Results from
previous studies have shown that there is a relationship betwe=n the styls of
input the older rnothers tend to use and an advanced rate of acquisition
(Harding, 1223; Barnes =t al., 1983; Cross, 1277, McDonald & Pien. 1932). Thus,
it is not unreasonable to expect that the children of adolescent rnovherz are
mndeed at risk for language delay.

In examining the data collected on the children at 2 years, however,
there did not appear to bz any sigr icant difference in the general linzuistic
ability ot the children of adolescent mothers as compared to the children of
older mothers. There are several possible explanations for thiz finding.
Eecall that the zreatest differences in the racthers' speech occurred at the 3
raonth level. The differences in the children's comraunicative ability wshich
may have resulted frorn the nature of mmaternal input at % ruonths rnight
have dissipat2d by 2 years. It is also possible that there were diffzrences at 2
yearz but thie variables reflecting these differences were not included 1r: the
stady. Finally, it is possible that differences wrill not be apparent until the
children are older. For example, it may be the case that children of
adcolescent mothers will be less skilled at using complex syntactic structures
which would nct be expected to appear in the children's speech until at least 3
vears of age.

The results as they stand may be interpreted in terms of a
communication continuum swith most of the adolescent mothers falling at the
directive/less-responsive end and the older mothers tending to fall at the
converzation-eliciting/responsive end. Marked on the continuum would be a
threshold level beyond which children would acquire language at 'normal’
rate. It wsould appear that despite differences in the nature of maternal
input, both adolescent and older mothers are providing at least the ramnimal
amount of the right sort of input to insure acquisition at this normal rate.

While there were no differences in the children's general linguistic
abilities, ther= “were differences in the children's standardized test scores at 8
menths, 2 years, and I years. This testing was conducted with Cynthia
Garcia Coll from Women & Infants Hospital and Brown University in
Providence, RI. The remaining data reported will e en the entire sample
rather than the subcsample of 20 mother-child dyads reported on abowve.

insert Table é about here

A3 indicated on your handout, children of adolescent mothers had significantly
lower Language Receplive and Expressive Scale scores on the Mullen Scales of
Early Learning at 2 years. Although none of these differences was significant,
children of adolescent mothers also tended to perform more poorly on the
Bayley Scales of Infant Development at § months and ¢ years, as well as the




7erbal portion of the McCarthy Scales of Children's abilities and the Rhode
Island Test of Language Structure at 3 years.

I would like to present 2 forms of svidence suggesting that the nature
of rnaternal input is related to the children's performance on the standardized
tests. Let me begin by stating that reseach has shown that children who are
not familiar with the syntactically complex, decontextualized language of the
classroom and the associated rules of discourse are more likely to do poorly in
school and on standarized tests (Heath, 1783; Feagan, 198%; Torrance & Olson,
1924} Thus, problems <with classroom discorirse <would not only account for
poor performance on standardized tests but also with other academic
problems children of adolescent mothers experience.

The first form of evidence is drawn from statistical correlations
batwwesn the nature of maternal input and the children's test scores.

insert Table 7 about here

depending on the children's age, mothers who used lonze: syntactically more
corapler utterances and had hisher contingeney ccces in eneral, were rac >
ukely to have childien who had hizher standardized test scores.

4 more ancedotal forrn of evidence comesz from examining the natur of
instructional episndes betw2en mother and child during free play at 2 years.
The adolescent mother seemed to teach more zpecific content material using a
highly didactic teaching styls, did not capitalize on the child's initiations,
asked gquestions which required only one word answers, and didn't integrate
the n2w information back into the flow of the interaction. In fact, the
teenage mothers instructional episodes seerned to remain separate from the
other forms of interaction during free play. The older mother, on the other
hand, appeared to capitalize on the child's focus of attention,teaching 'on the
fly‘. They appeared more likely to use more complex language and would
integrate the new inforrnation back into the interaction or relate it to more
familiar infermation.

In surnmary, there are differences in those aspects of maternal input
which are believed to affect the acquisition process. The adolescent mother's
input, however, is not so impoverished as to inhibit the acquisition of general
lingustic skills. The findings would seem to suggest, howewer, that the
adolescent mother's instructional strategies do not adequately prepare their
children for sueccessful participation in classroom dissourse as well as in
standardized testing situa 'ns. The results of this study suggest that the role
of caregivers' input might be broader than originally suspected. Not only does
the nature of input affect the acquisition of general lingistic abilities, but also
appears to relate to children's acquisition of situation-specific forms of
language.

Az zhiewl in this transparency based on the results of 12 to 31 children,
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Table 1
Hypotheses:

1. "Adolescent mothers' input would contain fewer of the slements associated

with a rapid rate of acquisition:
Q. more cornplex,

b. l2ss responsive 1n terms cf contingency sco. es, requests for
clarification, expancions, and acknowledgernents,
c. more controlling/restricting, less teaching,

d. fewer utterances overall,
e. shorter turns.

hl

children of clder mothers:
a. less compley,
. lower contingency scores,

o

fewer utterances,
shorier furns.

e

i. Children of adolescent mothers would be locs

linguistically skillsd than

fewer requests for information and instruction,

5. Because differences in both the mothers' and the chaldrew's lanzuaze raizht
ke zituation specific, cernrnunicative interaction was sarapled in 7 situaiions
1t 2ach age level. It is hypothesized that differences w:ll be the zreatest in a

tzaching situation for both raother and child.

Table 2

Subjects:

S0 primiparous, Caucesian mothers with full term, healthy infants.

Demographic Information

Adolescent Older
Age mean=16.5 {range 14-17) mean=24.5 (range 21-29}
Education mean=1.6, s.d..=.5 mean=2.4, s.4.=.5
{1=JrHigh, 2=HS, 3=HS+)
Socioeconomic mean=26.1, 5.2.=11.65 mean=30.%, 5.3.=3.57

Status (Hollingshead Index)




Table Z. Maternal Variables for the 8 Month Ancly=is

Gramraatical Complexity Discourse
Mean Length of Utterance Initiats=
Mean Length of 5 Longest Utterances Continue Turn
Mumber of Main Verbs Null
Respond
Lenzth of Turn Simultaneouz Interaction
umber of Utterances Overall Contingency

Contingency: Responds o Action

Table 4. Maternal Variaebles for the 2 Year Analysis

Grararcatical Complexity Discourses Variables
Mean Lengih of Utlerance Initiation
Mumber of Main Verbs Respond to Action
Rezpond to Enpressivre
Prazmatic Variables Respond to Collaborative
Respond to Report
Clarif.cation Fespond to Learning
Explication Respund to Desire
Confirm;‘Acknowledge Respond to Request for
Accomodate Information
Reporti Respond
Collaborative Continue Turn
Control/Rasirict - Mull
Request for Information Overall Contingency
Teach Contingency: Responds to Action
Routine Score Contingency: Responds to Utterarnce
Lengih of Turn IMaraber of Utterances

Child Variables for the 2 Year Amnalysis

Grammatical Complexity Pragzmatic Variables
Mean Length of Uttarance Exprezssive
If'umber of IMain Verbs Desire

Request for Information
Discourse Variables Collaborative

Learning Implementing
Initiation Report
Respond Routine Score
Continuve Turn
Null Number of Utterances
Overall Contingency Length of Turn




Table 5

Eesults : Results from repeated measures ANOYAS at each age level. Nointeractions between age and
situation for any rnaternal varisblz at either 8 months or 2 years. Main effects for age and zitustion
were found. These differences at 8 months and Z years are precented belyw.

1. Situation. In general, mothers’ and children’s cpeech (children's speech at Z years only) 1c consistent
with what might be expected given the discourse rules and the general situational constraints on
interaction in a given cituation.

2. Differences between adolescent ana older mothers at 3 months.
Summary of significant differences:
3. Mean length of 5 longest utterances (Ad < older, p<.05)
b. Initiations (Ad>older, p<.001)
¢. Contingency (Ad<older, p<.001)
d. Nuraber of Utterances (Ad<older, p<.05)

. Differences between adolescent and older rothers at 2 years. Summary of significant differences
ard impartant trepds:
a. Confirin/ Acknovrledge (Ad<alder , p<.0S)
v Teach (Ad<alde, | pa01)
. Trend Contingency (Ad<alder)
- Trend Centingency, Pecpond to Action (Ad<older)
. Trend Control/Restrict (Ad>older)
. Trend Respond to Utterances (Ad<older)
. Trend Nurnber of Utterances (Ad<older)

r
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4. Results from rrultiple stepwise regressions at 2 months indicate that maternal age was the best
predictor of the mothers’ cornmunicative input as compared to raternal educaticn or SES. Using the
sarne statistical test at 2 years, none of thess demographic variables accountea for a significant amount
of the variance.

3. Differences in the children’s speech at 2 years

a. Respond (kids of ad<kids of older, p<.05) but no significant differences in Contingency
zcores
b. Initiations (interaction: kids of ad>kids of older in teaching, p<.03)
Tabie 6. Children's Performance on Standardized Tests
Test Adclescent Older
3 months
Bayley Scales of Infant
Development (MDI) mean=111.4, sd=10 mean=118.6,sd=14 2
2 years
Muilen Scales of Early Learning
-Language Receptive Score roean=30.9, ¢d=2 mean=34 .4, sd=2.6%
-Language Expressive Score mean=20.4, zd=2.1 mean=34.5, cd=3.5%
3 years
McCarthy Scales of Children's
Abilities - verbal score mean=332, ¢d=7 .6 mean=602, :d=6 9

F1Test of Language Structure
® of errors on 100 items rrean=32.2, sd=23 mean=23.6, sd=6.9
*3cores of adolescent and older are significantly giiferent (p<.005)




Table 7. Correlotions Between Maternal Input during Free Play
and Children's Performance on Standardized Tests

Bavlew Mullen McCarthey EITLS
2 wears LRO LEO Yerbal Coznilive
3 Monih
Mcternal Variakles
MLS NS TiC NS NS NS -.418
p<.05
Irmtiations NS NS TS -.423 NS NS
p= 05
Contingency NS PSS S .395 .420 NS
p<.05 p<.05
Rerponds o
Child'z Uterancse i3 147 s s NS Ii3
L
2 Vear
Maternal Variables
MLU .44 ne 1S NS e e
p<.05
#Main Verbs 45 NS NS NS NS NS
pe.05
Contingency Ms NS s .33% .704 11s
p<.is p<.05
Eecsponds to
Child's Utt=srance NS NS NS NS NS -.471
pe<.0t
Besponds to
Chald's Action s NS NS NS .495 s

p<.05




