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Purpose: Language development in children aged 3–6 years is shaped by their pre-linguistic 
abilities, communication patterns and play behaviors along with parental communicative 
roles. Little is known about how these aspects are distributed among children with receptive 
expressive language disorder (CWRELD) in comparison to typically developing children 
(CWTDL). The present research explores these differences between the two groups using 
a video-based analysis with a belief that an understanding of these aspects may facilitate age- 
appropriate speech and language acquisition in children with language delay.
Methods: A video-based analysis of parent–child interactions was carried out for 10 children 
each with receptive expressive language disorder and typical language development, respectively. 
The two groups were compared for the child’s turn-taking skills, eye contact span, autonomous 
instances, communication patterns, play behaviors and parental communication roles.
Results: Children with receptive expressive language disorder exhibited significantly fewer 
proportion of turns and autonomous instances along with a greater proportion of eye contact to 
objects than the parent. Majority of the children with language delay were at the “Requester” or 
“Early communicators” stage and demonstrated either “Exploratory” or “Functional play” 
behaviors. Most of the typically developing children were at the “Partner stage” of communica-
tion and exhibited “Functional”, “Constructive” or “Symbolic Play”. Parents of children with 
language delay mostly exhibited “Helper” type communicative roles while parents from typi-
cally developing groups showed “Partner” type communicative profile.
Conclusion: A quantitative planning and monitoring of pre-linguistic skills, determination 
of communicative patterns and play behaviors is important for clinicians working with 
children having a language delay. Assessing and modifying parental communicative roles 
are also crucial. Understanding the distribution of these research variables among CWRELD 
in comparison to CWTDL may help clinicians in planning precise treatment goals, monitor-
ing specific linguistic progress, ensuring better parental participation and delivering better 
outcomes during language therapy.
Keywords: receptive expressive language disorder, pre-linguistic skills, communication 
stages, play behaviors, parental communication roles, parent–child interaction

Introduction
Childhood entails human development across various domains and is enriched with 
factors that promote this advancement. Optimal speech and language development 
during childhood is influenced by the interaction between the development of 
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parent–child interactions, pre-linguistic skills and trajec-
tory of play development.1,2 An increased parent–child 
interaction is predictive of a child’s vocabulary develop-
ment, early literacy skill development,3 cognitive as well 
as socio-emotional development.4 Pre-linguistic skills are 
considered to be an important determinant in predicting 
language outcomes in children during the developmental 
phase in childhood.5 While play interactions provide 
a perspective for language learning and are believed to 
reveal the child’s cognitive skills.6

Parent–Child Interactions
Language comprehension and the skill to communicate is 
a significant achievement during early childhood which is 
facilitated by parent–child interactions in the initial years.1 

Parent–child interaction builds an interpersonal environ-
ment, which sets the stage for either promoting or hamper-
ing optimal speech or language development.7 A plethora 
of research explains the importance of parent–child inter-
action in the development of language,8–10literacy,11 pho-
nological awareness,12 emotional regulation13 and 
cognitive development.14 According to Sussman,15 when-
ever the parent and the child interact, they work together 
in response to each other. This forms the basis of success-
ful two-way communication. Communication gets started 
every time the parent and the child interact and develop 
a connection. The child now becomes an active part of 
a social system and the most critical social structure in 
a child’s life is the family.

Communication Roles Played by Parents
Parents play a vital role in optimal speech and language 
development. Parenting studies have consistently asso-
ciated differences in parenting with variations in child 
and adolescent development to identify optimal 
parenting.16–18 The role of parents could be a benefit but 
also harmful for self-esteem,16 empathy19 or internaliza-
tion of social values.20 Parenting style could be described 
as parental attitudes as well as behaviors that are mostly 
used by parents to manage the behavior of their child. This 
is often assessed by the patterns of responsiveness, punish-
ment, control and warmth. Certain studies have classified 
parenting roles as authoritative, authoritarian, indulgent 
and neglectful.16,21 Some other studies, specifically in the 
context of communication, like Sussman15 identified four 
roles, which are usually played by parents as they interact 
with their children. These include the Partner role, the 
Helper role, the Cheerleader role and the Do-Not-Disturb 

role. In the Partner role, the parents and children play 
games together with each other. Here, parents do not 
make communication goals very obvious but they take 
optimum communicative turns and be supportive partners 
in facilitating desirable communication patterns in the 
child. In the Helper role, a parent does everything for the 
child to help him/her communicate when he/she is having 
a hard time communicating. In the Cheerleader role, the 
parent appreciates, encourages and rewards every effort by 
the child in comprehending others and expressing their 
needs. In the Do-Not-Disturb role, since the child lacks 
interest in interaction and rarely demands parental atten-
tion, parents do not make optimum efforts in initiating any 
sort of communication with their children. Based on the 
above profiles, the partner role played by a parent is 
a more mature and desirable communication model 
wherein a fine balance between communication opportu-
nities, modeling and reinforcement exists.

Communication Stages of Children
The present study divides children into four stages based 
on the child’s communication ability with his or her 
immediate surroundings based on the book by 
Sussman.15 These are the Own Agenda Stage, the 
Requester Stage, the Early Communicator Stage and 
the Partner Stage. Though not all children pass through 
all the four stages in any specific order, many tend to start 
at the Own Agenda stage, and progress through the 
Requester and Early Communicator stages, ultimately 
reaching the Partner stage as their age progresses. 
A child at the Own Agenda Stage does not understand 
how he/she can influence people around him/her by target-
ing an idea directly at them, which makes their commu-
nication predominantly pre-intentional. Their interactions 
with others are usually brief and minimalistic interactions 
with other children. Parents discern how they are feeling 
by observing their gestures, body movements, smiles and 
screams. In the Requester Stage, the child begins to realize 
that his/her actions can affect others. They start commu-
nicating their needs with parents by pulling or leading 
them towards objects, areas or games they enjoy. In the 
Early Communicator Stage, the child’s communication 
lasts longer and becomes more intentional. They may 
begin to repeat some things that they hear to communicate 
their needs with others. Slowly the child starts a two-way 
interaction by pointing at things that he/she wants to show 
his/her parent. In the Partner Stage, the child becomes 
a more effective communicator. The child begins simple 
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conversations confidently in a familiar environment but 
might struggle in an unfamiliar environment. Although 
children can communicate about their interests in everyday 
situations, they resort to memorized words or phrases 
when they have trouble grasping the rules of 
conversation.15 While not all children pass through these 
stages, some tend to have characteristics from several 
stages and do things differently depending on the indivi-
duals they interact with, the circumstances they are in and 
their exceptional personalities. Similar classification sys-
tems have also been used in some other studies.22–24 For 
instance, a recent study classified the communication 
stages of children as Discoverer, Communicator, First- 
Word user and Combiner which is a modified and parallel 
depiction of the milestones described in the classification 
system by Sussman.15

Pre-Linguistic Skills
Pre-linguistic communication is predominantly non-verbal 
means of communication used by children which includes 
gestures, vocalizations, eye-gaze and expressions.5 Pre- 
linguistic skills develop before linguistic communication 
and are meaningful and purposeful, however these do not 
serve as a symbolic system (language). This first stage of 
language development forms an essential building block 
and is desirable for efficient communication. Even before 
the child learns to speak, the child learns to communicate 
his/her needs through pre-linguistic skills. Pre-linguistic 
skills may be used intentionally to communicate their 
needs or unintentionally to do things without communicat-
ing on purpose. These typically develop around 9–15 
months of age and establish the foundation for 
language,25,26 social and emotional development.27 Turn- 
taking is a salient pre-linguistic skill that lays a foundation 
for communication skills as well as self-regulation abilities 
in children, thereby contributing to later language 
development.28 Children learn to understand different per-
sonal perspectives and viewpoints while participating in 
turn-taking.29 Another important pre-linguistic skill is eye 
contact and as a part of normal development, children 
involve in contact with their parents.30 The eye gaze 
between the object of interest, the parent and the child is 
considered to be crucial for language acquisition.31 The 
interaction between a child, parent and the ongoing event 
enables the child to establish pre-linguistic behaviors to 
initiate, respond and maintain the ongoing events of shared 
experiences.32 Reduced or unfitting eye contact is consid-
ered a major discrepancy in children with developmental 

disabilities.30 Lee and Schertz33 observed that children 
with autism exhibited a relationship amid turn-taking and 
joint attention during an intervention based on parent– 
child interactions and found that joint attention and turn- 
taking skills positively correlated with each other.

Play Behaviors
Play is a personally directed, intrinsically motivated activ-
ity that is freely chosen. Different types of play, like 
pretend play and sensorimotor play influence a child’s 
early cognitive development while more advanced types 
of play like thematic play affect the development of pro-
blem-solving and reasoning skills in children. Apart from 
this, play also influences comprehension and expression of 
language. Researchers have categorized play into different 
types based on several considerations. Smilansky34 cate-
gorized play into four types, ie, constructive play, func-
tional play, dramatic play and games with rules. 
Researchers have given a comprehensive outline for pre-
school play types as constructive object play, functional 
object play, rough and tumble play, exercise play and 
symbolic play.35 It is also divided into symbolic play, 
physical play, pretend play, closing thoughts, play with 
objects and rule-based games.36

A high correlation has been observed between sym-
bolic play or pretend play, and language.37 Studies prove 
that developmental aspects of play are significantly linked 
with early communication and language as well as pre- 
operational and sensorimotor periods of cognitive 
development.38,39 The time, content and structure of sym-
bolic play influence early language development in 
children.40 McCune38 emphasized that following the 
representational development of play, children also 
undergo language-related transitions, eg, children exhibit-
ing play in a hierarchical combination (filling a bottle and 
subsequently nursing the doll) even produce syntactic 
combinations during communication (“I need spoon and 
plate”). Therefore, McCune38 showed that the develop-
ment of language and symbolic play have a comparable 
pattern. Pretend play also has correlations with language, 
narration, emotional regulation, executive and social func-
tions, reasoning, problem-solving, creativity and 
intelligence.41 Play also provides a conducive environment 
for word learning.42 A predominantly helpful kind of play 
is adult-led play, in which the adult structures the play 
environment of the child and in turn helps in supporting 
a child’s learning.41
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Assessment of These Dimensions
Pre-linguistic skills, communication patterns and play 
behaviors are effectively assessed in an interaction-based 
play context with adults.43 Some of the methods that have 
been used for the assessment of parent–child interactions 
are interactions in natural settings (home, school, etc.), 
parental interaction in structured environment (laboratory) 
questionnaires, parental interview-based assessment and 
video-based analysis.44 Video-based analysis has been pre-
ferred over other forms of observational analysis, as it is 
repeatable and practical for offline analysis by multiple 
observers.45 One robust video-based analysis method 
devised by Tait46 has been used successfully to monitor 
pre-linguistic traits in children wearing amplification 
devices. The method entails video recording of interac-
tions between an adult and a child in a conversational 
scenario over time. The study methodically analyzed sev-
eral aspects of the interactions including auditory proces-
sing, eye contact, autonomy and turn-taking.46,47

Present Research
Though the influence of parental roles, communication 
traits, play behaviors and pre-linguistic skills in early 
childhood have been recognized in speech and language 
development of children, little is known through 
a comprehensive research where pre-linguistic traits, play 
behaviors and parent–child dynamics have together been 
explored among children with receptive expressive lan-
guage disorder.33 Parental interaction with their child is 
largely dependent on the ability to understand their child’s 
behavior, speech or non-verbal expressions.48 Children 
with developmental disabilities are less responsive and 
have difficulty during parent–child interactions.49,50 

Besides, parents of these children need the ability to iden-
tify and decipher the cues given by their children to 
respond accurately. Children with developmental disabil-
ities might have socio-communicative deficits which make 
interactions with their parents difficult.51 Understanding 
the differences between typically developing children and 
children with receptive expressive language disorder with 
regard to these domains may provide essential information 
regarding underlying aspects that need to be strengthened 
for facilitating age-appropriate speech and language devel-
opment in CWRELD. Therefore, the present study aimed 
to explore the differences between certain dimensions of 
parents, children and play behaviors among Children with 
Typically Developing Language (CWTDL) and Children 

with Receptive and Expressive Language Disorder 
(CWRELD) using a video-based analysis during parent– 
child interactions. The objectives of this study were (i) to 
examine the differences in pre-linguistic skills such as 
turn-taking instances, duration of eye contact and autono-
mous instances between CWTDL and CWRELD, and (ii) 
to explore differences, if any, in the proportion of different 
parental roles, childhood communication stages and play 
behaviors among CWTDL and CWRELD. The study 
hypothesized that CWTDL might exhibit a better profile 
with respect to pre-linguistic skills as compared to 
CWRELD, ie, demonstrating a higher proportion of turn- 
taking instances, optimum duration of eye contact and 
higher autonomous instances. With respect to the propor-
tion of different parental roles, childhood communication 
stages and play behaviors, the study hypothesized that as 
compared to CWRELD, CWTDL may exhibit a greater 
proportion of Partner type or the Early communicator type 
profile along with more instances of symbolic play with 
their parents demonstrating higher proportion of Partner 
profile.

Method
A cross-sectional study design was followed in the pre-
sent study. The participants were recruited through non- 
random sampling. Approval was obtained from the 
Institutional Ethical Committee Kasturba Medical 
College, Mangalore (IEC KMC MLR 05–17/96) for 
the study protocol, and informed consent was taken 
from the parents of children who participated in the 
research. This study was conducted in accordance with 
the Declaration of Helsinki.

Participants
Twenty children in the age range of 3 to 6 years were 
recruited from the outpatient department of 
a multispecialty hospital. These children and their parents 
had either Kannada, Malayalam or Hindi as their native 
language. The participants were divided into two groups 
with seven males and three females in each group. The 
first group consisted of 10 children (Mean chronological 
age- 4.5 years, SD- 0.8 years) who were diagnosed as 
Children With Receptive Expressive Language Disorder 
(CWRELD) secondary to inadequate speech and language 
stimulation as per the standard operating diagnostic proto-
col of the department which involves expert observations, 
parental interview and language age determination using 
standardized measures like Assessment of Language 
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Development (ALD).52 The second group consisted of 10 
Children With Typically Developing Language (CWTDL) 
(Mean chronological age- 4.4 years, SD- 0.9 years). The 
two groups of the study were classified into CWRELD and 
CWTDL based on their receptive and expressive language 
abilities as obtained using a standardized tool like ALD 
which ensured that the grouping as per language abilities 
was accurate. Children with any other physical, beha-
vioral, intellectual or sensorimotor health concerns were 
excluded from this research. It was ascertained that with 
respect to the birth order, children from both the groups 
were “first-born”. Since the socioeconomic status of the 
parents is an important factor that can influence their 
interactions and in turn the child’s communication devel-
opment, parents belonging to only middle socio-economic 
status as per the National Socio-Economic Status Scale for 
Urban Population were included in the study.53 This scale 
considers factors like house, material possession, educa-
tion, occupation, monthly income, land and social 
participation and understanding for the determination of 
socio-economic status. Among the parents, play partners 
for the current study were selected based on average hours 
spent by either of them in quality interaction with their 
child throughout the day. The parent who spent the max-
imum duration with the child was included as play partner 

in the current study from the CWTDL group (10 Mothers) 
and CWRELD group (10 Mothers).

Language Assessment
For language assessment, the current study used 
Assessment of Language Development (ALD)52 which 
helped in diagnostic formulations of receptive and expres-
sive language abilities in children. ALD is a standardized, 
performance-based, norm-referenced test that is used to 
assess the receptive and expressive language abilities of 
children from birth to 7.11 years. The present study con-
sidered the language age of the child to be the age range 
just below the ceiling score in both receptive and expres-
sive domains. A ceiling score was obtained when the child 
produced five consecutive erroneous responses on the test. 
Table 1 depicts the chronological and language age of the 
study participants.

The Setting for Video Recording
Parent–child interactions of all participants were video 
recorded in a conversational setting wherein the parent of 
the child was instructed to carry out a playful interaction 
on the floor mat with their child in a quiet, well-lit and 
distraction-free room for 20 minutes. The parent was told 
to interact in their routine natural way with the child using 

Table 1 Chronological and Language Age of the Study Participants

Participant Group Gender Chronological Age 
(in Years)

Receptive Language Age 
(in Years)

Expressive Language Age 
(in Years)

1 CWTDL Male 4.6 4–4.11 4–4.11
2 CWTDL Male 4.2 4–4.11 4–4.11

3 CWTDL Male 3.3 3–3.11 3–3.11

4 CWTDL Male 3.9 3–3.11 3–3.11
5 CWTDL Male 4.5 4–4.11 4–4.11

6 CWTDL Male 5.2 5–5.11 5–5.11

7 CWTDL Male 5.8 5–5.11 5–5.11
8 CWTDL Female 4.5 4–4.11 4–4.11

9 CWTDL Female 4.6 4–4.11 4–4.11

10 CWTDL Female 4.5 4–4.11 4–4.11
11 CWRELD Male 4.6 3–3.11 3–3.11

12 CWRELD Male 4.2 2–2.11 1–1.11
13 CWRELD Male 3.3 2–2.11 2–2.11

14 CWRELD Male 3.9 2–2.11 0–0.11

15 CWRELD Male 4.5 2–2.11 2–2.11
16 CWRELD Male 5.2 3–3.11 2–2.11

17 CWRELD Male 5.8 3–3.11 3–3.11

18 CWRELD Female 4.5 3–3.11 1–1.11
19 CWRELD Female 4.6 2–2.11 1–1.11

20 CWRELD Female 4.5 3–3.11 2–2.11

Psychology Research and Behavior Management 2021:14                                                                    https://doi.org/10.2147/PRBM.S306733                                                                                                                                                                                                                       

DovePress                                                                                                                         
975

Dovepress                                                                                                                                                          Mohan et al

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

https://www.dovepress.com
https://www.dovepress.com


the age and gender-appropriate toys that were provided to 
them. Some of the toys made available to the parent 
included a dollhouse with furniture (including beds, pil-
lows, wardrobes, a sofa and table set, TV set, dining table, 
and chairs), a kitchen set with utensils, play dough, pup-
pets (hand puppets and finger puppets), soft toys (common 
animals, fruits and vegetables), puzzles, block set (rectan-
gular, triangular and cubical blocks), toy cars, balls of 
different size and color etc.

Video Analysis
The parent–child interaction was video recorded for a total 
duration of 20 minutes. Generally, in a video-based analy-
sis of parent–child interaction, the early few minutes are 
spent in understanding the task, initiating it and building 
appropriate rapport. Few minutes towards the end may get 
affected by possible fatigue. Therefore, a middle sample of 
an interaction that has lesser influence of the preparation 
effect and the fatigue effect is thought to be the most 
suitable representation of a parent–child interaction. 
Accordingly, the present research considered the middle 
5 min of the 20 min long sample as the suitable represen-
tative of the parent–child interaction.54 The present study 
used the Tait video analysis method for assessing pre- 
verbal skills in children.46 According to this method of 
video analysis, pre-verbal skills are divided into turn- 
taking, autonomy and eye contact. After the video record-
ing, the complete parent–child interaction was transcribed 
and coded. A sample of the transcription and the descrip-
tion of the codes has been provided in Appendix 1.

Measures
Pre-Linguistic Skills
Three skills, ie, turn-taking, eye contact and autonomy 
were noted from the parent–child interactions considered 
during analysis. Two types of turn-taking, ie, turn-taking 
using silent gestures or signs and turn-taking comprising 
verbal response (with or without gestures), were identified 
for analysis. The total number of turns taken by the child 
was calculated and then a percentage of gestural and 
verbal turns out of the total turns were computed. 
Number of syllables for which eye contact was main-
tained, was noted which included both the span of eye 
contact with the speaker and the eye contact with the 
object/toy in the given context. Autonomy was judged 
based on the number of instances where a child initiated 
a conversation either with gestures or vocally. Total 
instances of autonomy were calculated and categorized to 

compute the percentage of vocal and gestural autonomous 
instances respectively. The estimation of pre-linguistic 
skills was jointly done by two researchers by viewing the 
video samples, transcribing the interaction and coding the 
data with appropriate symbols. Description of these vari-
ables and their symbols is provided in Appendix 1.

Parental Roles
The instances during the parent–child interaction video 
sample which corresponded to the specific communicative 
roles played by the parents were independently observed 
and classified by two researchers into the Partner role, the 
Helper role, the Cheerleader role and the Do-Not-Disturb 
role as per the classification proposed by Sussman.15 

Description of each of these roles with an example has 
been provided in Appendix 1. Even one instance of par-
ental behavior, which pointed at any of the four parental 
roles, was taken into consideration while making the judg-
ment. Since these parental roles are not mutually exclu-
sive, more than one role could be assigned to any parent. 
In case of any discrepancy, judgment from a third 
researcher was sought and a decision was made as per 
the majority.

Communication Stage of Children
The communication stage of the child as exhibited and 
observed during the parent–child interaction video sample 
was independently observed and classified by two 
researchers into the Own Agenda Stage, the Requester 
stage, the Early Communicator Stage and the Partner 
stage as per the classification proposed by Sussman.15 

Description of each of these stages with an example has 
been provided in Appendix 1. Even one instance of 
a child’s behavior that pointed at any of the four commu-
nication stages was taken into consideration to decide the 
stage of the child. Since these communication stages are 
not mutually exclusive, more than one stage could be 
assigned to any child. In case of any discrepancy, judg-
ment from a third researcher was sought and a decision 
was made as per the majority.

Play Behaviors
The play behaviors exhibited by the child were categorized 
into exploratory play, functional play, symbolic play and 
constructive play. Play behavior of the child was consid-
ered to be exploratory in nature if he/she was found to be 
aware of the toy in the immediate surrounding and seemed 
to explore its texture and function through his/her sense of 
touch, smell or taste.55 Play behavior where a child was 
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found to appropriately use an object (like using the ball to 
play catch) or conventionally associate two or more 
objects (such as placing a cup on the saucer) was noted 
as functional play.56 Symbolic play was considered when-
ever a child either used an object as if it were another 
object (like wrapping a piece of cloth as if it was an Indian 
traditional costume such as saree) or attributed properties 
to an object which it does not have (using a soft toy as 
a pillow to rest their head) or referred to absent objects as 
if they were present (pretending to sip tea from a toy cup). 
Any play behavior where a child used the toy materials to 
build something (such as making a block structure using 
a set of blocks or modeling a figure out of play dough) was 
considered and noted as constructive play.34 Description of 
each of these play behaviors with an example has been 
provided in Appendix 1. Even one instance of a play 
behavior that indicated any of the four play behaviors 
was taken into consideration to decide the play behavior 
of the child. Since these play behaviors are not mutually 
exclusive, more than one play type could be assigned to 
any child. Play behaviors were independently observed 
and categorized by two researchers. In case of any dis-
crepancy, judgment from a third researcher was sought and 
a decision was made as per the majority.

Data Analysis
The total number of turns, percentage of verbal and ges-
tural turns, span of eye contact (in syllables) to people and 
objects, total number of autonomous instances along with 
the percentage of gestural and vocal autonomous 
moments, parental roles, communication stages and play 
behaviors were noted and tabulated in Microsoft Excel 
sheets for participants of both the groups. Descriptive 
statistics were performed on the study parameters which 
then underwent Kappa statistic (κ) to determine the inter- 
rater agreement for the various parameters. Independent 
t-test and chi-square test were used to further examine any 
between-group differences using a licensed version of 
SPSS 16.0. A p-value of less than 0.05 was considered 
to be significant.

Results
The CWRELD and CWTDL groups having similar chron-
ological age [t(18) = −0.245, p = 0.809] were compared 
for pre-linguistic skills like turn-taking skills, eye contact 
and autonomy along with parental roles, communication 
stages of children and nature of their play behaviors.

Differences in Pre-Linguistic Skills 
Between CWRELD and CWTDL
Turn Taking
The analysed video samples of similar duration revealed 
that CWTDL (M- 45.9, SD- 12.1) exhibited significantly 
higher number of total turns as compared to CWRELD 
(M- 19.3, SD- 9.54) [t(18) = 5.439, p < 0.001]. CWTDL 
were found to exhibit significantly higher proportion of 
verbal turns (65.6%) as compared to CWRELD (47.1%) 
while CWRELD exhibited greater proportion of gestural 
turns (52.9%) as compared to CWTDL (34.3%) [t(18) = 
−3.544, p = 0.002].

Eye Contact
CWTDL were found to maintain significantly longer span 
of eye contact (M- 564.7 syllables, SD- 126.4 syllables) as 
compared to CWRELD (M- 365 syllables, SD- 194.1 
syllables) [t (18) = 2.721, p = 0.014]. CWTDL made 
significantly longer proportion of eye contact with parents 
(41.95%) as compared to CWRELD (18.10%) while 
CWRELD made significantly longer proportion of eye 
contact with objects (81.9%) as compared to CWTDL 
(58.04%) [t (18) = −4.331, p < 0.001].

Autonomy
CWTDL were found to exhibit significantly higher num-
ber of autonomous instances (M- 28, SD- 7.1) as com-
pared to CWRELD (M- 21.4, SD- 5.3) [t(18) = 2.320, p = 
0.032]. With respect to nature of these autonomous 
instances, CWTDL were found to have significantly 
greater proportion of vocal autonomy (74.5%) than 
CWRELD (38.2%) while CWRELD showed significantly 
greater proportion of gestural autonomy (61.76%) as com-
pared to CWTDL (25.4%) [t (18) = −5.271, p < 0.001]. 
These comparisons have been depicted in Figure 1.

Parental Roles Among CWRELD and 
CWTDL
Substantial inter-rater agreement was obtained for the par-
ental roles (κ=0.773, p<0.01) among children from both 
the groups. The distribution of parental roles among the 
two groups, as shown in Figure 2, revealed that most of 
the mothers of CWTDL exhibited “Partner role” whereas 
mothers of CWRELD were mostly of “Helper” type with 
few exhibiting “Cheerleader” or “Do-Not-Disturb” profile. 
The proportion of these parental roles was significantly 
different between the two groups (χ2=16.571; p<0.001).
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Communication Stages of CWRELD and 
CWTDL
Regarding the communication stages of children from 
both the groups, substantial inter-rater agreement 
(κ=0.642, p<0.01) was obtained. The distribution of 
communication stages exhibited by children, as depicted 
in Figure 3, revealed that most of the children in the 
CWTDL group were found to be in the “Partner” stage 
with a few in the “Requester” stage while children 
in the CWRELD group were mainly distributed in the 
“Early communicator”, “Requester” and “Own Agenda” 
stage. The proportion of these communication stages 

was found to be significantly different between the two 
groups (χ2=16.667; p<0.001).

Play Behaviors of CWRELD and CWTDL
Unlike the parental roles and child communication stages 
where only one of these types were identified in the parent 
or child, one child was found to have presence of more 
than one type of play behavior. This made an overall 
estimation of inter-rater reliability inappropriate. 

Figure 1 Differences in pre-linguistic skills among CWRELD and CWTDL. The error bars represent standard deviation.

Figure 2 Distribution of parental roles across CWTDL and CWRELD groups.

Figure 3 Distribution of communication stages across CWTDL and CWRELD 
groups.
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Therefore, inter-rater reliability for each play behavior was 
estimated. Substantial inter-rater agreement was obtained 
for each play type [Exploratory play (κ=0.588, p<0.01); 
Functional Play (κ=0.700, p<0.01); Constructive Play 
(κ=0.700, p<0.01) and Symbolic Play (κ=0.700, p<0.01)] 
among children from both the groups. As depicted in 
Figure 4, the CWTDL group predominately exhibited 
Functional, Constructive and Symbolic play while most 
of the children in the CWRELD group demonstrated 
Exploratory play with a few exhibiting Functional play, 
Constructive play and Symbolic play. The proportion of 
these play behaviors was found to be significantly different 
between the two groups (Exploratory play (χ2=8.571, 
p<0.01); Functional Play (χ2=8.571, p<0.01); 
Constructive Play (χ2=13.333, p<0.01) and Symbolic 
Play (χ2=12.800, p<0.01)).

Discussion
The present research was conducted to explore the differ-
ences in parental roles; communication patterns and pre- 
linguistic skills in early childhood; and play behaviors 
between CWTDL and CWRELD using a video-based ana-
lysis of parent–child interactions. The research was carried 
out with a premise that understanding these differences 
between the two groups may shed light on fundamental 
aspects that could be reinforced for enabling age- 
appropriate speech and language development in CWRELD.

Pre-Linguistic Skills
The first focus while exploring pre-linguistic skills was on 
the turn-taking abilities of the children. CWTDL exhibited 
significantly higher number of turns compared to 
CWRELD. While CWTDL showed a significantly higher 
proportion of verbal turns, CWRELD were found to 

demonstrate a greater proportion of gestural turns. The 
importance of conversational turn-taking abilities in the 
speech and language development of children has been 
well recognized. The quantity and quality of turn-taking 
skills demonstrated by children are significantly associated 
with increased brain activation in the areas of linguistic 
processing.57,58 The number of conversational turns taken 
by children has been reported to be a salient determinant 
of linguistic abilities later in life.58 Similar to the findings 
of the present research, children with developmental delay 
like RELD exhibit restricted turn-taking abilities as com-
pared to their typically developing peers.59–61 Previous 
studies have argued that children with developmental 
delays do not significantly differ from their typically 
developing peers with respect to communicative 
intentions,62 however, their communicative patterns 
might be linguistically restricted.60,63 To compensate for 
the linguistic restrictions, children with speech and lan-
guage delay might resort to non-verbal communicative 
turns with the usage of gestures, head nods and 
smiles.63,64 This could explain the greater reliance of 
CWRELD on gestural turns in the present study. Studies 
have also found that children with delay may develop 
significant increment in the number of verbal turns, after 
undergoing intensive speech and language therapy.59

With respect to the span of eye contact, CWTDL had 
a longer proportion of eye contact with parents while 
CWRELD displayed a longer proportion of eye contact 
with the objects used during parent–child interactions. 
Regarding the differences in proportion of eye contact 
with persons and objects, a study has reported that children 
with developmental disabilities spent a significantly longer 
time looking at objects as compared to the people inter-
acting with them.65 Exhibiting longer eye contact with 
objects as compared to persons is reported to be 
a normal trend observed among typically developing chil-
dren around six months of age. Therefore, the presence of 
such a trend among 3–6-year-old CWRELD in this study 
could hint towards a more premature form of eye contact 
pattern. The balance between the eye contact with speaker 
and the object is deemed important to successfully execute 
joint attention routines which are essential for the devel-
opment of communication.

Finally, when considering communicative autonomy 
displayed by the children, CWTDL exhibited greater num-
ber of autonomous instances than CWRELD where 
CWTDL demonstrated higher proportion of vocal auton-
omy while CWRELD showed greater proportion of 

Figure 4 Distribution of play behaviors across CWRELD and CWTDL groups.
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gestural autonomy. Communicative autonomy has been 
reported to play a significant role in the speech and lan-
guage development of children.66 Communicative auton-
omy signifies the ability of the child to initiate 
a conversation either verbally or through gestures. 
Similar to the results of the present research, children 
with developmental delay have been reported to exhibit 
difficulties in initiating a conversation.67 Regarding the 
nature of these autonomous instances, the findings of the 
present research coincided with previous studies that have 
shown that children with developmental delay tend to dis-
play greater non-verbal initiatives as compared to their 
typically developing peers.63,64 This has been attributed 
to linguistic immaturity among children with speech and 
language delay which compels them to communicate non- 
verbally.60

Parental Roles
Most parents of CWTDL were found to be Partner type 
whereas the majority of the parents of CWRELD were 
Helper Type while some were Cheerleader Type or Do- 
Not-Disturb Type. The transactional model of develop-
ment speculates that development in children occurs as 
a result of reciprocal interaction between the parent and 
the child.7 The interactions in turn act as a precursor for 
motivating parents to increase their verbal responsiveness 
with their children. This process not only encourages 
children to learn the language faster but also with mini-
mum effort during the interactions. The parental behaviors 
during interaction with their children are also known to 
reflect the kind of parenting practices that they use, which 
in turn influences the child’s self-esteem and 
development.68,69 In the present research, the Partner role 
taken up by the majority of parents in the CWTDL group 
is an indicator of the increased responsiveness of parents 
to children’s language attempts, which is a crucial factor 
contributing to early language learning.70 There is evi-
dence suggesting that the way parents of children with 
delayed speech and language communicate usually gets 
affected by the communicative and linguistic deficiencies 
present in their children.62 This could explain the helper 
and cheerleader communicative roles seen among parents 
of CWRELD in the present study wherein parents help the 
child to overcome difficulties in communication by pro-
viding them appropriate linguistic content, alternative 
communicative modalities and reinforcements. In 
a similar context, Rescorla et al61 reported that mothers 
of children who started talking late in life put an extra 

effort to sustain a conversation by talking more often. 
Some parents of CWRELD were also found to be of the 
Do-not-disturb type where the communicative intent and 
content exhibited by the parents is found to be limited. 
These findings are congruent to a study by Hoffner and 
Bliss71 who found parents of children with developmental 
delay to be less responsive than the parents of typically 
developing children. A parent may also take the Do-not- 
disturb role when the child lacks interest in interaction and 
rarely demands parental attention. Studies have observed 
that children with disabilities generally tend to produce 
less readable cues for interactions; they are less responsive 
during an interaction and respond in fewer predictable 
ways.49,50 If the child’s disabilities affect his/her ability 
to communicate his/her needs, this may pose as a barrier to 
the parents in correctly interpreting their child’s needs and 
behavior, thereby making the interactions to be less 
responsive.48

Communication Stages
Most of the CWTDL were found to be in the Partner stage 
of communication while the communication of the major-
ity of CWRELD was found to be at the Requester stage 
with some displaying the Early communicator stage or 
Own agenda stage. CWTDL seem to be at the partner 
stage as they could demonstrate the usage of age- 
appropriate linguistic elements and diverse methods of 
communication to request, protest, greet or draw attention 
of caregivers to fulfil their needs. Children at this stage can 
initiate and maintain short interactions and may begin to 
converse regarding events from the past and future.15 The 
findings suggest that with the limited speech and language 
resources and skills, CWRELD may have just begun to 
understand the association between their actions and con-
sequent communicative effect on their parents. These chil-
dren seem to use ways like pulling or leading the caregiver 
to the desired object than using advanced linguistic content 
for the same purpose. Some of them who are transiting to 
the early communicator stage do seem to indulge in acts of 
joint attention and begin to use specific gestures, sounds or 
words to express their needs or regulate their caregiver. 
However, there still exists a small proportion of CWRELD 
who are yet to move ahead from an own agenda stage, and 
the only option their parents have is to observe their body 
language, gestures, smiles and cries to assume their com-
municative intent. Different explanations may be used here 
to understand the communicative profiles of CWRELD. It 
has been suggested that due to low linguistic profiles, 
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children with developmental disabilities tend to rely more 
on gestural communication than verbalizations.72 Some 
other studies have argued that children with delayed 
speech and language may possess additional deficits in 
their social skills.67 The reduced linguistic competency 
along with deficient social skills may explain the reduced 
motivation and drive among CWRELD to purposefully 
interact with their partners.67 Another viewpoint argues 
that parents or caregivers of CWRELD fail to understand 
or respond to the child’s pre-intentional initiations, which 
in turn reduces the meaningful language initiations by the 
child.73

Play Behavior
Most of the CWTDL were found to exhibit greater 
instances of Functional, Constructive and Symbolic play 
as compared to CWRELD who demonstrated more 
Exploratory play with some displaying Functional and 
Constructive play and a few showing Symbolic play. 
Play is a critical milestone that helps the learning and 
development of children in many ways and is crucial for 
their overall well-being.74 In the present research, 
CWTDL seem to engage in age-appropriate play as their 
play was indicative of social and conventional use of an 
object.75 The presence of symbolic or pretend type of play 
among CWTDL is in accordance with reports suggesting 
sociodramatic play becoming increasingly common from 
ages 3 to 6 years.76 Such play behavior enables children to 
initiate and retain communication skills with peers that can 
promote development of cognition, language and social 
competence.77 Between 3 to 6 years of age, children start 
showing marked development in their capacity to handle 
conflicting representation that includes understanding false 
beliefs, visual perspective-taking and understanding reality 
in different ways from a different perspective in the play 
scenario.78 The performance of social play strengthens 
social bonds, enhances social skills, enables children to 
learn about social exchanges, make friends, reduces 
aggression, promotes cooperation and encourages recipro-
city, altruism, fairness as well as sharing.79 On the other 
side, CWRELD were shown to indulge in more rudimen-
tary play behaviors as compared to their typically devel-
oping counterparts. Multiple studies have shown that 
children with speech and language delays involve in less 
complicated and depict fewer play behaviors than their 
typically developing peers.56,80 It has been argued that 
children with developmental disabilities or at a risk for 
developmental disabilities tend to have delays in play and 

necessitate the need for intentional systematic instruction 
to acquire suitable play skills.81 Recent evidence in this 
regard suggests that even when children with developmen-
tal delays are given apt materials and free time to engage 
in play, they are more prone to misuse the objects or 
materials, use fewer complex behaviors and participate in 
repetitive behaviors.82 This could also explain the large 
proportion of exploratory play behaviors that were 
observed among CWRELD in the present research. With 
respect to the lesser instance of symbolic or pretend play 
among CWRELD, studies have revealed that children with 
developmental delays and disabilities cannot often under-
stand and make pretend play actions.83

Child, Parent, and Play – Implications of 
the Findings
The parental roles and the communication stages of chil-
dren are known to have a positive influence on the devel-
opment of children.9 Parental interaction must revolve 
around the interests of the child while providing necessary 
support and input.84 A parent taking a “Partner” type of 
communicative role ensures that sufficient communicative 
turns are being taken with the child and the child possesses 
sufficient opportunities to innovate novel communicative 
patterns. Educating and empowering parents of CWRELD 
to make gradual shifts from “Do-not-disturb”, “Helper” 
and “Cheerleader” roles to a “Partner” role may facilitate 
better communication development among CWRELD. For 
example, a “Do-not-Disturb” parent may benefit from 
understanding that a non-verbal denial from 
a disinterested child might be a better communicative 
behavior and opportunity than leaving him/her unattended 
due to his/her linguistic inadequacy. Similarly, a “Helper” 
parent could be encouraged to be supportive yet have 
sufficient scope for opportunities for the child to initiate 
communication. Likewise, a “Cheerleader” parent may 
benefit from learning a balance between optimum reinfor-
cement and communicative opportunities such that a child 
does not always feel interrupted in an ongoing interaction. 
Parents could further be made aware of the different com-
munication stages of their children. The communication 
development among children could be better facilitated if 
parents identify various behaviors associated with each 
communication stage and the transition from one stage to 
another. For example, appropriate identification of the 
“own agenda” or “requester” or “early communicator” 
stage in a child could aid a parent to take desirable 
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measures like “following the child’s lead in communica-
tion”, “waiting for child’s response” and balancing rein-
forcement types and intervals’. Since reduced 
communicative initiations and increased response time of 
children with delayed speech and language have been 
reported to influence the type of parental interaction 
style, a favorable transition of a child’s communicative 
stage may also promote desirable communicative roles 
among the parents.85 It is a challenge for speech and 
language clinicians to educate and convince the parents 
of CWRELD regarding the fine aspects of parent–child 
interaction, plan therapeutic goals in that direction and 
monitor progress. A quantitative approach of analyzing 
pre-linguistic skills like turn-taking, eye contact and auton-
omy of CWRELD might be a promising way of sharing 
the finer communicative status of the child with the par-
ents, plan goals as well as monitor progress. For example, 
an increase in verbal versus gestural turns, higher autono-
mous instances and balanced eye contact (between speaker 
and objects) during a joint attention routine may indicate 
some progress with respect to the child’s pre-linguistic 
skills. Assessment of parent–child interaction using 
a video-based analysis may also help clinicians in framing 
specific goals with the parents of CWRELD. For instance, 
parents taking improper turns with the child could be 
trained to understand and practice the “Observe, Wait 
and Listen” strategy for an enriched parent–child interac-
tion. A video-guided parental training approach may be 
used by speech and language clinicians working with 
CWRELD. Play can also be a significant indicator and 
facilitator in the present context. Parents should be edu-
cated with respect to the child’s current play patterns and 
ways to achieve desirable play behavior. A child transi-
tioning to a “constructive” or “symbolic or pretend” type 
of play pattern may also display a significant progress in 
age-appropriate language development.

Though present research offers some relevant insight 
into several aspects of pre-linguistic skills, parental roles, 
childhood communication stages, and play behaviors 
among CWRELD and CWTDL, it does possess certain 
limitations. The present study could only highlight the 
distribution of different communication stages, parental 
roles, play behaviors and pre-linguistic skills among 
CWRELD and CWTDL. It would have been promising 
to explore the interaction among these variables which 
could further provide an insight into the development of 
communication. Measures like cluster analysis could be 
considered during future research on larger samples 

belonging to the two groups, to appreciate existence of 
certain profiles based on the interactions between these 
variables. In this research, only mothers of the children 
from both groups participated during the parent–child 
interactions. Therefore, these results cannot be generalized 
to the other parent whose participation and interaction 
patterns were not analyzed in this research. Also, it 
remains unclear how interaction patterns and communica-
tion roles of more than one caregiver may influence the 
present findings. Thus, inclusion of both the parents in 
such studies in future may yield promising insight into 
communication in children. Also, these findings are 
restricted to only CWRELD secondary to inadequate sti-
mulation. Future research in this direction may consider 
other child-related attributes like behavioral deviancies, 
attention span, parent-related factors like education, 
employment, etc.

Conclusion
The present research explored the differences between the 
pre-linguistic skills, parental communicative roles, com-
munication stages and play behaviors of CWRELD and 
CWTDL. CWRELD were found to demonstrate lesser 
proportion of verbal turns, eye contact with the caregiver 
and verbal autonomous instances as compared to CWTDL. 
The majority of CWRELD belonged to the “requester” 
communication stage with most of them indulging in 
“exploratory” type of play. CWTDL and their parents 
were observed to be at the “partner” stage of communica-
tion and seemed to have indulged equally in “functional”, 
“constructive”, and “symbolic” types of play behaviors. 
Understanding the distribution of these research variables 
among CWRELD in comparison to CWTDL may help 
clinicians in planning finer treatment goals, monitoring 
specific linguistic progress, ensuring better parental parti-
cipation and achieving better treatment outcomes during 
language therapy.
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