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ABSTRACT 

 
This two-part dissertation investigated the home language experiences and 

language development of 35 toddler-aged children from low-income Mexican immigrant 

families.  These children represent a rapidly growing demographic in the United States.  

Because early language abilities are closely linked to later academic success, 

understanding the characteristics of the early language learning experiences provided in 

the homes of Mexican immigrant children is a foundational step to supporting their 

strengths and needs prior to formal school entry.  In the first study of this dissertation, 

semi-structured interviews were conducted with the children’s mothers regarding the 

everyday activity settings of their young children.  Degree of maternal acculturation was 

also assessed.  Commonalities and variations in mothers’ values, beliefs, and practices 

regarding language teaching and learning were revealed.  The commonalities included 

attention towards children’s early behavior and social skills, collective child-rearing 

practices, emphasis on the family unit and Mexican identity, and support for Spanish-

English language learning and educational success, among others.  A limited number of 

variations were also found to be associated with mothers’ affiliation with Anglo-

American culture.  In the second study, naturalistic recordings of the toddlers’ language 

input in the home were analyzed in-depth to describe features of the quantity and quality 

of the input to which children were exposed.  A wide range of variability in children’s 

quantity and quality was found.  In addition, the relative amount of Spanish and English 

spoken to children was determined.  Spanish was the primary language used with 

children, although English was also used in most homes.  Children’s productive 
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vocabulary in both languages was further measured contemporaneously; total vocabulary 

size ranged widely across children.  There were no associations revealed between the 

characteristics of children’s language input quantity and quality and their productive 

vocabulary, although quantity and quality were related to one another.  Implications of 

both studies to early childhood researchers and practitioners focused on early language 

development, including speech-language pathologists, are discussed.         
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Children from immigrant families are the fastest growing demographic of the 

United States, now representing one in every four children (Hernandez, Denton, & 

Macartney, 2008).  Children from Latino backgrounds comprise the greatest proportion 

of this demographic.  In 2014, Latino children represented 55% of the US population 

under the age of 18 from immigrant backgrounds (Murphey, Guzman, & Torres, 2014).  

Most of these children are of Mexican descent.  Among the youngest Latino children in 

the nation, more than 70% under the age of 5 are Mexican (Gonzalez-Barrera & Lopez, 

2013).  Although the vast majority of Mexican-origin children were born in the country, 

approximately 40% have at least one parent who was not (Murphey et al., 2014).  These 

children are likely to face high rates of poverty.  Forty-nine percent of children of 

Mexican immigrants live below the poverty line, making them the most economically 

disadvantaged group of children in the nation (Crosnoe, 2006; 2007).  They are also 

likely to have limited exposure to English in their homes.  Half of children from 

immigrant families have a parent who has limited English proficiency, and most Mexican 

immigrant parents speak Spanish to their children (Crosnoe, 2006; Hernandez et al., 

2008; Portes & Rumbaut, 2001).   

Given the increasing presence of Mexican immigrant children among the nation’s 

youth, their educational achievement is of top priority.  Unfortunately, their significantly 

disadvantaged economic status and often-limited exposure to English makes children of 

Mexican immigrant families vulnerable to depressed academic outcomes.  The school 
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performance of these children across grades consistently ranks among the lowest of all 

immigrant and non-immigrant children (e.g., Crosnoe, 2006; 2007; Pong & Landale, 

2012; Portes & Rumbaut, 2001).  Ultimately, this performance gap leads to school 

failure: Mexican immigrant children have the lowest rates of high school completion in 

the US (Baum & Flores, 2011).  Yet, the educational disparities between Mexican 

immigrant children and their peers are evident much earlier.  By preschool, for example, 

Mexican children score significantly lower on measures of language, math, and literacy 

when compared to children from other racial and ethnic backgrounds (Guerrero et al., 

2013; Hulsey et al., 2011; Landale, Oropresa, Noah, & Hillemeier, 2016).  In fact, 

disparities in the language and learning profiles of children from Mexican immigrant 

backgrounds have been identified as early as 24 months of age (Halle et al., 2009; 

Winsler et al., 2014).  As predicted by developmental cascade models (e.g., Bornstein et 

al., 2006), it is reasonable to expect that these early performance disadvantages grow in 

significance over the course of development.  Therefore, attention must turn to the 

development of Mexican immigrant children prior to the age of three.   

However, the academic prospects of children from Mexican immigrant 

backgrounds do not have to be bleak.  While they face significant challenges to their 

educational success, Mexican immigrant children also present with strengths throughout 

the course of development that are relevant to their school performance.  Those that have 

been heretofore identified include optimal conditions in utero, household structures, 

exposure to Spanish, and supportive parenting practices.  For example, Mexican 

immigrant mothers maintain the best prenatal practices of any ethnic or racial group in 

the nation (Fuller et al., 2010).  Certainly, the importance of providing infants a healthy 



3 

start to prime their potential for learning cannot be understated.  In addition, children 

from Mexican immigrant families rank among the most likely in the US to come from 

two-parent homes (Crosnoe, 2007), the advantages of which to early educational 

outcomes are numerous.  Furthermore, Spanish is likely to be the primary language 

spoken to children of Mexican immigrants.  Beyond the obvious benefits of speaking a 

language in addition to English in today’s global society, research has shown that 

children from immigrant backgrounds who are exposed to their heritage language at 

home have an early academic advantage over children who are not (Winsler et al., 2014).   

Moreover, children from Mexican immigrant backgrounds experience several 

parenting practices known to be supportive of important aspects of their development.  

Mexican immigrant families emphasize good behavior and respect for authority, for 

example, a practice that is hypothesized to promote their children’s early social-

emotional development.  Children from Mexican immigrant families indeed show 

stronger levels of self-control and initiative, as well as fewer behavioral concerns in 

preschool and kindergarten than children from non-immigrant backgrounds (Crosnoe, 

2007; De Feyter & Winsler, 2009).  In addition, children from Mexican immigrant 

families are taught a strong sense of family unity and ethnic pride, which can have 

positive implications for their self-esteem, social behavior, and academic achievement in 

the long term (e.g., Armenta, Knight, Carlo, & Jacobson, 2011; Fuligni, Witkow, & 

García, 2005; Schwartz, Zamboanga, & Jarvis, 2007).   

Given these assets held by Mexican immigrant children, the resiliency of their 

families in supporting child development must be recognized.  Families lay the 

foundation for their children’s success from birth.  Early childhood practitioners, 
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educators, researchers, and policy-makers have the opportunity to build upon this 

foundation by recognizing and appreciating families’ strengths.  This approach may be of 

benefit to ensuring children of Mexican immigrant descent a more equitable start in 

school and a greater likelihood of future academic success.  Thus, a continued focus on 

identifying parenting characteristics that nurture the development of young Mexican 

immigrant children is advocated (Fuller & García Coll, 2010).  Early language 

development is one area that warrants further attention to this end (e.g., Zentella, 2005).    

Language Development and Influence of the Family 

It is well known that children’s language abilities significantly and positively 

impact their later academic achievement (e.g., Dickinson & Tabors, 2001; Scarborough, 

2001).  In fact, the links between language development and school success are evident in 

the first 3 years of life (Lee, 2011; Marchman & Fernald, 2008; Morgan, Farkas, 

Hillemeier, Hammer, & Maczuga, 2015).  This is especially true for early vocabulary 

development, upon which later language and literacy skills are based.  For example, 

Morgan and colleagues (2015) found that the vocabulary size of 2-year-old children 

strongly predicted their kindergarten performance in math and reading.  Children who 

have an advantage in early vocabulary size have also been shown to have greater 

academic achievement over time (NICHD Early Child Care Research Network, 2005; 

Walker, Greenwood, Hart, & Carta, 1994).  The significant relationship between 

language and academic performance has been identified for children from Latino 

backgrounds as well (e.g., Miller et al., 2006).  Thus, children of Mexican immigrant 

descent are likely to derive academic benefit from robust development of their early 

language skills, including vocabulary.  There is substantial evidence to show that this 
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development is strongly influenced by the experiences young children have with 

language and learning in their homes (see Zauche, Thul, Mahoney, & Stapel-Wax, 2016 

for a review).  Consequently, a focus on understanding how the home context influences 

the early language development of Mexican immigrant children is critical. 

An emphasis on the home context aligns closely with bioecological and social 

learning models (Bronfenbrenner, 1986; Vygotsky, 1978), which posit that the 

sociocultural context of the family is especially important for learning and development.  

Various aspects of child development are supported or hindered by a myriad of 

characteristics of the home environment and family system (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; 

1986).  This is true for early language development as well.  Prior to age 3, language 

development results primarily from the interactions that children have with their families 

(Snow, 1972; 1989).  These early interactions are culturally- and contextually-specific, as 

they reinforce the process of language socialization “embedded in systems of ideas, 

knowledge, and the social order of the particular group into which the infant is being 

socialized” (Schieffelin & Ochs, 1986; p. 164).   

This process simultaneously envelops the characteristics of the sociocultural 

context as well as the linguistic constructs necessary for effective communication in a 

particular community.  Mature speakers, such as family members, implicitly and 

explicitly engage in this process with young children during social interactions (Ochs, 

1999).  In other words, children are socialized to the cultural norms of their family 

through exposure to the language input of more competent speakers, which also provides 

access to the opportunities needed to advance children’s linguistic knowledge.  Young 

children develop their language capabilities through these interactions as they repeatedly 
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hear the patterns of their language(s) and practice newly acquired language skills 

(Tomasello, 2009).  Hence, it is through this process that families support their children’s 

language development to be successful participants in their environments. 

To appreciate the process of language socialization in a particular community, the 

perspectives and practices of families towards young children’s development must be 

identified.  Importantly, these perspectives and practices are wholly influenced by 

families’ unique ecology and culture (e.g., Rogoff, 2003; Whiting & Whiting, 1975; 

Weisner, 1984).  Families engage in child rearing in ways that help children and adults to 

effectively manage their surroundings as situated in a particular time and place.  

Concurrently, families rely on their general understanding of child rearing and child 

development as they parent.  For immigrant families, in particular, this understanding is 

grounded in the cultural norms of their country of origin as well as those possibly 

adopted from the culture of their country of residence (Bornstein & Cote, 2006).  Thus, 

immigrant families who share comparable ecological and cultural backgrounds are likely 

to socialize their children similarly (Bernheimer, Gallimore, & Weisner, 1990).  

Accordingly, the beliefs, values, and practices of Mexican immigrant families towards 

socializing their young children must be described so as to enhance the existing 

knowledge base on the early language development of this population. 

Limitations of Existing Research 

At present, the language socialization experiences of children of Mexican 

immigrant descent under the age of 3 remain largely understudied.  Over the last two 

decades, the developmental literature on Latino children and their families, including 

those of Mexican origin, has grown substantially (e.g., Caldera & Lindsey, 2014; 
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Harwood, Leyendecker, Carlson, Asencio, & Miller, 2002).  However, the application of 

findings from this body of work to young children from Mexican immigrant families is 

limited for three reasons.   

First, the few studies that describe children’s language socialization experiences 

in the early years often lack ecological validity to Latino populations, including families 

of Mexican heritage.  Socialization research with families from Latino backgrounds at 

large has mainly sought to assess practices common to the dominant Anglo-American 

culture, such as book reading (e.g., Raikes et al., 2006; Tomopoulos et al., 2006) or 

mother-to-child play (e.g., Pérez-Granados, 2002; Tenenbaum & Leaper, 1997).  Not 

only do these activities occur less frequently in the homes of Mexican families (Farver & 

Howes, 1993; Livas-Dlott et al., 2010; Raikes et al., 2006), but Harwood and colleagues 

(2002) also caution that the extension of Anglo-American behaviors to measure the 

socialization of Latinos may not account for critical and unique components of children’s 

language learning environment in these homes.  

Second, studies that have incorporated ecologically valid methods into the 

investigation of the language socialization of Latino children are generally not exclusive 

to Mexican populations.  Much of the early language socialization research combines 

families of Mexican origin into participant pools with families of other Latino subgroups 

(e.g., Calzada, Tamis-LeMonda, & Yoshikawa, 2013; Cabrera, Shannon, West, & 

Brooks-Gunn, 2006).  “Latino” is a broad ethnic label that encompasses a long list of 

countries of origin, whose immigrant populations vary substantially by legal status, 

socioeconomic circumstances, and English-Spanish language use, among many other 

factors.  As a result, distinct subgroups of Latinos are likely to have their own nuanced 
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values, beliefs, and practices towards language socialization, which cannot be adequately 

captured without narrowing early childhood studies to specific heritage communities.   

Third, extant research that has achieved some specificity by narrowing samples to 

Mexican families has been focused on children older than age 3 of both immigrant and 

nonimmigrant parents.  These investigations have largely included children of wide-

ranging ages and/or grouped immigrant and US-born Mexican families together (e.g., 

Bhimji, 2005; Howes & Obregon, 2009; Sotomayor-Peterson, Figueredo, Christensen, & 

Taylor, 2012; Thompson et al., 2015; Valdés, 1996).  There is substantial heterogeneity 

among the experiences of children of Mexican descent, particularly when their ages and 

the generational status of their caregivers are considered.  The developmental abilities 

that characterize the first 3 years of life differ substantially from those of children’s later 

years, likely resulting in notable differences in language learning experiences across age 

groups.  Furthermore, the language learning experiences of Mexican-origin children have 

been found to vary on the basis of their parents’ country of birth, which is often linked to 

the affiliation of Mexican immigrants to the dominant Anglo-American culture of the US 

(e.g., Gutierrez & Sameroff, 1990; Rodriguez & Olswang, 2003).  Therefore, ecologically 

valid investigations that purposely focus on the language socialization of toddler-aged 

children of Mexican immigrant descent are needed.    

Purpose of the Dissertation 

This dissertation aimed to meet this need.  Two studies specific to investigating 

the naturally occurring language learning experiences of toddlers from Mexican 

immigrant families living in the US were completed.  Thirty-five families whose parents 

emigrated from Mexico and had toddler-aged children born in the northeastern US 
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participated in this dissertation; all families were considered low-income.  The first study 

was designed to provide an in-depth description of the commonalities and variations in 

the language socialization experiences of these young children.  This qualitative study 

applied the activity setting framework of Gallimore and colleagues (1993) to view the 

values, beliefs, and practices that families undertake towards children’s language learning 

from an ecological and sociocultural lens.  In addition, the affiliation of the mothers of 

these families to Anglo-American culture was explored as one potential source of the 

variations that were uncovered between families.   

The second study was designed to extend the description of these children’s early 

language socialization experiences through a detailed exploration of the direct language 

input provided by their families.  Grounded in social-pragmatic theories of language 

development (e.g., Tomasello, 2009), this quantitative study captured salient 

characteristics of the language used with toddlers in their homes and investigated the 

relationship of this input to early vocabulary development.  More specifically, this study 

characterized the quantity and quality of toddlers’ early language input and assessed their 

productive vocabulary.  Taken together, these two studies provide ample information on 

the language learning experiences of Mexican immigrant children prior to age 3.   

Contributions to the Early Childhood Field 

The information gained in this two-study dissertation contributes to the 

knowledge base available to the early childhood field.  More specifically, these studies 

offer a foundational understanding of the sociocultural context in which children from 

Mexican immigrant families develop their early language abilities.  This information is 

necessary in order to address the increasing numbers of Mexican immigrant children in 
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the US and their vulnerability to poor educational outcomes.  In-depth descriptions of the 

language learning experiences of young children from this background and the supports 

their families provide towards language development have not previously been available.  

As a result, early childhood researchers and practitioners have been restricted from 

comprehensively addressing these children’s strengths and needs.   

In recent years, population-based initiatives that strive to increase the involvement 

of families from low-income backgrounds in their children’s early language learning 

have gained momentum (e.g., LENA Start, 2015; Thirty Million Words Project, 2015).  

These initiatives recognize that high degrees of family engagement in facilitating the 

early language learning of children from low-income backgrounds is essential for 

promoting positive developmental outcomes (e.g., Bradley, Corwyn, Burchinal, McAdoo, 

& García Coll, 2001; Fantuzzo, McWayne, Perry, & Childs, 2004; Hammer, Farkas, & 

Maczuga, 2010; Zauche et al., 2016).  Encouraging families to optimize children’s 

language learning opportunities in the natural setting of the home is further advocated by 

federal mandates and aligned with the American Speech-Language-Hearing Association 

guidelines (ASHA, 2008; US Department of Health and Human Services, 2015).   

Yet, the language facilitation strategies currently available in the early childhood 

field are primarily based on Anglo-American models of developmental values, beliefs, 

and practices, which may not be appropriate for families of Mexican immigrant descent 

(e.g., van Kleeck, 1994).  Applying strategies that lack sensitivity to the background of 

Mexican families may lead to a mismatch between the family and the intervention 

program, which can result in reductions in family engagement, satisfaction, and retention 

(García Coll et al., 2002; Kumpfer, Alvarado, Smith, & Bellamy, 2002; Parra-Cardona et 
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al., 2009).  Consequently, Mexican-origin children’s early language development may 

not be optimally supported.   

Therefore, this dissertation offers a point of departure to develop future early 

language interventions to better account for the inherent perspectives and practices of 

Mexican immigrant families.  Families’ strengths in supporting the language learning of 

their young children and areas of potential need, as revealed in the two studies that 

follow, will be essential for laying the foundation for these interventions and 

strengthening their applicability.  It is the investigator’s hope that the future application 

of culturally appropriate language facilitation techniques will serve as one bolster to the 

academic achievement of young children of Mexican immigrant background.
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CHAPTER 2 

BELIEFS, VALUES, AND PRACTICES RELATED TO LANGUAGE LEARNING IN 

THE HOMES OF TODDLERS OF MEXICAN IMMIGRANTS 

 

It is well known that the first three years of life are critical for developing 

language.   Advances in neuroscience have revealed that the brain regions supporting 

language reach peak development prior to age 3 (Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000).  Early 

language development affects children’s later language and academic performance.  

Children with larger vocabularies at 2 years of age have stronger overall language 

abilities by 8 years of age (Marchman & Fernald, 2008).  Vocabulary size at age 2 is also 

predictive of math and reading skills at the start of kindergarten, for example, regardless 

of general cognitive functioning (Morgan, Farkas, Hillemeier, Hammer, & Maczuga, 

2015).  This relationship between early language and educational achievement continues 

well into the school years (NICHD Early Child Care Research Network, 2005; Walker, 

Greenwood, Hart, & Carta, 1994).      

Because the family is the primary source of children’s language learning in the 

early years (Snow, 1972, 1989), it is no surprise that differences in children’s home 

language experiences are consistently linked to their early language abilities and eventual 

school success (e.g., Hart & Risley, 1995; NICHD Early Child Care Research Network, 

2001; Walker, et al., 1994; Weisleder & Fernald, 2013; Zauche et al., 2016).  As a result, 

recommendations given to early childhood providers are increasingly focused on 

supporting families’ provision of frequent and robust language experiences to children 
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before three years of age (e.g., Rowe, Suskind, & Hoff, 2013; US Department of Health 

and Human Services, 2015). 

Given the changing demographics of the United States, early childhood 

professionals, including speech-language pathologists, are providing support for early 

language facilitation to families from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds 

more often than may have previously been the case.  The burgeoning population of 

Mexican immigrant families in the United States represents the largest proportion of 

these families.  At present, more than 70% of Latino children in the United States under 

the age of 5 are of Mexican origin (Gonzalez-Barrera & Lopez, 2013).  Moreover, 

continued growth in the number of children from Mexican immigrant families is expected 

in the coming years (Hernandez, Denton, & Macartney, 2008).   

The home language experiences of these children deserve attention, because many 

face challenges that influence their language acquisition.  In particular, 49% of children 

from Mexican immigrant homes live in poverty (Crosnoe, 2006).  The circumstances of 

poverty are known to be especially impactful on language development and, thus, later 

academic achievement.  Young children from low-income homes consistently 

underperform their peers from higher income homes on measures of language and 

literacy (e.g., Hart & Risley, 1995; Hoff, 2013).  However, families from low-income 

backgrounds can help to minimize the detrimental effects of poverty on language and 

academic outcomes by facilitating the early language development of their children 

(Hirsh-Pasek et al., 2015; Mistry, Benner, Biesanz, Clark, & Howes, 2010).  In fact, 

recent research on Latino families from low-income, immigrant backgrounds revealed 

that young children who had more frequent language interactions with their caregivers 
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had superior language skills at age 2 when compared to their peers (Weisleder & Fernald, 

2013).  Together, these findings suggest that Mexican children from similar contexts may 

benefit from supports to optimize the early language experiences provided in their homes.  

Yet, the field does not currently have a thorough understanding of the characteristics of 

the home language environments of Mexican immigrant children from low-income 

backgrounds.  Without this information, it is difficult for early childhood providers to 

deliver language-learning supports that adequately account for Mexican families’ 

everyday experiences as well as their strengths and potential needs.  

It is critical that early childhood professionals understand the home culture and 

everyday experiences of Mexican immigrant families that may impact the language 

development of their young children.  Culture is inextricably linked to the opportunities 

children are provided for language learning, and, correspondingly, the types of daily 

activities in which they are engaged (e.g., Ochs & Schieffelin, 2001; Rogoff, Mistry, 

Göncü, & Mosier, 1993; Schieffelin & Ochs, 1986).  The social interactions within which 

language learning takes place are structured according to the priorities and rules of the 

members of children’s cultural community.  In other words, the context of child 

engagement is dictated by families’ culturally-driven prioritization of daily activities and 

expectations for child participation in these activities.  This cultural influence on 

opportunities for language learning is especially salient when examining children’s 

activity settings, or their everyday activities and associated characteristics (Farver, 1999; 

Gallimore, Goldenberg, & Weisner, 1993).  Children’s culturally mediated activities offer 

natural contexts for early language learning, and many of the characteristics of these 

activities may be shared among Mexican immigrant families.   
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Yet, culture is not a fixed entity; children from families of the same cultural group 

may vary in their language learning experiences.  Among children from immigrant 

backgrounds, intracultural variations in their experiences in early childhood due to factors 

such as their families’ level of acculturation or affiliation to the culture of the United 

States have been noted (e.g., Bornstein & Cote, 2006).  Consequently, studies of children 

of Mexican heritage and their families should consider acculturation as one potential 

source of differences in child development (Harwood et al., 2002; White, Knight, & 

Roosa, 2015).  Identifying the variations as well as the similarities of the language 

learning experiences of young children from Mexican immigrant backgrounds is useful to 

provide a deeper understanding of how their early language development is supported.   

The strengths of Mexican immigrant families in teaching their children are likely 

to be revealed when their cultural values, beliefs, and practices are considered (Delgado 

Gaitan, 1992; Valdés, 1996; Zentella, 2005).  Areas in which these families may need 

additional supports in order to bolster the language development of their children may 

also be identified.  Incorporating this information into programs that aim to facilitate 

early language development could lead to greater family participation, adherence, and 

satisfaction (Kumpfer, Alvarado, Smith, & Bellamy, 2002; Lau, 2006; Parra-Cardona et 

al., 2012; Parra-Cardona et al., 2002).  Accordingly, children’s language outcomes may 

be improved.  Thus, there is a critical need for extensive descriptions of the home culture 

and experiences of Mexican immigrant families of young children so as to inform 

language intervention programs.  This study addresses this need.  
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The Activity Settings of Young Children 

The activity setting framework of Gallimore and colleagues (1993) offers a 

valuable method for identifying the culturally driven contexts of children’s everyday 

language learning experiences.  This framework extends the work of Gallimore, Weisner, 

and their associates, which is rooted in ecocultural theory (e.g., Weisner, 1984).  

Ecocultural theory is a combination of both bioecological and psychocultural models of 

child development (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Whiting & Whiting, 1975).  Bronfenbrenner’s 

bioecological model posits that development is affected by the multiple contexts within 

which children grow, the most influential of which is thought to be the immediate 

caregiving context of children’s homes.  The Whitings’ psychocultural model (1975) 

similarly focuses on children’s development in context but also holds the influence of 

culture as central to child learning and socialization.  Collectively, these theories suggest 

that early language development is best understood by examining the culturally-

influenced social experiences provided to young children in their home.  The daily 

routines of families (i.e., their activity settings) serve as the basis of this examination, 

because they directly represent the home context of children’s language learning as 

influenced by the ecological and cultural circumstances of the family.  This position has 

been supported by more contemporary work as well (e.g., Rogoff, 2003).   

Activity settings are defined as “the everyday conduits through which social and 

cultural institutions affect children’s experiences and their development” (p. 539; 

Gallimore et al., 1993).  In other words, activity settings are the naturally occurring, daily 

routines in the lives of children that are structured by their families to manage their 

surrounding ecology and to incorporate their cultural perspectives.  The characteristics of 
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these settings inform the ways in which each family’s ecocultural context offers 

opportunities for children to observe and participate in communicative exchanges.  

Consequently, it is within these settings that children have meaningful opportunities for 

interactions with more mature members of their communities who transmit the social 

skills necessary for children’s competent involvement in their specific ecocultural niche.  

As such, activity settings are marked as critical contexts for language learning.  Although 

the circumstances of each family are unique, many features of children’s activity settings 

are likely to be shared by families of similar cultural and economic backgrounds 

(Bernheimer, Gallimore, & Weisner, 1990).  Therefore, detailed descriptions of 

children’s home activity settings offer an ecologically valid representation of how early 

language learning is facilitated in particular sociocultural groups.  

Descriptions of children’s activity settings include five objective and subjective 

components (Farver, 1999; Gallimore et al., 1993).  The first component includes the 

underlying cultural values for child rearing and beliefs about development.  Broader 

cultural values and beliefs are thought to implicitly guide how children’s learning 

experiences unfold within each activity.  Beliefs about language development are of 

particular importance to this study.  Second, the types of activities in which children 

regularly participate are classified.  Some activities may be similar between households, 

while others may differ.  Third, the individuals present for each activity are noted.  

Variations in household composition, family schedules, and expectations for family 

members’ participation in childcare routines can impact who provide young children’s 

language learning experiences.  The goals for each activity comprise the fourth 

component.  Activity goals may drive the implementation of the activity itself and the 
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developmental skills supported within the activity.  The fifth component comprises the 

social scripts that guide hildren’s participation in these activities.  These social scripts 

include the patterns of language used within interactions, which, for the purposes of this 

study, are the types of talk to which children are exposed (e.g., directions, requests) and 

the language of exposure (i.e., Spanish, English, mixed Spanish-English).  Variations in 

the talk that occurs at home may differentially impact early language learning as well. 

The activity setting framework has been used to a limited degree to study the 

learning experiences of families from diverse backgrounds, including those of Mexican 

families (e.g., Gallimore & Goldenberg, 1993).  Research on children’s activity settings 

has focused predominantly on the transmission of academic skills, such as learning to 

read, in school-aged populations.  The extension of the activity setting framework to 

toddlers from Mexican immigrant families is useful for improving the early childhood 

field’s contextual understanding of the foundational language learning experiences upon 

which future academic skills are based.  In addition, the activity setting framework 

facilitates a naturalistic approach to describing a population that is largely 

underrepresented in the early developmental literature.  This description will be 

advantageous to identifying how Mexican immigrant families facilitate early language 

development.  This information can then be used to plan for cultural enhancements of 

programs that support the language experiences of young children from these homes.             

The Activity Settings of Mexican-Origin Children 

The field’s understanding of the early language learning experiences provided by 

Latino families has improved considerably in the last two decades (see Harwood et al., 

2002 for a review).  However, the availability of ecologically-valid information regarding 
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the activity settings of children younger than age 3 from Mexican immigrant families in 

the United States remains limited.  Therefore, findings from studies that included children 

of varied ages, immigrant and non-immigrant Mexican families (hereafter referred to as 

“of Mexican descent”), and/or Mexican families together with families of other Latino 

subgroups in the US are included in the review that follows.  This research will be 

discussed in terms of Gallimore and colleagues’ (1993) five activity setting components.  

It should be noted that much of the current research has focused on the child-rearing 

beliefs and behaviors held by mothers, in general, as opposed to the individual 

components of children’s activity settings.   

Cultural Values and Beliefs 

Qualitative research has identified the high value placed on the family unit and on 

social relationships that are closely connected and reciprocal in families of young 

children of Mexican descent (Calzada, Tamis-LeMonda, & Yoshikawa, 2013; Valdés, 

1996).  Given the primacy of the collective family unit, children are not viewed as the 

principal focus of Mexican homes (Valdés, 1996).  Relatedly, mothers of Mexican 

descent believe that children should begin to learn right from wrong and how to be 

obedient, responsible, and respectful from an early age (Arcia & Johnson, 1998; Arcia, 

Reyes-Blanes, & Vazquez-Montilla, 2000; Ng, Tamis-LeMonda, Godfrey, Hunter, & 

Yoshikawa, 2012; Valdés, 1996).  In fact, the primary role of mothers of Mexican 

descent is to instill these behaviors in their children, collectively referred to as educación 

(Valdés, 1996).  Valdés speculates that the focus on educación reflects the importance 

Mexican families place on maintaining a balanced home in which children do not disrupt 

the activities of adults or shift energy away from the family at large.  However, this is not 
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to say that Mexican mothers are not attentive to their children.  Mothers of Mexican 

descent have generally been found to be sensitive and responsive to their young 

children’s needs (Howes & Obregon, 2009).  Yet, mothers may not deliberately teach 

young children skills beyond those included in the concept of educación.  Instead, Valdés 

(1996) found that young Mexican-origin children learn new skills primarily through 

observation of their older siblings. 

Studies of older children of Mexican descent have provided further evidence for 

the values of family unification, emotional availability, respect, and child obedience (e.g., 

Calzada, Fernandez, & Cortes, 2010; Delgado & Ford, 1998).  Mothers of Mexican 

descent view themselves as central to raising children and acknowledge the family’s role 

in fostering natural developmental processes through supportive and loving relationships 

(Delgado & Ford, 1998; Durand, 2011).  Mothers of Mexican descent also place higher 

value on adult direction of the child than on the child’s autonomy in decision-making 

(Rodriguez & Olswang, 2003).  Furthermore, families of Mexican descent of school-age 

children value children’s academic success and make multiple efforts towards this end, 

including using parental experiences as illustrative examples of the importance of formal 

education (Delgado Gaitan, 1992; Valdés, 1996).  These studies have made valuable 

contributions to our understanding of the child rearing beliefs and values held by 

Mexican families; however, the findings cannot be easily extended to children under the 

age of 3 without additional research.  The obvious developmental differences and 

caregiving needs of younger versus older children are likely to influence families’ child 

rearing as well as their supports for language learning, precluding the generalization of 

conclusions from one age range to the other. 
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Activity Types 

 The vast majority of children of Mexican descent are cared for exclusively at 

home prior to 24 months of age (Howes, Wishard Guerra, & Zucker, 2007), suggesting 

that most activities take place in the home.  The home activities of young children of 

Mexican descent identified thus far include meals, television watching, play, and book 

reading.  Questionnaire data collected by Bradley and colleagues (2014) that surveyed a 

small number of activities in the homes of Mexican immigrant families found that 

approximately 40% of children from birth to 3 years of age shared at least two meals a 

day with their families.  Furthermore, half of the children studied watched television for 

more than 1 hour per day.  In many of their homes, the television was on more than 5 

hours daily.  Thompson et al. (2015) confirmed that children from Mexican immigrant 

families watched television for 2 hours daily on average.  In addition, young Mexican-

origin children often play with peers in their homes (Howes, Wishard Guerra, & Zucker, 

2008).  This play has been described as interactive (i.e., two children engaging with the 

same toys) but not as complex due to the relative infrequency of pretending.  Moreover, 

more than 70% of Mexican immigrant families read to their young children at least once 

per week (Bradley et al., 2014); however, this frequency may vary based on children’s 

age.  For example, evidence from Song and colleagues (2011) suggests that book reading 

occurs more frequently for older toddlers (~24 months of age) than younger toddlers (~14 

months of age).   

In addition to activities in the home, more than 80% of children from Mexican 

immigrant families have been found to participate in activities outside of the home at 

least once per week (Bradley, Pennar, & Glick, 2014).  Bradley and colleagues 
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determined that the vast majority of children from Mexican immigrant families were 

included in weekly grocery shopping excursions.  However, other activities outside of the 

home were not surveyed.  In fact, what is known about the activity types of young 

children of Mexican descent in general is confined to brief observations or survey data to 

date.  Although helpful, these types of data are limited in that a short observation or a 

discrete set of survey items cannot account for all possible activities taking place in the 

home.  Also, the measures used to gather such information are often based on 

preconceived notions about what kinds of activities should be taking place in the homes 

of young children.  Therefore, research that broadly determines the naturally-occurring, 

everyday activities within which young Mexican immigrant children are learning 

language is necessary.  

Activity Participants 

The majority of young children of Mexican descent live with both their mother 

and father (Howes et al., 2007).  Because many of these children are cared for at home by 

their mothers in the early years (Howes et al., 2008), mothers may be the most frequent 

participants of toddlers’ activities.  Mothers are more likely than fathers, for example, to 

engage their young children in literacy activities (Song et al., 2011).  Nevertheless, nearly 

90% of Mexican-origin children under the age of 3 see their fathers daily (Bradley et al., 

2014).  Thus, fathers may also participate in many of children’s activities.  More 

information is needed to determine which routine activities include children’s mothers 

and/or fathers, as the language learning experiences provided by each parent may differ.    

In addition to their parents, young children of Mexican descent may participate in 

activities with extended family, non-relatives, and other children.  The individuals are 
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likely to be Spanish-speaking and of Mexican descent (Howes et al., 2008).  A quarter of 

young children of Mexican descent live with adult relatives, such as grandparents, and 

more than half have extensive contact with extended family (Howes et al., 2007).  

Moreover, families of Mexican descent report a preference for relying on family 

members over nonfamily for assistance with child rearing and for sharing their daily 

activities (Calzada et al., 2013).  Yet, social relationships with neighbors and friends are 

also important to some families of Mexican descent (Howes et al., 2007).  Extended 

family members, neighbors, and friends may also have children of their own.  

Consequently, it is probable that a variety of adults and children participate in toddlers’ 

routine activities both inside and outside the home.  For example, Howes and colleagues 

(2008) found that extended family members were present during the play of young 

Mexican-origin children nearly half of the time in the home; peers were also commonly 

present.  Furthermore, siblings have been observed to take on important caregiving and 

teaching roles in the homes of Mexican immigrant families, often at the request of their 

mothers (Valdés, 1996).  As such, siblings may be frequent participants in some of the 

activities of young children.  Given the regularity with which non-parental adults and 

other children are present in Mexican homes, it would be helpful to identify the 

frequency with which these individuals participate in children’s daily activities as well as 

the nature of their participatory roles.  Children’s early language learning may be 

facilitated differently by each individual with whom they spend their time.    

Activity Goals   

Existing research has identified overarching goals held by families of Mexican 

descent towards raising children as well as discrete goals for a small number of children’s 
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activities.  Teaching children manners, moral values, and appropriate behavior in social 

situations has been identified as the principal goal for raising children in general (Valdés, 

1996).  The findings of two studies also suggest that families of Mexican descent view 

some of children’s activities as opportunities to monitor their behavior and/or to provide 

them with entertainment (Bradley et al., 2014; Gallimore & Goldenberg, 1993).  These 

studies found that families were unlikely to associate the goal of teaching new skills with 

their young children’s play or emerging literacy activities.  In contrast, an additional 

study found that Mexican immigrant mothers related academic skill acquisition and 

English language learning to their young children’s television watching, specifically 

(Thompson et al., 2015).  Broadening the investigation of the goals that Mexican 

immigrant families set for the assorted activities of their young children will help to 

determine how these families support development in the early years.     

Social Scripts   

Within their activities, children are exposed to talk from others that guides their 

participation, referred to as social scripts.  Social scripts constitute the type of talk to 

which children are exposed (e.g., information-providing, directives) and the language 

used (i.e., Spanish, English).  These two features of social scripts are implicated in early 

language development (see Hoff, 2006 for a review); however, the extant literature 

describing the social scripts of children of Mexican descent is limited.  Oftentimes, 

information on young children’s social scripts is collected during structured mother-child 

play tasks that are researcher-designed (e.g., Pérez-Granados, 2002; Tenenbaum & 

Leaper, 1997).  These types of tasks may not reflect the common experiences of Mexican 

immigrant children, whose mothers do not place great importance on mother-child play 
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and are unlikely to engage in play (Farver & Howes, 1993).  Furthermore, play is one of 

many activities in which children are exposed to social scripts throughout their day.  

Because different types of activities are likely to vary in the social scripts children hear, 

research that categorizes talk across a variety of routine activities would be helpful.  For 

example, Bradley and colleagues (2014) found that less than 25% of families of Mexican 

descent were observed to talk to their children about toys during play whereas nearly 

90% talked to their children while completing daily chores.  

Only two studies to date to the investigator’s knowledge have specified the type 

of talk to which children of Mexican descent are exposed in their everyday experiences.  

Bhimji’s (2005) in-depth ethnography of two Mexican immigrant families with younger 

and older children found that behavioral directives were the dominant type of talk heard 

by children in their daily routines.  These directives varied in form and purpose and were 

often considered to be complex language experiences for the children.  A larger study of 

125 families of Mexican descent found that 24-month-old children spent approximately 5 

minutes during 15-minute home observations engaged with their mothers in language 

interactions that the researchers considered expansive (Howes et al., 2008).  These 

interactions included attempts to expand the child’s communication, to involve the child 

in conversation, and to read to the child.   

Moreover, the language composition of the social scripts provided to Mexican 

children could occur in Spanish or English.  Mexican immigrant parents largely speak 

Spanish in the home (Portes & Rumbaut, 2001), but parents and other members of the 

household (e.g., school-aged siblings) may also use English.  Song and colleagues (2011) 

found that mothers and fathers of Mexican descent indeed spoke more often to their 
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young children in Spanish than English.  However, the language used varied somewhat 

by the activity type.  For example, literacy activities were more likely to be completed in 

Spanish than in English, although 15% of families chose English as the language of these 

tasks.  Similarly, Mexican children in the preschool years are likely to hear a range of 

Spanish and English during teaching tasks completed with their mothers (Moreno, 2002).  

These variations in Spanish-English use may be due to the language proficiency of each 

individual with whom the child interacts.  Additional information on the languages used 

during young children’s activities in the home is needed because differential exposure to 

Spanish and English has been shown to affect the early language development of children 

from Latino backgrounds (Place & Hoff, 2011).               

Intracultural Variation in Activity Settings 

Although commonalities have been identified in the activity settings of children 

from families of Mexican descent, intracultural variations in their experiences are also 

likely.  Not all families from similar backgrounds can be said to share the same beliefs, 

values, and practices towards raising young children or facilitating their language 

learning.  One potential source of this variability is the acculturation level of children’s 

caregivers (e.g., Bornstein & Cote, 2006; Harwood et al., 2002; White, Knight, & Roosa, 

2015).  Acculturation has been conceptualized as a multidimensional process of 

modifying, gaining, and losing beliefs and practices associated with one culture through 

contact with another (Berry, 1990).  More current definitions refer to acculturation as an 

individual’s affiliation with the host culture, specifically (Gonzales, Fabrett, & Knight, 

2009).  The acculturative process can affect how caregivers view child rearing and  
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development, which may in turn influence the contexts that children are provided for 

language learning in the early years (White et al., 2015).  

The level of acculturation of caregivers of Mexican descent in the United States 

has been associated with variations in their beliefs, values, and practices towards raising 

children of various ages (Cabrera, Shannon, West, Brooks-Gunn, 2006; Cabrera, 

Shannon, & La Taillade, 2009; Floyd & Gramann, 1993; Floyd, Gramann, & Saenz, 

1993; Gutierrez & Sameroff, 1990; Kolobe, 2004; Rodriguez & Olswang, 2003; Savage 

& Gauvain, 1998; Tenenbaum & Leaper, 1997).  Although none of these investigations 

have focused comprehensively on children’s activity settings, the collective findings of 

this research suggest that the language learning contexts of young children of more and 

less acculturated mothers may differ.   

The underlying values and beliefs held by mothers towards child rearing, in 

particular, vary by acculturation.  For example, mothers of Mexican descent with lower 

levels of acculturation have been found to value child obedience over self-direction and 

to view the environment as the singular influence on child development (Gutierrez & 

Sameroff, 1990; Rodriguez & Olswang, 2003).  In contrast, mothers with higher levels of 

acculturation place greater value on child self-direction and believe child development to 

be a dynamic process dependent on multiple factors of influence.  Correspondingly, 

mothers of Mexican descent who are more acculturated hold higher expectations for their 

children’s development and may allow children to take an active role in planning their 

activities at earlier ages than mothers who are less acculturated (Kolobe, 2004; Savage & 

Gauvain, 1998).  These intracultural variations in beliefs and values may also impact the 

remaining components of children’s activity settings, including the types of activities, 
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participants, goals, and social scripts.  Therefore, descriptions of the activity settings of 

young children of Mexican descent should explore acculturation as one possible source of 

variation in an effort to unravel the complex context of child language development.  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to describe the similarities and variations of the 

home language learning experiences of young children from low-income Mexican 

immigrant families through the identification of the five components of Gallimore and 

colleagues’ activity setting framework (1993).  The acculturation levels of the children’s 

mothers were investigated as one potential source of intracultural variation in the activity 

settings among these families.  Mothers were selected as the family informant due to their 

primacy as young children’s caregivers in this population (Zucker & Howes, 2009).  This 

study expands the existing knowledge base by providing a comprehensive description of 

the beliefs, values, and practices relevant to the language learning experiences that 

naturally occur in the homes of toddlers from low-income Mexican immigrant 

backgrounds in the United States.  This information is needed in the early childhood field 

to more thoughtfully account for Mexican immigrant children’s ecological and cultural 

circumstances when planning language interventions for this growing population.      

Method 

Participants 

Thirty-five mothers of Mexican descent with toddler-aged children participated in 

this study.  They were recruited from childcare centers, Head Start, and Early Head Start 

programs or via personal referral.  To be included, mothers (a) self-identified as Mexican 

immigrants; and, (b) had a toddler who had no known developmental concerns.   
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All mothers were living in urban areas in the northeastern United States.  On 

average, mothers were 29.2 years of age (SD = 4.6; range = 19 - 39 years).  The mothers 

immigrated to the US between 3 and 30 years of age (M = 17.9; SD = 6.6 years) and had 

lived in the US an average of 11.5 years (SD = 6.3; range = 2 – 32 years).  More than half 

of mothers (57%) had less than a high school education.  Twelve mothers had a high 

school diploma, two had vocational training or an associate’s degree, and one had a 

bachelor’s degree.  The majority of mothers (63%) were not employed.  The mothers who 

were employed (n = 13) worked approximately 32 hours per week (SD = 11.1, range = 

20 – 60 hours).  Seventy-three percent of mothers reported that they spoke English not 

well or not at all.  

The children averaged 20.1 months of age (SD = 3.4; range = 15 – 28 months).  

Eighteen (51%) were female.  All were born in the US and were exposed to Spanish from 

birth.  Most of their mothers (60%) reportedly spoke all Spanish to the toddlers.  Mothers 

spoke more Spanish than English to approximately 31% of the toddlers.  Nine percent of 

toddlers’ mothers spoke to them in equal amounts of each language.  Six toddlers (17%) 

attended a full-time childcare program in which Spanish was the primary language of 

instruction.  An additional six toddlers (17%) were enrolled in an Early Head Start home 

visitation program and received weekly visits from Spanish-speaking interventionists.  

The remaining 23 toddlers (65%) were not enrolled in early childcare programs.     

Thirty-four (97%) toddlers lived in two-parent homes with their biological 

fathers.  The educational attainment was known for 32 of these fathers.  Seventy-eight 

percent did not complete high school; 22% had a high school diploma.  Of the fathers 

living in the home, the majority (94%) were employed.  These fathers worked an average 
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of 50 hours per week (SD = 13.3; range = 30 – 80 hours).  Most fathers (56%) used all 

Spanish when speaking with the toddlers, whereas the remaining 44% used more Spanish 

than English.   

On average, 7 individuals lived in the home, including the toddlers (range = 3 - 

13 individuals).  Between 2 and 7 related or non-related adults lived in the home (i.e., 

parents, grandparents, aunts, uncles, family friends).  Between 1 and 9 children lived in 

the home (i.e., toddlers, siblings, cousins).  Most of these children (89%) were older than 

the toddler.  The mean number of older children living in the home was 1.94 (SD = 1.81; 

range = 0 to 7 children), who averaged 6.92 years of age (range = 2 – 16 years).  Five 

families lived with children who were younger than the toddler.  The average age of these 

younger children was approximately 8 months (range = 4 – 12 months).  Some household 

members (54%) spoke only Spanish to the toddlers while others (44%) spoke Spanish 

and English.  Few individuals (2%) spoke only English to the toddlers.   

All families were determined to be of low socioeconomic status as determined by 

the Hollingshead Four Factor Index of Social Status (HI; Hollingshead, 1975).  The 

average HI of these families was 15.03 (range = 8 – 25 HI), which corresponded to the 

lowest social strata delineated by the HI.   

Procedures 

The investigator, a fluent Spanish speaker who provided speech-language 

pathology services to Mexican families in the US and in Mexico for a total of ten years, 

scheduled in-person meetings with each mother in a location of the mother’s choosing 

(i.e., home, childcare center).  During the meeting, the mothers participated in a semi-

structured interview and provided information on the demographic characteristics of their 
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families.  Some meetings also included toddlers’ fathers or grandmothers.  The mothers’ 

level of acculturation was assessed in the same visit or during a second follow-up visit.  

The meetings lasted between 45 and 120 minutes.  The mothers were compensated $30 

for participating.        

Maternal Interviews   

The mothers were interviewed using a semi-structured interview guide that was 

developed over a multi-stage process.  In the first stage, questions were created from a 

review of the literature to be centered on the activity setting framework previously 

described.  Then, experts in culturally and linguistically diverse parenting practices, 

bilingual language development, and qualitative methodologies provided additional 

consultation on the questions.  Next, a collaborative approach to translation (Douglas & 

Craig, 2007) by fluent speakers of English and Mexican Spanish resulted in conceptually 

equivalent interview guides in both languages.  Subsequently, the questions were piloted 

in interviews with 6 Mexican immigrant mothers of toddler-aged children from low-

income backgrounds living in similar geographic regions.  Their interviews were 

recorded, transcribed, and qualitatively coded using similar procedures to be described in 

the analysis section below.  However, the focus of the qualitative coding of the pilot 

interviews was to identify areas of revision needed to improve the questions.  Thus, the 

mothers’ responses were used to further refine the interview questions for clarity and 

adequacy of translation in the last stage in order to create the final version of the 

interview guide.  

The final interview guide consisted of a total of 22 questions.  The first question 

asked for a general description of the toddler.  The questions that followed addressed 
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each of the five components of toddlers’ activity settings, including: (1) the cultural 

values and beliefs underlying general child rearing, development in the toddler years, 

general language learning, and learning two languages; (2) the activity types that 

comprised toddlers’ daily weekday and weekend routines; (3) the participants in toddlers’ 

activities; (4) the goals for toddlers’ activities; and, (5) the social scripts of toddlers’ 

activities, specifically the types and language of talk.  The final questions addressed the 

role of culture in child rearing.  The interview guide is provided in table 1. 



 

 

Table 1.  
Semi-Structured Interview Questions Categorized by Activity Setting Component and Subcomponent   

Activity Setting 
Components & Other 

Subcomponent Associated Interview Questions 

   
General child description - Tell me about your child.  

   
Cultural values and beliefs General child rearing Describe what qualities make a good parent; What do you hope for or worry about 

your children?; What goals do you have for your child when he/she grows up? 
   
 Toddler development What should a typical toddler know at this age?; What should he/she be learning to be 

successful in preschool or kindergarten? 
   
 Language learning How is it that children develop the ability to talk at this age?; How to you help your 

child learn to talk?  
   
 Learning two languages How do young children learn to talk in two languages? 

   
Activity types Weekend routine Describe your child’s typical weekend activities. 

   
 Weekday routine Describe your child’s typical morning activities in order from the time he/she wakes 

up (until arriving at daycare).; Describe your child’s typical afternoon activities in 
order (from the time you pick him/her up) until he/she goes to sleep. 

   
Activity participants - Besides your child (or yourself), who else is there?; What are he/she/they doing 

during the activity?; Tell me about the other children in the home and their 
interactions with your toddler. 

   
Activity goals - What would you like your child to learn during that activity? 

   
Social scripts Type of talk What do you/he/she/they talk about with your child during that activity? 

   
 Language of talk What language(s) does your child hear during that activity? 
   

Role of culture in child 
rearing 

- What do you want your child to know about your Mexican culture? And Why?, How 
are you helping him/her to learn this?; How is your parenting the same as the way 

your parents raised you? How is it different?; For the time that you have been living 
in the United States, how would you describe the child rearing of American mothers? 

3
3
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Demographic Questionnaire   

To gather demographic information on toddlers’ families, a subset of questions 

from the CECER-DLL Family Questionnaire (Hammer, Cycyk, Scarpino, Sawyer, & 

Jury, in preparation) were administered.  The extended CECER-DLL Family 

Questionnaire contains a total of 106 multi-part questions designed to be administered in 

English or Spanish to families of preschool-aged children from Latino backgrounds.  The 

questions were validated with 317 Latina mothers of preschoolers, the majority (49%) of 

whom reported Mexico as their country of origin.  The questions used in this study 

addressed the following topics: child demographics (e.g., age, gender, age of exposure to 

English, childcare status, number of older/younger siblings), maternal and paternal 

demographics (e.g., education level, employment status, length of residency, Spanish-

English proficiency), household composition (e.g., number of household members, 

income), and use of Spanish and English by each household member with the toddler.  

Maternal Acculturation   

The Acculturation Rating Scale for Mexican Americans (ARSMA-II; Cuéller, 

Arnold, Maldonado, 1995) was used to assess maternal levels of acculturation.  The 

ARSMA-II is a standardized survey designed for use with individuals of Mexican descent 

to identify their overall level of cultural affiliation as well as their orientations towards 

Mexican and Anglo-American cultures independently.  The survey includes a total of 30 

items that target Spanish-English language use and preference (e.g., “I enjoy speaking 

Spanish”), ethnic identity (e.g., “I like to identify myself as Mexican”), culturally related 

behaviors (e.g., “I write letters in English”), and peer affiliation (e.g., “My friends now 

are of Anglo origin”).  The investigator read each item aloud to the mothers in the 
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language of their choice.  The mothers provided their response on a Likert-type scale 

ranging from 1 to 5 (1 = not at all, 2 = very little or not very often, 3= moderately, 4 = 

much or very often, 5 = extremely often or almost always).   

Scores for the Mexican Orientation Scale (MOS) and the Anglo Orientation Scale 

(AOS) were obtained from the values of these responses.  The mean of the summed 

response values of 17 items comprises the MOS (minimum sum score = 17, maximum = 

85).  The responses of the remaining 13 items are summed and averaged for the AOS 

(minimum sum score = 13, maximum = 65).  An overall Acculturation Score can also be 

obtained; however, following their review of studies using the ARSMA-II, Jones and 

Mortimer (2014) recommended that the MOS and AOS scores be used separately in lieu 

of the global Acculturation Score so as to increase the precision of acculturation research. 

Authors of the ARSMA-II report good internal reliability (.88, for the Mexican 

subscale, and .86 for Anglo subscale).  Previous investigations have used the ARSMA-II 

to explore the values, beliefs, and practices of Mexican mothers towards child 

development, including those related to language learning (e.g., Gutierrez & Sameroff, 

1990; Rodriguez & Olswang, 2003).           

Analyses 

Maternal Interviews   

Qualitative analysis of the maternal interviews was conducted using a version of 

directed content analysis (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005), in which an existing theoretical 

framework guides the preselection of codes that refer to the key variables under 

exploration.  Specific to this study, Gallimore and colleagues’ (1993) activity setting 

framework provided the structure of the initial coding scheme.  This coding scheme 
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included primary and secondary codes.  The five activity setting components were 

selected as primary codes: cultural values and beliefs, activity types, activity participants, 

activity goals, and social scripts.  These primary codes referred to the general categories 

of children’s language learning experiences.  Then, secondary codes were selected to 

refer to subcategories of the activity setting components (e.g., play, meals, and media use 

were subcategories of activity types; mother, father, and other children were 

subcategories of activity participants).  The secondary codes were determined by 

examining each transcription line-by-line in its original language for reports of the 

children’s everyday experiences.  This detailed examination also resulted in the addition 

of primary codes for emerging content relevant to children’s language learning 

experiences but not adequately categorized by the preselected activity setting codes.  For 

example, “influence of professionals” was added as a primary code because many 

mothers spontaneously discussed the advice early childhood providers had given them 

regarding their children’s language development.   

In order to further develop and refine the coding scheme, the procedures of 

Campbell and colleagues (2013) were then followed.  These procedures required that two 

coders negotiated the definition and application of the codes until acceptable coding 

agreement was reached.  The first coder was determined to be the knowledgeable coder 

(i.e., the investigator) who had the expertise to identify interview content that was 

meaningful to the analysis.  The second coder was a bilingual research assistant who was 

trained on the purpose of the study and the coding procedures.  The research assistant was 

provided with the initial coding scheme along with definitions of all primary and 

secondary codes.  Code definitions were clarified based on feedback from the research 
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assistant.  Next, a transcript was randomly selected and coded by the investigator.  The 

research assistant received a version of the same transcript that had been marked by the 

investigator for sections of text determined to be analytically meaningful; however, the 

research assistant’s transcript did not include the target codes.  The research assistant then 

selected the codes that he felt applied to the denoted sections of text.  Subsequent 

comparisons of disagreements between the two coded transcripts resulted in further 

refinement of the coding scheme.  The investigator and research assistant then applied the 

revised coding scheme to another randomly-selected transcript and identified further 

areas for refinement.  This process was repeated until the two coders achieved 95% 

coding agreement, a criterion that was met after four independently coded transcripts.  

The final coding scheme included 25 primary codes and 127 secondary codes.  

The investigator then independently applied the final coding scheme to the full set 

of transcripts, using the web-based application Dedoose (SocioCultural Research 

Consultants, 2012).  All coded interviews were reviewed twice by the investigator to 

ensure consistency of coding.  The investigator also recoded four randomly-selected 

interviews in their entirety to obtain a measure of intrarater reliability.  Exact intrarater 

coding agreement was 91%.    

Once all of the interviews were coded, methods of deep analysis were undertaken 

in order to establish links between mothers’ responses and to identify the patterns of 

children’s language learning experiences evident in the data as a whole.  This included an 

examination of the text excerpts associated with each code in detail, which provided 

context to the findings.  In addition, the frequency of occurrence for each primary and 

secondary code was calculated to assist in determining the most prevalent themes as well 
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as variations in mothers’ responses.  Instances where codes co-occurred were also 

examined to further distinguish patterns in the data.   

Maternal Acculturation   

The final step towards analysis of the interview data was to examine maternal 

acculturation as a potential source of variation in the activity settings reported.  To do so, 

mothers were categorized by their levels of acculturation.  The mothers’ sum scores on 

the ARSMA-II Mexican Orientation Subscale (MOS) and the Anglo Orientation Subscale 

(AOS) were calculated and reviewed.  The average MOS sum score was 72.83 (SD = 

4.94).  The MOS scores of the mothers in this study were noted to be of a restricted range 

(61 – 81 points), which indicated little variability in their Mexican cultural orientation.  In 

contrast, the mothers’ AOS sum scores spanned a wider range (16 – 59 points), 

suggesting a greater degree of variability in their Anglo cultural orientation.  The mean 

AOS sum score was 24.29 (SD = 12.48).   

The MOS and AOS sum scores were plotted on coordinate axes.  See figures 1 

and 2 for the scatterplots.  Visualization of the MOS scatterplot confirmed that mothers 

were relatively uniform in their high orientation to Mexican culture.  Visualization of the 

AOS scatterplot revealed that seven mothers clustered at a higher range of AOS sum 

scores (43 – 59 points), while the remainder clustered at a lower range of AOS sum 

scores (16 – 33 points).  An independent samples t-test revealed that the differences 

between the AOS sum scores of these two groups of mothers was statistically significant 

(t(33) = 14.81, p = <.001).  Therefore, the decision was made to examine variations in the 

interview data of mothers in the high AOS cluster (n = 7) as compared to mothers in the 

low AOS cluster (n = 25).  Previous research has used the AOS specifically to explore 
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parenting beliefs and practices of Mexican families (e.g., McCabe, Goehring, Yeh, & 

Lau, 2008).     

 

 

 

Figure 1. ARSMA-II Mexican Orientation Scale sum scores plotted for each mother.  

 

 

Figure 2. ARSMA-II Anglo Orientation Scale sum scores plotted for each mother.   
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The relative frequencies of application per code per AOS acculturation cluster 

were graphed for all of the activity setting components.  Visualization of the patterns of 

the resulting line graphs assisted in the comparison of code applications among the 

acculturation clusters.  Points where the codes diverged or were substantially more 

frequent in one AOS cluster than the other were examined in greater detail.  This 

analytical technique has been suggested for group comparisons of qualitative data 

(Namey, Guest, Thairu, & Johnson, 2008).   

Results 

The findings are organized according to the five activity setting components 

previously reviewed (i.e., cultural values and beliefs, activity types, activity participants, 

activity goals, and social scripts).  All of the themes evident in the mothers’ descriptions 

of the activity setting components are reported.  Themes are generally reported by 

percentage of mothers, with the exception of social scripts (as is later described).  An 

expanded review of the themes that were expressed by the majority of mothers is also 

provided to represent the commonalities evident in the data as a whole.  Then, variations 

in the activity setting components that were noted between mothers in the high and low 

acculturation clusters are reviewed at the end of each section. 

Pseudonyms are used for any examples including a name to maintain the privacy 

of the families.  Translations of the Spanish are provided where applicable.      

Cultural Values and Beliefs 

Mothers shared their values and beliefs related to general child rearing, toddler 

development, general language learning, and learning two languages.  The themes and 

acculturation differences revealed in each of these areas will be presented separately.  
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General Child Rearing  

Mothers described the qualities of a good parent throughout the interviews, 

revealing several values about raising children in general.  The most common values 

included fostering nurturing parent-child relationships (74%), providing support for 

children’s future educational success (66%), establishing discipline (63%), and raising 

children who were bien educado (54%).   Less commonly reported child-rearing values 

included instilling a work ethic (37%), being a fair and balanced parent (34%), and 

serving as examples for children (32%).  

The majority of mothers valued the development of strong and healthy parenting 

relationships with their children.  Mothers described several aspects of fostering nurturing 

parent-child relationships from an early age, which were further categorized into two 

domains.  First, mothers valued providing emotional support.  Emotional support 

included verbal and physical affection (e.g., cariño), patience for toddlers’ behavior, 

expressions of interest in toddlers’ growth and desires, and dependable and attentive 

parental presence.  One mother expressed emotional support as, “just by being there for 

them, to support them, to teach them actually too.  And… just being there, that’s the, the 

whole thing, being there for them”.  Some mothers felt that the emotional support they 

provided to their toddlers superseded what their families were unable to provide in 

material resources.  For example, one mother explained what was important to give her 

children: “no tanto cosas materiales ni otras cosas, más que nada el cariño es que a ellos 

se les va… grabando” [not so much material things or other things, more than anything 

it’s the love that they go on… remembering].  The nurturing relationship this mother was 

working towards with her children was a priority, as was true for many mothers.      
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Second, mothers valued open communication in establishing healthy relationships 

with their children.  Open communication was manifested primarily in discussions about 

behavior for toddler-aged children.  Mothers wished to provide their children with 

explanations about right and wrong (e.g., hablarles) and advice for the future (i.e., 

consejos).  For example, one mother reported on her efforts towards teaching right from 

wrong: “explicárseles porque no nada más decirle ‘no, no lo hagas’.  Explicarle el 

motivo porque no las puede hacer… hablar con ellas seriamente” [to explain (things to 

her) because not only telling her, ‘no, don’t do it’. Explaining (to her) the reason that she 

can’t do (those things)… to talk with them (toddler and sister) seriously].  Like this 

mother, many mothers described the importance of talking gently and at length with their 

toddlers rather than simply admonishing undesirable behaviors.   

In part, mothers valued establishing open communication from an early age so 

that their toddlers would feel comfortable discussing life events at older ages.  One 

mother stated, “yo quiero que ellos me tengan confianza y me cuenten las cosas que les 

pasan” [I want them (my children) to have trust in me and tell me the things that happen 

to them].  Mothers wished to preserve open lines of communication with their children 

well into the future.  Some mothers believed that doing so would prevent hardship in their 

children’s lives.  One mother described the result of not establishing open communication 

between parent and child:  

digo desde allí cuando empiezan los secretos entre los hijos y los papás.  

Por eso, a veces los hijos, le digo, entran a las drogas, y no lo dicen. Uno 

no lo sabe. ¿Por qué? Por estar alejado de los hijos [I mean it’s from 
there when secrets between children and parents start.  That’s why, 
sometimes children, I tell you, get into drugs, and they don’t tell. One (the 
parent) doesn’t know. Why? Because of being distant from the children]   
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The communication between parent and child was, therefore, viewed by this mother as a 

preventative measure for these and other possible difficulties toddlers could experience in 

the future.  This view was shared by other mothers as well, nearly half of whom worried 

that their children would eventually become involved in delinquent behaviors and/or face 

struggles in school in the absence of strong relationships with their parents.             

In addition to fostering nurturing parent-child relationships, two-thirds of mothers 

described the importance of supporting their children’s education.  Means of support to 

this end included tangible resources, such as didactic learning materials and small savings 

accounts when feasible, behavioral resources, such as providing healthy food and enough 

sleep for learning, and emotional resources, such as talking about the importance of 

school and attending educationally-related events (for those enrolled in early childcare 

programs, specifically).  Mothers viewed their toddlers’ eventual educational success as 

critical for overcoming difficulties that the mothers and their relatives experienced as 

members of the marginalized working class.  Education was the solution to avoiding a 

future of long working hours, grueling working conditions, and mistreatment from 

employers.  One mother touched on this concern as she explained why it was important 

that her toddler was educationally successful: 

no me gusta ver a mi hija como uno... aquí en este país... una vez no le 

dan trabajo que porque no tienes papeles, no tienes seguro bueno... ya ve 

aquí uno se mata en trabajar… Ya acá tú tienes la oportunidad de estar 

aquí, de estudiar… ahora sí que a apoyarte en lo que uno pueda [I don’t 
like seeing my daughter like one (me)... here in this country... sometimes 
they won’t give you work because you don’t have papers, you don’t have 
good insurance... you see that here one kills himself working…. Once here 
you have the opportunity to be here, to study… yes now, to support you 
however I can] 
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This mother believed that education was key to a less stressful adulthood, and, thus, 

required all of the home resources that the family could offer.  Although not all mothers 

described their efforts toward supporting their children’s education explicitly in the 

toddler years, nearly all mothers stated that their primary goal for their toddlers’ futures 

was educational completion, at least through high school but also through college or 

technical degrees if possible.  In order to accomplish this goal, some mothers wanted 

their toddlers to feel supported from an early age.  One mother summed up this sentiment 

when describing the responsibility of a parent: “que ellos sienten que uno siempre está 

con ellos, apoyándolos… empujándolos también” [that they feel that one (their parent) is 

always with them, supporting them… pushing them as well].  

Furthermore, the majority of mothers valued raising their children with firm 

discipline.  Many mothers acknowledged that the occasional negative behaviors exhibited 

by their toddlers were age-appropriate (e.g., tantrums, throwing toys, hitting others); yet, 

mothers felt that establishing boundaries and obedience to authority was relevant from an 

early age.  One mother described her perspective on early discipline, which was 

influenced by advice she had received from her mother: 

De pequeñito, pues, tiene uno que ponerse fuerte. Porque no tiene que 

hacer lo que ellos digan. Tiene uno que ponerse fuerte... Esa es la palabra 

de mi mamá… ‘No’, dice, ‘desde ahorita’, dice, ‘pon reglas, y así se va a 

ser, y así tiene que ser’. Y así es. Así tiene que ser [From very small, well, 
one has to be strong. Because (a parent) doesn’t have to do what they 
(children) say.  One has to get strong... That is the word of my mother… 
‘No’, she says, ‘from right now’, she says, ‘set down rules, and that’s how 
it will be, and that’s how it has to be’. And so it is. That’s how it has to be]      
 

The excerpt above echoes the sentiments of many of the mothers: adults set the rules and 

young children must learn to obey by accepting the word of authority absolutely.  
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Similarly, another mother said, “debo de poner una ley siempre. Sí, porque si yo no lo 

hago, él no va a aprender” [I should always put down a law… Yes, because if I don’t do 

it, he’s not going to learn].   

Generally, mothers identified themselves and toddlers’ fathers as the individuals 

of authority; however, mothers also valued the authority of family elders, including older 

siblings, aunts, uncles, and grandparents.  Toddlers did not have autonomy in decision-

making.  Instead, they were required to align their behavior with the directives provided 

by their families.  Mothers reported that these directives mostly took the form of verbal 

reprimands but also felt that they were transmitted nonverbally as toddlers observed their 

older siblings or other family members behaving appropriately.  When reprimands or 

examples were not successful in correcting toddlers’ behavior, mothers believed in 

providing immediate consequences.  These consequences included withholding desired 

objects or activities (e.g., television), sending toddlers to time out, and light spanking.                        

More than half of mothers also discussed the importance of raising a child who 

was bien educado, which broadly encompassed the values of respect, manners, and 

decorum in social situations.  For some mothers, there was no greater characteristic to 

instill in their toddlers.  One mother stated: “aunque así fueras el padre más rico del 

mundo, si no los educas con valores, ¿de qué sirve?” [even if you were the richest parent 

in the world, if you don’t educate them with values, what good is it?].  However, mothers 

described what it meant to be bien educado in different ways.  The following description 

offered one mother’s view on being well educated: 

Pues, como a mí me gusta que sean educados. Como cuando comen algo 

que lleven el papel a la basura. Si usan algún vaso o algún plato que lo 

lleven al, al fregadero. Ellos saquen a ayudar pues, no dejar las cosas así 
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no más. Y si van a alguna parte, no agarran cosas de las otras personas. 

Porque no son de ellos. Y si alguien les presta algo, saber que es prestado 

y que se va a regresar…Eso es lo que me gusta mí [Well, I like for them to 
be well behaved.  Like when they eat something that they take the wrapper 
to the trash.  If they use some glass or some plate, that they take it to the 
sink.  That they help, not leaving things just like that.  And if they go 
someplace, they don’t take other people’s things.  Because they don’t 
belong to them.  And if someone lends them something, for them to know 
that it’s borrowed and will be given back… That is what I like]  
 

This mother defined bien educado as being respectful of self, others, and the home.  

Other descriptions of children who were bien educado included using words for 

politeness (e.g., please, thank you) and speaking kindly to others.  Bien educado also 

meant that children respect the presence of adults by staying quiet and out of the 

conversation: “…Cuando estoy hablando, ok, están jugando aquí.  En las más grandes 

no lo hacen. Saben que se tienen que ir porque estoy ocupada o estoy platicando” [When 

I’m talking, ok, they (the toddlers) are playing here.  The bigger (children) don’t do that.  

They know that they have to go because I’m busy or I’m chatting].  This mother did not 

expect her toddler to be bien educado, suggesting that some mothers viewed becoming 

bien educado as a developmental process.  A father present for the interview believed 

that the process started earlier, saying: “Como le digo a mi esposa, le digo, hay que 

enseñar a Lía desde ahorita a pedir favor… es hora de que aprenda eso ahorita porque 

es chica.  Ya cuando está más grande ya es muy difícil” [Like I tell my wife, I tell her, we 

must teach Lia from right now to ask please… it’s time that she learns this right now 

because she is little.  When she is older, it is already very difficult].  Like this father, 

some mothers also valued guiding toddlers from an early age in this regard.  

In addition to the values presented above, each of the following child-rearing 

values were described by approximately a third of mothers: instilling a work ethic, being 
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a fair and balanced parent, and serving as examples for children.  Mothers described 

instilling a work ethic by teaching dedication to academic pursuits and fulfillment of 

duties in the home.  Children need to learn the value of working hard in order to confront 

the reality of life, which mothers specifically linked to economics.  For example, one 

mother explained why she teaches her children to do chores: “están chiquitos pero tienen 

que aprender y saber que, por ejemplo…el dinero… no es que se gane tan fácilmente” 

[they are very little but they have to learn and know that, for example… money… it’s not 

that it’s earned so easily].  Relatedly, a good parent was described as fair and balanced by 

showing restraint and equity in dispensing material goods.  One mother stated, “yo no 

puedo comprarles todo lo que me piden porque no me dura y si le compro a uno, tengo 

que comprarles a todos” [I can’t buy them everything they ask me for because it (the 

money) doesn’t last, and if I buy for one, I have to buy for all].  Although families had 

limited financial resources, some mothers felt that their ability to serve as examples was 

an important resource they could offer to their children.  Mothers believed children learn 

proper behavior if their parents refrained from smoking, drinking, and saying bad words 

and displayed manners, healthy eating habits, and proper self-care.    

Maternal acculturation and general child rearing.  The values mothers described 

towards general child rearing were explored by maternal acculturation.  Mothers of the 

high and low acculturation clusters placed equal value on fostering nurturing parent-child 

relationships, establishing discipline, and raising children who were bien educado.  

However, two specific differences between the acculturation clusters were noted.  First, 

mothers from the low acculturation cluster were more likely to place importance on 

raising children with discipline than mothers from the high acculturation cluster (72% 
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and 29% of mothers, respectively).  Second, descriptions of the components required to 

foster nurturing parent-child relationships differed by acculturation.  Although both 

acculturation clusters described open communication as an important component, 

mothers in the high acculturation cluster were less likely (29% of mothers) to describe 

affection (i.e., cariño) than mothers in the low acculturation cluster (50% of mothers). 

Toddler Development   

Mothers also described what their children should be learning in the toddler years.  

Mothers believed that toddlers should develop communication skills (80%), increase their 

independence (71%), and learn to behave (63%).  Many of these skills were believed to 

be important for school preparation.  Although all mothers reported one or more 

developmental milestones that they associated with toddlerhood, some (23%) were 

content with their toddlers’ current developmental status and did not feel the need to 

press for achievement of novel skills.      

The majority of mothers believed that toddlers needed to further develop their 

communication skills.  One mother summed up the importance of communication: “El 

lenguaje es esencial para todo… por eso, le digo que tiene que empezar a hablar” 

[Language is essential for everything… that’s why I tell her that she has to start talking].  

Communication skills valued at this age were primarily described as toddlers’ ability to 

express their wants and needs with words rather than with gestures or non-word babbles 

(i.e., increasing productive vocabulary).  Toddlers’ comprehension of simple directions 

needed to regulate their behavior was also valued.  Some mothers (17%) also included 

preacademic skills, such as learning letters, colors, and numbers, in their descriptions of 
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the communication abilities to be acquired in the toddler years.  These skills were viewed 

as particularly important for preparing toddlers for school entry. 

In addition, the majority of mothers believed that their children should gain 

independence in the toddler years.  When describing skills that would enhance their 

toddlers’ self-sufficiency, nearly half of these mothers included learning to dress, wash, 

eat, and use the toilet independently.  Close to a quarter of mothers who valued 

independence described physical abilities, such as those required to climb stairs, as 

important.  All of the above-mentioned skills are considered essential to participating in 

daily life; therefore, toddlers’ enhanced competence in these areas was expected to result 

in reduced dependency on their caregivers.      

Aligning with the value mothers placed on raising children with discipline and 

educación as previously described, most mothers believed that toddlers should learn 

appropriate behaviors, particularly for social situations.  These behaviors included using 

manners, staying quiet around guests and in public spaces, remaining seated at the dinner 

table until all family members had finished, and cleaning up after oneself.  In addition, 

approximately a third of mothers included learning to play appropriately with other 

children in their descriptions of the behavior toddlers should develop.  More specifically, 

these mothers expressed a desire for their toddlers to learn to share and not to hit while 

interacting with other children.   

Nearly a quarter of mothers felt that their toddler was exactly where he or she 

should be developmentally.  While these mothers recognized that their children would 

gain new skills in the near future, they were pleased with their current developmental 

accomplishments.  For example, one mother said that her child should be learning to talk 
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more and to use the toilet; however, she then stated, “o sea, que son cosas que yo sé que 

las tiene que aprender pero tampoco estoy presionada con que lo aprenda” [that is, they 

are things that I know that he has to learn, but I’m not pressured that he learns them 

either].  For these mothers, toddlers would progress naturally and at their own pace.  

These mothers did not describe pressing their children to achieve specific skills in the 

toddler years, as they were considered too young for placing many demands.  

Maternal acculturation and toddler development.  Mothers of both acculturation 

clusters felt that toddlers’ general development should be focused on improving 

communication skills at this point in time.  However, mothers of the high acculturation 

cluster infrequently reported behavior as a critical developmental skill much less 

frequently (14% of mothers) than mothers of the low acculturation cluster (61% of 

mothers).  This difference is likely associated with the relative value mothers from each 

acculturation group placed on the role of discipline in child rearing, as previously 

described.  In addition, mothers in the low acculturation group emphasized the 

importance of learning to toilet more often than mothers of the high acculturation group.            

General Language Learning   

Mothers also discussed their beliefs about general language learning in the toddler 

years, focusing on toddlers’ acquisition of vocabulary in particular.  Vocabulary learning 

was believed to result from a combination of explicit and implicit exposure to language.  

Ninety-one percent of mothers believed that toddlers required explicit teaching in order to 

develop their vocabulary, which included directed input from more mature speakers and 

book reading experiences.  Seventy-four percent of mothers also felt that toddlers learned 

vocabulary implicitly via conversations with speakers in their homes, participation in 



 

 51

play with other children, television, and songs.  Some mothers (11%) believed that 

language learning was influenced by factors intrinsic to the child, such as child gender 

and curiosity.  Although all mothers reported at least one of the viewpoints on language 

learning described above, a small subset (11%) simultaneously expressed that they were 

unsure if their beliefs were accurate.  Also, 11% of mothers reported that their beliefs in 

this area had been influenced by information provided by professionals.   

The vast majority of mothers believed that children required explicit teaching to 

further their language learning.  Mothers discussed their efforts towards directly targeting 

their toddlers’ communication skills in the home.  It should be noted that many mothers 

also specified the contributions of toddlers’ fathers, adult relatives, and older children in 

these efforts.  The most commonly reported explicit teaching strategies included labeling 

items in the environment, using an exaggerated tone of voice or word segmentation as 

well as repetition to emphasize these labels, and encouraging toddlers to produce the 

labels.  A few mothers also recounted their use of visual and tactile cues for word 

teaching, such as directing the gaze of toddlers to the mouth while speaking.   

Mothers described the application of these strategies throughout the day and 

expressly when toddlers showed an interest in particular items.  One mother provided this 

example: “es que si en ese momento yo voy caminando, voy con la carriola, y pues, veo 

una ardilla. ‘No papi, esto se llama ar-di-lla. Ardilla. Di ardilla, hijo.’ Pues, él trata, 

¿no?” [it’s that if in that moment, I’m walking, going with the stroller, and well, I see a 

squirrel.  ‘No papi, that is called squirr-el. Squirrel. Say squirrel, son. Well, he tries, no?].  

Like this mother, most mothers thought purposeful repetition and attempts to elicit 

toddlers’ production of the target word were useful to language development.  
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Approximately a quarter of mothers also believed that book reading was a 

resource for explicitly teaching vocabulary.  Mothers described using the same language-

teaching strategies with books as those reportedly used in conversation: “luego anda 

viendo ahí los libros y le oigo, está ‘ta ta’ y quiere que le digamos que qué es o qué dice” 

[later he goes about looking at books and I hear him, he’s like ‘ta ta’ and he wants us to 

tell him what it is or what it says].  Mothers reported that they labeled and described 

illustrations of interest to their toddlers during book reading.  However, most of these 

mothers disclosed that they did not read to their children often.    

Explicit teaching was not thought of as the only source of language learning.  The 

majority of mothers also believed that toddlers learned language implicitly from social 

experiences shared with more mature communicators.  Active and passive participation in 

conversations with household adults and other children were described as the primary 

source of implicit language learning.  For example, one mother offered her view on how 

toddlers learned to talk:  

Pues, yo pienso que por sus mismos hermanos ya ellos aprenden como 

hablar, ¿no? Depende también de uno, de los papás porque ellos ponen 

atención. A veces los papás están conversando y ellos están listos para ver 

qué es lo que escucha y yo siento que los niños así por su medio de sus 

hermanos aprenden más a hablar porque como ya están más grandes, los 

niños - hay muchos niños que les gusta hablarles aunque ellos no saben lo 

que les dicen [well, I think that they tend to learn to talk now from their 
own siblings, no? It also depends on one, on the parents, because (the 
toddlers) pay attention.  Sometimes the parents are conversing and they 
are ready to see what it is that they hear, and I feel that children learn more 
to talk that way, through their siblings because since they’re already older, 
the children – there are many children that like to talk to them (the 
toddlers) even though (the toddlers) don’t know what they are saying]   
  

Similar to this mother, many mothers believed that toddlers absorbed language through 

the input naturally available in their environments.  This input took the form of toddlers’ 
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access to discussions between family members, such as those that occur at the dinner 

table, or to speech directed to them specifically.  Some mothers reported talking to their 

toddlers throughout daily activities, but most observed that the language toddlers heard 

from other children was particularly impactful on language learning.  One mother said, 

“yo siento que está aprendiendo por su hermano. Como es mayor, él es el maestro de él” 

[I feel that he is learning from his brother.  Because (his brother) is older, he is his 

teacher].  Mothers believed that toddlers were motivated to learn new words and phrases 

in order to play with older children in the home.   

In addition, television was cited as a source of implicit language learning by more 

than a quarter of mothers.  One mother described the influence of television on language, 

saying, “está mirando caricaturas y sí, como que le pone mucha atención y lo que hacen, 

hace él. Este, lo que en las caricaturas ve que hablan, él lo habla” [he is watching 

cartoons and yes, like he pays a lot of attention to them and what they do, he does. Um, 

what he sees them say in the cartoons, he says it].  Like this mother, other mothers 

reported that toddlers’ language skills had advanced through the imitation of cartoon 

characters.  Songs were also believed to facilitate language learning implicitly by 

approximately a quarter of mothers.  Toddlers were described as trying to sing along to 

common children’s songs, which were generally sung by their mothers.       

Finally, there were several less commonly reported themes regarding general 

language learning that bear mention.  A few mothers indicated that language learning was 

influenced by characteristics inherent to the child.  These characteristics included gender 

(i.e., girls learned language faster than boys), degree of curiosity, memory, and attention.  

Some mothers were uncertain of how their children learned language.  Yet, these mothers 
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expressed at least one of the aforementioned beliefs.  A small number of mothers 

reported that their beliefs about language learning had been influenced by information 

shared with them by professionals, including pediatricians, Early Head Start home 

visitors, and speech-language pathologists.   

Maternal acculturation and general language learning.  Regardless of 

acculturation cluster, all mothers viewed language learning as influenced by a 

combination of explicit and implicit factors.  However, mothers in the high acculturation 

cluster more frequently mentioned songs as a source of language learning than mothers of 

the low acculturation cluster (71% and 25% mothers, respectively).  Mothers in the high 

acculturation cluster were also more likely (29% of mothers) to cite factors intrinsic to 

the child, such as gender, as important to language learning than mothers of the low 

acculturation cluster (7% of mothers).  In addition, only mothers of the low acculturation 

cluster disclosed that they were unsure of how language developed.  Mothers in the high 

acculturation cluster did not express uncertainty in their beliefs about this process.        

Learning Two Languages   

When describing how young children learn two languages, most mothers (74%) 

believed that children required direct exposure to both English and Spanish to become 

bilingual, which originated from various sources.  Fifty-four percent of mothers described 

that their views on learning two languages were influenced by prior experiences with 

older children and/or advice given by professionals.  Partly due to this previous 

experience, 40% of mothers expressed concern about hardships that their toddlers would 

face in their path towards becoming bilingual.  In addition, nearly a third of mothers 

(29%) described the importance they placed on bilingualism, and 26% specified the value 
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they associated with Spanish maintenance, specifically.  Eleven percent of mothers 

shared that they were unsure of how two languages developed in young children. 

The majority of mothers believed that exposure to each language was necessary 

for their children to eventually become bilingual.  As Spanish was the primary language 

for all families, toddlers were exposed to Spanish in their homes.  English was less 

accessible to families, and most mothers did not feel that their English skills were 

sufficient for providing toddlers the exposure needed to become bilingual.  As a result, 

mothers relied on other sources of English exposure.  These sources included older 

English-speaking children, eventual school enrollment, English-language television 

programming, and, occasionally, books written in English.   

More than two thirds of mothers described encouraging their older children to use 

English in the home.  For example, one mother said, “yo le he dicho a mi hijo, al mayor, 

que le hable en inglés… le digo, ‘háblale el inglés cuando estés con ella’. Le digo, 

‘háblale el inglés para que ella empiece a aprender, a entender’” [I have told my son, the 

older one, that he speak to her (the toddler) in English… I tell him, ‘speak in English 

when you’re with her’. I tell him, ‘speak English to her so that she starts to learn, to 

understand’].  Yet, because older children’s use of English with their predominantly 

Spanish-speaking families remained limited, most mothers also relied on their toddlers’ 

eventual exposure to English in school to become a proficient English speaker.   

Until children started school, approximately half of mothers believed that the 

television was a good source of exposure to English.  Consequently, these mothers 

reported selecting English-language programming for their toddlers to watch on a regular 
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basis.  A few mothers read books to their toddlers in English when available, although 

not all of these mothers felt that they were able to read proficiently in English. 

More than half of mothers had developed their beliefs about learning two 

languages from their experiences with older children who were becoming bilingual, 

including toddlers’ older siblings and cousins.  Many of these older children had received 

support during their course of acquiring Spanish and English from early childhood 

practitioners, teachers, speech-language pathologists, and/or pediatricians.  One mother 

recounted her experience with her two older sons:  

pues, mi hijo, el grande aprendió en la escuela…el inglés. Y ahorita el 

pequeño, pues, supongo que igual ahí va a aprender… pero, bueno, de 

ella estoy pensando meterla en una escuela de inglés para que así más 

fácil aprenda ella el inglés [well, my son, the oldest one learned in 
school… English. And right now the little one, well, I suppose that he will 
also learn there… but, well, about her (the toddler), I am thinking of 
putting her in an English school so that it’s easier for her to learn English].   
 
This mother believed her toddler would learn English in school.  This belief was 

informed by witnessing how this mother’s other children were learning English.   

This example also alludes to the concerns that nearly half of mothers expressed 

about the process of learning two languages.  Mothers’ concerns regarding bilingualism 

grew from their observations of older children who struggled to learn both languages or 

from information they had acquired from professionals.  A mother who reported that she 

spoke English well, explained changing her strategy of language exposure in the home 

after witnessing the difficulties of her older daughter and a nephew: 

en el pediatra me decían que le hablara no más un idioma. Que escogiera 

el español como era para nosotros que porque… se podrían confundir 

ellos con los dos. Por eso también yo nada más le hablé uno… también 

como tengo un sobrino que, este, te—como a los 5 o 6 años todavía no 

hablaba muy bien…y que decían que era porque se había confundido 
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porque le hablaban de los dos [in the pediatrician’s (office) they told me 
that I should speak to her in only one language.  That I choose Spanish 
like because it was for us because… they (the children) could get confused 
with both.  For that (reason), I also only spoke one (language) to her.  
Also, like, I have a nephew that… like at 5 or 6 years old still didn’t speak 
well… and they said it was because he had gotten confused because they 
spoke to him in both (languages)]  
 

This mother followed professional advice to use only one language with her daughter 

because she believed that her nephew’s difficulties were expressly due to his exposure to 

two languages.  However, this mother later described that using only Spanish seemed to 

result in her older daughter struggling to learn English.  Consequently, this mother was 

conflicted as to how she could help her toddler become bilingual.  Many mothers shared 

similar experiences, although some mothers received advice from professionals that 

supported the use of two languages.  One mother recounted that her pediatrician told her 

that “ellos pueden aprender hasta cinco idiomas, seis idiomas. Dice porque ellos, su 

cerebro está, está potente” [they can learn up to five languages, six language. (The 

pediatrician) says because they, their brain is, is powerful].  This mother expressed 

confidence in her toddler’s ability to acquire both languages successfully.     

Despite some evident apprehension about bilingualism, nearly a third of mothers 

believed that learning two languages was imperative for their toddlers’ futures.  Mothers 

felt that speaking English proficiently would offer their children opportunities for 

educational and economic advancement.  One mother worried that she could not speak 

English and wondered eagerly when her toddler would begin to learn, saying “a ver 

cuándo empieza a estudiar inglés porque es muy importante” [let’s see when he starts to 

study English because it is very important].  Furthermore, more than a quarter of mothers 

hoped that speaking Spanish proficiently would allow their children to maintain their ties 
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to Mexico.  Discussions centered on the importance of toddlers’ Spanish maintenance 

were decidedly more emotional than those focused on learning English.  For example, 

some mothers criticized other Mexican families who had permitted their children to use 

less Spanish in the home: 

Por ejemplo a mis amigas que ya tienen a sus hijos de 15, 16, 17 años, le 

digo es que no sabes cómo estas perjudicando ese niño dejándolo que solo 

te hable inglés… o sea, él es mexicano… cuando van a México ellos no 

saben cómo expresarse. No saben qué hablar, no saben cómo pedir las 

cosas [for example, my friends that already have children of 15, 16, 17 
years of age, I tell them that you don’t know how you’re damaging that 
child, letting him only speak to you in English…I mean, he is Mexican… 
When they go to Mexico, they don’t know how to express themselves.  
They don’t know what to say, they don’t know how to ask for things]  
 

This mother believed that Spanish language loss was detrimental to children’s identities 

as Mexicans.  Children with limited Spanish proficiency would not be able to 

communicate with Spanish-speaking family and friends or to visit Mexico easily.  To 

prevent this outcome, mothers discussed plans to send their toddlers to Mexico 

temporarily or to bilingual schools in the US in order to ensure acquisition of Spanish.  

Other mothers maintained that only Spanish could be spoken in the home regardless of 

the English skills of various family members.  The same mother who delivered the quote 

above said of her commitment to her children’s Spanish language learning, “yo estoy bien 

firme en eso de que… quiero que ellos hablen español al 100 por ciento y clarito” [I am 

very firm in that… I want them to speak Spanish at 100% and clearly].    

Maternal acculturation and learning two languages.  With respect to learning two 

languages, three differences between the acculturation clusters were evident.  First, 

mothers in the high acculturation cluster were less likely than mothers in the low 

acculturation cluster to discuss the importance of school for English language exposure 



 

 59

(43% and 75% of mothers, respectively).  Second, mothers in the high acculturation 

cluster more frequently expressed concerns about bilingualism (57% of mothers) as 

compared to mothers in the low acculturation cluster (36% of mothers).  Third, none of 

the mothers in the high acculturation cluster discussed books as a source of dual language 

learning as compared to 18% of mothers in the low acculturation cluster.        

Activity Types 

All mothers reported that their toddlers engaged in the following activities as part 

of their daily routines: meals, naps, and play.  Nearly all mothers mentioned that toddlers’ 

daily activities also included travel by car, bus, or on foot (97%), errands outside of the 

home (e.g., food shopping, laundromats; 91%), television viewing or other media use 

(i.e., tablet, cell phone; 89%), and caregiving (e.g., bathing, dressing; 80%).  Although 

not necessarily part of the everyday routine, mothers also reported that their toddlers 

participated in book reading and preacademic activities (e.g., counting, letter-naming; 

65%), art activities (54%), music and dance (49%), visits with friends or family (49%), 

household chores (46%), religious services (43%), and community activities (e.g., 

attendance at sporting events; 37%).  In addition, the majority of mothers (91%) reported 

that their toddlers participated in Mexican cultural activities while a smaller number 

(30%) reported their participation in American cultural activities, to be further discussed 

below.  The mothers reported few differences between their toddlers’ types of activities 

on weekdays versus weekends, with the obvious exceptions of the activities of toddlers 

who attended full-day childcare during the week (n = 6) as well as the occurrence of 

activities generally scheduled on weekends only (e.g., religious services).   
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Nearly all mothers also described activities relevant to learning about Mexican 

culture as frequent experiences for their toddlers.  The most common of these was the 

celebration of Mexican holidays, such as Día de la Virgen de Guadalupe and Día de la 

Independencia.  Mothers also explained how their toddlers participated in cooking 

Mexican foods, such as making tortillas by hand, and viewed videos and photos that 

chronicled life in Mexico, such as annual town fairs.  Some mothers encouraged phone 

conversations with relatives in Mexico and had made plans for their toddlers to visit.  For 

a small number of mothers, teaching their children about Catholicism was intricately 

connected to Mexican culture.  A few toddlers regularly attended church services in 

congregations that offered mass in Spanish.  Mothers valued sharing their culture so that 

children grew familiar with their families’ roots.  One mother described why teaching her 

toddler Mexican culture was important:  

aunque él haya nacido en otro país, viene de… mexicanos.  Tiene sangre 

de mexicanos. Simplemente con otra nacionalidad entonces… es MUY 

importante porque él no deja de ser mexicano por haber nacido aquí 

[although he was born in another country, he comes from… Mexicans.  He 
has the blood of Mexicans.  Simply with another nationality so… it’s 
VERY important because he doesn’t stop being Mexican for having been 
born here]    
 

This mother exemplified the feeling of many mothers that their toddlers’ Mexican 

identity held primacy over their American citizenship.  However, approximately a third 

of mothers expressed their view that American cultural traditions, such as Independence 

Day fireworks, Halloween trick-or-treating, and Easter egg hunts, were also important.  

Mothers incorporated some of these traditions into their homes to promote their 

children’s identities as Americans as well: “son nacidos aquí, también tienen que tener 
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sus, sus tradiciones de ellos mismos [they were born here, they also have to have their, 

their own traditions].  Families supported this biculturalism to varying degrees.      

Maternal acculturation and activity types.  Regardless of acculturation level, 

mothers reported most of the previously presented activities with equal frequency.  Yet, 

some differences between the acculturation clusters were observed.  None of the mothers 

from the high acculturation cluster had their toddlers enrolled in early childhood 

education programs, as compared to nearly 30% of mothers from the low acculturation 

cluster.  It should be noted that 6/7 mothers in the high acculturation cluster were not 

employed and were, therefore, available to care for their toddlers at home.  In addition, 

mothers of the low acculturation cluster were less likely to report that their toddlers were 

engaged in the following activities as compared to mothers of the high acculturation 

cluster: household chores (40% versus 71% of mothers), music and dance (39% versus 

86% of mothers), and visits with friends and family (43% versus 72% of mothers).     

Activity Participants 

Mothers reported that they were toddlers’ primary caregivers in the home.  

Mothers were responsible for the caregiving routines of dressing, bathing, toileting, 

meals, napping, and sleeping, and were present while toddlers played and watched 

television.  Only 14% of mothers reported engaging their toddlers in play.  Most mothers 

(63%) were at home full-time while the toddlers’ fathers worked into the evening.  

Nevertheless, 86% of fathers were active participants in toddlers’ activities outside of 

their working hours, particularly during meals, travel, and play.  Fathers also took on an 

active role in childcare for some of the mothers who were employed (14% of families).  

Working mothers also relied on childcare from the following sources: formal childcare 
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centers (14%), informal childcare in neighbors’ homes (11%), grandparents (3%), and 

older siblings of the toddler (3%).  Mothers expressed a preference for familial care.     

Furthermore, mothers reported that siblings and/or other children, such as cousins 

or neighbors, were routinely involved in all of toddlers’ activities.  Siblings and other 

children were toddlers’ most frequent play partners.  Descriptions of child-to-child play 

included pretend routines, book sharing, art activities, and rough housing.  Siblings and 

other children were also frequently present during meals, travel, and television viewing.  

Older siblings also cared for toddlers in some families, preparing their food and baths and 

monitoring their behavior.  As such, many mothers felt that toddlers learned a great deal 

through participating in activities with their siblings.  For example, one mother explained 

what her toddler had learned from his older sister:  

…que no se tiene que salir para afuera. Que no tiene que agarrar las 

cosas como la que no tiene que andar agarrando, picándose de los 

enchufes. Que no se tiene que subir en las cajas de ropa que tengo. Que 

no se tiene que comer cualquier cosa que encuentra que no se le quiere 

meter en la boca. Es lo que la niña es lo que no lo deja a hacer […that he 
doesn’t have to go outside.  That he doesn’t have to grab things like that 
he doesn’t have to go around grabbing, stinging himself with the 
(electrical) sockets. That he doesn’t have to climb on the boxes of clothing 
that I have.  That he doesn’t have to eat whatever thing he finds, that you 
would not want to stick in the mouth.  That is what the girl (older sister) 
doesn’t let him do]  
 

In addition, all mothers reported the participation of the whole family in routine 

activities when possible.  Activities with all members of the family generally took place 

on weekends when children’s fathers were not working, and involved eating out in 

restaurants, visiting friends and family, or completing errands outside of the home.  Some 

families attended soccer games and church together.  The “whole family” meant mother, 

father, and siblings for approximately half of toddlers; for the other half of toddlers, this 
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definition included extended family members, other children, and friends as well.  It 

should be mentioned that these individuals were predominantly of Mexican descent; only 

one mother described the frequent participation of an individual who was not Mexican.   

Maternal acculturation and activity participants.  There were few differences in 

the composition of individuals who participated in toddlers’ activities as based on 

maternal acculturation cluster, with one notable exception: the participation of other 

adults.  Mothers of the high acculturation cluster were more likely (71% of mothers) than 

mothers of the low acculturation cluster (43% of mothers) to report that non-parental 

adults participated in toddlers’ routine activities.  These adults were mainly grandparents, 

aunts, and uncles of the child living with the mothers of the high acculturation cluster.          

Activity Goals 

Mothers described the goals they had for each of their toddlers’ routine activities, 

as presented previously.  The two most common goals that mothers associated with the 

activities of their toddlers were to facilitate communication (80%) and good behavior 

(77%).  Additional activity goals described by mothers included distracting toddlers from 

interfering with the activities of other family members (e.g., the homework of older 

children; 50%), teaching toddlers to play or socialize with other children (46%), 

increasing toddlers’ independence in toileting or feeding (31%), exposing toddlers to life 

experiences (23%), teaching cleanliness (17%), and preparing toddlers for eventual 

school entry (e.g., practicing writing; 17%).  Many of these goals aligned with the beliefs 

that mothers held towards development in toddlerhood, as previously described.  Less 

frequent goals included teaching religious values and keeping toddlers active to facilitate 

food intake and success with sleep routines.  Each of these goals is discussed in greater 
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detail in the following paragraphs.  Although all mothers reported one or more of the 

above-listed goals, more than half of mothers (57%) also stated that they did not associate 

a specific goal with every activity of their toddlers. 

Promoting communication skills was discussed by the majority of mothers as 

their primary goal for many of the activities in which toddlers were engaged.  In 

particular, mothers linked this goal to meals, television or other media viewing, play with 

older siblings or other children, and literacy or preacademic experiences.  Mothers 

described this goal as teaching basic expressive communication skills (i.e., early word 

learning) to address toddlers’ wants and needs relevant to the activity.  For example, one 

mother described the goal she had for her toddler during meals: 

Ah, pues, a veces le tratamos de enseñar que diga plato, cuchara, ah, 

quiero más. O sea, que hable porque a veces no más dice ‘ya, ya, ya’, y es 

lo único que dice y nos da el plato, pero luego le decimos, ‘¿quieres más?’ 

Y dice, ‘no’. Pero él dice no, pero sí quiere porque luego le, le damos otra 

cosa y le decimos, ‘¿no que decías que no querías?’ [Ah, well, sometimes 
we try to teach him to say plate, spoon, ah, I want more.  In other words, 
that he talks because sometimes he only says ‘now, now, now’, and that’s 
all that he says, and he gives us his plate, but then we ask him ‘do you 
want more?’ And he says ‘no’.  But he says no, but he does want it, 
because later, we’ll give him something else, and we say ‘didn’t you say 
that you didn’t want it?’] 
 

This mother encouraged her toddler to say simple words so that his needs could be 

supported during meals.  Similar to this mother, most mothers referred to enhancing basic 

expressive skills in Spanish.  Yet, some mothers wished to advance their toddlers’ 

language in English during certain activities as well.  Television and play were the 

activities most frequently associated with the goal of English language acquisition, 

aligning with mothers’ previously-reported beliefs that toddlers learned English from 

television and other children.  
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Learning to behave was also emphasized by mothers as the primary goal of many 

of toddlers’ activities, especially during meals and excursions outside of the home.  

Correct behavior at meals was defined as sitting still at the table for the duration of the 

meal and not playing with food.  Correct behavior for activities outside the home was 

generally defined as following rules for safety, such as not running into the street, or as 

displaying decorum in public, such as not knocking items from the shelves of the grocery 

store.  All of these desired behaviors were aligned with mothers’ descriptions of their 

beliefs and values towards child rearing and toddler development.   

In addition, half of mothers utilized activities to distract toddlers from other 

family tasks.  Mothers needed their toddlers to be occupied while they assisted older 

children with homework, prepared meals for the family, or cleaned the home.  Television 

and play were the activities most commonly associated with the goal of distraction.   

Nearly half of mothers further reported that interacting with other children was a 

goal of toddlers’ activities, specifically during play.  Some descriptions of this goal 

seemed to be developmental in nature: facilitating play with other children would 

advance toddlers from the solitary play stage.  One mother worried that her toddler did 

not interact enough with other children, saying that when they go to the park, “busca a 

estar solita. Hasta yo creí que había un problema porque yo le hasta pensaba meterla 

allá a la guardaría si era ese problema para que ella ya interactuara” [she looks to be 

alone.  I even thought that there was a problem because I even thought of putting her in 

daycare if there was the that problem so that she would interact already].  This mother 

actively considered ways to promote her toddler’s experiences with other children.  Most 
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mothers felt that toddlers would also learn new skills, such as those related to 

communication and proper behavior, through their interactions with other children. 

Goals reported by less than a third of mothers included increasing toddlers’ 

independence, exposing them to life experiences, teaching cleanliness, preparing for 

school, imparting religion, and keeping toddlers active.  The goal of increasing 

independence was associated with meals and caregiving routines, during which mothers 

taught toddlers to hold a cup or to put on shoes, for example.  Mothers linked the goal of 

exposing toddlers to life experiences to going to new places and engaging in novel 

activities.  The goal of teaching cleanliness was often associated with meals, play, and 

caregiving routines.  Mothers taught toddlers to keep their food on the plate, to put away 

their toys, and to bathe themselves.  Mothers’ goal of preparing toddlers for school was 

chiefly linked to art activities, in which mothers instructed their toddlers to draw circles 

and lines, to attempt to write their names, and to identify letters.  The goal of imparting 

religion was exclusively associated with attending church services.  Keeping toddlers 

active was a goal that mothers associated with physical play so that their toddlers would 

fatigue before bed and/or increase their appetite before meals.           

More than half of mothers did not have an exact goal in mind for every one of 

toddlers’ routine activities.  In some cases, mothers indicated that their toddlers were too 

young to target any particular goal or had already learned the necessary skills required for 

the described activity.  Other mothers revealed that they had never considered a goal for 

the specific activity discussed at that point in the interview.  One mother explained:  

…en todas esas preguntas que dices de ¿hay algo que usted le gustaría 

que aprendiera? Nunca lo había yo pensado… Para mí es como que vivir, 

vivir. O sea… em, si en algún momento hay que enseñarle algo, pues, se lo 
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enseño en ese momento que, que lo vamos a hacer, ¿no? No es que, que 

‘vamos a llevarte a lavar hijo porque quiero que aprendas que tienes que 

ir a lavar un día’. O sea, no.... No lo hago con ese finalidad de que 

vámonos a lavar [For all of those questions that you say ‘is there 
something that you would like him to learn?’ I have never thought about 
it…. For me, it’s like to live, to live. In other words… um, if in some 
moment we have to teach him something, well, I teach him in that moment 
that, that we’re going to do it, no? It’s not that, that ‘let’s go take you to do 
the wash, son, because I want you to learn that you have to go to wash 
someday’.  It’s like, no… I don’t do it with that purpose that let’s go do 
the wash]  
 

For this mother, specifying a goal for every activity of her toddler was unnecessary.  The 

toddler was a part of the family, participating in the daily routines of life, and his learning 

was naturally not always the central focus of the family’s attention.   

Maternal acculturation and activity goals.  The relative frequency with which 

mothers of both acculturation clusters reported the previously presented goals was 

similar.  However, none of the mothers of the high acculturation cluster described 

promoting their toddlers’ independence or exposing them to life experiences as goals 

associated with their activities.  Conversely, close to 40% of mothers of the low 

acculturation cluster wished to teach their toddlers independence, and nearly 30% to 

expose their toddlers to general life experiences. 

Social Scripts 

Mothers described the content of talk and the language(s) used across their 

toddlers’ activities.  More specifically, mothers recounted what they and others usually 

talked about with their toddlers throughout the day and whether those conversations were 

in Spanish and/or English.  Because the majority of mothers described similar types of 

talk and use of Spanish and English for many of toddlers’ activities, these results are not 

presented in terms of percentages of mothers who reported each type and language of 
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talk.  Instead, the investigator further coded the type of talk that mothers described using 

definitions of the Language Interaction Snapshot (LISn), a tool which was designed to 

categorize the content of talk children hear (Atkins-Burnett, Sprachman, Lopez, & Caspe, 

2010).  Next, the proportion of the types of talk described by each mother was calculated.  

Then, an average percentage of each type of talk across all mothers was determined.  

These percentages are reported.  In addition, the proportion that mothers reported use of 

Spanish, English, or both languages during their toddlers’ activities is provided.             

Types of Talk   

The types of talk mothers described their toddlers hearing during their routine 

activities included: providing information or labels in context (27%), giving directions 

(17%), providing or eliciting information out of context (15%), requesting language in 

context (12%), singing (7%), reading (2%), and repeating (<1%).  Other types of talk, 

such as saying nursery rhymes, were reported in 4% of activities.  Many of these types of 

talk occurred during the same activities.  Some mothers also stated that there were 

specific activities in which talk was not encouraged (e.g., preparing for naps), which 

comprised 7% of the content of talk described on average.  In addition, mothers were 

unable to specify 8% of the content of talk provided during toddlers’ activities.  The 

greatest proportion of talk mothers described was considered contextualized, or directly 

related to the activities in which toddlers were engaged.  Contextualized talk included 

providing toddlers with information, names, or labels, giving them directions, and 

requesting language from them.  These categories of talk comprised more than half of the 

talk described by mothers, all of whom described using one or more types of 

contextualized talk.  Contextualized talk was often associated with meals, play, travel, 
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and caregiving routines.  Mealtimes, in particular, were the contexts in which mothers 

described their toddlers as hearing labels for their food and drink and receiving prompts 

to name items they desired, to request more, and to say ‘please’ and ‘thank you’.  One 

mother provided the following example of the language used during snack, when her 

child eats a brand of yogurt called Yakult: 

… y si quiere un Yakult y me apunta le digo, ‘se dice Yakult’. Estoy 

repitiendo Yakult o el queso o la leche, por ejemplo agua, sí dice agua. 

Agua dice... O que cuando él me pide jugo, me dice,  ‘agua’. ‘No es agua, 

es jugo’. Pero trato de que… él aprenda o que empieza pedir las cosas 

por cada uno como se, se llama como… nosotros lo llamamos  […and if 
he wants a Yakult, and he points for me I tell him, ‘it’s called Yakult’.  
I’m repeating Yakult or cheese or milk, for example water, yes he says 
water. He says water… Or when he asks me for juice, he says, ‘water’. 
‘It’s not water, it’s juice’.  But I try that… he learns or that he starts to ask 
for things, for each thing how it’s called, like… how we call it]  
 
Mealtimes were frequently associated with the provision of and requests for 

information, as in the above example; yet, contextualized talk occurred throughout all of 

toddlers’ activities.  As is to be expected, the use of directions spanned across activities in 

order to prevent undesirable behaviors and promote discipline.  One mother described the 

directions she gave her toddler throughout the day: “pues, a veces agarra cosas que no 

quiero que agarre y luego ‘deja allí’, ‘no toques’. O, o que luego pega, le digo que no 

pegue. Así. Cosas normales” [well, sometimes he grabs things that I don’t want him to 

grab and later ‘leave (it) there’, ‘don’t touch’. Or, or later (he) hits, I tell him not to hit. 

Like that. Normal things].  

In addition, a small proportion of the content of talk described by mothers was 

considered decontextualized.  Approximately a fifth of talk heard by toddlers was 

described by mothers as independent of the activity in which the talk was heard.  
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Decontextualized talk was particularly common during meals when the whole family was 

together.  In these cases, toddlers were often passive observers to talk taking place 

between older household members.  The following mother described the content of her 

dinner conversations with her teenaged children who often cared for the toddler:  

Temas de la familia. Lo que hicieron, lo que hizo Jacobo, lo que les hizo 

Jacobo. Que me rompió esto, que me tiró esto. Y que vieron esto, y que 

mamá salió tal juego nuevo. O sea, cosas normales. Pienso yo que son 

normales [Family matters.  What they did, what Jacobo did, what Jacobo 
did to them. That he broke this, that he spilled that.  And that they saw 
this, and that, mom, some new game came out.  That is, normal things.  I 
think they are normal]  

 

Although the toddler was not an active participant in the above-described conversations, 

he was present for the conversations between his caregivers.  Taken with the previously 

presented examples, the types of talk heard by toddlers aligned closely with mothers’ 

beliefs that learning language was a combination of explicit teaching and implicit social 

experiences with more mature communication partners. 

Types of talk that were less frequently heard across activities included singing, 

reading, and other.  Singing was common to travel in the car, while music played on the 

radio, to bath times, and to sleep routines (i.e., lullabies).  Reading was unsurprisingly 

associated with books; however, daily book reading was reported by only 4 mothers.  

Other types of talk included greeting toddlers in the morning, reciting nursery rhymes, 

counting, and playing routine social games, such as peek-a-boo.   

More than half of mothers explained that talk was discouraged during specific 

activities of toddlers’ routines.  The activities in which talk was discouraged differed 

across toddlers, but included meals, baths, sleep routines, and travel.  For example, one 

mother did not wish for her children to talk during dinner, saying “pues, tratamos de no 
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hablar porque cuando hablamos, ellas no comen… tratamos de que empiecen a comer y 

si hablan, empiezan a jugar, a aventar la comida” [well, we try not to speak because 

when we talk, they (the daughters) don’t eat… we try that they start to eat and if they 

talk, they start to play, to throw the food].  This mother wanted her children to focus on 

eating rather than socializing.  Similarly, other mothers viewed talk as a distraction from 

achieving the goals they associated with certain activities. 

Finally, some of the talk associated with toddlers’ activities could not be reliably 

categorized, particularly when mothers were not directly participating in the activity.  

Mothers did not generally know the content of the talk heard by toddlers while playing 

with other children or under the care of another adult and not in the presence of their 

mothers.  This occurred for two-fifths of mothers.      

Maternal acculturation and type of talk.  The most frequently described types of 

talk and the range of different types of talk for both acculturation clusters were similar.  

However, mothers of the high acculturation cluster reported use of decontextualized talk 

more frequently than mothers of the low acculturation cluster (24% and 12% of mothers, 

respectively).  Mothers of the high acculturation cluster were also more likely to provide 

descriptions of talk in general.  Only 4% of the talk described by mothers of the high 

acculturation cluster was unspecified as compared to 9% of the talk described by mothers 

of the low acculturation cluster.  

Language of Talk    

Mothers discussed the use of Spanish, English, or both languages by all activity 

participants with the toddlers in each of their routine activities (e.g., meals, play, travel, 

television, etc.).  The average proportion of Spanish, English, or mixed Spanish-English 
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was determined.  Mothers reported that toddlers heard only Spanish during 50% of their 

activities on average (range = 30 – 100%).  Three mothers reported that their toddlers 

heard Spanish exclusively across their day.  As a group, approximately 45% of toddlers’ 

activities simultaneously included both Spanish and English (range = 0 – 83%).  On 

average, toddlers heard only English during 5% of their activities (range = 0 – 20%).   

Mothers reported that they spoke primarily Spanish to their toddlers throughout 

the course of toddlers’ routines.  Other adults also generally used Spanish with the 

toddlers.  Yet, some household members contributed English input.  Usually, toddlers 

heard varying amounts of English from older siblings or other children.  One mother 

related the conversations between her older and younger sons:  

pues, me gusta que este con él porque… él no le para de decir cosas… 

como luego yo acabo de hacer las cosas y me pongo yo a escucharlos… él 

le dice, ‘Nicolas, Nicolas come on, let’s sit down, sit down’ o le hace, 

‘Nicolas come on let’s, let’s tell mommy que nos haga popcorn…’ [well, I 
like that he is with him because he doesn’t stop telling him things… like 
later I finish doing things, and I start listening to them… he says to him, 
‘Nicolas, Nicolas come on, let’s sit down, sit down’ or he goes, ‘Nicolas 
come on, let’s, let’s tell mommy to make us popcorn]  

 
This toddler had exposure mostly to English but also some Spanish from his older 

brother.  Many mothers reported similar scenarios.  In fact, older children were the 

primary source of toddlers’ English language input.  Because older siblings and other 

children were frequently present during toddlers’ routine activities, as described earlier, 

exposure to English was relatively common.  In fact, toddlers who lived with a greater 

number of older children in the home reportedly heard a higher proportion of English 

across the day.  Furthermore, English use was often reported during play routines in 

which older children participated but Spanish-speaking mothers generally did not.     
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As mentioned, many of the toddlers’ fathers and adult relatives only spoke 

Spanish as well.  However, a small number of mothers reported that fathers spoke limited 

amounts of English to their toddlers.  Other mothers also chose to expose their toddlers to 

English language television and music, which aligned with their previously-described 

beliefs regarding sources for learning English.  

Maternal acculturation and language of talk.  The reported proportions of 

languages used during toddlers’ routines differed between the acculturation clusters.  

Mothers of the high acculturation cluster reported that 43% of toddlers’ activities were in 

Spanish only while 52% were in Spanish and English.  In contrast, mothers of the low 

acculturation cluster reported that only Spanish was used in 52% of toddlers’ activities 

while both Spanish and English were used in 43% of their activities.  The average 

proportion of activities in English only was the same for both acculturation clusters.     

Discussion 

In order for the early childhood field to support the growing number of diverse 

families in the US, a deeper understanding of the sociocultural contexts in which early 

language teaching and learning takes place in these families is needed.  This research met 

this need by applying Gallimore and colleagues’ (1993) activity setting framework to one 

population increasingly served by early childhood professionals: families of Mexican 

immigrant descent from low-income homes.  Maternal report on toddlers’ activity 

settings uncovered the cultural values and beliefs that are relevant to the language 

learning experiences of these children as well as the types of activities, participants, 

goals, and social scripts available in their everyday routines.  The discussion that follows 

centers on several of the key values and beliefs held by mothers and describes how these 
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perspectives shaped the context of young Mexican-origin children’s language learning.  

Accordingly, the strengths of these families in facilitating early language development as 

well as potential areas of need for optimizing early language supports are revealed.  The 

main differences in these toddlers’ language learning contexts as related to the 

acculturation level of their mothers are also discussed.        

Language Socialization in Mexican Immigrant Homes 

Collective Child Rearing  

The interviews revealed that mothers were the primary caregivers in the toddler 

years, as has been observed in previous research with Mexican immigrant families 

(Howes et al., 2008).  Mothers were mainly responsible for feeding, dressing, and bathing 

their toddlers as well as supervising their behavior during varied activities.  However, the 

caregiving responsibilities of toddlers’ siblings, fathers, and extended family were also 

emphasized.  Mothers believed that these individuals played complementary roles to their 

own in raising young children by serving as examples of appropriate behavior, dispensing 

discipline when necessary, and facilitating Spanish and English language-learning.  

Importantly, some of the roles of other family members in raising these toddlers were 

described as different than those of their mothers.  For example, mothers infrequently 

named themselves as active participants in toddlers’ play whereas other children and 

fathers were.  Other children also exposed toddlers to books and preacademic activities 

more regularly than toddlers’ mothers.  As such, toddlers were likely learning skills from 

a variety of family members that differed from those transmitted by their mothers.       

Family members were also frequent participants of toddlers’ activities.  Despite 

the long working hours of most fathers and some mothers, activities in which the whole 
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family participated were encouraged whenever possible.  These included excursions on 

the weekend and meals during the week.  Toddlers’ extended family, including other 

children, lived in the same home or in close geographic proximity, and also participated 

in these activities.  Many of these individuals further assisted with child care.  Mothers 

also felt that these individuals contributed to toddlers’ language learning, as the family 

gathered for meals or other events and children convened to play together.  The social 

scripts that corresponded to these experiences were considered by mothers to implicitly 

transmit language skills to young children as they observed family discussions about life 

events and learned to play appropriately (i.e., decontextualized language).   

Thus, toddlers’ most frequent caregivers and primary social network consisted of 

nuclear and extended family, who provided additional sources of care, discipline, and 

language learning.  These findings complement those of previous research (Howes et al., 

2007; 2008) and highlight the collective contributions of a composition of individuals to 

Mexican immigrant children’s early language learning.    

Importance of Family 

The interviews further revealed a strong presence of the family in Mexican 

immigrant children’s early child-rearing contexts, which is likely related to a sense of 

family interconnectedness (i.e., familismo).  Familismo has previously been identified 

among families of Mexican origin and linked to several benefits to children and their 

families (e.g., Calzada et al., 2013).  Broadly, familismo is associated with a sense of 

loyalty to the family unit which manifests, in part, through prioritization of the needs of 

the family above those of the individual.  These mothers’ developmental expectations and 

activity goals for their toddlers appear to confirm this value.   
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It is possible that this sense of familismo was reflected in the values mothers 

placed on adequate behavior, increased communicative competence, independence in 

self-care, and social abilities as developmental skills to be acquired in toddlerhood.  

Young children who are well-behaved, self-sufficient, and able to express themselves to 

get their wants and needs met easily require less attention from adults, which, in turn, 

frees the attention of adults to address the needs of the household at large (Valdés, 1996).  

Mothers also emphasized goals related to these values in many of toddlers’ activities.  

Furthermore, the prominence mothers placed on explicitly teaching vocabulary in the 

toddler years may be related to familismo.  Similar to the benefits gained from advances 

in toddlers’ development, toddlers who socialized successfully with other children would 

reduce the burden on their caregivers.  Specifically, less adult supervision would be 

needed during their play, and adults could attend to other household matters.  Moreover, 

the importance of developing social skills could be related to mothers’ desire to 

encourage close social-emotional relationships between children and other family 

members from an early age, further highlighting the importance of family bonds.  

In addition, many of toddlers’ activities were inherently part of the family routine.  

Toddlers’ participation in activities such as household chores or travel were necessary to 

meet the needs of the family, which took precedence over those specific to the toddlers.  

There was little talk of activities arranged for the toddlers’ benefit alone.  Some of 

toddlers’ activities were, in fact, planned to be distractions so that mothers could care for 

other members of the family and fulfill their responsibilities to the household.   
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Instilling Behavior and Respect 

Mothers viewed themselves and their families as responsible for raising children 

who were well-disciplined and respectful.  These findings extend those of past research 

on families of Mexican descent into the toddler years in the homes of Mexican 

immigrants, specifically (e.g., Arcia & Johnson, 1998; Arcia et al., 2000; Calzada et al., 

2013; Delgado & Ford, 1998; Ng et al., 2012).  In particular, the mothers believed that 

learning to behave was one of the most important developmental skills to support in 

toddlerhood.  To this end, teaching correct behavior was a primary goal of many of 

toddlers' routine activities.  Ideal behaviors were promoted indirectly, as family elders 

served as examples for toddlers, and directly, as toddlers were instructed on how to 

behave in their routine activities.  It is possible that this early emphasis on discipline and 

behavior lays the groundwork for the strong self-regulation and behavioral skills that 

have been identified among children of Mexican descent in the initial school years 

(Crosnoe, 2006; 2007; De Feyter & Winsler, 2009). 

Relatedly, when talking about the activities in which their toddlers participate, 

mothers shared that they used directives frequently throughout the day.  The regular use 

of directives matches the value that mothers ascribed to raising children who were well-

disciplined.  Although this finding is not surprising given the typical need of most 

toddler-aged children for behavioral redirection, the contributions of directives to 

language learning should be considered.  Directives may offer toddlers an important 

source of exposure to complex language in these homes, as has been found in prior 

studies on the language experience of children from Mexican immigrant backgrounds 

(Bhimji, 2005). 
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Transmitting Mexican Identity 

Mothers also placed importance on transmitting a sense of Mexican culture to 

their young children.  This finding has been identified in previous research with school-

aged children from Mexican immigrant backgrounds (Knight, Bernal, Garza, Cota, 

Ocampo, 1993).  Transmission of Mexican culture was accomplished in several ways in 

the toddler years.  Nearly all mothers regularly involved their children in a variety of 

Mexican customs and traditions, sharing the families’ cultural heritage through activities 

both in and out of the home.  Moreover, mothers described their toddlers as primarily 

spending time with individuals of Mexican background and often connecting with family 

in Mexico over the phone or internet.  Some mothers also placed great emotional weight 

on their toddlers’ acquisition of Spanish and deliberately worked towards Spanish 

language learning and maintenance.   

Together, these findings point to the prominence that many mothers held for their 

children’s identities as Mexican.  Perhaps this was the case because the mothers of this 

study closely affiliated with Mexican culture, regardless of the number of years they had 

lived in the United States.  Transmitting Mexican culture from mother to child may have, 

therefore, served as an additional bolster to the social-emotional bond that mothers 

wished to promote in their households (e.g., Davis, Cole, Reyes, McKenney-Shubert, & 

Peterson, 2015).  This finding is also important in light of research that has demonstrated 

that a strong sense of ethnic identity among older children of Mexican immigrant descent 

can serve as a buffer from academic and psychological difficulties as well as social 

discrimination (e.g., Fuligni, Witkow, & Garcia, 2005; Piña-Watson, Ojeda, Castellon, & 

Dornhecker, 2013).   
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It is important to note that some mothers also overtly supported their toddlers’ 

identities as Americans by incorporating American cultural traditions into the family life.  

Thus, some of these children may have been simultaneously socialized to American and 

Mexican cultures from an early age.  Bicultural affiliations that preserve a strong sense of 

ethnic identity are believed to be optimal for supporting psychosocial outcomes among 

immigrant children in their later years (Phinney, Horenczyk, Liebkind, & Vedder, 2001).          

Promoting Educational Success 

Mothers were also highly invested in the future educational success of their 

children.  They placed importance on high school graduation and professional careers, 

mainly so that their children would face fewer difficulties in life than their parents, who 

were limited by their education and tied to unskilled labor.  In fact, mothers discussed 

their children’s educational success as the primary objective families held for the future.  

Emphasis on the educational success of older children of Mexican descent has been 

previously identified (e.g., Delgado Gaitan, 1992; Valdés, 1996).  The current findings 

extend the importance of this value into the early years prior to school entry.   

The investment that these mothers made towards education in the toddler years 

appeared to primarily manifest in their efforts to foster strong emotional bonds with their 

children as well as to instill values of discipline, respect, social skills, and responsibility.  

Mothers did not frequently discuss engaging their toddlers in activities more traditionally 

associated with school preparation, such as reading books or teaching colors, letters, and 

numbers (although toddlers often had these experiences with older children in the home).  

Echoing previous research with Mexican immigrant families (e.g., Rodriguez & 

Olswang, 2003; Valdés, 1996), these findings suggest that mothers viewed their chief 
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contribution to children’s future education as ensuring a firm behavioral foundation that 

would facilitate classroom learning as opposed to serving as de facto school teachers.  

Language Learning and Teaching 

Mothers believed that learning language was critically important in the toddler 

years.  As such, facilitating communication was a primary goal associated with toddlers’ 

activities.  In order to support early language development, the vast majority of mothers 

and some other family members targeted toddlers’ vocabulary production, specifically.  

They did so explicitly through the use of contextualized language that predominantly 

included labeling, repetition, and elicitation of the names of familiar objects across 

children’s daily routine.  Some mothers also used books to directly support language 

learning, but book reading was not a frequent activity for toddlers in general.  These 

findings extend previous research which has revealed that Mexican families assume 

deliberate roles in fostering language learning, as supported by many members of the 

family (Kummerer & Lopez-Reyna, 2006; Pease-Alvarez & Vasquez, 1994).  

Furthermore, the fact that families were generally supporting word learning is important, 

because it is well established that early vocabulary supports later development and 

academic success (e.g., Morgan et al., 2015).  Also, the limited frequency of mother-child 

book reading reported among these families confirms previous research (Barrueco, 

López, & Miles, 2007), and may suggest that mothers of Mexican immigrant background 

do not view this particular activity as appropriate in the toddler years.  

In addition to explicit teaching, mothers also believed that language was learned 

implicitly while toddlers participated in daily social interactions and watched television.  

Adults and older children naturally offered models of mature language input through 
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conversations with the toddler and other individuals in the home.  This input included 

both contextualized and decontextualized language, which provided toddlers access to the 

language associated with their activities and those of the family at large.  Mothers felt 

other children were especially influential to early language learning, and, therefore, 

actively promoted toddlers’ appropriate social interactions with other children.  These 

other children were believed to inadvertently teach toddlers language as they engaged 

them in caregiving, play, and preacademic activities (e.g., book reading, counting).  

Adults were not directly involved in all of these activities.  This finding is notable given 

that much of the existing research regarding the language experiences of Mexican 

toddlers has concentrated on play or book sharing with mothers, specifically (e.g., Pérez-

Granados, 2002; Tenenbaum & Leaper, 1997).   

The prominence of older children in facilitating these toddlers’ language in 

particular contexts suggests that a central focus on adults does not fully account for the 

language learning experiences of children from this background.  Older children may 

provide toddlers with language input that is distinct to that which is provided by adults, 

and, therefore may uniquely contribute to early language development in important ways 

(e.g., Farver, 1993; Pérez-Granados, 2002).  In particular, the contributions of other 

children to toddlers’ acquisition of early academic skills may be significant.     

Support for Spanish and English  

Predominantly, families were engaged in directly supporting toddlers’ language 

acquisition in Spanish.  This was expected given that Spanish was the principal language 

of the homes and that the mothers generally reported low levels of English proficiency, as 

is true of most immigrants of Mexican descent (Crosnoe, 2006).  Indeed, mothers 
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reported that half of toddlers’ routine activities were conducted only in Spanish.  

Generally, only Spanish was spoken when toddlers were interacting with household 

adults.  Considering that young children of immigrant descent who speak their heritage 

language have stronger early academic outcomes than peers who do not (Winsler et al., 

2014), these families’ support for Spanish acquisition can be considered a strength.  

Likewise, robust development of Spanish aids in children’s future acquisition of English 

and other cognitive skills (Bialystok, 2001).         

Mothers also acknowledged that learning English was necessary and important for 

their toddlers.  Despite the fact that most mothers viewed school as the main source of 

children’s English language learning, many were taking steps to support English 

acquisition in the home prior to school entry.  They did so, in part, because they worried 

that toddlers would have some difficulty becoming bilingual without sufficient exposure 

to English.  However, the English language abilities of these mothers as a group were 

limited, preventing them from teaching their toddlers much English.  Therefore, mothers 

purposefully engaged other strategies they believed to be helpful for learning English.  

One strategy was to encourage older children to use English.  Because English-speaking 

children often participated in toddlers’ everyday routines, toddlers heard a mix of Spanish 

and English for half of their activities on average.  This strategy seems reasonable given 

findings from previous research.  Studies have shown that the Spanish-English language 

acquisition of toddlers from varied Latino backgrounds is dependent on their exposure to 

each language and significantly influenced by the English use of their siblings (e.g., 

Bridges and Hoff, 2014; Place & Hoff, 2011).  More specifically, young Spanish-
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speaking children with increased exposure to English present with greater English skills 

over time than their peers with less English exposure.       

Another English-teaching strategy used by mothers was the deliberate selection of 

English-language television for their toddlers.  Correspondingly, mothers believed that 

television contributed to young children’s language learning.  This finding supports the 

work of Thompson and colleagues (2015), who found that Mexican immigrant mothers 

associated television with early developmental gains.  It is not yet well known how 

television in English impacts English-language learning among young children exposed 

to another language in their homes, although television among monolingual populations 

in general is not believed to be particularly supportive for language development (see 

Anderson & Pempek, 2005 for a review).  One study by Patterson (2002) found that the 

frequency of English television watching of toddlers exposed to Spanish and English at 

home did not promote their English vocabulary; however, English television was also not 

found to negatively impact their English vocabulary.  Therefore, it is clear that the 

composition of the Spanish-English language environment in Mexican immigrant homes, 

including toddlers’ exposure to English via television and other children, continues to be 

relevant for understanding their early development in two languages.   

Influence of Maternal Acculturation 

In general, the early language learning contexts described by mothers who were 

considered more and less affiliated with Anglo-American culture were similar.  However, 

two key differences were identified between the mothers who were considered highly 

acculturated as compared to the mothers who were considered less acculturated.    
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First, mothers of both acculturation groups differed in the degree to which they 

described raising well-behaved children.  The more acculturated mothers placed reduced 

emphasis on discipline and behavior as valued child-rearing qualities and developmental 

skills as compared to their less acculturated peers.  This shift away from these child-

rearing values that are traditionally associated with the parenting of Mexican families 

(e.g., Delgado & Ford, 1998) may be related to the acquisition of child-rearing values 

typically associated with Anglo-American culture.  These include support for child 

autonomy and individualism as well as less frequent use of disciplinary practices (e.g., 

Cardona, Nicholson, & Fox, 2000; Rodriguez & Olswang, 2003).  However, the goals 

that more acculturated mothers described for their toddlers did not fully support this 

explanation.  Specifically, none of the more acculturated mothers reported concentrating 

on advancing their toddlers’ independence during their activities (e.g., promoting 

toileting, self-feeding, dressing) whereas less acculturated mothers did.  It would stand to 

reason that mothers who valued child autonomy would also support gains towards their 

children’s independence.  Therefore, it cannot be said that mothers of high acculturation 

levels offered total support for child autonomy in their homes or that mothers of low 

acculturation levels offered none.  Previous research has found that Mexican-origin 

mothers of older children simultaneously maintain child-rearing beliefs that reflect the 

home and host cultures (Rodriguez & Olswang, 2003), which may be the case for the 

mothers who participated in this study as well.  

Second, the perspectives of the more acculturated mothers on learning two 

languages were notably different from those of the less acculturated mothers.  The more 

acculturated mothers were less likely to report a reliance on their toddlers’ eventual 
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school entry to support English acquisition.  Because the mothers who were more 

acculturated also reported greater English proficiency, it is possible that they used 

English more often in their homes than mothers who were less acculturated (Arcia, 

Skinner, Bailey, & Correa, 2001).  In fact, highly acculturated mothers reported that 

exposure to English (in addition to Spanish) was more common during their toddlers’ 

activities than exposure to Spanish alone.  The reverse was true for less acculturated 

mothers.  Therefore, highly acculturated mothers did not need to depend on schools as the 

primary source of toddlers’ English language learning.  Additionally, mothers in the high 

acculturation cluster more frequently expressed concerns about the process of 

bilingualism than mothers in the low acculturation cluster.  This may be because the more 

acculturated mothers were personally familiar with the experience of becoming bilingual 

and its potential struggles, having acquired English as a second language themselves.  

Limitations and Future Directions 

Although this study provides an in-depth account of the commonalities and 

variations of the early language learning contexts of toddlers from Mexican immigrant 

families, several limitations must be considered.  First, these findings cannot be 

generalized to all young children of Mexican descent in the United States.  Two-thirds of 

Mexicans in the US were born in this country and report proficiency in English, and more 

than 70% live above the poverty line (Gonzalez-Barrera & Lopez, 2013).  These 

characteristics differ from the low-income, immigrant families included in this study.  

Importantly, young children’s language learning experiences have been found to vary by 

the socioeconomic status of their families, even when children share the same ethnic and 

racial backgrounds (e.g., Hammer & Weiss, 1999; Hart & Risley, 1995; Heath, 1983; 
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Hoff, Laursen, & Tardif, 2002).  Therefore, future research should investigate the activity 

settings of Mexican families from varied backgrounds in order to determine if the 

findings revealed in this study are shared across socioeconomic groups.  

Second, the mothers who participated in this study did not vary widely in their 

levels of acculturation.  All mothers closely aligned with their Mexican cultural identity.  

Only seven mothers felt highly affiliated with Anglo-American culture, despite the fact 

that the mothers had lived over a decade in the United States on average.  Therefore, 

limited differences were revealed.  It is possible that the impact of acculturation on the 

activity settings of young children from Mexican heritage families was not uncovered 

with this small sample of more highly acculturated mothers.  Moreover, the influence of 

acculturation on children’s early language learning may be more evident when comparing 

mothers of varied generational status in the US to one another or to mothers that have not 

emigrated from Mexico (e.g., Bornstein & Cote, 2006; Gutierrez & Sameroff, 1990; Ispa 

et al., 2004; Rodriguez & Olswang, 2003).  Alternatively, the variations identified in 

toddlers’ activity settings may be due to factors other than maternal acculturation that 

were not accounted for in this study.  In order to fully determine the influence of 

acculturation on the values, beliefs, and practices towards language socialization in 

Mexican homes, future research that includes comparison samples of toddlers living in 

Mexico and/or larger samples of Mexican-origin mothers who affiliate more strongly 

with Anglo-American culture is needed. 

Third, this study relied solely on mothers to determine the characteristics of the 

activity settings of young children from low-income Mexican immigrant backgrounds.  

Although mothers were targeted because of their primacy in child-rearing in the early 
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years among Mexican families (Zucker & Howes, 2009), which this study confirmed, it is 

important to gather the perspectives of additional caregivers involved in children’s 

language learning experiences.  The mothers indicated that child-rearing responsibilities 

were shared among fathers, other adults, and older children, some of whom took on roles 

that differed from toddlers’ mothers.  Some differences have been identified in the child 

rearing and language teaching of Mexican-origin children by varied household members 

(e.g., Gamble, Ramakumar, & Diaz, 2007; Pérez-Granados, 2002).  Therefore, the values, 

beliefs, and practices of these other individuals warrant further study in order to 

determine their potential influence on language teaching and learning in the early years.  

Finally, this study is limited in that direct observations of the activity settings of 

these toddlers were not completed.  Although the investigator took steps to limit the bias 

of mothers when reporting the characteristics of their children’s activity settings, it is 

possible that mothers tailored some of their responses to match what they deemed to be 

socially acceptable.  It is only through extensive observation of young children’s daily 

experiences in the home environment that these findings can be validated.  However, the 

results of this study converge with findings in the existing literature, including many of 

the conclusions reached by Valdés (1996) following her extensive observations of the 

child rearing of Mexican immigrant families in their homes.  Yet, the work of Valdés was 

not designed to describe children’s activity settings nor was it focused on the language 

learning experiences of toddler-aged children, specifically.  Therefore, future research 

should incorporate ethnographic methods to fully describe the language learning 

experiences of young children of Mexican immigrant descent in their homes.          
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Implications for Practice and Research 

This study provides an in-depth description of the context of early language 

learning of toddlers of Mexican immigrant descent living in low-income homes in the 

US.  This description was possible through the identification of commonalities and 

variations in children’s everyday activity settings.  The information provided by this 

study is a step towards increasing the cultural competence of language intervention 

strategies delivered to the growing number of young children and their families from 

these backgrounds.  The findings regarding the activity settings of children from this 

population can assist early childhood professionals, including speech-language 

pathologists, to plan their language intervention programs in ways that account for 

families’ values, beliefs, and practices.  Interventions that are adapted to better align with 

the sociocultural experiences of Mexican-origin children and their families may have 

important consequences for retention, satisfaction, and eventual behavior change 

(Kumpfer et al., 2002; Lau, 2006; Parra-Cardona et al., 2002; 2012).   

The strengths and potential needs for early language facilitation revealed among 

the families of this study offer a point of departure for improving language interventions 

provided to low-income, Mexican immigrant children and their families.  At a minimum, 

the strengths of these families include providing their young children with strong family 

ties that promote interdependence and emotional bonding, access to multiple caregivers 

to support developmental goals, emphasis on appropriate conduct, encouragement of 

social behavior, transmission of cultural identity, awareness of the importance of home 

language acquisition and bilingualism, direct facilitation of early vocabulary skills in 

particular and attention to children’s educational success.  These families may also 
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benefit from access to education on how to strengthen young children’s exposure to 

books, preacademic activities, and other areas of language development in addition to 

vocabulary (e.g., verbal comprehension) so as to support their early academic success in 

the mainstream US school system.  In addition, families may be well-served by education 

regarding the impact of television on language learning and use of evidence-based 

strategies for nurturing bilingualism.  Early childhood professionals can work towards 

incorporating the strengths of Mexican immigrant families into existing language 

interventions, building on the inherent supports their children already receive when 

selecting intervention targets, participants, or contexts, while simultaneously addressing 

families’ needs in ways that appreciate their sociocontextual circumstances (e.g., van 

Kleeck, 1994; Kummerer, 2010; Kummerer & Lopez-Reyna, 2006).        

Moreover, this study revealed that the application of the activity setting 

framework of Gallimore and colleagues (1993) is an effective method for understanding 

the everyday learning experiences of children who may not currently be well-represented 

in the early developmental and language intervention literature.  Certainly, the use of 

toddlers’ activity settings as a meaningful unit of analysis for understanding early 

language learning experiences is not limited to Mexican immigrant families.  This 

method can be easily extended to learn from families who represent a variety of diverse 

cultural and linguistic backgrounds so as to identify their values, beliefs, and practices 

towards language socialization.  With such information, the cultural-sensitivity of the 

early childhood services that diverse families are provided may be enhanced.        
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CHAPTER 3 

HOME LANGUAGE INPUT AND EARLY VOCABULARY DEVELOPMENT  

OF TODDLERS OF MEXICAN IMMIGRANT FAMILIES 

 

The population of young children in the United States is growing in its diversity, 

with children from Latino backgrounds representing the greatest share.  The majority of 

Latino children in the US are of Mexican descent.  In fact, 70% of Latino children 

younger than age five are of Mexican origin (Gonzalez-Barrera & Lopez, 2013).  Over 

the course of the next five decades, the number of children from Mexican homes is 

expected to increase substantially (US Census Bureau, 2012).   

Many children of Mexican descent in the US are born of parents who emigrated 

from Mexico and speak Spanish in the home (Murphey, Guzman, & Torres, 2014; 

Crosnoe, 2006).  Unfortunately, a substantial number of these children are considered to 

be at risk for future academic difficulties.  This is mainly due to the prevalence of poverty 

among Mexican immigrant families: 49% of children from this background live in 

poverty (Crosnoe, 2006).  Because these children present with educational disparities as 

compared to their more advantaged peers by preschool entry (Guerrero et al., 2013; Halle 

et al., 2009; Hulsey et al., 2011), the early developmental competencies associated with 

their later academic outcomes warrant increased attention. 

Oral language is one such area of development, as it is closely tied to the 

academic performance of all children, including those from diverse backgrounds (e.g., 

August & Shanahan, 2006; Miller et al., 2006).  Early vocabulary acquisition is of 

particular importance.  The size of children’s vocabularies prior to age 3 is related to their 
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success in acquiring other language skills, such as grammatical structures, which 

contribute to future educational achievement (McGregor, Sheng, & Smith, 2005; Miller et 

al., 2006; Moyle, Weismer, Evans, & Lindstrom, 2007).  Moreover, the significance of 

early vocabulary appears to compound over the course of development.  Children with 

larger vocabularies at 2 years of age have been shown to outperform children with 

smaller vocabularies on a variety of language and academic measures from kindergarten 

to fifth grade (Lee, 2011; Marchman & Fernald, 2008; Morgan, Farkas, Hillemeier, 

Hammer, & Maczuga, 2015).  Early vocabulary has also been found to predict aspects of 

children’s later cognitive abilities (e.g., Marchman & Fernald, 2008), which further 

contribute to educational skill attainment over time.  

Despite these important links between early vocabulary and children’s later 

outcomes, little is currently known about the early development of children from 

Mexican immigrant backgrounds.  An understanding of factors that may influence these 

children’s vocabulary acquisition is especially necessary given their generally low 

socioeconomic status.  Young children from low-income backgrounds consistently show 

less robust vocabulary development than their peers from higher income homes (e.g., 

Fernald, Marchman, & Weisleder 2013; Hart & Risley, 1995; Huttenlocher, Waterfall, 

Vasilyeva, Vevea, & Hedges, 2010).  Yet, among children from low-income homes, 

including those who are exposed to Spanish, wide variations in vocabulary acquisition 

have been observed in the first 3 years of life (Mancilla-Martinez & Vagh, 2013; Pan, 

Rowe, Singer, & Snow, 2005; Weisleder & Fernald, 2013).  These differences have been 

explained, in part, by the language input that children from low-income, Spanish-

speaking backgrounds receive in their homes from their caregivers (Weisleder & Fernald, 
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2013).  Therefore, the purpose of this research was to describe the early language input of 

children from Mexican immigrant backgrounds and to investigate its influence on 

vocabulary in order to better understand the language development of this population. 

Language Input and Vocabulary 

Taking a social-pragmatic view of language development (e.g., Bruner, 1983; 

Tomasello, 1992), the importance of children’s language experiences to their early 

vocabulary acquisition becomes clear.  According to social-pragmatic approaches, word 

learning occurs within social contexts while children actively engage in the process of 

inferring meaning from their surrounding language input (e.g., Akhtar & Tomasello 

2000; Tomasello, 2000a; 2000b).  Because young children approach social interactions 

with immature vocabulary knowledge, they must determine the meaning of words they 

have not yet acquired in order to infer the overall intent of the communicative exchange.  

Children do so by attending to the referents associated with the language input of more 

mature speakers as well as the language patterns contained therein.  Social interactions 

also provide young children with opportunities to practice newly-acquired words, the act 

of which prompts their interactional partners to give implicit and explicit feedback that 

children use to further reinforce word learning (Tomasello, 1992; 2009).   

Given this perspective on word learning, it stands to reason that differences in 

children’s vocabulary development may be explained by variations in the characteristics 

of the language input they receive in the early years.  Children whose language input is 

comprised of characteristics known to be more supportive of word learning will thusly be 

at an advantage.  Specifically, the quantity and quality of children’s early language input 

must be considered.       
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Input Quantity   

The quantity of language input is simply the amount of exposure to the words and 

structures of human speech that is available to children in their environments.  Quantity is 

commonly operationalized as the total number of words or the total number of utterances 

children hear from more mature communicators (generally their adult caregivers).  Input 

that is higher in these features of quantity is believed to be more supportive of vocabulary 

development than input that is lower in quantity.  A greater quantity of language input 

offers children more frequent opportunities from which to distinguish the patterns of 

speech and to hear specific words and structures, thereby increasing their familiarity with 

the vocabulary of their language and enhancing their ability to focus on the unknown 

words to be learned (Zauche, Thul, Mahoney, & Stapel-Wax, 2016; Hoff & Naigles, 

2002).  Although some inconsistencies exist, robust relationships between the quantity of 

input and child vocabulary development have been identified among English-speaking 

and, to a limited degree, Spanish-speaking populations.   

The most notable study to identify this relationship is the work of Hart and Risley 

(1995) that found substantial differences in early vocabulary based on the total number of 

words spoken by adults in the home.  Three-year-old children who heard more words 

from their caregivers prior to this age had larger vocabularies than children who heard 

fewer words.  Additional research has confirmed these findings, showing that early input 

quantity influences later vocabulary development.  For example, Rowe (2012) found that 

the total number of words used by English-speaking mothers during 90-minute home 

interactions with their 18-month-old children related to children’s receptive vocabulary at 

30, 42, and 54 months of age.  Not only do children who experience higher quantities of 
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input show larger vocabularies at later time points, but also their vocabulary grows more 

quickly over time.  Huttenlocher and colleagues (1991, 2010) have shown that the total 

number of words that English-speaking mothers used during 3-hour observations at 

earlier time points affected the rate of their children’s productive vocabulary growth 

between 16 and 46 months of age.  This relationship held while controlling for children’s 

earlier vocabulary size at each subsequent time point (Huttenlocher, Haight, Bryk, 

Seltzer, & Lyons, 1991), which suggests that the number of total words spoken by adults 

is not an artifact of having a more or less talkative child.   

Although the quantity of early input is closely linked to socioeconomic status 

(Hart & Risley, 1995; Hoff, 2003), quantity continues to reveal an influence on language 

development when the effect of socioeconomic variables is removed.  Zimmerman et al. 

(2009) adjusted for household income and parental education and found that the total 

number of words of English-speaking adults across a typical day was significantly related 

to a general measure of child language development over an 18-month period.  Thus, 

variations in quantity within socioeconomic groups help to explain child language 

development above and beyond group membership to particular income brackets.       

The finding that input quantity affects child language outcomes has been 

replicated and extended in two studies with Spanish-speaking populations.  Hurtado, 

Marchman, and Fernald (2008) found that the total number of words and total number of 

utterances of Spanish-speaking mothers during play sessions with their 18-month-old 

children were associated with productive vocabulary at 24 months of age as well as 

change in vocabulary from 18 to 24 months of age.  This association was maintained 

while controlling for child vocabulary at 18 months of age, aligning with the literature on 
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English-speaking populations in that children who talk more do not prompt greater 

quantities of input.  It is important to note that input quantity was not related to 

concurrent child vocabulary at 18 months, which lead the authors to postulate that 

children’s language skills were too immature at 18 months to reveal the influence of their 

early input.  Weisleder and Fernald (2013) advanced the study of the relationship between 

input quantity and later vocabulary development in Spanish-speaking homes by 

measuring the language of all household adults over the course of a typical day.  These 

authors determined that the total number of adult words spoken directly to children at 19 

months of age was related to children’s productive vocabulary at 24 months of age; 

however, the total number of words overheard by children was not related to their 

vocabulary.  Therefore, young Spanish-speaking children appear to derive the greatest 

benefit from high quantities of speech addressed to them specifically, as provided by the 

composition of adults in their homes.  However, this benefit may require time to 

influence vocabulary or may only be evident at later stages in vocabulary development.            

It should be noted that the relationship between input quantity and child 

vocabulary is not consistent.  Some investigations have found no effect of the total 

number of words used by English-speaking adults on children’s vocabulary at a single 

time point or on their vocabulary growth over time (Pan et al., 2005; Ramírez-Esparza, 

García-Sierra, & Kuhl, 2014).  Others have found an association between child 

vocabulary and total number of adult words but not total number of adult utterances 

(Hoff, 2003).  Although total number of words and total number of utterances both 

represent input quantity, there may be a yet undetermined difference in regards to their 

influence on child vocabulary.  It is possible that this difference lies in the speaker.  
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When Pancsofar and Vernon-Feagans (2006) measured the total number of utterances 

used by mothers and fathers with their 24-month-old children, the total number of 

paternal utterances influenced children’s general expressive language abilities (including 

vocabulary) at 36 months of age.  The total number of utterances spoken by mothers was 

not related.  The authors hypothesized that the influence of maternal language may be 

less important for some populations than others, and pointed to the significance of 

including the input of adults in addition to mothers in investigations of early language 

development.  Given the inconsistencies in the relationship between input quantity and 

vocabulary, other characteristics of children’s language input deserve examination.  The 

sheer quantity of children’s input is not all that matters.    

Input Quality   

Thought of as the type or richness of the language input available to children, the 

quality of input is also relevant to children’s vocabulary development.  Input that is 

higher in quality is considered to be more supportive of vocabulary development than 

input that is lower in quality.  Input that is diverse, complex, and successful in 

maintaining children’s attentional focus is believed to facilitate vocabulary acquisition by 

providing particularly meaningful contexts for exposure to the patterns of language as 

well as the words and structures to be learned (Zauche et al., 2016; Hoff & Naigles, 2002; 

Zimmerman et al., 2009).  In addition, input that is high in quality is likely to offer 

children a greater number of opportunities to practice their new words in social situations 

that are sensitive to their interests and needs (Zauche et al., 2016).   

Several characteristics thought to reflect quality have been described to date, 

predominantly with English-speaking families.  The current study focused on the 
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following aspects of input quality: vocabulary diversity, grammatical complexity, 

conversational turns, and amount of speech directed to the child.  Although these 

properties of input quality have been shown to be closely related to features of input 

quantity as previously discussed (Greenwood, Thiemann-Bourque, Walker, Buzhardt, & 

Gilkerson, 2011; Hoff, 2003; Hoff & Naigles, 2002; Huttenlocher et al., 2010; Pan et al., 

2005; Pancsofar & Vernon-Feagans, 2006; Rowe, 2008), the quality of language input 

carries additional information to children’s word learning process that should not be 

overlooked.  Moreover, not all studies have found a relationship between features of 

quality and quantity (Huttenlocher et al., 1991), further suggesting that the quality of 

children’s input warrants continued study.  

Vocabulary diversity. Vocabulary diversity can be captured by the total number of 

different word types or root words spoken by caregivers.  It is considered a parallel 

measure to total number of words.  However, number of different words goes beyond 

sheer number of words to represent the richness of the vocabulary contained within input 

of equal length.  Consider, for example, the wider variety of word learning opportunities 

offered to a child who hears “it’s a big, round, red ball” as opposed to a child who hears 

the word “ball” six times; the quantity of the input is the same for both children, but the 

quality of the input is quite distinct.  Increased diversity of vocabulary, therefore, adds to 

the frequency with which children are exposed to new words and/or familiar words used 

in new ways, boosting the saliency of their word learning process.   

In fact, a small body of research implicates the unique role played by this feature 

of input quality in early vocabulary development.  For example, Pan and colleagues 

(2005) found that the total number of different words used by English-speaking mothers 
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during brief interactions predicted growth in children’s own vocabulary diversity between 

14 and 36 months of age whereas total number of words did not.  Similarly, Pancsofar 

and Vernon-Feagans (2006) found that the total number of different words produced by 

English-speaking fathers during play with their 24-month-old children in the home were 

more strongly related to children’s global expressive language abilities at 36 months of 

age than total number of words.  Interestingly, no relationship was found between the 

total number of different words spoken by mothers and children’s language abilities, a 

finding that was also revealed in Hurtado and colleagues’ (2008) study of Spanish-

speaking mothers and their 24-month-old children.  This lack of relationship between 

maternal number of different words and child vocabulary may result from a threshold 

effect: mothers, as a group, were providing children with sufficient levels of vocabulary 

diversity overall to reveal no direct effects.  Fathers, however, may have fallen below this 

threshold (Pancsofar & Vernon-Feagans, 2006).      

The null findings of some studies may also be due to the possibility that the 

influence of vocabulary diversity is particularly salient at later points in language 

development.  Rowe (2012) identified an effect of total number of different words of 

English-speaking primary caregivers 12 months earlier that gained in significance when 

children’s receptive vocabulary was subsequently measured at 30, 42, and 54 months of 

age.  Once controls were added for the total number of words children heard, initial child 

vocabulary, and socioeconomic status, the relationship between total number of different 

words heard at 18 months and children’s vocabulary at 30 months was no longer 

significant.  However, the total number of different words used at 30 months of age did 

significantly influence vocabulary at 42 months, leading the author to hypothesize that 
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the number of different words available in children’s input may be more critical to their 

vocabulary development in the third rather than second year of life.  In other words, later 

points of development may be driven by input that includes substantially diverse 

vocabulary, whereas earlier points of development may simply require frequent input, 

regardless of the quality of that input.     

It is also notable that Rowe found the relationship between number of different 

words and children’s vocabulary to be evident following the application of statistical 

controls for input quantity, early language abilities, and socioeconomic status.  As such, 

the association between vocabulary diversity and child vocabulary cannot be said to be 

related to the talkativeness of the caregiver or to the talkativeness of the child.  Nor is 

vocabulary diversity a function of some caregivers having reached higher levels of 

educational and/or professional achievement than others.   

Grammatical complexity.  In addition, the grammatical complexity of language 

input is a feature of quality.  Language complexity can be represented by the mean length 

of utterances spoken.  Utterances that are longer on average, by definition, include a 

greater number of words as well as syntax that is generally more complex, resulting in 

children’s exposure to a wider range of opportunities from which to learn words.  Mean 

length of utterance may contribute uniquely to child word learning in ways that other 

features of input quality and quantity do not, although the existing findings are not 

consistent.  For example, Hoff and colleagues (2002, 2003) measured the mean length of 

utterance of English-speaking mothers with their 16- to 31-month-old children.  Mean 

length of utterance emerged as a significant predictor for the productive vocabulary of 

these children 10 weeks later, but number of different words did not.  In fact, mean length 
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of utterance accounted for the greatest amount of variance in child productive vocabulary 

as compared to total number of words and number of different words.   

Yet, three additional studies found no direct relationship between the mean length 

of utterance of mothers and fathers and measures of children’s expressive language skills, 

which included productive vocabulary (Bornstein, Haynes, & Painter, 1998; Hurtado et 

al., 2008; Pancsofar & Vernon-Feagans, 2006).  Bornstein and colleagues found, for 

example, that maternal mean length of utterance was associated with the language 

comprehension but not production of 20-month-old children from English-speaking 

backgrounds.  Similarly, Hurtado and colleagues (2008) found that the mean length of 

utterance of Spanish-speaking mothers with their 18-month-old children was neither 

associated with children’s productive vocabulary at 18 months or at 24 months nor with 

changes in vocabulary from 18 to 24 months.  Thus, more research is needed to explore 

the influence of utterance length on early vocabulary development.     

Conversational turns.  Responsivity of adults to children’s communicative 

attempts has also been identified as a characteristic of input quality.  The total number of 

adult to child conversational turns, which was examined in this study, can serve as a 

proxy measure for responsivity.  A greater number of turns implies that adult are 

engaging in social behaviors known to be valuable for facilitating language development, 

including word learning.  These behaviors may include responding to children’s 

communication attempts, providing replies that address their focus, and establishing 

shared attention to referents in the environment (e.g., Hoff, 2006; Hoff-Ginsberg, 1998; 

Zauche et al., 2016).  Children also have a greater number of opportunities to practice 
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their vocabulary when engaged in back-and-forth communicative exchanges with more 

mature speakers.    

Although the total number of adult-child conversational turns has been found to 

correlate modestly with some aspects of input quantity (Zimmerman et al., 2009), total 

number of adult-child conversational turns has also been found to contribute uniquely to 

the language abilities of young children.  For example, Greenwood et al. (2011) identified 

significant associations between total adult-child conversational turns measured during 

all-day home language recordings and the performance of children ages 12 to 20 months 

on the Preschool Language Sale-4 (PLS-4), a global measure of children’s receptive and 

expressive language abilities which includes vocabulary.  However, adult word count was 

not correlated with children’s PLS-4 performance.  Likewise, Zimmerman and colleagues 

(2009) found that the total number of conversational turns shared between adults and 

children of varied ages (2 to 48 months) across a typical day fully mediated the 

relationship between the total number of adult words and children’s PLS-4 scores.   

Nonetheless, not all studies have shown a relationship between conversational 

turns and child language.  Pancsofar and Vernon-Feagans (2006) found that children’s 

expressive language at 36 months of age was not related to a composite measure that 

included the total number of conversational turns taken with their mothers and fathers at 

24 months of age.  Although these authors did not offer a specific explanation for these 

findings, they hypothesized that use of a global measure of language (i.e., the Expressive 

Communication Age of the Sequenced Inventory of Communication Development -

Revised) and controls for parental education and the quality of children’s child care 

settings prevented a more detailed exploration of language input and child vocabulary.      
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Child-directed speech.  The frequency with which children hear input purposely 

directed to them, as opposed to language that is overheard, is a further indication of the 

quality of language input.  Frequency of child-directed speech can be directly measured 

by determining the proportion of language input that is directed to the child and that is 

directed to other individuals in the surrounding environment.  Although young children 

have been found to learn words from overheard speech (e.g., Akhtar, Jipson, & Callanan, 

2001), input directed to them may be of greater benefit to their vocabulary development 

(e.g., Shneidman & Goldin-Meadow, 2012).  This is because child-directed input is liable 

to be simplified to meet children’s developmental levels and to be related to objects that 

are present.  As such, child-directed input may be more comprehensible to young 

children than input shared between more mature speakers.  Moreover, a greater amount 

of child-directed input suggests increased opportunities for children to engage in social 

exchanges within which they can practice their emerging vocabulary.   

This advantage of child-directed speech to early word learning has been 

demonstrated in a variety of language learning contexts (Shneidman, Arroyo, Levine, & 

Goldin-Meadow, 2013; Shneidman & Goldin-Meadow, 2012; Weisleder & Fernald, 

2013).  These include contexts in which input directed to children is infrequent, such as 

in Yucatec Mayan communities.  Shneidman and Goldin-Meadow (2012) found that the 

expressive and receptive vocabulary of 35-month-old Yucatec Mayan children was 

related only to the amount of child-directed speech they heard in their environment at 24 

months of age, despite the fact that 80% of the language input available in their 

surroundings was overheard.  Weisleder and Fernald (2013) confirmed this relationship 

with Spanish-speaking mothers in the United States, as previously mentioned: the 
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productive vocabulary of 24-month-old children related only to the estimated number of 

words adults spoke directly to them at 19 months of age (not to the estimated number of 

words overheard).  Thus, extending the exploration of the frequency of child-directed 

speech to the context of Mexican immigrant homes, in particular, will enhance the 

understanding of the influence of this feature of language quality.  

Language Input in Mexican Immigrant Homes 

Despite robust findings on the relationships between child language and aspects 

of input quantity and quality, the current knowledge on this topic is overwhelmingly 

based on the language input provided by mothers who speak only one language to their 

children, mainly English.  Studies of Spanish-speaking families are needed.  Zauche and 

colleagues (2016) recently reviewed 103 studies that explored the influence of varied 

characteristics of language input on child language outcomes prior to age 3.  These 

authors found that more than 91% were specific to the language input of children’s 

mothers.  In addition, less than 8% included children from Spanish-speaking homes.  

When the language input of children from these backgrounds was investigated, children’s 

possible exposure to English in addition to Spanish was not generally considered (e.g., 

Hurtado et al., 2008).  Furthermore, less than a quarter of the existing literature base is 

focused on children from low-income homes.  As a result, the findings of the extant 

literature may not represent the experiences of children from Mexican immigrant 

backgrounds, whose language learning context differs from the monolingual English-

speaking families typically studied.   

The context in which young Mexican immigrant children develop their early 

language skills is likely influenced by two characteristics of their home environment that 
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have not yet been accounted for fully in the current literature.  These include the 

likelihood of multiple caregivers for young children in Mexican-origin families and the 

use of Spanish and English in their homes.  First, families of Mexican descent from low-

income backgrounds are more likely than Anglo-American families to rely on support 

from their extended family, particularly in terms of providing direct care for their 

children (Almeida, Molnar, Kawachi, & Subramanian, 2009; Sarkisian, Gerena, & 

Gerstel, 2007).  Young children of Mexican background tend to live in the same home or 

in close geographic proximity to extended family members, who are likely to assist with 

childcare in the early years (Howes, Wishard Guerra, & Zucker, 2007; 2008).  

Furthermore, 80% of children of Mexican immigrants live with their fathers (Crosnoe, 

2006), who have been shown to take on substantial roles in parenting (e.g., Caldera, 

Fitzpatrick, & Wampler, 2000; Behnke, Taylor, & Parra-Cardona, 2008; Coltrane, Parke, 

& Adams, 2004).  Older siblings in Mexican immigrant homes are also expected to take 

on caregiving responsibilities for their younger siblings at times (Valdés, 1996).   

Consequently, young children of Mexican immigrant decent are likely to receive 

regular language input from a constellation of individuals in addition to their mothers, 

including fathers, siblings, extended relatives, and other children.  Extant research that 

has measured the language input provided in the homes of English-speaking children has 

revealed that their early language outcomes are better explained when speech beyond that 

of children’s primary caregivers is considered (Pancsofar & Vernon-Feagans, 2006; 

Shneidman et al., 2013); however, these studies are few.  For example, Shneidman and 

colleagues (2013) found that the total number of words and total number of different 

words provided by all speakers in the homes of 30-month-old English-speaking children 
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predicted their vocabulary one year later whereas the input of their primary caregivers 

alone did not.  Therefore, investigations of the language input and early vocabulary of 

children of Mexican immigrant descent must account for the variety of individuals from 

whom children receive their language input.  

Second, use of Spanish and English in Mexican immigrant homes is likely.  

Young children from Spanish-speaking backgrounds living in the United States may be 

exposed to differing amounts of Spanish and English in a typical day (e.g., Hurtado, 

Grüter, Marchman, & Fernald, 2013; Place & Hoff, 2011).  Although Mexican immigrant 

parents generally report low levels of English proficiency and frequent use of Spanish in 

their homes (Crosnoe, 2006; Portes & Rumbaut, 2001), they may use English when 

talking with their young children in addition to Spanish.  Song and colleagues (2012) 

found that the majority of Spanish-speaking mothers included in their study, most of 

whom were Mexican immigrants, produced 6% of their utterances in English during brief 

interactions with their 14- and 24-month-old children.   

Additional English language input may be provided by other individuals in the 

household with higher levels of English proficiency, such as older siblings.  School-aged 

children of Mexican descent are known to become English dominant over time and to use 

English with relative frequency (Gutiérrez-Clellen & Krieter, 2003; Kohnert, 2002), 

which may increase their likelihood of speaking English with their younger siblings.  

Older children’s use of English with younger siblings in Mexican immigrant homes has 

not yet been directly measured; however, Mancilla-Martinez and Vagh (2013) found that 

76% of children of Puerto Rican and Dominican descent used primarily English with the 

24- and 30-month-old children in their homes.  In fact, the percentage of English used in 
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the homes of toddlers where a language other than English is also spoken is significantly 

higher when school-aged siblings are present (Bridges & Hoff, 2014).  Variations in 

young children’s exposure to Spanish and English at home has generally been found to 

differentially impact early vocabulary development in each language (e.g., Bridges & 

Hoff, 2014; Hoff et al., 2012; Hurtado et al., 2013; Pearson, Fernández, Lewedeg, & 

Oller, 1997).  Hence, the study of the language input and vocabulary of children from 

Mexican immigrant backgrounds must account for their exposure to both Spanish and 

English in the early years.   

Therefore, the early childhood field’s understanding of how language input 

influences the early vocabulary development of young children of Mexican immigrant 

descent will benefit from studying the input provided by multiple individuals who may 

use varied amounts of Spanish and English.  Two foundational studies with Spanish-

speaking families from primarily low-income backgrounds have demonstrated that 

several characteristics of the quantity and quality of input provided to young children is 

relevant to vocabulary development (Marchman et al., 2008; Weisleder & Fernald, 2013).  

However, these studies focused only on the input of adults (as opposed to that of adults 

and other children) and did not consider children’s possible exposure to English.  

Moreover, the characteristics of the language input provided to young children from low-

income Mexican immigrant backgrounds, specifically, is currently unknown.  Given the 

increasing population of young Mexican immigrant children in the United States and the 

need to address their language development from an early age, a deeper understanding of 

the quantity and quality of their language input is needed.     
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Purpose of the Study 

This study was designed to address the research gap regarding the language input 

and early vocabulary of young children from low-income Mexican immigrant families 

living in the United States.  Specifically, this study adds to the current understanding on 

this topic by investigating the quantity and quality of the language input experienced by 

toddler-aged children during their everyday activities, with multiple individuals, and in 

two languages.  As guided by social-pragmatic theories of word learning, the associations 

between the characteristics of children’s quantity and quality of input and their 

productive vocabulary were explored.  The following research questions were asked: 

1. What is the quantity, quality, and proportion of Spanish and English of the 

everyday language input of toddler-aged children from low-income, Mexican 

immigrant backgrounds? 

2. What is the association between characteristics of input quantity and quality on 

these children’s total productive vocabulary? 

In order to answer these questions, the naturally-occurring language input of the 

children in this study was measured in the home environment while toddlers took part in 

their typical routines.  Three features of quantity were examined: total number of adult 

words, total number of child-directed utterances, and total number of all child-directed 

words.  Four features of quality were studied: total number of adult-child conversational 

turns, number of different words, mean length of utterance in words, and proportion of 

child-directed utterances.  The amount of Spanish and English spoken to children was 

also measured. 
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It was hypothesized that the language input available to children in Mexican 

immigrant homes would show a wide range of variability in quantity and quality.  Some 

children would have a large quantity of language input with high levels of quality, while 

others would not.  Similarly, it was hypothesized that the amount of Spanish and English 

to which children were exposed would vary; however, Spanish was likely to be the 

primary language of children’s input.  It was further hypothesized that the features of 

quantity and quality of children’s language input would be associated with one another 

(e.g., input that was characterized as high in quantity would likely be high in quality as 

well).  Finally, it was hypothesized that child vocabulary would be associated with each 

of the characteristics of language input quantity and quality.  More specifically, greater 

amounts of language would contribute positively to children’s vocabulary size as would 

language with higher levels of language quality.  

Method 

Participants 

Thirty-five families living in urban areas in the northeastern United States were 

recruited from early childhood programs and through personal referrals to participate in 

the larger dissertation study.  The parents of these families: (a) had a toddler-aged child 

with no known developmental disabilities; (b) self-identified as Mexican immigrants; (c) 

spoke Spanish in the home; and, (d) were considered low-income.   

Only two-parent families were included in the current study in order to achieve 

greater consistency of the sample and to account for the contributions of fathers to early 

language (e.g., Pancsofar & Vernon-Feagans, 2006).  Thus, 1 single-parent family was 

excluded.  Families also had to complete recordings of the home language environment 



 

 109

successfully in order to be included in the final sample; 4 families did not.  Therefore, the 

final analysis sample was 30 families.  Families were compensated for participating.   

Children  

The children averaged 19.73 months of age (SD = 3.19, range = 15 – 28 months).  

Half were female.  All children were born in the United States.  Thirty-three percent (n = 

10) were enrolled in early childhood programs.  These included a weekly Early Head 

Start (EHS) home visitor program or a full-day program provided by an EHS delegate.  

Parents  

Table 2 provides descriptive information on children’s mothers and fathers.  The 

mothers averaged 28.73 years of age (SD = 4.75, range = 19 – 39 years).  They had 

emigrated from Mexico at a mean age of 18 years and had lived in the United States for 

an average of 10.63 years (SD = 5.15; range = 2 – 26 years).  More than half of mothers 

(n = 17) did not have a high school diploma.  Thirty-seven percent (n = 11) of mothers 

worked outside of the home, mainly in service industries.  Most mothers (60%) reported 

that they used all Spanish with their children.  

Children’s fathers were 30.43 years of age on average (SD = 5.08, range = 21 – 

40 years).  Their average age of arrival to the United States was 17 years.  The length of 

residency in the US was known for 28 fathers, which averaged 13.17 years (SD = 4.30; 

range = 3 – 22 years).  Most (n = 22) did not complete high school.  Twenty-nine fathers 

(97%) worked full time, predominantly in agricultural and service industries.  Two 

fathers also had a second job.  As reported by mothers, 60% of fathers used all Spanish 

with their children. 
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Table 2.  

Demographic Characteristics of Children's Mothers and Fathers (N = 30) 

  Mothers   Fathers 

Characteristic M SD %   M SD % 

Chronological age in years 28.73 4.75 30.43 5.08 

Age of arrival to US in yearsa 18.10 6.74 17.19 5.39 

Length of residency in US in yearsa 10.63 5.15 13.17 4.30 

Education     

Less than high school  56.70   73.30 

High school graduate  36.70   16.70 

Vocational training/associate's degree   3.30     6.70 

Some college, no degree -     3.30 

Bachelor's degree    3.30   - 

Employment status 

Does not work  63.30   3.30 

Works part-time  23.30     3.30 

Works full-time  13.30   80.00 

Work status unknown  - 13.30 

Language use with the child 

All Spanish  60.00 60.00 

More Spanish than English  36.70 40.00 

Equal amounts Spanish and English        3.30       - 

Note. Part-time work is considered ≤30 hours a week.   

aData for two fathers were unknown (n = 28). 
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Households   

There was an average of more than 6 individuals living in the home, including the 

toddler-aged child.  On average, children lived with 3 adults (range = 2 – 7 adults), 

including their parents.  The other adults were grandparents, aunts, uncles, and family 

friends.  Two or more children besides the toddler also lived in the home (range = 0 – 8 

children), including siblings and cousins of the toddler.  These children ranged in age 

from 4 months to 16 years.  Ninety percent of toddlers (n = 27) lived with at least 1 older 

child.  Thirteen percent of toddlers (n = 4) lived with a child younger in age.     

The Hollingshead Four Factor Index of Social Status (HI; Hollingshead, 1975) 

was used to estimate the socioeconomic status (SES) of each family.  The mean HI was 

approximately 15.93 (range = 8 – 25 HI).  The HI of all families corresponded to either 

of the two lowest two social strata, confirming that all of the participating families were 

considered to be of low SES backgrounds. 

Procedures 

The investigator met with the mothers twice in their homes or their children’s 

early childhood centers.  During the first meeting, mothers participated in an interview 

regarding their values, beliefs, and practices towards child rearing and language 

development.  These results are reported in the first study of this dissertation.  Mothers 

also provided demographic information using questions from the CECER-DLL Family 

Questionnaire (Hammer, Cycyk, Scarpino, Sawyer, & Jury, in preparation).   

At the end of the first meeting, mothers were provided with a LENA digital 

language processor (DLP; LENA Pro System, 2012) and a specially designed toddler-
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sized vest.  The DLP is a small, 2-ounce recording device equipped with a high quality 

microphone that is designed to collect unobtrusive audio recordings of the language 

experiences of children ages 2 to 48 months.  It is placed in the front pocket of the vest to 

keep it secure and to optimize recording quality.  The DLP records the communication of 

the key child and that of all other participants in his or her environment, including other 

children and adults, as well as non-speech environmental noises, such as television and 

electronic sounds.  The LENA has been used previously to capture the home language 

experiences of toddlers learning more than one language, including those exposed to 

Spanish and English (Oller, 2010; Weisleder & Fernald, 2013).    

The investigator showed the mothers how to turn the DLP on and off, how to 

insert it into the vest, and how to start, pause, and stop the recording.  Mothers also 

received written instructions in Spanish and English for operating the DLP, which were 

accompanied by photos of the device and its components (LENA Research Foundation, 

2014).  In order to capture the variability of children’s language environments, mothers 

were asked to complete three recordings.  These recordings were to include two weekday 

recordings of 4 hours each in length and one weekend day recording of 8 hours in length.  

Mothers of children who were enrolled in early childhood programs were instructed to 

record outside of the program hours.  Text messages were sent to mothers’ cellular 

phones as reminders to complete the recordings.  Mothers were also provided with easy-

to-read log sheets to document the date, time of day, activities, and participants of the 

recordings.  However, few mothers completed these log sheets. 

The second meeting with mothers took place once they completed the LENA 

recordings (generally within one week of their acquisition of the DLP).  In this meeting, 
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the vocabulary checklists of the MacArthur-Bates Communicative Developmental 

Inventory (CDI): Words and Sentences (Fenson et al., 2007) and its parallel version, 

MacArthur Inventarios del Desarrollo de Habilidades Comunicativas (IDHC), Inventario 

II (Jackson-Maldonado, Bates, & Thal, 2003) were completed.  The CDI and IDHC are 

caregiver report measures of early vocabulary and grammar in English and Spanish, 

respectively, for children between the ages of 16 and 30 months.  This study is focused 

on children’s vocabulary production only.  The CDI and IDHC each contain a checklist 

of 680 words that children may produce.  In English, these words are divided into 22 

semantic categories.  There are 23 semantic categories in the Spanish version.  The 

investigator read each vocabulary word aloud to the mothers in order to avoid any 

potential difficulty related to low literacy levels.  The mothers reported if their toddlers 

said each word and provided an example if requested.  

The English CDI was developed with monolingual English speakers in the United 

States.  The authors reported high internal consistency (α = .96).  The Spanish IDHC was 

developed with monolingual Spanish speakers in Mexico, corresponding to the Mexican 

dialect of Spanish.  The internal consistency reported by the authors of the IDHC is also 

high (α = .94).  The IDHC has previously been validated for use with bilingual Spanish-

English populations in the United States, including those that are considered low income 

(Mancilla-Martinez, Pan, & Vagh, 2011; Marchman & Martinez-Sussmann, 2002).  The 

CDI and IDHC have been used in conjunction to study the vocabulary of young children 

from Spanish-English backgrounds (e.g., Hoff, Rumiche, Burridge, Ribot, & Welsh, 

2014; Mancilla-Martinez & Vagh, 2013), as bilingual measures of vocabulary have not 

yet been developed.          
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Data Reduction 

LENA Recordings   

Mothers made between 2 and 13 isolated LENA recordings.  Twenty-seven 

families (90%) had at least one weekday and one weekend sample; the remaining 

families recorded only on weekdays.  Any recordings less than 1 hour in length were 

excluded from subsequent analyses in accordance with the LENA reliability standards 

(Xu, Yapanel, & Gray, 2009).  Thirty-six recordings under 1 hour were not used in the 

analyses.  A total of 112 recordings remained.  These recordings averaged approximately 

3 hours and 58 minutes (SD = 3:40 hours) and ranged from approximately 1 to 15 hours.  

Families recorded a mean total of 14 hours and 44 minutes (SD = 3:22 hours), over the 

course of 2 to 6 separate recordings. 

The LENA recordings were processed by the LENA analysis software (LENA 

Pro System, 2012), which uses acoustic features and computer algorithms to estimate the 

characteristics of the child’s language environment over the course of the recording.  

Segmented data are generated for several features of human input, including total number 

of adult words and total number of child-adult conversational turns.  Conversational 

turns are defined as a child-initiated vocalization that precedes or follows an adult word 

with no more than 5 seconds between the child and adult speech.  Total number of adult 

words was selected to represent the quantity of adult input, while total number of adult-

child conversational turns was selected to represent the quality of adult input, as is true of 

prior studies of home language input that have used the LENA (e.g., Greenwood et al., 

2011; Zimmerman, et al., 2009).    
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The LENA analysis software also estimates the duration of recording time the key 

child was exposed to human input that was near and clear, labeled meaningful, and 

human input that was approximately 6 feet or further from the child, labeled distant.  

These characteristics of the child’s language environment were further segmented into 

hourly and 5-minute durations of recording time using the LENA Advanced Data 

Extractor software (LENA Research Foundation, 2012).  This categorization of 

meaningful versus distant speech aided in the selection of discrete samples of children’s 

language input, which will be described in further detail in a later section of this paper.      

The reliability of the LENA analysis software is well established.  Xu and 

colleagues (2009) compared the automated data to human transcription of English-

language audio segments.  The automated data for total number of adult words was 

highly correlated with human transcriptions (r = .92); the LENA and human counts 

deviated by only 2%.  Agreement between segmentation of the automated data provided 

by the LENA and that completed through human coding of English language recordings 

was found to be 71% for television, 76% for child speech and other noise, and 82% for 

adult speech (Xu et al., 2009).  Xu and colleagues specified that the reliability of the 

LENA automated data falls within the acceptable range after 1 continuous hour of 

recording.   

The use of the LENA for capturing the audio environment of homes where 

Spanish is spoken has been validated.  Weisleder and Fernald (2013) compared human 

transcriptions of audio from Spanish-speaking homes to the LENA estimates of the total 

number of adult words and found a high correlation between counts (r = .80). 
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The average total number of adult words (AWC) and total number of adult-child 

conversational turns (TURN) per hour for each recording was calculated.  Analyses were 

performed to determine whether differences in average AWC and TURN existed by the 

length of the recording.  Recordings were categorized by length into four groups, 

representing those that were ≥1 and <2 hours in length, ≥2 and <3 hours in length, ≥3 

and <4 hours in length, and ≥4 hours in length.  A one-way analysis of variance yielded 

no significant differences between these groups in regard to average AWC (F(3, 108) = 

.72, p = .61) or average TURN (F(3, 108) = 1.27, p = .29).  In addition, differences in 

average AWC and TURN between weekday and weekend recordings were tested using 

independent samples t-tests.  There was no significant difference between weekday and 

weekend recordings for average AWC (t(110) = 1.15, p = .24) or for average TURN 

(t(110) = .37, p = .93).  Therefore, all recordings regardless of length and day of the 

recording were retained in subsequent analyses.   

Language Sampling   

Three discrete 10-minute samples from each family’s LENA recordings were 

selected for further analyses.  This was necessary to add detail to the measurement of 

input quantity and quality, to include the input of other children among these variables, 

and to account for the language of input (Spanish/English) in toddlers’ homes.  The 

samples were selected to represent the greatest amount of human speech within the range 

of the toddler over the length of the LENA recordings.  The LENA analysis software 

estimations of the duration of time the child was exposed to meaningful and distant 

human input were consulted for the selection of potential language sampling segments.  

As previously described, meaningful input is defined by the LENA as human speech, 
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including that of adults and children, which is approximately within 6 feet of the child 

and does not overlap with other recorded acoustic signals.  Excluded from the meaningful 

segmentation is human speech that is distant from the child or frequently overlapping, 

television and electronic sounds, and general noise.  As such, samples selected from 

segments labeled as meaningful have the greatest likelihood of capturing speech that was 

clear and potentially directed to the child.  Because meaningful input also includes 

children (in contrast to the total number of adult words and adult-child conversational 

turns), it was likely that this audio category would best account for the speech of the 

composition of individuals in the home with whom the key child interacts.     

Meaningful segments are represented as the total number of minutes and seconds 

per the length of the recording.  This value was reviewed by the investigator for each 5-

minute segment across all recordings completed by each family, excluding samples <1 

hour in length.  The number of minutes of meaningful input was converted into a 

percentage of all input categorized by the LENA software in that timeframe.  The 

samples representing the greatest percentage of meaningful input in two contiguous 5-

minute recording segments were considered for further transcription.  The mean 

percentage of meaningful input per 5-minute segment across families was 18.33% (SD = 

6.26%, range = 9.54 – 35.36%).  Attempts were made to include segments in which at 

least 25% of the input was categorized as meaningful.  Most families had several samples 

that fit this criterion from which to choose for further transcription.  For those families 

that did not, the samples with the highest percentage of meaningful input were selected.  

Bilingual Spanish-English research assistants assisted in the final selection of 

each family’s language samples.  The audio associated with all potential samples was 
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extracted from the LENA software.  Selection of the three final samples for analysis was 

based on the audio quality of the recording in order to facilitate successful transcription.  

The research assistants listened to the audio files and chose those that were judged to 

have the most intelligible speech and the least overlapping background noise.  Efforts 

were made to select three samples that did not fall on the same day of recording so as to 

capture the variability in children’s language environment.  In addition, samples from 

weekday and weekend recordings were included when available.   

The research assistants were trained on language transcription procedures by the 

investigator, who is a certified speech-language pathologist.  The procedures were 

specific to the bilingual version of the Systematic Analysis of Language Transcription 

software (SALT; Miller & Iglesias, 2012).  The research assistants initially completed a 

series of online video trainings produced by SALT to learn the conventions for 

transcribing and coding bilingual samples.  Then, the research assistants practiced 

transcribing samples from the study’s data set.  The investigator supervised these practice 

transcriptions until the research assistants were considered reliable transcribers.  The 

research assistants then transcribed and coded the remainder of the samples.   

The utterances of all adults and other children were transcribed and segmented 

into C-units, following typical conventions.  Complete and intelligible utterances were 

coded for speech directed to the key child (i.e., child-directed) or overheard by the key 

child (i.e., overheard).  Utterances were determined to be child-directed based on the 

content and the prosody of the speech.  For example, use of the child’s name or nickname 

(e.g., baby, little boy), references to items associated with toddlers (e.g., bottles, pacifiers, 

dolls), and parentese were considered child-directed.  When it was not possible to 
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determine if the utterance was child-directed or overheard, the utterance was coded as 

unknown.  Less than 6% of utterances on average were coded as unknown.  Each 

utterance produced by adults or other children was also coded for the language used: 

Spanish, English, or mixed Spanish-English.   

The investigator reviewed each completed transcription line-by-line while 

listening to the corresponding audio file to ensure transcription and coding accuracy.  

Interrater reliability was also calculated on 20% of the samples.  Word-for-word 

transcription accuracy of child-directed speech was 82.6%.  Reliability for coding child-

directed versus overheard and unknown speech was approximately 93.0%.        

The SALT-generated values for total number of words, number of different 

words, total number of utterances, and mean length of utterance in words were recorded 

for the complete and intelligible utterances of child-directed input only.  This included 

input from adults and other children in both Spanish and English.  The proportion of 

child-directed utterances of the total number of complete and intelligible utterances 

contained in the language samples (i.e., sum of child-directed, overheard, and unknown 

utterances) was further calculated.  The proportion of child-directed utterances in 

Spanish, English, and mixed Spanish-English was calculated.  The values for all of the 

above variables were averaged across the three samples transcribed for each family.  

Language Input   

In addition to discrete variables representing quantity and quality of input, 

composite variables were created to represent the overall quantity and quality of input 

children received.  Previous studies investigating several characteristics of language input 

simultaneously have created composite variables as well (e.g., Pancsofar & Vernon-
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Feagans, 2006; Rowe, 2008).  The group means of each discrete variable representing 

input quantity and quality were first determined.  A dummy code between 0 and 3 was 

then assigned to the individual value of each input variable based on its distance from the 

mean: 0 = greater than one standard deviation below the mean, 1 = within one standard 

deviation below the mean, 2 = between the mean and one standard deviation above the 

mean, and 3 = greater than one standard deviation above the mean.  Next, the dummy 

codes of each of the three input variables representing quantity were summed to comprise 

the Quantity Composite.  This composite ranged from 0 to 9, with scores ranging from 

low (0 – 2), middle (3 – 5), and high (6 – 9) amounts of input.  The sum of each of the 

four input variables representing quality made up the Quality Composite.  This composite 

ranged from 0 to 12, with scores ranging from low (0 – 4), middle (5 - 7), and high (8 – 

12) quality of input.   

The product of each toddler’s Quantity Composite and Quality Composite was 

further computed to create a variable that represented their Overall Input (possible range 

= 0 – 108).  This variable accounted for the possibility that input that was low in both 

quantity and quality would influence child vocabulary to a lesser degree than input that 

was higher in quantity and/or quality.               

Child Vocabulary   

The total number of reported English CDI and Spanish IDHC words for each 

child was calculated in order to obtain values for their English vocabulary and Spanish 

vocabulary.  These values were then summed to create the variable labeled Total 

Vocabulary.  Total Vocabulary included translation equivalents (e.g., the child said both 

cat and gato; Core, Hoff, Rumiche, & Señor, 2013).  Some researchers have measured 
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the vocabulary of bilingual children using total conceptual vocabulary, which does not 

give credit for their production of translation equivalents (e.g., Marchman & Martinez-

Sussmann, 2002; Pearson, 1998).  However, strong arguments against the use of 

conceptual vocabulary scores have been made, namely to address current theories 

regarding the representation of the lexicon of bilingual children as well as methodological 

and practical pitfalls (Core et al., 2013).  Furthermore, few of the words produced by 

children in this study were considered translation equivalents: less than 3% of all words 

produced on average.  Therefore, Total Vocabulary was used as the variable that best 

represented their productive vocabulary.   

Previous research on early vocabulary development has revealed important 

differences related to the gender of the child (e.g., Huttenlocher at al., 1991).  Thus, Total 

Vocabulary was reviewed for gender differences.  An independent samples t-test revealed 

that the difference between the Total Vocabulary of males and females was statistically 

significant (t(27) = 2.12, p = .04, two-tailed).  Female children had a higher Total 

Vocabulary (M = 128.27, SD = 98.79 total words) than male children (M = 55.93, SD = 

83.33 total words).  

Visual inspection of the distribution of the vocabulary data was completed to 

check for outliers and normalcy prior to proceeding with analyses.  A scatterplot of the 

Total Vocabulary data revealed that one child’s total vocabulary was greater than 3 

standard deviations above the sample mean.  All data associated with this child and his 

family were removed, reducing the final sample size for analyses to 29 families.  A 

histogram of the Total Vocabulary data further revealed that the data violated the 

assumption of normal distribution due to slight positive skew of 1.41 (SE = 0.43).  
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Statistical Analyses 

Refer to Table 3 for a complete list of the input quantity and quality variables 

included in the subsequently described statistical analyses and their sources (i.e., LENA 

recordings and/or discrete language samples).  All statistical analyses were conducted 

using SPSS Statistics Software, Version 23.0 for Mac (IBM Corp., 2015). 

Descriptive Data   

In order to answer the first research question regarding the description of the 

quantity and quality of children’s language input, the means and standard deviations of 

the variables of interest were calculated.  The variables representing input quantity 

included Total Number of Child-Directed Utterances and Total Number of Child-

Directed Words of the language samples and Total Number of Adult Words Per Hour of 

the LENA recordings.  The variables representing input quality included Number of 

Different Words, Mean Length of Utterance in Words and Proportion of Child-Directed 

Utterances of the language samples as well as Total Number of Adult-Child 

Conversational Turns Per Hour of the LENA recordings.  The means and standard 

deviations for the Quantity Composite, Quality Composite, and Overall Input variables 

were also calculated.  The proportion of input in Spanish, English, and mixed Spanish-

English was further determined.   
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Table 3.  

List of Language Input Variables Used in the Analyses and Their Sources 

Language Input Variable Source 

Quantity 

Total # of child-directed utterances Language samples 

Total # of child-directed words Language samples 

Total # of adult words per hour LENA recordings 

Quality  

Number of different words Language samples 

Mean length of utterance in words Language samples 

Proportion of child-directed utterances Language samples 

Total # of adult-child conversational turns per hour LENA recordings 

Composites 

Quantity composite 3 quantity variables 

Quality composite 4 quality variables 

Overall input Quantity x quality composites 

Language Used 

Proportion Spanish Language samples 

Proportion English Language samples 

Proportion mixed Spanish-English Language samples 

Note. The composite variables included data from both the language samples and the 

LENA recordings.  
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Language Input and Child Vocabulary 

In order to answer the second question regarding the relation between the 

characteristics of the quantity and quality of language input and child vocabulary, partial 

correlational analyses were completed.  Nonparametric statistical analyses were 

performed due to the small sample size (n < 30).  These methods are also robust against 

the presence of outliers.  Given that the Total Vocabulary data were not normally 

distributed, Spearman rank-order correlations were conducted to assess the degree of 

association between each of the language input variables, respectively, as well as Total 

Vocabulary.  Holm’s sequential Bonferroni correction for multiple tests was used to 

minimize type I error (Gaetano, 2013; Holm, 1979).  The omnibus alpha was set at .05, 

and the significance testing was two-tailed.   

Preliminary analyses were completed to identify whether child chronological age 

was a confound to Total Vocabulary (in addition to child gender as previously 

determined).  Because Total Vocabulary was non-normally distributed, a log 10 

transformation was completed to approximate normality (M = 1.80, SD = 0.52).  Child 

age was not significantly correlated with log 10 Total Vocabulary (r = .28, p = .15).   

The relation between both child gender and child chronological age to each of the 

discrete language input variables was also tested.  Significant correlations were identified 

between child age and both Total Number of Adult Words Per Hour (r = -.47, p = .01) 

and the Quantity Composite (r = -.39, p = .04).  Accordingly, child gender and age were 

partialed out in the final correlation analyses.  
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Results 

Language Input 

The means and standard deviations for the input quantity and quality variables as 

well as the language of input are listed in Table 4.  The results for the quantity and 

quality of the language input provided to children as a group are presented followed by 

the results for Spanish, English, and mixed Spanish-English language exposure.    

Quantity and Quality of Language Input 

Families showed wide variability in the language environment that they provided 

to their young children.  In terms of the quantity of their language input, children heard 

anywhere from an average of 233 to 1376 total adult words per hour (M = 806.18, SD = 

372.82 words).  The language samples revealed that between 12 and 111 utterances on 

average (M = 63.14, SD = 29.05 utterances), and between 28 and 297 words on average 

(M = 141.11, SD = 71.96 words) were directed to children in a 10-minute period. 

Regarding the quality of language input, children participated in between 1 and 70 

adult-child conversational turns per hour on average (M = 26.47, SD = 16.87 turns).  The 

average proportion of all utterances spoken by adults or other children directly to the key 

child in the 10-minute period of the language samples fell between .13 and .82 (M = .51, 

SD = .19).  The average number of different words children heard in utterances directed 

to them ranged from 20 to 120 (M = 55.79, SD = 23.31 words).  The average mean length 

of these utterances was from 1.45 to 2.85 words (M = 2.29, SD = 0.37 words).   

Quantity Composite scores spanned the possible range of 0 to 9 with a mean of 

4.42 (SD = 2.56).  Quality Composite scores ranged from 1 to 11 (M = 6.10, SD = 2.80).  

The Overall Input scores fell between 0 and 99 (M = 32.43, SD = 27.34).   
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Table 4.  

Means and Standard Deviations of Children’s Language Input Variables (n = 29) 

Language Input Variable   M   SD 

Quantity 

Total # of child-directed utterances   63.39  29.31 

Total # of child-directed words 145.54  74.59 

Total # of adult words per hour 864.12 481.03 

Quality  

Number of different words 56.62 23.33 

Mean length of utterance in words    2.31   0.38 

Proportion of child-directed utterances    0.51   0.19 

Total # of adult-child conversational turns per hour 31.29 19.55 

Composites 

Quantity composite   4.48   2.56 

Quality composite   6.21   2.81 

Overall input 33.17 27.19 

Language Used 

Proportion Spanish 0.88 0.15 

Proportion English 0.09 0.13 

Proportion mixed Spanish-English  0.03  0.06 

Note. Quantity composite scores range from 0 - 9; Quality composite scores range 

from 0 - 12; Maximum possible overall input score = 108. 
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See figure 3 for the quantity and quality composite scores of the input provided to 

each child.  Five families (17%) scored low in both quantity and quality, 7 families (24%) 

scored in the middle range for both quantity and quality, and 8 families (28%) scored 

high in both quantity and quality.  Nine families (31%) had quantity and quality 

composite scores that did not match in terms of being in the low, middle, or high range.  

The input of 4 of these families was characterized as high in quantity and middle in 

quality.  Two of these families provided input that ranked as low in quantity but in the 

middle range for quality.  The remaining 3 families provided mid-range quantity and low-

range quality, mid-range quantity and high-range quality, and high-range quantity and 

low-range quality, respectively.  In summary, the input provided by these 9 families was 

more likely to be higher in quantity (n = 6) than higher in quality (n = 3).  

 

Figure 3. Quantity and quality composite scores by family (n = 29). The scores of the 
Quantity and Quality Composites differ. Quantity Composite scores range from 0 - 9; 
Quality Composite scores range from 0 - 12. 
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Spanish-English Language Exposure 

Results for children’s amount of Spanish, English, and mixed Spanish-English 

language input also revealed some variability across families (refer to table 4).  Children 

were primarily exposed to Spanish during their 10-minute language samples.  An average 

of 88% of utterances directed to children were spoken in Spanish only (range = 45 – 

100%; SD = 15%).  Nine percent of child-directed utterances on average were in English 

only (range = 0 – 53%; SD = 13%).  Approximately 3% of the utterances directed to 

children included a mix of Spanish and English (range = 0 – 31%; SD = 6%).  It should 

be noted that less than 25% of the input for the majority of children (n = 27) was 

provided in English.  Two children had no exposure to English.          

Child Vocabulary 

Child vocabulary scores are provided in Table 5.  A wide range of total 

vocabulary was observed.  Children spoke an average of 93.34 total words in Spanish and 

English (SD = 97.25, range = 2 - 332 words).  Half of the children had acquired 50 or 

more total words.  The number of words the children produced in Spanish (M = 87.10, 

SD = 93.80, range = 2 – 320 words) was greater than the number of words they produced 

in English (M = 6.24, SD = 8.11, range = 0 – 36 words).  Four children had acquired less 

than 20 words in Spanish whereas 5 children had acquired over 200 words in Spanish.  

Five children had not acquired any words in English.  Of the children who had acquired 

some English words (n = 24), the majority (75%) spoke less than 10 words in English.   
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Table 5.  

Means and Standard Deviations for Children’s Spanish, English, and Total Vocabulary 

 M SD 

Spanish Vocabulary 87.10 93.80 

English Vocabulary   6.24   8.11 

Total Vocabulary 93.34 97.25 

 

 

Language Input and Child Vocabulary 

 Table 6 includes the results of the Spearman’s rank order correlational analyses 

exploring the associations between the quantity and quality of input and children’s total 

vocabulary with the effect of child gender and child chronological age removed.  None of 

the discrete language input variables were significantly correlated with Total Vocabulary. 

The composites for quantity, quality, and overall input were similarly unrelated to Total 

Vocabulary, as presented in Table 7. 



 

 

Table 6.   

Partial Spearman's Rank Order Correlation Coefficients Among the Language Input Variables and Child Vocabulary 

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

1. Total vocabulary -        

2. Adult word count/hour -0.19 -       

3. Total # of utterances -0.28 0.44† -      

4. Total # of words -0.12 0.41† 0.93** -     

5. Adult-child conversational turns/hour -0.18   0.83**  0.43† 0.40† -    

6. Proportion of child-directed utterances -0.17    0.31 0.80**    0.76** 0.32 -   

7. Number of different words -0.16 0.45† 0.90**    0.95**  0.48†    0.83** -  

8. Mean length of utterance-words 0.18 0.27   0.21 0.41† 0.28 0.09 0.42† - 

Note. Effects of child gender and age removed. 

†No longer significant after Holm-Bonferroni correction 

       

** p < .001  
       

1
3
0
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Table 7.  

Partial Spearman's Rank Order Correlation Coefficients for Composites and Vocabulary 

Variable 1 2 3 4 

1. Total vocabulary - 

2. Quantity composite -0.28 - 

3. Quality composite -0.19 0.88** - 

4. Overall input -0.22 0.96** 0.97** - 

Note. Effects of child gender and chronological age removed. 

** p < .001 

  

 

Examples of Language Input 

Data from the language samples of 3 families are presented in order to provide a 

deeper understanding of the variability in language quantity and quality received by the 

children.  The families and their corresponding language samples were selected based on 

four predetermined criteria.  First, the families were selected to represent language input 

that spanned the range of quantity and quality provided to the children in this study.  

Thus, examples of the input of families who were categorized as providing language that 

was high in both quantity and quality, middle in quantity and quality, and low in quantity 

and quality are presented.  Second, all 3 families selected had key children who were of 

the same gender and age.  The children were female and 19 months old at the time these 

data were collected.  Third, the language samples from which the presented examples 
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were extracted included more than one individual present with the key child.  This 

criterion was important in order to achieve a degree of consistency in the language 

sampling context, as most children’s language samples were considered multiparty.  

Fourth, attempts were made to choose excerpts from language samples that were 

approximately 50% child-directed (the average percentage of child-directed speech of 

participating children as a group); however, this was not possible for the family who 

provided low levels of input quantity and quality. 

The values of the overall language input provided to these children across their 

language samples and LENA recordings is presented in Table 8.  Short excerpts of 20 

consecutive utterances from one language sample selected from each of these families 

follow.  The children’s vocabulary data are also provided.  It should be noted that the 

child (P18) with the largest vocabulary size was consistently provided the lowest input 

quantity and quality, followed by the child (P9) provided with the highest input quantity 

and quality.  The child (P3) who received input in the middle range of quantity and 

quality spoke the fewest number of words of all three children.   

Pseudonyms are used in these examples, and translations of Spanish are provided 

when necessary.  A discussion regarding the characteristics of the quantity and quality of 

the language input of each family follows the presented excerpts.          



 

 

 

Table 8. 

Overall Language Input Variables of Three Children Representing High, Middle, and Low Levels of Input 

Quantity Quality 

Family ID 
Input 

Category 
# of CD 

Utterances 
# of CD 
Words 

# of Adult 
Words/Hr NDW 

MLU-
Words 

Proportion  
CD  

# of Turns 
/Hr 

P9 High 102 290 1324      91 2.85 0.63 75 

P3 Middle 84 118 1328 47 1.45 0.57 61 

P18 Low 39 61 407 28 1.58 0.33 13 

Note. CD = child-directed; NDW = total number of different words; MLU = mean length of utterance. 
 

1
3
3
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The first excerpt is an example of high quantity and quality of input.  It is from 

the family of Sara (P9), who consistently received language input that was high in 

quantity and quality.  Her total vocabulary score was 116 words (111 words in Spanish, 5 

words in English).  The input of her mother and father is documented in this example as 

Sara’s father prepared to leave the home for work. 

Father: Dame mi beso. 
  [Give me my kiss]. 
Mother: Ya llegó tu tío. 
  [Your uncle already arrived]. 
Father: Dame mi beso. 
  [Give me my kiss]. 
       Sara: Tío. 
        [Uncle]. 
Mother: Mhm. 
 
Mother: Tu tío. 
  [Your uncle]. 

Father: Dame mi beso. 
  [Give me my kiss]. 
Mother: Dale pues a tu papá. 
  [Go ahead to your dad]. 
Mother: Ya se va. 
  [He’s leaving now]. 
Father: Sara. 
       Sara: Tío. 
        [Uncle]. 
Father: Sara. 
       Sara: Tío. 
        [Uncle]. 
Father: Dame mi beso Sara. 
  [Give me my kiss Sara].  
Father: ¿Sí? 
  [Yes]? 
Father: Sara. 
       Sara: {vocalizes}. 
Mother: Dejala. 
  [Leave it]. 
Father: Beso. 
  [Kiss]. 
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Father: No quieres darme beso mi vida Sara? 
  [You don’t want to give me (a) kiss Sara]? 
       Sara: {vocalizes}. 
Father: Mira tu arbolito. 
  [Look at your (little) tree]. 
Father: Ahí te van a llegar tus regalos mi Sara. 

  [Your gifts will arrive there my Sara]. 
Father: Abajo del arbol. 
  [Underneath the tree]. 
       Sara: {vocalizes}. 
Mother: Feliz navidad. 

  [Merry Christmas]. 

 
Several features of high quantity and quality are evident in the excerpt above.  

First, all 20 of the utterances in this short excerpt were directed to Sara.  Across samples, 

Sara’s language input included an average of 63% child-directed utterances. Although the 

communicative exchange was largely focused on Sara giving her father a kiss before he 

left the house, additional information about other people and objects in the home was 

provided (i.e., Sara’s uncle, the Christmas tree).  Second, Sara heard a large number of 

words and different words in this short exchange: 64 words and 31 different words.  

Third, Sara was exposed to some longer utterances.  The average length of utterances was 

3.2 words (and most utterances were relatively short); yet, Sara heard up to 9 words in 

one utterance.  Fourth, Sara’s mother and father consistently responded to Sara’s attempts 

to vocalize with contextually relevant information.  As such, Sara participated in a total 

of 6 turns, some of which were centered on her interests.  For example, it appears that 

Sara’s father shifted the focus of the conversation to attend to Sara’s interest in the family 

Christmas tree.  Instead of simply naming the tree, he spontaneously provided additional 

information about the purpose of the tree, supplying Sara with access to language that 

may have previously been unfamiliar to her given the seasonal nature of Christmas trees.  
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The second excerpt is an example of language input that was categorized in the 

middle range for both quantity and quality.  This excerpt comes from the family of Jacqui 

(P3).  She reportedly spoke a total of 28 words (27 words in Spanish, 1 word in English).  

Jacqui, her mother, and her older brother, Abran (age 11), were playing with food-related 

toys at the time this excerpt was recorded.  

=said with exaggerated prosody 
Abran: Papas. 

  [Potatoes]. 
       Jacqui: {vocalizes}. 
=said with exaggerated prosody 
Mother: Chicken. 
Abran: Chicken. 
Mother: Dilo. 

  [Say it]. 
Mother: Chicken.   
Abran: Hotdog. 
Abran: Mira. 

  [Look]. 
Abran: Le ponemos catsup. 

  [We put ketchup on it]. 
Mother to Abran: ¿Ese es catsup?  
  [That is ketchup]?    
Abran to Mother: Sí. 

  [Yes]. 

Abran to Mother: Mira. 

  [Look]. 
Mother to Abran: Entonces tomate es catsup. 

  [So tomato is kétchup]. 
=said with exaggerated prosody 
Abran: Catsup. 
  [Ketchup]. 
Abran: Catsup. 
  [Ketchup]. 
Abran: Mira. 
  [Look]. 

Jacqui: {vocalizes}. 
Abran: Catsup. 
  [Ketchup]. 
Abran: (Ah) no. 
Mother to Abran: Y este, ¿qué es? 
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  [And what is this]? 
=said with exaggerated prosody 
Abran: Galletas. 

  [Cookies]. 
Abran: Galletas. 

  [Cookies]. 
Abran: Galletas. 
  [Cookies]. 

 

Although Jacqui’s language input was lower in quantity and quality than the 

language provided to Sara, several features that may support word learning are evident in 

the excerpt above.  First, the majority of the utterances (80%) included in this excerpt 

were directed to Jacqui specifically; however, it should be noted that Jacqui’s language 

input across samples was approximately 57% child-directed (less than Sara’s amount of 

child-directed input).  Second, the words Jacqui heard appeared to be linked to objects of 

interest to her that were visually present (i.e., toy foods), which may have increased the 

saliency of the connection between words previously unknown and their referents.  

Tangential speech was not observed.  Third, many of the words directed to Jacqui were 

spoken by her mother and brother with exaggerated prosody as they emphasized the 

pronunciation of the object labels.  This behavior may have provided verbal input that 

was especially comprehensible to Jacqui, particularly for words she had not heard prior to 

this experience with her family.   

Despite the language-facilitating features of Jacqui’s input, the input recounted in 

the excerpt above also has some limitations.  Jacqui heard a limited number of total 

words (n = 19).  Many of these words were repeated various times, which may benefit 

word-learning.  However, this also resulted in Jacqui’s having access to a restricted 

number of different words as well (n = 11).  Furthermore, these words were generally 



 

 138

provided without expansion, as would occur when providing explanations of object 

function or descriptions.  This resulted in a low average length of utterance (1.19 words), 

indicating depressed access to complex language within which new words can be learned. 

The third excerpt is an example of input that was considered low in quantity and 

quality.  The family of Ani (P18) provided this sample.  Despite the fact that Ani’s input 

was consistently in the low range for quantity and quality, her vocabulary size was 

among the highest of all children who participated in the study: 263 words (242 words in 

Spanish, 21 words in English).  Individuals in this excerpt include one of Ani’s older 

sisters, Jazmín (age undetermined), and her mother.  Jazmín and Ani’s mother were also 

conversing with other people in the home at the time this excerpt was recorded 

(subsequently labeled as “unknown”); however, their utterances were generally distant 

and unintelligible (i.e., XXX).  The activity taking place during the recording is unclear, 

but Spanish-language television can be heard in the background.    

Jazmín: Otro? 

  [Another]? 
Jazmín: Aquí está. 

  [Here it is]. 
       Ani: {vocalizes}. 
Jazmín: Eso. 
  [That]. 
       Ani: {vocalizes}. 
Jazmín: (Y) uhuh. 

Ani: {vocalizes}. 
Jazmín: Mira. 

  [Look]. 
Jazmín: {laughs}. 

Ani: {vocalizes}. 
Jazmín: Yuck. 
Jazmín: Ew. 
Jazmín: Uhuh. 

Ani: {vocalizes}. 
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Mother to unknown: ¿A quién te hablabas? 

  [Who were you talking to]? 
Ani: {vocalizes}. 

Unknown: XXX. 
Mother to unknown: Yo no lo agarré. 

  [I didn’t catch it]. 
Ani: {vocalizes}. 
Ani: {vocalizes}. 

Unknown: XXX. 
Mother to unknown: ¿Qué quieres? 

  [What do you want]? 
Mother to unknown: ¿Qué te hace? 

  [What is (he) doing to you]? 
Unknown: XXX. 

Ani: {vocalizes}. 
 
Unknown: XXX. 
Jazmín: Uno. 

  [One]. 
Jazmín: Dos. 
  [Two]. 
Jazmín: Y tres. 

  [And three]. 
Jazmín: Cuatro. 
  [Four]. 
 

As the excerpt above demonstrates, Ani’s language input was reduced in quantity 

and quality as compared to that provided to Sara and Jacqui.  Sixty percent of the 

utterances of the excerpt above were directed to Ani, specifically.  As a result, she heard 

few words overall (n = 11).  It should be noted that only a third of the utterances across 

the transcript from which these 20 exemplar utterances were selected were child-directed, 

suggesting that the depressed amount of input is reflective of Ani’s typical language 

experience.  In fact, Ani’s child-directed input across language samples averaged 33% of 

utterances.  She was mostly exposed to overheard speech in her natural routine, which is 

known to be less helpful for facilitating vocabulary development.  Moreover, despite 

Ani’s interest in communicating, as evidenced by her frequent vocalizations, she was 
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engaged in few conversational turns by those around her.  Several of her communication 

attempts received non-specific responses from her sister or went without a response at all 

from her mother.  This suggests decreased responsivity to Ani’s communication, which is 

believed to hinder word learning to a degree.     

Interestingly, Ani heard approximately the same number of words (n = 10) as did 

Jacqui in the previously presented excerpt.  The mean length of utterance spoken to Ani 

was also similarly low to that provided to Jacqui (1.08 words).  Yet, in contrast to Jacqui, 

the words and utterances heard by Ani were mainly vague and lacking in information 

about the object or action that was referenced (e.g., “another”, “here”, “ew”).  Thus, the 

richness of the content Ani was provided in a nearly equal number of words and within 

utterances of similar length appears to be substantially less than that provided to Jacqui. 

Although Ani’s language experience appears to be less than ideal for word 

learning, the language input she received had one strength that deserves mention.  Ani’s 

older sister counts to her.  Learning number words is likely to be beneficial for Ani.  

Associations Between Quantity and Quality 

Despite the lack of relationships between language input and child vocabulary, 

several of the discrete quantity and quality variables as well as the composites were 

significantly correlated with one another (refer to tables 6 and 7).  Most notably, a 

positive and significant correlation was found between the Quantity Composite and the 

Quality Composite (rs = .88, p < .001).  Children who heard input that was higher in 

overall quantity, therefore, were also exposed to input that was higher in overall quality.  

In addition, significant associations were found between total adult word count 

per hour and total number of adult-child conversational turns (rs = .83, p < .001).  The 
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total number of child-directed utterances was also associated with the total number of 

child-directed words (rs = .93, p < .001), average proportion of child-directed utterances 

(rs = .80, p < .001), and number of different words (rs = .90, p < .001).  Moreover, 

associations were identified between the total number of child-directed words and the 

proportion of child-directed utterances (rs = .76, p < .001) and number of different words 

(rs = .95, p < .001).  Finally, the proportion of child-directed utterances was associated 

with the number of different words (rs = .83, p < .001).  

Discussion 

This study described the naturalistic home language input of young children of 

Mexican immigrant descent and investigated the influence of characteristics of language 

quantity and quality on these children’s productive vocabulary.  Instead of taking a 

mainstream view of these children’s language learning experiences, this study is unique 

in that the natural language input available to children during their everyday routines was 

captured.  This study builds upon previous research regarding the language input of 

children from Spanish-speaking families by including the input of all possible speakers, 

both other children and adults, that was provided in Spanish and English.  Moreover, this 

study adds to the understanding of the language input available to these children as a 

whole by measuring two variables of input quality, specifically, that had not previously 

been measured with Spanish-speaking populations: total number of adult-child 

conversational turns and proportion of child-directed speech.  Furthermore, the words 

children had acquired in Spanish and English were considered in order to provide a more 

representative view of their vocabulary than is possible by considering Spanish alone.  

The major findings of this study will be discussed.         
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Variations in Language Input 

At the outset of this study, it was hypothesized that families would vary widely in 

the quantity and quality of input provided to their children.  Variations in the amount of 

Spanish and English that children heard were also predicted.   

Quantity and Quality of Input 

As predicted, there was substantial variability in the language input provided to 

young children from low-income, Mexican immigrant homes.  The highest values for 

quantity and quality of input were between 2 and 70 times greater than the lowest values 

of talk depending on the characteristic on input that was examined.  Children with the 

highest quantity and quality, for example, heard six times more adult words per hour and 

participated in seventy times more turns with adults on average than their peers at the 

lowest ranges of talk.  This degree of variability in children’s language input confirms the 

findings of previous studies that have shown large differences in the quantity and quality 

of language input available in low-income homes, including those where Spanish is 

spoken (e.g., Hurtado et al., 2008; Pan et al., 2005; Weisleder & Fernald, 2013).  For 

example, Weisleder and Fernald calculated a difference of 18-fold in the amount of adult 

words per hour that were directed to 19-month-old children from Spanish-speaking 

backgrounds across a typical day.  Similar to the current study, the children studied by 

Weisleder and Fernald were predominantly living in poverty, and most of their parents 

had less than a high school education.   

These two factors, family income and parental education, have often been linked 

to the wide variability in the language input experienced by young children (e.g., Hart & 

Risely, 1995; Hoff-Ginsberg, 1998; Huttenlocher, Vasilyeva, Waterfall, Vevea, & 
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Hedges, 2007).  Yet, these characteristics do not explain the variability revealed in this 

study, given the specific focus on a group of families that were relatively homogenous in 

socioeconomic background.  In fact, the language input provided to many of the children 

matched or superseded the values of quantity and quality that have been previously 

recorded among families of higher socioeconomic status.  Nine children (31%) heard 

more adult words per hour than the average number of adult words heard by the English-

speaking children from middle- and upper-income homes studied by Greenwood et al. 

(2011).  The number of adult words per hour for an additional 9 children (31%) fell 

within one standard deviation of the average reported by Greenwood and colleagues.  

Similarly, seven children (24%) in this study participated in a greater number of adult-

child turns on average than was reported by Greenwood et al., and an additional 15 

children (52%) fell within one standard deviation of their more advantaged peers.  

Although the group averages of total number of adult words and adult-child 

conversational turns in the current study was lower than those calculated by Greenwood 

and colleagues, it is clear that the language input heard by young children of Mexican 

immigrant descent is not entirely dependent on the socioeconomic backgrounds of their 

families.  Instead, other factors that may be relevant to the differences observed must be 

considered. 

Such factors may include characteristics of the children or their caregivers as well 

as the home language learning contexts.  Previous research with English-speaking 

families of young children has identified relationships between quantity and quality of 

language input and child age, child birth order, parental knowledge of child development, 

parental language and literacy skills, parental mental health, and whether or not older 
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siblings were present during parents’ interactions with their younger children (e.g., Hoff-

Ginsberg, 1998; Huttenlocher et al., 2007; Pan et al., 2005; Rowe, 2008).  The purpose of 

this study was not to identify sources of differences in the language input of children 

from Mexican immigrant background.  Nonetheless, child gender and age may not be 

important sources of variability in the language input of this population given that 

preparatory analyses revealed that only child age was associated with the total number of 

adult words children received.  Among the three 19-month-old female children whose 

language sample excerpts were provided, for example, a wide range of total vocabulary 

was noted (28 – 263 words).  Child gender was not associated with any of the input 

characteristics measured.    

Spanish-English Language Exposure 

Furthermore, variability was observed to a limited degree in the frequency with 

which children were exposed to Spanish and English.  Families predominantly spoke to 

their children in Spanish, as hypothesized.  The vast majority of children (93%) also 

heard some English; however, their exposure to English was generally limited to less than 

a quarter of the total input captured in the language samples.  The prevalence of Spanish 

in these homes is not unexpected given that Spanish is the first language of these 

children’s mothers and fathers, most of whom reported only using Spanish with their 

children.  Previous research has confirmed that young children of native Spanish-

speaking parents living in the United States hear most of their language input in Spanish 

(Place & Hoff, 2011; Song et al., 2011).  Given that children’s primary language of 

exposure was Spanish, it is not surprising that their Spanish vocabulary outpaced their 

English vocabulary.  Yet, the relatively low amount of English exposure children 
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received may not be sufficient for robust growth in their English vocabulary (e.g., 

Pearson et al., 1997).   

The low frequency with which children heard English is somewhat surprising.  

Most of the key children lived with older children, who may have greater proficiency in 

English given the likelihood of their exposure to English in school (García & Torres-

Guevara, 2010).  Moreover, recent studies have found that older children in bilingual 

homes speak to younger children in English the majority of the time (Bridges & Hoff, 

2014; Mancilla-Martinez & Vagh, 2013).  The input provided by other children in either 

English or Spanish to the key children in this study was documented in the language 

samples.  However, large amounts of English were not observed.  It is important to note 

that prior research focused on children from diverse linguistic backgrounds, many of 

whom had parents who also spoke English.  Therefore, it is possible that older children of 

Mexican immigrants are more likely to maintain their use of Spanish at home, in contrast 

to children from other bilingual backgrounds, particularly during interactions with their 

younger siblings.   

Alternatively, older children may simply not provide significant amounts of 

language input to toddler-aged children in these families, regardless of the language(s) 

spoken.  Because the language samples were selected to reflect the greatest amount of 

input available to the key children, perhaps the input that is highest in quantity and 

quality is provided by adults rather than children in Mexican immigrant homes.  This 

may be due to the fact that children in the toddler years continue to require a great deal of 

assistance from caregivers, as they are not yet independent in self-care.  Adults may be 
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primarily responsible for delivering this care, during which they provide young children 

with the majority of their meaningful language input.      

Language Input and Child Vocabulary 

It was initially hypothesized that features of language quantity and quality would 

be related to one another.  Associations between the quantity and quality of language 

input and child vocabulary were also anticipated.   

Associations Between Quantity and Quality 

Several characteristics of quantity and quality were related to one another.  This 

finding confirmed the stated hypothesis, which was grounded in prior research showing 

that features of quantity and quality are often linked (e.g., Greenwood et al., 2011; Hoff, 

2003; Pan et al., 2005; Rowe, 2008).  Most notably, the quantity provided to children as a 

whole was significantly and positively associated with the overall quality of children’s 

language input in these homes.  Therefore, children from Mexican immigrant 

backgrounds who hear greater amounts of language are also likely to be exposed to 

language that is more robust in content.  More talkative families are naturally providing 

richer input to their children whereas the converse is true of less talkative families.  

However, not all families provided language input that matched in terms of 

degrees of quantity and quality.  When this was the case, the quantity of children’s input 

tended to outpace the quality of input that they were provided.  It could be argued that 

input that is richer in quantity is more meaningful to children’s vocabulary development 

than simply hearing a greater quantity of words overall, particularly when certain points 

of children’s language development are considered (Rowe, 2012).  Thus, it is important 
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to be aware that children who receive high quantities of language cannot be assumed to 

simultaneously receive language that is high in quality.            

Variability in Child Vocabulary 

 Typical of all children in the early years of language development, wide 

variability in their productive vocabulary was observed.  Variability in the vocabulary 

size of bilingual children in the toddler years is not uncommon, including those from 

low-income backgrounds (e.g., Core et al., 2013; Mancilla-Martinez, Gámez, Vagh, & 

Lesaux, 2015; Marchman & Martinez-Sussman, 2002; Patterson, 1998).  As a group, 

children’s mean total vocabulary was 93 words, suggesting that their vocabulary size is 

roughly within developmental expectations for their age.  This average is lower than the 

number of Spanish and English words produced by monolingual 20-month-old children 

scoring at the 50th percentile on the CDI and IDHC (137 and 102 words, respectively; 

Fenson et al., 1993; Jackson-Maldonado et al., 2003).  However, the bilingual 

background of the children in this study precludes direct comparison of their performance 

to monolingual norms (Mancilla-Martinez et al., 2015).  

Instead, research on the vocabulary development of children who hear Spanish 

and English in their homes offers a more appropriate comparison.  Patterson (1998) found 

that the vast majority of children with regular exposure to Spanish and English were 

using 50 or more words by 20 months of age.  The average vocabulary size of children in 

this study was well above 50 words.  However, some of the children had acquired 

substantially fewer words.  Although none of the children in this study had reported 

concerns regarding their language development, it is possible that the children whose 

vocabulary was quite limited would be considered at risk for language delay.     
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In addition, all children had larger vocabularies in Spanish than English.  This 

finding is not unexpected.  Previous research has found that young children who are 

largely exposed to Spanish by their parents have fewer words in English across age 

ranges as compared to peers with at least one English-speaking parent (Hoff et al., 2014; 

Mancilla-Martinez et al., 2015).  Importantly, this initial difference in English vocabulary 

size does not negatively affect the future vocabulary acquisition of children from 

Spanish-speaking homes (Hoff et al., 2014).  

Relationships Between Language Input and Child Vocabulary 

Despite the wide variability revealed in children’s language input and their 

productive vocabulary, these variables were not related.  The lack of relationship between 

children’s input and their vocabulary was evident in analyses that included both discrete 

characteristics of quantity and quality and also composite variables representing quantity 

and quality as a whole.  This result was in contrast to the investigator’s hypothesis. 

However, this null finding does not suggest that language input is not a crucial factor for 

the early language development of children from Mexican immigrant backgrounds.  

Indeed, numerous studies have shown strong relationships between a variety of language 

input variables and children’s early vocabulary (see Zauche et al., 2016 for a review).  

There is no reason to think that the language development of children from Mexican 

immigrant backgrounds would not be similarly affected.  Instead, two alternative 

explanations for the lack of associations identified between language input and 

vocabulary in this study are proposed. 

First, it is possible that the effect of language input takes time to be revealed or 

compounds over time, with its influence detectable only in later stages of language 
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development.  The vast majority of investigations have identified relationships between 

the quantity and quality of language input only when child vocabulary was measured at a 

later age than the age at which the language input data were collected (e.g., Hurtado et 

al., 2008; Rowe, 2008; 2012; Weisleder & Fernald, 2013).  This extant research includes 

families from low-income, Spanish-speaking backgrounds.  For example, Hurtado and 

colleagues (2008) found no significant associations between characteristics of maternal 

language input and the productive vocabulary of 18-month-old children.  However, when 

the vocabulary of these children was measured 6 months later, both the quantity and 

quality of maternal input provided at 18 months were significantly related.  The authors 

hypothesized that language skills at 18 months of age are simply not advanced enough to 

demonstrate the influence of their language input.  Indeed, the children in the current 

study, who were nearly 20 months of age on average, were primarily communicating in 

single words.  A considerable proportion of these children had acquired no more than 20 

words total, and few had begun to combine words.  Thus, it is possible that their 

emerging vocabulary skills were too limited at the time of study to show an obvious link 

to the language input they were concurrently provided.  Because the language input and 

vocabulary data were collected at the same time in this study, it is not possible to 

determine how characteristics of the language input provided at home to children of 

Mexican immigrant descent contribute to future vocabulary acquisition.   

Second, it is possible that the language input these children received as a group 

did not reach a level necessary to reveal robust influences on vocabulary development.  

Although the language input of some children was found to be in the high range for 

quantity and quality, the language input provided to other children was quite limited.  As 



 

 150

a group, the average values for several features of quantity and quality fell well below the 

averages of English speaking toddler-aged children from higher socioeconomic 

backgrounds (Greenwood et al., 2011; Hoff-Ginsberg, 1998; Rowe, 2008), whose 

language abilities were found to be related to the language input in their environment.  

Perhaps this contrast in findings reveals a threshold effect for children’s language input.  

In order to differentially impact vocabulary, children may need a particular amount of 

quantity and quality that is above what they are provided in low-income Mexican 

immigrant homes.  Similar threshold effects have been observed in the study of the 

relationships between children’s vocabulary development and amount of input received 

in Spanish and English, for example (Pearson et al., 1997).  Among English-speaking 

families, a threshold effect has also been hypothesized for differences in the influence of 

the language input provided by mothers versus fathers (Pancsofar & Vernon-Faegans, 

2006).  If such a threshold effect exists for children of Mexican immigrant backgrounds, 

then the minimum quantity and quality of input needed to significantly contribute to 

children’s early vocabulary growth in this population remains to be determined. 

Limitations and Future Directions 

Notwithstanding the contributions of this study to understanding the language 

experience of children from Mexican immigrant backgrounds, several limitations must be 

acknowledged.  First, the sample size was small, which affects the statistical power.  

Although the statistical methods undertaken to explore language input and vocabulary 

adjusted for the small sample size, a complete understanding of the complex relationship 

between these variables was restricted.  Studies with larger sample sizes may identify 

significant correlations that were not revealed in this study (i.e., minimizing type II 



 

 151

error).  Thus, caution must be taken in regards to the findings.  Future research seeking to 

understand the influence of language input and early vocabulary development among 

Mexican-origin children should include a larger number of children and families.      

Second, the families who participated were of low socioeconomic background, 

and most parents were not high-school-educated.  This narrow focus on a particular group 

of Mexican-origin families was purposeful.  Yet, the homogenous nature of this sample 

precludes generalizations of the findings of this study to all families of Mexican descent 

in the United States.  Approximately 10% of Mexican individuals in this country have 

obtained advanced educational degrees, and more than 70% live above the poverty line 

(Gonzalez-Barrera & Lopez, 2013; Lopez, 2015).  Because parental education and 

socioeconomic status are closely linked to the quantity and quality of input English-

speaking families provide their young children (e.g., Rowe, 2008), it is possible that the 

language input would differ among Mexican families who vary on these characteristics in 

particular.  Therefore, future research ought to include families of varying socioeconomic 

status and educational attainment before conclusions about the language learning 

environment of children from Mexican backgrounds can be reached.     

Third, it was not possible to include all variables that characterize the language 

input of young children.  The variables that represented children’s quantity and quality of 

language input in this study were carefully selected to align with previous research and to 

provide an overview of early language input in these homes.  However, other 

characteristics of early language input are also meaningful to children’s language 

learning in the first 3 years of life.  These include pitch intonation and prosody, nonverbal 

gestures, positive affect, sensitivity, and responsivity (e.g., Goodwyn, Acredolo, & 
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Brown, 2000; Hirsh-Pasek & Burchinal, 2006; Hoff, 2006; Ramírez-Esparza et al., 2014; 

Rowe, 2012; Tamis‐LeMonda, Bornstein, & Baumwell, 2001).  Perhaps language input 

characteristics such as these are of greater influence to vocabulary development at the age 

of the children who participated in this study (20 months) than those selected for inquiry.  

In other words, children’s language development may benefit from different features of 

language input at different points in maturation (Hollich, Hirsh-Pasek, & Golinkoff, 

2000; Rowe, 2012).  As an example, Rowe found that children’s quantity of input had the 

greatest effect on their language outcomes at 30 months of age, whereas their quality of 

input was of greater importance at 42 months of age.  Therefore, the input characteristics 

included in the current study may not have mattered most to the developmental needs at 

the children’s particular stage of word learning at the time this study was completed.  

Future research on additional characteristics of children’s language input among Mexican 

immigrant populations is needed.    

Fourth, this study represents a single time point in children’s course of vocabulary 

acquisition.  As such, the influence of the quantity and quality of language input provided 

in these homes on vocabulary development over time cannot be tracked.  Thus, questions 

regarding which language input variables are critical at varying developmental stages, as 

discussed above, and how language input in the home might influence child language 

acquisition over time in Mexican immigrant populations cannot yet be answered.  

Longitudinal research that addresses this limitation should be completed.     

Last, the language samples analyzed for each family varied widely in the 

language input contexts that were recorded.  Families were encouraged to complete the 

recordings of the home language environment on the days and times that best represented 
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their children’s typical experiences.  The language samples that were transcribed from 

these recordings were selected to represent the greatest amount of input naturally 

available to children over the length of their recordings.  As such, this study likely 

captured the most valuable input provided to children, regardless of the activity or 

speakers.  However, this approach also resulted in a substantial amount of contextual 

diversity in the language samples recorded across children (e.g., varied activities, times of 

day, participants).  Thus, comparing the language input children received during similar 

contexts was not possible.  Much of the existing research on language input and child 

vocabulary has maintained close control over the input context and participants, 

measuring language input during isolated play sessions or mealtimes and mostly with 

mothers, specifically (e.g., Hoff, 2003; Hurtado et al., 2008).  It is possible that following 

this methodology increases the power of comparisons across families.  Therefore, future 

research that collects naturalistic samples of the language input in children’s home 

environments may benefit from asking families to record specific times of day or 

activities.  For example, asking all families to record during meals will allow researchers 

to compare children’s language input across consistent but naturally-occurring contexts.     

Implications for the Early Childhood Field 

The findings of this study reveal an important implication for practitioners and 

researchers interested in the language development of young children from Mexican 

immigrant families.  The low-income status of these children unfortunately places them 

at risk for poor language outcomes from an early age, which can have long term 

implications for their educational success (e.g., Hart & Risley, 1995; Hoff, 2006).  This 

risk is likely compounded when children from these backgrounds do not receive 
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sufficient access to supportive language input in their homes (Weisleder & Fernald, 2013; 

Zauche et al., 2016).  Although some families provided language input that was higher in 

quantity and quality than others, the early childhood field should look to optimize the 

language input of families from Mexican immigrant backgrounds in an effort to bolster 

their children’s language development from an early age.  Population-level initiatives 

designed to improve the quantity and quality of the language input provided by families 

in the early years may, therefore, be recommended for families from this population as 

well (e.g., LENA Start, 2015; Thirty Million Words Project, 2015).  However, the 

efficacy of family-centered language intervention programs for Mexican immigrant 

populations should be tested, as the cultural values, beliefs, and practices of these 

families towards language teaching and learning may differ from the families for whom 

the interventions were initially designed (e.g., van Kleeck, 1994).  

The exact nature of the early childhood supports offered to families should be 

dependent on the language needs of their young children and the language input they 

receive.  Therefore, early childhood professionals are advised to monitor children’s 

vocabulary over time.  The vocabulary of Mexican immigrant children in both Spanish 

and English must be considered so as to fully assess their progress (e.g., Mancilla-

Martinez & Vagh, 2013).  The quantity and quality of input provided in the home should 

be further monitored in order to appropriately tailor intervention strategies to each child 

and family.  The LENA (LENA Pro System, 2012) is one tool that can potentially be 

utilized to this end.       
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CHAPTER 4 

GENERAL DISCUSSION 

 

 This dissertation was comprised of two studies that investigated the early 

language learning experiences and vocabulary of children from low-income Mexican 

immigrant backgrounds.  These studies were grounded in the premise that children’s 

language development is influenced by the unique cultural and social contexts of their 

earliest care environments and caregivers: their homes and families (Bronfenbrenner, 

1979; Rogoff et al., 1993; Schieffelin & Ochs, 1986; Snow, 1989; Tomasello, 1992; 

Whiting & Whiting, 1975).  As such, both studies took a naturalistic approach to 

investigate the values, beliefs, and practices of Mexican immigrant families relevant to 

language teaching and learning in toddlerhood.  The findings of these studies provide a 

foundational understanding of several sociocultural characteristics that influence the early 

language development of this population.  This information is much needed in the early 

childhood field so as to deliver appropriate supports to optimize the language experiences 

Mexican-origin children receive.  Implications for future research and practice, including 

the importance of considering the natural context within which children from diverse 

backgrounds develop their language abilities, are discussed. 

Understanding Language Socialization in Diverse Contexts 

 As the diversity of children in the United States continues to broaden, the early 

childhood field is increasingly challenged to support families whose values, beliefs, and 

practices towards language development may differ from mainstream cultural models.  

This scenario applies to Mexican immigrant families, whose numbers in the Unite States 



 

 156

and representation in early childhood programs have continued to grow (Child Trends, 

2015; Hernandez, Denton, & Macartney, 2008).  Early childhood programs are 

responsible for supporting the early language and cognitive development of children in 

ways that are sensitive to their sociocultural backgrounds and meaningful for their 

families.  However, many of the prevailing language-facilitating strategies do not 

necessarily achieve this goal for children and families from Mexican immigrant 

backgrounds.   

In-depth ethnographic studies completed over two decades ago with Mexican 

immigrants revealed that their values, beliefs, and practices for child rearing across ages 

differed from the families that dominate the existing body of knowledge (e.g., Delgado-

Gaitan, 1993; Valdés, 1995; Zentella, 2005).  This research suggested that the language 

socialization of young children from Mexican immigrant backgrounds differed as well.  

However, these children have remained largely underrepresented in the early 

developmental literature notwithstanding their sizeable presence in the US.  

Consequently, the early childhood field has continued to rely on research of 

predominantly monolingual, English-speaking, Anglo-American families from middle- to 

upper-class backgrounds to understand and support the language development of 

Mexican-origin children.   

In contrast, this dissertation identified the perspectives and behaviors towards 

early language socialization inherent to Mexican immigrant families through the 

application of ecologically-valid methods.  These included interviews with the mothers of 

toddler-aged children as well as recordings of the everyday language input that these 

children received in their homes.  Information gained from this approach revealed the 
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common strengths of these families towards facilitating early language as well potential 

areas where early childhood supports may be beneficial.  Also, a great deal of variation 

among families was observed.  Accordingly, this dissertation offers the early childhood 

field information about language development among Mexican immigrant populations 

that is contextually, socially, and culturally relevant to future language interventions.  

The field should consider these families’ inherent strengths, potential needs, and 

variability regarding language learning and teaching in order to improve the early 

childhood services families from Mexican immigrant backgrounds are provided.        

The Value of Understanding Families’ Strengths and Everyday Experiences 

 The context in which the children studied in this dissertation were learning 

language was defined by several resources that support their development.  Among other 

resources, these children had the benefit of strong family ties, care and encouragement 

from multiple individuals, attention to their early behavior and social skills, access to 

their rich cultural heritage, and support for their education, language learning, and 

bilingualism.  Furthermore, many of these children received language input from their 

families that was consistently characterized as high in quantity and quality.  These 

developmental supports were accessible to young children throughout their routine 

experiences, which formed the underlying framework of their early language learning.  

The early childhood field will be well-served not only by keeping these strengths 

in mind when delivering early intervention programs but also by explicitly incorporating 

the assets and routines of Mexican-origin children into intervention designs (e.g., 

Zentella, 2005).  Parents of Mexican immigrant descent are likely to express greater 

satisfaction and adherence to intervention programs when their home culture and 
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experiences are respected (Parra-Cardona et al., 2002; 2012).  Consequently, the 

outcomes of their children may be improved.  Thus, the maintenance of these children’s 

cultural inheritance should be a top priority for the early childhood field so that the child-

rearing resources of their families can continue to positively affect the course of 

children’s educational trajectory (Valenzuela, 2010).         

 Developing culturally-relevant interventions.  As early childhood programs seek 

to enhance their service provision to Mexican immigrant families to be supportive of 

their sociocultural context, adaptations to language intervention strategies will be 

necessary.  This dissertation was neither designed to investigate the usefulness of current 

language intervention strategies nor to determine strategies that could be considered 

culturally competent.  Yet, the commonalities of the five components of young children’s 

activity settings, as identified in the first study, can guide language intervention 

approaches to be inclusive of Mexican immigrant children’s everyday experiences.  More 

specifically, these findings can inform who early childhood professionals invite to 

participate in interventions, the contexts in which the interventions are delivered, and 

how intervention strategies should be altered to fit families’ goals and routines.  A small 

selection of examples is subsequently provided.  Certainly, these examples are by no 

means comprehensive but rather intended to illustrate how early childhood practitioners 

might think more critically about the language intervention strategies offered to Mexican 

immigrant families.   

Existing early language interventions often focus on the language of mothers 

exclusively in the context of play, in particular, and encourage promoting children’s 

autonomy in making decisions about their activities (e.g., Hanen Early Language 
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Program, 2011).  These strategies are based on mainstream assumptions that mothers are 

children’s primary caregivers, that adult-child play is universal, and that child direction of 

adults is favorable (van Kleeck, 1994).  The Mexican immigrant mothers in this study 

were indeed identified as children’s primary caregivers and were present throughout 

children’s activities.  Mothers also believed themselves to be responsible for facilitating 

early language development and were utilizing language-teaching strategies during many 

of children’s routine activities.  Thus, these findings suggest that mothers can continue to 

be the main individuals targeted in language intervention programs for Mexican 

immigrant families.  Given that mothers are inherently supporting language development 

from an early age, the importance of involving mothers in language-facilitating strategies 

is further reinforced.        

However, these mothers were not identified as the primary participants of all of 

their young children’s routine activities.  More specifically, mothers were not frequently 

involved in their children’s play beyond providing oversight of their behavior.  This 

finding suggests that mother-child play may not be an appropriate context for facilitating 

maternal language input.  Instead, strategies to enhance maternal language should be 

endorsed in activities during which mothers were more likely to interact directly with 

their children.  Moreover, early childhood professionals ought to target language in the 

routine activities that mothers linked explicitly to the goal of developing young children’s 

language skills.  Based on the findings of this dissertation, contexts that may be best 

suited for early childhood professionals to augment Mexican immigrant mothers’ 

supports for early language include caregiving routines, meals, and travel, for example.   



 

 160

Furthermore, mothers placed great value on well-mannered, respectful, and 

disciplined children and less value on children’s independence in general.  Mexican 

immigrant mothers may not feel that children should be equal to adults, as the needs of 

the families in this study superseded those of young children.  Given these essential 

child-rearing values, early childhood professionals should consider placing less emphasis 

on child-directed activities and child autonomy.  Alternatively, practitioners may teach 

families to support early language while families dispense behavioral directives and teach 

appropriate social skills.  These contexts have the potential for exposure to complex 

language and diverse vocabulary.  Perhaps language targets can be selected to promote 

the values of discipline and respect with words for politeness and for greeting elders.  

In addition, early childhood professionals may consider including individuals 

besides children’s mothers in early language intervention programs designed for Mexican 

immigrant families.  Because collective child-rearing was well-supported in these homes, 

other household adults may be helpful sources of language facilitation for young 

children.  Other adults, including fathers and grandparents, could support language during 

caregiving tasks in which mothers may not be involved.  Older children may also be 

beneficial to supporting toddlers’ language development in particular circumstances.  As 

a reminder, other children were toddlers most frequent play partners and were reportedly 

exposing toddlers to preacademic activities more often than household adults.  It may be 

possible to teach older children language facilitation strategies to utilize with their 

younger siblings during these contexts or others.  Including older children in language 

intervention programs also acknowledges the view that mothers held towards older 

children’s roles as teachers of younger children in these homes.  In particular, older 
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children may offer supports for English language acquisition; however, the continued use 

of Spanish in these homes should be supported as well.  Families were supportive of 

bilingualism but also spoke predominantly Spanish in their homes. 

The Value of Identifying Families’ Potential Needs for Support 

In addition to appreciating the resources of diverse families, the early childhood 

field is accountable for identifying areas for which increased family supports would be 

beneficial to child development.  The findings of this dissertation revealed aspects of 

early language socialization among Mexican immigrant families that could be considered 

appropriate targets for early childhood programs.  Such targets may include increased 

emphasis on young children’s access to books and other literacy materials, explicit 

transmission of preacademic knowledge (e.g., early writing, letter naming, counting), and 

exposure to adult-child language interactions that are superior in terms of quantity and 

quality.  Decreased emphasis on television for supporting language learning may be an 

additional focus of early childhood programs.   

These targets cannot be considered needs per se because they neither represent 

families’ lack of attention to child development or language learning nor an absence of 

effective child-rearing practices in these homes.  Families transmitted valuable skills to 

their children that were deemed necessary for children’s successful participation in their 

unique ecology and sociocultural circumstances (e.g., Rogoff, 2003).  Thus, children 

were learning how to be competent members of their community.  However, how 

Mexican immigrant families prioritized early developmental skills may not align with the 

expectations for child development assumed by the educational institutions of the US.  

This is the educational context in which children will need to succeed.    
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The schools to be attended by the young children studied in this dissertation 

maintain standards that are entrenched in dominant, middle-class models of parenting, 

which stress individualism, equality of children to adults, and active encouragement of 

child talents and ambitions (Lareau, 2003).  As such, these children’s teachers will hold 

specific expectations about how families should prepare children for school that likely 

differ from those of the families themselves.  This mismatch can have long term 

consequences for Mexican-origin children’s educational success.  In order to reduce this 

concern, early childhood professionals can help Mexican immigrant families to ready 

their children for school by explicitly teaching the cultural rules of the prevailing 

educational system as well as the skills children are expected to acquire prior to entry 

(Delpit, 2005).  Because educational success held such weight for these families, early 

childhood supports that highlight strategies to advantage children’s start in school will 

likely be embraced by Mexican immigrant families.  Moreover, early childhood 

professionals can provide this instruction while continuing to acknowledge and celebrate 

families’ strengths in child rearing and language teaching (e.g., van Kleeck, 1994).     

Enhancing the language input of the home.  The characteristics of the home 

language input provided to Mexican immigrant children, as identified in the second 

study, offer specific considerations for language intervention programs.  Although many 

children received input that matched or outpaced that of their middle- and upper-income 

Anglo-American peers (Greenwood et al., 2011), other children received input that was 

considered minimally supportive.  Input that is simultaneously low in quantity and 

quality is unlikely to sustain language development at a pace needed to for these children 

to keep step with their more advantaged peers over time.  Given that children from 
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Mexican immigrant homes face an initial educational disadvantage due to their low-

income backgrounds, the added risk of depressed language input may widen this 

performance gap and increase children’s vulnerability to depressed academic outcomes 

(e.g., Hart & Risely, 1995; Walker et al., 1994).  Therefore, early childhood programs 

that seek to optimize the home language environment are not without merit for children 

and families from low-income Mexican immigrant backgrounds.   

Language intervention programs can help to build children’s language skills in the 

early years prior to school entry in order to encourage their success in the classroom.  

Specifically, improvements to the quantity and quality of the language input of the home 

may be helpful (e.g., Weisleder & Fernald, 2013; Zauche et al., 2016), particularly if the 

intervention strategies are adapted to meet families’ cultural perspectives and practices, 

as previously discussed.  Early childhood professionals should teach families the benefit 

of engaging their young children in frequent and meaningful conversations that expose 

children to new vocabulary, complex syntax, and opportunities to practice newly 

acquired language skills.  Given the findings of the first study, these conversations may 

take place with multiple family members, as young children learn about Mexican culture 

and/or engage in discussions about daily life.   

Shared book reading may also be an appropriate context to encourage for early 

language learning, as books can offer a rich source of language input.  Encouraging book 

reading has the added benefit of exposing children to preliteracy skills that teachers 

increasingly expect children to acquire by school entry.  Because adult-child book 

reading was not common in these Mexican immigrant homes, early childhood 

professionals must offer families information on the educational purpose of book reading 
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with young children as well as access to the appropriate resources to do so.  Cost-

effective books that are written in Spanish and tell stories familiar to Mexican immigrant 

families are especially suggested.                

Early childhood professionals should also be cognizant that some Mexican 

immigrant families may naturally provide young children with frequent and rich language 

input throughout their day.  In fact, all children experience moments of meaningful 

language input at some point during their routines, however brief or inconsistent it may 

be in some families.  A few children in this dissertation, for example, read books with 

their mothers and older siblings regularly.  Consequently, professionals ought to build on 

the foundational input of Mexican-origin children’s families by calling attention to 

especially facilitative strategies already in use and working to extend these strategies into 

additional contexts.  By building on families’ strengths towards language facilitation 

while simultaneously teaching new strategies that encourage child language development 

(e.g., van Kleeck, 1994), early childhood professionals are more likely to impact children 

of Mexican immigrant backgrounds.    

The Value of Appreciating the Variability Among Families 

 Despite the strengths and needs shared by many of the Mexican immigrant 

families who participated in this dissertation, a substantial amount of variation in their 

early language socialization values, beliefs, and practices was evident.  Mothers reported 

a number of different perspectives about child rearing, toddler development, and 

language learning.  Similarly, mothers’ descriptions of the routine activities, participants, 

goals, and social scripts of their young children were by no means uniform.  Some of the 

perspectives and practices identified in this study were reported by less than a fifth of 
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mothers, for example.  This degree of variability was further detected in the 

characteristics of the language input these families provided their children.  Differences 

in the quantity and quality of input were as large as 70-fold when families at the highest 

and lowest ends of the continuum of language experiences were compared.  As another 

example, children heard anywhere from half of their language input in English to no 

English at all.    

The considerable variations in language socialization observed among this small 

sample of families from relatively homogenous backgrounds offer an important reminder 

that every child, regardless of ethnicity and cultural affiliation, learns language in a 

context that is unique.  Therefore, early childhood professionals should continue to 

approach families without preconceived notions of what child rearing and language 

teaching does or should entail in particular communities and, instead, take any 

opportunity to learn from families about their individual styles towards supporting child 

development.  This way, an appreciation can be gained of the distinct supports families 

offer to their children without stereotyping.  Undoubtedly, this is a much better 

alternative to assuming that the language socialization perspectives and practices of a 

specific cultural community will apply to all children and families, regardless of their 

cultural and/or ethnic heritage.  

Future Directions 

 Despite the relevance of the findings of this dissertation to understanding and 

supporting the early language development of this population, future research is needed 

with larger and more diverse samples of children and families from Mexican 

backgrounds for several reasons.  First, the number of families who participated in this 
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study was relatively small.  Although a sample greater than thirty is unusual for 

qualitative research, and, thus, considered a strength of the first study of this dissertation, 

the findings of the second study may have been enhanced by including a greater number 

of participants.  Thus, future investigations on the early language teaching and learning of 

Mexican-origin children should strive to recruit more families from this background.  

Second, the families who participated in this study represented a particular group 

of families of Mexican descent.  More specifically, all families had parents who 

emigrated from Mexico and were considered low-income.  This narrow focus was 

necessary to address limitations of prior research which had been confounded by 

including Mexican families of varied generational and socioeconomic status.  In addition, 

all families lived in urban areas in Pennsylvania and Delaware, generally considered non-

traditional sites of Mexican immigration.  The mothers of these families also largely had 

low levels of acculturation and education and spoke mostly Spanish.  Importantly, the 

population of individuals of Mexican origin in the United States is diverse in terms of 

nativity, income, geographic dispersion, affiliation with US culture, educational 

attainment, and English-Spanish language use (e.g., Gonzalez-Barrera & Lopez, 2013).   

Differences in any one of these background characteristics can impact children’s 

early language experiences (e.g., Cote & Bornstein, 2006; Hart & Risley, 1995; Hoff, 

Laursen, & Tardif, 2002; Ispa et al., 2004).  For example, immigrant families who live in 

more traditional immigration sites (e.g., southwestern states) are likely to have increased 

access to human and social capital, which, in turn, may impact families’ degree of 

involvement in their children’s learning (e.g., Portes & Rumbaut, 2001; Tang; 2015; 

Waters & Jiménez, 2005).  Therefore, the values, beliefs, and practices towards language 
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learning of the families who participated in this study do not necessarily represent those 

of Mexican families across the US.  Future research that includes families of Mexican 

descent from varied backgrounds is likely to contribute to a deeper understanding of the 

language learning experiences of Mexican-origin children in this country.  Additional 

studies should also be completed with families residing in Mexico in order to better 

understand the influence of maternal acculturation on language socialization, in particular 

(Cote & Bornstein, 2006).      

Third, the data collected for this study represented only one point in children’s 

trajectory of language development.  Understanding the influence of families’ practices, 

especially, on language development over time is necessary.  The first study revealed the 

contexts for language socialization that shape the language development of Mexican 

immigrant children at home prior to school entry.  Yet, the second study found no 

significant relationships between several characteristics of children’s language input and 

their early vocabulary measured cross-sectionally.  Therefore, it is possible that the 

language-facilitating practices undertaken by families compound in effect over time or 

take time to be of influence to language development.  The significance of the early 

language learning experiences children are provided may not be evident until children 

begin to advance from the one-word stage of development.  Thus, research with Mexican 

immigrant populations would be well-served by following children and their families 

longitudinally so as to determine the enduring influence of the language learning 

experiences provided in children’s early years.   

    Finally, future research designed to understand the process of early language 

development among children of Mexican descent should consider the inclusion of critical 
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contextual factors that were not studied in this dissertation.  Two specific factors are 

suggested.  The first is the influence of the mental health of caregivers on children’s 

language development.  Anecdotally, the mothers who participated in this study 

expressed a great deal of stress related to their families’ limited economic resources, 

generally low proficiency in English, community isolation, and undocumented status.  

Parenting stress, alongside frequently co-occurring depression, is known to significantly 

and negatively impact the context in which Mexican children are raised and, 

consequently, children’s developmental outcomes (e.g., Parke et al., 2004; White, Roosa, 

Weaver, & Nair, 2009).  This is likely to include language development as well.  

Although the research is minimal to date, poor mental health functioning among mothers 

of Latino children from low-income backgrounds has been found to negatively affect 

child language development (Cycyk, Bitetti, & Hammer, 2015).  Thus, measures of the 

psychological functioning of children’s caregivers warrant inclusion in future 

investigations aimed towards understanding the language development of Mexican-origin 

children.   

The second contextual factor that should be studied is the impact of early 

educational programs on Mexican immigrant children’s language development.  More 

than a third of the children who participated in this dissertation were enrolled in early 

educational programs, and half of those children attended formal care full-time.  Early 

childhood programs, such as Early Head Start, can help to mitigate the academic risk for 

children from low-income homes, including those from Latino backgrounds (Ayoub et 

al., 2009; Love et al., 2005; US Department of Health and Human Services, 2006).  

Moreover, early childhood programs often seek to target language development, 
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specifically, and strive to work closely with families (e.g., US Department of Health and 

Human Services, 2015).  Relatedly, it has been shown that participation in these 

programs can have a positive effect on families’ support for early language learning, 

including families from diverse backgrounds (Ayoub et al., 2009; Love et al., 2005).  

Thus, an increased understanding of the influence of these programs on the language 

development of young children from Mexican immigrant backgrounds is needed, 

particularly as enrollment of these children in early childhood programs continues to 

increase (Child Trends, 2015).  Future research should compare the language learning 

experiences and outcomes of Mexican-origin children who are and are not enrolled in 

early childhood education.    

Conclusion 

The findings of the two studies that comprise this dissertation offer an improved 

understanding of the context of early language development of the largest and fastest 

growing population in the United States: children of Mexican immigrant descent.  

Researchers and practitioners in the early childhood field, including those in the 

communication sciences, can use the findings to consider the strengths of these families 

as well as areas of potential need for supporting language development in toddlerhood.  

By approaching families of Mexican immigrant descent through a sociocultural lens, the 

field will be better positioned to facilitate developmental outcomes of Mexican-origin 

children from an earlier age.  Hopefully, culturally- and contextually-sensitive 

investments in children’s early language development contribute to greater academic 

success among children of Mexican immigrant background in the long term.   
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CHAPTER 5 

EPILOGUE 

 

As is often true with basic research in the social sciences, the personal stories of 

participants are left untold in favor of reducing the data to prepare for dissemination.  

Because the purpose of research is to inform the general knowledge base about a 

particular population, the experiences of individuals are naturally aggregated to identify 

cross-individual commonalities.  Yet, these individual stories are hugely important.  

Despite sharing a demographic background, each child who participated in this 

dissertation was growing his or her language abilities within a highly specific social 

ecology, unique to that of every other child.  A deeper look at the family contexts of each 

developing child reveals the many child-rearing strengths offered by each of their 

families, not the least of which is their example of extraordinary resiliency against the 

pressures of poverty and structural marginalization in their adopted nation.  Given the 

difficult circumstances faced by many families, their young children’s language and 

learning could not always be held as a top priority.  Still, families were teaching their 

children, purposefully or not, as they went about the daily experiences of their lives.  To 

illustrate this point and, with any luck, to provide additional context to this dissertation, 

the story of one child (Katia, age 18 months) and her family will now be told.     

I was introduced to Katia’s family through one of her relatives, and I visited her 

home on two occasions in the winter of 2015.  Katia lived in an apartment on the third 

floor of one of many dilapidated concrete apartment buildings in a housing block 

predominantly occupied by low-income and immigrant families.  Wide patches of lawn 
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separated the ten or so apartment buildings of the block, which was flanked by a busy 

highway on one side and a neighborhood of single family homes on the other.  The two-

bedroom, one-bathroom apartment where Katia lived was shared by her mother and 

father, her siblings, ages 3 and 6, and two of her paternal uncles.  Both of Katia’s parents 

were from Michoacán, Mexico, considered by many to be the birth place of Mexico’s 

drug war.  As a young child, Katia’s mother was sent to live with her grandparents after 

her father was tragically murdered and her widowed mother had no option but to move to 

the United States so that she could provide financially for her six children.   

At the age of 18, Katia’s mother followed her own mother to United States; 

however, her mother returned to Mexico shortly thereafter.  Katia’s mother had a 9th 

grade education.  Katia’s father immigrated to the United States at the age of 15 with a 7th 

grade education.  He lived with a cousin at first, and his siblings eventually joined him.  

Katia’s mother spoke only Spanish, and her father spoke a limited amount of English.  

Katia’s father worked seven days a week from 7am to 8pm in landscaping during the 

warm seasons (much less in the winter), while Katia’s mother cared for the children at 

home.  The oldest child of the family was attending a full-day Head Start preschool 

program.  The family owned one car, which Katia’s father took to work every day.  

Katia’s paternal aunt lived nearby.  She had a car and visited the apartment every week 

day with her own toddler-aged son.  Occasionally, she took Katia, her mother, and her 

siblings to stores nearby so that they got out of the house.  On some weekends, the family 

attended church or went with Katia’s father to hear him play ranchero music in a local 

band.  The family’s income was approximately 80% of the federal poverty level.        
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On my first visit to Katia’s home, her mother, Alicia, opened the door and warmly 

invited me inside.  She was a slight woman who wore big gold hoop earrings, golden 

engagement and wedding bands, and two gold chains dangling around her neck.  On one 

hung a pendant of la Virgen de Guadalupe and on the other, half a heart (presumably 

Alicia’s husband wore the other half).  The apartment was heated against the brisk winter 

air but was quite dark inside.  All of the window blinds were closed.  Inexpensive plastic 

toys and the random child-sized shoe without its mate were scattered haphazardly across 

the floor.  On one wall of the kitchen, a set of blinking Christmas lights bordered a 

painting of la Virgen de Guadalupe, below which a candle was burning alongside a 

framed photograph of Katia’s grandparents.  Several other framed photographs of family 

members were on view in the apartment, including an 11x14 photo of Katia’s older sister 

dressed in a bright pink, puffy formal dress she wore to attend a quinceañera.  An 

occasional fat cockroach was seen to escape from the drains in the kitchen or the 

bathroom and scurry across the wall.  Alicia invited me to sit across from her at wooden 

dining table adjacent to the kitchen and living rooms for our conversations.  

Most of my data collection visits with participating families lasted about an hour.  

My two visits to Katia’s home were nearly three hours each.  Alicia was a generous 

hostess, offering me a Mexican soda each visit and preparing me a filling and unexpected 

lunch of ceviche de soya and tostadas on my second visit.  She was also eager to talk, as 

she noted that she had few friends besides Katia’s aunt (Alicia’s sister-in-law).  Alicia 

focused on our conversation intently during our visits while Katia and her three-year-old 

brother entertained themselves banging on pots and pans in the kitchen, snacking on 

peanuts and milk, sliding a door to a small balcony open and closed and open again, 
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napping, and watching Spanish music videos on Alicia’s cell phone.  Alicia all but 

ignored the mess her children were making throughout the apartment, including the 

dozens of discarded peanut shells all over the floor, only intervening when Katia fell hard 

off a chair upon which she had climbed to reach more snacks from the kitchen cabinets.  

At that point, Alicia jumped up and rocked her crying daughter until she was soothed.  

Otherwise, Alicia stayed seated at the table with me, maintaining her focus intently on the 

conversation at hand, her back to the children and their mess.  She responded verbally to 

her children’s calls for her when there were natural breaks in the conversation and 

nonverbally with hugs any time her children came close.  Notably, her young children 

infrequently interrupted.  

Alicia was proud of her children.  She expressed great satisfaction with her 

children’s manners with adults and friendliness towards other children.  She described 

Katia as very intelligent, saying she had learned to walk early and was already preparing 

for toilet training.  Alicia called Katia over at one point to demonstrate how easily she 

was able to repeat the names of her siblings and the words mami, leche, bibi, amor.  Katia 

complied, repeating in her toddler-aged way each word her mother spoke.  Alicia smiled 

and clapped at once in response to each word, telling Katia how much she adored her.  

Katia was equally thrilled.  Alicia also beamed as she revealed that her older daughter 

had learned to count to 100 in English (which Alicia joked that even she couldn’t do in 

Spanish) and was awarded Student of the Month at her preschool.  She was impressed at 

her preschool-aged daughter’s computer skills and was excited to learn new English 

words from her.  
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Alicia was also full of optimism for her children’s future.  She felt if her children 

studied hard and found a career, they could be economically independent and perhaps 

even have the prospect of traveling throughout the United States and down to Mexico.  

Maybe her children would be teachers, she surmised.  Alicia believed that she and her 

husband were providing a strong example for their children through their partnership.  

She noted that they were not yet officially married (because they lacked the money for a 

wedding) but were completely loyal and devoted to one another.  Following advice from 

her own mother, Alicia made sure to never fight with her husband in front of her children.   

The family also made it a point to sit together for dinner every night to talk 

through their day, even after the most exhausting days of work for Katia’s father.  Alicia 

was teaching the Catholic religion to her children and hoped they would be altar servers 

when they were older.  Alicia talked about instilling a sense of equity and acceptance in 

her children, saying “es bonito conocer muchas personas de diferentes lugares… todos 

somos hermanos en este mundo” [it’s beautiful to know many people from different 

places… we are all brothers and sisters in this world].  She also demonstrated the 

importance of community and kindness to others.  During our visit, a neighbor called to 

ask Alicia if she would help her learn to drive, and another stopped by to ask if Alicia 

would babysit.  Alicia agreed to both requests without hesitation.  She even made extra 

salsa for me to take home after our second visit.             

Yet, Alicia worried for her children.  Alicia worried about her capacity to support 

their development.  She said, “nada me hace tan trabajoso de educarles de mamá” 

[nothing seems so hard as educating them as a mom].  She wished to take her children 

from the apartment more frequently so that they could learn from life outside, but the 
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highway was too close to ensure her children’s safety.  It was also not possible to access a 

car to go beyond the apartment very frequently.  Alicia wanted to help her older daughter 

more with homework but was unable to read the English books sent home by the school.  

She was frustrated by this situation and practiced reading and writing in Spanish with her 

daughter instead, hoping it would be of benefit.  She worried for her children’s health, as 

each of her children suffered from severe asthma.  Alicia was visibly shaken when she 

recounted Katia’s 6-day emergent hospitalization, particularly when she described how 

the doctors ignored her pleas for the medical treatment she thought best.  Without a car, 

Alicia was anxious about transporting her children to the doctor.  She worried further that 

her children would be abandoned in the case that Alicia and her husband were deported, 

given that they were without legal status.  She prayed to God daily that this situation 

would never come to pass so that she could see her children grow into adulthood.   

Above all, Alicia worried about finances.  Alicia was not working, and her 

husband’s job was seasonal.  A family member in Mexico was sick and required frequent 

and expensive blood transfusions, so Katia’s family was sending part of their income 

every week to help pay for the treatment.  The economic situation was dire: sometimes all 

her children had to eat were tortillas with salt.  Alicia wanted to move her family to a 

nicer apartment, one without bugs, but could not afford to do so.  Alicia hoped to find 

work once Katia was old enough to go to Head Start.  Neither Alicia nor her husband felt 

it was appropriate for her to start work now because Katia was so young.  The idea of 

putting her children in child care at such a young age worried Katia.  She asked, if she 

were working, how would she know if her children were fed or had a cold or were crying 

for her.  Plus, she had no consistent access to a car with which to get to work.   
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Despite all of these very serious concerns, most of which were directly linked to 

the circumstances of poverty and immigration, Alicia was determined to provide her 

children with as much support as she could so that they would be successful in this 

country.  Her pride in her children and optimism for their future kept her motivated.  In 

her own words, “lo que hace uno de mexicano venir a ayudar a su familia… uno no viene 

a hacer nada, o sea, cosas malas… lo que viene a hacer es salir adelante” [a Mexican 

comes to help their family… one doesn’t come to do nothing, that is, bad things… what a 

Mexican comes to do is to get ahead].  “Getting ahead” was what Alicia hoped for her 

young children.  What this means for Katia’s future remains to be seen.       
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