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Abstract

Researchers in developmental science often examine parenting and child development
by ethnic, racial, and socioeconomic groups, frequently highlighting group differences
in parent and infant behaviors. A sole focus on differences, however, obscures notable
variability that exists within each community. Moreover, categories such as ethnicity
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and race are often assumed to encompass shared cultural backgrounds, which risks con-
flating race, ethnicity, and culture in psychological research. In this chapter, we examine
cultural specificity and within-group heterogeneity that characterizes parenting and
child development across socio-economic, ethnic, and racial groups. Drawing upon
our work on ethnically and socioeconomically diverse parents and infants,
we document the between-group differences, within-group variation, and universal
processes in the form and content of parent-infant interactions. Most centrally, we high-
light the role of family economic, human, and social capital in explaining the variability
in parent-infant interactions across racial, ethnic, and cultural groups

1. Introduction

Social scientists often rely on broad ethnic and racial categories to clas-

sify families and children. These categories correspondwith the guidelines of

funding agencies and the options represented in the U.S. census. Although

broad ethnic and racial classifications might function for specific purposes,

they run the risk of homogenizing individuals who vary on many important

attributes. Catchall terms like “Black” and “White,” Latinx, and European-

American, mask enormous heterogeneity in individuals’ backgrounds,

migration histories, cultural beliefs and practices, socioeconomic status,

and language use. Moreover, categories such as ethnicity and race are often

assumed to encompass shared cultural backgrounds in academic studies,

which risks conflating race, ethnicity, and culture in psychological research.

In developmental science, measures of parenting and child development

are often analyzed by ethnicity and race, and differences abound across many

domains. Parents across ethnic groups, for instance, differ in their parenting

goals, communicative styles, and beliefs about child development (e.g.,

Harkness & Super, 1996; Harwood, Miller, & Irizarry, 1995; Keller, 2013;

Rogoff, 2003; Whiting & Whiting, 1975). A sole focus on ethnic and racial

differences, however, obscures the notable variability that exists within any

given group. Cultural belief systems, preferences, attitudes, and practices are

not always shared by members of an ethnic or racial group at any given time

point. Moreover, the boundaries of what constitutes a “group” may be much

narrower and more nuanced than those defined by many social scientists.

In this chapter, we review relevant research on parenting and child

development across socioeconomic, ethnic, and racial groups. In doing

so, we highlight heterogeneity in parenting practices and children’s devel-

oping skills. We focus on language interactions and skills in infancy

(0–3 years) to illustrate our points, although any developmental domain
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or topic can be substituted in principle. We show that enormous variability

characterizes mothers’ language use and infant communicative behaviors

within all samples studied—variability that is masked in the reporting of eth-

nic, racial, or socioeconomic status (SES) differences. We draw from our

work with ethnically and racially diverse infants and mothers from low-

and high-SES communities. First, we acknowledge that specificity exists

in communication patterns of mothers and infants from different ethnic

and racial groups, with unique forms of interaction shedding light on the

cultural underpinnings of early development. However, we caution against

assumptions that essentialize those differences. Thus, we next describe het-

erogeneity within ethnic and racial groups and point to sources of variability

that might account for within-group variation. Most centrally, we examine

the roles of family economic, human, and social capital in parent-infant

interactions. We end with a discussion on universal processes in develop-

ment by showing that patterns of parent-infant association generalize to fam-

ilies from different ethnic and racial backgrounds, socioeconomic strata, and

with infants of different ages. Thus, even when ethnic and racial differences

exist in averages, patterns of prediction remain similar.

2. Cultural specificity in parent-infant interactions

Parent-infant interactions are inherently cultural. The forms, content,

and timing of interactions are shaped by cultural patterns located both in

individuals and their communities. Although there is no agreed upon def-

inition of culture, especially across disciplines, we adopt the view of culture

as a symbolic system of values, norms, and beliefs that are expressed through

individuals’ participation in shared customs, rituals, and practices (Bruner,

1990; Harkness & Super, 2002; Rogoff, 2003; Valsiner, 2001; Wang &

Brockmeier, 2002). Borrowing from Super and Harkness’ idea of a devel-

opmental niche, we view infant-caregiver interactions as occurring in the

context of physical and social settings, embedded in culturally scripted rou-

tines, and shaped by parenting beliefs and goals around childrearing

(Harkness & Super, 1994).

Language is one of the most powerful mediums for socializing culture.

How parents speak to infants, what they say, and when they talk convey

messages to infants about the meaning and function of language, and the

norms, expectations, and values of their communities (Schieffelin &

Ochs, 1986; Tamis-LeMonda & Song, 2012). Are preverbal infants suitable

conversational partners? Should infants be spoken to in a specific register?
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Cultural assumptions around infants’ autonomy, beliefs about infants’ ability

to communicate, and cultural norms around infants’ role in social interac-

tions influence the forms and functions of parent-infant interactions. Lan-

guage and culture, thus, are inextricably connected.

Parents from different cultural communities display unique qualities in

their language interactions with infants, which may be rooted in views

around infants’ role in interactions. For example, middle income, educated

U.S. mothers treat infants as conversational partners who are capable of

intentionality. Mothers thus use infant-directed speech—speech character-

ized by high pitch, exaggerated pitch contours, limited vocabulary, short

utterances, and slow tempo—to converse with their babies (Fernald et al.,

1989; Pence, Golinkoff, Brand, & Hirsh-Pasek, 2005). In contrast, Kaluli

mothers, who live in the tropical rainforest of Papua New Guinea, do

not treat their infants as conversational partners and do not speak directly

to them, perhaps because they do not view infants to have the necessary

knowledge to understand what is being said (Schieffelin & Ochs, 1986).

Rather, they face their infants outward and allow their babies to observe

what is going on around them. When members of the community engage

infants in conversation, mothers talk on their infants’ behalf using high-

pitched voices. Among the rural Wolof in Senegal and the Gusii in Kenya,

it is bad luck to look infants in the eye or talk to infants directly because of the

fear that infants might be possessed by evil spirits (LeVine, 1979; Weber,

Fernald, & Diop, 2017).

Cultural communities also vary in how they structure language interac-

tions. Among WEIRD communities (Western, Educated, Industrialized,

Rich, and Democratic nations; Henrich, Heine, & Norenzayan, 2010),

dyads commonly engage in triadic interactions, in which parents and infants

jointly attend to objects in front of them (Tomasello, 1995). In triadic inter-

actions, mothers promote infant learning by conveying relevant information

about objects through didactic language and explicit visual cues such as

pointing and altering their gaze between objects and infants (Gliga &

Csibra, 2009; Sage & Baldwin, 2011). Moreover, amongWEIRD commu-

nities, environments contain an abundance of objects, and parents instruct,

model, and encourage infants’ play with toys (Tamis-LeMonda & Bornstein,

1996; Tamis-LeMonda, Kuchirko, Escobar, & Bornstein, 2019). In con-

trast, adults in Samoan, Gusii, !Kung and Ni-Van communities emphasize

physical contact over visual cues (Konner, 2005; Little, Carver, & Legare,

2016; Ochs & Schieffelin, 1984; Richman, Miller, & LeVine, 1992). In

some communities, object play typically occurs in the context of group
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activities, such as in Guatemalan Mayan communities (Rogoff et al., 1993;

Rogoff, Paradise, Arauz, Correa-Chávez, & Angelillo, 2003), or without

adult scaffolding, as documented in !Kung and YucatecMayan communities

(Bakeman, Adamson, Konner, & Barr, 1990; Gaskins, 2000).

Mothers from different cultural communities also vary in the pragmatics

of their talk to infants—that is, how they use language, with whom, and for

what purposes. For example, middle-income U.S. parents frequently use

language as a tool to teach infants about the world (Tamis-LeMonda &

Song, 2012). “Didactic” or “referential” language—characterized by descrip-

tions of objects, repetition of novel words, questions, and imitation of infant

vocalizations—functions to impart knowledge and elicit participation from

infants (Masur, Flynn, & Eichorst, 2005; Tamis-LeMonda & Bornstein,

1990). Indeed, intervention programswith economically disadvantagedparent

and infant populations attempt to incorporate “rich” didactic language into

curricula as a way to support child learning and development (e.g., Landry,

Smith, Swank, & Guttentag, 2008; Landry et al., 2014).

In contrast, adults from cultures within and outside North America place

little emphasis on didactic language. Rather, language is a tool to direct

infant attention and behavior, and “regulatory language” or directive lan-

guage often predominates. For example, caregivers in Botswana frequently

use short commands to ensure children’s safety (Geiger & Alant, 2005) and

caregivers in Zulu and Sotho communities use commands to control their

young children’s actions (Kvalsvig, Liddell, Reddy, Qotyana, & Shabalala,

1991). Notably, even the form of directives varies by culture. Parents from

Piri, a small Tahitian-speaking Polynesian village community, primarily use

directives with babies to prohibit behaviors (e.g., Don’t do this) whereas

parents from Bhaktapur, in Nepal, primarily use directives with babies to

guide behaviors (e.g., Do it like this) (Levy, 1996).

2.1 Cultural specificity within ethnic and racial groups
Parents from different racial and ethnic backgrounds often share unique cul-

tural views and practices associated with their heritages. Race refers to a

socially constructed, hierarchal classification of people who share pheno-

typic characteristics (Hartigan, 2015; Morning, 2011). Ethnicity, which

aligns with an individual’s nationality or heritage, is expressed in individuals’

participation in culturally specific practices, as well as a sense of identity and

belonging that people exhibit in relation to their cultural group. Clearly,

ethnicity and race are embedded in cultural processes, although a person’s
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ethnicity is far from synonymous with culture, and people within a given

ethnicity vary in their cultural views and practices because of other influential

factors like SES (Harwood, Sch€olmerich, & Schulze, 2000; Leyendecker,

Harwood, Comparini, & Yalcinkaya, 2005). (We return to within group

heterogeneity later in the paper.) Still, despite meaningful distinctions among

culture, race, and ethnicity, researchers often use ethnicity and race as proxies

for cultural processes, and refer to these terms interchangeably (Causadias,

2013; Quintana et al., 2006).

Why should researchers attend to ethnicity and race in the study of

parenting? Families from different ethnic and racial backgrounds might share

cultural views and practices that lead to specific ways of thinking and acting.

These cultural orientations are likely to shape how parents engage with their

infants, and the skills that infants develop in turn, with the domain of

communication being core to the parent-infant relationship and children’s

later school readiness.

To illustrate how ethnic differences might shape mothers’ communica-

tions with their infants, we draw on our research across diverse ethnic and

racial communities. We focus on mothers’ language and gestures, two

prominent forms of communication and powerful channels for cultural

socialization (e.g., Bornstein et al., 1992; Fernald & Morikawa, 1993;

Gogate, Bahrick, & Watson, 2000; Iverson, Capirci, Volterra, & Goldin-

Meadow, 2008; Schieffelin & Ochs, 1986; Tamis-LeMonda, Song,

Leavell, Kahana-Kalman, & Yoshikawa, 2012). We compared two different

pragmatic functions in mothers’ language to infants: language aimed at

teaching infants about the world (referred to as “referential”) and language

aimed at guiding infants’ attention and behavior (referred to as “regulatory”)

(Tamis-LeMonda, Kuchirko, & Tafuro, 2013; Tamis-LeMonda & Song,

2012). Gestures are also a common form of communication among

mother-infant dyads. Gestures can either augment information contained

in language or communicate unique information in the absence of language.

Mothers often use gestures to elicit attention and mark referents for

infants, who learn new actions and words by observing adult gestures and

actions (Matatyaho & Gogate, 2008; Rowe & Goldin-Meadow, 2009;

Zukow-Goldring & Arbib, 2007).

We observed European-American, Latinx, and African American

mothers’ language and gestures during play and book-sharing interactions

and in some instances during everyday naturalistic routines in the home.

African American and Dominican mothers averaged about 11.86 and

12.26 years of education, respectively. Mexican mothers had about
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7.97 years of education. Seventy-nine percent of Dominican mothers and

96% of Mexican mothers were first generation immigrants. All African

American mothers were born in the United States, and their mothers had

been born in the United States as well. All African Americans, 25% of

Dominican mothers, and 9% of Mexican mothers spoke English as their pri-

mary language; the remaining mothers spoke Spanish. Across studies, infants

were 1–2 years of age, a time of rapid growth in language and communica-

tive skills (Kuchirko, Tafuro, & Tamis LeMonda, 2018; Tamis-LeMonda

et al., 2013). All mothers resided in a populated, North-Eastern city in

the United States.

Videos of parent-infant interactions were coded for frequencies of

mothers’: (1) referential language (e.g., “That’s blue”; “Eso es azul”;

“What color is this?” “Que color es este?” “You are stirring”), (2) regulatory

language (e.g., “Look!” “Mira!”; “Put it there” “Ponlo ah”), and (3) gesture

(i.e., point, request) (Kuchirko et al., 2018).

Mothers from the three ethnic groups differed in how they communi-

cated with their infants, which confirmed our expectations of pragmatic

differences in language and channels of communication (i.e., gestures or

language). First, we found ethnic differences in mothers’ distribution of

referential and regulatory language to infants. Latinxmothers usedmore reg-

ulatory language with their infants than did African American mothers and

European American mothers, who both used relatively more referential

language.

Latinx mothers’ greater use of regulatory relative to referential language

might reflect a cultural value of respeto, roughly translated as proper

demeanor. Respeto requires individuals to understand their place in conver-

sations with other members of the community and gauge the level of cour-

tesy and decorum appropriate to people of a certain status, sex, and age

(Arcia & Johnson, 1998; Bulcroft, Carmody, & Bulcroft, 1996; Delgado

& Ford, 1998; Harwood et al., 1995; Harwood, Sch€oelmerich, Ventura-

Cook, Schulze, & Wilson, 1996). Latinx mothers might use regulatory

language to teach infants the importance of being “tranquilo” (i.e., calm),

obedient, and respectful (Calzada, Fernandez, & Cortes, 2010).

European-American mothers, who had more years of education (from

college to graduate school) and higher incomes than mothers in the ethnic

and racial minority samples, used referential language as their dominant way

of communicating to their infants, displaying a high proportion of this lan-

guage function compared to both African American and Latinx mothers.

Others also show that European mothers frequently use referential or
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didactic language to label objects in infants’ view and describe ongoing

events in the environment (e.g., Bornstein et al., 2008; Pereira, Smith, &

Yu, 2014).

We also observed ethnic differences in mothers’ gestural communica-

tions with infants. Latinx mothers used more gestures than did African

American mothers, which aligns with prior research on Mexican mothers’

reliance on physical/gestural forms of communication. Indeed, others have

shown that during interactions with their infants in the home, Latinx

mothers emphasized non-verbal forms of interaction such as touch

(Beckwith & Cohen, 1984; Richman et al., 1992). A cultural emphasis

on nonverbal communication has also been observed in Latinx children,

mirroring the types of interactions children experienced at home. During

a demonstration on how to fold origami figures, Mexican-heritage children

were also more likely to use nonverbal forms of communication when com-

pared to European-American heritage children (Mejı́a-Arauz, Rogoff, &

Paradise, 2005).

2.2 Limitations of pan-ethnic labels
In the above analyses, we identified differences in mothers’ communicative

acts to infants based on broad classifications of ethnicity and race. However,

the pan-ethnic categorization “Latinx” mothers masked some interesting

differences between Mexican-heritage mothers and Dominican-heritage

mothers that would otherwise go unnoticed without further breakdown

of the Latinx sample. Indeed, it is common for developmental researchers,

policy makers, and the mainstream public to classify children and parents as

“Latinx,” and then average across the experiences and outcomes of other-

wise very diverse groups of families. In reality, “Latinx” families represent a

heterogenous group of people, who vary on race, culture, socioeconomic

status, level of acculturation into the United States, and patterns of immigra-

tion, and they span countries in Central America, South America, and

Spanish-speaking Caribbean (Cauce & Domenech-Rodriguez, 2002;

Escobar & Tamis-Lemonda, 2015).

The vast differences that characterize Latinx families caution against

assuming shared attitudes and behaviors in parenting and child development.

For example, although Latinx parents tend to adopt childrearing beliefs that

reflect sociocentric values such familismo and respeto (Baca Zinn, 1994;

Calzada et al., 2010), not all Latinx parents adhere to these norms to the same
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extent (Harwood et al., 2000). As an illustration, ethnographic work from

our laboratory focused on Mexican and Dominican families in New York

City showed that both communities displayed the value of familismo across

domains of financial support, shared living, daily activities, immigration, and

childrearing. However, Mexican American mothers were more likely to

perceive familismo in terms of risks or costs to the family than were Domin-

ican American mothers (Calzada, Tamis-LeMonda, & Yoshikawa, 2013).

This difference in how Latinx mothers of different heritages view familismo

is likely attributable to contextual factors related to ethnic differences in

immigration patterns, levels of social isolation, residential stability, and pov-

erty rates (Yoshikawa, 2011).

Thus, our research aims to shed light on the problems associated with

pan-ethnic groupings by spotlighting the impressive variation that charac-

terizes “Latinx” mothers’ interactions with their infants. As noted, we com-

pared communicative interactions between mothers and infants of

Dominican and Mexican heritage. Although Mexican and Dominican

mothers in our sample were mostly Spanish-speaking, resided in the same

city, were largely from low socioeconomic status homes, and were parenting

infants of the same age, they and their infants differed in meaningful ways on

every measure we examined. Belowwe illustrate some differences we found

in mothers’ language to infants and the language development of Mexican

and Dominican families.

2.2.1 Differences in infant language
Infants from the two Latinx groups differed significantly in their productive

and receptive vocabularies and language dominance, displaying strengths in

different areas of communication. Mexican infants had larger receptive

vocabularies at 14-months of age and Dominican infants had larger produc-

tive vocabularies at 24-months of age (Song, Tamis-LeMonda, Yoshikawa,

Kahana-Kalman, & Wu, 2012). In terms of language dominance, although

both Dominican and Mexican infants had larger vocabularies in Spanish

than in English at both 14 and 24 months, Dominican infants had larger

receptive vocabulary in English at 14 months and higher productive vocab-

ulary in English at both 14 months and 2 years than did Mexican infants.

Although Mexican infants had larger receptive vocabularies in Spanish than

Dominican infants at 14 months, we did not find ethnic differences in

infants’ Spanish vocabulary at 2 years.
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2.2.2 Differences in mother language
Dominican and Mexican mothers exposed their infants to different home

language environments. Although almost all Dominican and Mexican

mothers reported growing up speaking Spanish, Dominican spoke more

English when their infants were born and during literacy activities than

did Mexican mothers, who spoke more Spanish than English (Song et al.,

2012). Moreover, although all mothers were immigrants who learned

Spanish as their first language, Dominican mothers grew faster in English

language use over time (that is, from when infants were 2–5 years of age)

than did Mexican mothers (Tamis-LeMonda et al., 2014). These differences

in mothers’ language dominance and growth were partly explained by

mothers’ experiences in the United States, a point we return to later in

the paper. On average, Dominican mothers resided in the United States

longer than had Mexican mothers and completed more years of education.

Indeed, these two contextual variables explained much of the variance in

Dominican and Mexican mothers’ use of English versus Spanish with their

infants (Song et al., 2012).

2.2.3 Differences in mother gestures
Dominican and Mexican mothers also differed in their use of gestures with

infants. Mexican mothers on average used gestures more frequently with

their 14-month-old infants (M ¼32.40, SD¼20.14) than Dominican

mothers (M ¼26.58, SD¼15.78), based on observations during 7min of

bookreading and play (Kuchirko et al., 2018). We interpreted this ethnic

difference as partially explained by sociocultural factors. A cultural emphasis

on gestures and other forms of nonverbal communication such as touch and

gaze have been documented in Mexican Mayan communities, where chil-

dren learn through “keen observation” (Beckwith & Cohen, 1984;

Chavajay & Rogoff, 1999; Mejı́a-Arauz et al., 2005; Richman et al.,

1992; Rogoff et al., 1993). Mexican mothers in our sample were recent

immigrants and therefore had less exposure to U.S. culture compared to

Dominican mothers, factors that might have contributed to their greater

emphasis on gestural forms of communication.

2.3 Summary
In summary, parent-infant interactions are culturally specific. Parents from

different communities vary in the assumptions they hold about infants’ role

in conversations, how they structure interactions, and the form and func-

tions of their language to infants. In our work, we show that Latinx mothers
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use more regulatory language with infants than African American mothers.

We also demonstrated that pan ethnic labels such as “Latinx” mask important

differences between Latinx families of different ethnicities, here Mexican

and Dominicans. Mexican and Dominican mothers in our studies differed

on several demographic variables, including years of immigration and levels

of education, and ethnic differences emerged for mothers and infants in both

language dominance and growth (Luo & Tamis-LeMonda, 2016). The key

differences in parenting behaviors, child development, and demographic

context between the groups would otherwise be obscured had we grouped

them as “Latinx.”

In the next section, we focus on variability in parent-infant interactions

within ethnic and racial groups. We highlight the limitations of focusing

solely on mean-level differences and discuss research biases that lead to

privileging between-group differences over within-group variability.

3. Within-group variability in parent-infant interactions

Although the research described so far sheds light on ethnic and racial

differences in mother-infant language and gesture communications, it

focuses on averages rather than individual variation. In reality, the statistical

mean of mothers and infants in any given group does not reflect even a single

infant or mother. And so, much of our work has aimed to document the

large and overlapping variations that characterize mother-infant communi-

cation from different groups. In this section, we briefly return to our work

on Mexican, Dominican, and African American mothers and infants, this

timemoving away from a focus on central-tendencies to a focus on the range

of behaviors within each group.

3.1 Variation within ethnic groups
Although ethnic differences emerged in mothers’ use of language and ges-

tures with infants, we observed striking variability of mother and infant

communication in every group we studied. To illustrate, Fig. 1A–D display

African American, Dominican, and Mexican mothers’ use of referential and

regulatory language when infants were 14 and 24 months of age. The range

of mothers’ use of regulatory language across ethnic groups, for instance, is

almost identical: Some Mexican, Dominican, and African American mothers

did not use regulatory language at all, and othermothers from all ethnic groups

used regulatory language well over 100 times in a 7-min observation period.

This trend was similar for referential language.
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Enormous within-group variability was also observed in mothers’ ges-

tures. Although African American mothers’ range in gesture use was tighter

than that of Dominican and Mexican mothers, some mothers in all three

groups gestured only a handful of times, while others gestured 80–100 times

(see Fig. 2A–B).
Variability in children’s vocabulary was impressive as well, both within

ethnic groups and at every developmental time period. For instance, the

productive vocabularies of Dominican and Mexican children at 2 years of
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Fig. 1 (A–D) Ethnic variation in mothers’ use of referential and regulatory language
across infant age.
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Fig. 2 (A and B) Ethnic variation in mothers’ use of gestures across infant age.
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age ranged from 2 to 527 words, and 15–446 words, respectively. When we

followed the same children from 2 years of age through 5 years of age to

examine their growth in both English and Spanish (Tamis-LeMonda

et al., 2014), children varied substantially at every time point in how many

different words they used (word types) and how many total words they

used (word tokens) during book-sharing interactions with their mothers.

Fig. 3A and B display English language trajectories of children from

Dominican and Mexican backgrounds. Each line represents an individual

child’s use of English word types across developmental time. As shown,

both Mexican and Dominican children’s language growth trajectories

follow different patterns: some increase, some decline, others show a curvi-

linear slope. Similar variability was observed for Dominican and Mexican

mothers’ language use across children’s development.

Collectively, our findings suggest the importance of documenting the

enormous heterogeneity that exists within ethnic groups and across devel-

opmental time (Escobar & Tamis-Lemonda, 2015). Ethnic classifications

render a false impression of homogeneity where heterogeneity is the norm.

In the words of anthropologist Wolf, researchers must “take much greater

account of heterogeneity and contradictions in cultural systems, and recog-

nize that ethnicities come in many varieties and to call a social entity an

‘ethnic’ group is merely the beginning of the inquiry” (Wolf, 1994, p. 7).

3.2 Variation within racial groups
Race falls prey to the same problems seen in the study of ethnicity. By cat-

egorizing families as “White” or “Black” or “Asian,” heterogeneity is lost,

Fig. 3 (A and B) Individual variability in English language trajectories of Dominican and
Mexican children from ages 2 to 5, as measured by average number of English word
types produced per minute.
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and race is essentialized. For example, ethnic groups within the Black com-

munity have different histories, languages, cultures, immigration patterns,

education levels, and access to resources. Black families in the United States

have origins from theAfrican continent,Middle East, SouthAmerica, Europe,

and the Caribbean, cultures with different experiences from those with U.S.

slave ancestry. Even African American and African Caribbean families, who

share a history of enslavement and prolonged oppression, vary greatly in their

parenting beliefs and practices (Roopnarine & Hossain, 2013).

Research on African American and European-American parents paints

a partial portrait of the diversity in communicative styles with infants.

Many researchers have argued that African American families predominantly

rely on directives when interacting with their infants (Hart & Risley, 1995)

and do not view their children to be equal conversational partners (Heath,

1983;Ward, 1971). Some ethnographic observations have shown that adults

initially ignored children’s vocalizations, but then gradually included

children in ongoing conversations. Moreover, adults in African American

communities rarely asked their children questions to which they knew

the answers because children were not considered to be “information

givers” (Heath, 1983). These portrayals of African American parenting stand

in contrast to depictions of European-American parenting, the latter char-

acterized by didactic, talkative adults. European-American mothers assume

their infants are conversational partners from birth and are highly social with

them. Interactions are centered around the infant (Schieffelin & Ochs,

1986), andmothers direct high amounts of didactic language—characterized

by labels, questions, and expansions—to their infants. When compared to

11 other cultural communities, European-American mothers were rated

highest in sociability with their children (Whiting & Edwards, 1988).

This body of work, however, fails to document the cultural, linguistic,

and socioeconomic heterogeneity of African-American and European-

American families. Ethnic and racial categories intersect with other key

social factors, one of the most important being socioeconomic status. Studies

on Black families in the United States tend to confound race with class, and

in turn, paint a distorted image of Black families’ experiences. For instance,

research on African American and Black parenting primarily sample from

low-income communities or study phenomena that might be explained bet-

ter by SES or poverty status than race (e.g., Apfel & Seitz, 1997; McLoyd,

Cauce, Takeuchi, &Wilson, 2000; Tamis-LeMonda, Briggs, McClowry, &

Snow, 2008). Many studies subsequently compare African American

families from impoverished communities to European Americans from
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middle-class backgrounds, confounding racial differences with economic

disparities. Poverty in the United States is not evenly distributed across eth-

nic or racial groups: African American, Hispanic, and Native American fam-

ilies experience higher rates of poverty than European American families.

Therefore, insufficient attention to variability within African American

and European American families presents a distorted picture and risks per-

petuating stereotypes. As one highly cited example outside the domain of

language interactions, African American parents have been classified as high

on “authoritarianism” (a parenting style characterized by high control and

low warmth), and some researchers suggest that authoritarianism may be

beneficial to children in the context of African American or Black families

(Deater-Deckard, Dodge, Bates, & Pettit, 1996). Yet, when we interviewed

middle-income Black families about their disciplinary styles, they primarily

showed a child-centered approach similar to the authoritative style reported

in White families (Bluestone & Tamis-LeMonda, 1999). Moreover, warm

and responsive parenting, rather than controlling and authoritarian parent-

ing, related positively to children’s communicativeness, task involvement,

and responsiveness in our research on Black families (Tamis-LeMonda,

Briggs, McClowry, & Snow, 2009), and the research of others (e.g.,

McGroder, 2000; Querido, Warner, & Eyberg, 2002).

Just as seen in the homogenizing of ethnic and racial minority samples,

researchers often assume high commonality amongWhites, and even expect

less variation amongWhite participants than for ethnically diverse numerical

minorities. Yet, this is not the case. Striking variability characterizes parent-

ing and child development within White samples, even when focusing

“narrowly” on highly educated, North American mothers. To illustrate,

we return to our work on maternal language input to 13-month-old infants

during 45-min home-based observations of naturalistic routines. We

targeted European American mothers and their first-born infants, all from

middle-income, college-educated backgrounds in New York City

(Tamis-LeMonda, Custode, Kuchirko, Escobar, & Lo, 2018). We tran-

scribed interactions, and then coded mothers’ utterances as referential or

regulatory. Even we were struck by the enormous ranges in mothers’ refer-

ential and regulatory language across the sample (see Fig. 4). Some mothers

used referential language only a handful of times during the 45min, whereas

others did so over 400 times. Hence, although the literature and popular

press often assume a monolithic middle-income, European-American style

of parenting—characterized talkative and didactic adults—this portrayal is

simplistic. Some European-American middle-income infants are exposed
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to very few instances of didactic talk, whereas other infants are exposed fre-

quently and predominantly to this form of language.

3.3 Biases toward differences in research methods
The lack of attention to heterogeneity within ethnic and racial groups is

endemic to psychological research. Researchers commonly downplay or

omit entirely the cultural backgrounds of White samples in their publica-

tions. In fact, a review of over 434 peer-reviewed articles published in

top journals in psychology found that researchers in the United States fell

prey to the “cultural (mis)attribution bias,” in which they tended to associate

culture and race with ethnic minorities more than White samples. An anal-

ysis of articles in five premier journals published by the American Psycho-

logical Association from 2005 to 2014 suggested that psychologists were

likely to sample minorities disproportionally more thanWhites when the aim

of the study was to examine culture. Similarly, indexed against the racial/

ethnic distribution of the United States’ population, people of color were

overrepresented in psychological studies of culture. Psychologists also tended

to emphasize societal-level variables (e.g., culture) over individual-level

Fig. 4 Referential and regulatory utterances for individual mothers (represented
by circles) in a European-American, middle-income sample. Horizontal lines denote
group means.
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variables (e.g., personality) when explaining the cognition and behavior of

minorities. This trend was flipped for articles reporting on White samples

(Causadias, Vitriol, & Atkin, 2018a, 2018b).

Research in developmental science is not immune to a cultural (mis)

attribution bias. An analysis of 380 articles published in six top journals in

developmental science from 2005 to 2015 suggested that developmental

psychologists tended to regard the development of minorities as primarily

shaped by culture and the development of Whites as primarily shaped by

psychological processes (Causadias et al., 2018a, 2018b). The cultural

(mis)attribution bias of psychological research implicitly reifies the stereo-

type that only minorities have culture, when in reality, everyone is a cultural

being. This pattern may stem from researchers’ tendency to confound race

with culture, and to regard Whites are “raceless” or as a normative standard

against which people of color are compared (Quintana et al., 2006; Salter &

Adams, 2013).

The analytic methods developmental psychologists use to study cultural

aspects of parent-infant interactions further fuel the emphasis on cultural dif-

ferences. Researchers are often driven by the quest to discover significant

differences between groups. Null findings are subject to the file drawer effect,

and thus often not reported. When methods drive research questions, and

not the other way around, a large body of scholarship on cross-cultural

development will be characterized by distorted narratives about cultural

practices that highlight differences at the expense of documenting similari-

ties and within group variation.

Moreover, tests of differences focus on averages. As noted, the average of

a group is an abstract, mathematical concept that does not represent any sin-

gle individual. When applying this concept to developmental studies, for

instance, a significant t or F value does not at all indicate that most people

of Mexican origin gesture at substantially higher rates than the mean.

A randomly selected individual of Mexican extraction would not necessarily

display more gestures than a randomly selected individual of Dominican or

African American descent. Second, statistical significance does not suggest a

meaningful difference. Because larger samples are more likely to generate

statistical significance, a significant P value may reflect an inconsequential,

or “practically insignificant,” difference between populations. Although sta-

tistical significance suggests there is enough evidence to reject the null

hypothesis, practical significance suggests a change in policy, behavior, or

context is warranted to address meaningful group differences. A group dif-

ference can be simultaneously statistically significant and practically
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insignificant, as, for instance, a “statistically significant difference between

boys and girls that is so small that it does not warrant separate instructional

practice for teaching” (Matsumoto, Grissom, &Dinnel, 2001, p. 479). Con-

sequently, the search for significance may lead researchers to make sweeping

generalizations about cultural practices that are based solely on mean-level

differences.

To illustrate our point, Fig. 5 depicts hypothetical distributions of

mothers’ language input to infants in two imaginary cultural groups, Zyngots

and Quilots. Although the distributions have means that are statistically

different from one another, the curves overlap, suggesting that infants in

the Zyngot group at the high end of the distribution are receiving similar

language input as infants in the Quilot group at the low end of the distribu-

tion. A take home message based on averages alone would, at best, obscure

valuable insights into the distribution of language practices in both commu-

nities, and at worst, perpetuate misleading stereotypes about people and

cultures.

Notably, we do not discount the social and policy relevance of early

learning and communication disparities that are reported based on mean

level differences, including research relevant to the word gap in early lan-

guage development (Fernald, Marchman, & Weisleder, 2013; Golinkoff,

Hoff, Rowe, Tamis-LeMonda, & Hirsh-Pasek, 2018; Hart & Risley,

1995; Hoff, 2003). Extensive research in developmental science documents

the importance of early experiences in shaping children’s academic out-

comes (e.g., Phillips & Shonkoff, 2000). Infants growing up in poverty face

many circumstances that shape their daily interactions with caregivers,

which in turn, predict their school readiness (Rowe, 2017). Rather, many

children are hearing relatively little language at home, as one example,

Fig. 5 Hypothetical distributions of two imaginary cultural communities. The letter “x”
denotes an overlap between the two distributions.
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in communities from both high- and low-SES strata. It is quite possible that

programs that reach out to all infants or parents in need of support will have

greater impact than programs that target a specific racial or ethnic minority.

3.4 Summary
Samples within any ethnic or racial group are characterized by heterogeneity

in parenting and child development. In our work, we documented the strik-

ing variability in parents’ language to infants among Mexican, Dominican,

African American, and European American mothers. Mothers’ language to

infants spanned a full range in each ethnic group. Therefore, sole emphasis

on mean-level differences at the expense of within-group variability is lim-

ited. Biases in analytic approaches—including reliance on tests of

differences—risk homogenizing communities of people who vary substan-

tially on many important factors.

In the next section, we discuss socioeconomic context as a main source

of variability in parent-infant interactions. We highlight the role that

human, social, and economic capital play in shaping parent-infant language

interactions and children’s literacy.

4. Socioeconomic contexts of parent-infant interactions

What accounts for variability in parent-infant language interactions?

In all cultural communities, parents confront different situations that shape

their language interactions with children. Family structure, cultural norms,

child gender and age, immigration status, socioeconomic status, and the

context of interactions collectively shape the form and content of childrearing

views and practices. In our work, we demonstrate that culture explains only a

small fraction of the variation among ethnic and racial groups. Mexican,

Dominican, European American, and African American mothers varied on

their communicative actions with their infants. Several observed variables

(educational level, years of immigration) andmany other unobserved variables

(personality, motivation, intelligence, and so forth) are also likely implicated.

Furthermore, the constellation of factors that explain variability might

differ by groups and contexts. That is, the sources of variability may not

be the same for all ethnic and racial groups. For example, a study of maternal

beliefs and practices among Puerto Rican and European-American mothers

of 1 year olds found that predictors of within-group variability were different

for each ethnic group. For Puerto Rican mothers, years of living in the

United States predicted their likelihood of emphasizing self-maximization
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and self-control in their parenting. In contrast, for European-American

mothers, the same values were predicted by describing their religious back-

ground as “none” (Harwood, Leyendecker, Carlson, Asencio, & Miller,

2002). Hence, researchers should examine multiple sources that simulta-

neously influence parenting and consider whether contextual factors show

different effect sizes in predicting parenting behaviors in different ethnic

groups.

Some researchers suggest differences in parenting and child outcomes

may be better explained by socioeconomic status than by culture, race, or

ethnicity (Hoff, Laursen, & Tardif, 2002). Socioeconomic status is one of

the most robust predictors of academic success and overall child well-being

(Brooks-Gunn, Rouse, & McLanahan, 2007; Sirin, 2005). Socioeconomic

disparities in child outcomes are well documented: SES-related differences

in cognition, socio-emotional skills, and health emerge early in life and

persist over time (Phillips & Shonkoff, 2000). Poverty negative relates to pov-

erty children’s mental health (Dearing, 2008; Rai, Zitko, Jones, Lynch, &

Araya, 2013), cognitive development (Dickerson & Popli, 2016; Welsh,

Nix, Blair, Bierman, & Nelson, 2010), socioemotional development (Flouri,

Midouhas, & Joshi, 2014), and brain development (Kim et al., 2013; Noble

et al., 2015; Noble, Wolmetz, Ochs, Farah, & McCandliss, 2006).

Socioeconomic context in social science research is commonly approx-

imated by indicators of parental income, education, and occupational status

(White, 1982). On a more nuanced level, socioeconomic status can be bro-

ken down into three forms of capital: economic (material resources), human

(skills, education), and social (materials acquired through social networks)

(Coleman, 1988; Guo & Harris, 2000). These three forms of capital move

beyond income by focusing on the important dimension of social relation-

ships and education for acquiring and maintaining one’s status in society

(Krieger, Williams, & Moss, 1997). Below we briefly touch on the role

of economic, social, and human capitals in parent-infant interactions.

4.1 Economic capital
Economic capital refers to material resources that parents can convert into

cognitively stimulating, nurturing interactions with their infants. Two per-

spectives explain how income affects the quality of parents’ interactions

with infants: investment and stress (e.g., Cabrera, Volling, & Barr, 2018).

The investment perspective suggests that income allows parents to provide

their infants with material goods, such as nutrition and health care, that can
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promote children’s learning and general well-being. Income also enables

parents to invest in their children’s education by buying books, enrolling

their children in extracurricular activities, and taking trips to museums

and other cultural spaces (Becker, 1981; Becker & Tomes, 1986). Parents

from low-income households often have fewer books, less access to educa-

tional experiences, and engage in fewer book-sharing activities with their

children than their higher-income counterparts who lack the resources to

invest in these things (Bradley, Corwyn, McAdoo, & Garcı́a Coll, 2001;

Hoff-Ginsberg & Tardif, 1995; Phillips & Shonkoff, 2000).

Stress perspectives argue that scarcity of economic resources is a major

source of stress for parents living in poverty (Linver, Brooks-Gunn, &

Kohen, 2002; Mistry, Biesanz, Taylor, Burchinal, & Cox, 2004; Mistry,

Vandewater, Huston, & McLoyd, 2002; Yeung, Linver, & Brooks–Gunn,
2002). Daily challenges arise from erratic employment and income instability,

absence of child care and parental leave, and so forth. Everyday stressors then

place cognitive and emotional demands on parents mental-bandwidth and

cognitive resources involved in attention and self-control (Mullainathan &

Shafir, 2013; Spears, 2011). As a result, the focus, energy, and planning

required to carve time out of the day for learning activities such as book-

sharing interactions—which pull for high language quality and quantity—

might be unintentionally pushed aside to attend to urgent demands

(Gennetian & Shafir, 2015; Mani, Mullainathan, Shafir, & Zhao, 2013;

Mullainathan & Shafir, 2009; Shah, Mullainathan, & Shafir, 2012; Tamis-

LeMonda et al., 2018). Moreover, economic-related stressors negatively

affect the quality of parenting (e.g., sensitivity, positive regard, cognitive stim-

ulation), which in turn predicts children’s development (Lugo-Gil & Tamis-

LeMonda, 2008; Perkins, Finegood, & Swain, 2013). In short, the already

difficult task of raising children is amplified under the cognitively and emo-

tionally taxing conditions of poverty.

4.2 Human capital
Human capital refers to the accumulation of knowledge, skills, and educa-

tion that shape how parents approach their parenting practices (Coleman,

1988). Human capital is created when parents learn new skills that alter their

behaviors in positive ways. Education is one of the most influential forms of

human capital (Becker, 1994). Parents with more years of education talk

more with their infants, ask more questions, and have children with better

vocabulary skills and faster vocabulary growth than parents with fewer years
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of education (Arriaga, Fenson, Cronan, & Pethick, 1998; Dwyer, Jones,

Davis, Kitamura, & Ching, 2019; Hoff, 2003; Lawrence & Shipley, 1996;

Rowe, Pan, & Ayoub, 2005). Mothers with more years of education also

believe that infants are ready to communicate at an earlier age, and thus are

more responsive to their infants’ social bids (LeVine, Miller, Richman, &

LeVine, 1996). In our ownwork onmothers’ language input to infants during

book-sharing and play, we find that education plays an important role in shap-

ing infants’ language environments. Although all were families from generally

low-income homes, African American, Mexican, and Dominican mothers

with more years of education were more likely to use didactic language

than mothers with fewer years of education (Kuchirko, Schatz, Fletcher, &

Tamis-LeMonda, Under review).

The notion of concerted cultivation and natural growth offers another

example of how human capital manifests in everyday language interactions

(Lareau, 2011). An ethnographic study of upper income and working-class

Black and White families living in the United States showed that upper-

income families adopted a concerted cultivation approach to parenting:

They emphasized children’s language development, structured their activ-

ities to promote academic skills, and actively involved themselves in

children’s schools. In contrast, parents from working-class backgrounds

approached parenting from the logic of natural growth: They frequently

used directives (e.g., regulatory language), allowed children more control

over their schedules, and did not regard parents’ central role to be eliciting

thoughts, feelings, and opinions from their offspring. Parents who adopted a

natural growth approach regarded their main childrearing duty as providing

a safe space in which their children could naturally develop. Schools’

pedagogy more closely conforms with concerted cultivation than natural

growth, aligning educated, middle-class families’ approach to child rearing

with the standards of America’s educational institutions. An emphasis on

high use of didactic language and questions among educated, middle-class

families is corroborated by other studies on infant language input in the

United States (Hart & Risley, 1995; Hoff et al., 2002).

4.3 Social capital
Parents’ social capital allows them to leverage human and economic

capital. Social capital refers to specific aspects of parents’ social networks

that can catapult positive economic, social, and health development
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(Almedom, 2015; Kawachi, Kennedy, & Glass, 1999; Ottebjer, 2005).

The density and stability of parents’ relationships with other family mem-

bers and friends can bolster the effect of parents’ economic and human

resources on their children’s development (Teachman, Paasch, &

Carver, 1997). For example, parents can rely on their social connections

to borrow money or other material assets and acquire information such

as what are the best schools in the neighborhood, where job openings

are likely to be found, and what strategies help in raising children

(Yoshikawa et al., 2016; Yoshikawa & Way, 2008). Studies on parents’

social circles show that parents who maintain ties with teachers and other

parents in their communities are more likely to gain access to information

about schooling that is beneficial to their children (Lareau & Shumar,

1996). Indeed, parents with strong social ties tend to be highly invested

in their children’s development (e.g., Cabrera, Shannon, & La Taillade,

2009; Cabrera et al., 2018). For example, parents with larger social ties

to other adults report higher frequency of reading, playing, and spending

time on homework with their children at home (Sheldon, 2002).

Fathers serve as an important source of social capital for mothers of

infants. Mothers who are married and whose partners have earned more

years of education display higher sensitivity, positive regard, and cognitive

stimulation when interacting with their infants (Tamis-LeMonda, Shannon,

Cabrera, & Lamb, 2004). The quality and quantity of mothers’ language

input to infants is also correlated with that of fathers (Tamis-LeMonda,

Baumwell, & Cristofaro, 2012). Mothers whose language is characterized

by a high number of words, long utterances, and high lexical diversity

tend to have partners who are also high on these measures of language. This

mirroring in communication styles is likely due to assortative mating,

whereby individuals may come together because they share similar charac-

teristics and attitudes, whichmight in turn reinforce parents’ shared commu-

nication styles and bolster their social capital (Furstenberg, 2005).

Parents’ place of residence can also shape their social networks. When

parents live in communities characterized by trust and social cohesion, they

are able to share important information pertaining to child development,

such as how to access health care, gain admission for children to the best

schools, and cope with infants’ difficult behavior. However, neighborhoods

characterized by high rates of vandalism and crime may foster a sense of

mistrust among community members, break down social networks, and

hinder families from establishing strong connections with other families.

Scarcity of neighborhood resources coupled with social isolation increase
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parents’ stress and deplete them of cognitive resources necessary for engaging

in nurturing interactions with their children (Beeber, Perreira, & Schwartz,

2008; Deng et al., 2006).

As a cautionary note, however, although socioeconomic context is

one of the main predictors of parenting, it does not explain away all of

the variability within ethnic and racial groups. Even when considering a

multitude of factors, including cultural beliefs and practices, economic,

social, and human capitals, each explains only a small percentage of variation

in parenting. Although all human beings are immersed in a cultural context,

individuals play an active role in integrating culture into their thinking, feel-

ing, and acting, thus strengthening or attenuating their ties to cultural com-

munities (D’Andrade, 1992; Hermans, 2001).

4.4 Parenting at the intersection of race/ethnicity and SES
Studies examining parenting at the intersection of race/ethnicity and socio-

economic status are scarce. The limited research that does exist paints a com-

plex picture of how race and SES together influence parenting practices.

A quantitative study replicating Lareau’s notion of concerted cultivation

using a nationally-representative dataset found that even after controlling

for SES, Black (as well as Hispanic and Asian) parents engaged in less con-

certed cultivation than their White counterparts (Cheadle & Amato, 2011).

When comparing ethnic and racial minorities with one another, African

American parents engaged in more concerted cultivation and participate

in more literacy activities with children than their Latinx counterparts after

controlling for SES and English language proficiency (Bodovski, 2010;

Sonnenschein, Metzger, & Thompson, 2016).

To tease apart race and SES, the study divided families into quartiles by

socioeconomic status and examined the relations between parenting and

race within each SES strata. Results showed that African American parents

held higher educational aspirations and expectations for their children across

SES, which may represent a key source of strength and resilience for African

American children (Bodovski, 2010; Suizzo, Pahlke, Yarnell, Chen, &

Romero, 2014). Interestingly, parental engagement in literacy and play

activities with children did not vary by race. There was, however, a differ-

ence in the number of books Black and White families had at home

(Bodovski, 2010), corroborating findings from other studies reporting

White families owning more books than African American families

(Cheadle & Amato, 2011; Ferguson, 2007a, 2007b). These data suggest that
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Black and White families with similar education, income, and occupational

status may still differ in important ways in the resources available to children.

Lastly, limited evidence shows that increases in family SES yield smaller

returns in concerted cultivation and cognitive stimulation among Black fam-

ilies (Bodovski, 2010), suggesting that other contextual factors such as

human capital and social capital may play a pivotal role in shaping parenting

practices among African Americans above and beyond basic socioeconomic

indicators.

4.5 Summary
Socioeconomic status is a robust predictor of variation in parenting and child

outcomes. Parents with high economic capital are able to invest in enriching

materials and stimulating learning experiences for their children. Human

capital equips parents with the knowledge and abilities to foster positive

development in their children. Parents with human capital engage in fre-

quent early literacy activities, use didactic language to describe events and

actions in the world, and ask questions to probe children’s knowledge. Social

capital provides parents with the necessary connections with other people

that support their children’s development. Children whose parents have

economic, human, and social capital experience enriching home learning

environments, which subsequently shape their later learning in language

and other domains.

Socioeconomic status interacts with race in shaping parenting practices.

When controlling for SES, Black families engage in less concerted cultiva-

tion than their White counterparts, challenging the idea that concerted cul-

tivation only varies by SES. Increasing family SES yields small returns in

concerted cultivation and cognitive stimulating activities among Black fam-

ilies, suggesting that income and education alone cannot fully explain asso-

ciations between race and SES.

5. Cultural generalizability in mother-infant
interactions

We have thus far discussed ethnic and racial differences and within-

group variability in mother-infant interactions and provided an overview

of how human, social, and economic capital contribute to infants’ language

experiences. A focus on ethnic and racial differences and within group var-

iability, however, does not address the generalizability of associations

between mother and infant language and communication. That is, even
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when parents differ in their parenting behaviors—whether in word types,

word tokens, use of referential or regulatory language, or areas outside

the scope of this chapter—the temporal associations between their actions

and their infants’ actions show identical patterns in real time and over

developmental time.

5.1 Real time patterns of association
Parents from different communities key into infant vocalizations similarly by

responding with certain forms of language, even if they or their infants

vocalize less frequently overall. To illustrate, we conducted sequential ana-

lyses in our research with Mexican, Dominican, and African American fam-

ilies to examine temporal regularities in mother-infant social interactions.

Sequential analysis permitted us to ask whether ethnic groups differ in

how mother and infant actions are sequenced in real time, rather than solely

focusing on differences in base rates of specific communicative actions. We

found that when infants vocalized, gestured, or touched objects, all mothers,

regardless of ethnic, racial, or socioeconomic background, keyed in to

infant behaviors within a short time window (within 3 s) and responded with

didactive, multimodal communication (Tamis-LeMonda et al., 2013).

Further, despite group differences in regulatory language described earlier,

mothers from all ethnic groups used referential language—not regulatory—

following infantvocalizations, gestures, andobject exploration (seeFigs. 6A–D
and 7A–D for mothers’ verbal responses to infants’ vocalizations and gestures

across ethnicity and infant development). Mothers were also likely to pair

referential languagewithgestures andobject explorationbutdidnot coordinate

gestures with regulatory behaviors. When infants were off-task, however,

mothers across all ethnic groups were more likely to use regulatory language

to encourage their infants’ play. Indeed, common patterns of contingency

between infants and mothers have been identified across countries from

around the globe (Bornstein, Putnick, Cote, Haynes, & Suwalsky, 2015).

Temporal regularity in mother-infant interactions illustrates the prag-

matics of language. As infants engage in interactions with mothers, they

attune to the pragmatic form of mothers’ behaviors and respond in kind.

For instance, we found that infants increased their vocalizations and gestures

following mothers’ referential language and gestures and reduced those

behaviors in the presence of mothers’ regulatory language, mirroring pat-

terns of mother responsiveness. Moreover, infants matched the tempo of

their mothers’ communication: Highly responsive mothers also had highly

responsive infants (Kuchirko et al., 2018).
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Fig. 6 (A–D) Ethnic variation in mothers’ responses to infant vocalizations and gestures
across infant age at 14 months.
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Fig. 7 (A–D) Ethnic variation in mothers’ responses to infant vocalizations and gestures
across infant age at 24 months.



5.2 Associations over developmental time
Associations between parent-infant interaction and child outcomes also gen-

eralize across ethnic groups. In work from our laboratory on White, Black,

Hispanic English-speaking, and Hispanic Spanish-speaking families from

low-income households, early learning environments in the first years of

life—defined as parents’ engagement of their infants/toddlers in literacy

activities, provision of learning materials such as books, and quality of par-

ents’ language and cognitive stimulation of infants during play interactions—

predicted children’s reading skills and math skills years later, in fifth grade

(Tamis-LeMonda, Luo, McFadden, Bandel, & Vallotton, 2017). Most cen-

trally, however, were the identical patterns found in models of prediction for

different ethnic groups. Specifically, children’s early learning environments

predicted fifth grade academic skills in children from White, Black, and

Hispanic backgrounds. In essence, enriched home learning environments

support child development over time, regardless of a child’s heritage.

5.3 Summary
In summary, in the delicate balance between the search for ethnic differences

and universal processes, researchers should distinguish between reports of

“average levels” of variables and reports of “associations.” That is, the ques-

tion of whether parenting and child development is similar or different is

uninterpretable on its own, and the answer certainly depends on the lens

of focus and analytic choice. Parents from different ethnic groups, with dif-

ferent levels of education, income, and childrearing beliefs may gesture or

talk more or less to their children. However, the association between par-

enting communication and child outcomes may be highly consistent across

groups.

6. Conclusion

Cultural specificity, within-group variability, and universality of devel-

opmental processes characterize parent-infant communicative interactions.

Our research highlights several take-home messages for at the intersection

of culture, ethnicity, race, and socioeconomic status. First, we highlight the

need to disentangle race and ethnicity from culture. Parents from different

ethnic and racial groups vary in their cultural beliefs and practices, and the

boundaries of their cultural communities are porous and dynamic, rather than

rigid and static. Similarly, we caution against pan-ethnic classifications of
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samples in developmental science. Pan-ethnic categorizations, such as the

merging of Latinx, Asian, Black, and White mothers and children from dif-

ferent ethnicities into a catch-all category runs the risk of obscuring meaning-

ful differences in parenting and child development in subgroups of families

who differ on ethnicity, for example.We illustrated this point with the specific

case of mothers’ language to infants, but the problems with pan-ethnic group-

ings extend to all areas of developmental science.

Second, within-group heterogeneity often surpasses between-group dif-

ferences. In every group we studied—Mexican, Dominican, African-

American, and European-American mothers; mothers from low- and

middle-class backgrounds; and mothers with more and less education—

wide variation was the norm. Moreover, every ethnic, racial, and socioeco-

nomic group displayed similar ranges of variation, from nearly the minimum

value of a variable to astoundingly high values. Within-group ranges

maintained in structured tasks and naturalistic home observations alike.

Thus, variation within groups should not be dismissed as nuisance or noise

around the mean but rather as a meaningful point of inquiry. Many factors

shape parent-infant interactions, and cultural beliefs and practices represent

only one piece of the puzzle.

Third, economic, social, and human capital factors work together to

account for variation in parenting and child development within and across

ethnic groups. Parents’ educational background, their ability to convert eco-

nomic capital into educational opportunities for children, and the density

and stability of their social networks explain variation in the quantity and

quality of parental speech to infants across ethnic groups.

Finally, the focus on cultural specificity should not come at the expense

of identifying cultural universals in processes of child learning and develop-

ment. Universality characterized every parent-child association that we

examined. Thus, although between- and within-group variations exist in

the form and content of parent-infant interactions, associations between par-

ents’ language and infants’ development, as one of many examples, cut across

ethnic, racial, and socioeconomic boundaries.
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