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Sensitive parenting is foundational to children's learning and development. Although
definitions vary from study to study, a central feature of parental sensitivity is
responsiveness, which refers to parents' prompt, appropriate, and contingent replies to
children's exploratory and communicative initiatives.

Responsiveness has been at the foreground of research, practice, and policy for two
main reasons. First, responsiveness is a common characteristic of parenting around
the world: It represents the universal, three-term sequence in everyday interactions of
child act, parent reply, and effect on child. Indeed, parents from cultural communities
around the globe—ranging from the Cameroon Nso to urban professionals in New York
City—respond contingently to their infants' actions, although they are often found to
vary in how often they respond to particular behaviors in infants (for example, crying
versus play) as well as in the types of responses they provide their children. Second,
responsiveness supports the development of multiple skills in children, including
emotional security, social competence, and language. These benefits are not merely
epiphenomena of shared genetics between parents and children, as interventions that
bolster parental responsiveness have beneficial effects on children at biological and
social risk, including those born prematurely or living in low-income households.

One of the most studied developmental outcomes of parental responsiveness is
children's language development. Even before infants begin to use formal words,
parental feedback to infant babbling leads to sophisticated phonological forms
during ongoing interactions, whereas parental feedback that is not contingent on
infant babbling does not. By the second year, responsiveness predicts children's
early receptive and productive vocabulary sizes, diversity in the ways that children
communicate with others, the grammatical complexity of children's speech, and the
timing of language milestones, such as when in development children produce their
first words, show a vocabulary spurt in productive language, combine words into
sentences, and use language to express memories. Moreover, these patterns of
prediction generalize to families from different socioeconomic and cultural backgrounds.
For example, in a study of Mexican American, African American, and European
American families in Early Head Start, mothers' responsiveness was associated
with children's cognitive and language skills at 2 and 3 years of age across groups.
Similarly, another investigation with a sample of economically diverse African American
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and European American mothers and children found that mothers' responsiveness
predicted children's receptive and [p. 430 ↓ ] expressive language across race and
socioeconomic status. Mothers' responsiveness also predicted cognitive outcomes
in a nationally representative sample of Latino mothers and their 9-month-olds after
controlling for measures of parents' English proficiency, country of origin, mental health,
partner relationship, and socioeconomic status in statistical analyses.

The influence of responsiveness on language also extends to fathers from diverse
ethnicities. For instance, in an ethnically heterogeneous sample of 65 low-income
fathers and their 2-year-olds, fathers' responsiveness predicted children's play and
communicative skills as well as children's cognitive scores on the Bayley Scales of
Infant Development (which is a measure of cognitive status that also taps into infants'
language skills at this age). In a larger sample of 290 culturally diverse families, fathers
displayed levels of responsiveness that were comparable to those observed in mothers,
and fathers' responsiveness to their 2– and 3-year-olds was uniquely associated with
children's cognitive and language abilities within and across time.

These studies represent only a handful of examples from an impressively large and
continually expanding body of evidence on the importance of parental responsiveness
for children's language skills. As such, the purpose of this entry is not to review the
many documented parent-to-child associations that exist but rather to address the
question of why parental responsiveness might matter for children's development. In
particular, we ask: What possible mechanisms might explain the predictive validity
of parent responsiveness for children's emerging language skills? We propose that
responsiveness influences children's language development through several pathways.
Specifically, responsiveness supports language development by: (1) fostering secure
attachment, (2) supporting children's growing sense of intersubjectivity, (3) helping
children map words to objects and events of the world (termed word-to-world mapping),
(4) increasing the likelihood that verbal information will be bound to visual and
perceptual experiences, (5) offering linguistically rich information to children, and (6)
feeding into the social transactions between child and parent.
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Responsiveness Fosters Secure
Attachment

Current conceptualizations of responsiveness can be traced to the seminal work of
Mary Ainsworth and colleagues. They discovered through home visits and the strange
situation that the quality of infants' attachments to their mothers affected infants'
proximity seeking and exploratory behaviors. Mothers who coders rated as sensitive
were those who responded promptly and appropriately to infants' signals and, in turn,
had infants who developed secure and predictable bonds to their mothers.

Securely attached children benefit from their responsive caregivers in several ways, two
of which may have direct relevance for children's language acquisition. First, caregivers
provide a comfort base from which children venture into the world and embark on self-
discovery and independent exploration. Such children develop a sense of self-efficacy
and motivation, which they display through persistent, task-directed exploratory styles.
The motivation to learn about the world may provide an intrinsic catalyst for figuring out
what words mean in order to communicate and share meaning with others. Second,
secure attachment supports dyadic connectedness or mutuality such that secure
children compared to insecure children are more likely to seek information from their
primary attachment figures through social referencing and social bids. A child might
hold up a novel object to the parent, in essence asking for the name of the object. When
the parent responds to this gestural request for information, the infant benefits from the
expertise of the more knowledgeable adult.

Responsiveness Fosters Secondary
Intersubjectivity

The above example of children's social referencing highlights the importance of parental
responsiveness for children's emerging sense of intersubjectivity. Intersubjectivity refers
to children's understanding that meanings can be shared with others and that caregiver
communications often refer to objects and events in the outside world. To share their
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experiences, children look where adults look, imitate adults' actions, use communicative
acts such as pointing and gesturing, and in ambiguous situations, seek social cues
from adults about how to act. Children are able to capitalize on adults' knowledge using
these communicative behaviors rather than simply relying on their own actions to learn
about the world. In this regard, early forms of dyadic communication between infant and
parent become increasingly triadic and involve sharing attention to objects or events
in the world. Moreover, infants display gains in intersubjectivity somewhere around the
end of the first year, at precisely the time when they begin to understand [p. 431 ↓ ]
and produce their first words. Parents who respond to infants' communicative initiatives
further reinforce the intersubjective nature of experiences and highlight their own roles
as interpreters of a shared world.

Responsiveness Eases the Word-to-World
Mapping Task

To communicate effectively with others, children must learn the names of objects,
actions, and events in their environments, a task that is greatly facilitated in the
presence of a responsive parent. When parents verbally respond to children's actions
they ease the word-to-world mapping task, particularly at the earliest periods of
language learning. For example, if an infant looks at a novel object (rabbit), and
the parent responds by saying, “Rabbit,” the infant serendipitously receives verbal
information at a moment when his or her attention is focused on the object being
named. In essence, parents who respond contingently and appropriately to children's
exploratory and communicative initiatives channel children's interpretations of word
meanings. Moreover, parents who couple their responsive language with gestures or
other cues to word meaning—such as saying the word apple while pointing to the apple
—further clarify how words map to specific objects or events in the world.

Responsiveness and Time Windows

A fundamental question in cognitive psychology concerns how two separate events
come to be integrated or experienced as belonging together. This question readily
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applies to the infant's task of learning new words. Specifically, the auditory event or
experience (the word that is heard) must be linked to the visual event or experience
(the object or event to which the word refers) if an infant is to successfully learn a new
word. Researcher Carolyn Rovee-Collier proposes the notion of a time window to
explain how two discrete events—in this example, a word and the object to which it
refers—come to be associated. A time window refers to a limited period, starting with
the onset of an event, during which new information will be integrated with the memory
representation of that event. Information that is encountered outside the time window
will be treated as unique and will not be associated with the initial event. This theoretical
model of learning suggests that temporal features of parental responsiveness might
support word learning due to limitations in infant memory. By definition, responsive
verbalizations on the part of a parent fall within the time window surrounding infant
action—such as looking to the object described above. The idea that parents foster
learning by responding within a time window of infant attention may be particularly
important during early phases of language development when an infant's knowledge
base is just beginning to be established.

Responsive Language Is Rich Language

Rich language input, namely language that contains a variety of nouns, verbs,
adjectives, and adverbs, predicts vocabulary growth and cognitive skills in children. A
parent's diversity of language is typically indexed by the variable of word types, which
refers to the number of different words that are expressed. Word types are calculated
from verbatim transcriptions of parent or child language through software packages
developed to analyze language. Studies of parental responsiveness indicate that
parents' contingent speech is typically didactic in nature, meaning it contains more
word types than nonresponsive language. That is, when parents respond to infants'
exploratory or communicative overtures, they typically do so by verbally labeling,
describing, or asking about objects, events, and activities, thus engaging in a form
of natural pedagogy. In turn, contingent responses function to inform children of the
efficacy of their communicative bids. In contrast, parents tend to use directive or
controlling language (also referred to as regulatory language) when infants are off task.
These regulatory commands or directions often contain a high proportion of pronouns

http://www.sagepub.com
http://knowledge.sagepub.com


New York University

©2014 SAGE Publications, Inc. All Rights Reserved. SAGE knowledge

Page 8 of 10 Encyclopedia of Language Development: Parental
Responsiveness and Scaffolding of Language

Development

and therefore provide limited benefit for children's vocabulary growth when contrasted
with responsive language.

Responsiveness Is a Transactional Process

Everyday exchanges between children and parents are bidirectional: Parents respond
to children, and children in turn respond to parents. These real-time interactions are
catalysts for children's learning and development. In this regard, children play an active
role in their social experiences because a parent can only respond to behaviors that
are expressed by children. Moreover, as children gain new skills, parents change in
the responses they provide as well as the actions to which they respond. For example,
research on developmental changes in parental responsiveness indicates that parents
use simple labels and descriptions in response to the vocalizations of their 1-year-olds
but increase in their responsive questions as [p. 432 ↓ ] children become more skilled
at language (and therefore more able to reply to the questions of their parents). Parents
are also more likely to respond to words or phrases that are just appearing in their
children's vocabularies (new words) than to words that children have been saying for
a while. In this regard, parents up the ante by responsively scaffolding emerging skills
in their children. The term scaffolding refers to behaviors on the part of parents that
encourage children to function at a developmental level that is slightly more advanced
than children would otherwise exhibit without such parental support.

Conclusion

Scholars have long acknowledged the vital role of parental responsiveness for children's
development. This body of literature has consistently shown that responsiveness
benefits children across a range of skills, including language; that the importance
of parental responsiveness generalizes to families from different socioeconomic
backgrounds and cultural communities; and that interventions that target parents'
responsiveness promote the learning and development of children who are at biological
or social risk.
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This entry proposed various explanations for the beneficial effects of responsiveness
on children's language development. These explanations point to both direct and
indirect pathways from responsiveness to children's emerging skills in the first
years of life. In terms of indirect paths, responsiveness functions to foster secure
attachment and a growing appreciation of intersubjectivity in young children, both
of which result in children exploring their worlds and seeking information from more
knowledgeable caregivers. In terms of direct paths, responsiveness eases the word-
to-world mapping task for children as well as the likelihood that words will be bound to
perceptual experiences due to their temporal proximity. Responsiveness also directly
promotes vocabulary growth as responsive language is richer in lexical content than
nonresponsive language. Finally, responsiveness is a part of a reciprocal feedback loop
between children and parents. As parents respond to children's actions, they provide
further information to children, who in turn advance in their language skills and aquire
broader knowledge about the world.
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