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ABSTRACT  

Despite previous works showing that mothers, fathers, and siblings provide input to their toddler, the role 

of siblings on specific changes that they may cause, remains obscure. Since most work in this area has 

concentrated on the input provided by parents, this study extended prior work by comparing how 

specifically parents and sibling could influence different aspects of language development in toddlers up 

to age 24 months. 20 children (1; 8) were videotaped interacting with their family members. Two groups 

of children were compared in this study: group A) toddlers who do not have a sibling, group B) toddlers 

who have a preschool- aged sibling (4:8). To see if there were a significant difference between the 

toddler's comprehension and production abilities, two separate t-tests were compared. Analysis of groups 

revealed that group A was superior on production but group B acted better in comprehension. These 

results are discussed in terms of quality and quantity of the input provided by family members. 
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INTRODUCTION  

 

The role of input in the child's language acquisition is undeniably crucial. But how the language and language 

potential of the child is developed by the family members around? This question has been investigated by many 

researchers. Due to the plenty of researches which has been done in this field, a large body of literature is provided 

on the characteristics of parental input, especially, phenomenon of CDS or ‘motherese (McLaughlin, 1998; Rondal, 

1981; Wells and Robinson, 1982). Recent studies have revealed that families provide a comparable amount of 

linguistic input to their children but the quality of this input is different among the families which lead to differences 

in child language potentials. Accordingly some children are categorized as delayed or advance talkers regarding 

their abilities in language.  It also has been suggested that the speech addressed to children is carefully 

grammatical and lack the usual hesitation and false starts common in adults to adults' speech (Debra C Vigil, 

Jennifer Hodges and Thomas Klee, 2005). Landes's (1975) summary of a wide range of research on parental input 

supported their conclusions that the speech addressed to children is modified and adapted. More research studies 

on parental input confirm earlier evidence, demonstrating the selectivity of parental linguistic input to their children. 

This selectivity could even be seen in communicative interactions between older and younger siblings, for example 

in one of few studies about the interaction between siblings and younger children, Dune and Kendrick (1982) found 

that there is a systematic adjustment in 2and 3 year old children speech to 14month infants,  But the question is, 

whether the quality and the quantity of these adjustments, among different members of the family, including 

father, mother, and siblings, are the same or not.                    

Language means communication, and communication is an interactive process in a real setting, which 

include parents and the other children around. Most research on child's language acquisition is investigating adult-

child dyads (primarily mother-child dyads) when in fact many children develop their language ability in a polyadic 

settings (Lieven, 1994). As Nelson, Bonvillian, Denninger, Kaplan &Baker (1984:51-2) argued, 'through research 

that details and differentiates the actual pattern of input from multiple sources is very badly needed to give us a 

realistic picture of the child's language acquisition process'. In a study which was done by Oshima-Takane, Goodz & 

Derevensky (1996) it was revealed that young children (1; 10) who have  siblings, spent between 60 and 74 hours 

per week in a setting which is triad, a caregiver, child and sibling. Language development involves multiple factors, 

both within the child and the child's social environment to learn language. A child must attend the input in his or her 

environment in a sociolinguistic context in order to pair words with objects or events. There are three main sources 

for this involvement, Mothers, fathers and the siblings around. 

 

Sibling’s Input VS Mother’s Input 

The quality and quantity of the input which is provided by sibling and young children around is quite different 

from that which is provided by parents, especially mothers. According to Bridge Hypothesis (Barton & Tomasello 
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1994, Berko-Gleason 1975, Mannle& Tomasello 1987), sibling(s) and father are not as flexible conversational 

partners as the mother is. It has also been stated that more challenging context for conversation and interaction is 

provided by siblings and the father due to their unfamiliarity with the child’s current language skill’s level. Barton & 

Tomasello (1994) argued that these differences will influence the pragmatic-conversational aspects of 

communication, such as the child’s interpretation of the language in a given context. Mothers also tend to talk to 

their children in quite a different manner. A phenomenon known as 'Motherese' or CDS is characterized by shorter, 

simpler, slower, clearer utterances which have fewer hesitation and false starts with a lot of repetition of phrases, 

words and the whole utterance. Mothers speech addressed to the child also tend to be higher in pitch with 

exaggerated intonation patterns and rising tones (Claire Elizabeth Andersen and Julie V. Marinac, 2007). On the 

other hand it has been found that siblings’ speech contain a higher proportion of attentional utterances and 

repetitions than that of the mothers. 

The differences in the input provided to the child from different members of the family  could also be in the 

quantity of the input addressed to the toddler .Although, several studies demonstrated that mothers (Hirsh-Pasek, 

Treiman & Schneiderman, 1984; Demetras et al., 1986; Farrar, 1992) fathers (Penner, 1987; Bohannon & 

Stanowicz, 1988), and even siblings (Strapp, 1993) recast or repeat with corrections following children's 

grammatical errors, Siblings play a somewhat different role in providing the feedback. In a triad settings the pre-

schooled siblings tend to provide less corrective feedback than adults (Tomasello & Mannle 1985) and in the sibling 

– child interaction again siblings tend to provide less corrective feedback (Mannle, Barton Tomasello 1991, Strapp 

1993, 1999). Barton and Tomasello (1991) found that in83% of the time preschool-aged siblings failed to 

acknowledge the infant. This input is even affected on the presence of a sibling (Barton & Tomasello 1991, Jones & 

Adamson 1987, Post1995, Schaffer & Liddell 1984, Tomasello & Mannle 1985, Wellen1985, Woollett 1986). 

Parents tend to produced fewer recasts to the child on the presence of a sibling (Strapp1999, Wellen 1985).  In 

another study by Wellen (1985), it has been revealed that mothers produced fewer recasts in the mother-sibling-

infant triad than in the mother-infant dyad settings. But what the research is intended to find is the recast and input 

provided by the siblings as well. Unfortunately, neither study considered recasts produced by siblings. 

Even toddler quality and quantity of interaction is different, regarding who he is interacting with in the family. 

Tomasello, Farrar & Dines (1983) in their studies proposed that regarding the child conversational partner, the child 

expectations are different. Children are less likely to imitate their fathers and siblings recast as the child has to put 

more attention in to practice while interacting with them. In another study which was done by Strapp&Federico 

(2000) it was revealed that, children appear to imitate most often in settings where the mother is present. 

Therefore toddlers' response to negative evidence and non-corrective feedbacks vary considerably across family 

configurations. Although these studies tried to inspect the role of siblings in the process of child's language 

development but they didn’t specify how specifically the input provided by sibling could affect the process of 

language development in toddlers. 

    

The Current study 

As it was shown up to here, it’s so hard to neglect the role which siblings could play in the development of the 

toddler's language. Certainly more evident on the role of interaction between the child and his or her sibling is 

needed. The specific purpose of the present study was to explore the Effect of Pre-School Aged Siblings on Toddlers 

Language Development. Will toddlers having a preschool aged sibling differ with the ones who don’t have a young 

sibling at home? For this purpose the following research question was proposed: Is there any significant differences 

in language production and comprehension between the children who have pre-school aged siblings at home and 

the children who don't. Based on the above question the following null-hypothesis can be conceived .there is no 

significant difference in language production and comprehension between the children who have pre-school aged 

siblings at home and the children who don’t.      

 

METHODOLOGY 

 

Participants: 20 mothers and their toddlers participated in this study. 10 boys and 10 girls (5of each had a pre-

school aged sibling at home) were videotaped at their homes during a month (approximately  twice a week).The 

children in this study are chosen from the age group of 18 and  24months of age (mean age 22.7) due to the 

researcher’s interest in the toddlers  intentional behaviour. As it has been revealed the children do not show 

intentional behaviour until they are about 9-10 months old (Bates, 1979). Intentional behaviours are seen for the 

first time mostly during the second half of the first year. All the children had been raised in a monolingual Persian 

environment. All mothers were housewives and all the children were from two- parent families. Families ranged 

from lower middle to upper middle class in socioeconomic status. The primary language spoken in all the 

participants’ home was Persian. The criteria were that the children: must not have had any previous speech 

therapy/pathology input; have no known medical or neurological deficits and have normal hearing. 

 Procedure: Families were chosen by the researcher from child care centres and playground centres with the 

consent from the director of the organization. On the basis of the personal interviewing with parents, the children 

were categorized into two groups, 10 in each. Group A) an only child about 18 to 24 months, and group B) a child 

about 18 to 24 months with a preschool- aged sibling(s). Families were asked to play with their children at home for 

about fifteen minutes and videotape the procedure. The researcher sometimes participated in the videotaping. In 

group A. There were only parents who played with the child, and in group B. there also was a sibling who 

participated in the play. Every session the child and his family sat on the floor and play with the same instruments 
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that they used to play. All the families were told to act as normally as possible as if there was no videotaping, in 

order not to affect the child’s behaviour .After transcribing all the speech samples, the researcher (following 

guideline suggested by CSBS DP Infant-Toddler Checklist) categorized them into three general categories: A: 

Sounds B: words C: understanding. 

    A: Toddlers’ sounds: Sound samples were marked and coded based on: 1) Child’s uses of sounds or words 

to get attention or help, 2) The ability of the child to string sounds together such as uh oh, mama, baba, bada, 3) 

The number of the consonant sounds that the child use ma, na, ba, da, ga, wa, la, ya, sa, sha. 

   B: Toddlers’ words: Word samples were marked and coded based on: 1) The number of the meaningful 

words that is recognizable in the child's speech, 2) the number of telegraphic or two- word utterances. 

   C: Toddlers’ understanding: The samples were coded and marked  based on : 1) The child’s attention to the 

family member by looking or turning toward them when calling his/her name, 2) The number of the different words 

or phrases that the child understand without pointing to them . 

   All the transcriptions were coded based on these three groups: not yet, sometimes, and often and they were 

marked.  

 

Maximum possible scores Score 

Language production 

Sounds 8 

Words 6 

Language Comprehension. 

Understanding 6 

   

 

RESULTS 

   

This study was designed to investigate the possible effect of the pre-school aged siblings on toddlers language 

development.so the following research question was proposed: Is there any significant differences in language 

production and comprehension between the children who have pre-school- aged siblings at home and the children 

who don’t. Based on this question the following null hypothesis was proposed: there is no significant difference in 

language production and comprehension between the children who have pre-school aged siblings at home and the 

children who don’t. 

Utterances were coded from 20 families during a month .They were hand coded and marked by the 

researcher. The researcher scored sub parts related to hypothesis she made earlier. She obtained two separate 

scores for each participant. A) Speech composite.  B) Their comprehension ability  

Data were entered into SPSS 13.0 for windows for statistical analysis, where descriptive statistical 

procedures and further calculations were carried out. To see if there were significant difference between the 

reported amount of language development in group A children and group B, two independent samples t-tests were 

applied. To determine significance throughout the study, the significant level was set at p<0.05. 
Toddlers Scores on Production Ability: The children ability to produce sounds and words score in two groups 

was entered into SPSS. As it is clear from the result there was a significant difference in the speech production and 

comprehension of children who had a pre-school aged sibling at home and those who didn’t. The results of analysis 

summarizing the descriptive statistics related to the speech composite of the two groups is presented in table 1 

As it is shown in table1 the mean score of the OC group is 10.90 (SD=2.60) and that of the CS is 9.87 (SD= 

2.70) on the speech production ability, which shows OC’s group superiority over the Cs group. The results of the 

analysis revealed significant differences in language production between the children with pre-schooled aged 

siblings at home and the children who don’t. 

Toddlers Scores On Comprehension Ability: To investigate if there were a significant difference between the 

groups amount of comprehension ability the total score related to the comprehension part of the analysis  was 

entered in to the SPSS .Table 2 shows the descriptive statistic related to the comprehension ability of the toddlers. 

The maximum score for this part of the analysis is 6 with the OC's group mean of 5.17(SD=0.98) and 

CS'sgroup mean score of 5.70(SD=0.56).  The results show a significant difference on the mean score of the two 

groups related to their comprehension ability and surprisingly the superiority of CS's group on comprehension 

ability. 

 

Table 1 - Descriptive Statistics Of Paired Sample T-Test Related to Production Ability 

 Paired Differences t 

Mean Std. 

Deviation 

Std. Error 

Mean 

CI 

Lower Upper 

Pair 1 OC - CS 1.02500 1.02501 .16207 .69719 1.35281 6.325 
OS: only child; CS: child with a pre-school aged sibling 
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Table 2 - Descriptive Statistics of Paired Sample T-Test Related to Comprehension Ability 

  Paired Differences 

t df 
Sig. (2- 

tailed) 
Mean SD Std.Error mean CI 

Pair 1 OC - CS -.52500 .55412 .08761 
Lower Upper 

-.70222 -.34778 -5.992 39 .000 
OS: only child; CS: child with a pre-school aged sibling 

  

 

DISCUSSION 
 

The current study examined the effect of preschool aged sibling on toddlers’ language development. The main goal 

of this study was to investigate how different members of the family could affect different aspects of language 

development such as the ability to produce and comprehend the language. We found that an only child language 

production and comprehension differ from those of the children with a sibling around. Specifically the mean 

average score of an only child ability to produce sounds and words was higher than the mean average of the 

children with sibling(s). On the contrary the mean average score of the children with sibling(S) on their 

comprehension ability was higher. 
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Graph 1: only child toddlers and the toddlers with preschool aged sibling language production and comprehension 

 

Combined, these results support the conclusion that we are safe in accepting the first and second hypothesis 

that clear differences in language production and comprehension would be evident between the children with pre-

schooled aged siblings at home and the children who don’t .the findings seem to add to the evidence prepared by 

Elizabeth Waters Wooden (2004). 

The differences which are found in this research will actually fit well with the Bridge Hypothesis (Barton & 

Tomasello 1994, Berko-Gleason 1975, Mannle & Tomasello 1987). According to this view the learning environment 

which is provided by sibling and father is defend from that which is provided by mother. Consequently children 

ability to communicate linguistically will differ based on the presence of a sibling at home. According to the Bridge 

Hypotheses as sibling provide a more controversial circumstance for communicating, it is not unlikely that children 

interacting with them, specifically in play, would encounter a different and more complex linguistic environment 

than what they usually hear and communicate with their mothers. Eventually this context will broaden and 

empower their comprehension ability. 

Another possible explanation for this difference could be the toddlers’ expectation regarding different family 

configuration. According to Strapp &Federico (2000), we might expect that children’s replies to siblings should 

differ from their replies to mothers because they hold different expectations of different family members. They 

know quite well that what the mother is searching for, while talking-to him, is a well formed utterance which could 

definitely make her happy, so they would try to say something as they know their mothers are waiting for a reply. 

This reaction was also evident in the interaction between the children and their mothers. 

These findings are also consistent with the earlier studies by Constance J. Wellen (1985) and Y. Oshima-

Takane and M. Robbins (2003). In a study by Constance J. Wellen (1985), mothers were alone with their younger 

child, and in the other condition, an older sibling was also present. During the question-answer interactions, older 

siblings responded to 60%–65% of all mothers' questions before younger children had a chance to respond and 

provided direct answers to the questions in 57%–65% of those instances”, the results from this study and the fact 

that the older sibling try to interpret the youger one intention and therefore reduce the chance of his production 

practice could be the other reason for hindering the child language production practice. The effect of older siblings' 

first responses also reduced by half the number of younger children's utterances. The younger children produced 

fewer noncontact and content answers and more imitated answers in the presence of the older sibling.”, but at the 

same time, as  the older sibling is a little more proficient in communicating linguistically, the toddlers language 

comprehension will improve due to a more complex and challenging language environment created by the sibling. 

This improvement in comprehension might even be due to the quality of the input which is provided by the mother 

at the present of the older sibling. In the same study by Constance J. Wellen (1985) she stated” Mothers responded 

by producing fewer rephrased questions, fewer questions providing hints and answers, fewer questions functioning 
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as repetitions and expansions, and more directly repeated questions when the older sibling was present.”    This will 

reduce the amount of mothers' talk which is a great source for language practice specifically its production. It is 

concluded that the presence of older siblings may influence the language young children comprehend and produce.  
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