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Glossary 

This list aims to define the acronyms used in this thesis.  

 

Contingent responsiveness (CR): The degree or frequency of responsiveness to a 

child’s target activities, including promptness and appropriateness of parental 

reactions, as well as appropriate pace that fits the child’s abilities. 

Maternal directiveness (MD): This term (i.e., maternal) is used when only mothers are 

implicated. Directiveness involves attempts to supportively or intrusively 

control or redirect children’s behaviour or attention. 

Maternal responsiveness (MR): This term (i.e., maternal) is used when only mothers 

are implicated. Involves only responsive behaviours (i.e., not directive 

behaviours). Responsiveness refers broadly to mothers’ prompt appropriate and 

contingent responses to children’s behaviours, and includes a range of behaviour 

types (such as responses relating to emotional support, language modelling, or 

maintaining children’s focus of attention – see conceptual framework, Chapter 

Three, for more detail).  

Maternal responsiveness and directiveness (MRD):  This term (i.e., maternal) is used 

when only mothers are implicated. Encompasses both responsive and directive 

behaviours. 

Maternal sensitivity (MS): Mothers’ ability to perceive and interpret their infant’s 

signals accurately and then respond appropriately.  

 Parental responsiveness and directiveness (PRD): This term (i.e., parental) is used 

when both mothers and fathers are implicated. Encompasses both responsive and 

directive behaviours. 
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Abstract 

Background 

Parental responsiveness and directivenesss, (PRD) to infants’ and toddlers’ communicative 

and exploratory acts can facilitate or limit child language development; skills which are 

critically important to success throughout life. The association between PRD and language 

development has been researched over decades, and translating this research knowledge 

into practice will help to reduce the rates of childhood language delay/disorder. However, 

it is difficult to distil the effects of PRD on child language development, due to the 

richness and diversity of PRD conceptualisation and measurement across the empirical 

research.  

Aims and Method 

This thesis sets out to investigate the association between a specific description of PRD, 

Contingent Responsiveness (CR), and children’s language development via systematic 

review methodology, including two meta-analyses. In order to achieve this aim, a 

conceptual framework was developed, and offers a new perspective and clarity to 

understanding the complex PRD construct. The conceptual framework vitally informed 

and justified adaptations to an original systematic review protocol, enabling a meaningful 

systematic review of CR in relation to a variety of children’s language outcomes.  

Results 

Results from the systematic review suggest an overall moderate to strong, positive, and 

statistically significant association between CR and child language; results from meta-

analyses indicates statistically significant associations between parents’ CR and children’s 

expressive and receptive vocabulary status (pooled effect sizes: SMD  = .81, p = .01; r = 

.22, p = .001, respectively), and narrative syntheses support associations between CR and 

early vocalizations, attention, and expressive and receptive vocabulary and syntax. 

Information was limited for associations with pragmatics and phonological awareness. 

Conclusions 

This thesis provides greater confidence in the association between parental CR and 

children’s pre-linguistic and linguistic development, based on research synthesis that was 

supported by a clear conceptualisation of PRD. This research can be used to inform 

practice and policy regarding the parent’s role in facilitating children’s language 

development. 
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Preface 

The idea for this thesis emerged from observations of everyday parent-child 

interactions, which occurred during a time of personal transition from full-time Speech 

Pathologist to full-time Stay-At-Home-Mother. Wearing both the Speech Pathologist 

and ‘new mother’ hats, I observed differences in the ways parents responded to their 

children in the community, and in the communicative abilities of the children. Some 

parents showed interest and remained fully engaged with their child, describing the 

child’s actions (e.g., “Put your foot up on the step”), or noticing and interpreting their 

child’s verbal or non-verbal bids for attention (e.g., “Oh, you want help?”), or what they 

showed interest in (e.g., “What are you pointing to? Oh that’s the truck.”). Other parents 

largely missed or ignored when their child was attempting to communicate something 

via sounds, words or gestures either on purpose, or because they were not tuned in to 

their child’s signal; and other parents demonstrated a harsh and directive tone and 

manner with their children (e.g., ‘No! That’s not right. Give it to me!”). These 

observations led me to undertake this research in order to better understand the 

connection between parents’ interactive behaviours with their children and subsequent 

speech and language development.  

Thesis Composition and Stylistic Matters  

This thesis is presented in thesis by publication format and is organised into five 

chapters across two sections. Section One of the thesis contains Chapters One to Three. 

Chapter One provides the context and significance of the thesis, and briefly introduces 

the methodology. It limits explanation of the theoretical background purposely in order 

to avoid repetition throughout the thesis. Chapters Two and Three provide further 

information about the systematic review methodology used for the main body of 

research, and the constructs of maternal responsiveness and directiveness (MRD), 

respectively.  

Section Two contains Chapters Four and Five; Chapter Four contains the main 

body of research – a systematic review that investigates the associations between 

Contingent Responsiveness (CR) and a range of child language outcomes; and Chapter 

Five consists of an overall discussion and conclusion. 

Chapters Two to Four comprise three papers that have been submitted for 

publication in peer-reviewed journals; therefore, there may be variation in referencing 
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styles across these chapters, and there is separate pagination to the rest of the thesis. 

Each of these chapters is preceded by a brief contextual statement.   

Some of the work undertaken in this thesis has been presented in either poster or 

oral format at university faculty and local and national discipline conferences for 

Speech Pathology and Nursing
1
. A formal application to a research ethics committee 

was not required for the work undertaken since it did not include any primary research 

involving animals or humans; only secondary data was utilised.  
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