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ABSTRACT
Purpose: to compare vocabulary performances and verify the lexical competence of 
students with and without difficulties learning to read and write. 
Methods: 93 first-grade students were divided into Group I (50 students without dif-
ficulties) and Group II (43 students with difficulties learning to read and write). They 
were administered the Child Language Test focusing on vocabulary. The analysis con-
sidered aspects of usual word designation, non-designation, and substitution process. 
The data analysis was conducted with the Mann-Whitney test, with a p-value ≤ 0.05. 
Results: there were significant performances in the comparison between the groups in 
all the conceptual fields analyzed. There was no significance for either group regarding 
the conceptual fields of Foods, Furniture and Appliances, Places, and Professions in 
non-designation; regarding Means of Transportation in substitution processes; regard-
ing Toys and Musical Instruments in both non-designation and substitution processes. 
Group I had higher means than Group II in usual word designation, and lower ones in 
non-designation and substitution processes. 
Conclusion: students with difficulties learning to read and write had greater difficulties 
in usual word designation, as well as higher error indexes in substitution processes 
and non-designation, which reveals a deficient vocabulary concerning lexical access 
in comparison with students without difficulties.
Keywords: Vocabulary; Learning; Language; Child Development; Speech, Language 
and Hearing Sciences 
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INTRODUCTION
In child development, particularly in the preschool 

stage, the children are expected to develop and 
further expand their preexisting vocabulary – which is 
gradually acquired, depending on intrinsic aspects 
related to cognitive skills and neurodevelopment. There 
are also the extrinsic interferences related to socioen-
vironmental factors associated with stimulation, family, 
and educational aspects and socioeconomic factors1,2.

According to the acquisition process, by 12 months 
old, approximately, the first words begin to be formed. 
This is a period when the children begin producing 
meaningfully. From 22 to 36 months old, there is an 
increase in the acquisition rate, characterized by the 
“vocabulary boom” – i.e., a striking increase in vocab-
ulary that can form a lexicon of up to 500 words. Thus, 
vocabulary acquisition has development peaks during 
childhood and takes place naturally until 16 years old, a 
period of intense school exposure. Following this age, 
one enters the adult phase, in which the expansion 
is directly related to the personal interests and the 
environment to which the person belongs3-5.

The vocabulary can be divided into two main 
processes, namely: the receptive (which is what the 
person understands) and the expressive (what the 
person emits). According to the typical language devel-
opment, the child’s acquisition of receptive vocabulary 
precedes that of expressive vocabulary and therefore 
has a more significant size. The child, then, under-
stands more words than they can express2,6. During 
the vocabulary acquisition process, making mistakes is 
common because of the attempt to name words that 
may not belong to the child’s lexicon. These mistakes 
are called substitution errors, which the child tends to 
overcome as their lexical development advances7.

By around 5 years old, the child’s vocabulary begins 
to resemble that of an adult in terms of the number of 
words in everyday use – which does not mean they 
are the same because the words they choose to use 
are different. This information is relevant, as it provides 
parameters to know what vocabulary size to expect in 
a child’s production and to compare vocabulary data 
to the characteristics identified in ongoing language 
learning8.

The vocabulary is the starting point of oral language 
acquisition. Consequently, difficulties acquiring it 
can be a determining factor to changes in language 
production and reception. Children with such difficulty 
do not develop the language the same way those 
without this history do. Hence, they reveal language 

difficulties that impair oral communication and that can 
extend to written language learning6,7,9. 

Knowing words means not only knowing their 
meaning but also how to use them in a sentence. 
Vocabulary acquisition and morphosyntactic devel-
opment are correlated, as vocabulary expansion makes 
it possible to organize more complex sentences, with 
more elements on them. This way, there is an implicit 
awareness of the part of speech to which a word 
belongs because the difficulty acquiring vocabulary 
also affects other language dominions, such as the 
syntactic and morphological ones2,4,5,10.

It is not enough, in vocabulary test analysis, for a 
child to only name words; they must categorize them 
and give them meaning. It is much more important 
to understand the child’s behavior when something 
has been presented to them than to only quantify 
the number of correct productions. The naming tests 
involving the identification of stimuli but not associating 
it with its functionality aim to identify the base process 
in vocabulary acquisition. Such tests generally assume 
that children who cannot name words hardly progress 
to more complex learning – for instance, knowing the 
function and meaning of a word and its applicability in 
skills such as written language1,3,4.

The cognitive influence associated with environ-
mental stimuli actively participates in child devel-
opment. As the child develops in cognitive and 
linguistic terms and learns to use the vocabulary they 
acquired, they will have better access to the lexicon, 
using it with greater amplitude and depth throughout 
their development11,12. These aspects will reflect the 
ongoing language development in further learning, 
including that of reading and writing13.

For reading to be effectively acquired, two processes 
– decoding and comprehension – need to occur 
efficiently as well, because both processes are related 
to the lexicon. The words stored in the lexicon that 
make up the receptive vocabulary, with an established 
meaning and concept, are essentially useful to reading 
comprehension. Understanding a text requires access 
to previous knowledge, which will be associated with 
new information coming from interpreting the text they 
read. Hence, mastering vocabulary and its amplitude 
make it easier to make inferences about the text and 
efficiently understand it2,14,15. 

Vocabulary development directly influences not 
only comprehension but also decoding, since the 
person needs to search the lexicon to read a word. The 
information processing speed to access the lexicon 
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influences reading speed and accuracy. In other words, 
the more efficient the access and use of the lexicon 
in the context, the better the reading performance 
standards16,17. 

Further in this reciprocal development approach, 
the greater the child’s reading habit, the better their 
lexical competence – i.e., the knowledge of vocabulary 
and the ability to use it, understanding lexical and 
grammatical elements of which the language is made. 
These elements that start in oral language and later are 
representative in written language give access to words 
and to forming sentences and texts8.

Studies indicate that children with vocabulary 
development deficits have unsatisfactory results in 
narrative composition tests because not being able 
to apply and structure the words in the sentences is a 
crucial factor in writing acquisition. The interrelationship 
between syntactic and morphological awareness and 
lexical level shows there may be difficulties organizing 
sentences in oral communication – which, as a conse-
quence, are transferred to written language because 
they are successively developed4,10,18,19.

Thus, the hypothesis of this study is based on the 
use of lexical competence in terms of access to vocab-
ulary on the part of first graders. It is expected that 
differences will be identified between students with and 
without difficulties learning to read and write – which 
is a valuable marker that can help the intervention in 
students in the written language acquisition process, 
addressing future deficits.

Given the above, this study aimed to compare the 
vocabulary performance of schoolchildren with and 
without difficulties learning to read and write to verify 
their lexical competence.

METHODS

Before beginning it, this study was submitted to the 
Research Ethics Committee (REC) of the Universidade 
Federal Fluminense - UFF (Fluminense Federal 
University), Nova Friburgo, RJ, Brazil, and approved 
under protocol number 1.800.368. The parents or 
guardians of all the participants signed the informed 
consent form, while the participants themselves signed 
the assent form, complying with the ethical research 
development criteria.

This study sample comprised 93 first graders from a 
public elementary school, aged 5 years and 9 months 
to 6 years and 5 months, divided into:

• Group I (GI): with 50 students who had no difficulties 
learning to read and write – 27 females and 23 
males.

• Group II (GII): with 43 students who had difficulties 
learning to read and write – 18 females and 25 
males.

The difference in the number of participants between 
GI and GII was due to sample loss during collection, 
caused by their dropping out of school, changing to 
another school, or giving up from the research. The 
students were matched for the grade; they belonged 
to the same school, and the collection was carried out 
with morning and afternoon students.

The inclusion criteria used to select the sample 
were the signed consent and assent forms, students 
with visual and auditory acuity and normal cognitive 
performance, and students actively enrolled for classes 
in either the morning or afternoon in accordance with 
the time of day the collection was made. The exclusion 
criteria encompassed not signing the consent and 
assent forms, students diagnosed with language 
development disorder, phonological deviation, or other 
genetic or neurological syndromes. The specific infor-
mation on the children’s development was verified in 
the participants’ school records.

The schoolchildren in GI and GII were indicated by 
their teachers based on satisfactory and unsatisfactory 
performance in two consecutive bimesters – the perfor-
mance parameter was the comparison of data in the 
class group. The data were collected at school in the 
second term after the principal had approved and the 
teachers had agreed to it.

The assessment instrument was the ABFW Child 
Language Test, covering phonology, vocabulary, 
fluency, and pragmatics20, with a focus on vocabulary. 
This test was chosen because it verifies the schoolchil-
dren’s lexical competence, as an initial investigation 
approach to their productions and access to vocab-
ulary. The ABFW is a child language test, indicated for 
those 2 to 12 years old. The vocabulary assessment 
has nine conceptual fields, sequentially presented in 
the following order: Clothing (1), Animals (2), Foods (3), 
Means of Transportation (4), Furniture and Appliances 
(5), Professions (6), Places (7), Shapes and Colors (8), 
Toys and Musical Instruments (9).

The test was individually administered at school, 
in a 30-to-40-minute session on average. The school 
provided a classroom to be used at the same time of 
day the child regularly attended classes. All stimuli that 
might distract the children – such as posters, maps, 
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version 20.0, based on the number of correct answers 
presented by GI and GII. The Mann-Whitney statis-
tical test was used to verify possible differences when 
comparing the groups. The 5% (≤ 0.05) significance 
level was used, and the statistically significant results 
were marked with an asterisk (*). 

RESULTS
The results were presented in tables according to the 

distribution of the mean, standard deviation, minimum, 
and maximum values, and percentages. Table 1 shows 
the statistical distribution comparing the performance 
of GI and GII students regarding Clothing and Animals. 
There was a significant performance for both in all 
the variables analyzed – i.e., usual word designation 
(UWD), non-designation (ND), and substitution process 
(SP). Regarding both Clothing and Animals, GI had 
higher means than GII in UWD. In ND and SP, the result 
was the opposite, with lower means for GI and higher 
ones for GII. This suggests a performance pattern in 
both conceptual fields analyzed.

 Table 2 presents the performance distribution 
of GI and GII students regarding Foods and Means 
of Transportation. Significant performances were 
observed in UWD (with a higher mean for GI) and SP 
(with lower means for GI than for GII) regarding Foods. 
As for Means of Transportation, there was significance 
in UWD (also with a higher mean for GI than for GII) and 
ND (in which GI had a lower mean than GII).

pictures, calendars, and so on – were removed from 
the room. All the participants of the research were 
submitted to the assessment in the same manner, 
following the categorical sequence of the conceptual 
fields for naming and figure presentation, as proposed 
by the instrument.

The vocabulary naming process was analyzed 
based on the percentage of correct answers out of 
a total of 100% in each category. The schoolchildren 
assessed in this study were 5 years and 9 months to 6 
years and 5 months old. As the sample was closer to 
6 years old, all the schoolchildren’s vocabulary perfor-
mance in the nine conceptual fields was matched to the 
6-year-old age group, following the analysis criterion 
proposed in the test.

The vocabulary verification was analyzed in relation 
to the normal language development for usual word 
designation (UWD) when the answer correctly repre-
sented the target-word; non-designation (ND), when it 
was not named; and substitution process (SP), when 
the answer was not exact, involving para-synonyms, 
hypernyms, hyponyms, and co-hyponyms. The specific 
substitution error classification was not used in this 
study, only the total production quantitative value. The 
analyses were meant to characterize the significance 
resources used by the students when exposed to a 
target-picture and asked to name it immediately. 

The results were statistically analyzed with the 
Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS), 



DOI: 10.1590/1982-0216/202123312020 | Rev. CEFAC. 2021;23(3):e12020

Schoolchildren’s vocabulary performance | 5/11

Table 1. Data distribution comparing Groups I and II regarding the conceptual fields of Clothing and Animals 

Variable Groups n Mean SD Min Max 25th 
percent  Median 75th 

percent p-value

Clothing 
%UWD

GI 50 99.00 3.03 90.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00
< 0.001*

GII 43 87.00 16.26 60.00 100.00 72.50 95.00 100.00
Total 93 95.57 10.45 60.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00

Clothing 
%ND

GI 50 0.60 2.40 0.00 10.00 0.00 0.00 0.00
0.019*

GII 43 4.00 7.54 0.00 20.00 0.00 0.00 7.50
Total 93 1.57 4.71 0.00 20.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

Clothing %SP
GI 50 0.40 1.98 0.00 10.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

< 0.001*
GII 43 9.00 14.11 0.00 40.00 0.00 0.00 20.00

Total 93 2.86 8.54 0.00 40.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

Animals 
%UWD

GI 50 99.47 2.27 87.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00
< 0.001*

GII 43 90.47 14.79 53.00 100.00 81.68 100.00 100.00
Total 93 96.89 8.98 53.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00

Animals 
%ND

GI 50 0.27 1.33 0.00 7.00 0.00 0.00 0.00
0.007*

GII 43 4.01 8.76 0.00 33.00 0.00 0.00 5.03
Total 93 1.34 5.03 0.00 33.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

Animals %SP
GI 50 0.27 1.88 0.00 13.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

0.002*
GII 43 5.33 11.16 0.00 40.00 0.00 0.00 4.88

Total 93 1.71 6.49 0.00 40.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

* Mann-Whitney test, p-value ≤ 0.05
Captions: SD: standard deviation; percent: percentile; UWD: usual word designation; ND: non-designation; SP: substitution process

Table 2. Data distribution comparing Groups I and II regarding the conceptual fields of Foods and Means  of Transportation

Variable Group n Mean SD Min Max 25th 
percent  Median 75th 

percent p-value

Foods %UWD
GI 50 97.46 4.44 87.00 100.00 93.30 100.00 100.00

0.006*
GII 43 89.67 13.42 53.00 100.00 86.70 93.30 100.00

Total 93 95.24 8.73 53.00 100.00 93.30 100.00 100.00

Foods %ND
GI 50 2.13 4.14 0.00 13.00 0.00 0.00 1.65

0.355
GII 43 4.67 7.83 0.00 20.00 0.00 0.00 11.65

Total 93 2.86 5.51 0.00 20.00 0.00 0.00 6.63

Foods %SP
GI 50 0.40 1.61 0.00 7.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

0.001*
GII 43 5.67 8.73 0.00 27.00 0.00 0.00 13.30

Total 93 1.91 5.34 0.00 27.00 0.00 0.00 0.00
Means of 

Transportation 
%UWD

GI 50 87.62 9.69 63.60 100.00 81.80 90.90 90.90
0.013*

GII 43 79.98 12.39 54.50 90.90 74.98 81.80 90.90
Total 93 85.44 11.00 54.50 100.00 81.80 90.90 90.90

Means of 
Transportation 

%ND

GI 50 1.09 2.99 0.00 9.00 0.00 0.00 0.00
0.006*

GII 43 5.46 8.54 0.00 27.00 0.00 0.00 9.10
Total 93 2.34 5.51 0.00 27.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

Means of 
Transportation 

%SP

GI 50 11.28 9.65 0.00 36.40 6.83 9.10 18.20
0.324

GII 43 14.57 13.01 0.00 45.50 9.10 9.10 18.20
Total 93 12.22 10.72 0.00 45.50 9.10 9.10 18.20

* Mann-Whitney test, p-value ≤ 0.05
Captions: SD: standard deviation; percent: percentile; UWD: usual word designation; ND: non-designation; SP: substitution process
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Regarding Furniture and Appliances, and 
Professions there was a statistical significance in the 
comparison between GI and GII in UWD and SP in the 

two conceptual fields. Regarding both, GI had higher 
means than GII in UWD and lower means in SP.

Table 3. Data distribution comparing Groups I and II regarding the conceptual fields of Furniture and Appliances, and Professions

Variable Group n Mean SD Min Max 25th 
percent Median 75th 

percent p-value

Furniture/ 
Appliances 

%UWD

GI 50 91.08 6.08 75.00 100.00 87.50 91.70 95.80
< 0.001*

GII 43 73.96 12.60 45.80 100.00 66.70 75.00 82.28
Total 93 86.19 11.43 45.80 100.00 82.28 87.50 95.80

Furniture/ 
Appliances 

%ND

GI 50 7.42 6.15 0.00 25.00 3.08 8.30 12.50
0.265

GII 43 9.79 8.14 0.00 33.30 4.20 8.30 12.50
Total 93 8.09 6.80 0.00 33.30 4.10 8.30 12.50

Furniture/ 
Appliances 

%SP

GI 50 1.50 2.89 0.00 13.00 0.00 0.00 4.20
< 0.001*

GII 43 16.26 10.97 0.00 33.00 6.28 16.70 25.00
Total 93 5.72 9.17 0.00 33.00 0.00 0.00 8.30

Professions 
%UWD

GI 50 80.80 15.37 40.00 100.00 70.00 80.00 90.00
0.001*

GII 43 64.50 18.49 30.00 100.00 50.00 60.00 80.00
Total 93 76.14 17.80 30.00 100.00 70.00 80.00 90.00

Professions 
%ND

GI 50 7.00 10.74 0.00 40.00 0.00 0.00 10.00
0.223

GII 43 12.00 16.42 0.00 60.00 0.00 10.00 17.50
Total 93 8.43 12.70 0.00 60.00 0.00 0.00 10.00

Professions 
%SP

GI 50 12.20 11.66 0.00 40.00 0.00 10.00 20.00
0.006*

GII 43 23.50 16.31 0.00 60.00 10.00 30.00 30.00
Total 93 15.43 14.01 0.00 60.00 0.00 10.00 30.00

* Mann-Whitney test, p-value ≤ 0.05
Captions: SD: standard deviation; percent: percentile; UWD: usual word designation; ND: non-designation; SP: substitution process

The statistical analysis for Places revealed signifi-
cance in UWD (with higher means for GI than for GII) 
and SP (with higher means for GII than for GI). As for 
Shapes and Colors, all the variables were significant, 
with a higher mean for GI in UWD and lower means for 

GI than for GII in ND and SP. And regarding Toys and 
Musical Instruments, there was a significance only in 
UWD, with higher means for GI in comparison with the 
performance of GII.
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DISCUSSION

The data were discussed based on the lexical 
competence performance results, aiming to compare 
the performance of first-grade students with and without 
difficulties in this process. To achieve this goal, their 
expressive vocabulary was analyzed in terms of usual 
word designation (UWD), non-designation (ND), and 
substitution process (SP) regarding nine conceptual 
fields.

Regarding Clothing and Animals, the GI schoolchil-
dren’s performance had a higher mean than those in 
GII in UWD. According to the results, the GI school-
children stood out in the task, returning a better perfor-
mance in information processing and lexical retrieval 
for the naming task. The schoolchildren with difficulties 
learning to read and write had lower results in ND and 

SP – i.e., a higher non-naming and substitution index 
–, suggesting a higher prevalence of semantic approxi-
mation, difficulty accessing the lexicon and/or limited 
vocabulary when presented to less frequent stimuli.

The change in language acquisition characterized 
by a slower and/or limited lexical development explains 
the low performance in expressive vocabulary assess-
ments, especially when high-frequency words are 
evoked16. Thus, lexical processing is a strong indicator 
of language acquisition disorders which reflects directly 
on the school learning process to decode stimuli when 
reading8,16,21.

Regarding Shapes and Colors, it can be inferred 
from the analysis of the groups that the GI students 
had better performance means in all the parameters 
analyzed. There was a similar configuration in this 

Table 4. Data distribution comparing Groups I and II regarding the conceptual fields of Places, Shapes and Colors, and Toys and Musical 
Instruments

Variable Group n Mean SD Min Max 25th 
percent Median 75th percent p-value

Places %UWD
GI 50 89.51 12.12 42.00 100.00 83.30 91.70 100.00

< 0.001*
GII 43 70.84 22.06 33.00 92.00 52.08 79.15 91.70

Total 93 84.17 17.62 33.00 100.00 81.23 91.70 93.78

Places %ND
GI 50 4.16 10.14 0.00 50.00 0.00 0.00 2.08

0.119
GII 43 11.67 19.77 0.00 67.00 0.00 0.00 20.83

Total 93 6.31 13.87 0.00 67.00 0.00 0.00 8.30

Places %SP
GI 50 6.33 7.06 0.00 25.00 0.00 8.30 8.30

0.009*
GII 43 17.50 16.87 0.00 58.00 2.08 12.50 31.22

Total 93 9.52 11.81 0.00 58.00 0.00 8.30 10.48

Shapes and Colors 
%UWD

GI 50 96.20 8.05 70.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00
< 0.001*

GII 43 78.50 14.24 50.00 100.00 70.00 80.00 90.00
Total 93 91.14 12.92 50.00 100.00 80.00 100.00 100.00

Shapes and Colors 
%ND

GI 50 2.80 7.01 0.00 30.00 0.00 0.00 0.00
0.003*

GII 43 10.50 13.17 0.00 40.00 0.00 5.00 20.00
Total 93 5.00 9.74 0.00 40.00 0.00 0.00 10.00

Shapes and Colors 
%SP

GI 50 1.00 4.63 0.00 30.00 0.00 0.00 0.00
< 0.001*

GII 43 10.50 13.56 0.00 40.00 0.00 5.00 25.00
Total 93 3.71 9.20 0.00 40.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

Toys and Musical 
Instruments 

%UWD

GI 50 93.44 10.42 54.50 100.00 90.90 100.00 100.00
0.003*

GII 43 83.15 16.24 36.40 100.00 72.70 86.35 97.73
Total 93 90.50 13.11 36.40 100.00 81.80 90.90 100.00

Toys and Musical 
Instruments %ND

GI 50 4.67 9.04 0.00 36.70 0.00 0.00 9.10
0.093

GII 43 8.19 11.38 0.00 36.30 0.00 0.05 15.93
Total 93 5.68 9.81 0.00 36.70 0.00 0.00 9.10

Toys and Musical 
Instruments %SP

GI 50 2.07 4.36 0.00 18.20 0.00 0.00 0.00
0.119

GII 43 8.21 16.14 0.00 63.60 0.00 0.00 9.10
Total 93 3.82 9.64 0.00 63.60 0.00 0.00 2.28

* Mann-Whitney test, p-value ≤ 0.05
Captions: SD: standard deviation; percent: percentile; UWD: usual word designation; ND: non-designation; SP: substitution process
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conceptual field and in Clothing and Animals – in which 
all the values analyzed were significant, indicating 
higher means for GI. In these three conceptual fields, 
both groups behaved similarly, that is, higher means in 
UWD and higher means for GII regarding ND and SP.

The behavior revealed in these means may be 
related to the higher frequency of the words presented 
in these three categories in relation to those in other 
categories – as the frequency is a determining factor 
for lexical acquisition, storage, and retrieval. Hence, 
since these are usual words in different social contexts, 
such stimuli can be more consolidated in the school-
children’s lexicon, influencing similar performances1,22.

Vocabulary development is a complex process 
that depends on social and economic factors and is 
constantly influenced by the environment where the 
child lives. It also depends on processing semantic-
lexical associations and phonological restrictions21. 
Children with changes in phonological processing, 
difficulties composing executive functions (such as 
planning, sequencing, and organization), or sensory 
limitations tend to have difficulties acquiring and 
expanding their vocabulary, as well as giving meaning 
to different semantic categories. In this context, the 
more usual the word, the more successful the child will 
be in retrieving and contextualizing the information11,18,23.

Children with difficulties learning to read and write 
sometimes have changes in oral language development 
and/or acquisition, which can worsen the reading and 
writing difficulties. Recent studies indicate a close 
relationship between changes in oral language that 
interfere with information processing. Some of these 
changes stand out, including difficulties processing 
phonological cues, distinguishing sound pairs (/p/ and 
/b/, /f/ and /v/, and so forth), distinguishing words and 
sound sequences (rhyme and alliteration)4,13,24.

Along with these difficulties, the literature comple-
ments the literacy process with characteristics that 
suggest not relating letter/sound and difficulties 
retaining the letters of the alphabet in sequence and 
at random. Consequently, it mentions errors when 
forming words and manipulating simple segments in 
the structure of words and sentences21. Thus, when 
there is a change in language, the shorter the lexical 
extension (i.e., the smaller the vocabulary amplitude), 
the greater the likelihood of the child having impair-
ments when formally learning to read and write10,25.    

Regarding Foods, Furniture and Appliances, 
Professions, and Places the GI students had higher 
means than GII in UWD, suggesting better information 

processing. On the other hand, GII had higher means 
than GI in SP, with a greater difference between the 
means obtained in Furniture and Appliances, and 
Places. This performance indicates that the school-
children with difficulties learning to read and write have 
deficits in information access because it is not yet 
consolidated.

Children’s behavior may include word approxi-
mation regarding these three semantic fields, in which 
they do not name the pictures precisely because of a 
semantic deficiency; then, as a strategy, they retrieve 
words that come closer to the desired stimulus5,16. 
Another analysis perspective concerning the students’ 
substitutions suggests that some pictures used in the 
test can lead to substitution due to contextual proximity 
or priority access to specific cultural words6. The 
knowledge about Foods, for instance, is closely related 
to their family’s eating habits and thus also associated 
with the social context.

The family’s socioeconomic level is an influencing 
factor for vocabulary acquisition, which in turn triggers 
first the oral and then the written language devel-
opment. In this context, the sensory experiences from 
the environment to which the person belongs play an 
essential role in how the sensory information will be 
processed, converted into words, and retrieved when 
using expressive vocabulary26. If the child’s experiences 
are limited or inexistent, when they take a naming 
test, for example, their vocabulary production will be 
impaired, triggering adjustment behaviors to access 
the information in the absence of a verbal representa-
tivity for the image/picture7,12,27.

Regarding Means of Transportation, there was a 
statistical significance in UWD and ND, with respective 
higher means for GI and GII in the processes analyzed. 
Not designating a word indicates that the child has no 
mental representation of what they are being presented. 
Hence, they are not apt to retrieve a stimulus they have 
not yet acquired. In this context, the perspective of 
the stimulation is present, strongly mentioned in the 
literature, aiming to intensify the representativity and 
amplitude of the children’s vocabulary, which will be a 
crucial and triggering ability when learning to read and 
write13,24,28.

Regarding Toys and Musical Instruments, there was 
a significance only in UWD, with higher means for GI 
than for GII. The inclusion of television, computers, 
and electronic toys in daily life has brought about 
great changes. The children who live in this new way 



DOI: 10.1590/1982-0216/202123312020 | Rev. CEFAC. 2021;23(3):e12020

Schoolchildren’s vocabulary performance | 9/11

of playing and interacting with others have their devel-
opment influenced by the new technologies11.

A study verified, among other damages, a language 
delay caused by exposure to these technologies. It 
must be considered that vocabulary development 
depends on biological and cognitive factors and on the 
environment where the child lives. Hence, vivid commu-
nicative interactions are important, in which the family 
plays an essential role as an active mediator furnishing 
quality stimuli29.

Thus, the presence of new technologies in 
children’s lives can cause language problems for the 
lack of a mediator acting on vocabulary acquisition, 
development, and expansion – in addition to word 
linkage, which is necessary to form sentences and 
develop dialogues10,19. Such an absence of communi-
cative exchange reflects on a more limited vocabulary 
production, restricting the possibilities of structured 
communicative exchanges, which can negatively 
interfere with the children’s process of learning to read 
and write27.

Based on this study’s analysis of conceptual fields 
for schoolchildren with and without difficulties learning 
to read and write, it is suggested that new analyses be 
conducted with samples from different socioeconomic 
levels, with students at the beginning of elementary 
school, belonging to different learning systems. Hence, 
it will be possible to take a broader look at the children 
who begin learning to read and write based on their 
experiences prior to this process. Broadening the 
sample may also confirm the characteristics identified 
in this study, as well as survey other characteristics that 
could not be outlined in this sample.

CONCLUSION

The schoolchildren with difficulties learning to 
read and write, when compared with those who had 
no difficulties, were more impaired in UWD and had 
higher indexes in SP and ND. These findings revealed 
a deficient vocabulary with less amplitude and catego-
rization concerning lexical access and processing in 
children with difficulties learning to read and write.

The substitution errors made by the students with 
difficulties learning to read and write indicate a tendency 
to give a meaning semantically close to the one 
expected. They also suggest a more limited vocabulary 
that leads to not naming. The performance obtained in 
this study can be a marker to identify schoolchildren 
who need intervention to expand, classify, and apply 

their vocabulary, as the deficit in this ability can interfere 

with written language performance.
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