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Abstract 

SPRINT is a language intervention project aimed to study the outcome of a parental home training 

program on children’s language development and future reading and writing skills. This study, which 

derives data from the SPRINT project, intended to examine the possible effects of a parental-based 

film intervention. It was conducted on toddlers aged 18-21 months from the Stockholm area with at 

least one parent who has Swedish as a first language.  Parents of 78 children participated in the study 

and filled in 3 SECDI-w&s questionnaires rating their children's productive vocabulary. Children 

were randomized to either the intervention or the control group. Results indicated that the intervention 

group demonstrated significantly higher scores over time, F (2,78) = 5,192, p < .007. In the light of 

previous research it is concluded that this intervention contributes to an increase in productive 

vocabulary. However, the scores of the intervention group did not exceed the average range for 

Swedish children in the same age span. Furthermore the possible impact of parental education and the 

presence of siblings on productive vocabulary was discussed.    
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Earlier studies have shown that the development 

of productive vocabulary size may differ with 
respect to rate and content. Some children might 

experience a so called “vocabulary spurt” 

whereas other children experience a more 

gradual development of lexical growth 

(Goldfield & Reznick, 1990). First-born children 

are more likely to experience the “naming 

explosion". Later-born children may not receive 

the same clear, focused language input as their 

older siblings, as they receive language input to 

a greater extent from various sources such as 

older brothers and sisters (Goldfield & Reznick, 

1990).  It is known that parental education level 

has been associated with faster vocabulary 

development. In fact, a study by D’Odorico et 

al. (2001) shows that mother’s education 

explains 20% of the variance in vocabulary size.  

A wide vocabulary is essential for 

comprehension with regard to both oral 

language and reading. A study by Marulis and 

Neuman (2010) has shown that a broad 

vocabulary provides a better prospect to an early 

reading development. Furthermore, research has 

demonstrated that an increase in productive 

vocabulary also improves structural complexity 

and the use of multiword expressions 
(Girolametto & Pearce, 1996). A study from 

Oller (2010) looks into the subject of what role 

directed input of language may present on 

vocabulary learning as opposed to indirect 

language input such as overheard conversations. 

The author’s hypothesis was verified when the 

results indicated that direct language input had a 

significantly greater positive effect on 

vocabulary learning than indirect. 

According to the same study by Marulis and 

Neuman (2010), it is known that even small 

amounts of intervention have positive effects on 

vocabulary. The study enlightens the importance 

of promoting vocabulary in the early childhood 

years. In addition, earlier studies of different 

types of interventions have led to conclusions of 

a positive outcome both in language in general 

and in vocabulary specifically (van Balkom et 

al., 2010, Mendelsohn et al., 2001). Intervention 

seems to produce positive effects on language 

whether infants present developmental language 

delay (van Balkom et al., 2010) or not 

(Mendelsohn et al., 2001). On the other hand, 
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one study (Pile et al., 2010) showed that shared 

book reading intervention did not affect the 

vocabulary in participating children, who were 

aged between 4 and 5 years and had language 

impairment.  

The current study 

The current study focuses on productive 

vocabulary in toddlers aged 18 to 21 months 

who participated in an intervention program 

with their parents. Typical development of 

vocabulary in this age span will be discussed so 

as to investigate whether vocabulary scores may 

or may not be attributed to parental intervention. 

Due to previous research it is expected that the 

intervention group will present better results in 

terms of productive vocabulary. Since normative 

data for typical productive vocabulary for 

Swedish children aged 16 to 28 months is 

available using the same measurement tools 
(¹Berglund & Eriksson, 2000), a comparison 

will be possible. If a positive correlation 

between the intervention group and larger 

productive vocabulary is attained, the 

intervention films could serve as important tools 

in the promotion of skills to improve vocabulary 

for all children in the future. 

In the light of previous research, the present 

study aims to investigate in which way 

productive vocabulary size develops over time. 

In specific, the study focuses on whether or not 

a parental-based intervention program causes an 

effect on infant’s productive vocabulary. 
 

Method 
The present study uses data from SPRINT, 

which is a language intervention project that 

aims to study the effects of a parental home 

training program on children’s language 

development and future reading and writing 

skills.  

Participants 

The families in the SPRINT-project were 

selected from population registers from 

Stockholm. Data from 78 families was analyzed. 

Participants were randomly assigned to each of 

the groups, 40 to the intervention group and 38 
to the control group. The criterion for eligibility 

in this study was that at least one of the parents 

considered their first language to be Swedish. 

The children were born between August and 

November 2008. The parental education level in 

the control group was 76% for higher education, 

16% high school, 1% elementary school, 4% 

others and 3% omitted answers. As for the 

intervention group the parental education level 

was 78% for higher education, 8% high school, 

1% elementary school, 12% others and 1% 

omitted answers.  

Materials 

Vocabulary size was measured with the 

Swedish-adapted version of the MacArthur 

Communicative Development Inventories 

(CDI), namely the Swedish Early 

Communicative Development Inventories words 

and sentences (SECDI2). The SECDI2 

questionnaire consists of two components: 

“words children use” and “sentences and 

grammar”. In this study only data from "words 

children use" was included, since it is the only 

part that assesses single word production. 

Outline of intervention 

The intervention families were able to access 

educational films online. The films contain 

samples of parent-child interaction judged to 

stimulate language acquisition recorded in 
family home environments. They consist of 

examples of how parental behavior in 

interacting with a child could stimulate the 

child’s language acquisition. The family 

sequences are then discussed and assessed by 

two SPRINT researchers. Lectures by the 
researchers were also available concerning 

scientific findings on language acquisition and 

the importance of interacting with, and reading 

to the child.    

The film material raises the concept of a 

pedagogic model by SPRINT, containing three 

areas presumed to be important for children's 

language development: focusing on the child, 

turn-taking and adding language.   

Procedure 

The intervention started when the children were 

18 months old. The parents were instructed to 

fill in which words in the SECDI questionnaire 

they had actually heard their child produce, 

regardless of deviating pronunciation. SECDI 

was filled in three times during the course of this 

study, at the ages of 17-18, 18-19 and 20-21 

months.  
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Processing of data 

The data was analyzed in the SPSS software. 

The included variables in the analysis were total 

scores of the three SECDI questionnaires and 

intervention status.  

 

Results 
The SPSS analysis showed a significant 

interaction between the linear trend along the 

three different occasions and groups (Fig. 2). 

The general linear model showed a significant 

effect of occasion, F (2,78) = 68,671, p < .0005, 

and a significant difference between groups and 

occasions, F (2,78) = 5,192, p < .007, sphericity 

assumed. 

Figure 1: Productive vocabulary, range and 

means for intervention group and control group 

before, under and after intervention (CI 95%). 

An increase in productive vocabulary mean 

value was attained by both groups with every 

measuring occasion (Tab. 1). The intervention 

group achieved significantly higher scores in 

every occasion (17-18 months t (76) = 2,990, p 

< .004; 18-19 months t (76) = 2,681, p < .009; 

20-21 months t (76) = 3,034, p < .003). 

Table 1: Mean values of productive vocabulary 

for the control and intervention groups during 

the three measuring occasions. Standard 

deviation for every group and occasion in 

parenthesis. 

Mean number 17-18 18-19 20-21 of 

words months months        months 

Intervention 82 125 214 

Group (N40) (sd:77)     (sd:113)      (sd:152) 

Control 37 63 109 

Group (N38) (sd:56)     (sd:86)        (sd:150) 

Discussion  
The present study aimed to investigate the 

effects of a parent-based intervention on 

children’s productive vocabulary as well as in 

which way productive vocabulary develops over 

time. According to van Balkom et al., (2010), 

parent-targeted video intervention produces 

positive effects on children’s productive 

vocabulary. The results of the current study 

support these findings. Figure 1 shows that the 

intervention group demonstrated significantly 

higher scores over time which indicates a higher 

development.  

It is interesting to note that this increase was 

attained over a period of three months, which is 

a relatively short period of time. The results of 

the intervention group support the conclusions 

from Marulis and Neuman (2010) which state 

that even small amounts of language 

intervention have positive effects on vocabulary. 

A probable reason for this outcome is that the 

children likely received greater amounts of 

directed language input than indirect, which 

goes along the lines with Oller’s study (2010) on 

the effect of direct versus indirect language 

input. The validity of the theory relies on the 

assumption that the parents applied the 

pedagogic model and general advice from the 

film material.  

However, mean values of productive 

vocabulary in this study for both groups are 

within the normal range for Swedish children in 

all three age groups, as established by 
1
Berglund 

and Eriksson
 
(2000). There is a clear tendency 

towards an increase in productive vocabulary 
over time regardless of intervention status. A 

possible explanation for the high rates of 

productive vocabulary can be retrieved from 

Goldfield and Reznick (1990) in that there may 

have been children who were experiencing a 

“vocabulary spurt”.  

Potential confounding variables to be taken 

in consideration are the presence of older 

siblings as well as parental education. According 

to Goldfield and Reznick (1990) children with 

older siblings receive a less clear and focused 
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language input since it is derived to a large 

extent from various sources. However, in the 

present study this variable was not analyzed.  

When it comes to parental education, our 

sample is biased towards higher education 

levels. According to Statistics Sweden (SCB) 

32% of the Swedish population has a higher 

education level, whereas in this study’s sample 

the same education level was in average 77%.  

Since parental education has been shown to have 

an impact on vocabulary development 

(D’Odorico et al., 2001) conclusions can be 

drawn that the children in this sample were 

subjected to a more favorable language 

environment which may have influenced the 

positive outcome in the current study. The data 

collection method used in this study, parent 

reports, can lead to biased answers which in turn 

may contribute to misleading results.  

A possible area of research could be to 

prolong the intervention period in order to 

decrease the impact of “vocabulary spurt” on the 

increasing rate of productive vocabulary. If the 

results of the current study prove to be 

consistent with further research, the intervention 

material could be used to enhance vocabulary 

development. Even though SECDI is not 
convenient for clinical purposes and is mainly 

used for research, it can be used as an important 

tool to determine normative data that later can 

be applied to clinical practice (
2
Berglund & 

Eriksson, 2000).   

Although the scores of the intervention did not 

surpass the average range for Swedish toddlers 

aged 18-21 months, in this case the intervention 

contributes to an increase in productive 

vocabulary. Further research on this topic might 

benefit from a follow-up on the early reading 

and writing development of the intervention 

group. 
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