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Deaf and hard-of-hearing (D/HH) children gain access to sound when they receive 
hearing aids and/or cochlear implants. However, their ability to acquire spoken 
language may depend to a significant extent on the quality of interactions they have 
with their caregivers. Some findings suggest that some deaf and hard-of-hearing 

children experience fewer and/or less-rich interactions with caregivers than do their typically hearing peers 
(e.g., Bortfeld & Oghalai, 2018; Cejas et al., 2014; Dirks & Rieffe, 2019; Tasker et al., 2010). Variability in 
parent-child interactions may account for variability in language outcomes among D/HH children, particularly 
in their ability to learn novel words and acquire a vocabulary (Houston et al., 2012). To address this possibility, 
my colleagues and I have recently begun investigating specific aspects of parent-child interactions important for 
word learning.  
 
In this talk, I will present findings on: (1) Effects of parents’ object-related utterances on children’s attention to 
objects; (2) synchrony of parents’ object labeling and children’s attention to objects; and (3) use of gaze and 
hand following for coordinated attention to objects. In each of these studies, dyads of hearing parents and D/HH 
children were compared to dyads of hearing parents and normal-hearing children matched by age or matched by 
amount of hearing experience. Details of parent-child interactions were obtained during free-play interactions in 
which both the caregiver and child were fit with head-mounted cameras and eye trackers so that first-person 
details of gaze and manual activities could be obtained.  
 
Our early findings raise the possibility that D/HH children’s difficulties learning novel words may be due in 
part to variability in synchrony between parent object labeling and children’s attention to objects. The final part 
of my talk will focus on current plans to investigate the underlying mechanisms that may affect labeling 
synchrony and, in turn, D/HH children’s vocabulary development.  
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