
Early language development  in European Portuguese-learning  

infants and toddlers with Down Syndrome measured with the CDI 

Most individuals with Down Syndrome (DS) show language and speech deficits, and 
delayed vocabulary growth (Abbeduto et al. 2007; Roberts et al. 2007). However, 
studies focusing on early language are scarce (Deckers, 2016; Galeote et al., 2016). To 
the best of our knowledge, there is no research on early language development in 
European Portuguese (EP)-learning infants and toddlers with DS. This study focuses on 
the developmental path of vocabulary comprehension and production and the 
emergence of word combinations, using the EP MacArthur–Bates Communicative 
Development Inventories short forms (Frota et al. 2016). 42 children with DS were 
assessed, aged between 8 and 30 months. We compared CDI scores in DS with those of 
typically developing infants and toddlers (TD) learning EP (Frota et al. 2016). Results 
show a developmental trend with no significant growth for vocabulary comprehension 
(Fig.1) and word combinations (Fig.6), and a reduced growth for vocabulary production 
(Figs.2-3). By 28-30 months, DS still exhibit very reduced expressive vocabulary (10 
words on average), similar to TD at 16 months. Word combinations are hardly attested 
in DS, unlike in TD, where combinations of words are already reported to occur at 16-
18 months (Fig.6). Also unlike in TD, vocabulary and word combinations in DS do not 
show periods of noticeable growth, possibly indicating not only a delay in language 
development, but a different developmental profile in DS (Figs.4-6). Group (DS, TD) x 
Age Group (8-13, 14-18 for the infant short form; 16-20, 21-24, 25-30 for the toddler 
short form) between-subjects ANOVAs revealed significant main effects of group for 
all developmental trends, but not of age group. Crosslinguistic differences in the 
findings for DS are discussed, as well as the relation between CDI measures and other 
language skills in DS. 
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Fig. 1. Words understood as a function of age 
(months) and percentile level. Fitted score (infant 
short form, EP-CDI SFI) 

 
Fig. 2. Words produced as a function of age 
(months) and percentile level. Fitted score (infant 
short form, EP-CDI SFI) 

 
Fig. 3. Words	 produced	 as	 a	 function	 of	 age	
(months)	 and	 percentile	 level.	 Fitted	 score	 (toddler	
short	form,	EP-CDI	SFII)	

Fig.	 4.	 Words	 produced	 and	 understood	 as	 a	
function	 of	 age	 (months)	 for	 DS	 and	 TD.	 Median	
score	(50th	percentile,	EP-CDI	SFI)	

	

Fig.	5.	Words	produced	as	a	function	of	age	(months)	
for	 DS	 and	 TDS.	Median	 score	 (50th	 percentile,	 EP-
CDI	SFII)	

Fig.	 6.	 Proportion	 of	 children	 combining	 words	
'often',	for	DS	and	TD	(EP-CDI	SFII)	
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