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Faces are thought to play a special role in early development and language learning. In 
fact, a number of interventions with atypically developing or ‘at-risk’ populations 
encourage young children to focus on others’ faces in order to facilitate interaction 
and learning. However, much of the available evidence on face looking in young 
children with disorders comes from tightly controlled laboratory studies or from 
anecdotal evidence. 
This study focused on face looking during naturalistic play with objects in young 
children with Down syndrome (DS) and their parents, and examined its association 
with language abilities. 
Sixty-three parent-child dyads participated in this study. Young children with DS 
between 32 and 62 months (n=43) were matched on mental age to typically 
developing (TD) infants and toddlers (n=20). We examined face looking in young 
children and their parents during 10-minute free play with objects. Children were also 
administered the Mullen Scales of Early Learning, which includes receptive and 
expressive language scales. 
The children spent less time than their parents looking at faces. Also, DS dyads showed 
more face looking than TD dyads. Irrespective of group (TD, DS) or agent (parent, 
child), face looks tended to be short (on average less than 1 second long). Parents 
showed more face looks than children, and dyads with DS showed more face looks 
than dyads with TD children. This profile of face looking suggests that the parents, 
especially of children with DS, were monitoring their children’s behaviour. While 
parental looking behavior was associated with receptive language skills, expressive 
language skills were positively associated with child looking behavior in DS dyads. 
Understanding face looking in DS in a naturalistic context is a crucial step towards 
reframing some of the existing interventions and beliefs of parents and practitioners. 

 


