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Early word learning ability is an important linguistic skill that is related to infants’ concurrent vocabulary 
size (Werker et al., 2002), and even later vocabulary (Bernhardt et al., 2007). In populations at risk for 
developing language impairment (AR), the word learning ability is related to concurrent linguistic skills 
(Kemp et al., 2017). Little is known whether early word learning in AR children relates to later lexical 
development. Here, we examined the relation to concurrent and later toddlers’ expressive vocabulary 
across typically developing toddlers (TD) and AR toddlers, namely toddlers born premature or at familial 
risk for developing autism or language disorder. Lexical development was assessed with MacArthur-Bates 
Communicative Development Inventory for 18–30-month-olds (CDI-II), adapted for European Portuguese 
(Frota et al., 2016). For the concurrent measure, 23 TD (mean age 20.5 months, 7 girls) and 26 AR infants 
(mean age 20.6 months, 13 girls) were assessed. We observed a significant correlation between early 
word learning and expressive vocabulary only in the TD group (r(21) =.46, p =.03). Later vocabulary 
development was assessed at two time points, using CDI-II: at 24 months (mean 24.5 months, age range 
23-26 months, 15 TD and 21 AR), and at 30 months of age (mean 30.4 months, range 29-32 months, 15 
TD and 13 AR). In both time points, we observed a significant correlation in the AR group (r24MONTHS(19) = 
62, p = .002, r30MONTHS(11) = 75, p = .002) ), but not in the TD group  (ps > .15). Thus, early word learning 
abilities reflect toddlers’ concurrent and later language skills, and have an important predictive role in 
populations at risk for developing language impairment.  

 
 


