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An early sensitivity to prosody has been suggested to facilitate language learning. Early 
gesture development has also been suggested to pave the way for language 
development. However, the strength of prosody and gestures as predictors of later 
language outcomes is still largely unknown. This longitudinal study investigated whether 
early prosodic and gesture development (assessed before 18 months) predicted 
receptive and expressive vocabulary outcomes (at 18, 24 and 30 months) in three groups 
of children: typically developing (TD), at risk for language impairment (AR), and with 
Down Syndrome (DS). We used data from three parental reports: the ProsoQuest, a new 
parental report of prosodic skills, and the Social Composite of the Communication and 
Symbolic Behavior Scales Infant-Toddler checklist (comprising emotion and eye gaze, 
communication and gestures), as predictors; and the CDI short forms for infants and 
toddlers, as outcome measures. For prosody, 23 and 79 pairs of reports were analyzed 
respectively for receptive and expressive vocabulary; for gestures, 28 and 101 pairs of 
reports were analyzed. The linear mixed models analysis revealed that prosody 
comprehension predicted receptive vocabulary development, whereas prosody 
production predicted expressive vocabulary development. Surprisingly, better prosodic 
skills related to lower receptive vocabulary outcomes, suggesting that infants rely more 
on prosodic-based comprehension tools than lexical decoding early in development. 
There was no interaction with group, although AR and DS had significantly different CDI 
scores from TD. Gestures predicted both receptive and expressive vocabulary, with no 
interaction with group. Importantly, neither the infants’ age of the predictor nor the 
time interval between the predictor and the outcome modulated the strength of the 
predictor. We concluded that both prosody and gestures are early predictors of 
vocabulary outcomes. Furthermore, the impact of prosodic skills and gestures on later 
lexical development was found to be similar in typical and atypical language acquisition. 


