A parental questionnaire for infants‘ early communication abilities
at the age of 8-10 months – the German „Baby-Komm“
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Background
From very early on, infants participate in
communicative interaction and can understand
some highly frequent words at the age of 6 months.
However, it is not until 12 months that nonverbal
communicative behavior, such as a pointing
gesture, can be identified. In parental surveys
assessing children’s early language development
(e.g.
MCDI),
only
few
of
these
later
conventionalized
nonverbal
behaviors
are
considered. Thus, we present a novel parental
questionnaire the purpose of which is to assess
infants’ early ways of communicating at the age of
8–10 months.

Situatedness
Learning as a process of concept formation takes
place in a situated way: Situatedness refers to the
interplay between an individual and the given
situation. An infant is learning situatedly by reacting
with different strategies in specific situations
(Rohlfing, Rehm, & Goecke, 2003). Moreover, the
frequency of a recurring situation is a factor in
language learning and can influence the semantic
content. This glance on learning is crucial for our
instrument as, on this account, parents are asked
about highly frequent situations in their everyday
lives to assess their infant‘s means of
communication.
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Discussion

Questionnaire
Evaluation
All items (n=120) are captured in a dichotomous
answer format („yes“, „no“). The „situation“ and
„memory“ items display multiple possible
answers representing different communicative
abilities. Except for a few cases (e.g., motor
items) the answers are assigned to two different
scales with two, or three stages, respectively
(cf. Fig. 1).

Baby-Komm
language

e.g., “My child reacts to ‘no, no‘ by interrupting what she is currently doing” *

production of sounds and speech
e.g., “My child is singing or humming by herself.” *

receptive vocabulary
various areas, e.g. social words, eating, animals, body parts*

productive vocabulary

responsive scale
1. attentiveness/participation
(e.g. looking, smiling...)
2. non-conventionalized reaction
(e.g. imitation, paired actions [give & take])
3. conventionalized reactions
(e.g. react with a gesture [wave back])

reactions to language

situations

_ open format _

“You are changing your baby‘s diaper. How does she behave?”
“When I want to take up my child and she agrees, ...
...she tenses her neck or her body or lifts her head or her
chest, respectively, so that I can take her up more easily.”

shyness

“My child reacts to ‘no, no‘ by interrupting what she is currently doing.” **

initiative scale
1. - (not possible)
2. non-conventionalized initiation
(e.g. bodily tension when wanting to be hold
on the arm, speech sounds...)
3. conventionalized initiation
(e.g. pointing gesture, active vocabulary)

motor dev.
perception
&
memory

“Can your child do some steps while holding on to some furniture or other objects?” ***

“Does your child direct her gaze on sounds and turns herself towards them?” ***
e.g. combining everyday objects with actions:

Figure 1: Scales and stages of the
„situation“ and „memory“ items

“Has your child already looked to the door once when you showed a key?”
*Item from ELFRA-1, **Item from IBQ-R, ***Item from MONDEY

Central Ideas

Problems of the Questionnaire

Supplementary: Parents’ Questionnaire

Central to this instrument is a differentiation
between initiative and responsive ways of
communication. This distinction is already known as
relevant for language development, and is applied
for, e.g., operationalizations of joint attention
(Mundy et al., 2007).

Several problems of this instrument were identified, most the major ones
describing insecurities of parents to assess their infants’ early communication
abilities. In a bachelor thesis (Schramm, 2015), interviews with parents who
completed the questionnaire were analyzed. In detail, four major difficulties were
classified:

(Sensation of the “Baby-Komm”)

The two scales of the questionnaire (responsive vs.
initiative)
further
subdivide
the
infants’
communication acts according to the extent of their
conventionalized content (conventionalized vs.
non-conventionalized), as infants gradually learn to
do things in the way they are done in their culture
(Tomasello et al., 2005).
An infant’s behavior is captured in everyday
situations (e.g. a good-bye situation), with emphasis
in assessing his/her emerging collaborative activity
(Nomikou et al., 2016), amongst others.

→ Intuitive answering
Some parents doubt about the basis of their answers – whether they are based
on knowledge or rather reflect hypotheses or expectations (“She should be able
to do that, technically. […] Yes, I think she can do that.”)

→ Unique situations
Infant showed the requested behavior once in a given situation. Thus, the parents
are not confident to decide whether their child showed this behavior by accident
or whether they displayed a fully developed ability that could be deliberately
repeated by the infant.

→ Selection of situations
Some parents declared that the situations did not match with the daily routine of
their infants.

→ Follow-up questions
Although there are no follow-up questions, some parents did not choose all
options resulting from their belief that the answers built on each other.

Taking into account the parents’ insecurities while rating their
infants’ communicative abilities, a second parents’
questionnaire has been developed (Schramm, 2015) that
informs about the parents’ sensation while filling in the “BabyKomm”. This supplementary questionnaire supports research
and the further development of the “Baby-Komm”.
→ 12 questions (“correct”, “partially correct”, “not correct”)
Examples:
•“I am sure that my baby is able to do that.”
•“I am sure that my child can do this because he/she
has done that already once.”
•“With regard to some questions I was sure that my
child has this ability, but in the specified situations
he/she was not able to do this.”
•“I have answered every question.”

To our knowledge, we have developed the first parental
questionnaire to assess the scope of infants’ communication
shortly before the acquisition of vocabulary at this very young
age of 8-10 months. Compared to other instruments already
assessing some nonverbal behavior (e.g., MCDI), the focus of
this questionnaire explicitly lies on the situatedness of the
captured communicative behavior. A series of items presents
recurring everyday situations that favor language learning and
thus provides the parents with the opportunity to remember
more easily their child’s progressing communicative behavior.
Until now, several problems were identified that parents face
when judging their infants’ nonverbal behavior. Whereas some
aspects can rather easily be improved (e.g. more explicit
instruction in case of the follow-up questions), others might be
inherent in such sensitive instruments as they strongly rely on
how reflected and confident the parents are in judging less
apparent nonverbal behavior. A supplementary questionnaire
supports controlling for these parents’ insecurities in future
research.
A revised version of the “Baby-Komm” is currently developed
taking into account some of these problems parents revealed
when when filling in the questionnaire.

Future Prospects
An item analysis may further illuminate the selection of
situations and be helpful for determining a parental
assessment of infants’ communication at this very young age.
The principle of presenting situations to parents yields in
meaningful results and is of pragmatic interest, as has been
shown with a similar questionnaire for assessing (nonverbal)
communication skills in autism spectrum disorders (Müller &
Caroli, 2017). A fully developed questionnaire that manages
resolving most of the problems may then shed light on how
motor development, shyness and memory relate with
language development.
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