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ABSTRACT

Purpose: To investigate the correlation between age, socioeconomic status (SES), and performance on emissive 
and receptive vocabulary tests in children with typical language development. Methods: The study sample was 
composed of 60 preschool children of both genders, aged 3 years to 5 years 11 months, with typical language 
development divided into three groups: G I (mean age=3 years 6 months), G II (mean age=4 years 4 months) 
and G III (mean age=5 years 9 months). The ABFW Child Language Test - Vocabulary and the Peabody 
Picture Vocabulary Test (PPVT) for emissive and receptive language were applied to the preschoolers. The 
socioeconomic classification questionnaire of the Brazilian Association of Survey Companies (ABEP) was applied 
to the preschoolers’ parents/legal guardians. Data were analyzed according to the criteria of the aforementioned 
instruments and were arranged in Excel spreadsheet for Windows XP®. A multiple linear regression model 
was used, adopting a statistical significance level of 5%, to analyze the correlation between age, SES, and 
performance on the receptive and emissive vocabulary tests. Results: In the ABEP questionnaire, participants 
were classified mostly into social level C (63.3%), followed by levels B (26.6%) and D (10%). The preschoolers 
investigated presented emissive and receptive vocabulary adequate for the age groups. No statistically significant 
difference was found for the variables age and SES regarding emissive and receptive vocabulary. Higher test 
scores were observed with increased age and SES, for social levels “B” compared with “D” and for “C” with 
“D”. Conclusion: The variables age and socioeconomic status influenced the performance on emissive and 
receptive vocabulary tests in the study group. 

RESUMO

Objetivo: Verificar a associação entre idade, nível socioeconômico e o desempenho em prova de vocabulário 
emissivo e receptivo de crianças com desenvolvimento típico de linguagem. Método: Participaram 60 estudantes da 
Educação Infantil, com idade entre 3 a 5:11 anos, de ambos os gêneros, com desenvolvimento típico de linguagem, 
divididos em Grupos: GI (ẋ 3:6 anos), GII (ẋ 4:4 anos) e GIII (ẋ 5:9 anos). Foram aplicados, individualmente, 
os testes de Linguagem Infantil ABFW- parte Vocabulário e o Peabody para vocabulário emissivo e receptivo, 
respectivamente, e o preenchimento do questionário de classificação socioeconômica da Associação Brasileira de 
Empresas de Pesquisa (ABEP) pelo responsável. Os dados foram analisados conforme critérios dos instrumentos 
e dispostos em planilha de Excel for Windows XP®. Foi utilizado modelo de Regressão Linear múltipla, adotou-se 
um nível de significância de 5% para estudar a relação entre a idade, o nível socioeconômico e o desempenho 
em prova de vocabulário receptivo e emissivo. Resultados: No ABEP, os participantes foram classificados em 
sua maioria no nível social C (63,3%), seguido do B (26,6%) e D (10%). Apresentaram vocabulário emissivo e 
receptivo condizente com a faixa etária. No vocabulário emissivo e receptivo, houve diferença estatística para a 
variável idade e nível socioeconômico. Verificou-se maior pontuação nos testes, conforme o avanço da idade e 
do nível socioeconômico, do nível social “B” para o “D”, e do “C” para o “D”. Conclusão: As variáveis idade 
e nível socioeconômico podem influenciar o desempenho nas provas de vocabulário emissivo e receptivo do 
grupo estudado. 
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INTRODUCTION

Lexicon evolves with age, but the type of vocabulary can 
vary individually in children of the same age group(1,2) as a result 
of intrinsic (cognition, information processing, and personality) 
and/or extrinsic (socioeconomic status (SES) and cultural, family 
linguistic, and school contexts) aspects(1-3). Communicative 
experiences and family SES influence the formal development 
of language at early age(1,2,4-9). Children of different SES present 
heterogeneous performance in semantic evaluation tests(4,5). 
The vocabulary of preschool children is one of the predictors 
of future academic achievement(2).

Social, cultural, geographic, school and family (parents’ 
educational level, reading habits, and occupation) variables are risk 
or protective factors for overall and linguistic development(4,6,7,10,11) 
and should be considered during lexicon assessment(1). The purpose 
of the present study was to investigate the correlation between 
socioeconomic status (SES) and performance on the Peabody 
Picture Vocabulary Tests for emissive (PPVT-E) and receptive 
(PPVT-R) language in a preliminary group of school children 
for subsequent collection using cluster (schools) sampling in 
different neighborhoods.

METHODS

Simple random sampling, following the age criterion (3 years 
to 5 years 11 months), was conducted with preschoolers of 
both genders enrolled in two schools selected by convenience 
of access, resulting in a sample of 60 participants. Exclusion 
criteria comprised language disorders after screening, signs of 
auditory and/or neurological alterations, previous or current 
speech-language pathology treatment, lack of authorization 
(by parents/legal guardians) or of consent (by the child).

This cross-sectional, analytical study was approved by the 
Research Ethics Committee of the aforementioned Institution 
under protocol no. 1488/2014. The participants’ parents and/or 
guardians signed an Informed Consent Form (ICF) and the 
children agreed to participate (Consent Form prepared based 
on Resolution 416/12) prior to study commencement.

The preschoolers’ parents/legal guardians were interviewed 
in the schools and responded to the socioeconomic classification 
questionnaire of the Brazilian Association of Survey Companies(12). 
After screening, the study participants were individually assessed 
in a room provided by the schools by means of expressive 
(ABFW - Vocabulary)(13) and emissive/receptive (Peabody Picture 
Vocabulary Test - PPVT)(14) vocabulary tests. After analysis, we 
obtained the mean for the absolute number of correct answers 

for the results of the PPVT(14) and the means of occurrence 
for Usual Verbal Designation (UVD), No Designation (ND), 
and Substitution Process (SP) per conceptual field, of each 
participant, by means of the sum of the percentages obtained 
in each of these items divided by the total of the conceptual 
fields assessed.

Socioeconomic status (SES) was obtained by grouping the 
categories A, B, C, D, and E according to the intervals of the 
scores as follows: A (35 to 46 points), B (23 to 34 points), C 
(14 to 22 points), and D and E (0 to 13 points)(12).

After calculating the mean and standard deviation for the 
quantitative and frequency variables and the percentage for 
the qualitative variables, a multiple linear regression model 
was used to statistically analyze the correlation between the 
dependent variable (Peabody and ABFW tests) and the several 
other independent variables (groups and SES). This statistical 
model presupposes that residues present normal distribution with 
a mean of zero and constant variance. A significance level of 
5% was adopted for all statistical analyses whose results were 
obtained using the SAS® 9.2 software.

RESULTS

Table 1 shows the classification of study participants according 
to socioeconomic status (SES).

Evidence of statistical difference was verified, with better 
performance in the Peabody Picture Vocabulary Tests for 
emissive (PPVT-E) (Figure 1) and receptive (PPVT-R) (Figure 2) 
language, for the groups with higher means of age and SES.

Table 1. Mean age and socioeconomic status (SES)

Groups Mean age
SES

A B C D Total

G I 3:6 0 6 11 3 20

G II 4:4 0 5 14 1 20

G III 5:9 0 5 13 2 20

Total 4:6 0 16 38 6 60

Caption: G I (3 years to 3 years 11 months); G II (4 years to 4 years 9 months); and G III (5 years to 5 years 11 months)

Caption: 1 - Group I; 2 - Group II; 3 - Group III
Figure 1. Correlation between age and performance on the emissive 
and receptive vocabulary tests
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DISCUSSION

The performance of the preschoolers investigated on the 
PPVT-R and PPVT-E tests was influenced by the increased 
means of the variables age and family SES. School children of 
lower SES showed poor performance in the vocabulary tests(2). 
Children with higher mean age perform better during typical 
development(1,2), because they will develop and expand their 
cognitive skills to learn new words, organizing the information 
obtained through social and physical interaction, while interacting 
with adults and experiencing different situations(15). Nevertheless(5), 
evidence of poorer performance of older children, aged four 
to seven years, on the PPVT-R was observed in preschoolers 
with typical development. This fact underscores the importance 
of quality teaching in promoting situations that can aid in the 
construction and expansion of the infantile lexicon(5).

There is an interrelation between the child’s access to toys 
and cultural objects, activities shared with parents, and the 
sociolinguistic reality(7) experienced in different social and 
education levels(2).

The way parents interact and produce their speech are 
determining factors for the lexical development and more 
complex language acquisitions of children(6). A qualitative analysis 
of information on the communicative styles of adults and the 
level of child development, associated with the socioeconomic 
and educational classification of parents, are important for 
the identification of different developmental profiles. More 
importantly than the context, the speech addressed to children 
should consider their level of development, thus the emission 
of semantically and grammatically simpler linguistic structures 
during mutual attention activities is essential(4).

Classification into low or high SES may always be suggestive 
of physical and material resources that families may possess, 
such as access to a rich recreational and cultural context and 
leisure activities; however, it is necessary to jointly analyze 

other risk factors such as environmental characteristics, the 
communicative interactions experienced, and the communicative 
style used by parents.

CONCLUSION

The results indicate that the variables age and socioeconomic 
status influence the performance of preschoolers on emissive 
and receptive vocabulary tests. Further studies conducted with 
larger samples with stratification in different social classes are 
needed to confirm the evidence of action of this variable on 
semantic development.
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Caption: B - B social class; C - C social class; D - D social class
Figure 2. Correlation between socioeconomic status (SES) and 
performance on the emissive and receptive vocabulary tests
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