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 This study investigates the role of primary caretakers as a formative influence on the 
early development of African American English (AAE), based on longitudinal language 
development within a cohort of 70 African American children in central North Carolina. These 
children have been studied from infancy through age 17, and were assessed annually with a 
battery of language, academic, and social development measures. Spontaneous language 
samples were collected for each child at various stages in the lifespan, including mother-child 
interactions at ages 48-months, Grade 1, and Grade 4.  
 Van Hofwegen and Wolfram (forthcoming) examined 32 children at six temporal points 
(48 months through Grade 10) using a Dialect Density Measure (DDM) (Renn 2007; Craig and 
Washington 2006), a type-based measure (Oetting & McDonald 2002; Van Hofwegen & 
Wolfram, forthcoming) and a variable-based measure (Tagliamonte 2006) that considered 
relative frequency of structures. A preliminary examination of external social factors (including 
school racial density, peer associations, and self-regard indices) found that the primary 
caregiver’s education was the only significant predictor of a child’s relative use of AAE 
features (Van Hofwegen & Wolfram, forthcoming).  
 Mother’s education has been found elsewhere to relate strongly to developing linguistic 
complexity in child’s speech (Dollaghan, et al. 1999), and other studies (including an 8-subject 
pilot from this data; cf. Callahan & Morgan 2009) have used DDM and type-based measures to 
confirm that caregiver and child speech are likewise highly correlated (Callahan & Morgan 
2009; Washington & Craig 2002). This study confirms a strong correlation between caregiver 
and child speech among 32 longitudinal subjects, and examines the predictive relevance of not 
only mother’s education, but other family factors such as the mental health of caregivers, the 
strength of the caregiver/child relationship, and the impacts of life events, on a child’s AAE use 
across the early lifespan.  
 
 


