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Mean length of utterance in words 
(MLUw) and lexical diversity among 
Urdu speaking children between 3 to 
3.11 years of age 
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ABSTRACT 

Background: Language is an excellent and convenient means of communication. 
Mean Length of Utterance (MLU) measures linguistic productivity in children. 

Objectives: to find the mean length of utterance in words and lexical diversity 
among children aged 3-3.11 years typically developing Urdu-speaking. 

Methods: The data of n=100 children of both genders of age between (3 to 3.11 
years) who performed on blank levels 1 and 2 was collected through a cross-
sectional survey. The data was collected from day-care centres and schools in 
Rawalpindi and Islamabad from November 2022 to June 2023. MLU calculation 
procedure was carried out through activities from ICW and Blank Level. For the 
calculation of MLU, the formula was used. 

Results: The Mean Length of Utterance at word level (MLUw) of children aged 
between 3 to 3.11 years was 3.43.  In lexical diversity (LD) children have used 
Nouns (NN) most abundantly as 55% of Verbs (VB) with 35% Tense Auxiliaries 
(TA)30%. 

Conclusion: It is found that children's MLUw of 3.43 between the ages of 3 and 4 
indicates an increase in speech complexity. Nouns, verbs, and tense auxiliaries 
have been recognized as the main elements via lexical analysis.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Language facilitates social interaction and 
environmental adaptation and can be in the expressive or 
receptive form [1, 2]. The mean length of utterance (MLU) is 
used to assess expressive language as well as recognize the 
language deficiencies among children, individual differences 
in language development, and therapeutic efficacy[3-5]. 

The mean language of utterance at the word level is 
already measured in Spanish, Irish, Russian, English Southern 
Banto, etc. Lexical development can be evaluated by the 
MLUw and ranges from 3 to 5 words in 3-4-year-olds. [6-10]. 
MLUw typically rises as the skill of languages advances, 
indicating their capacity to construct increasingly difficult 
sentences and articulate themselves in more detail[11, 12]. 

Lexical diversity is a measure of how many different 
words a child learns and uses. Children's vocabulary develops 
rapidly by the age of three to four, and they may already 
know several hundred to more than a thousand words[13]. 
They may still have a somewhat narrow vocabulary, 
nevertheless, when compared to older children as well as 
adults. To communicate, they frequently rely on a core 
lexicon and basic phrase structures[14]. Acquisition of lexical 
diversity in children depends on the language and is impacted 
by individual input, language structure, and cultural norms as 
well as age. Usually, common terminology from the 
surrounding area is learned first[15].  

A significant literature gap exists since the research on 
Mean Length of Utterance (MLU) and lexical variety that has 
been conducted so far has not specifically focused on 
preschoolers who speak Urdu and are between the ages of 
three and four. Furthermore, it has practical application for 
speech-language pathologists (SLPs) in evaluating language 
proficiency and identifying possible delays or abnormalities. 
Compiling normative data for MLUW and lexical variation in 
children speaking Urdu facilitates clinical evaluations by 
enabling comparisons with age-appropriate reference points. 

METHODOLOGY 

Cross Sectional study was conducted on n=100 typically 
developing children from schools and day-care centres after 
the approval from the research ethical committee of Riphah 
International University (Ref # RIPHAH/RCRS/REC Letter 
01457). The sampling technique used for this research was 
convenient Sampling. The data was collected from day-care 
centres and schools in Rawalpindi and Islamabad from 
November 2022 to June 2023.  

A total of 109 children were screened for language 
impairments utilizing blank levels 1 and 2 to gather data. 
Children, ages 3 to 3.11 years, who demonstrated satisfactory 
performance on blank levels 1 and 2, regardless of gender, 
were included in the study. The n=9 children with 
documented language disorders were not included in the 
study. 

MLU calculation procedure was carried out through 
activities from information carrying words (ICW) and Blank 
Level. Demographics and utterances of the research 
participants were documented using age-appropriate Blank 
Level 1 and 2 activities. These activities were designed 
through noun cards, verb cards, picture description cards, 
object toy animals, and pretend play toys.  

After obtaining consent from the site and parents of the 
children, audio recordings were used for recording the data. 
Speech sample was collected by using age-appropriate 
designed activities. A total of 100 utterances were collected 
for analysis across 2 to 3 sittings. The recorded data was 

transcribed for the calculation of MLU. The formula for the 
calculation was the Total number of words/100 
utterances[16, 17]. The rule book was established through an 
extensive literature review between 2009 and 2023 to 
determine the inclusion and exclusion of utterances at the 
word level in Urdu. The rule book was formulated after an 
extensive literature review[16-20].  

Data was documented and analysed in Excel 
software.  For the mean length of utterance mean standard 
deviation was calculated. While for identified lexical markers 
frequency and percentages were mentioned.   

RESULTS 

The mean age of Urdu-speaking children is 3.52±0.27 
years. The percentage of males is n=28 and that of females is 
n=72. The mean length of utterance among the participants 
was 3.47.0.45, which means that on average, the participants’ 
sentences contained approximately 3.47 words. 

Moreover, n=40 diverse lexical markers were used with 
a total frequency of 17183 from 100 utterances. The 
frequently used lexical markers, more than 1000 frequency, 
were Noun (30.41%), Verb (20.39%), Tense Auxiliaries (18.01%), 
Personal Demonstratives (8.90%) Personal Pronouns (8.27%), 
and Aspectual Auxiliaries (7.72%). All other lexical markers 
were not frequently used as their frequency was >1000. 
(Figure 1) 

DISCUSSION 

The present study investigated children’s conversational 
language abilities. In a group of typically developing Urdu-
speaking children in Pakistan, the mean length of utterance 
(MLU) and lexical diversity (D) were initially determined.  

In terms of language development for children between 
the ages of 3 and 3.11 year, Children with this age are usually 
still in the early phases of learning a language[21]. With an 
MLU of 3.47, children in this age range develop utterances 
that are, on average, just slightly longer than three words[3]. 
So children at this age develop from single words to longer 
and more complicated monologues. There can be possibilities 
of exhibiting longer and shorter utterances than the mean 
due to individual differences [21]. On the other hand, an MLU 
of 3.47 for children aged 3-3.11 years who speak Urdu often 
shows a trend towards more advanced speech patterns in 
language development. 

Research has shown that children's MLUW tends to 
improve as they learn more words, suggesting a 
developmental progression in their language abilities[22]. The 
increased MLU could be explained by the children's language 
abilities' maturation stage in addition to the linguistic 
richness and complexity of Urdu. To make definitive decisions 
about MLU variances among children of this age range across 
languages, more comparative studies across various 
language groups would be required. Scholars have observed 
that there is an important relationship between the breadth 
and diversity of a child's vocabulary and the growth in 
MLUW, in addition to chronological age[22-24]. 

Certain lexical indicators stand out as extremely 
common and essential for the linguistic evolution of 3- to 3.11-
year-old Urdu-speaking children. For appropriate assessment 
and intervention in speech-language pathology/therapy, it is 
essential to comprehend the usual acquisition and 
development of lexical markers in Urdu-speaking 
children[25] between the ages of 3 and 4 years. Nouns are 
among the most easily learned words; they are used in 
speech regularly and describe tangible objects. By regularly 
categorizing objects, caregivers reinforce the child's 
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comprehension and play a key role. Next in terms of speed of 
acquisition are verbs, which are important for communicating 
experiences and actions. Like nouns, verbs are learned 

through caregiver modeling and the development of 
storytelling abilities [26, 27].  

 
 Figure 1: Lexical diversity among 3-3.11 years old children 

Next, acquired tense and aspectual auxiliaries facilitate 
the expression of temporal linkages and are impacted by 
cultural storytelling traditions and cognitive 
development[28, 29]. Alongside other markers, personal 

pronouns, which are intimately associated with social 
interactions and personal identity, emerge, underscoring the 
complex process of language development[30]. 
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This understanding is used by speech-language 
pathologists (SLPs) to evaluate language competence, 
identify areas of strength and weakness, and create 
specialized intervention strategies. Understanding how social 
norms affect language development necessitates cultural 
sensitivity. Including caregivers encourages interaction and 
the generalization of skills. To address speech and language 
impairments, improve the potential for language 
development, and minimize long-term communication 
difficulties, early intervention is essential. In general, an 
evidence-based approach that supports language 
development and communication skills in early Urdu-
speaking children is driven by an understanding of lexical 
marker development. 

Grey literature was not included in the rule book. 
Gender differences were not calculated for the mean length 
of utterances at the word level. The sample size is low and 
from an urban setting.  

CONCLUSION 

The mean length of utterance among the participants 
was approximately 3.47 words, which showed higher 
language skills in 3-to 3.11-year-old old children. The study also 
emphasizes how crucial lexical markers such as verbs, nouns, 
tense and aspectual auxiliaries, and personal pronouns were 
to the linguistic development of 3-to 3.11-year-old Urdu-
speaking children. Effective evaluation and intervention in 
speech-language pathology and treatment depend on an 
understanding of the normal acquisition and development of 
these markers. 
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