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ABSTRACT
Title: Communication and social skill competence in preterm infants

Background: Recent improvements in neonatal care have increased the survival rate of preterm
infants. Research has shown that these premature infants have a higher risk for
neurodevelopmental problems including autism spectrum disorder (ASD). ASD is characterized
by social, communication, and behavioral problems. Studies have shown that premature infants
are at increased risk for behavioral problems. However, the association between degree of
prematurity and social skills as well as communication skills have not been well studied. It is
also not known if sociodemographic factors influence social and communication skills among
children born prematurely.

Objectives: Our objective was to evaluate association between degree of prematurity and social
and communication skills. Secondly, to evaluate associations between sociodemographic factors
and social and communication skills.

Design/Methods: This was a prospective study involving premature infants with a gestational
age of 24 to 33 weeks who were discharged home from the Neonatal Intensive Care Unit.
Infants with a history of chromosomal disorders, craniofacial abnormalities, and TORCH
infections were excluded. Children’s communication and social skills were assessed using
standardized questionnaires filled out by parents. The mean communication and social skills
scores are 100 (SD 15). Infants with a score of < 85 (1SD below mean score of 100) were
deemed to have abnormal communication or social skills. Infants with abnormal scores (<85)
were compared to those with normal scores (= 85). Statistical analysis was conducted through
the student’s t test, chi square analysis, and the Wilcoxon rank sum test.

Results: 102 premature infants were evaluated at a mean age of 5.8 years. Among these infants,
19% were deemed to have abnormal communication skills and 32% were deemed to have
abnormal social skills. Race, maternal education, annual household income level, and breast
milk duration, but not gestational age (GA), birth weight or ethnicity, were significantly
associated with communication skills on bivariate analyses. On logistic regression, only annual
household income level was independently associated with abnormal communication skills (p =
0.00). Similarly, GA, birth weight or duration of breast milk was not associated with social
skills; however, gender, race, and ethnicity were significantly associated with social skills. On
logistic regression, race and ethnicity were independently associated with social skills.

Conclusion: Our findings indicate that premature infants are at increased risk for abnormal
social and communication skills. However, degree of prematurity is not associated with social or
communication skills. Children cared for by families with annual household income > $35,000
have better communication skills. Similarly, non-Hispanic children are more likely to have better
social skills compared to Hispanic children and Caucasian children are more likely to have better
social skills compared to African American children born prematurely.
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