











initiate. Indeed, the stories of three- and four-year-old
children are often motivated by a story just related. In
this sense, children are actively constructing stories early
in the pre-school years.

5. Social identities and relationships. A critical do-
main of discourse competence is the ability to create and

-maintain social identities and relationships through lan-
guage. In every social group, children acquire the ways
of speaking expected of children, adults, peers, males,
females, people of lower and higher status, intimates,
stmngers, and members of other social categories. Lin-
gui qc forms associated with social acts, stances, and
activities are also associated with specific speaker/writer
identities and specific social relationships. Indeed, these
identity/relationship contexts are part of the ‘social
meaning’ of these forms. Very young children are sen-
sitive to such variation and modify their speech accord-
ingly. For example, two-year-old English-speaking chil-
dren adjust their request forms to the age and rank of
addressees—using imperatives to peers, while directing
desire statements, questions, and requests for permission
to adults and older children. Similarly, Samoan-speaking
children of this age switch phonological registers to
creafe or reflect intimacy vs. distance, and they modify
the form of their requests with the ranking of speaker
and addressee. By four years of age, children every-
where display considerable competence in altering com-
municative styles to establish particular identities and
relationships.

Discourse competence involves the ability to build
contexts through linguistic structures. Children and other
acquirers come to understand that a single structure or a
set of structures may, in the same moment of use, build
a multitude of contexts—e.g. a type of affect, a social
act, and a social identity. Acquirers also come to un-
derstand that contexts are built sequentially; they develop
the competence to create and interpret language activities
through ordered acts and expressed stances.
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Discourse Markers

The production and interpretation of coherent dis-
course is an interactive process that requires speakers
and hearers to draw upon several different types of
knowledge. One type of competence is SOCIAL and
expressive—the ability to use language to display per-
sonal and social identities, to perform actions, and to
negotiate relationships between self and other. Still other
types of competence are COGNITIVE, e.g. the ability to
organize conceptual information and to represent it through
language, and TEXTUAL, e.g. the ability to create and
understand messages within units of language longer
than a single sentence.

One set of linguistic items that function in the cogni-
tive, social, expressive, and textual domains is com-
monly referred to as D[iscourse] M[arker]s: sequentially
dependent elements which bracket units of talk (Schiffrin
1987a:31). Examples are connectives (and, but, or),
particles (oh, well), adverbs (now, then), and lexicalized
phrases (y’know, I mean). DMs typically characterize
units of talk which can be defined only through their
role in discourse. Sometimes the unit being marked is a
sentence; at other times, the unit is defined as an action,
an idea unit, or the like (Schiffrin 1987a:31-36). The
functions of the markers are always relative to the form
and content of both prior and upcoming discourse. The
particular aspect of discourse to which they pertain,
however, varies for different markers; e.g., oh pertains .
most to the distribution and management of information,



