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'AGAIN AND AGAIN: THE PRAGMATICS QF IMITATION IN CHILD LANGUAGE

I. Imitatioms:

One of the most widely discussed topiés in thé literature on child
language is the role of imitation iﬁ language development. Behaviorists
and ratlonallsts line up on one side or the other, gzalmlng that 1m1tat10n_

is or is not grammatlcally progr8551ve The expressed goal of this paper
is to demonstrate that psychol1ngu1sts of both camps have turned a blind
eye to the status of imitations as social events. This exclusion has
-affected the definltlon of imitation itself and the conclusions concerning
its usefulness for children 1earn1ng language.

Those of us interested in the pragmatics of language, in the
relation of language to context of use, find it natural to specify those
featufes of a speech situation that affect production and iﬁterpretation
of utterances. Speaker, hearer, settlng, topic, prior‘discourse and the
iike provide valuable clues as to what a speaker 1ntends by his utterance,

what he or she is doing with an utterance. However, in the literature on

imitation, even these commonplace features of the context are not addressed.

. It is clear, however, that these features must be considered, as they enter

jnto the psychologics's notion of an imitation.
Let.us consider, for example, the Way in which the speaker-hearer
relationship as affected the definition of imitated utterances. Consider

the following dialogue:
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- Example 1:

A: That's a cookie monster.
B: a cookie monster.

Imagine A and B to be two adults. Woﬁld it be naturai, given . this
 information, to treat E's utterance as an imitation of A's‘uttéranqe?

Wheﬁ one adult repeats all or part of another adult's utterances, do we see
him or her as trying to imitate the other?' I think not. When an adult
répeats in this manner in informal conversation, we freat the repetition as
"having some other function. . For example, B could repeat A's utterance to
convey that he or she agreed with A. B could easily be nodding his (her)
head in repeatlng A's utterance. Or B could be making A's utterance clear
to himself (herself), (fepeating to selfuinform); Or B could be dlsplaylng_
his understanding to A (Forman 1974) and so on. We don't immediately see

B as imitating-A, because imitation implies that A aﬁd B are not on equal

terms. Imitation implies that one behavior is an ‘original and the second

is a copy. The:second behavior is an attemgt to‘reproduce the
'first. In the éése of speech, an imitation ﬁould be treated as
a successful or unsuccessfnl attempt to reproduce a prior utter-
ance. We usually regard -adults as having a ba51c competence in
producing‘sentences in their native language, however. In’
repeating, they don't try to reproduce one another's utterances,
because they already have this competence._ Whét is conveyed
by the céée is an object of knowledge but the code itself is not.
Imagine ihe same dialogue, where A is an adult and B a |
child. Such a dialogue would be considéred a paradigm case'of

imitation in the literature. What is surprising in the



literature is that the speaker-hearer relationship is never
given as a dgfining feature of this behavior, Geﬁerailyf
imitation is defined as a formal relétionéhip between twd_utterm
ances: i.e. full or partial‘repetition of a preceding utterance.
"The utterance context itself is not brought to bear.

The formal crlterlon of repetition, however, is difficult
to assess in practice. No utterance reproduces exactly a prior
utterance. Even if 1e£ical items remain the same, the prosoaic
contour, voice guality and so on may differ. The problems |
multiply when‘the repetion involves onlylsoma of the initial
utterance. And partial repetitions are, pf course, typical of
early speech behavior. Do we want tO'cali'an utterance that
reﬁeats one ou£ of ten or twelve given lexical items an imi-
tation? For example, if in reply to A, B has repeated the
single lexical items, "that," would we say that B was imitating
‘A, that the utterance "that" was an imitétion of "that's a
- cookie monster"? Given that two utterances are always dlstlnct
in sdme respect, the linguist must make a judgement as to whlch
differences he will count and which differences he will ignore
in determining whether a repetition has occurred. Cleariy,
imitations are ﬁlfflcult to define on formal grounds alone.

Further, it is likely that repetltlon is nelther a necessary
nor sufficient condition for imitation to have taken place. The
sufficiency condition fails when we have a putative repetition

which is not an imitation. For example, if A were to produce



his'utteranée with‘alrising‘intonatioﬁ ("That's a cdokiém
monster°“), and B were to reply with a falling 1ntonat10n (" a
cookle monster“), would we still want to count B's utterance és
an imitation? Would we wapt to say that B was imitating A?

It seéms more accuraté to say that B was answering A, rather
than imitating A. -Similariy, if B were to repeatrpart or all
of A's utterance with a rising intonation, we would consider
his utterance as a query rathex than a stralghtforward imi- |

tation. A good example of this is prov1ded by Bloom (1970:98):

1

Example 2:

Mormmy : . | , Gia:

(Mommy preparing to leave)
Byebye. Mommy's going to .
give something to Roger. 0.K.7?
Mommy '11l be back soon.

Rogexr.
Roger. :
back Roger Mommy?
What, Sweetie?
' ' ' o Mommy Roger?
‘Roger, yes. Mommy's going
to give something to Roger.

it is clear in this example that "Mommy " treats the repetition as

a query rather than as an attempt to imitate.

~ The necessity condition fails when a non-repetition should

. be considered as an.imitatiﬁn. On the one hand, we have inﬁu—'
“merable cases which often go unnoticed where the child tries to
repeat a prior utterance but is_unsuccessful. Hesitations, false
- starts, wild stabs, inarticulate responses, stuttexings alllmay.

be attempts to repeat which fail. On the other hand, we have



cases of observable non"repeats which we do count as imitations.
Thus, 1f a child responds "pecial" to an assertlon "That's a

gspecial present," the linguist makes an allowance for the child's

incapacity to produce.the‘eonsonant'cluster sSp.
Imitation is e sociel behavior and soeial grounds_are needed
.in its definition as well. We need to know who is repeating
an utterance and who is being being addressed. We need to know
the social situation ‘at hand and the communecatlve xntentlcns
of the.speaker. All of these features are taken for granted in
the developmentel literature. =It is:taken for granted that
speaker and hearer standlon unequal'grouhd with tespect to a
certain skill, speaking. It is taken for granted that when a
child repeats the utterance of an adult, that he (she) does
so as learner to teacher. It is‘taken-for granted that the
language of the adult is the object of the child's understanding,
and that when a child repeats the adult utterance, his moti-
vation is mastery of the code; These assumptions.are evident
in the terminology used to describe x-utterance repetitions.
The initial utterance is often referred to as a "model" and the
subsequent repetltlon is of course the “1mltat10n of the
model.
Because these assemptions are unstated, critical issues
coecerning the isolation ef imitative behavior remain unaddressed.
For example, &o we went'to treat all repetitions as imitations

or do we want to reserve imitation for asymetrical pedagogic
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smtuatlons7 po we want to distinguish between a repetition-

: @efined on formal grounds and the social behav1or “imitating?"

Do we requlre that the speakeX have the lntentlon to imitate

pefore we count his utterance &s an 1m1tatlon7 Oor shall we

con81der his motivation and lntentlons as 1rre1evant? These

are interesting questions and questlons t+hat come toO mind in

'examining repetltlon across a number of situational contexts.

A major weakness of the. lmltatlon 11terature is that it restricts

its obgervations to adult child interaction alone. go strongly

has the character of the jnteraction shaped the investigation
that xfutterance repetltlon is seen as serv1ng one and one
functlon alone.
II;15001a1 Uses of Repetltlon |

Having raigsed these issues, I wouid 1ike to go ©On and
claim that like adults,_children use repetition to serve a
number of commﬁnicative ends. I take issue with the assumption
that a child rypically repeats apother utterance as an attempt
ro imitate that utterance. 1 pelieve such agsumptions about
child languadge arise because children are normally observed

interacting with an adult. 1if the iocus of observation turned

to childvchild speech interaction, then other uses of repeti-

- tion come to 1ight. Where the children are peers, the relation-

ship'is'more 1ike that of two adults talking to ORe another.
The relationship is symmetrical with respect to languade skills.

Both conversational partners are equally competent (roughly).



in code pfoduction. pecause of this, it is peculiar to think
" of one child as providing a "model utterance“_ﬁhat a second

child attempts to reproduce.

HEARER :
Child ‘ adult ‘
- (native speaker)
Child ' gsymetrical - nsymetrical
SPEAKER: : :
Adult
(native speaker) Asymetrical Symetrical

" Let me substantlate this claim. From September 1973 to
August 19f4, 1 videotaped on & monthly b331s the conversations
of twin boys, 2 YrsS- 9 mos. old at the outset of the obser-—
vations. These convergations took place in the early morning
hours in the children's bedroom. NO adult was present. I was
interested in the way in which the children conducted their
conversations. pid they establlsh conventions for interacting
verbally? If‘so,.did these conventions match those of adult
‘native speakeis°.

The answers to both of these Qﬁestione furned out to be
‘“yes.ﬁ The children did establish Lnteractlonal conventions.
The conventions differed.in degree but not in kind'ffom those
established by adults. In particulex;lit was clear'that
- young children expected a certain type of response from their
conversational partner, when they provided a certain type oﬁ

utterance themsgelves. 1f the expected response was not
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' immediately forthcoming, the Chlld would repeat his ﬁtﬁaranée‘
or otherwise solicit the expected response from his conversa-
tional partner.‘ In other words, the children establlshed con-
ventions for carrylng out certain types-of talkmeﬁchanges, what
‘Sacks and Schegloff have called »adjacency palrs.

These conventions covered not only questions, commands ,
songs , rhymes, warnlngs, instructions, apologies and the like,
they applied to one of the most basic speecﬁ'acts of all, the
éssertion. The children established a convention such that
wheh an assertion was ?roducedfby one child, the other child was
expected to acknoﬁlédge that assexrtion. Acknowledgement was
expressed in a nunber of ways (Keenan: 1974, Keenan and Klein;
1974} : One could acknowledge by conflrmlng, denying, OX other-—
wiée adding relevant new 1nformatlon to the 1n1t1al utterance.
What is interesting to the discussion at hand is that byrfar the
most common way to acknowledge assertions was to repeat all or
part of the assertion. Let me provide a few examples:

Example 3: Acknowledgement by affirmation:

~ child A Child B
~<gome over there/
—-\yeah/ \some over there/

Example 4: Acknowledgement by denial:

Child A A child B
- cradle will rock/
cradle‘fail/

cradle will rock
-~no cradle w1ll rock/



Example 5. Acknowledgement by matching claim: (The addressee
claims that he is performlng an action similar tol
'that described in the previous speaker s utterance)
(Keenan and Kleins 1974) |
Child A ~ Child B
~~1 find featﬁer/‘
SI find feathex/
| . I yes/ 1 £ind (unclear)/“i get one/
now I get good one/ I get good one/
a‘biglone/
Example 6:jAcknowledgement by query:

child A Cchild B

- its arrows/

ot

- arrows/% arrows/v arrows/v arrows/v arrows/

Tn all of these examples, a child repeated an antecedent
utterance because he wished to agree: wrth)disagree; with com-
plement quexry OF 51mply acknowleége an utrerance provided by .
his conversatlonal partner To treat all of.these responses es
imitations obscures the real communlcatlve work that has -been
accomplished in'repetition. Further, I claim, it is by gsorting
~out the "real” work that is going ©on that one gains insight into
the role of x»utterance repetltlon in language development.

Let me be mOre precise. Iin what way 1s.x~utterance repetltlon
developmentally progressive?‘ Clearly it is progressive on the

jevel of discourse. The child uses repetition to sustain a



dialogue. Further, he uses repetltlon to make responses that

are relevant to the toplcdat~hand. All of the repetltlons

'provided in the examples above glve ev1dence to the initial

" speaker that the. subsequent speaker is attending to the toplc

initiated. a1l of these uses of language are necessary to
communication and are part of the adult speaker's competence.
Second, such repetltlons are progressive on the ievel of the

Y

speech act. The child uses repetltlon to pexrform a number of

different speech acts. As seen abOVe, he may ‘take an antecedent

utterance and use it in a denial of, confirmation of, or query

- about that utterance. Again this type of speech behavior is

part and parcel of adult linguistic competence.

sefore pursuing other effects of x—utterance repetition,
let me delve a bit further into the real communicative work
underlying this behavior. In particular,'l.would like to pursue
the role of acknowledgementwbywrepetition in child language.
I stated eatller that the conventlons establlshed by young
children differ in degree but not in kind from those of adult

speakers. For example, adults too solicit acknowledgement of

their utterances from conversational partners. .Motivatlon for

thlS acknowledgement for both children and adults is social,

‘based on ritual affirmation of nEace" (Goffman 1963), on SatlS"

- fying obllgatlons relative to specmflc speech acts and so on.

For children, however, there is an addltlonal motlvatlon under—

lying the demand for acknowledgement. Unlike competent edult
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speakers, children experience enormous,difficdlties in making

‘their utterances comprehen81ble (Ryan 1974). Their articula-

tion 1ls not clear; they rely heavily on non-verbal context; the

words they choose may ‘not

be used in a conventlonal way and SO

"on. Children can rnot be certain that their message has been

decoded correctly by the hearer. In part for these reasons,

young children have problems in getting co-conversationalists

to focus on the messége t
by.repetition,.they, serﬁ
letting the child know th
approprlately and thaf th

Tt is often the case
in'two or more steps (Kee

he will specify an object

hey wish to convey -~ Acknowledgement
_ . , S 1LY
es as a "communication check" {(Brown ).,
at his utteranée has been deciphered
e hearer is attending.
that the child will convey his message

ian & Klein 1974). 1In the first step,

, person, state of affairs and the like.

He will, then, wait for this information to be  acknowledged.

Only then will he then go

mation. For example:

on to elaborate on this given infor~

Example 7:
Child A: Child B:
- lost/
- ~lost/

-lost teddy bear/...

Example 8:




- Child A: - - child B:
rutracto;s_cominf/
~tractors comin'
~-I need/ ' | _ ~yes |
_peed/tractors wheel stuck/
Example 9:
child A:
(alarm clock riﬁgs)

—oh oh oh/ bell/
: -bell/

~bell/ its mommys/ _
' ' - (unclear)

—was mommys alarm clock/
was mommys alarm clock/ :
' -alarm clock/

-yeah/ goes ding dong
ding dong/

The first uttérance and its repetition establish the topic
to be discusséd. for‘instaﬁce, in example 9,‘Fbeli“ is estab-
lished as a topié;- Subseqdent utterances provide one or more
comments about the topic so introduced. In examéle 9. child A
 00mmenté_aboﬁt'the bell "ifs mommys," and so on. Example 8
also illustrates the recursive néture of topicfcomment;'se—_
'quences‘ip conversational_disdourse. A comment to previous
ﬁopic may provide topics for future comments and so on. For
example, the utterance "was mommys alarm clock™ is a comment‘on
the specified topic "hell." However, child B focussed on part
of the utterance, the words "alarm clock," and this‘in turn

served as & topic for A's next utterance "yeah/ goes ding dong/

ding dbng/."
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If we go back to our'original guestion "In what way is

x-utterance repetition progressive with respect to language

development?" we see that it plays a major role in_the child's
ability to structure topicﬂcommént'sequences. The repetition
eStéblishes that both interlocutors "know" in. some sense certain
information.. Once repeated, this information becomes "old
information" for both of them. The importance of isolating
topics in this way can not be overstated. It would be impossible

to understand and evaluate any proposition in the language without

" first identifying the topic about which the proposition is being

made. Presenting information for.topicalization is a problem
which is by no means limited to children. Adults as well experi~

ence difficulty in introducing new topics, and often carry out

_this operation in a two-step manner as described for the child.'

Cchildren, however, communicate in this manner as a matter of course

at a certain state of their development.

Information which has been established as old information
through repetition then becomes eligible for futuré commenting.
Thus far, I have discussed only those cases in which an initial
speaker produced the comment;'that is, where A introduced the
information, Blr@péated, and A conmmented. However, once esfabliéed,

the topic is open to comment by either party. Thus, it is fre-

‘quently the case that B will repeat a portion of A's utterance

and in a subsequent utterance provide a comment himself,

‘Example 10:

Child A: Child B:
oh/ I got feathers/ .

- -got feathers/ got feathers/ baby one/
one/ feathers one/ big one/ big one/
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In ﬁhis example; Blfocuses on perﬁ of A's utterance‘end treats
it as a topic of his own subsequent utterances He takes A's
utterance and builds on it. (See also Clark 1974) .

In summary, repetition establishes‘topic candidates. Once
estabiished, it is appropriate fof either party to offer com-

ment on that topic.

LA PROVIDE COMMENT

UTTERANCE + REPETITION-=--- STOPIC CANDIDATE {
. \ >B PROVIDE COMMENT

III. Conclusion

This account gives some_insight into the many roles

repetition plays in conversational discourse. I have used

‘child~child speech interaction to bring these roles out, but it

is clear that child-adult discourse evidences such bejavoprs as

well. The developmental literature'is filled with dialogues in

. which a child uses repetitioﬁ to express agreement, disapproval,

surprise, to question or simply to evidence attentiveness.
Further, it is often the case that adult and child rely on
repetition to secure tOplCS for further comment A child may
repeat part of an adult g utterance and then prOV1de a comment

in subsequent utterances. Or, the adult may introduce a referent,
wait for a repetition by the child, and ?rovide further informa-

tion once mutual attentiveness is secured.



- Pretheoretical judgﬁents about what children ao'in
'iepeating adult utterances have obscured important dimensions
of the child's llngulstlc competence. Because of this, the‘
role of repetltlon in language development has been 1nsuff1~
- ciently handled. Taking a broader pragmatlc perspectlve, we
see that through repetition a child learns about speech acts,
speech act palrs ("adjacency palrs") and toplc-comment con-
structions., These are notlons that underlle the dynamlcs of
.diSCOurse and ultimately affect the structurlng of sentences.
For example, the topic—comment’&istinction will be the basis
of the subject4predicate distinction in adult syntax. Even-
tuaily, the distinction will be codified through sentence
poéition, case mafkin§, verb agreement and the like. Thus,
we see the child's acquisition of syntax as derivative of the

more direct goal of learning social acts.
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