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TOPIC fil! a DISCOUI!.SE !l.QTI.QE: a STUDY OF TOPIC 

IH Tlf.C: COi.V-iit::;ATIOl-iS OF CHILDREN Mill ADULTS1 

Elinor Ochs Keenan 
Bambi B. Schieffelin 

I. Oridntation and Goals: 

Topic has been described as a discourse notion (see, 

for exanple, Chafe 1972, Li and Thompson, this volume). 

However, there has been no systematic study in linguistics 

of the way in which topics are initiated, sustained, and/or 

dropped in naturally-occurring discourse. This paper addresses 

itself to this concern. It draws from notions developed by 

sociologists engaged in conversational analysis and integrates 

them with our own oboervations of the conversations of children 

and a~uJ.ts. Our observations include non-verbal as well as verbal 

contexts in which topics are entertained by interlocutors. 

On the basis of this record, the prerequisite steps for gettincr 

a topic into the discourse are characterized and a notion of 

discourue topic is defined, 

In everyci.ay conversationr;; much 01' the talk that occurs 

concerns propositions about persons, objects or ideas. 

Moreover, when individuals, objects, etc., are not known to 

the hearer, the hearer initiates a series of fairly predictable 

excl:anges directed at clarifying antl locating the referent 

about which some claim is being made. 

Consider for example, the following exchange in which 

the 3peakers are eating dinner: 

(1) 1.1 

1.2 
1.3 

Bambir It's coming out fast, 
(shaking salt on food) 
Elinor 1 What's coming out fast? 
Bambir The salt, 

In this exchange, Bambi assumes that Elinor is attPnding 

to her actions and is able to locate in the enviro?U1111nt the 

referent of •it•, F.linor however, has not been attending 
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to Bambi's action and cannot identify that re fer~nt. Further, 

Elinor had no clues from prior discourse1 Bambi did not precede 

the utterance with talk about salt, e.g, "Pass me the salt.• 

In other words, Elinor had no source for irtentify inG the 

referent, and consequently, she did not understand what 

Bambi was talkinc; about, 

Clark (1973) has pointed out that when speaker-hearers 

engage in talk, they abide by a NGiv~n-Kcw contract•, that 

is, the speaker is rPspons i ble for marking syntactic ally 

as "Given• that information that he thinks the listrnPr 

alrrady knol'ls, anrt marks as Hr1cw• whel.t he thinks the list P. mr 

doP.s not knov1, For examplP, it is ap;.iropriate fo r thr spPakPr 

to use syntactic devices such as d0 finit e articlPs, pseu no­

cleft constructions, and anaphoric J,1ronouns when he t hinks 

the listener knows the reffrPnt, .Indefinit0 articles :md 

clP.ft constructions appropriately mark the inrormation that 

is New to thr listener. The appropriat r marking of Given 

and New is critical to the listener's comprehension of particular 

utterances, Informa t ion marked as Given l ea ds the lis t cn£r 

to search for its "unique antr cedent• in me mory or in tt0 

ongoing situation, Thf' listener "then int<'grat Ps the ilcw 

information into memory at that point•, (Haviland ond Clark 

19741 513) 

., 
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Analyses of spontaneous conversations show that 

listeners demand that the Given-New contract be adhered to. 

That is, listeners will not accept as Given referents that 

~ they cannot identify in terms of general knowledge, prior 
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~ discourse or present context. Speakers make an effort as well 

to insure that listeners can identify what or whom they are 

talking about. One device employed by the speaker (in Erlglish) 

is to describe an object or individual using ~ising intonation. 

Sacks and Schegloff (1974) call such a construction a 

"try-marker". The speaker leaves a short pause following 
~ 

this construction in which the listener can evidence his 

recognition or non-recoenition of the referent. Absence of 

a positive listener response (uh huh, head nod, etc,) in this 

__p_ause indicates non-reco6nition, This in turn leads the 

speaker to oi'i'er further try-markers in an attempt to elicit 

a positive listener response. 

(2) 
2.1 A: ••• well I was the only one other 

than than the uhm tch Forde?, Uh 
l·1rs. Holmes Ford? You know uh// 
the the cellist? 

2.2 B: Oh yes. ~he's she's the cellist, 
2.3 A: Yes 
2 • 4 1l : X!1.Ll..!i 
2.5 A: Well she and her husband were 

there •••• 
(Sacks and 3chegloff 1974: 6) 

Another such device is to overtly introduce a referent 

into discourse such as "Do you remember Tom?" or "Do you 

remember the guy we met in Parie?" "You know those boots 

we tried on yesterday with the fur lining?" or "Do you see 

that chair over there?" and eo on. 

The point to emphauize here iB that epeakere are re·1uctant 

to make _ claims involving individuals or objects that ha':c 

not been or cannot P.asily be identified or recogniztd by the 

hearer, '!'hat is, thE'y are reluctant to add New inforr:iation 

to the discourse if the objects or individuals to which they 

are rE'ferring can not ba established as Giv~n. 
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The phenomenon that we have been describinc; -establishing 

rP.ferents- is a prer<'quisite for succc>ssful collaboration on 

a DISCOURSE TOPIC, w_e tak_:__~he term discourse topic to re fer 

to the PROPOSITION (or set of propositions) about which the apeakc>r 

is either providing or requesting New information, E.G. 

(3) Allison III, 20.3~ mont hs 
3.1 i.'.oth r- r 1 l trying to put too larc;e 

diaper on doll, holding diaper on) 
Well we can't hold it on like that, 
1'/hat do vie ne ed? Hmm? \'/hat do 
rre nePd for the diaper? 

3.2 Allison1 pin/ 

In (3) the mother is requesting rjew informat ion ai.eut the 

proposition 'we need somPthing for the diaper'. The pro"'osition 

thus constitutes a discourse topic, When Allison says -p in/-, 

she is providing the Nevi infor:nation rrquest<'d, 'l'h<? ,;; reposition 

attcmded to in both the question and the ansv1rr is the sa..1c; 

thus the oiscourse consistinc; of that l.Juc>stion-Answc:r pair 

has a single discourse t opic, 

\\'hen speaker and hearer are directinc their utter<:.nces 

to a particular proposition of this ty11e, they are coua ·corating 

on a discourse topic, To collaborate on a discourse> topic, 

the hearer must know what proposition th r speaker is ad~ing 
-· ---r- _ _..-

new information to or rcquestine new information about. 

!r the. sp f. aker wan·ts- conaooration ;· h~·-;;;;t s r1Pct a cliscourse 

topic that takes account of th~ listrn0r·s knowleciu0• That 

:1 



is, he must insure that the proposition that constitutes 

the discourse topic is known to or knowable by the listener. 

There are several things the speaker can do to this end1 
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He can crew on gPneral background knowledge he shares with the 

listcnr'r 1 or he can draw on information available in the 

(, intcre.ctional sf'tting1 or he can dralY on ,irior discourse in 

the conversation at hand. (Garfinkel 1967) 

In prac ticP WP find that much · convrrsational space is 

tat.en up by exchanges in which speaker and hearer attempt to 

establish a discourse to ;iic. In these exchanges, the speaker 

tries to makf' the niscourse to~ic known to the hearer. 

· We propose here a dynamic model of the way in which 
~ 

speakers ez'.abJ.ish a discourse topic, 1'he model represents 

the initial work involvecl in :.1aking a discourse topic known, 
'-

17e suz.::;est that er.tting a discourse topic established may--., 
---- . ---· --- - - ----- --

lnvol ve such basic work z.s securing the attention of the 
·- ---·---·- -·- -···--- - - - --

li!':tFner an'J i rlentif'ying ror the list<'ner obj ects, individuals, - ---- - - .. ·- - - ·--- . --------
__ irlee.s • __ ~t c, \Atkinson 1974) containrd in thr _ _?is.c:_ou_r _se. topic. 

~n" mo~~l 11 ~~a~n on ohilrt-arlult anrt child-child 

conversations. Hor1Pver, the> ap;ilication of the 1.10cel is not 

liinited t o th <' se interactions. 1'he nx>del can be applied to 

a:lul t-?.rl ul t rl iGcourse as Wf'll. Chilrl lane;uae;e sim;ily offers 

abundant and saliPnt instances of this behavior. 

II. Dat a Dase 1 

'l'he data used in this study are drawn from three major 

sources. 'l'h r. first sourc!" condsts of 6 30 minute video 
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tapes of a mother and her child \16.) ~~nths-34 months). 

'.l'he first four of these tap<>s have bern analyzed by Lois 

Bloom in One Word at a 'l' ime \1973), The seconrl major source 

consists of 25 hours of audio- and video-taped interactions 

of twin boys with one another and with e.rul ts. 'l'he te.pr>s 

were madr over a pPriod of a year, from 33 months to 45 months, 

\sPr Keenan, E,O, 1974, 1975a, 1975b, Ke<'nan, E,O, and Klein 

1975 for other analyses of this matr r.i.al.) 'l'r::o.nscri._pt ions 

of the videotaped rlata included cxt<'nsive nonvrrbal inforaie.t.ion. 

1'he conte xtual information for ms an intq;;ral part of our 

analysis. '.l'he third major source consists o f t re.nscr ipt. i ons 

of audio-tape d conversations between five adolescents and 

a therapist in fivP. Group 'l'herapy Sesnions lGTS). These 

tapes were transcribe '' by Gail J r fferson. 

In adrl ition , we viish to ac knowl Prl ge SPVPr al other s ourc e s1 

L. 'l'weed has provirl ed transcript ions of auclio-tapr s of' mono­

lingual and oiline;ual children int !"racting with adults 

(Infant D.-velopm!" nt study UCLA), E. SchPgloff and rncL1b0rs 

of his graduate SP tt1 inar on conve rsational anal:·s i s have 

provided illus t rat ions from adult-adult discourse, 

III. Defining Discourse Structur e s 
Tof>ic. 

Before defining discourse; more . for~.1all :; , le t us dP s cribc 

in brief thr. conte xt in vihich ctiscoursc to!1ics emergf' , i. e . 

the discourse itsr l f , ror the ~urposP o f this anal: sis, w<> 

take a -discourse to be any s equence of two or r.iore uttPr anc e s 

produccrl by a singlP sp P.a.kt'r or by two or r.io r " s pc akPrs who 

are inte r £1ct inG wi th onr ano t h~t sollle point i n ti ;o1e and 
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space). niscoursrs may evolve or develop in several ways, 

For e>·a .. ple, a stretch of discourse may contain a srries 

of linJ.:ed discourse topics. The rliscourse topics arc linked 

in the s'.?nse that the propositional content of each is rlrmm 

fro~ one or morr or thr utterances already ¥roduced in the 

discoursP. Thr-se uttl'ranc,.s, unless otherwise challcnBed 

(Givon 1975), form a •9rrsupposition pool" lVenneman,in press) 

out o~ which rliscoursc toyics ~re s r lPcted, 

Thr. discourse topics may b~ lin.~rrl in at least two ways1 

1, 'lwo or morc utt<'rances may share th" same discourse 

topic. This is th<' casr in question-answer pairs, for example, 

(see (3)) and in so~e repet itions1 e,g, 

( 4) Allison IV, 22 months 
4,1 J..llison1 (looks in box, finding 

calf) cow/ 
4,2 
4.3 
4,4 

1.:othrr I A COY/: 
Alliton1 (hol eing calf) moo/-r-2 
1.:0ther1 !.ioo , cow says moo.+ 

~~\C.. 
In this er.ample the samr. discourse~is sustained ~ro m spPaker 

to s;i r>e.krr in lin"s 4,1 c.nd 4,2, Both utterances provide ne·w 

.).ntor ~· i e:tion r• ltve.n\ t~ an obj,.oi /.l11eon 1a o.ttrntline; to, th!! 

nn1 infornation l:.,eing that th,. obj <' ct that Allison has notic~d 

is "a cow", Likewise, utt<'rances in 4.3 and 4,4 appear to 

actrlrrss thr sa11e discoursr topic, i.e, ''l'he cow (Allison is 

hol rHnG) .1akes so ;ne sound', Allison provides the information 

tha-:. the co11 makrs th• sounrl "moo" and her iuother confirr.1s 

this claim in her subsrquent utterance. 

We refrr to a topic that matches rxactly that of the 

I imr.cr' iatcly l>rPC"rl ine; utterance as a COLLABORATING DISCOURSE 

' TOPIC, Sequences in which a discourse topic is susta i ned - .. ........._,, 

~: '!" 

a 

over two or mor r utterances are TOPIC COLLABORATING sequr.nces, 
v·~-- -~ -~ 

(For other r::a~.1ples of ·top ic collaborating eir.qur nc cs SPP 
~ 

examples 3 and 5 , ) 

2. Discourse topics may take some prPsupposition of 

the immediately preceding discourse topic· anct/or thP. nnr in .rorr.iation 

provided relevant to the ctis course tovic preceding (all pert 

of the pr,.cupposition pool) and use it in a nc11 discourse 

to!)ic, For instance, the dialooie br·tVTP.Pn Allison and her 

ioothf'r in example (3) continues as follows1 (We repeat the 

initial turns for convr ni~nce) 

l3) continuf'd 
3.1 i :othrr 1 \'lf' ll, ""' can't holrl it 

on like that. What do r1r ne"d? 
Hmm? rlhat do we nePd for the 
diapar? 

3.2 Allison1 ~in/ 
3,3 t"othr rr pin, Where are thl' pins? 
3,4 Allison1 home/ 

Here, thr dieicourse topic is established at 3.1 {' we nPrd 

something for thr diaper') and is collaborat<'d on in 3.2. 

In 3,3 Alli'son's . rnothC'r jXlsrs a differr-nt but rrlated qun:t ion 

(of i rnr,ir- diatr concern), It is rclatC'd in the sense that the 

proposition about which i nf ormation is bPin.; rlicit~ :i . 'the 

pins are somewhr r<'', presupposes that 'thPre exists pins', 

a presupposition that is assuned as wrll in Allison's pr eceding 

claim, "pins/ (arc nee de d for the diaper)•, ~his new 

discourse topic bC' c o~ o:es coll aborat,.ct on in 3, 4 by Allison 's 
' providing the new information re quested , 

We refer to a topic that use s the precedin~ utterance 

in this way as an INCORPORJ.'l' foG nrscou;;sc. Tu I' IC. Sequences 

in which a discourse top ic intr£7ates a claim and/or 

/y 



\ 
' 

presupposition of an immediately prior uttP.rance are TOPIC­

I;:coR;:>QRJ .. TrnG s<'qurnccs, 3 
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llP. rr>fer to str<'tches of discourse lin..'<ed by topic 

collal:oration anrl/or to!1ic incorporation as CON'l'INUOUS DISCOURSF., 

Continuous Discourse 

Collaborating Incorporating 
Discoun::e ~ · o , 1ic Discouree Topic 

On the other hanrt , we may fin~ ... discourse in ~~~- the discourse 

to pics of each utterance arc not linkP.d in any o bvious way, __ ...... _ ...._ 

./ i.e , TThere the rliscourse o f one utterance does not draw on 

1 

a r.lai_'.l! and/or prl' cuppot:i tion o f t he prececling utterance, 

In thrsr. discoururs a spc~kr.r disencaEcs himsrlf from a 

set o: conc!'rnc ad.dr C' s '.~r d in the imnwtl iatcly preceding uttr?rance 

and turns to an unr1•latcd srt of concerns , l se<:' exa:~;ples 8 , 

9, 14) lie rcfrr to such stretches o f discourse as 

DISCO!i'.i'Ii.11\JL'S lJI~COURSP, l Y.ernan and Schieffelin, ms 1975) 

Discontinuo us rliscour11f' may have two types of rli ccourse 

1:0Jl 1c, 1'hP. 1'irot t~·,, ,. reintroducco a claim and/or a dieicourse 

t o;;ic (or i>r.rt th"r"of) that has appr?arr·d in thC' cliacour:::ic 

his tory at so mP. ¥oint prior to the imme diately preceding 

utterance , l It coul d -'ra\7 from the discourse to,.iic anrl/or 

claim of the last utterance but one.) We call such d iscourse 

topics Jff-Iiii'RO Dl:c IiiG TOi'ICS , Conctruct ions such ac 

•concerning ••• •, •as for .. ,•, •as far as ... is concerned (goes)~, 

may tnark this sort of discourse for a dult F.nglish speakrrs, 

alon~ 11ith r r marks such as •eetting" back to .. , •, •like you 

said tc ("ore.,,• 

' 
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A second type of discontinuous di.scourse topic intro tl.uces 

a di~course topic that is in no way related to the prece ding 

utterance, and does not araw on utterances produced clse\7here 

in the discourse, We refer to such topics as IN'l'ROOOCING 

DISCOURSE TO PICS, 

Discourse 

Cont inuous Discontinuous 
. . 

} 

Collaborat ing l Incorporatin g 
Dis course Topic Discours e Topic 

Re-intro ducing I Introducing 
Discourse To~ ic Discourse Top ic 

IV, Dr>finin~iccour.§L_'l'oni£ 1 

\Ye turn our at tention now to a more ~etaihd definition of dis_ 

course topic, As noted previously, a d iscoursC' topic is a 

proposition (or set o f propositions) expr<:>ssing a concern 

(or set of concerns) th C' s pC' alccr is a r!d r rsc inc . It shoul rl be 

stres se d that each tlP.clarative or inte rrocative utterance in 

a discourse has a specific di sco urse to']>ic . It m:!.!' be the case 

that the same rliscourse topic is sustained over a sequr·nce 

of trm or r.iorr ut te rances , \'le have t1C'scribcct th0se as to,.iic 

collabor[l.tine s NJUl'>nces l s ee s• ct io n III). On th" o thrr 

hand , the discours r topic ma~· c han._;e from uttrranc<' to utter-

ance , sometimes tlr awing on the previous utterance \incorporating 

topic) and sometimes not, lintroducine topic, r e -introducing 

to r1 ic J, 

In determining thC' rliscourse topic of an uttC'rancc, it is useful 

to det ermine the purpose or r eason behind e ac h utteranc e , 

Why did the speaker say what he did? AlthouL)\ we may never 

have access to the more rrmotc or iµobal motivations untiErlying 
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a particular utterance, we can make some headway by determining 

what low-level, imme~iatC' considerations the speaker may be 

attending to. 

'l'hese low-level consid,,rations are found in the utterance 

contc>:t (verbal and non-verbal), l'or example, an utterance 

may be produced in res;1onse to something hrard lprior 

utt"rancc) or in rr.c;JOnse to somrthing l1itncssPd or notic!'d, 

1 r,.., T:'a~· think or som" uttcrancP.s as provic'.ing an ans11•·r to some 

1 s vc cific qurstion rC'latcd to something in the utterance context, 

For e:~ a:nplc- , if a sproakcr hears a crashing noise, he may 

respond "J,n acci(lent. • This utterance may answer the implicit 

question, 'What rras that noise?' Similarly, when in l4J 

.Allison notices an object and says, •cow/•, she may be answering 

the question, 'What is this object?' 

The listen"r "constructs• questions of this sor·t in 

intrrpreting utterances ad r1.rrsscd to him1 'l'he listener takes 

the utterance and relates it to some aspPct of the utterance 

contc>:t, !'"or rr.amplf', in l4) Allison's mother takes Allison's 

utterance "cow/" and rolatrs it to thr. non-verbal conte xt, 

in particular, to what All icon is noticing, The listcnrr 

thPn must ask how thr utterance is related to that feature 

of the contcY.t, that is, the lictener asks, 'What is the spP.aker 

inforning ;nr of?' Is the spraker providing me with an 

eY.planation of somr. phenomena? An rvaluation of some 

phenomena? A ~escription of some phenomena? An identification 

of some phenomena? Or what?' 

.Another way of putting this is to say .·that the listener 
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tries to determine what quP.stion the spe2.l:cr may br ai1s11cring. 

For e::ample, in interpreting Allison's utterance "cow/", 

Allison's mother tries to construct a plausiblP quf'stion 

Allison may be providing thr answer to. In this case, the 

mother intcr!lrcts Allison's utt,..rance, "cow/" as ~Jossibly 

an ansm~r to the que>stion, '\'/hat is this object?' 

Of course what the listener considers to be thr qu~stion 

the speaker is answering may not always corl'cspond to the 

question the speakPr believes he is answering, In convrrsa­

tions betwern adults and children, it is often the case that 

an arlult will not b€' able to drtermine exactly vrhat question 

the child is addressing, (see section V, B-E) Or, a chilrl may 

not understand the point, i,e, the question brhind an adult's 

uttrrance, and so cannot rC'spond relevantly, Adults often 

have to make their quPstions explicit, \'le treat this bchavi.or 

in fact as a defining characteristic of speech rlir r cte d to 

small childrrn, (Section IV. E considers this and related 

behaviors.) , 

We 17ill refer to the question lor set of qu,. stions} an 

utterance is a r e sponse to as the QUESTION OF I!li:nErHATE 

CONCERN, 

In many cases the qupstion of immediate concern is ex~licit, 

i,e, a question actually appe aring in the discoursr, The 

quPstion can be produced by one conversational partner and 

answered by the same spraker, For example, 

(5J Allison V, 28 months 
5,1 Allison1 (looking into box} 

What's in hf'.rc?/ 
5, 2 Allison1 (reaching into toy box) 

It's a pig!/ 

~ 

x 
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On a more abstract level, the question of immediate concern 

can be treated as a theoretical construct, The linguist may 
·~ 

use it to explain more precisely what a discourse .topic is1 
~ 

The discourse topic is based on the question of illllllediate 

concern. It is the proposition or set of vropositions that 

the question of immediate concern presupposes, It has been 

sho'lt'1l (Keenan and Hull 1973) that such a set of propositions 

( 

can always be rcp~nted by a ~in~~..:_:_ -~n~ that implies 

I all the others, L"t us cail this presupposition the 

~ -- -----------~ PP.WARY PR'"SU ?1 '0SITION, 
- --....... - ~,.. ................. , ...... ....._ .... -, .... - ~ -- -· ..... 

Hence, in example (3) line (3.1), 

the discourse to vic is derive1 from the question of immediate 

conc ern, ·•what do we need for the r'tiaper?' The ct iscourse 

topic ' is the primary presupposition of this question, namely, 

·~1e rlo n~ed oo :n~thinG for the diaper'. And in er.ample (4) 

line (4,1), the discourse toyic is the primary presupposition 

of 'what's in here?', namPly, that 'something is in here', 

~uestions of immediat~ concern themselves request specific 

information about the primary pr,, supposition (thr discourse 

t~ ~ '~l. rnrar~~iive r ~ ~pon~~ft to th~e~ qu~etione prR1Uppo10 

the primary pre.supposition (the rliscoursP topic), and provide 

new infor~atlon relevant to the question pos Pd, For er.ample, 

in (3) Allison's response (3,2) presupposes the primary pre­

SU!Jf>O!::i tion ('we n<' P. d soml'> thing for the diaper') of the 

quP.stion, and adds the new information, •pin/•. In 15), 

J.lli son's r esponse (?,2) pr•·Gup1>0scs the primary presupvosition 

'something is in here' of the question asked and adds the 

new information that something 'ls a pig', ·The discourse 
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topics for these r e sponses are the primary presup;,ositions 

of thf" questions of imm0diate conc!'rn, 

Declarative -
(Response) -

New Information 
relevant to Q of 
immed, concern 

+ Primary Presupposition 
of Q of inuncd, concern 

(Discours e To J ic) 

IV, B, Determining__ the Question of Immediate Conc!'rn1 

Of course, not all questions of immediate concern appe ar 

overtly in a discourse, A declarative utt!'rance may address 

itself to some implicit question of immediate concern, In 

this case, the linguist may not have access to the infornation 

needed to determine the question, In many instances the question 

of immediate concern may be understood by speaker and hearer 

because it arises from thf'ir shared background knowl edge , 

\'lhl're a rlf'clarati ve utterance ini tiat"S a social interaction, 

the 1 inguist may have no clue whatsoever as to what th!' 

discourse topic is, If A says to B1 "Tom called to :l ay •, 

the question of imin!'c.liatP concPrn may be 'What happ!'nf'd today?' 

or 'Who callP.d tonay?' or 'What did 'l'om do to d a~· ?' or ' What's 

tha 600d newr~' or aOmP other question relevant to spe ~kcr an d/or 

hearer, 

The more information about the speaker's and hearer's 

shared kno wledge the obs erver has access to, the easier it 

will be f or him to deter mine t he question of i m.:ie di o.t e conc ern 

and the nisco urse to pic, Gi ven that questions of i trn1G diat~ 

concern may be drawn f ro m bo t h vt>rbal an cl non-vf'rbal di r.iP nsions 

of the immediate situation, it is to the advantagr of t he 

observer to havf' available the most comple.te rrcorrt of the 

situation, 
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IV, B,l, uon-vP.rbal Context1 
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For example, interlocutors often make rP.ference to some 

non-verbal action or event that they are observing or 

experiencing, or that they have just ·observed or experienced, 

Speakers assume that listenr.•rs perceive these occurrences, 

'l'he-y treat th P. se occurrences as old or givC'n inforcation for 

thr listl'n~r. and base questions of immediate concern on 

them, If the listrner has net in fact perceived the event or 

activi t:: in question, he ltill not be able to df' termini:- the 

rliscourse topic, !-'or instancP., in (1) above, Bambi incorrectly 

assumed that Elinor was aware that Bambi was putting salt on 

h r· r foo-l (v1ith a ::;altshakerJ, Bambi's discoursl' topic was 

soric.thing like, •it (the salt) ·comes out l in some manner J', 

'l'hc qurztion of immP.cliatE' concern was, 'In v1hat manner clOE'G 

it (the cal t) come out?', However, F.linor could not reconstruct 

the ~i~coursr. topic b('cuasE' she had not noticed, i,e, identified, 

the referent of •it• and so did not understand exactly what 

clai~ is made by the primary prPsupposition 'it (thP. salt) 

comes out \in sornr manner)', 

Just as interlocutors may fall to d~trrmlne thr. discourse 

to pic, br.eause thry have not attenrled to a rrlevant phcnomenon1 

so the linc;uist may repeat this experience if he does no.t have 

accPss to a visual record, 'l'he nred for a visual record, is, 

in fact. critical f or un drrstandine children's utterances in 

these terms. In intcrpretine thr cownunicative intentions 

of youn0 . c hil ~ ren , others (adults and othrr children) make 

full use of oneoing contrxt. What constitutes the discourse 

topic may onl!' be r <'constructable on the basis of obsr,rving 

what the child is doing, where the child is looking, and so 

on, 

{6) Allison IV, 22 months 
(irother and Allison are sitting on 
a big chair) 
6,1 Allison1 (pointing at 'l'V monitor, 

seeing herself) Baby Allison/ 
6,2 !·,iother1 Do you see .l:laby Allison? 

16 

r'or instance in ( 6) , it is er i tic al to take into account 

Allison's pointing at the monitor, seeing herself, in inter­

preting her utterance, •Baby Allison/•, Among other thinc;s, 

her pointing indicates she is aware of somP.thing beine; at a 

designat r d location, Allison's utterance provides the in.for­

mation thaJ~~rthing is "llaby Allison/", 4 l"lf' can think of 

"Baby Allison/" as new information being ad cled to the <liscourse 

topic 'something is there \where I am pointing)', If rie or 

her mother did not know that Allison was pointing, W!' rmulci 

not b(' able to reconstruct the discourse in this way, 'l'he 

discourse topic could be different if Allison were pattine 

herself, pl:ay ing with h1>r rtoll or reaching for a cookie e.s 

shr pronuced her uttf'rance, 

IV, li.2,. The Verbal Conte xts 

Another r~source available to speakers fo r de t ermining 

discourse topic is the ongoing discourse itself, That is, 

sprakr.rs often craw rliscoursC' to ;.i ics from the rli alocu i> as it 

proceeds, They base t heir discourse to,)ic on some iiro;iosition 

(or set of propositions) that has bcf'n pro Quced in the course 

of the conversation, In so doing, ~_:y m~:t .. employ either a 

topic-collaborating or a to eic-incorporatifv,; strat~ ;;y, 



\ 

-p 

(7} Actolescents GTS 4 \p.~l) 
(pause) 
7,1 ~J There are such things as 

con-artists, 
7,2 Jim1 I'm one, 
7,3 ~· · Are you? 
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For exanplc, in ( 7), Jim employs a topic-incorporating strategy, 

l!e uses the im::irdiatrly prior proposition "There arc such 

thincs as con-artists• as a discourse topic. lfe adds the new 

information that he is one of these "things" called con-artists, 

(The proposition at 'f.l repr"sents New information with respect 

to a prior discourse topic,) 

This process of formulating rliscourse topics from prior 

pro_.?ositions is part of vrhnt it means for a speaker to make 

his conversational contribution !:.!:1£~ to the current state 

of talk (Grice 1975). Grice states that interlocutors usually 

e:r;:io:-ct one a:ioth"r to ::·a!': r· their uttl"!rances rrlcvant. Inter­

locutors us e the history of the discourse in i!?ak ing SPnse of 

a particular crrnv<'n:ational contribution, From our point of 

vie ·:r , int" rloc utoro tr.ab• us ~ of' th" rHscoursc history in 

rPcono.truc tin6 one enothcr's discourse topics. At l C' ast, a 

listr.n(' r as s umes that a rliscourse topic is some pro position 

relevant to the onC!}:>ing talk, because the listener assumes 

thr sp ~ak<'r is followine the convrrsational norm of relevance, 

for e :-·a:i9lr. , in ( 7), Ther assunr.s that Jim's rliscourse top ic 

is 1ravm from his o ~-m ( Th"r' s) prior proposition bc causr. he 

~ssv:nr. s Ji n is r""ponding relevantly to his uttP. rance, 

The c.onstra i nts on when a r e l r:-vant respons e is to be 

pro-vl~cd will vary across culturPB and across situations, 

for e.xa:-;plc, Philips (1 97 that Wasco Chinook Indians 
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in spr.aking Tnglish, do not n ecessarily rxpr.ct r.ach turn in 

a conversation to be relevant to an irnmr.ctiatel y p rior turn, 

Speakers often provicte a rrlrvant response to some vroposition 

long a f trr the proposition first appeared in the rliscours e 

(anrl after numerous inter vening turns) without marking it in 

any overt way ,5 

IV, B.3. ' Br e a k inc and Enterinr. '1 

If a spl"aker is conforminc to th " convr.ntic n o f ma~~inc; 

his utterance r e l evant to those that prrcr.de his, then he 

normally assume s that the listc·nrr can compute his discourse 

to p ic, That is, hr· can assumP that the listene r knows to turn 

to the rliscourse history to locate the discourse to pic, 

ThP. sp'O'aker noes not hnv" to mark the <! i:::coursr. to y ic r.~:plic i tly . 

\'!hen a :opr> nker produces a conver :>ntion2.l cont1·ib~! tion 

that hf'> real i zr.s i.s not rr-lrvant to thr:- discours!' h:story 

(i.e, an introducini:; dis t: ourse topic) or ma~· not Sf'>r m r c- l r vuit 

(from the list Pnc•r's point of vi C' V/), then t.C' is un •! r r sor.: C' 

constraint to mak e thP cliscoursf' to p ic knorm to thP li s tenrr, 

'l'ypically , the speakr> r inar k s a break in t h!' cont inucu s n i scourse , 

alerting t he listener to the fact that thP ~i sc o ur se to~ ic 

may not f ollovr from prr.vious discours C', Speakers often an nounce 

a break with s ome metalingu istic r emark such as "I am sorry 

to chani;e thr> su bj ect but.,," or "Not to chan ;;p· thr sub jrct 

but ••• " an ·l so on, These re r.1arks ar<' often acco :::panicrl b y 

atte nt i on e;ctting device s, e . g . hr.y!, l i stPn! look!, wai t: 

(se r s ections .VB and VDJ along with hesitations and word 

eC'arch r s( Sacks. 19b8 ms) 



(8) Molescr.nts GTS '.5 (p,25) 
(paucP) 
8,1 Krn1 E-excuse me chanein' the 

sub,ir.ct but rlirtju hear anythine 
about what hap11,,m>d r.ionrlay night? 
(pause) 

!l,2 Dan i no, Tl-weren'tchu uh--
8,3 LouisP1 What hapvcned Monday 

nieht? (pause) 
8, 4 Ken, Oh I came in h.,r<:: y 'knoTI, 

lfom a"ld Dad rlecided I should,,, 

Other rer.iul;s of this ilk arc, "Before I forget, I have to 

tell you sorr.r.th ine" or "Hry, I heard a good joke•, 

l9) A~olescents GTS 
(pause) 
9.1 Kc-n1 hr.y, 

v1ai t, 
I've eotta- I've ,z;otta 
jokP., (pause) 
\':hat's black 'n white 'n 
hi ·lcs in caves (pausP.) . 

9,2 Roe'r1 a' riGht I eivP. up, 
vthat's black 'n whitr// 'n 
hidr.s in--

9, 3 Ali a n.,wcpa~er, 
9,4 H0Grr1 hhhh, 
9.~ Krn1 no, (p~use) vrccnant nun, 

J.') 

In a1'.lition, discourse tO!Jics may be exulicitly introduced 

into the rtlscoursr by th" speaker: The epeaker may, for 

exa~.1p.Le, pose a qurstion thilt has as its i>rimary presupposition 

the intr-nder\ discourse to ,iic, 

llO) Allison IV, 22 r.ionths 
(Allison hact bP.'n wiping a chair, 
i~ now sittinti with fin~ers in 
t'.lOuth, starinG at the camera) 
10,l f.;o thrr 1 \"/hat 1·1ere we gonna do? 
10.2 Allison1 P.at/tcookics/ 

In (10) l.'.othc-r initiates a "new discourse topic" ( 'we were 

e;oine to rto sorJrthing') by proposine a question of ii.iraerliate 

f' 
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concern that is not contineent on prior discourse, 

In example (8), Ken introduces the r't.iscourse to,iic 

'something happenerl Monday night' as a SECO i-iDARY l' RFSU PPOSITION 

of the question, "Did you hear anything about Vlhat happened 

J.Ionday night?" (the primary presupposition is that 'you 

(the addressee) either did, or did not, hear sonething about 

what happened l.ionday night') This strategy is a com;non one 

for speakers of English, Speakers oftrn introduce discourse 

topics as sr>conriary presup;,osi tions of yes-no questions such 

as "l'.b you know w.hat happ•med today?" "Dirt you see in th(' ,,aper 

where Tom Dixon resignPd?" and the like. Used in this via~', 

thesP. questions function primaril~· to rlirect the listr· n~r to 

attend to a "new" proposition, 

ThP. main point to br made hc-rr is that the sprakcr, in 

ord r.r .to communicate felicitously, should ~ake sure that the 

listPner has cuff icicnt rPsourcP.s to reconstruct the di ~course 

topic, One body of resources is thE' discourse history itsrlf, 

Th e speaker. may assume that the lictener knows this history 

as a co-creator of it (or witness to i tJ. As long as the 

speaker bases his discourse to,, ic on the preciocl.ing Lali<, he 

may assume his discourse is rrcenstructable, If the s,,eaJ.:er 

wishes to focus on a concern that is not part of the cl iscourse 

history, he may not bC' certain that the listf~m' r v:ill r~alize 

what this concern is, In this case, it may br necec ::: ar~· for 

the speaker to l) alert the listrnP.r that the sp r·&l: rr is turning 

to a different set of concerns, 2) introriuce this se t o f con­

cerns explicitly as a presup[JOsition of a new quPstion o : 

immertiate concern, 

"/---

.~ 
~ / . 
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V. The J:orlels 

V.A. ?rerr!!.£1s it r s for F.stablishi~ Discourse Topics 
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The monrl wr prrsrn t hrre rrpresents the interactional 

v1ork involvr.rl. in c;rttinG a rliscourse topic known to a listenr r. 

We claim that in or:lrr to <l ete rminc a !>articular discourse 

to, ic thr he ar r r ~ inimally musts 

1. Be atten rl inc; to the siieakP.r's utterance. 

2. nrci!1hrr thr s peakrr's utterance. 

3. 

4. 

I clrntify t hosn objrcts, indivi duals, 
irlras, events, rte. that play a role in 
the cliscourse to pic. 

l -' rn tify th'! s emantic relations obta i n inG 
b'·t\'le<!n referent s in the discourse to "1 ic, 

We ma:· rrV1ritF! thrsr !irer,,quioite.s for topic establishment 

:ro n th<> ~ > erspectivQ of tha s :i1t.ak<>r in the form of steps thP. 

ope :::l-:er !·:Us t t a J:e to ;.iaJ:" a rliscoursr topic JrnOl'm to thP. 

listen"r 1 

Step ls 

::;tr :i 2s 

!)tP !J 3 s 

Step 4s 

The s~akrr r~ust C"curr the att1tntion 
o f thr listenrr, 

Thn sprak<>r r.iust articulat l' his uttPr­
ancc cl,.,::irly. 

Thr ::;, 01.> a !{l' r 1.1ust provide cuff icinnt 
1n !'or1!lut.ion for th" lir.tenr:r to 
irlenti f y cbj r c t s, etc . included in 
thn disco urse topic, 

The spcakrr r.m st :irovirtc sufficient 
inforr.iation for the li::;t,.,nrr to 
r r construct the SN;iantic rnlations 
obt&inin~ brt\'lr~n r l' f r r~nt::; in the 
r!i~;courz~ to~ · ic. 

St~ps 1 an •I 2 ar• G"n"ral r rquiremr nts on any succr:.; :::ful 

com:~unication. S t,, ~n; 3 anr! 4 are morl' specifically prr.r,,quioites 

on to y, ic rstablishmr nt anr1 mic;ht be rct;tat!'d ns Pr.licity 

Co :-.ditions on thr :,ucc,,ss'"ul. rstablishrn<' nt o f a rli scoursr topic, 
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The steps rlescribrrl hrr r may correspond to actu a l movrs 

tal{en by sprakrrs , The se> move s may take up var~· in.; ar:iounts of 

conversational S!i:::.c c , Por e xample, if the atte>ntion of thP. 

interlocutor has alreacty beP.n securect l1rior to th C' ut tC' rance, 

i:f the uttert.nce is c<i.:nprP.hensible , and if r r levant o'.::jr c"cs , 

persons, iclras, rte, anct their semantic roles arr known to 

the hP.arP.r, then all four steps may be co lil;JlC' ted in o. s!iace 

of a single uttrrance1 

(11) AnolC'SCC'nts GTS 
(in contF! xt o f a d iscussion on 
the mC'r i ts anct cl ismr ri ts of s;:1o;:ing 
ci13<1rrtt rs) 
11.l Rogrrs Cii:;arettes aren' (vrry ) 

hralthy , 
(pause) 

11. 2 Ro grr s You shouldn't b r s iaokin' 
K<:'n. 
( sho rt 1iausr) 

11.3 l\enr So th" coach €' s tell me . 

Por example, in (11, 2), Rogrr ho.s adr\ressed Kf"n s1iec ifically: 

therl'fore Ken at (11.3) can assu:ne that Ro.:;cr will br uttrn" ing 

to hi::; res :mnsr, Hrncc step 1 is taken c arr of :-or i.C' n , 

Srconr\ , br cause the intrrlocutors are P.ncagr1 in facr -to - !cce 

v0rbal int 0r2.ct i on, wi th no co ncurrent distrac Lin.; 2..<e ti vi ty, 

thry can a ssumr that t he ir uttrrances will be heard and dcco dr d 

without i n trr fP rPnce; t hat is, thry can cprra t P on th<:' a:.;sump­

tion tha t thr noisr t o si(712..l ra tio is l c w. Jir ;i cc- , str;i ?. 

is satisfied for Krn , Thir rl , Kr n's ri isco urse to~ic at 111,3) 

'tha t Ken s ho ulrl no t be s mok ing '. is rl r arm ' ro ;;i Ro ,:;P r ' s ass er­

tion (11. .2, t op ic-incor!iorat ini:; ). J\pn can as sumr that i\oc;rr 

knows thr r r frrrnts sprcifiert in thr rl i scour sr topic o n Lhis 

basis , In fact, Ken can assumr that Rocr r knows Lh r rl i ccourse 

topic its<>l f. Hr·ncr, stcp t; 3 anct 4 ar " acco .iplisher1 , 



2, 

However, it is o f tr.n the case that s everal utterances or even 

se veral convr.r::ational turns vrill be needed to take care of 

th <!se stf'ps, 

(12) Arlolf'scr.nts GTS 4 (p ,15) 
12,l K!">n1 Uh Pat KcGr. e, I don't 

}:noT/ if you l ~ now h i m, he­
he livr. s in// Palisa des 

12.2 Jim1 I know him r eal wr.11 
as a matter of fa(hh) (he's) 
onr- o f my best f rir n'1s, 

12,3 r:rn1 He- hr. used to (JJ) to the 
sar.1e mili tcry school I did , 

?or e xa':lple in (12), two turns,(12,1and12,2) a r c taken up 

Tlith insur inc that a r~ fercnt (critical to thP topic) is 

l;nown to the listenrr, 

It somrtirr1r.s ha!Jc> ens that one or another step is nr.vcr 

co npl<>tPd ann thr discour::P topic is dropp•d by the spe aker1 

(13) Tohy and David at 36 months, in 
thr. b""'room , (calling out to mother 
who is not prrs • nt) 
13,l Davi r' 1 11onr-y!/ calling honcyy• 

honr.y!/ wr. lost our blanlrnts 
13.2 nnvid & 1'oby 1 honey:/ henry!/ 

ho n r-~r :/ 
13,3 ~~v i~, honr.y :/ 
13,4 ?0171 honr y :/ honry!/ 
l,,~ navirt1 hbn~~:/ (4 ~o c, pQuc o ) 

1•1he1·e are ya/ 
l,, b 'l'oby 1 no/ mummt/' ('gl.oss 1 no, 

sh!' ' s no t called . Honey, she 's 
c allC'd r.:uw:1y ) . 

13.7 D-c.v i d 1 no / honcy/ hone~· / honl'y/ 

In ll3), :: top 1 is nctver ~atis f icrl as the iutcndcd addreG sec 

\thP. rio th<> rJ nt'!vr.r rr.cpand:: to eithcr the vocative (1 3 ,1-13.~) 

or the question (1J.5J directed to her, It is difficult to 

as :: C'i: i: r >:nctl!' wha t cons t itute s thr di s course topic :for the 
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u t t ,..rance "we los t my blankC' ts/", as the ut t eranc e atte;:1pts 

t o initiate thC' inti>rac tion vri th the mother, There i s no 

pr r- ceding con t eY.t f'ro m which a discours e to ;.1 ic c an b l" dctC' r mined 

(by an out::ider). \~e su~est that thP discoursP to;?ic a s::ociated 

with such discour sP -in i tial assertions (i, e , an I ntro duc ing 

To p ic) is of the gener a l form 'so mething happ ened', This discourse 
. ,..... -- -·~ . 

topic is droppe d , as step 1 is unsucce:::: f ul, Havin~ failed 

to secure the attention of the 'mo ther, the chll cl r ,..n re direct 

their ut terances to one another, and C' nwage in a diff er ent 

discourse top ic, roui:;hly 'what name to US C' in c e<ll ing mothC'r', 

Dy (13, 7) this nevr topic becomr s collaboratr n on, a i; 'i'oby has 

sPcured David's attention, David has ind icaten that he ha s 

uncirrstoo :' ll3, 6 ) anrl has acccptr.d it as d bcourse topic by 

ad r\ing n P. rr l nformation to tht:> d i ::course to ;1 ic propocrd by 

Toby, 

(14) All ison III, 20. )~ mont hs 
(prior ccntrY.t 1 1.:oth c> r had brough t 
out gl ai;c of ju ic e sr.t in t o a 
stacl; of oa~nr clws , Al l i:;on han 
conu:1r-ntcd- "Gia~:;/-" 5inc c chC" had 
ii r cv iou::l;y bf' en st'rved ju i cr. in 
!' i t h<"r a paper cup .or a can ) 
(All i son ~ats cookie, loo ~ inc at 
coo kie) 
14,l All ison1 (pu t t i ng coo k ie i n 

14,2 
14 .3 
14 ,4 

her cup 1 ikc t he way t h P. glass of 
juice was i n the cup) c;la:;s/t~ 
1.!o t her 1 \'it' ll, r1hat rl in :;ou rl.o? 
All iGo n1 [lass/ 
):iO t h!"> r I \','hat :\i n :;oU no ? 
~lhrrr. ' s thr cool; fr? 

14 .5 Allison 1 cup/ 
14 . 6 !lio t hPrt i n th £' cup . 

In this PY.amppe, Allison mak P.S eye contact with her 

mot her, hel ping hC' r to G C'CU~~ the a t . r.n t ion of thr. aether, 

(Step l i s takr.n care o f), and mothe r do cs no t Qur:: t i on 



Allison's articulation (stP.p 2 is taken care of), However, 

ctPp 3 is umiucce c:-;ful for e. numbC'r of reasons, ThP r,10ther 

C<'.Il!'!Ot irlcn tify th" spi;c it ic o bje.ct rcf~rred to by Allison's 

u ttrrancc ";:;le.so/", f!roni Allison's !JO int of view, "glas:o:/" 

is part o f a com.'"nnt on h<'r non-vP. rbal activity, i.c, that 

the cockic in th" cup ic lilrn thg glass in the cup wi tnessed 

c~.rl t i: r, But brcausr thr· speci''ic referent o f "glass/" ne ver 

b !' co :1!' s :mown to f!):l ther, neither "glass/" or thr evP.nt that 

it ri>lr,. t u; to, bi>co •. :i>c "iart of an e> stabl ishccl rU s co ur·:o:o topic, 

Our r.occl for procc.cd inc, throudJ conversational space is 

bacinall :• ·an i nte r :c.c:tion6.l one. '.i'he ar.1ount of conversational 

s p c.c e taken up ~1 i th co ; :, .r; lr tin~ thC'ce str-ps is rtlatcd t o the 

i<ino er rr:-si'onsn th" Siiee.J:c r rccnivns f rom the heurC'r , I f 

thn sp"n~rr rrcniv"s a positivr respons r fron the listener, 

thnn hP. can ccc;· me that the. steps for to p ic establishm1tn-~ have 
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b""n satis:"it?d, On th" oth"r hanrl, if a t Rny point the s pe aker 

c:;r-ts necat ivc feedb <>c k , th"n i:P. will have to rlo morn inter­

c.ct ion<u wor}( , ·i.ak" U}J morP convc rcational s,?ace, to co mplete 

c:cp:;, Ver rY.am1il", thn ll :itl'nrr ofte n Vlill qucstion some 

i.cau r:;>t ion Of the :ipN1.l:er1 if tho ap111\lter bolievee that he 

has :;ecur"d 'thr. attnntion of- thP. listr ncr but · in fac t has f a iled 

to do so, t hnn thr- 1 istl'nr- r ~1ay r r-z1>ond "W/1 0 mf'? • or "Ar e JOU 

tal '.: inc to 1'c? •, rte, If thn attention of thr listennr has 

bf'cn so:-cur!'rl, but hr has not heard all or part of the speaker's 

utt,..rz.ncP., !if' r1a:·· 1·rn unst a sr-con rl hrarin.;, or he may state 

"I Ci rl !'l ' t . hr~ you", "I <!icn' t quitf' catch that", and the like, 

I f th " c ,,!' i:.J:"r h~l ic.ves that thr> icP.nti ty o.t' th!' referents 

0 r th<' rt i !'cou r ce topic arr knovm to th r h~.rer . but in fact, 

th,,ir i M ntit!' is n0t lmo1m: then the h<'arcr may c hallrnee 
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the spPakC'r' s belief, and/or rrquest further infort1ation 

conc nrnin~ thcsr r efer nnts , 

The dynamic modP.l for establishin~ a discourse topic 

can be represented as f ollows 1 

S elic its 
of H 

S irlrntifies 
in rl i~coursc 

S irlenti fies 
s (' mantic r elations 
obtaining betY1rr·n 
r.- fn r r nt s in :lii::course 
topic 

J'C' r rlback frcllll 
J.C' rrlll:!Cle 

~isc::> ';.i rse 

'i'c_.ic drc"i9e d 

!liscoursP. 
'.i o !> ic fl.ro!Jped 

?l '·. 1·r ; , ; • " ' "" ..... ··~ .Lv . " r--'l f' i::::courGC"' 
· · " 'i'O!>ic drO lJpn d 

Diccoursc '.'o;ii c 
cstablif;hC'd 

Ol::coursc 
'i'o)ic :'.ro,!Jperl 

ThA i nter flr.ti0 nal work described here is similar to 

material c!cscrihP.d by socio loe;ists involvNl in c nnvcrs;ctional 

analysis. In pr-.rticular, th<' work of cor!·rc t inc; n1 isund e 1 · ctan~ incs 

e.n rl rn i!lhrnr in~o ic tiNl to th" notion of ni;~rr. in co n vr rsc.tion 
- ~----

{F: , Schegloff, pers , co mm .), Tht> work o f RF.l'AIRI11G sonc 

communication invo l vrs minimall~· a RF.PAIRABLF. , th" i trm or 

set of items tha t ne~rl t o oc corr r- ctncl ,an•l a P.~P/, IR R ~ !,;POli S'E, 

in Ythich th" soure r ~ misunrl e r stanrlin .::; er ;·1i :;hr <·.rin£ is 

att ~ndcd to, Thr> repair res,!;onse may or ~a:· no t actu :'.lly 

repair thf' misunrlerstanrlinG or ;nishe arin6, If it ~oi:>s not , 

it may in turn b~ trf'atcfl as a repairable, .r cquir inc so :·if' 

fur t her rrpair rnsponse , 

Tv10 major t,yp e s of r <'p air are rclr.vant to .-st2.bl ~ shi: 1g 
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discourse to9ic. First, there are cases in which the speaker 

Trho !Jroc'uces the re!>airable vrrc~ivcs the repairabln and repairs 

it. These arc SF.LF-INITI/..T~D REPAIRS, anrl thP.y normally occur 

within thP. space of a single conversational turn. 

( 15) Arlolescents GTS 3 

(16) 

15,l 1ouisr1 Doc-1.;ister ChP.ibr­
t!hr.n 'rr ya gonna be a 
doctor? 

Toby, 
16,1 

16.2 
16.3 

45 :ronths 
'.!'oby1 (lool: ing at his mother)t 
rlarlr!y / uh mommy/ 
l.1othP.r1 y'!ah? 
Toby1 ArP. we gonna go"'noW?/ 

Exar.iples (15) and (16) illustrate self-initiatrd repairs on 

the voc.atives uof'd to elicit the attention of the ndclrl'ssf'e, 

In a '.l :li ticn, rt~ find many f!l'amplr·s in our data of OTHER­

Il\ITIATED RC:l'LIP.S, In this type of repair, somronr. othnr the.n 

the s:ieaker who ilroducns the rr.pairable indicates that some 

repair is nf"!ceocary, 'j'his t~·p" o! rr>pair may tal:P. up st>veral 

turns, :or r xar.r:ilr , one int,.,rlocutor ma~· producr. a re[)airable 

in on,., tur :-1 , a ~; rcond intr?rlocutor evidr.nce his misundrrstanding 

or mishearing in the nf'Y.t turn, an:I in a third turn, the 

first interlocutor may produce a repair response, Example 

(17) illustrates such an exchanee1 

(17) Toby, 
11.1 

17.2 

17.3 

David, 35 months, bedroom 
navid1 (rtrawing on misty 
win:lolY) (?)moon/ I make moon/ 
Toby1 (pointing to window) 
there?/ 
Davids there/ 

In this rnhangr., 'l'oby inrticates that he neP·ds further informa­

tion about navirt's utterance 1 he ncPde to know which of David's 
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drawinGs io the moon, David repairs Toby's ~isunderstanrting 

by indicating the location of the moon drawn, rxam,ile (l) 

also illustratrs this type of re1Jair, In (l) Elinor indicatrs 

her lack of undP.rstanding, and Bambi repairs this misunrlnr­

standing by providing a more explicit referent for •it•. 

("the salt•), 

It is not always thr case that other-initiated repairs 

are repaired by the speakrr producing the rr.pairable, The 

•other• can repair the repairable of a conversational partner 

directly in the next turn1 

(18) Allison IV, 22 months 
(Allison starting to eat cookir) 
18 .1 Allison 11'chocolate.i.chipTcookie / 
18, 2 r.!othrr 1 Chocolate chip cookie? 

I think that's just a chocolatr 
cool:i r , 

In {18), Allison's mothrr points out an error in Allison's 

identification of the cookie (18.2) and thrn repairs the 

error in her subsPquent uttl'rance, Schecloff (pers, co r.Jn,) 

has pointrrt 'out that rPpairs of this i::ort rrr<}uently "J>pG<:.r 

in adult-child discouri::e, A~ulto ~e~l they havr a rrs~onsa­

bility (or right) to cornet ju rlg~ments of a child. In tulkinc 

with one another, howevPr, adults show a preference for 

givine the inrtivirtual who produced the repairable an o_µ ,,or·tunity 

~o correct himsrlf, Thr 0r. lattr.r altrrnatrs are face-prrsrrving 

(Uoffrnan 1963) anri. hrnce more polite that dfrect repair of 

another's error, 

Inte17ating thr notion of rrpair into our nodel, we can 

say that repair jlrocedurf's t1mcl to be insrrted into convrr­

sational space whrn onP. or more o.P the four stf'ps !;ave.. not · 
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been satisfied by a speaker, for rxample, in ll5) and llb), 

the spc~kcrs introduce reyair machinery to GP.cure thP. atten­

tion of the intendr.d addrr.sseo, lstep 1) In ll), the speaker 

rP.pairs her utterance so that the addressee can identify an 

i~portant rPferrnt in the discourse to¥iC lstP.p 3). 

On a more gPnrral level, repair machinery tends to be 

intro duced wh en an interlocutor has misjudged the communica-

tivc n~e rls of a convrrsational partner. Sacks · and S<:he{;loff 

ll974) rrfpr to thr shaping of utterances to meet the se needs 

as "rrcipient rlr sign•, the •recipient• being thP intended 

convP. r sat i onal p r·.rtnrr, flhen oo me utterance fails to meet 

the ne eds of a partner, then that utterance has poor recipient 

dcsicn. 

The notion of rr.cipirnt dcsiL'Tl is useful to the analysis 

at hand, From our point of vier/, collaboration on a discourse 

to ~ ic deMands eood rrcipient design on a number of levels, 

Ut trranccs ~ust be desi[;nrd oo that the recipient knows hr/she 

le b~in ; ·; n<ldr<' ::;:::: ed cn'1 co thnt thr. rceipir·nt can hrC'.r the 

ut trr enc"• Gootl 1·Pcipi<'nt ~<'d&;n is also nrer!Pd to insure 

the.t t h" r " cip i,,nt can irlrnt ify r1ho or what ls being talked 

about lSacks and SchPgloff 1974), In the discussion to follow, 

"e consirl r r rC'cipir>nt rlesign in clevelopmrntal tPrms, The 

bull: of our -! a ta sr.orrn that youn(_: chil cl re-n exl'eriencP. 

com:~unic at ive rlifficul tics b<>cause thc>ir uttr.rc.nces havr poor 

reciv i r. nt i!esicn. 

V. E. How to Sr.cure the Attention of the Hearers 

htk i nson ll974) ex!Jlor11ts the use o-f' attrntion drawing 

1evices u:;P.1 by small chil cl ren llook: sr.r: - liointing) Ylhich 

d rl!'.o nstrate to thr l i str.nPr which p r. rsons, obj <' cts, or f'VC'nts 
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the child wishes the listener to focus on, If both partici­

pants focus on the selected object, it can be prrsumed thnt 

the speaker has obtained the attention of the hearer, as v1ell 

as directing him to a specific object, Here we discuss only 

the first of these procedures, atten t ion-er tting . 

Before any communication can take place, th~ s peaker must 

secure the attention o f thP hearer, This is done in a varir.ty 

of ways and . is onr of thr earlies t acts a child must l earn, 

Crying and other distre ssfUl sounds usually bring attPntion 

to the infant, in1iicating the "so11eth in;:; is the matter". 

Gazin~ at the other is al s o one of the c ai·liest via~·s i. o s Pcure 

his/her attention lStern 1974), These acts may not be intrn­

tional at the a ge o f thrr.P~~ by one ye ar o f a ge , the cr.ild 

starts us i ng these as conscious de v ices lSchie ffe lin 1 975aJ. 6 

Smiling plus eazine, as well as laue;hinG whilP ca zine; at t he 

other oft1m P.licits not only the attention o r th r. hPar r r, 

but a query from the hearer, e, g, "\'/hat hn;,Jpenrrl?" or ~what • s 

so f unny?", ThP.y elicit at t<'ntion to srl f even if that i ~ 

not v1hnt is always intended, 

Smilin~ and l au cJ1 ine; e.rc. thoudit of as social ph0nor.11ma . 

People fe<'l that they can ask another ind ivi rlual ivhy he/ah·e 

is laughing - esprc i ally if the contr·xt docs not provide an 

explicit PJ:plans.t i on or zource. Pr r sumabl~ c nC' i s l aui.)J i nt; 

about so methinE - l aui:;h inc; beine; a comm,·nt o r nC'w inforrJ:ction 

about a pro pos i tion, 

Other non-verbal means of BPtting a listenC'r to a t t c> nrl 

to thr speakr- r are t ouch inc thn lir.tenC'r. t ueei ne;, po ::ini;:, 

turning towards th" li s t0nl!J', ~e ttine; clos!'r, Thrse 
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beheviors as rrnll t!•p icall:t elicit cuch queriPs such as "\'/hat 

do ~-ou 11ant?", rte, 

In arldition to several non-verbal means of securing the 

attrntion of a spr>cif'ic indivi~ual. the child dcvrlops verbal 

ways o f performing thr. same act. \1hile cryine an~ other dis-

tressful i>o unds rlo not specify v1ho should attr·nd, the une of 

vocatives, i.e. "!.;ama" and "Papa", etc,, do, The number of 

times a name will be callerl out repeatedly, the pitch and 

lourlnei;s of the calls rle;iend on the utt ~ rance conte::t and the 

desires of the individual, For instence in example (13) 

the mother docs not respond to her childrens' calls since 

shr noesn't hear them, and subsequently shP. is not invo.Lv"d 

in the. lntr.raction, By 17a:• of comparison• 

(19) r.:nria, 24 ;nonths, srianish-speaking 
(in :;ar~,,. room ·11i th mothP.r) 
19.l Laria t mommy/ 
19.2 f.!othrr1 i_Oue'? LQuP. quiPres? 

Huh? 

r.:aria £11ccr:erls in calling att,,ntion to h,..rsr lf in one turn, 

anrl her !noth"r inr1icatcz that sh" is att,,.ndine to the 

proposition that •1.;nria we.nts i:or.iething' with hl"r rl'sponsa, 

In the next example, t:aria has assumed that the attention 

of the l i:i tener hc>.s bern securrd, when in fact it has not. 

( ?O) (::,..v,..ral n,..o ple nrezi:-nt in the room) 
?o.l f.icrla1 drntatn a.ca/ si•mtete 

aca/ ::ic.ntate aca{ 
20,2 friC'nrt (2.';· yrs. o rt)1 (.mi?/ 
?0.3 l.!aria1 siPntetr aca/ 

(transcribed by L. Tweed) 
1:ot only r.iu:;t child.rrn learn to s rcur<' the· attention o f the 

lictr-n-;r, but 1·1hr-n r.;11.vcral potrntial r rzpondcnts arr available, 

the.y ;,;ust ::;~le.ct e Yplicitly. For rxample1 

( 21) (dinner tablr-, 3 arlults, 3 childrrn, 
{ aeed 4 ~·rn, ) noisy) 
21.l Zachary 1 You know what I saw 

toctay?/ 
?.l. 2 David 1 f/ha t? / 
21,3 Zache.ry11'fiot you, I'm talking 

to my morel'/ hlol!lmy? / -
21.4 tJother1't~1eah? 

These problr.ms also face ar1ul ts in convi>r!Jation 1?i th 
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each other, Usinc v~catives also servrs as a check on the 

other's attrntion, during conversation, and is one of sevrral 

devices available to maintain th" attrntion of the listrnr r, 

e, e;. "Gr.orce, G,..orc;e, arP. you thrre?" used whrn on" mtsp<'cts 

that the listcnt'r has bot be<'n co npletely attendine. Other 

dQvices used are er.prr·ssions 1 ikc, "hey:" or "wait:" ;ilus 

eye contact anrt touching the in·'iividual, Both children ancl 

adults use as well expr,,ssions such as "You };now w11at?" or 

"Guess what" to shift attention t o thf'tJS(>l vr.s , ( :;; ct ion IV,E.3) 

Another way to call attr.ntion to one:;Plf (us r.rl by 1"' th 

a dults and children ) is to use one of the r.iany C'X">rrssivr 

particlr.s s,uch as "uh oh", "oh rlf'ar" , "ouch", "wo01)!:1'y", 

"wow", f'tc, Plac Pd in thr:- breinning of an "VPnt, the listrnC'r 

hParing such en e yclamation will usu('.lly look to th " s"' ' ake r 

anrl inquire, "l'lhat happrned" or "!!'hat's wronf;?", in an attempt 

to find out what has caus <'rl such an outburst. Thr:- occurrr.nce 

of on" of thPSC' <' Xpr,,ssions durinc; an ongo in.:; intrr('.ction 

ur.unlly <'raws th" focuc avray :rro :n what is happ<'ning an·' causrs 

a shift in attention to occur, These particlf's can si1~ultan-

eously draw attention to the speaker and th" P.vc n t tha t he is 

comr.1r nting on, Schegloff (prrs. co:nrn ,) trrats thPsP. e xl>r r ssions 

as a "pre" to a "noticing" by a co-present i i:dlvi :iual or 

individuals, That is, they arr <'Xprrssions that <'licit a 

--..--:--· 
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•noticing•. 

v. c. On ArticulatinG Uttr.re.ncr.s for the Listener• 

To collaborate on a discoursr topic, a liatP.ner must have 

rrcr.ived a minimally comprr.h,,nsiblr. mr.ssage from a sp~aker_. 

Adults in te.lkin.:; with onP. another may miss pa.rt or all of 

an uttPr2J1cr. if it was ~r.livr.rP.d too quickly or too so-ftly 

or if noice from thr. contr.r.t interfr.red with the signal, The 

problem of rioor articulation is even morr. apparent in intr.r­

actions involvin~ children as intr.rlocutors, 

For r.xa:i;~lr., young chil-:lrr.n often di:;tort the phonological 

she.pl! of their uttr.rancr.s to thP. er. tent that conversational 

partners cannot interpret them as rnPe.ningful strings in the 

lansua~. It is oftP.n nPcrssary for young chilnrcn to repeat 

th'!ir utterances cevrral tir.ieo to get thrm undi:rstood at this 

basic hvP.l, In many caces, the utterance is not deciphered 

an~ the topic is drop~"dt 

(22) Toby, navid, ''months 
('!atinr.; r.1irlrla:; mr-al, facing care­
t11k<?r, Ji 11) 
(Jill ha:: j u:;t ai:krd if 'l'oby an:l 
new i~ wou1'1 lil;I' a bnnnna in jnlly 
(P.ritich trrm for jello)) 
2?,l 'l'oby1 no no jclly/(Unl«ll' 
22,2 Jillr You eat your rl innrr then. 
22.3 Toby 1 (t~nktl)/ 
22.4 Jilli miat? 
?? , 5 To b~·, (t~nk tll/ 
2?,C Jillr tin~lP? 
22,7 f'ayirlr yr.ah/ · 
?.2, D Toby1 no tinJ(lr./(ti:nktl] (re ~JC'ats)/ 
22. 9 Jilli You'rr. a prack, 

In this l"Yample, Toby rr.pl'ats his utterancr. but with little 

succl'ss, P.r. nt:>ver ccts his mi;ccac;r. across •. : It is possiblP. 

that "f.ti:nJ:c :ijl• i:; inten<lcd as. •tin of jcllo• (unclear), but 

•- - -·· ~~ " " Jill interprets thP u t terance as a distortion of 
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•tinkle•, a leY.ical i tP.Ll which makr.s li:ttle sense in this 

contP.xt. This r.xamplP. illustrates as well the \Isl' of rr.pair 

machinery to achieve co111prehP.nsibility. Jill initiates repair 

procedures twice (22.4 and 22,6) to this end. 

At the one word stage, childr~n expr.rir.nce even grr.ater 

problems in articulatinE thr.ir utt r. re.nces with sufficient 

clarity. Scallon \197}) has documented the wa~· in which many 

of these r.11rly uttrrances are lost on co-presrnt aclul ts 1 

For exa:11plP., onr. 1' a!' , this li ti.lr chil'1 
(2g ~os~), wgosr. Ra~r. is ErP.nda, saic to mr., 
(k aJ [k a) fk a) [k a), I didn't unrlr rstand 
and said ":·:iiat? ". $he thr.n said (t:;>o] ft,"O) , 
The n"xt thing I sai~ cannot br hriu-d cl~arly 
enough en thr tapr to tr11nscribr-, but Iirrnda 
then said (b~is] , nin" timrs. I still 
rlicln't un'1··rstanr1 what shr. was sayint,; and 
said ''1'.'hat? Oh, bicvcle? Is that what you 
aairl?" l!P.r e.r1sl1C'r v1as ( ne. '] , I said, 
"No?", Llhr!, [na'). I, "i·io-- I eot it wron~.· 

\'lhr.n Scallon listrmed to his recordint:; of this convP.r~;ation, 

hP. heard the sound of a car passing just before Brenda st!lrted 

to sp r ak, On this second hrarinc;, he reali zrd that (}:ha) was 

!Jrnnna' s N~uivalr.nt of "car", [[!;Jo) corrcspondC'cl to " L'O " and 

(bais) corresponded to "bus•, Scallon' s analysis illuci.ra tes 

thP. point that carr.tnkers and oth€'rs rdy hravil!' on uttrrance 
~ . ~-·--

con te >:t in interpreting phonoloc;ically ill-formed utterance s 

of children, rlherP no salient referr.nt in the irrunPdiat€' f'nviron-

mr.nt can be isolatPcl, artults find it <1i 1' ficult t o unci~ rctand 

what a child is say inc;. 7 

We can well imagine that the sf' early attrr.11Jts to cor.1mun­

icate are lacP.d with rrpair machinrry, In f' 11ct, Scallon r r.yorts 

that the onr.-rrord perierl is "clut t ered" with sel f -repe t i tions 

on the part of the child nncj attrmpts at clP.rification uy a 

co-present anul t. 'l'he child rPpe ats a l cr i cal i t r> m ovr. r and 

~ 



ovP.r until he/she rPceives some sort of assurance from the 

adult that the utterancf! has be<'n deciphered. 
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Scollon observes that the child may repeat an utterance 

with or without a VP.r'hal prompt from the a~ul t. From our 

point of vlrw, even when there ls no verbal repair-initiator 

such as "i'.'hat?", •ttm?" or trial rrpetition of the chilrt's 

uttr rance, eb::encc of a verbal r10s1,onse.. from th£' adul ·Ls ioay 

count az a nrc~.tivc rC'::pon·s,. "or ~hP child, 'l'ha t is, silence 

on thr part of a convrrsational partner may initiate a rrpair 

fro:n thr chilrl, l'ihen th" child rtocs not get an i~diate 

vr rbal ccnfir~!ation, thP chilit attempts to clarHy the uttf"rance 

(rP.pairJ throul1! repf'tition, 

hsirte from problPms of phonological distortion, the 

conl':lmicetiom: of yaune chilitren may sufter because the child's 

voice is too coi't or too low1 

(2'.5) Allison VI, 34 months 
(Allison climbs up on a big chair, 
tryinc to r.1ovc bci.rs into th,..ir holes) 
23,1 /·. llbonr I' m-I' m put-,.iutting 

thl"s ,.. burr. . in th,..rc/ 
23,2 I.ioth r r1 I can't hf' ar '·ou , 
23,3 /.lllcona (;.iointin~ to . holC's) 

in thr:;;e hol('s/ 
23.4 l.:oth,,r1 i'/hat honey? 
23.5 Allison1 (moving hand up and 

norm b<!rs) a thrse bars/ 
23,6 [othrr 1 \'ihat about thf'SC bars? 
?3 . 7 /.11ison1 (trying to . . ovr. baro) 

I' m try ine; to ;;ut thf'm in 
thrsn hall" - mor:11rty?/ I can't 
Cf't it in thnse holes/ 

In many instancC's, the child may not in fact be dirrctlng 

utt<?rar1ccc to others prrst>nt, The child may br. speaking 

so-ftly becausr hi' is r.neag"rt in so;ne e.ctivi ty e.n:\ talk.ine 'to 

hi:r.se lf, Others ovPrhCoaring suet. talk may try to n•-dircct 
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it so that l t includP.s thr.mst'l ves, In thr-sf! cases, the child 

is not "Gllilty• of poor rr.cipient design, Rathrr it is the 

co-present other who demands to be recognized as the reci!>ient , 

It is important to not" that aitul ts r" gularl~· ap)ly re9air 

· machinery to three> communication roartblocks and that vr.ry young 

chilrtrc>n respond appro priatl'ly to this machinrry, That is not 

to say that young children res::.1ond £'11:actly as an adult \7auld 

respond, Adults tnnrt to trrat a mishearine; as a misund,,r­

standing anrt offer an altrrnatc phrasing of thrir oricinal 

utterance ( Schcgloff , pers, comm,), Childrrn up to about 

2t ~1 1)ars of aec> tf'nrt to repeat vrhat they utterPrt previously . 

However, they do re:cognize that a re-rieliver~· is ap!1ropriate 

when 11 reIJair - ini tlation ls -addrcssP.d to them, 

In nany cases, c h ildrrn do pro vide a clecrer articulation 

of the utterance in the rf'pair response, In hC'r stud:; o:· peer 

interaction, Garvey (1975) found that children 34-67 r.Y.Jnths 

r<'@llarly al trrPd such "re;:iec. ted" utterances, In contrast 

to the oricinal for nulatio n (i.e. the rt> pairabl e), these 

utt,.,rances ( i, P. thP. re!1<!ir response s ) wnr e markccl. ~· 1 

a, rr.riuction in tr.rn~;o , P, g, , cl'O'r.r S€'!1ara tlon 
of syllablrs 

b. increase in prF'cision of articulation, 
e,g, rPlrc>.se of final consonants 

c, incrf'a s,.. in volumr. 
d, us,, of contras tiv,.. strrss on portion 

of thP queried sr. c;rnent 
(Garvf'y 19751 28 ) 

Before the aGe of 3 yeors, th•m, a child P.vidences sor11e censi­

tivity to, and use of, •rccii1 ient de sicn"• 

V.D. On Identifying Referents in the Discou r s e Topic: 

The given-new contract (Clark 1974) requires that speakers 

refer to individuals, object's, events, etc. in such a way · that 
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the listener can mentally identify the referent. Applied to 

discourse topic, this means that the speaker should take into 

account the listener's knowledge or awareness of a particular 

object in making reference to that object within a discourse 

topic. 

The speaker can misjudge the listener's knowledee/aware­

nesn in two ways. It is possible that the speaker t.'l·ay· under­

estimate the listener's knowledge. He may, for example, d~~:~e 

an ir.dividual without namine him with the mistaken belief that - -----·------· - -· 
the listener does not know that individual or at least does not 

know the name of that individual. In these instances, the lie-

tener ~ay indicate his knowledee of the referent's name, e.g. 

through collllr.ents such as "You mean John?","Oh yeah, John", 

"Are you talking about John", etc, 

In many cases, such errors on the part of the speaker are 

taken as "talking do~m" and insulting by the listener. In 

"talkin& down" the speaker believes that the listener is not 

informed about some individual, event, process, etc. to the 

extent that t he spanker is. For example, a sper.ker might say, 

"Do you know ~;hat John Kennedy, a famous president who was 

assassinated, once said? 'Ask not what your contry can do for 

you, but what you can do for your country.'"• The di:Jcourse 

topic, 'You (the addressee) do or do not know what John Kennedy, 

a f&mous president, who was ~tsassinated, once said', makes 

explicit that John Kennedy was a famous president who was assassin­

ated. In cases where the listener already knows this information, 

the listener may feel that the speaker hae underestimated the 

state of his Eeneral knowle~ge. In other wordo, the speaker 

should have presupposed more. 

. ---.._ 

(26 / 
Far more often are cases in which the speaker overestimates -·-----·--,,..-·----·· - --- ·-

the speaker's knowledge or awareness of a referent. We have 
- ------- - ... -- ------------
discussed this behavior with respect to example (1). In cases 

such as this, the listener will not be able to understand what 

claim is being made or elicited. And, in our society at least, 

such overestimations of the listener's knowledge provoke some 

sort of "clarification request (repair initiator) from the listener, 

e. g . "Who?", "What?", "What comes out fast?", etc. 
~ --- ...... ..---·--

The speaker, then, mus t take steps to aid the listener 

in identifying particular referents within the discourse topic. 

This is part of good recipient desien (Sacks & Scheeloff 1974). 

In identifying requests, speakers appeal to two major sources. 

firstJthere are appeals to the physical setting in which the 

communication is conveyed. Second, there are appeals to the 
---------~~~~-· 

listener's backeround knowledge. In the first case , the speaker 
~ 

directs the listener to locate the referent in physical ~· 

In the second case, the speaker directs the listener to locate 

the referert in memory spnce, 

Let us consider the way in which young children aid the 

listener in locating particular referents within discourse 

topic. 

V. D.l. How to Locate a Referent in Physical Space: 

Overwhelmini;ly, the conversations of young children are 

'J!-_ 

about objects, people , or events that are present in the utterance 

context. J:'urther, from a very early point in their development, 

children employ a variety of devices to direct the listener' s 

attention to these entities. These d~vices include both vc1 ·bal 

and non-verbal behaviors. 



hon-verbal means for locating a referent (X) include: 

a. LooY.ine at ( X) COMMENTARY 

(24) Allison II 
(Allison had been 
pointing to mike on 
her mother) 
24.1 (Allison looks L..--referent =object 

at hanging mike)' looked at 
24.2 Nother: That's 

another micro- ~referent identified 
phone. by listener · 

b. Holding (X) 

(25) Toby & David, 35 mos. 
25.1 David: oh 

dear/X/ (sit-
ting up, look- b-- referent = object 
inc at his r looked at 
blanket) 
(picking up 
blanket, facing 
Toby) that 
messin~ up/ 
this//../X/ don't 
mess it up/ you 
mess it up/ 
like this/ 

25.2 Toby: mummy +--referent identified 
did/ mummy did/ by listener 

25.3 David: yes/ 

(see also examples (30)(32)) 

c, Reaching for (Y.) 

(26) Allison III 
(Allison and mother 
had been talking 
about putting a diaper 
on the baby doll) 
26.l Allison: (reach­

inB for doll) 
baby doll/ 

f- referent = object 
reached for 
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26.2 hother: Oh, 
there she is! 

t- referent identified 
by listener 

d. Offering (X) 

(27) 
27.1 (Allison offer­

ing cookie to 
mommy) 1' mommy/ 

referent r offered 
object 
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COMl•lEHTARY 

27.2 Mother: Oh, 
thank you. ~ referent identified 

by listener 

e, Pointing at (X) 

(28) Allison II 
28.1 Allison: (crawl­

ing into mother's 
lap and poin~- referent = object 
ing to micro- f"- pointed at 
phone) man/ 

28.2 Mother: The 
man put the ~referent identified 
microphone on. by listener 

(see also example (6)) 

f, Touching (X) 

(29) Allison III 
29 .1 Allison: (touch- t-- referent "' object 

ing overhead touched 
mike) mike/ 

29.2 Nether: That's ~referent identified 
the microfhone. by listener 

29.3 Allison: turns 
to mother, t ouch- referent = object 
ing her mike) ~touched 
mommy/ mike/ 

29 . 4 Mother: Mommy t-- referent indentified 
has a microphone. by listener 

From the single word stage on, the child does not rely on 

non-verbal means alone to locate referents for the listener 

(Schieffelin 1975b). As Atkinson (1974) points out, non-verbal 

means are efficient only when the listener is already visually 

attending to the speaker. 

In the data at hand we find that gestures s u ch a s r each i ng , 

pointing, and the like are accompanied by verbal means of 

expression; or verbal means can be used to direct the listener 

to the relevant referent, 

The child can locate a referent verbally (with or without 

accompany ing non-verbal devices) by using: 



a. 

b. 

e. 
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Notice verbs: (look, see, etc~(Atkinson i974, Keenan 
and Klein 1975) 

(30) David ! Toby, COMMENTARY 
35 mos., in bedroom 
30.1 David: (stand-

ing, facing Toby; 
David holding up a 
battery) 
a battery/ this is~referent"' object 
battery/X/ held and identified 
look I find 
battery/ .. 

30.2 Toby: I see: that ..__referent identified 
Jiji's/ .-by listener 

Expressive particles: (see section V.B.) 

(31) Allison III,20 mos. 
3t wks. 

31.1 Allison: (notic­
ing that mother's 
juice has spilled) .-referent .. object/ 
uh oh~/ event noticed 

31. 2 Lother: uh oh. t- referent (implicitly) 

31.3 

31.4 

31.5 

Allison: (smil­
ing, looking at 
juice spilled on 
floor) mommy/ 
Mother: What did 
mommy do? 
Allison:tspill/~ 

identified by listener 

f- referent identified 
explicitly 

Deictic particles: 

1. Declarative 

(32) Allison V, 28 mos. 
32.1 Allison: (holding 

truck) This is a ('--referent"' object 
dWDp truck/ being held 

(33) 

32.2 Bother: This is 
a dump truck. f--referent identified 
Yeh. by listener 

David 
33.1 

& Toby, 35 mos. 
David: (pointing 
out moth in room) ~referent 
\)J filoth/X/X/* ' pointed at 

object 

.. 
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(33) cont. 
33.2 

cm:i.;EJ.: TARY 
Toby: I see/ r referent identified 
(put out window)/ by listener 
David: yes/ 33.3 

* (iJ= general deictic particle for "there" "it" 
"this", etc. 

2. Interrogative 

(34) David & Toby, 34 mos. 
eating dinner 
34.1 David: (looking f-- referent = object 

at his bowl of looked at 
food) what's zis?/ 

34.2 Toby: kamoniz/. r-referent identified 
by listener 

34.3 David: no macaroniz/ 
sketiz/ 

d. Descriptive or identifying NP: 

In many cases, the child identifies a referent for 
·a listener (or himself) by "11aaing it". This is 
the case in (29), (30), (32), (33), etc, In some 
instances the child is not secure about the appro­
priateness of his identification, and W<•i t.s for a 
confirmation of t he identification fr om the listener. 
In other case s , as Atkinson (197~) points ou t , the 
child may be secure about hir; iCentificatiou, but 
may not be sure that the listener has identified the 
item. Often the child may refer to the item but 
wait for evidence that the adult has i dentified the 
object, action, etc. before going on to supply new 
information about it. Atkinson calls this behavior 
PRil>iIIW. Priming gets the listener to f ocus on what 
the speaker wants to talk about. 

As is evident in these examples , several means rcay be 

employed by the child to locate a referent in physical space. 

(Of course adults use these same devices when interacting with 

children as well as when interacting with each other.) A child 

may first try to locate the referent with an identifyir.G KP , 

t hen follow this NP with a string of notice verbs, pointing, 

shoving, etc. 

We do not want to i mply that every time a child touches, 

holds, points, or names some entity that he is tryin~ to ·locate 
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a referent for the listener. Indeed, at the one word stage, 

children often employ these behaviors in the course of their 

own exploration of the environment. The adult may simply be 

an observer of this process. And if the adult wishes to enter 

into the interaction with the child, he may use one or another 

of these behaviors to locate exactly what the child is talking 

about. 

In many cases, however, the child wants a listener to attend 

and acknowledge the claim he is making about some discourse 

topic. In these cases, the child employs means such as those 

described about. 

The variety of means and the frequency with which they are 

employed suggest that young children are often sensitive to 

the fact that listeners must be able to identify specific entities 

addressed in a discourse topic proposition. Thie sensitivity 

is evidenced as well by the number of tries the child will 

produce to get the referent located. In many cases the child 

will repeat a try 9 or 10 times, stopping only when the listener 

evidences ve rbally that he is nttending to the child's focus 

of attention. 
QQf:lMEN'l'ARI 

(35) David & Toby, 35 mos. 
(David holding a truck, 
picks up rabbit. Toty 
whistling on pretend 
flute continuo us ly< 
while f acing UavidJ 
35 .1 David: rabbi t/X/ f-- referent = object 

I find truck/ being held 
rabbit/ (?) as 
like rabbit/ truck/ 
rabbit/X/X/ truck 
truck rabbit/ 
truck/ rabbit 
(showinc truck 
and rabbit to TobY) 
truck/ raLbit/X/X/ 
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CONJ.IENTARY (35) cont. 

35.2 Toby: truck/ rabbit/f-referent identified 
(continues whistl- by listener 
ing) 
David: let me blow?/ 35.3 

(For other examples see Keenan 1974) 

The listener indicates that he has identified the referent 

in question by repeating the id~ntification of the referent, 

examples (4),(14),(32),(35), by offering an alternate identifi­

cation of the referent, examples (18),(34), by explicitly 

stating that he •sees" the object, etc., examples (30),(33) 

or, by providing some other comment concerning the referent, 

example (25). These responses are characteristic of both the 

child-adult and child-child discourse under study. 

On the other hand, there is a way of evidencing awareness 

of the referent in question that is characteristic of adult 

behavior only. An adult may state explicitly the question of 

immediate concern, addressed by the child, and in so doing 

specify the object, event, process, etc. pointed out earlier 

by the child. For example, in (31) Allison notices that her 

mother did something nnd directs her mother to notice this 

action (specifically the result of this action). Allison's 

mother shows that she has noticed in two ways: First, she 

repeats Allison's comment, "uh oh!/", and second, she formulates 

a possible question of immediate concern, "What did morru:iy do?" 

This question has as its discourse topic 'mommy did something', 

a propos ition that expresses what Allison noticed . 

Although in the discourses described above, the child 

is relatively successful in calling attention to a referent, 

there are cases in which the child does not provide adequate 

cues. In these cases, the referent is located only after one 
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or more repair initi~tors by the listener; or the referent is 

never located at all, and the communication fails. In our 

data, the listener's difficulties in locating referents in the 

discourse topic derive from at least two major sources: 

1. First, the child may confuse the listener by providing 

co11flicting non-verbal ~· For example, COMMJ<;NTARY 

(36) Allison II, 19.2 mos, 
(sitting on mother's 
lap) 
36.l Allison: (po in tine +-referent = 

toward photo- pointed at 
erapher, touching 
her mouth) man/ 
~-other: mouth? 

object 

36.2 

36,3 Allison: (point­
ing tu her tongue) 
~(?)/~(whimpers) 
down/ 

of-- repa:l.r initiator on 
identity of referent 

(referent not identi­
fied by listener) 

In (36), line (36.1), Allison incidently touches her mouth as 

she is pointin6 out the photographer. At (36.2), Allison's 

mother is misled by Allison's touching her mouth, and tentatively 

interprets .her utterance as "mouth", not "man". The utterance 

"mouth?" reque3tS Clarification (initiates a repair) but 

Allison interprets her mother's utterance ae a question about 

her mouth, e.g. 'where is your mouth?', Step three of the pre­

requisite s for establishing a discourse topic is, then, not 

succes ~ ful, ~nd the discourse topic is dropped at (36.4). 

In other interactions of this sort, the child may be looking 

at one thing, and holding up another, and commenting on just 

one of thes e thinas. 

(37) Allison IV, ·22 mos, 
(Allioon has taken a 
calf then a cow out 
of a box. She ha s 

COMMENTARY 
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c omri.m TARY 
called the calf "cow/" 
and the cow, "big cow/") 
she then, 
37,1 Allison: (looks at ~referent= object 

calf, holding up looked at 
cow) tiny ku/t.i, 

37.2 Mother: what? +..--repair initiator on 

37.3 

37.4 

37.5 

37.6 

Allison: (look­
ing at cow) 
tiny cow/ 
Mother: Where's~ 
the tiny cow?.i­
Allison: (show­
ing mother calf, 
holdini:; it next 
to cow, then 
lifting it up) 
rieht here/ 
Mother: Right,'t~ 
that's the tiny 
cow. 

step 2 

f-- repair response on 
step 2 
repair initiator on 

+---identity of referent 

f--- repair response 

~ referent identified 
by listener 

In (37), the adult is using the child's gaze direction as a cue 

in helpint_: to locate what the child is referring to. At ( 37. 4), 

the adult initiates a repair to establish the uni~ue referent 

of "tiny cow". (The adult knows which object is the tiny cow; 

•he does not know which object the child is .calling a tiny 

cow.) At (37.5) Allison is able to repair this misunderstanding 

through non-verbal and verba l means, 

2. A second source of conf usion for the listener s tems 

from the child's failure i2. s pecify~ referent in~ precise 

enough~· Aeain, in many of these cases, the communication 

was never intended as soc i al and so not oriented to lintener 

needs. In other cases, however, the child does want to convey 

the discourse topic and locating a key referent for the listener 

is a mean·a to this end. 

In the data at hand, vagueness i e a result of a f ail u r e 

to provide sufficient non-ve Fbal cues, and/or sufficient verbal 

cues, l''or example, we f ind that a child will of ten look at an 
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object or an event, or hold an object and refer to it as if it 

were already identified by the listener. In many cases, the 

child looks at or touches something present in the environment, 

and refers to it by some deictic term, such as "this", [iJ, 

"it" • . This is illustrated in a different "spill" sequence 

from that in example (31). 

(38) Allison V, 28 mos. 
(Allison had been eat­
ing a cookie, drinking 
juice, she spills 
some juice from her 
mouth) 
38.1 uh/ (looks at her 

dress, purposely 
pours juice onto 
it) 

38.2 ¥.other: Oh, what 
happened? What did 
you do? What did 
you do? 

38.3 Allis on: (touching 
her knee, looking 
at original spill) 
spill something/ 

38.4 Kother: What did you 
do? 

38.5 Allison: (holding 
up cookie, scraping 
it with her finger) 

COMMENTARY 

it came down from f- referent = objects 
atcookie/ being scraped (crumbs) 

38.6 hother: \-ih::i. t? ~repair initiator 

38.7 

38.8 

on etep 2 
Allison: (rubbing 
her dress) it f- repair response 
came-4-on my dress/ 
!-lather: It came on 
your dress. It didn't 
come on the cookie. 

• oh means we better 
wipe you off. 

(referent not identi­
fied by listener) 

In (38.4) Allison's mother is eliciting information about the 

spilling of the juice by Allison. Allison, however, turned 
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her attention to something alse that fell on her dress along 

with the juice, that is, cookie crumbs. Her utterance at (38.5) 

is a claim that the crumbs ("it") 'came down from a cookie". 

The discourse topic is something to the effect, 'the crumbs 

came from somewhere', But , because Allison did not clarify 

sufficiently the referent of "it", Allison's mother takes the 

term to refer to the juice, rather than the crumbs. This is 

evident at (38.6) when Allison's mother comments, "it came on 

your dress. It didn 't came on the cookie.". 

Underspecification may also result from a child's deletion 

of a lexical item, or items within an utterance. Greenfield 

and Smith (1~75) have observed that children in the one word 

stage . delete certain 'presupposed' information and make explicit 

what they consider to be important or noteworthy, i.e. 'infor­

mative'. Often the information deleted cor.cerns an indivirual(s) 

or an event(s) about which the child's utterance provides a 

'comment' . We find that deletion of taken-for-eranted material 

continues , but to a lesser extent, throu~hout our child data · 

sample. (In fact , adult discourse is laced with these deletions 

as well.) In some contexts, the deleted referent (or set of 

referents) is not altogether obvious to the listener, and the 

listener initiates a repair on this referent. 

(39) Allison IV, 22 mos . 
(Allison seeing herself 
on the TV monitor) 
39.l Allison: (put-

COl·J·'.El:TARY 

ing hand to her 
head) comb hair/ f-- referent = agent 

39.2 hother : Comb repai r initia tor on 
hair? (-- step 2 

39,3 Allison: Baby · 
Allison comb hair/~ r epair r esponse 

39. 4 J>iother: Baby r r epai r ini tic. tor on 
Allison comb hair? steps 2 and 3 · 

!----- --.. •* - .... _...,.. .. 



(39) cont. 
39.5 Allison: yeah/ 
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CO!'JI·lENTARY 

t-- repair response 

(referent identified 
by listener) 

1;otice that the child is able to repair the unclarity and succese­

f ully locate a critical referent. We find that children at the 

single word stage can repair misunderstandings related to referents 

located in the present physical space. However, the same cannot 

be said for their ability to initiate repairs on locating referents 

in tne utterances of other children or adults. We found no 

instances of such repair initiators - in the Allison Bloom sample, 

ranging from age 16 months to 28 months. Repair initiation 
"-.. 35 l'f'\O\• 

of this sort starts in the Toby and David sample, see example (17). 
/\ 

However, it is a rare occurrence (Keenan, Schieffelin and Platt, 

work in progress). J.iuch more frequent in the Toby and David 

sample is repair initiation on step 2, articulation. (see Garvey 

1975 for a careful discussion of this phenomenon.) 

We have seen, then, two striking differences between adult­

child and child-child discourse . The first is that the adult 

often explicitly reconstructs a question of immediate concern 

on the bueis of a referring expreosion by the child, The eecond 

is that tho adult 1n1t1~tea a repair from the child if a referent 

is insufficiently located. These.observations need . to be confirmed 

by lookine at a wider sample of children's discourse. 

V. D.2. How to locate a referent in memory: 

We have stated that most of the claims made or elicited 

by young children concern entities that exist in the physical 

environment of the verbal interaction. However, even very 

young children sometimes refer to events or individuals that 

are not present in the ongoing setting. Some of these references 
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are to ficticious events or individuals (fantasy) and some relate 

to actual individuals or events known to the child from some 

prior experience. We find child-child discourse up to 37 months 

to include primarily the first of this type of "non-situated 

reference" (fantasy) , whereas child-adult discourse contains 

primarily the second type of these references. 

Both types of reference are usually provoked by some object 

or event, or individual that is situated in the ongoing physical 

context. In the case of fantasy, something noticed in the setting 

is associated with some imaginary entity. For ex2.1Dple, a battery 

picked up from the floor by David at 35 months of age is identified 

first as a battery, and then as a steam roller. Subsequent 

stretches of discourse use steam roller in various roles within 

a discourse topic. In the case of "real world" non-situated 

reference, some event, etc., tri~gers off a remembering by the 

child of a similar entity in the past. 

We find that before the ace of three, children experience 

enormous difficulty in getting "real world" non-situated events, 

individuals~ etc. established as a discourse topic. Typically, 

the transition from the here-and-now to past experience, is 

not clearly communicated by the child. In adult-child inter­

action, the transition often takes the adult by surprise, and 

the referent in question cannot be determined. Example (14) 

illustrateo this type of communication road block. Here the 

particular "glass" beini; referred to by Allison cannot be 

identified by the listener, and so "glass" is not included 

in subsequent discourse topics. 

There are numerous rea3ons, why these referents are often 

not identified by the listen~r. To eort out these reasons, 
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it is useful to compare means available to the child for locating 

referents in physical space with those available for memory 

searches: 

1. Salient from the video record is the fact that children 

rely heavily 2!} non-verbal ~ to ~ what they are talking 

about. This is true both in initial identifications of referents, 

and in responses to repair initiators. These cues are appro~ 

priate to the here-and-now context, but ineffective in locating 

objects in the listener's memory. Thus, one important class 

of 'locators' play no role in helping the listener to retrieve 

the referent from memory space. 

2. Second , although the children in this study use "notice 

verbs" such as "look" and "see" to direct the listener to an 

object in physical space, they do !!.Q! ™ ~ ~ verbs 

to locate referents in memory . Adults, in contrast, often 

direct the listener's attention to some individual or event 

not present throue;h such utterances as "Look at what happened 

to Joe .•• he got a very raw deal from that company . " In certain 

Scots dialects the verb~ is used in this way. Atkinson 

(1974) quotes hacrae as . saying that sentenceti of the form, 

"See Jimn:y?·see chips? He likes 'em" are perfectly appropriate 

even when "Jimmy" and "chips" are not present in the speaker's 

or hearer's environment. 

Additionally, adults have tie¥eral other notice verbs that 

are used to focus attention on a referent in memory (Atkinson 

1974). As discucced in part l; adults often explicitly request 

the lic tener to search in memory for some particular referent. 

They ask the listener if he "remembers" or· "knows" or "recalls" 

a particular i11dividual, object or incident before eoing on to 
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say anything about it (e.g. example (2)). The use of these 

verbs is not evident in the childrens' discourse under study . 

3. A further impedance to locatine referents in the listener's 

memory is the ~ development of old information marke rs in 

the speech of young children. The use of anaphoric pronouns, f or 

example, is not part of the child's competence until his average 

utterance length is at least 2.5 morphemes (Bloom, Lightbown 

and Hood 1975). (The child is regularly producing three word 

utterances.) Before this point, a child may use pronominal forms, 

but they are used deictically, i.e. to point out thincs present 

in the environment, rather anaphorically. The s ame can be s a id 

of definite articles. Their use in referring to entities not 

presen.t is not part of the child's competence before 32 months 

(Maratsos 1974 ) . Relat i ve clauses as well do not appear any­

where in our corpus of children's utterances. 

Thus it is difficult for the young child to mark specifically 

that he/she is talking about something that he/she hns already 

experienced. Allison at 20 months, 3t weeks has no way of mnrking 

that the glass she is referrin£ to (example (14)) is~ or 

ill glass .illiU ™ set in the cups . 

4. It is also important to note that the transition from 

present to prior experience is confounded by the child's non­

existent (or later) inconsis tent ™ of t ense ma r kine. 

In general, referring to objects, persons, etc. not 

contextually situated puts a f7e uter burden on the child's 

verbal resources. The child must rely exclusively on verba l 

means to locate the referent in question. In many cases, t he 

listener can simply not determine this referent, as ad equate 

syntactic and semantic marking has not yet emere ed in t he ·chi ld ' s 
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speech. Adults often treat these references of the child as 

coming "out of t he blue" or irrelevant. They may initiate repairs 

on the referent, e.g. "where is . the X?" or shift the discourse 

to a discourse topic that can be determined by both conversa­

tional partners.a 

V. D.3. Identifying referents and old information: 

Our observations of adult-adult, adult-child, and child­

child conversations indicate overwhelmingly that objects, events, 

and persona, etc. that play a role in a discourse topic are 

known to or knowable by the listener as well as the speaker. 

This is evidenced in two w~ys: 

First, in adult-child discourse, if a child refers to some 

er.tity_ t hat can not be located by the adult in physical or 

memory space, Lhe adult lis tener usually initiates a repair 

in an effort to elicit information that will facilitate an 

identification. 

Second, both adult and child speakers are reluctant to 

use a referent in a discourse topic without confirmation that 

the referent in known to, or knowable by the listener. (See 

also Sankoff and .Brown 1975 for a discussion of this phenom£·non 

in Tok Pisin.) We have provided numerous examples in which 

youne children wait for confirmation from the listener that 

the relevant referent is identified, And, while adults in 

t alkir.G to one another elicit such confirmation less often, at 

tiI:Je s they Sf end considerable efforts in insuring that the entity 

that they are refering to is a piece of "shared knowledge". 

'i'he following conversation illustrates the .amount of conver­

sational space that ~_ speaker can take up with this ende3vor. 

(40) (2 women in a dress shop) 
Marie tapes (transcribed 
by Francoise Drun-Cottian) 
(pause) 
40 .1 !ijarie: Hah-Hah-Ha 

RemembeT°thar-red 
blazer you got on 
the other-you had 
on the other day? 
(pause 3 sec.) 

40.2 Dottie: Me? 
40.3 [Marie: Yah that r//ed 
40.4 Dottie: Sweater? 
40.5 Narie: Ya That red-

( .6sec) thing that 
uh (ls ec) that uh 
keeps the cold out 
(but) (2sec) 
The red one 
(it's-) (2sec) 
thin thin thin 
(7sec) 

40.6 Dottie: You mean with 
the roun' neck? 
(2sec) (what cha) 
talking a bout (.4sec) 

Marie turns : to third woman 
and discusses .a dress for 
several turns. ,She · then re­
turns to her conversation 
with Dottie. 
40 . 7 Marie: (finds object 

in sho~, shows to Dottie) 
This. \l.2sec) 
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40.8 [Dottie: Oh the red one ~referent identi-
1 had on// ya:h fied by lister.er 

40.9 Marie : Yeah uh-
somebody wanted one, 
who wanted it 

V. E. Identifying the discourse topic proposition: 

When adults talk to one another, they may not always be 

certain of the discourse topic addressed by a speaker. That 

is, the speaker may not always state the discourse proposit ion 

as part of an explicit question of immediate concern. On the 

basis of the utterance itself, prior utterances exchaneed and 

other shared background knowlidge, however, the listener may 

reconstruct a plausible discqurse topic addressed by the speaker . 
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On the basis of this reconstruction, the listener then provides 

(what he perceives to be) a relevant or appropriate response. 

There are a number of reasons why this reconstruction 

process for the listener is easier in adult-adult conversations 

than in adult-child or child-child conversations. 

As noted earlier, adults usually conform to the conversa­

tional convention of raakine their utterances relevant to the 

current discourse (unless otherwise marked). If an adult (in 

this society) is attending to a discourse topic that is not 

tied to the prior discourse topic and/or claim (introducing 

topic, re-introducine topic) then he ie expected to mark this 

break in some overt canner, e.g. through expressive particles 

("Hey~, "Oh no", "I forgot", etc.), explicit topic-switching 

expressions, or explicit questions of immediate concern. (See 

sections III and IV B.3) 

This convention is not well-established for young children, 

particularly those at the one- and two-word ata~es. There are 

several reasons for this: 

a. 1''i'rst, children at this point in their development have 

a more li~ited attention .!l.llilll than do older children and adults. 

This limitution makes it difficult tor them to collaborate on 

or incorporate discourse topics for an extended period of time. 

At a point of topic exhaustion (Keenan and Klein 1975) the child 

may suddenly turn to a radically different focus of attention. 

b. Second, the child is easily distracted by~ !lfil:! 

thing he/she has noticed in the physical environment. In 

producing an utterance, the child may be f .ocussing on a novel 

entity rather than on a discourse topic or claim:. in · some·: l:aet 
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utterance. 

c. Third, the child may not provide a relevant next utterance 

because he does !!.2..:li understand the point (the discourse topic) 

of the preceding utterance. Th.is is particularly the case where 

the preceeding utterance is a declarative produced by another 

speaker. In declarative utterances, the question of immediate 

concern is implicit. In contrast to explicit questions of 

immediate concern, the child must const:::-uct for himself the 

concern ,underlying a declarative. Thie process mey often be 

too difficult for the child, leading him to produce an irrelevant 

next utterance. 

d. Fourth, the child may not respond relevantly to a 

preceding utterance because he ~ not attended .!_o it in 1:!!!l 

~~· The child may, for example, by absorbed in his 

own description of some activity and not attend to utterances 

directed to him from a conversational partner. Thia behavior 

is characteristic of egocentric speech, what Piaget (1926) calla 

"collective monologues". Thus, if an adult directs a question 

to a youne child, the subsequent utterance by the child may 

not be a responne to that question but a comment relevnn t to the · 

ohild'a previouG diecourae. 

In many cases, the conversational purtner realizes that 

the child has not attended to the immediately precedin& utter-

ance bu t to some other ~oncern. In other cases , however, the 

child does not provide sufficient cues that his/her attention 

is directed to some utterance other than the precedine one. 

For example, attention to a novel object in the environment may 

be marked only by a shift in gaze direction. The li3tener 

is often not aware of this n~n-verbal behavior. Thus he i s 
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not aware of the concern the child's .utterance addresses. 

In some cases, the child provides no salient cues whatsoever 

that his attention has shifted, e.g. where the child is referring 

to some past experience. For example, 

(41) Jason, 24 mos. 
41.l (Jason falls on floor) 

~i other:: What happened? (2X) 
(lonl} pause) 

41.2 Jason: book/ 
41.3 ~l other: Is that a book? 
41.4 Jason: me/ 
41.5 Mother: This isn't your book. 

Where's your book? 
41.6 Jauon: me/ 
41. 7 Mother: 'r/here' s your chicken 

book? 
41.8 (Jason picks up book) 

J.lother: lio, that's Gramma's 
book. 

41.9 Jason: me/ 
41.10 1-iothcr: You can't read Gramrna 1 s 

book. 
41.11 Jason: yeah/ 
41.12 l·iother: lio, Where's your book? 
41.13 Jason: me/ 
41.14 1-iother: Where's Jason's book? 
41.15 (Jason looks at book) 

hother: Gramma's book. 
41.16 Jason: me/ 
41.17 ~1other: Oh, what did you hurt? 
41.18 Jason: nose/ 
41.19 hother: Oh, you hurt your nose. 
41 . 20 Jason: bleed/ 
41.21 1-iothcr: Oh, does your nose bleed? 
41.22 J~son: yeah/ nose 

(tran~cribed by L. Tweed) 

In (41), Jason falls down but does not re3pond immediately to 

his ~other's query about the fall. He turns his attent ion 

to a book in the room, This shift is perceived by the mother, 

and she directs a number of utterances to Jason concerning the 

book . However, by (41.4), Jason shifts the focus of attention 

back to himself, The mother, however, continues to interpret 

Jason's utteranc e, "me/", in tenns of the immedintely preceding 

focus of interest, identific~tion of the book, For example, 
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Jason's utterance at (41 . 4) is treated as a response to (41.3), 

and it is corrected by the mother at (41,5), For the bulk of 

the discourse, two distinct concerns are being handled by child 

and mother. In addition to the mother's (and occasionally 

Jason's) concern with the book, Jason is apparently saying some­

thing about his fall in uttering "me/" (41.4). He is not 

replying to his mother's question. This becomes clearer when 

Jason stops repeating "me/" and answers his mother's question 

at (41.17). This question articulates Jason's concern (his 

discourse topic), i.e. 'Jason hurt something (some part of 
~e;c:.i 

himself)' . He collaborates on this discourseAat 41.18 and from 

this point on in the discourse, matters relating to this pro­

position are addressed, 

The misunderstandinc in (41) prevails for an extraordinary 

number of turns.9 We find nothing of this length in the Allison 

tapes, for example, The leneth of this confusion was probably 

affected by Jason's occasional verbal and non-verbal collabora­

tion on/incorporation of his mother's discourse topic and claim 

((41,8),(4i.11),(41.15)). 

A second problem in determining the discourse topic proposi­

tion of a child's utterance is linked to the child's limited 

syntactic/semantic competence. It is usually much more difficult 

for a listener to deterr.iine the discourse topic f or utterances 

that express only part of a claim than for utterances that express 

a claim explicitly. For example, 

(42) Allison II, 19 mos. 2 wks. 
42,1 Allison: (crawlinG into her 

mother's lap and pointing to 
microphone) man/ 

42.2 J<lother : The man put the micro­
on. Right , 
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In (42), it is more difficult to reconstruct the discourse 

topic for Allison's utterance (42.1) "man/" that it would be 

if the utterance were syntactically and semantically more complete. 

At (42.lh the child conveys only that "man/" is somehow related 

to the object she is pointing to (the microphone). If the 

ut t erance were more cowplex, then the listener would have a 

clearer idea of the claim bein5 made by the child and would 

be better equipped to determine the question of immediate concern 

bein6 addressed.10 

Faced with utterances such as these, the listener has to 

bring in a crea t deal of contextual knowledge to reconstruct 

the question of immediate concern. (See section IV A). The 

listener considers plausible questions that the communicative 

act (pointinc at one object and uttering "man/") could be a 

resfonse to: Is the child telling me (the listener) 'what a 

man did' (discourse topic: 'the man did somethinB'); or 'who 

did something to the microphone' (discourse topic: 'someone 

did SOQething to the microphone'); or what? When Allison's 

mother EXPA~ ;Ds (interprets) Allison's utterance as ~The man 

put the microphone on", she creates a range of posnible quentions 

of imcediate concern that Allison's utterance mieht be a response 

to; e.g. 'What did the man do?' 'Who put the microphone on?' 

.EXFAHSIOHS can be seen as one of sev~ral means of delimitinB 

possible discourse topics addree~ed in a child's communicative 

act. An expanded interpretation can be expressed as an assertion 

or, more . tentatively, as a clarification request (repair 

initiator). The first alternative assumes that unless other­

wise challenged, the expansion (interpretation) is plausible, 

The seco11d alternative requests an explicit coufirmation check 
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(repair renponse) from the child, 

As .noted previously, an additional means fo r a rrivinG at 

the intended discourse topic of the child is to propose it 

as a primary presupposition of an explicit question of immediate 

concern. This response is illustrated in examples (31) and 

(38). This alternative differs from expansions in that the 

speaker commits himself to a specific discourse topic. In 

expansions, the speaker merely reduces the number of possible 

·questions the utterance is relevant to. On the other hand, 

questions of immediate concern share certain characteristics of 

expansions used as repair initiators. They both generate a 

topic-coAlaborating sequence of utterances. In both cases, 

the listener is elicitinG information about a particular 

proposition, and the child (speaker) is providine information 

relevant to that ~ proposition. 

VI, Implications for the Notion of Competence in Child LanQlaGe: 

The four steps described here for establishing a discourse 

topic are fundamental to successful communication. Children 

must develop means to accomplish each of these steps, if they 

are both to contribute to, and sustain, a coheren t discourse. 

We propose that the extent to which a child is capable of com­

pleting these steps is an i mportant measure of the child's 

developing communicative competence. We say comr..unicative, 

rather than strictly linguistic, because the child relies on both 

verbal and non-verbal means for accomplishing the se steps . 

We need to examine the visual and verbal record s of children's 

speech to determine 

1. which steps are taken by the child: 

}'or example, the first analysis of children's speech 
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ta Ke11 ty the child. Chilclren at this point in their development 

can point out re ferents that are r elevant to a d i scourse topic 

propo s ition, but they do not specify the semantic roles of such 

ref~rents in the discourse topic (step 4). As we have seen, 

the listener is left to rec onstruct the proposition on the basis 

. of the referent located, and shared ba ckground knowledge . 

2. how much conversational space (number of utterances, 

r.u=t er of t urns) is taken up with satisfying each step: 

One of the most important things to consider here is 

the context in which the interaction is occurring. The amount of 
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conversational space taken up depends on the number of individuals 

present, t he extent to which they are attending to the child, 

and the extent to ~1hich t hey are familiar with the child and his 

ex r- ericnces. In addition, it is important to consider whether 

the intended listener is an adult, an older child, or a peer. 

The same strinc of sounds could be successfully interpreted in one 

context, yet not understood at all in another context. Those who 

are intim ... tc with a child may compensate for poor articulation, 

idioi::yncratic e :·.pre:::i :i ionc, and "out of the blue" references. 

Contexts in which the liotener is not intimate with the child 

reveal more clea rly the child's competence. In these contexts, 

the child ~ust work harcler to accomplish these steps. Further, 

these conteY.ts generate repair procedures. These procedures make 

eY. plicit what informat i on the child can and cannot provide a t 

each step. 

It would be useful to examine adult speech to children to 

see the exte~t to which adults initiate repairs on each of these 

steps. It may be the case that adults only request repairs on 
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those steps the child is capable of carrying out. In this case, 

we would see a shift in the nature of the repair initiator over 

time. (This shift would also be affected by what needs to be 

repaired, e.g. as the child articulates his message more clearly, 

there should be fewer repair initiators on step 2.) 

3. the means employed by the child for i mplementine 

each step: 

Although speakers never stop relying on non - verbal 

me ans in conveying messages , the extent of their r eliance varies 

developmentally. That is, childr en come to r ely mo r e and mo re 

on verbal means to convey their messages , and this in turn pro vides 

more explicit cues as to what discourse topic is being add r essed . 

This p~ocess has often been noted, but only recently has documen­

tation of this process begun (Greenfield and Smith , in pre ss ). 

Looking to verbal means, we ne .3d to examine developmental 

changes in the child's ability to refer to entities in both physical 

and memory space. And we need to document when and how a child 

makes it explicit (verbally) that he is introduc i ng a novel topic, 

or reintroduc ing a topic addressed earlier. 

VI. B. Comprehension : 

A f urther dimension in the development of competence concerns 

the extent to which a child is able to determine the dis course 

topic of a conversational partner. As has of ten been noted, the 

relationshi p between c omprehens ion and production at any one point 
\.\tno<~~' 

in time is difficult to determine. A~e cah get some indication of 

what the child is understanding from observing two kinds of r esponses : 

l. When an adult does not understand an utterance, .he has 

the option of initiating a repair on that utterance. It would 

seem reasonable to look at the child languaee data for the s e 
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res; ofises . We fi nd, however, that children initially do not 

evidence their misunderstandi~g in this form. As noted , we find 

no such verbal repair initiators in our data until the child is 

al~os t 3 years of age . Once t hey have emerged in the child's 

s p e ~ ch , it is im portant to document the changing character of the 

repair-i~itiators, that is , the order in which re pairs on each 

step emerge. 

2 . ~he second res ponse that may be said to indicate compre ­

hension on t he part of the child (listener) is topic collaboration. 

This is clearest in question- answer topic - collaborating sequences. 

To ans·•er a que st ion, t l:e child must locate the discourse topic 

of t!:e questi on (i.e . the proposition about which information is 

re quested ) and use this discourse topic in his/her answe r (see 

exa.c:ples (3), (10), (13) , (14) , (34)). 

It is neces s ary t o examine the child's ability to both 

collaborate on "old" topics and initiate "new" topics into the 

discourse . We find in our data that asking questions is a speech 

behavior more characteristic of adults speaking to children than 

cnildren speaking to adults , or to each other . A consequence 

of t his is that children often c•;llaborate on a discourse topic 

pro pos ed by an a<lul t . We expect to find variatic;n in the extent 

to which one child can introduce a discourse topic rather than 

coilaLo r a te on a disc0ur se topic. In many of the interactions 

between ad ul ts a nd children, for example , the adult controls the 

directiofi of the c onversation by repeatedly initiating discourse 

topics which the child is then e~pected to respond to (Corsaro 

1974) . This is particularly characteristic of experimental 

uituatioh3 1 where a question- answe r tactic is employed. In these 

situations , only the child's abil i t y t o de t ermine the discourse 

topic proi:-osition is evident . The child's al.rility to es tablish 
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new discourse topics cannot be observed. 

VIII . Why Discourse Topic? 

Our treatment of topic as a discourse notion should be con­

sidered as distinct from other descriptions of to pic in the lin­

guistic literature, 1''rom our point of view, topic is not a simple 

NP but a proposition (about which some claim is made or elicited). 

In the linguistic literature , lef.t - d isloca ti on of an tlP (e . g . 'This 

paper, it's almost done , ') has been treated as a topicalization 

device (Gruber 1967 , Gundel 1975) . From our point of view, these 

left- dislocated NPs vary in the roles they play with re spec t to 

discourse and discourse topic. 

for example, unstressed left- dislocated NPs preceded by As f or 

or Concerning typically retrieve earlier discourse material . In 

our framework , these constructions mark re - introducine topics . The 

construction brings a prior proposition or a referent within a 

prior proposition back into focus . This function might explain 

why the NPs appearing a,...fter As for or Conce r ning are not dr awn 

from an imme.diately preceding utterance. For example , a s equence 

su ch as "Where is John?" "As for John, he's at home " seems inappro­

priate, It is inappropriate, because there is no need to retrieve 

or fo r eground the referent. This function explains as well why 

As for constructions followed by stressed NPs a re used to contrast 

or emphasize referents or propos itions,e . g . "Mary said she woul dn 't 

help, but as for me , I'm willing ." 

Left- dislocated NPs not preceded by As for or Concerning are 

cons i derably less restricted in discourse . We find that these construct­

i ons may both introduce novel referents and propositions or rein t roduce 
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previously mentioned referents and propositions. We find that in 

many cases t he left-dislocated NP may be part of the new information 

or comment on a discourse topic, e.g. "What 1 s the matter?" "My. father, 

he's bum;ing me a aa in." Here the left-dialoca ted NP is part of the 

new inf ormation provided about the discourse topic proposition, 

'something is the matter'. The NP 'my father' is the'center of 

attention'(Li and Thompson, this volume) of the sentence in which 

it is couched. 1 t i s not t he 'center of attention' of the discourse 

in wh ich the sentence is couched. 11 

It would be valuable t~ have some understanding of discourse 

dynamics in topic-prominent languages (Li And Thompson, this volume). 

In langua6e s where topic-comment constructions alternate with 

subject-predicate constructions, e.g. Chinese, the use of topic 

cons tructions may be contextually constrained. It would be useful 

to examine spontaneous conversational discourse in these language s 

to determine the functions of the topic construction in the discourse 

context, Ca n these ~onstructions re-intro4uce, introduce, collaborate, 

incorporate discourse material? Or is their use restricted to some 

of thes e functions only? W'here topic-constructions are always the 

norm, we would like to determine as well 1) if all these functions 

are handled; and 2) if the language differentiates these functions 

morpholoaically or syntactically. In general, we want to establish 

a framework for co r:i paring topic constructions in their discourse 

contexts across languages, 

We offer here a baseline description of topic in discourse. 

We refer 'to this notion as discourse topic, because it ie usually 

discourse-generated (relevant) and often discourse-generating. 

FOOTNOTES 

1. This r esearch was suppcrterl by a grant from Social Science 
Resea rch Council grant f,HR/2941/1. 

2. For the Allison data , only aaze dire cted to the mother 
is marked . ~ = child makes eye contact with mother. + = child 
terminates eye c on t act with mothe r, 

3. This not i on is very close to that of toy i c - s h~ d in& as 
discussed by ScheGlof f and Sack:; ( 1973: 305 : "On e procedure 
where by t a l k moves off a topic mi5ht be called ' top jc shadine ' 
in that it involves no specific attent i on t o enci inc a t opic 
a t a ll, but rathe r the f i ttinc of differently focussed b~t 
r elated talk to oome l as t utteran ce in a topic ' s cievelop~cn t." 
Ue do not employ the same term , as t he co-crea tors of it c~y 
not a t;ree with the notion of discourse topic developed in 
this paper . 

4. Greenfield and Sm ith (in pr~ss ) have discussed the notion 
of i nformat iveness ror<:hi l dren at t he on e word stnf;e . I n their 
f ramework , the child t ends t o en c ode that as nect of a situa tion 
tha t the c hild conside rs to be the l ea:rr<:-e-rtain . ~or exa r:iple, 
in volITional ac ts (requests, dema nds), "w1ien-tne object is 
securely in t he child's posse:;sion ••• , it be comes r el atively 
certain and t he child will first encode Action/Sta te ••• When 
the obj ect is not in the child's possession, it becomes more 
uncertain, and his first u tterance will expres:; the obj ect " 
(ms, p.20 chap. 4). 

5, Angl o· speakers of Encl ish, of course , also 're-int r od uce ' 
conc erns discussed at s ome prior time . The difference between 
t ile two cul tures is ti 1 :~t An[;lo spe::ike rs of i': n[.l i :;h Ir. r! rlc these 
r e -in troducinG topics in foninl social conte:·:ts " ith construc­
tions such as "As for , •• ", "C oncernin& ••. ", e tc., w!'lerec.::i 
Indian spea ke rs do not . In less forma l contexts , Ancl o speakers 
to o are under les:; cons t rRj nt to mark ove r tly that t hey are 
a dd ressine thei r utterance to a prior concern (not ad d res~ed 
in the immediately preccdinc utterance) . 

6, i'or children of 13+ months the es.tablis hr.lent of eye contact 
i s one of the most relia~!e measures of ha vina secured t he 
at t ention of the listener. (Huttenlocher 1 971\ ) 

7. These utterances are t ypically omitted in developr:iental 
psychol inGuist ic liter ature. They arc character i zed BS 
unintelliGible . Prom our point of view, they are often 
unreconstructable, from the he~rer ' s point of view . 

8. Prequent l y the adult c:;m r econstruct what t he child is 
talking about de spite the child's inability to provide adequate 
information, The amount of :;h:.ired experience is critical 
in thio reconstruction process. Someone who spends many hours 
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footnotes, cont. 

8. (cont,) a day knowing what the child hae been doing can 
often understand an "out of context" utterance to a much greater 
extent than an investigator making infrequent visits. 

9. It is difficult to say to what extent the child has designed 
his colll!f,unication to meet the recipient's neede without accees 
to a video record of the event. The child mieht have been 
givine additional cues that the mother didn't attend to. 

10. There is adequate evidence prior to this utterance that 
Allison Knows the appropriate label for "man" and for "micro­
phone". lier .utterance combined vith the pointing can be assumed 
to be an intentional linking of man and microphone. 

11. We wish to point out that a left-dislocated simple NP may be 
either an explicit 'representation' of an implicit proposition 
or a referring expression only: "Champagne, that's a fantastic 
idea• vs. "Champagne, it makes me feel fine". 
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