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TOPIC AS A DISCOURSE NOTIOii:
IN THE COnVERSATIONS OF CHILDREN AND Apurrst

A STUDY OF TOPIC

Elinor Ochs Keenan
Bambi B, Schieffelin

I. Oridntation and Goals:

Topic has been described as a discourse notion (see,
for exacple, 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 observations of the conversations of children
and aqults. Our observations include non-verbal as well as verbal
contezta in which topics are entertained by interlocutors.

On the basis of this record, the prerequisite steps for getting
a topic into the discourse are characterized and a notion of

discourse topic is defined.

In everyaay conversations much of 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
exchanges directed at clarifying and locating the referent
about which some claim is being made. V

Consider for example, the following exchange in wvhich

the speakers are eating dinner:

(1) 1.1 Bambi:; It's coming out fast,
(shaking salt on food)
1.2 Elinor: What's coming out fast?
1.3 Bambi: The salt.

In this exchange, Bambi assumes that Elinor is attending
to her actions and is able to locate in the environment the
referent of "it". Flinor however, has not bcen attending
to Bambi's action and cannot identify that referent. Further,
Elinor had no clues from prior discourse; Bambi did not precede
the utterance with talk about salt, e.g. "Pass me the salt.™
In other words, Flinor had no source for identifying the
referent, and consequently, she did not understand what
Bambi was talking about,

qlark (1973) has pointed out that when speaker-hearcrs
engage in talk, they abide by a "Given-Ncw contract”, that
is, the speaker is responsible for marking syntactically
as "Given" that information that he thinks the listener
already knows, and marks as “New" what he thinks the listencr
does not know, For example, it is appropriate for the speaker
to use syntactic devices such as definite articles, pseudo-
Elnft constructions, and anaphoric pronouns when he thinks
the listener knows the referent., Indefinite articles and
cleft constructions appropriately mark the information that
is New to the listener. The appropriatr marking of Given
and New is critical to the listener's comprehension of particular
utterances, Information marked as Given leads the listener
to search for its "unique antccedent® in memory or in the
ongoing situation. The listener “"then integrates the Hew
information into memory at that point".

1974, 513)

(Haviland and Clark
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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
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 English)
is to describe an object or individual using rising intonation.
Sacks and Schegloff (1974) call such a construction a
"try-marker". The speaker leaves a short pause following
tnis construction in which the listener can evidence his
recognition or non-récognition of the referent. Absence of
a positive listener response (uh huh, head nod, etc.) in this
_Bgusé indicates non-recognition. This in turn leads the
speaker to ofier 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 Fords?, Uh

lrs. 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 B: Ye//s

2.5 A: VWell 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 Paris?" "You know those boots
we tried on yesterday with the fur 1lining?" or "Do you see
that chair over there?" and so on.

The point to emphauizé here is that speakers are reluctant

to make claims involving individuals or objects that have
not been or cannot easily be identified or recognized by the
hearer, "That is, they are reluctant to add New information
to the discourse if the objects or individuals to which they
are referring can not ba established as Given,

The phenomenon that we have been describing -establishing
referents- is a prercquisite for successful collaboration on

a DISCOURSE TOPIC. We teke the term discourse topic to refer

to the PROPOSITION (or set of propositions) about which the speaker
S

B NG b e s i A aliis
is either providing or recquesting New information. E.g.

S

(3) Allison III, 20.3% months
3.1 i'other: (trylng to put too large
diaper on doll, holding diaper on)
Well we can't hold it on like that,
Ythat do we need? Hmm? Vhat do
we neced for the diaper?
3.2 Allison: pin/
In (3) the mother is requesting New information aicut the
proposition 'we need something for the diaper'. The proposition
thus constitutes a discourse topic. When Allison says "pin/*,
she is providing the New information requested, The croposition
attended to in both the question and the answer is thc saae;
thus the discourse consisling of that Question-Answer pair
has a single discourse topic.,
When speaker and hearer are dirccting their utterznces
to a particular proposition of this type, they zre collatorating
on a discourse topic., To collalorate on a discourse topic,

the hearer must know what proposition the speaker is adcing

new information to or roquesting';;ﬁ information about.
If the speaker wants collaboration, he nust select a diccourse

topic that takes account of the listrner's knowled.e. That
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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 ends

He can draw on general background knowledge he shares with the
listencr; or he can draw on information available in the
interzctional setting; or he can draw on Jrior discourse in
the conversation at hand., (Garfinkel 1567)

In practice we find that much conversational space is
taken up by exchanges in which speaker and hearer attempt to
establish 2 discourse topic, In these exchanges, the speaker
tries to mzke the discourse toyoic known to the hearer.

"We propose here a dynamic model of the way in which
7 N s
spcakers eslablish a discourse topic, The model represcnts

the initial work involved in naking a discourse topic known,

We suobnet thet gottlng a dlscourre topie estaollshcd may

involve tuch bas;c work 23 spcuring the attention of the

lietnner and identifrying for the lxsuoner oancts, individuals,

——

'ldnas. ctes (Atkinson 1974) containnd in thr dxscourse topic,

Yhe model is Teeed on childesrult and child=child
conversations. However, the application of the iodel is not
limited to these interactions, "he model can be applied to
adult-adult discourse as well, Child language simply offers

abundant and salient instances of this behavior,

II. Data BDases
The data used in this study are drawn from three major

sources. The first source consists of 6 30 minute video

.

tapes of a mother and her child (16.3 months-34 months).
The first four of these tapes have bern analyzed by Lois

Bloom in Une Word at a Time (1973)s The second major source

consists of 25 hours of audio- and video-taped interactions
of twin boys with one another and with a2dults, 'he tapes
were made over a period of a year, from 33 months to 45 months.
({ser Keenan, E.0. 1974, 1975a, 1975b, Kernan, F.0. and Klein
1975 for other analyses of this matrrial.) ‘Iranscriptions
of the videotaped data included extensive nonverbal inforamatiion.
The contextual information forms an integral part oi our
analysis, The third major source consists of transcriptions
of audio-taped conversations between five adolescenis and
a therapist in five Group Therapy Sessions (GTS)., 'Yhese
tapes were transcribe? by Gail Jefferson.

In addition, we wish to acknowledge severzl other sources:
L., I'weed has provided transcriptions of audio-tapes of mono-
lingual and bilingual children interacting with adults
(Infant Development study UCLA). E. Schegloff and mcumbers
of his gréduatc seminar on convrrsational anal;'sis have

pfovided illusirations from adult-adult discourse,

III. Defining Discourse Structure:
op\C X
Before defining discourse/more.formally. let us describe

in brief the context in which discourse tovics emerge, i.e.

the discourse itsc1l7, Tor the purpose of thxs anal sis, we

take a-discourse to be any sequence of two or morc uttorances
vroducod by & single speaker or by two or more speakers who
o o S = ——

E;e_zntnrnctxng with onr aqothrrmigt some point in time and
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spece). Discourses may evolve or develop in several ways. over two or more utterances aré TOPIC COLLABORATING sequences. A

For era.ple, a stretch of discourse may contain a series (For other exaiples of topic colléﬁé;ZiinQMEQQEZEZZS s;:/»—\ N
of linked discourse topics. The discourse topics are linked examples 3 and 5 .)
in the sense that the propositional content of each is drawn 2. Discourse topics may take some presupposition of
fron one or more of the utterances already produced in the the immediately preceding discourse topic andfor the new information
discourse., These utterances, unless otherwise challenged provided relevant to the discourse topic preceding (all pert
(Givon 1975), form a “"presupposition pool™ (Venneman,in press) of the prersupposition pool) and use it in a new discourse .
out of which discourse topics are gselected. tovic., TFor instance, the dialogue between Allison and her

The discourse topics may be linked in at least two ways: mother in example (3) continues as follows: (Vc repeat the

1. 171wo or more uttcrances may share the same discourse initial turns for convenirnce)

topic. This is the case in quection-answer pairs, for example,
(3) continued
3,1 Mothrr: Well, we can't hold it
on like that. What do we necd?
Hmm? VWhat do we need for the

(see (3)) and in some repetitions; e.g.

(4) Allison IV, 22 months L diaper?
4,1 tllisont (looks in box, finding - 3,2 L11Veons yin/
calf) cow/ 3.3 kother: pin. Yhere are the pins?

4.2 Lother: A cowi 2 3.4 Allison: home/

4,3 illison: (holcing calf) moo/p

4,4 Lother: lioo, cow says moO.+

T Here, the discourse topic is established at 3.1 ('we need
\ % . -
In this example the same discourse,is sustained from speaker ~Y gomething for the diaper') and is collaborated on in 3.2.
to speaker in lines 4,1 end 4,2, Both uttcrances provide new In 3.3 Alli'son's mother poses a different but related question
infornetien relevant to an objret /1llimen im attcnding to, the (of imardiate concern)., It is related in the sense that the
new information teing that the object that Allison has noticed 5 proposition ebout which information is bteing elicited, ‘the
is "a cow". Likewise, utterances in 4.3 and 4.4 appear to pins are somewhere', presupposes that 'there exists pins',
address the sane discourse toplc, i.e. 'The cow (Allison is a presupposition that is assumed as well in Allison's preceding
holding) nzkes some sound', Allison provides the information claim, "pins/ (are nceded for the diaper)®, This new
thal the cow makes thr sound "moo" and her iother confirns discourse topic beco.ces collaborated on in 3.4 by Allison's
N
this claim in her subsrquent uttcrance. providing the new information requecsted,
We refer to a topic that matches cxactly that of the We refer to a topic that uses the preceding utterance
/ immecdiately sreceding utterance es a COLLABORATING DISCOURSE in this way as an INCORPORATING DISCOURST TOUPIC. Sequences e
& TOPIC. Sequences in which a discourse topic is sustained . in which a discour;é topic integrates a claim and/or

B



presuppesition of an immediately prior utterance are TOPIC-
II.CORPORLTIIG anurnces.3
Ve refer to stretches of discourse linked by topic

collatoration and/or topic incorporation as CONTINUOUS DISCOURSF,

Continuous Discourse

Collaborating Incorporating
Discourse fTo.ic Discourse Topiec

On the other hand, we may find discourse in which the discourse
topics of each utteré;ce arc not linked in any obvious ﬁgi:_f
i.e. where the discourse of one utterance does not draﬁn;ﬁ
& claim and/or precupposition of the preceding utterance,
In thrse discourses a spesker disengaces himsclf from a
set o concerns addreszed in the immediately preceding utterance
and turns to an unrelated set of concerns. (sec exaxples 8,
9, 14) Ve refer to such stretches of discourse as
QISCONTIHUUUS DISCOURSF. (Ke~nan and Schieffelin, ms 1975)
Discontinuous discourse may have two types of discourse
tonlic, The first tyue reintroduces a elalm end/or a discourse
tOpic (or pert therecof) that has appearcd in the discourse
history at some point prior to the immediately preceding
utiterance., (It could Araw from the discourse topic and/or
claim of the last utterance but one.) We call such discourse
topics RF-INTROMCING TOPICS. Constructions such as
"concerning...”, "as for...", "as far as...is concerned (goes)*,
may mark this sort of discourse for adult Fnglish speakrrs, .
\‘ along with remarks such as "getting back to...", “Like you

‘ s2id tcfore,.."

10

A second type of discontinuoﬁs discourse topic introduces
a discourse topic that is in no way related to the preceding
utterance, and does not draw on utterances produced elsevhere ;7
in the discourse., We refer to such topics as INTRODUCING

DISCOURSE TOPICS.

Discourse
Continuous Discontinuous
Collaborating Incorporating Re~introducing Introducing
Discourse Topic | Discourse Topic | Disccurse Togic | Discourse Topic

IV, Defining Discourse ‘Tovic:

We turn our attention now to a more detailed definition of dis-
course topic, As noted previously, a discourse topic is a
propoéition lor set of propositions) expressing a concern
{or set of concerns) the speaker is addrecsing. It should be
stressed that each declerative or interrogative uttierance in
a discourse has a specific discourse topic. It may be the case
that the same discourse topic is sustained over a segucnce
of twe or nore ulterances, We have described these as topic
collaboreting sequences (see s-ction III), On thr other
hand, the discourse topic may change from utterance to utter-
ance, sometimes drawing on the previous utterance (incerporating
topic) and sometimes not, (introducing topic, re-introducing
topic).

In determining the discourse topic of an utterance, it is useful
to determine the purpose or reason bchind each utterance.

Why did the speaker say what he did? Although we may never

have access to the more remote or global motivations underlying
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a particular utterance, we can make some headway by determining tries to determine what question the spealer may be answering. éé:f/

what low-level, immediate considerations the speaker may be For example, in interpreting Allison's utterance “cow/",

attending to. Allison's mother tries to construct a plausible question

These low-level considerations are found in the utterance Allison may be providing the answer to. In this case, the
context (verbal and non-verbal), For example, an utterance mother interprets Allison's uttrrance, "cow/"™ as possibly
may be produced in resvonse to something heard (prior , an answer to the question, 'What is this object?’
utiecrance) or in response to somrthing witnessed or noticed, 0f ‘course what the lisfener considers to be the question
We may think of some utterances as providing en answ'r to some the spesker is answering may not always correspond to the
spncific quection related to something in the utterance context. question the speaker believes he is answering. In conversa-
For example. if a spraker hears a crashing noise, he may ' tions between adults and children, it is often the case that
respond “in accident.” This utterance may answer the implicit an adult will not be able to determine exactly what question
question, :What vas that noise?' Similarly, when in (4) the child is addressing., (see section V, B-E) Or, a chlld may
Allisen natises an object and séys. "cow/", she may be enswering not understand the point, i.,e, the question bchind an adult's
the question. '¥hat is fhis ObjECt?f utterance, and so cannot respond relevantly. Adults often
The listen-r “constructs” questions of this sort in have to make their questions explicit., Ve treat this bechavior
interpreting utterances addrerssed to hims "The listener takes in fact as a defining characteristic of speech dirccted to
the utterance and relates it to some aspect of the utterance gmall children. (Section IV. E considers this and related
context, rpr evample, in (4) Allison's mother takes Allison's behaviors.)
utterance "cow/" and relates it to the non-verbal context, . ‘ We will refer to the question (or set of questions) an
in particuler. to what Allicon is noticing, The listener : utterance is a response to as the QUESTION OF IMAEDIATE /><;
then nust ask how the utterance is related to that feature CONCERN.
of the context, that is, the listener asks, 'What is the speaker In many cases the question of immediate concern is explicit,
inforning mr of?* Is the spreker providing me with an i,e, a question actually appearing in the discoursc., The
explanation of some phenomena? An evaluation of some question can be produced by one conversational partner and
phenomrna? A deccription of some phenomena? An identification answered by the same spraker. For example,

of some phenomena? Or what?'

. . (5) Allison V, 28 months
Another way of putting this is to say.that th‘}1stener 5.1 Allison: (looking into box)
What's in here?/
5.2 Allison: (reaching into toy box)
It's a pigi/
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On a more abstract level, the question of immediate concern
can be treated as a theoretical construct., The linguist may
VEEE’EjitO erxplain more precisely what a disco;;;; topic iss
The discourse topic is based on the question of immediate
concern. It is the proposition or set of propositions that
the question of immediate concern presupposes, It has been

shown (Keenan and Hull 1973) that such a set of propositions

can alwvays be represented by a single one, one that implies
21l the others, Lot us Gall tThis presupposition the
B T e

PRIMARY PRFSUPrOSITION. Hence, in example (3) line (3.1),

o PN RN AR i,
the discourse topic is derived from the question of immediate

concern, 'vhat do we need for the diaper?' The discourse
topic ‘is the primary presupposition of this question, namely,
'We do nced soaerthing for the diaper'. And in example (4)
line (4.1), the discourse topic is the primary presupposition
of 'what's in here?', namely, that 'something is in here’,
Guestions of immediatr concern themselves request specific
informationvabout the primary prrsupposition (thr discourse
tonie), Inrermative rraponees t0 these questions premuppose
the primary presupposition (the discourse topic), and provide
new information relevant to the question posed, For example ,
in (3) Allison's response (3.2) presupposes the primary pre-
supposition ('we need something for the diaper') of the
question, and adds the new information, "pin/*, 1In (5),
tllison's response (5.2) prrsupposes the primary presupposition
‘something is in here' of the question asked and adds the

new information that something 'is a pig'., The discourse

14

topics for these responses are the primary presup.ositions

of the questions of immediate concern.

Declarative = New Information 4+ Primary Presupposition
(Response) relevant to Q of of Q of immed. concern
immed. concern (Discourse Topic)

IV, B, Determining the Question of Immcdiate Concern:

0f course, not all questions of immediate concern appear

e e -

overtly in a discourse, A declarative utterance may address

itself to some implicit question of immediate concern. In

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

needed to determine the question. In many instances the question

of immediate concern may be understood by speaker and hearer
because it arises from their shared background knowledge.
Where a declarative utterance initiaters a sociel interzction,
the linguist may have no clue whatsoever as to what the
discourse topic is, If A says to B: "Tom called today",
the question of immediate concern may be ‘What happened today?'
or 'Who called today?' or 'What did Yom do today?' or 'What's .
the good news?' or some other question relevent to speeker aﬁd/or
hearer,

The more information about the speaker's and hearer's
shared knowledge the observer has access to: the easier it
will be for him to determine <he question of imuacdiate concern
and the discourse topic. Given that questions of immediate
concern may be drawn from both verbal and non-verbal dimensions
of the immediate situation, it is to the advantage of the
observer to have available the most complete record of the

situation.
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Iv., B.l. iion-verbzl Context:

For example, interlocutors often make reference to some
non-verbal action or event that they are observing or
>experiéﬁcing. or that they have just observed or experienced.
\\ESEEE;;E_EEEGhe that listenrrs perceive these occurrences,

They treat these occurrences as old or given information for

the listener, and base questions of immediate concern on

then, If the listener has net in fact perceived the event or
activity in cuestion, he will not be able to determinc the
discourse topic. For instance, in (1) above, Bambi incorrectly
assumed that Elinor was aware that Bambi was putting salt on

hrr food (with a saltshaker), Bambi's discourse topic was
soncthing like, '1f (the salt) comes-out (in some manner)'.

The question of immediate concern was, 'In what manner do;s

it (the s2lt) come out?', However, Elihor could not reconstruct
the discoursnr topic bocﬁase she had not noticed, i.e. identified,
the referent of "it" and so did not understand exactly what
clainm is made by the primary prosuppositionv'it (the salt)

comes out (in somr manner)’,

Just as Interlocutors may faill to detcrmine {he discourse
topic, befause thry have not attended to a relevant phenomenon;
so the linguist may repeat this experience if he does not have
access to a visual record, The nced for a visual record, is,
in fact, critical for understanding children's utierances in
these terms, In interpreting the communicative intentions
of young chilAren, others (adults and othcr children) make
full use of ongoing context, What constitutes the discourse

topic may only be reconsiructable on the basis of observing

16

what the child is doing, where the child is looking, and so
on,
(6) Allison IV, 22 months

(Liother and Allison are sitting on

a big chair)

6.1 Allison: (pointing at TV monitor,

seeing herself) Baby Allison/

6.2 liother: Do you see Baby Allison?

For instance in (6), it is critical to take into account
Allison's pointing at the monitor, seeing herself, in inter-
preting her utterance, "Baby Allison/". Among other things,
her pointing indicates she is aware of something being at a
designated location, Allison's utterance provides the infor-
mation R "Baby Allison/".% We can think of
“"Baby Allison/" as necw information being added to the discourse
topic 'something is there (where I am pointing)'. If we or
her mofher did not know that Allison was pointing, we would
not be able to reconstruct the discourse in this way. The
disccurse topic could be different if Allison were patting
herself, playing with her doll or reaching for a cookie es
shr produced her utterance.

IV, B.2,. The Verbal Context:

Another resource available to speakers for determining
discourse topic is the ongoing discourse itself., That is,
sprakers often draw discourse topics from the dialogue 2s it
proceeds. They base their disccurse topic on some prososition
{or set of propositions) that has been produced in the course

of the conversation., In so doing, they may employ either a

topic-collaborating or a topic-incorporating strateqy.
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(7) Adolescents GTS 4 (p.3l)
(pause)
7.1 Thery There are such things as
con-artists.
7.2 Jim: I'm one,
7.3 TRer: Are you?
Yor example, in (7), Jim employs a topic-incorporating strategy.
le uses the imardiately prior proposition "There are such
things as con-artists® as a discourse topic. He adds the new
information that he is one of these "things" called con-artists,.
(The proposition at #.1 reprrsents New information with respecj
to a prior discourse topic.)
This process of formulating discourse topics from prior
propositions is part of what it mcans for a speaker to make
his conversational contribution rrlevant to the current state
of talk (Grice 1975). Grice states that interlocutors usually
erprct one aiother to wake their utterances relevant, Inter-
locutors use the history of the discourse in i:aking sense of
a perticular conversational contribution., From our point of
view, interlocutors make use of the discourse history in
reconstructing onc znother's discourse topics. At lcast, a
listener a2scumes that a discourse topic is soie proposition
relevant to the ongoing talk, because the listener assumes
the speaker is following the conversational norm of relevance.
For eramnle, in (7), Ther assunes that Jim's discourse topic
is Arawn from his owm (Ther's) prior proposition because he
assumes Jin is recponding relevantly to his utterance.
The constraints on when a relrvant response is to be
b=l . i’

provided will vary across cultures and across situations.

,/—*_‘————\-ﬁ-—__—..—
Tor exar-ple, Philips (1974) mdtrs that Wasco Chinook Indians

18

in speaking ™nglish, do not necessarily expect ecach turn in

a conversation to be relevant to an immediately prior turn,
Speakers often provide a relevant response to somc proposition
long after the proposition first appeared in the discourse
(and after numerous intervening turns) without marking it in
any overt way.5

IV, B.3. 'Breaking and Entering':

If a speaker is conforming to the conventicn of making
his utterance relevant to those that precede his, then he
normally assumes that the listenrr can ccmpute his discourse
topic. That is, he can assume that the listener knows to turn
to the discourse history to locate the discourse topic.,
The speaker does not have to mark the discourse topic explicitly.
When a cpeaker produces a conversationzl contribution
that he realizes is not relevant to the discourse history
(i,e. an introducing discourse topic) or may not secm relevant
(from the listener's point of view), then he is under some
constraint Fo make the discourse topic known to the listener,
Typically, the speaker marks a break in the coniinucus discourse,
alerting the listener to the fact that the diccourse to.ic
may not follow from previous discourse, Speakers oftcn anncunce
a brerak with some metalinguistic remark such as "I am sorry
to change the subject but..." or "Not to change the subject
but..." ani so on., These remarks arc often acéompanied by
atiention getting devices, e.g. hey:, listen: look:!, wait!
(ser sections.VB and VDjalong with hesitations and word

soarchcs('Sacka. 1968 ms)
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(8) HKdolescents GIS 3 (p.25)

(pause)

8.1 Keni E-excuse me changin' the
subject but Aidju hear anything
about what hapvened hkionday night?
(pause)

8,2 Dan: no, w-weren'tchu uh--

8.3 Louises Vhat happened Monday
night? (pause)

8.4 Ken: Oh I came in here y'know,
Itom and Dad decided I shoulde«e

Other remerks of this ilk are, "Before I forget, I have to

tell you something” or "Hey, I heard a good joke",

(9) Adolescents GIS
(pause)
9.1 Ken: hey,
wait,
I've gotta- I've gotta
joke, (pause)
Vhat's black 'n white 'n
hides in caves (pause).
9.2 Rogrry a' right I give up,
what's black 'n white// 'n
hides in-=- .
Als a newcpaper,
Kogrrt hhhh,
Kens no, (pzuse) pregnant nun,

0\O O
- s
A . ]

In addition, discourse tonics may be explicitly introduced
into the discourse by th~ speaker, The speaker may, for
exanple, posc a qurction that hes as lts primary presupposition
the intended discourse to.ic,

(l0) Allison IV, 22 nonths .
(t1llison had bern wiping a chair,
is now sitting with fingers in
mouth, staring at the camera)
10.1 Fkother: Vhat vere we gonna do?
10.2 Allison: eat/%cookies/

In (10) l'other initiates a "new discourse topic" ('we were

going to do somrthing') by proposing a question of iumediate

.

20

concern that is not contingent on prior discourse,

In example (8), Ken introduces the discourse topic
'something happened Monday night®' as a SECONDARY PRFSUPPOSITION
of the question, "Did you hear anything about what happcned
londay night?" (the primary presupposition is that 'you
(the addressee) either did, or did not, hear somethiﬁg about

what happened Nonday night') This strategy is a comiion one

for speakers of Fnglish, Speakers often introduce discourse

topics as secondary presupiositions of yes-no questions such

as "Do you know what happened today?"™ *"Did you see in the paper
where Tom Dixon resigned?" and the like. Used in this way,
these questions function primaril; to direct the listrner to
attend to a "new" vroposition,

The main point to be made here is that the spraker, in
order to communicate felicitously, should make sure that the
listener has sufficient resources to reconstruct the discourse
topic. One body of resources is the discourse history itsrlf,
The speaker may assume that the Listener knows this history
as a co-crecator of it (or witness to it). As long as the
speaker bases his discourse topic on the preceding LalX, he
may assume his discourse is reconstructable, If the speaker
wishes to focus on a concern that is not part of the discourse
history, he may not be certain that the listener will rralize
what this concern is., In this case, it may br necescary for
the speaker to 1) alert the listener that the spraker is turning
to a different set of concerns, 2) introduce this set of con-
cerns explicitly as a presupposition of & new question of

immediate concern, '
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Y. The liodels

V.h, Prerrauisitecs for Fstablishing a Discourse Topic:

The modrl we present hrre represents the interactional
vork involved in getting a discourse topic known to a listenrr,
Ve claim that in order to determine a particular discourse
tonic the hearcr minimally must:

1. Be attending to the speaker's utterance,

2. Decigher the speaker's utterance,

3. Identify those objects, individuals,
idras, events, ectc. that play a role in
the discourse topic,

4, IZentify the semantic relations obtaining
br-tween referenis in the discourse to.:ic,

Ve may rrvrite thrse yrerecquisites for topic establishment
fron the nerspective of the spezker in the form of steps the
cpeaker nust tale to iake a discourse topic known to the
1i;tcnﬂr|

Step 11+ The spezker nust secure the attention
of the listencr,

Stry 21 The sprzker nust articulate his utter-
ance clerorly.

Step 31 The speaker must provide sufficient
inermation for the listener to
identif{y cbjects, cte. includec in
the discourse topic,

Step 41 The speaker must provide sufficient
infornation for the lictener to
reconctruct the semantic relations
obtzinin; betwern referents in the
diccourse tonic.

Steps 1 an1 2 ar-r general reguirements on any succescful

con-unication. Stens 3 anrd 4 are more specifically prerequisites

on tonic rstablishmr-nt and might be restated as Felicity

Conditions on the success‘ul, establishment of a discourse topic.
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The steps described herr may correspond to actual moves
taken by sprakers, These move s may take up varying amounts of
conversational swcce. TFor example, if the attention of the
interlocutor has alrcady been secured prior to the uttlerance,
if the uttertnce is comprehensible, and if rclevant ol jcctis,
persons, ideas, etc, and their semantic roles arc known to
the hearer, then all four strps may be completed in a space
of a single utterence:

(11) Adolcscents GTS ]
(in context of a discussion on
the merits and dismerits of suoking
cigarettrs)
11,1 Roger: Cigarettes aren' (very)
healthy.
(pause) .
11,2 Roger: You shouldn't br smokin'
Ren, .
(short nausc)
11,3 Ken: So the coaches tell me.
For example, in (11.2), Roger has addressed Ken specifically;
therefore Ken at (11.3) can assume that Roger will be attending
to his response., Hence step 1 is teken carc of Zor i.cn.
Sccond, brcause the interlocutors are engagr < in face-to-Izce
verbal interaction, with no concurrent distracting activity,
they can assume that their utterances will be heard and decoded
without interference; that is, they can cprrate on the acsump-
tion that the noise to signal ratio is lew. Heace, sten 2
is satisfied for Ken, Third, Krn's discourse topic at (11l.3)
'that Ken should not be smoking', is dravn from Roger's asscr-
tion (11.2, topic-incorwvorating). Ken can assumr that Roger
knows the referents sprcified in the discourse topic on this

basis. In fact, Fen can assumec that Roger knows Lhr discource

topic itselfs Hrnce, steps 3 and 4 are acco.iplished.
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However, it is often the case that several utterances or even
several conversational turns will be nceded to take care of

these steps,

(12) Adolescents GTS 4 (p.l15)

12,1 Ken: Uh Pat KcGee, I don't
know if you know him, he=
he lives in// Palisades

12,2 Jimi I know him real well
as a matter of fa(hh) (he's)
onr of my best frirnds,

12,3 Keni He- he used to go to the
same military school I did,

Tor example in (12), two turns,(12.1 and 12,2) are taken up
with insuring that a rcferent (eritical to the topic) is

Inovm to the listenrr,
It sometines hepnens that one or another step is never

conpleted and the discourse topic is dropped by the speaker:

(13) Toby and DaviAd at 36 months, in

the brAroom, (calling out to 1other

vho is not prrscnt)

13.1 David: Joney!/ calling honey! !
honeyl/ we lost our blankets//

13.2 David & Toby: honey!/ honeyi/
honryi/

13.3 navidy honey!/

13,4 Tolys honeyl/ honeyi/

1245 DNavid: heneyi/ (4 rec, peuse)
where are ya

13.6 ‘Tobys no/ mummy¥ (glosss no,
she's not called lioney, she's
called hiunny) .

13.7 David: no/ honey/ honey/ honey/

In (13), step 1 is never satisficd as the intended addressee
(the mother) never rcsponds to either the vocative (13,1-13.5)
or the question (13.5) directed to her, It is difficult to

assess exactly what constitutes the discoursc topic for the
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utterance "we lost my blankets/", as the utterance atteupts
to initiate the interaction with the mother, There is no

preceding context from which a discourse topic can be determined

(by an outsider)., We suggest that the discourse topic associated

with such discourse-initial assertions (i.e. an Introducing

Topic) is of the general form 'something happened'. This discourse

topic is dropped, as step 1 is unsuccessful, Having failed

to secure the atiention of the mother, the children redirect
their utterances to one another, and engage in a different
discourse topic, roughly ‘'what name to use in calling mother',
By (13.7) this new topic becomes collaborated on, as Toby heas
secured David's attention, David has indicated that he has
undrretoo? (13,6) and has accepted it as discourse topic by
adding new information to the discourse topic proposed by

Toby.

(14) Allison III, 20.3% months

(prior centext: lLiother had brought

out glass of juice set into a

stack of pancr cuuvs, Allison had

comiuented “glass/" since she had

previously been served juice in
either a paper cup or a can)

(Allison eats cookie, looking at

cookie)

14,1 Allison: (outting cookie in
her cup like the way the glass of
juice was in the cup) glass/t¥

14,2 DMother: %ell, what did you do?

14,3 Allisonmi glass/

14,4 liother: Vhat did you do?
Where's the cookie?

14,5 Allisons cup/

14,6 hkother: in the cup.

In this examnle, Allison makes éye contact with her
nother, helping her to securé the at.vention of ihe mother,

(Step 1 is taken care of), and mother does not guestion
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Allison's articulation (step 2 is taken care of ). However,
step 3 1s unsuccessful for & number of reasons, The nother
cannot identify the gpecific object referred to by Allison's
utterance "glzss/". From allison's point of view, "glass/"
is part of a commeni on her non-verbal activity, i.e, that
the cockie in the cup is like the glass in the cup witnessed
eerlier, But brcause thr specific referent of "glass/" never
beeo:ies %nown to moiher, neither "glass/" or the event that
it relates to, becoues jart of an established discourse topic,
Our rocel for proceccding through conversational space is
basirally -an interactional one. The amount of conversational
spece taken up with couipleting these steps is related to the
xing or response the speaker receives from the hearcr. If
the spezier receives a positive response from the listener,
then he can assime that the steps for topic establishment have
bern satisfied, On the other hand, if at any point ihe speaker
gcls negative feedback, then he will have to do more inter-
ectional work, iake up more conversational space, to complete
cieps, Ilor example, the listener often will question some
acsunption of the aprakery if the apeaker believes that he
has secured the attention of-the listcner but in fact has failed
to do so, then the listener may respond "Who me?" or "Lre you
taling to me?", etc, If the attention of the listener has
been secured, but he has not heard all or part of the speaker'’s
utterance, he may request a second hearing, or he may state
"I ¢idn’t hear you", "I didn't quite catch that", and the like,
I the suceker helieves that the icentity of the referents
07 the diccourse topic are known to the hecrer, but in fact,

their identity is not knowvm; then thec hearer may challernge

26

the speaker's belief, and/or rrquest further information

concerning these referents,

The dynamic model for establishing a discoursc topic

can be represented as follows:

u{'-‘\\\

S elicits attention iicg, Ferdback from li Niscourse
of H i’og, reedback froa L Te_.ic dreopped
BT N
S speraks sufficiently—iicg. Terdback from H Discourse
cleer for H to hear 05 10r~-1back jrea . Tonic dronped
utterance =
s
e
>d
S identifies referents leg, Feedback ‘ro.i H Niscourse
in Adiscourse topic ‘0s, )l'erdback ro. H Tonic drownped
b T N
S identifies L licz, Ferdback from I Diccourse
srmantic relations Yos, lecdpback {ron Ii Toyic “ropped
obtairning betwern
referents in discourse
topic

Discourse Yopic
established

The interactional work described here is similar to
material deccribed by sociologists involved in cenversational
analysis, In periicular, the work of correcting misundersiandings

end nisheerings is iied to the notlon of REEAIR in conversation

(F. Schegloff, pers. comm.). &he work of REPAIRING some
communication involves minimally a REPAIRABLE, the item or
set of items that need to ve corrected,an1 a REPLIR RESPOLSE,
in which the source of misunderstianding cr iichraring is
attended to., The repair resvonse may or nmay not actually
repair the misunderstanding or inishearing. If it does not,
it may in turn be treated as a repairable, requiring coue
further repair response,

Tvo major types of repair are relevant to establishiug
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discourse tooic. First, there are cases in which the spesker
who oroduces the repairable perceives the repairable and repairs
it. These are SFLF-INITIATTD REPAIRS, and they normally occur
within the spece of a single conversational turn,
(15) Adolescents GTS 3
15.1 Louise: Doc-kiister Cheibe-

vhen 're ya gonna be a
doctor?

(16) Toby, 45 months .
1€.,1 "obys (looking at his mother )t
daddy/ uh mommy/
16,2 liother: yeah? g
16,3 Toby: Are we gonna govnow?/
Ixanples (15) and (16) illustrate self-initiated repairs on
the vocatives used to elicit the attention of the addreszee,
In additicn, we find many eramples in our data of OTHER-
INITIATED REPLIRS. In this type of repair, someone other than
the speaker who produces the repairable indicates that some
repair is necescary., This type of repair may take up several
turns, Tor example, one intrrlocutor may produce a repairable
in onr turn, a second interlocutor evidence his misunderstanding
or mishearing in the next turn, end in a third turn, the
first interlocutor may produce a repair response, Example
(17) illustrates such an exchange:
(17) Toby, David, 35 months, bedroom
17.1 David; (drawing on misty
window) (?) moon/ I make moon/
17.2 Toby: (pointing to window)
there?/
17.3 Davids there/
In this exchange, Toby indicates that he needs further informa-

tion about NaviA's utterance; he needs to know which of David's
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drawings is the moon. David repairs Toby's misunderstanding
by indicating the location of the moon drawn. Fxample (1)
also illustrates this type of repair. In (1) Elinor indicates
her lack of understanding, and Bambi repairs this misunder-
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 speaker producing the repairatle, The
"other® can repair the repairable of a coﬁversationnl partner
directly in the next turn:
(18) Allison IV, 22 months

(Allison starting to eat cookie)

18.1 Allisonifchocolate¥chipTcookie/

18,2 ilother: Chocolate chip cookie?

I think that's just a chocolate
coolkir,
In (18), Allison's mother points out an error in Allison's
identification of the cookie (18.2) and then repairs the
error in her subsequent utterance, Schegloff (pers. corm,)
has pointed’'out that repairs of this sort trequently appecr
in adult-child discourse, Adults feel they have a responsa-
bility (or right) to correct judgements of a child. In talking
with one another, however, adults show a preference for
giving the individual who produced the repairable an ou.ortunity
to correct himself, Thece latter alternates are face-preserving
(Goffman 1963) and hence more polite that direct repair of
another's error,
Integrating the notion of repair into our model, we can

say that repair procedures tend to be inscrted into conver-

sational space when one or mofe of the four sieps hLave not
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been satisfied by a speaker, Tor example, in (15) and (16),
the spezkers introduce repair machinery to secure the atten-
tion of the intended addressec. (step 1) In (1), the speaker
repairs her utterance so that the addressee can identify an
insportant referent in the discourse topic (step 3).

On a more general level, repair machinery tends to be
intreduced vwhen an interlocutor has mis judged the communica-
tive needs of a conversational partner. Sacks and Schegloff
(1974) refer to the shaping of utterances to meet these needs
as "recipient decign®, the "recipient” being the intended
conversational pirtner, Vhen some utterance fails to meet
the needs of a partner, then that utterance has poor recipient
desigﬁ.

The notion of recipient decign is useful to the analyeis
gl hand., From our point of view, collaboration on a discourse
topic demands good recipient design on a number of levels,
Utterances must te designed so that the recipiont‘knows he/she
in berin;; addresced end so that the recipirnt ean heor the
utirrance, Good recipicnt 4Aegign is also needed to insure
thet the recipient can idenlify who or what is being talked
about (Sacks and Schegloff 1974). In the discussion to follow,
we consider recipient design in developmental terms, The
bulk of our ‘atz shtows that young children experience
comnunicative difficultios because their utierances have poor
recipient design,

V. B, How to Sccure the attention of the Hearer:

htkinson (1974) exulores the use of attention drawing
devices used by small children (look: sec! = pointing) which

demonstrate to the listener which persons, objects, or events
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the child wishes the listener to focus on. If both partici-
pants focus on the selected object, it can be prcsumed thet
the speaker has obtained the attention of the hearcr, as well
as directing him to a speécific objects Here we discuss only
the first of these procedures; attention-getting.

Before any communication can take place, the speaker must
secure the attention of the hearer, This is done in a variety
of ways and is one of the carliest acts a child must lecarn,
Crying and other distressful sounds usually bring atiention
to the infant, indicating the "sowething is the matter"™.
Gazing at the other is also one of the earliesl ways io secure
his/her attention (Stern 1974)., These acts may not be inten-
tionai at the age of thro{Tﬁgn% by one year of age, the child
starts using these as conscious devices (Schieffelin 19753).6
Smiling plus gazing, as well as laughing while gazing at the
other often elicits not only the attention of the hearrr,
but a query from the hearer, e,g. "WVhat happenrd?® or "iWhat's
so funny?". They elicit attention to self even if that is
not what is alweys intended,

Smiling and laughing arc thought of as social phenemena.
People feel that they can ask another individual why he/she
1s'laughing - esprcially if the contrxt docs not provide an
explicit explanation or source. Prrsumab15 cne is laughing
about something - laughing being a commrnt or new informztion
about a proposition,.

Other non-verbal means of getting a listener to attend
to the speaker are touching the listener, tugging, poking,

turning towards the listener, getiing closer, These
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behaviors as well typically elicit such queries such as "Vhat
do you want?"™, etc,

In addition to several non-verbal means of securing the
attrntion of 2 spreific individual, the child develops verbal
ways of performing the same act, While crying and other dis-
tressful sounds do not specify who should attend, the use of
vocatives, i.e, “Lama® and "Papa", etc., do. The number of
times a name will be called out repeatedly, the pitch and
loudness of the calls depend on the uttrrance context and the
desires of the individual, TFor instence in example (13)
the mother does not recpond to her childrens' calls since
she doeen’'t hear them, and subsequently she is not invoived
in thé interaction. By way of comparisont

(19) Naria, 24 months, Spanish-speaking

(in same room with mother)

19.1 lLeria: mgmmx/ =1

19,2 Lothers jQue”? jQue quieres?

Huh?

liaria succeeds in calling attention to herself in onc turn,
and her mother indicates thal she is attending to the
proposition that 'karia wents something' with her response.

In the next example, Maria has assumed that the attention
of the listener hes been secured, when in fact it has not,

(20) (several vrople present in the room)
20,1 lizria: sientate aca2/ sientete
aca/ sicntate aca

20,2 fricend (2% yrs, o{d)s emiz/
20,3 Maria: sientete aca/

(transcribed by L. Tweed)
llot only nust children learn to srcure the attcntion of the

listencr, but when several potential respondents are availgble.

they must select erplicitly. For examples
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(21) (dinner table, 3 adults, 3 children,
(aged 4 yrs.) noisy)
21l.1 Zachary: You know what I saw
today?
21,2 Davids Vhat?/
21,3 Zachery:Tjiot you, I'm talking
to my mort/ fhommy?/.
21.4 Dlotherityeah?
These problems also face adults in conversation with
each other. Using vacatives also serves as a check on the
other's attention, during conversation, and is one of several
devices available to maintain the attention of the listener,
€.8+ "Grorge, Grorge, are you there?” used when one suspects
that the listener has hot bern conpletely attending. Other
devices used are eyprrssions like, “hey.:" or *"wait:i" plus
eye contact and touching the individual, Both children and
adults use as well exprrssions such as "You know what?* or
"Guess what" to shift attention to themselves. (s ction IV.E.3)
Another way to call attention to oneself (used by tth

adults and children) is to use one of the many cxprcssive
particles such as "“uh oh", "oh dear", “ouch", "woopsey",
*wow", etc, Placed in the beginning of an rvent, the listrner
hearing such en erclamation will usually look to the s.raker
and inquire, "What happened*® or "What's wrong?", in an attenmpt
to find out what has caused such an outburst. The occurrence
of one of these ecxpressions during an ongoing interoction
usually Araws the focus away fro:an what is happening an? causes
a shift in attention to occur. These particles can simultan-
eously draw attention to the speaker and the event that he is
comnenting on. Schegloff (pers, comm.) treats these exorrssions
as a "pre"” to a "noticing" by a co-present individual or

individuals, That is, they are exoressions that elicit a
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"noticing”,
V. Co On Articulating Utterences for_ the Listcner:

To collaborate on a discourse topic, a listener must have
received a minimally comprehensible message from a speaker,
Adults in talking with one another may miss part or all of
an utterance if it was Aelivered too quickly or too softly
or if noice from the context interfered with the signal. The
problem of poor articulation is even more apparent in inter-
actions involving children as interlocutors,

For exanple, voung children often distort the phonological
shape of their utterances to the extent that conversational
pertners cannot interpret them as meeningful strings in the
langugge, It is often necessary for young children to repeat
thelr utterznces ceveral times to get them understood at this
basic level, In meny cases, the utterance is not deciphered
and the toplc is dropped:

(22) Toby, David, 33 months
(eating midday mral, facing care-
. taker, Jxll)
(Jill hacz just asked if Toby and
Nevid would 1ike & bonena in jelly
(Pritich term for jello))

22,1 Tobys no no jelly/(tinkely

22.2 Jill: You eat your dinner then,
22,3 Toby: (tinkel/

22.4 Jill:; Vhat?

?2?.5 Toby: (tinkel)/

272, Jills iinkle?

22,7 Davidy "Pah/

22.3 Toby: no tinkle/(tinkel](repcats)/
22.9 Jill: You're a prack.

In this eyample, Toby repeats his utterance but with little
success, He never gets his messapge across.’ It is possible

that *finkel)/" is intended as "tin of jello" (unclear), but

'~ ~=w ansee Jill interprets the utterance as a distortion of
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"tinkle", a lexical item which makes little sense in this
context, This example illustrates as well the use of repair
machinery to achieve comprehensibility. Jill initiates repair
procedures twice (22.4 and 22.6) to this end.

At the one word stage, children experience even greater
problems in articulating their utterences with sufficient
clarity, Scollon {1973) has documented the way in which many
of these carly utierances are lost on co-present adults:

Por exauple, one Aay, this litile child
mos, )+ whose Raro is Erenda, said to me,
(k a) [k a) [k"2) [xNa I didn't undrrstand
said "What?®. yhe then said (g20) {€o] «
The next thing I said cannot be hcard clearly
enough cn thr tape to transeribe, but Drenda
then said (bsis] , nine times, I still
didn't undi rstan® what she wag saying and
sald "™hat? Oh, bicycle? Is that what you
gaid?" ller answer was [ne ) s I srid;
"No?". She, (na'], I, “io-- I got it wronz."”
V/hen Scollon listrned to his recording of this conversation,
he heard the sound of & car passing just brfore Brenda started
to speak., On this second hearing, he realized that [kMa) wes
Brenda's equivalent of "car", (po) corresponded to "go" and
(bais] corresponded to "bus“, Scollon's analysis illustirtates
the point that caretakers and others rély heavily on uttrrance

o e R i~
context in interpreting phonologically ill-formed utterances

e e e
of childrnn. Y/here no salient referent in the immediate environ-

mnnt can be isolated, adulis find it difficult to undrrstand
what a child is saying.7
We can well imagine that these early attempts to comzun-
icate are laced with repair machinery., In fect, Scollon rcuorts
that the onc-word peried is ®"cluttered™ with self-repetitions

on the part of the child and attempts at clarification by a

co-present adult, The child repeats a lexical item over and
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over until he/she receives some sort of assurance from the
adult that the utterance has been deciphered.

Scollon observes that the child may repeat an utterance
with or without 2 verbal prompt from the adult, From our
point of view, even when there is no verbal repair-initiator
such as ""hat?*, "Hm?" or trial rerpetition of the child's
utirrance, abcence of a verbal response from the adults'may
count as 2 nrgative response for the child, 7That is, silence
on the part of a convercational partner may initiate a repair
from the child, Vhen the child does not get an irmédiate
vrrbal cenfirmation, the child attempts to clarify the utterance
(repair) through repetition,

hside from problems of phonological distortion, the
conmunicetions of young children may suffer because the child's
voice is too coft or too low: .

(23) Allison VI, 34 months

(£1lison climbs up on a big chair,

trying to nove bars into their holes)

23,1 rllison: I'm-I'm put-putting
these bars.in there/

25.2 liother: I can't hear vou,

25,3 Lllisons (pointing to holes)
in thrce holes/

23.4 lother: Vhat heney?

23.5 Allison: (moving hand up and
down bars) @ these bars/

23.6 Lothrr: What about these bars?
2%.7 1llison: (trying to .ove bers)
I'm trying to put them in

these hole - mommy?/ I can't
¢ct it in these holes/ ¢

In many instances, the child may not in fact be direccting
utterancec to others present, The child may be speaking

softly becauce he is engaged in some ectivity and talking to

hinself, Others overhearing such talk may try to re-direct
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it so that it includes themselves. In thcse cases, the child
is not "guilty® of poor recipient design., Rather it is the
co-present other who demands to be recognized as the recinient.

It is important to note that adults rrgularly apjly repair
machinery to these communication roadblocks and that very young
children respond appropriately to this machinery. That is not
to say that young children reswond cxactly as an adult would
respond, Adults tend to trecat a mishearing as a misunderr-
standing and offer an alternate phrasing of their original
utterance (Schegloff, pers. comm,)., Children up to about
24 vears of age tend to repeat what they uttered previously.
However, they do recognize that a re-delivery is apyropriate
when & repair-initiation is-addressed to them,

In nany cases, children do provide a clecrer erticulation
of the utterance in the repair response, In her study oi peer
interaction, Garvey (1975) found that children 34-67 months
regularly altered such “"repeested® utterances., In contrast
to the original formulation (i.e. the repairable), these
utterances ki.e. the repair responses) were marked by:

a., reduction in tempo, e.g., clear separation
of syllables
b, increase in precision of articulation,
e,g. release of final consonants
c. increasr in volume .
d. use of contrastivr stress on portion
of the queried scgment
(Garvey 1975: 28)
Before the age of 3 years, then, a child evidences some sensi-
tivity to, and use of, "recipient design".
V.D. On Identifying Referents in the Discourse Topic:
The given-new contract (Clark 1974) requires that speakers

refer to individuals, objecfs, 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 knowledge/aware-
ness i;>two ways. It is possible that the speaker méy under-
'estimate the listener's knowledge. He may, for example, desgfipe

an individual without naming him with the mistaken belief that

the listener does not know that individual or at least does not

know the name of that individual. 1In theﬁe instances, the lis-
tener may indicate his knowledge of the referent's name, e.g.
through comments such as "You mean John?","0Oh yeah, John",

"Are you talking about John", etc. ‘

In many cases, such errors on the part of the speaker are
taken as "talking down" and insulting by the listener. In
"talking down" the speaker believes that the listener is not
informed about some individual, event, process, etc. to the
extent that the speaker is. For example, a speczker might say,

"Do you know vhat 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 discourse

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

a fzmous president, who wus 2csassinated, 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 has underestimated the

state of his general knowledge. In other words, the speaker

should have presupposed more.
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Far more often are cases in which the speaker overest%qates

the Bﬁéékér's knowledgé or awareness of a référent;m";e have
discussed this beﬁafiof wiéﬁr;ZESEEQTZB_Eiiaﬁle (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.

Thé speak;r, the;; must\take sfépéﬂkéréid the listener
in identifying particular referents within the discourse topic.

This is part of good recipient design (Sacks & Schegloff 1974).

In identifying requests, speakers appeal to two major sources, s
firstthere are appeals to the physical setting in which the ';%L\
— ol

communication is conveyed. Second, there are appeals to the

listener's background knowledge; In the first case, the speaker

directs the listener to locate the referent in physical space.

In the second case, the speaker directs the listener to locate
the referent in memory space.

Let us consider the way in which young children aid the
listener in locating particular referents within discourse
topic.

V. D.1. How %o Locate a Referent in Physical Space:

Overwhelmingly, the conversations of young children are
about objects, people, or events that are present in the utterance
context. Further, from a very early point in their development,

children employ a variety of devices to direct the listener's
attention to these entities. These devices include both verbal

and non-verbal behaviors.
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Non-verbal means for locating a referent (X) include:

b.

c.

d.

Looking at (X)

(24)

COMMENTARY

Allison II

(Allison had been

pointing to mike on

her mother)

24.1 (Allison looks , __ referent = object
at hanging mike)i looked at

24.2 lother: That's
another micro- referent identified
phone. ¢ by listener

liolding (X)

(25)

Toby & David, 35 mos.

25.1 David: oh
dear/X/ (sit-
ting up, look- referent = object
ing at his

ﬁ looked at
blanket)

(picking up )

blanket, facing

Toby) that

messing up/

this/xﬁx/ don't

mess it up/ you

mess it up

like this/
25.2 Toby: mummy e__referent identified

did/ mummy did/ by listener
25.3 David: yes/

(see also examples (30)(32))

Reaching for (X)

(26)

Allison III
(Allison and mother
had been talking
about putting a diaper
on the baby doll) )
26.1 Allison: (reach=- ‘___referent = object
ing for doll) reached for
baby doll/
26.2 Mother: Oh,
there she is!

e__referent identified
by listener

Offering (X)

(27)

27.1 (Allison offer-
ing cookie to
mommy) 4 mommy/

referent = object
¢ offered .
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COMMENTARY
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 point=- referent = object
ing to micro- < 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- referent = object
ing overhead € touched
mike) mike/

29.2 DMother: That's
the microphone.

29.3 Allison: (turns
to mother, touch- referent = object
ing her mike) € touched
mommy/ mike

29.4 Mother: Mommy 6__referent indentified
has a microphone. by listener

referent identified
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 such as reaching,
pointing, and the like are accompanied by verbal means of
expression; or verbal means can be used to direct the listener
to the felevant referent.

The child can locate a referent verbally (with or without

accompanying non-verbal devices) by using:
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Hotice verbs: (look, see, etc)(}tkinson 1974, 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.
3% wks.
31.1 Allison: (notic=-
ing that mother's
juice has spilled) , referent = object/
uh oh!/ event noticed
31.2 hLother: uh oh, ¢—referent (implicitly)
; identified by listener
31.3 Allison: (smil=-

ing, looking at
Juice spilled on
floor) mommy/
31.4 Mother: What did
mommy do?
31.5 Allison:Tspill/k ¢— referent identified
explicitly

Deictic particles:
1. Declarative

(32) Allison V, 28 mos,
32.1 Allison: (holding
truck) This is a 6__referent = object
dump truck/ being held
32.2 Fother: This is
a dump truck, *__referent identified
Yeh. by listener

(33) David & Toby, 35 mos.
33.1 David: (pointing
out moth in room) _ . 'referent = object
(i) moth/x/x/* € pointed at

42
(33) cont. COMF.EL TARY
33.2 Toby: I see/ referent identified

(put out windov)/e_by listener
33.3 David: yes/

* [1]= general deictic particle for "there" "it"
"this", etc.

2. Interrogative

(34) David & Toby, 34 mos.

eating dinner

34.1 David: (looking e referent = object
at his bowl of looked at
food) what's zis?/

34.2 Toby: kamoniz/. ¢— 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 "maming 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 waits for a
confirmation of the identification from the listener.
In other cases, as Atkinson (1974) points out, the
child may be secure about his icentification, 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 identified the
object, action, etc. before going on to supply new
information about it. Atkinson calls this behavior
PRINING. Priming gets the listener to focus on what
the speaker wants to talk about.

As is evident in these examples, several means nray be
employed by the child to locate a referent in physical space.
(0Of 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 identifying kP,
then fo;low this NP with a string of notice verbs, pointing,
showing, etc.

We do not want to imply that every time a child touches,

holds, points, or nanes some entity that he is trying 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 chaim 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
empldygd 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. This 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 repea@ a try 9 or 10 times, stopping only when the listener
evidences verbally that he is attending to the child's focus

of attention.

QOMMENTARY

(35) David & Toby, 35 mos,

(David holding a truck,

picks up rabbit. Toby

whistling on pretend

flute continuously

while facing Davidj

35.1 David: rabbit/X/ referent = object
I find truck/ ~ € being held
rabbit/ (?) as
like rabbit/ truck/
rabbit/X/X/ truck
truck rabbit/
truck/ rabbit
(showing truck
and rabbit to TobY)
truck/ rabbit/X/X/
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(35) cont. COMMENTARY
35.2 Toby: truck/ rabbit/ referent identified
(continues whistl- by listener
ing)

35.3 David: let me blow?/

(For other examples see Keenan 1974)

The listener indicates that he has identified the referent
in question by repeating the identification 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 guestion 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 ob§ect, event, process, etc. pointed out earlier
ty the child. For example, in (31) Allison notices that her
mother did éomething and 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 mommy do?"
This question has as its discourse topic 'mommy did something’',
a proposition 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 initiators 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

couflicting non-verbal cues. For example, COMMENTARY

(36) Allison II, 19.2 mos,

(sitting on mother's

lap)

36.1 Allison: (pointing ‘__referent = object
towvard photo- pointed at
grapher, touching
her mouth) man

36.2 lrother: mouth? ¢— repair initiator on

identity of referent

36.3 Allison: (point-
ing to her tongue)
™(?) /4 (whimpers)
down
(referent not identi-

fied by listener)

In (36), 1line (36.1), Allison incidently touches her mouth as
sne is pointing out the photographer. At (36.2), Allison's
mother is misled by Allison's touching her mouth, and tentatively
1nterprets.her utterance as "mouth", not "man"., The utterance
"mouth?" requests clarification (initiates a repair) but
Allison interprets her mother's utterance as a question about
her mouth, e.g. 'where is your mouth?', Step three of the pre-
requisites for establishing a discourse topic is, then, not
succeszful, 2nd 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 these things. : COMMENTARY

(37) Allison IV, 22 mos.
(Allison has taken a
calf then a cow out
of a box. She has
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COMMENTARY
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/1TV
37.2 Mother: what? ¢— repair initiator on
step 2
37.3 Allison: (look-
ing at cow) repair response on
tiny cow/ 6—'step 2
37.4 DMother: Where'sT repair initiator on
the tiny cow?v¥ identity of referent
37.5 Allison: (show-
ing mother calf,
holding it next
to cow, then
1lifting it up) :
right here/ ¢é— repair response
37.6 Mother: Right,T
that's the tiny referent identified
cow, ¢ by listener

In (37), the adult is using the child's gaze direction as a cue
in helping to locate what the child is referring to. At (37.4),
the adult initiates a repair to establish the unique referent

of "tiny cow". (The adult knows which object is the tiny cow;
ihe 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 verbal means.

2. A second source of confusion for the listener stems

from the child's failure to specify the referent in a precise
enough manner., Again, in many of these cases, the communication
vas never intended as social and so not oriented to listener
needs. In other cases, however, the child does want to convey
the discourse topic and locating a key referent for the listener
is a means to this end.

In the data at hand, vagueness is a result of a failure
to provide sutficient non-verbal cues, and/or sufficient verbal

cues, For example, we find that a child will often 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", (i},
"it". This is illustrated in a different "spill" sequence

from that in example (31).

COMMENTARY
(38) Allison V, 28 mos.
(Allison had been eat-
ing a cookie, drinking
juice, she spills
some ;uice from her
nouth
38.1 uh/ (looks at her
dress, purposely .
pours juice onto
it)
38.2 Fother: Oh, what
happened? What did
you do? What did
you do?
38.3 Allison: (touching
her knee, looking
at original spill)
spill something/
38.4 liother: What did you
do?
38.5 Allison: (holding
up cookie, scrapin,
it with her finger
it came down from ¢— referent = objects
@2 Tcockie/ being scraped (crumbs)
38.6 imother: Vhat? ¢— repair initiator
on step 2
38.7 Allison: (rubbing
her dress) it ¢— repair response

camedton my dress/
38.8 HMother: It came on
your dress. It didn't
come on the cookie.
¥0Oh means we better
wipe you off.
(referent not identi=-
fied by listener)

In (38.4) Allison's mother is eliciting information about the

8pilling of the juice by Allison. Allison, however, turned

48

her attention to something alse that fell on her dress z2long
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 (1975) 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 concerns an indivicual(s)
or an event(s) about which the child's utterance provides a
'comment'., We find that deletion of taken-for-granted material
continues, but to a lesser extent, throughout 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)
39.1 Allison: (put-
ing hand to her
head) comb hair/ ¢— referent = agent
39.2 hother: Comb repair initiator on
hair? step 2
39.3 Allison: Baby
Allison comb hair/¢— repair response
39.4 Mother: Baby repair initiator on
Allison comb hair? e—steps 2 and 3
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(39) cont. COVMMENTARY
39.5 Allison: yeah/ ¢— repair response

(referent identified
by listener)

liotice that the child is able to repair the unclarity and success-
fully 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 the utterances of other children or adults. W¥e found no
instances of such repair initiators-in the Allison Bloom sample,
ranging from age 16 months to 28 months. Repair initiation
of this sort startérlgsgggsboby and David sample, see example (17).
However, it is a rare occurrence (Keenan, Schieffelin and Platt,
work in progress). luch 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 expliéitly reconstructs a question of immediate concern
on the basis of a referring expression by the child. The second
is that the adult initintes & repair from the child if a referent
is insufficiently located. These,observations need to be confirmed
by looking 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 youni 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 example, 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., triggers off a remembering by the
child of a similar entity in the past.

We find that before the age of three, children expecrience
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)
illustrates this type of communication rozd block. Here the
particular "glass" being referred to by Allison cannot be
identified by the listener, and so "glass" is not included
in subsequent discourse topics.

There are numerous reasons, why these.referents are often

not identified by the listener. To sort 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 on non-verbal cues to locate what they are talking

gbout. 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 not use these notice verbs

%o locate referents in memory. Adults, in contrast, often
direct the listener's attention to some individual or event

not present through such utterances as "Look at what happened
to Joe...he got a very raw deal from that company." In certain
Scots dialects the verb gee is used in this way. Atkinson
(1974) quotes lacrae as saying that sentences of the form,

"See Jimmy? '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 several other notice verbs that
are used to focus attention on a referent in memory (Atkinson
1974). As discussed in part 1; adults often explicitly request
the listener to search in memory for some particular referent.
They ask the listener if he "remembers" or "knows" or "recalls"

a particular individual, object or incident before going 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' discoﬁrse under study.

3. A further impedance to locating referents in the listener's

memory is the late development of o0ld information markers in

the speech of young children. The use of anaphoric pronouns, for
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 things present
in the environment, rather anaphorically. The same can be said
of definite articles. Their use in referring to entities not
present is not part of the child's competence before 32 months
(Maratsos 1974 ). Relative clauses as well do not appear any-
where in our corpus of children's utierances.

Thus it is difficult for the young cinild to mark specifically
that he/she is talking about something that he/she has already
experienced. Allison at 20 months, 3% weeks has no way of marking

that the glass she is referring to (example (14)) is that or

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) inconsistent use of tense marking.

In general, referring to objects, persons, etc. not
contextually situated puts a greater burden on the child's
verbal resources. The child must rely exclusively on verbal
means to locate the referent in question. In many cases, the
listener can simply not determine this referent, as adequate

syntactic and semantic markiﬁg has not yet emerged in the child's
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speech. Adults often treat these references of the child as

coming "out of the 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.8

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 persons, 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 ways:

First, in adult-child discourse, if a child refers to some
entity that can not be located by the acult in physical or
memory space, Llhe adult listener usually initiates a repair
in an effort to elicit information that will facilitate an
identification.

Second, both adult and child speskers 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 phenomenon
in Tok Pisin.) We have provided numerous examples in which
young children wait for confirmation from the listener that
the relevant referent is identified. And, while adults in
talking to one a2nother elicit such confirmation less often, at
times they sgend considerable efforts in insuring that the entity
trhat theyvare refering to is a piece of "shared knowledge".

The following conversation illustrates the amount of conver-

sational space that a speaker can take up with this endeavor.
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(40) (2 women in a dress shop)
Marie tapes (transcribed
by Francoise Brun-Cottian)
(pause)
40.1 Farie: Hah-Hah-Ha
Remember that 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 LDottie: Sweater?
40,5 Marie: Ya That red-
(.6sec) thing that
uh (lsec) 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 about (.4sec)
Marie turns:to third woman
and discusses.a dress for
several turns.,She - then re-
turns to her conversation
with Dottie.
40.7 HMarie: (finds object
in shop, shows to Dottie) COMIENTARY
This. (1.2sec)
40,8 rDottie: Oh the red one referent identi-
[I had on// ya:h " fied by listener
40,9 Llarie: 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 proposition
as part of an explicit question of immediate concern. On the
basis of the utterance itself, prior utterances exchanged and
other shared background knowlidge, however, the listener may

reconstruct a plausible discourse 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 making 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 cleaim (introducing
topic, re-introducing topic) then he is éxpected to mark this
brezk in some overt manner, e.g. through expressive particles
("Hey", "Oh no", "I forgot", etc.), explicit topic-switching
expresﬁions, 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 stages. There are
several reasons for this:

a. First, children at this point in their development have
a more limited attention span than do older children and adults.
This limitetion makes it difficult for 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 some new
thing he/she has noticed in the physical environment, In

producing an utterance, the child may be focussing on a novel

entity rather than on a discourse topic or claim' in some last
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utterance.

c. Third, the child may not provide a relevant next utterance

because he does not understand the point (the discourse topic)

of the preceding utterance. This is particularly the case where
the preceeding utterance is a declarative produced by another
speaker. In declarative utterances, the questicn of immediate
concern is implicit. In contrast to explicit questions of
immediate concern, the child must construct for himself the
concern underlying a declarative. This process mey often be

too difficult for the child, leading him to produce an irrelevant
next utterance.

d. Fburth, the child may not respond relevantly to a
preceding utterance because he had not attended to it in the
first place. 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. This behavior
is characteristic of egocentric speech, what Piaget (1926) calls
"collective monologues". Thus, if an adult directs a question
to a young child, the subsequent utterance by the child may
not be a response to that question but a comment relevant to the °
child's pravious dieccourse,

In many cases, the conversational partner realizes that
the child has not attended to the immediately preceding utter-
ance but 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 preceding one.

For examﬁle, attention to a novel object in the environment may
be marked only by a shift in gaze direction. The listener

is often not aware of this non-verbal behavior. Thus he is
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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.

41.1 (Jason falls on floor)
Fotherz What happened? (2X)
(long pause)

41.2 Jason: book/

41.3 Dlother: Is that a book?

41.4 Jason: me/

41.5 Mother: This isn't your book.
Where's your book?

41.6 Jason: me/

41.7 Fother: Vhere's your chicken
book?

41.8 (Jason picks up book)
lother: lio, that's Gramma's
book,

41.9 Jason: me/

41.10 liother: You can't read Gramma's
book.

41,11 Jason: yeah/

41.12 liother: lio. Where's your book?

41.13 Jason: me

41.14 lother: Where's Jason's book?

41,15 (Jason looks at book)
tother: Gramma's book,

41,16 Jason: me/

41,17 Mother: Oh, what did you hurt?

41.18 Jason: nose

41,19 hother: Oh, you hurt your nose.

41,20 Jason: bleed/

41.21 liother: Oh, does your nose bleed?

41,22 Juson: yeah/ nose

(tranceribed by L. Tweed)

In (41), Jason falls down but does not respond immediately to
his mother's query about the fall. He turns his attention

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. quever, by (41.4), Jason shifts the focus of attention
back to himself. The mother, however, continues to interpret
Jason's utterance, "me/", in terms of the immediately preceding

focus of interest, identification 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 queifion articulates Jason's concern (his
discourse topic), i.e. 'Jason hurt something (sqme part of
himself)'. He collaborates on this discours;rgibdl.la and from
this point on in the discourse, matters relating to this pro-
position are addressed,

The misunderstanding in (41) prevails for an extraordinary
number of turns.’ We find nothing of this length in the Allison
tapes, for example, The length 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),(41.11),(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 determine the discourse topic for 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 Hother: 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 (42.1); the child conveys only that "man/" is somehow related
to the object she is pointing to (the microphone)., If the
utterance were more couplex, then the listener would have a
clearer idea of the claim being made by the child and would
be better equipped to determine the question of immediate concern
being addressed.lo
Faced with utterances such as these, the listener has to
bring in a great deal of contextual knowledge to reconstruct
the question of immediate concern. (See section IV A). The
listener considers plausible questions that the communicative
act (pointing at one object and uttering "man/") could be a
response to: Is the child telling me (the listener) 'what a
man did' (discourse topic: 'the man did something'); or 'who
did something to the microphone' (discourse topic: 'someone
did something to the microphone'); or what? When Allison's
mother EXPALDS (interprets) Allison's utterance as "The man
put the microphone on", she creates a range of posusible questions
of immeiiate concern that Allison's utterance might be a response
to; e.g. 'What did the man do?' 'Who put the microphone on?'
EXFALSIONS can be seen as one of sevqral means of delimiting
possible discourse topics addreesed in a child's communicative
act. An expanded interpretation can be expressed as an assertioﬁ
or, more tentatively, as a clarification request (repair
initiator). The first alternative assumes that unless other-
wise challenged, the expansion (interpretation) is plausible,

The second alternative requests an explicit confirmation check
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(repair response) from the child.

As noted previously, an additional means lor arriving 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-collaborating sequence of utterances. In both cases,

the listener is eliciting information about a particular
proposition, and the child (speaker) is providing information

relevant to that same proposition.

VI. Implications for the Notion of Competence in Child Language:

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 coherent discourse.
We propose that the extent to which a child is capable of com-
pleting these steps is an important measure of the child's
developing communicative competence, We say comrunicative,
rather than strictly linguistic, because the child relies on both
verbal and non-verbal means for accomplishing these stegs.

We need to examine the visual and verbal records of children's

speech to determine

1. which steps are taken by the child:

For example, the first analysis of children's speech
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at the one- and two-vord stage shdgs that steps 1, 2, and 3 are
taxen vy the child. Children at this point in their development
can point out referents that are relevant to a discourse topic
proposition, but they do not specify the semantic roles of such
referents in the discourse topic (step 4). As we have seen,
the listener is left to reconstruct the proposition on the basis
of the referent located, and shared background knowledge.

2. how much conversational space (number of utterances,

nurter of turns) 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
conversational space taken up depends on the number of individuals
presenﬁ, the extent to which they are attending to the child,
and the extent to which they are familiar with the child and his
erxrericnces, In addition, it is important to consider whether
the intended listener is an adult, an older child, or a peer.
The same string of sounds could be successfully interpreted in one
context, yet not understood at all in another context. Those who
are intimate with a child may compensate for poor articulation,
idiosyncratic e:pressionc, and "out of the blue" references.

Contexts in which the listener is not intimate with the child
reveal more clearly the child's competence. In these contexts,
the child must work harder to accomplish these steps. Further,
these contexts generate repair procedures. These procedures make
explicit what information the child can and cannot provide at
each step.

It would be useful to examine adult speech to children to
see the extent 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 implementing
each step:
Although speakers never stop relying on non-verbal

means in conveying messages, the extent of their reliance varies
developmentally. That is, children come to rely more and more
on verbal means to convey their messages, and this in turn provides
more explicit cues as to what discourse topic is being addressed.
This process has often been noted, but only recently has documen-
tation of this process begun (Greenfield and Smith, in press).

Looking to verbal means, we ne2d 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 introducing a novel topic,
or reintroducing a topic addressed earlier.
VI. B. Comprehension:

A further dimension in the development of competence concerns
the extent to which a child is able to determine the discourse
topic of a conversational partner. As has often been noted, the
relationship between comprenension and production at any one point
in time is difficult to determine.iﬁazog;; get some indication of
what the child is understanding from observing two kinds of responses:

1. 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 language data for these
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resyornises. We find, however, that children initially do not
evidence their nisunderstanding in this form. As noted, we find
no such verbal repair initiators in our data until the child is
alrozt 3 years of age. Once they have emerged in the child's
speech, it is important to document the changing character of the
repair-iritiators, that is, the order in which repairs on each

step emerge.

2. The second response that may be said to indicate compre-
hension on the part of the child (listener) is topic collaboration.
This is clearest in question-answer topic-collaborating sequences.
To ancwer a question, the child must locate the discourse topic

of tihe question (i.e. the proposition about which information is

reguested) and use this discourse topic in his/her answer (see
exazples (3),(10),(13),(14),(34)).

It is necessary to examine the child's ability to both
collaborate on "old" topics and initiate "new" topics into the
discourse., ¥e find in our data that asking questions is a speech
benavior more characteristic of adults speaking to children than
cnildren speaking to adults, or to each other. A consequence
of this is that children often c<llaborate on a discourse topic
proposed by an adult., We expect to find veriaticn in the extent
to wnich one child can introduce a discourse topic rather than
coilavorate on a discourse topic. In many of the interactions
tetween adults and children, for example, the adult controls the
direction of the conversation by repeatedly initiating discourse
topics which the child is then eipected to respond to (Corsaro
1974). This is particularly characteristic of experimental
situations, where a questionianswer tactic is employed. In these
situations, only the child's ability to determine the discourse

topic proposition is evident. The child's ability to establish
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new discourse topics cannot be observed.

VIII., VWhy Discourse Topic?

Our treatment of topic as a discourse notion should be con=-
sidered as distinct from other descriptions of topic in the lin-
guistic literature, From our point of view, topic is not a simple
NP but & proposition (about which some claim is made or elicited).
In the linguistic literature, left - dislocation of an NP (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 respect to
discourse and discourse topic.

Yor example, unstressed left-dislocated NPs preceded by As for
or Conéerning typically retrieve earlier discourse material. In
our framework, these constructions mark re-introducing 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 Concerning are not drawn

from an immediately preceding utterance., For example, a sequence
such 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 foreground the referent. This function explains as well why

" As for constructions followed by stressed NPs are used to contrast

or emphasize referents or propositions,e.g. "Mary said she wouldn't
help, but as for me, I'm willing."

Left-dislocated NPs not preceded by As for or Concerning are

considerably less restricted in discourse. We find that these construct-

ions may both introduce novel referents and propositions or reintroduce
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previously mentioned referents and propositions, We find that in
many cases the left-dislocated NP may be part of the new information
or comment on a discourse topic, e.g. "What's the matter?" "My, father,
he's bugging me again." Here tﬁe left-dislocated‘NP is part of the
new information 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. 2t is not the 'center of attention' of the discourse
1 '

in which the sentence is couched.

It would be valuable to have some understanding of discourse
dynamics in topic-prominent languages (Li And Thompson, this volume).
In languages where topic-comment constructions alternate with
subject-predicate constructions, e.g. Chinese, the use of topic
constructions may be contextually constrained., It would be useful
to examine spontaneous conversational discourse in these languages
to determine the functions of the topic construction in the discourse
context, Can these constructions re-introduce, introduce, collaborate,
incorporate discourse material? Or is their use restricted to some
of these functions only? ¥ 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 differentintes these functions
morphologically or syntactically. In general, we want to establish
a framework for comparing topic constructions in théir discourse

contexts across languages,

Ve offer here a baseline description of topic in discourse.,
We refer to this nobtion as discourse topic, because it is usually
discourse-generated (relevant) and often discourse-generating.

FOOTHOTES

1. This research was supperted by a grant from Social Science
Research Council grant #HR/2941/1. :

2. For the Allison data, only gaze directed to the mother
is marked. 7 = child makes eye contact with mother. § = child
terminutes eye contact with mother,

3. This notion is very close to that of topic-shading as
discussed by Schegloff and Sacks (1973: 305;: "One procedure
whereby talk moves off a topic might be called 'topic shading'
in that it involves no specific attention to ending 2 topic
at all, but rather the fitting of differently focussced but
related talk to some last utterance in a topic's development."
Vle do not employ the same term, as the co-creztors of it rmay
not agree with the notion of discourse topic developed in

this paper.

4. Greenfield and Smith (in press) have discussed the notion
of informativeness Tor children at the one word stage. In their
framevork, the child tends to encode that aspect of a situntion
that the child considers to be tThe Ieast tertain. rfor cxample,
invoIitional acts{requests, demands), "when the object is
securely in the child's possession..., it becomes relatively
certain and the child will first encode Action/State...Vhen

the object is not in the child's possession, it becomes more
uncertain, and his first utterance will express the object "
(ms. p.20 chap. 4).

5. Anglo- speakers of English, of course, also 're-introduce'
concerns discussed at some prior time. The difierence between
tne two cultures is thet Anglo speakers of English mark these
re-introducing topics in formal social contexts vith construc-
tions such as "As for...", "Concerning...", etc., wvhereas

Indian speakers do not., In less formal contexts, Anglo sreakers
too are under less constraint to mark overtly that they are
addressing their utterance to a prior concern (not addresced

in the immediately preceding utterance).

6., Ior children of 13+ months the establishment of eye contact
is one of the most reliable measures of having secured the
attention of the listener. (Huttenlocher l974§

7. These utterances are typically omitted in developmental
psycholinguistic literature. They arc characterized es
unintelligible. From our point of view, they are often
unreconstructable, from ihe hezrer's point ol view.

8., Irequently the adult can reconstruct what the child is
talking about despite the child's inability to provide adequate
information., The amount of shared experience is critical

in this reconstruction process. Someone who spends many hours



footnotes, cont.

8. (cont,) a day knowing what the child has 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 communication to meet the recipient's needs without access
to a video record of the event. The child might have been
giving 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"”, Her utterance combined with 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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