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M andarin-speaking Children’s M anagement of Discour se Topics
in Conversational Interaction

T
HEHT90 & 8
Y

NSC 90-2411-H-004-014

1p291&#T7" 3P

EA JI/&‘?PP??’EH?E%

PESFE AR CHRRE SR 2 FF (R A H EeE)

PR

*P g E i ot 3 Hi
?3 Wi 4 F R S R

}§<r‘l’lb"—° G H A R g SR
m/\%‘r SR ECh Pk g
SR P MY FREFFT 7
i*mﬁf’t&i@ﬁnﬁgﬁﬁg*g
CER LI L S R
;}'j?g‘ﬁét)\q—"rm {—‘%é o At

-5-33,'?'}&6 mp’;’,ﬁ’rﬁ“? A ;E;'l
1 oA BT B

T

H

=

S -

\_ i \“ﬂ
"

Tl

e L
PSS ﬂﬂ— 3
=

q.frt

=

3

ETRS 5;"%}‘ 1_.
% ‘_‘;_ e (‘*‘“‘ n'\
8

o

M4t
3

Abstract

This study investigates the development
of Mandarin-speaking children’s skill of
organizing discourse topics in child-mother
conversation. The data consist of natura
interactions between six children (3 to 5
years old) and their mothers. The
conversation between each child-mother
dyad was analyzed for the structures and the
communicative intents of topic initiation and
maintenance. It is found that with their
development of discourse skills, children
become more capable of active participation
in topic initiation and maintenance. In

addition, they become more capable of
incorporating new information into the
on-going topics. Maternd speech

adjustments were observed in the data. It is
suggested that such adjustments provide
guidance and support for efficient
communication and language growth.

Keywords: discourse topics, child language
acquisition, mother-child
conversation

Motivation and Purpose

The development of  children’s
communicative competence has received
much attention in recent years. In order to
become competent speakers, children must
acquire various linguistic devices and
discourse skills. One of the crucial discourse
skills children need to learn is the ability to
organize discourse topics. That is, children
need to learn how to successfully initiate and
maintain discourse topics in the dynamic
course of conversational interaction.

Some studies have been conducted to
investigate discourse topic development in
child language, mostly in English. By
examining propositional relations in both
child data and adult data, Keenan &
Schieffein (1976) identified two types of
discourse:  continuous  discourse(which
includes topic collaboration and topic
incor poration) and discontinuous
discourse(which includes topic introduction
and topic re-introduction). Bernstein (1981)
and Bloom, et al. (1976) also looked at the
expression and organization of propositional
information. These studies demonstrated
various aspects involved in the development



of contingent propositional relations between
utterances. Foster (1982), on the other hand,
characterized how the ability to maintain and
develop atopic emerges. In addition, Wanska
& Bedrosian (1986) investigated
pre-operational level children’s discourse
skill of topic performance and its relationship
to communicative intent.

Although several studies have been
done on discourse topic development, little is
known about how Mandarin-speaking
children acquire and use this discourse skill.
Thus, the purpose of this study is to
investigate the devel opment of
Mandarin-speaking  children’s  skill  of
organizing discourse topics in child-mother
conversation.

M ethods

The subjects of this study included six
children and their mothers. Among the six
children, two of them were three years old
(3;4 and 3;7); two of them were four years
old (4;5 and 4;8), and the other two were five
years old (5;10 and 5;11). The children were
visited in their homes. Natural child-mother
conversations were audio- and video- taped
to capture both the linguistic data and the
contextual information. Each child-mother
dyad was recorded for six hours within two
weeks. The results reported here include six
hours of transcribed data: one hour from each
mother-child dyad.

Each utterance in the mother-child data
was analyzed and coded according to
discourse topic structures. The categories
include the following (Keenan & Schieffelin,
1976; Kertoy & Vetter, 1995):

1. Topicinitiation:
a~ Topic introduction: an utterance
that is not linked with preceding
topics
b~ Topic re-introduction: an utterance
that re-introduces a preceding but
not immediately preceding topic
2. Topic maintenance:
a~ Topic collaboration: an utterance
that continues the topic by
matching the proposition of the
previous utterance

b~ Topic incorporation: an utterance

that continues the topic by adding

or reguesting additiona
information

In addition, each utterance was also

anayzed and coded for communicative

intents. The classification was as follows (cf.

Huang, 2002; Wanska & Bedrosian, 1986):

1. Informative: an utterance which gives
information or comment in a declarative
form

2. Question: an utterance which asks for
information in aquestion form

3. Request: an utterance which asks for
action to be performed in a question,
declarative or imperative form

4. Acknowledgement: an utterance which
recognizes the fact that the previous
speaker has said or done something

5. Response: an utterance involving a
yes/no response to a question or an
answer supplied to a question asked

Results and Discussion

Analysis was conducted to examine the
percentages and the numbers of the
topic-initiating and topic-maintaining
utterances contributed by the child and the
mother in the six dyads. The results of the
two dyads with the children of the same age
were then averaged. Owing to the space
constraint of this report, only the average
percentages/numbers are reported.

Table 1. The percentages/numbers of the
topic-initiating and topi c-maintaining

utterances
3yrs 4yrs 5yrs
C M C M C M
Tl 33% | 67% | 36% | 64% | 45% | 55%
175 | 350 | 159 | 287 | 207 | 253
TM | 37% | 63% | 39% | 61% | 52% | 48%
1099 | 1860 | 1264 | 1947 | 1418 | 1330

Note: TI: Topic Initiation; TM: Topic Maintenance

As seen in Table 1, for topic initiation,
the mothers contributed more topic-initiating
utterances than the children for all age groups.
However, a developmental change is
observed. We observe that among the
children of different ages, the percentages are




relatively higher for older children. Similar
distribution patterns are also observed in
topic maintenance. Interestingly, the
5-year-old children even contributed more
than their mothers in topic maintenance.

Table 2: The percentages of topic
collaboration and topic incorporation

T™M | 3yrs 4yrs S5yrs

C M C M C M

Col | 61% | 39% | 53% | 38% | 48% | 33%

Inc | 39% | 61% | 47% | 62% | 52% | 67/%

Tot | 100% | 100% | 100% | 100% | 100% | 100%

Note: Col: Collaboration; Inc: Incorporation; Tot; Total

Topic-maintaining utterances are further
analyzed in terms of topic collaboration and
topic incorporation. As seen in Table 2, while
the mothers used mainly topic incorporation,
the children employed mainly topic
collaboration. However, a developmental
change is aso evident. We observe that the
older children were able to use reatively
more topic incorporation than the younger
ones. Interesting, it appears that the older
children’s mothers also used relatively more
topic incorporation than the younger
children’s mothers. In other words, as the
child becomes older, both the child and the
mother incorporate and add more new
information in maintaining discourse topics.

Analysis was also conducted to examine
the communicative intents of the topic
initiating and topic maintaining utterances in
the data. The results are displayed in Table 3
and Table 4.

Table 3: The percentages of communicative
intentsin topic initiation

finding in Wanska & Bedrosian(1986). In
contrast, the communicative intents of the
mothers were relatively more equaly
distributed across the categories, with higher
percentages in informatives and questions.
Thus, it appears that in the mother-child
interaction, the discourse topics are related
more to asking or giving information than to
requesting action to be performed. In Table 4,
we observe similar distribution patterns of
communicative intents for topic maintenance.
In addition, a developmental pattern is aso
revealed in Table 4. Comparing the different
age groups, we see that in topic maintenance
the older children produced higher
percentages of informatives than the younger
ones. Interestingly, the older children’s
mothers also produced informatives more
frequently than the younger children’s
mothers.

Table 4: The percentages of communicative
intents in topic maintenance

T™M | 3yrs 4yrs 5yrs
C M C M C M

Inf | 63% | 36% | 65% | 45% | 72% | 47%
Que| 7% |34% | 9% |33%|5% | 31%
Req [3% |12% | 3% |10% | 2% | 8%
Ack [1% 8% [1% |5% |1% | 5%
Res | 25% | 8% | 22% | 7% | 18% | 9%
Tot | 100% | 100% | 100% | 100% | 100% | 100%

Tl 3yrs 4yrs S5yrs

C M C M C M

Inf | 78% | 36% | 75% | 41% | 77% | 33%

Que | 10% | 38% | 11% | 37% | 13% | 46%

Req | 12% | 26% | 14% | 22% | 10% | 21%

Tot | 100% | 100% | 100% | 100% | 100% | 100%

Note: Inf: Informative; Que: Question; Req: Request

As seen in Table 3, for topic initiation,
the communicative intents of the children of
all the three age groups were predominantly
informatives. The result is consistent with the

Note: Inf: Informative; Que: Question; Req: Request;
Ack: Acknowledgement; Res. Response

Concluding Remarks

This study has anayzed how
Mandarin-speaking children manage
discourse topics in mother-child conversation.
The findings have reveadled not only the
complex picture of the topic organization in
mother-child interaction, but aso severa
interesting developmental patterns. It appears
that as children become older, they can
participate more actively in topic initiation
and maintenance. In addition, they can also
incorporate more new information into the
on-going topics. The analysis also reveals
that the mothers were sensitive to the
children’s language abilities. It appears that
the mothers’ speech adjustments reflect the




development of the children’s skills in
managing discourse topics. From the socia
interactionalist perspective, such adjustments
in maternal speech provide guidance and
support for efficient communication and
language growth (Bruner, 1978; Vygotsky,
1978).
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