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Self-repetition, repetition of a speaker’ s own
utterances, has been noted as a pervasive phenomenon
in language behavior. Self-repetition occurs
frequently in adult conversation, and perhaps even
more frequently in adult-child interaction. While
self-repetition in adult conversation has been
examined as a communicative strategy, 1t has often
been treated merely as an instructive/learning
strategy in adult-child conversation. The purpose of
this study is to examine whether and how self-
repetition, in addition to its potential
instructive/learning purpose, may be used by mothers
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and children as a communicative strategy in mother-
child interaction. In other words, this study
attempts to take into account the fact that children
are not only learners but also communicators.

The participants of this study were 12 Mandarin-
speaking children and their mothers. These children
can be divided into three age groups: two-year-olds
(251-257), three-year-olds (3;1-3; 2), and four-
year-olds (4;5-4;11); each group consisted of four
children (two boys and two girls). The children’ s
natural conversation with their mothers was video-
recorded in their homes. Each mother-child dyad was
recorded for an hour. The collected conversation data
were then transcribed using CHAT convention
(MacWhinney, 2000) for analysis. Self-repetitions
were identified in the children’ s speech and in the
mothers’ child-directed speech. The identified self-
repetitions were further classified into four forms
and nine functions according to the coding scheme
used in this study.

The results show that the children expanded their
repertoires of both the forms and the functions of
self-repetitions with increasing age, revealing a
developmental change. It appears that in repeating,
children are learning to communicate and to construct
utterances to meet specific communicative needs. As
for the mothers’ self-repetitions, the results
showed that the frequencies, the forms, and the
functions of the mothers’ self-repetitions were
related to the ages of the children, reflecting the
characteristics of child-directed speech. It appears
that the mothers’ use of self-repetitions
demonstrates their particular interactional
sensitivity and communicative needs when addressing
their cognitively and linguistically developing
children.

self-repetition, children’ s speech, child-directed
speech, Mandarin Chinese






Self-repetition in children’s speech and child-directed Speech

Chiung-chih Huang
National Chengchi University

1. Introduction

Self-repetition, repetition of a speaker’s own utterances, has been noted as a
pervasive phenomenon in language behavior. Self-repetition occurs frequently in adult
conversation, and perhaps even more frequently in adult-child interaction. Many
studies have been conducted to investigate the role of self-repetition in adult
conversation (e.g., Johnstone et. al., 1994; Ku, 1998; Norrick, 1987; Tannen, 1987;
Tsai, 2002; Wong, 2000) and in adult-child interaction (e.g., Brodsky, Waterfall, &
Edelman, 2007; Gisela & Matthias, 2009, Moerk, 1989; Munoz-Duston, 1992; Shatz
& Ebeling, 1991). While self-repetition in adult conversation has been examined as a
communicative strategy, it has often been treated merely as an instructive/learning
strategy in adult-child conversation. The purpose of this study is to examine whether
and how self-repetition, in addition to its potential instructive/learning purpose, may
be used by mothers and children as a communicative strategy in mother-child
interaction. In other words, this study attempts to take into account the fact that
children are not only learners but also communicators.

1.1 Self-repetition in adult speech

Research on self-repetition in adult conversation has treated the phenomenon of
repetition as a communicative strategy. From a discourse/conversation analysis
perspective, researchers have identified a variety of functions of self-repetition in
adult conversation (Johnstone et al, 1994; Ku, 1998; Norrick, 1987; Tannen, 1987,
Tsai, 2002; Wong, 2000).

Norrick (1987) proposed that self-repetition in adult conversation can serve four
categories of functions, namely, semantically based functions, production-based
functions, comprehension-based functions, and interaction-based functions. Further
taxonomy was suggested. Semantically based functions include idiomatic, iconic, and
parallel phrasing functions. Production based functions include the functions of
holding flooring and of bridging interruptions. Comprehension-based functions
include the functions of insuring precise understanding and of increasing coherence.
As for interaction-based functions, the categories include question/answer, repeat
unchanged, repeat with stress, and repeat with expansion.

Similarly, Tannen (1987) also pointed out that the varied functions
simultaneously served by self-repetition can be subsumed under the categories of



production, comprehension, connection, and interaction. In addition, the congruence
of these levels of discourse provides a fourth and over-arching function in the
establishment of coherence and interpersonal involvement.

Wong (2000) examined one form of self-repetition, which has been addressed in
prior literature as verbal bracketing or repair repeat. In this form of repetition, a
speaker produces a ‘first saying’ and a ‘second saying’ within the same turn, with an
inserted element between the two sayings. Wong suggested that this particular form of
repetition is used by speakers as a storytelling technique in the accomplishment of the
action of resumption.

Tsai (2002) investigated repetition in spoken Mandarin. It was shown that
self-repetition in Mandarin serves a variety of discourse functions, including
describing iconicity, bridging interruptions, responding to other-initiated repairs,
soliciting responses, targeting the next action, and humor/savoring.

1.2 Self-repetition in children’s speech

Research on self-repetition in adult-child interaction has mainly concerned its
role in children’s linguistic development. Children’s self-repetition has often been
referred to as a learning strategy, and investigations have been done to determine the
role of this strategy in the learning of vocabulary and syntax. In some studies, it has
also been regarded as a phenomenon resulting from children’s production problems.

Moerk (1989) indicated that self-repetition reveals the redundancy of the
interactions between mothers and young children. Such redundancy not only lowers
the information-processing load for the children but also provides massive rehearsals
for the linguistic terms involved. In addition, many of these self-repetitions are not
exact repetitions; instead, the repeated form is somewhat superior to the original form.
It was suggested that self-repetition may be beneficial for lexical acquisition.

Kirchner and Prutting (1987) investigated spontaneous verbal repetition in the
speech of normal children (1;8-2;6) and language disordered children (2;8-4;2). The
results showed that the children, whether disordered or normal, showed higher
frequencies of self-repetition than repetition of the speech of another person. As for
repetition subtypes, the highest proportion of self-repetition was in the category of
complete repetition followed by partial/reduction and complete/expanded. Two
potential functions of repetition were identified. First, repetition was used to extend
communicative ability while compensating for linguistic and cognitive deficits. The
second function is repetition as a context for practice which contributes both to the
acquisition of language structure and to the development of verbal skill.

Similarly, in Nelson’s (1973) investigation of the strategies of language
acquisition in young children, it was suggested that the use of self-repetition may be



an ‘accommodative strategy’ used by less effective talkers when experiencing
difficulty in communication. In other words, self-repetition may be related to
production problems at a point where language acquisition has begun but is not
advanced.

Perez-Pereira (1992) investigated the speech of two twin sisters; one of the
children was blind while the other had normal vision. The children were recorded
once a month from 2;5 to 3;5. The children’s imitations, repetitions and routines (IRR
speech) were analyzed in comparison with their productive utterances. The results
showed that MLU for IRR speech was greater than that for productive utterances. It
appeared that IRR speech facilitated language development. It was further found that
a large number of modified self-repetitions were used by both children, revealing
clear evidence of the potential of self-scaffolding strategies. In other words, the
children used progressively modified self-repetitions to convey their intentions more
effectively. Comparing the two children’s discourse, the analysis showed that the
blind girl used modified self-repetitions with a significantly higher frequency than her
sighted sister.

In addition, Shatz and Ebeling (1991) also examined revisions (i.e.,
self-repetitions). The analysis showed a large number of revisions with self-correction
produced by the six children they observed (aged 2;0 t02;6). Almost 73% of all
revisions included a grammatical change (either syntactic or morphological) of some
sort. The authors suggested that these revisions served as a self-monitoring device.

As seem above, self-repetition in adult-child interaction has been investigated
mostly for its effect on children’s linguistic development. Only a few studies have
focused on the pragmatic functions of children’s self-repetition (Ochs Keenan, 1977;
Munoz-Duston, 1992).

Munoz-Duston (1992) analyzed the speech of Spanish and English bilingual
children. It was shown that the children repeat themselves more in their native
language, Spanish, than they do in their second language, English. The self-repetitions
in the data perform a variety of functions, including the functions of cohesion, rapport,
and emphasis within the discourse. In addition, self-repetitions are also pervasive in
contingent queries and self-repairs, and they also serve the function of retaining or
fulfilling a speaking turn. In addition to Munoz-Duston (1992), Ochs Keenan (1977)
also suggested that children may use self-repetition as a device to solicit responses
from their co-conversationalists.

1.3 Self-repetition in child-directed speech
As for self-repetition in child-directed speech, i.e., adult speech in addressing
children, studies have been done to examine the effect of maternal self-repetition on



the linguistic progress of children. The results, however, have been inconsistent.
While a number of studies have concluded that self-repetition in maternal speech
plays no role or even a negative role in children’s linguistic development (Gisela &
Matthias, 2009; Newport & Gleitman, 1977), other studies have reported that
maternal self-repetition facilitates grammatical and lexical development (Brodsky,
Waterfall, & Edelman, 2007; Hoff-Ginsberg, 1985, 1986, 1990; Brown, 1998; Moerk,
1983; Waterfall, 2006).

According to Newport and Gleitman (1977), no indication was found from their
naturalistic study that mothers who repeat themselves a great deal have children who
acquire language more quickly. In addition, their experimentally controlled study
further revealed that children give no evidence of responding to repetitions as
repetitions, indicating a rejection of the premise of the repetition hypothesis. The
authors concluded that it seems unlikely that repetition per se could have a beneficial
effect on language acquisition.

In addition, the results reported in Gisela and Matthias (2009) showed that
maternal self-repetitions were negatively related to child progress in grammar. It was
suggested that self-repetitions do not help the child’s developing grammar, and that,
on the contrary, they have a negative influence. As suggested by Gisela and Matthias,
this may be due to the fact that more repetitions offer less variety, reflecting a
generally inflexible and uninteresting dialogue style. Such style may cause a child to
pay less attention to adult speech.

However, Moerk (1983) showed that maternal self-repetitions are rarely identical
and mostly include a range of systematic variations. These diverse variations
emphasize specific instructional contents. It was suggested that maternal
self-repetitions can function as linguistic models for the child.

Hoff-Ginsberg (1985, 1986, 1990) also examined the effect of maternal
self-repetitions in children’s progress in language acquisition. The studies revealed
that maternal self-repetitions are positively correlated with the development of verb
phrases and noun phrases in child speech. The results showed that maternal
self-repetitions that alter materials at major constituent boundaries are related to the
growth of verb phrases while those that alter materials within a phrasal constituent aid
in the growth of noun phrases.

Kuntay and Slobin (1996) further investigated the effect of variation sets, i.e.,
clusters of self-repetitions, in child-directed speech. They found that variation sets
made up approximately 20% of child-directed speech. It was suggested that variation
sets seem to be ideal environments for learning lexical items and constituent
structures. Brown (1998) pointed out that underlying a variation set is a single
communicative intention, which is rephrased and repeated with lexical substitutions,



addition and deletion. Although it is self-repetition, it is interactive in being adapted to
the child’s perceived response (or lack thereof). Furthermore, Waterfall (2006) also
found that children’s production of a structure is highly correlated with parents’
manipulation of that structure in variation sets.

1.4 Huang (2010, 2012): A discourse-pragmatic approach

As mentioned above, both children’s speech and maternal speech are highly
repetitive in nature. Children and mothers repeat their own utterances (self-repetition);
in addition, they also repeat a large number of utterances addressed to them
(other-repetition). While both self-repetition and other-repetition in adult-child
conversation have been studied mostly for their role in children’s linguistic
development, it has been suggested that repetition may play a more important role in
the development of communicative competence than it does in the development of
linguistic competence (Ochs Keenan, 1977; Casby, 1986). While little has been done
on self-repetition from this perspective, a few studies have adopted such approach to
investigate other-repetition, including two previous studies of mine (Huang, 2010,
2012).

Huang (2010) aimed to investigate other-repetition in Mandarin child discourse
from a discourse-pragmatic perspective. The participants of the study consisted of two
2-year-old children; the children’s natural conversations with their parents were
observed longitudinally for a year. Analyses were conducted to examine the forms,
functions and discourse profiles of the children’s other-repetition. The forms of
other-repetition were classified into four categories: (1) exact repetition, (2) reduced
repetition, (3) modified repetition, and (4) expanded repetition. The different forms of
other-repetition were further examined to determine their communicative functions in
the conversational interaction. In addition, discourse profiles of other-repetition were
also analyzed; the profiles consisted of linguistic and behavioral events prior to,
during, and after the other-repetition. The results showed that the children used
other-repetition for a variety of communicative functions, including imitating
preceding adult utterances, answering questions, acknowledging what the prior
speaker had said, and showing agreement. It was also found that different forms of
other-repetition tended to serve different functions. From the analysis, it was shown
that other-repetition often reflected the children’s competence and not their
incompetence as communicators. The findings were further discussed in relation to
the developmental aspects of the children’s conversational skills.

Huang (2012) attempted to demonstrate that parental other-repetition needs to be
considered not only as models of linguistic forms but also as acts in communicative
exchanges, and needs to be studied as part of verbal interaction sequences. Thus, from



a discourse-pragmatic perspective, this study investigated the types and functions of
parental other-repetition in Mandarin parent-child interaction. The subjects of this
study were two Mandarin-speaking parent-child dyads. The data included six hours of
natural conversations recorded when the children were between the ages of 2;1 and
3;1. Parental other-repetitions were classified into four repetition types: Exact,
Reduced, Modified, or Expanded. The different types of repetitions were further
analyzed to examine the pragmatic functions of parental other-repetition within the
framework of communicative exchanges. It was found that the parents used the
different types of repetition for a variety of communicative purposes such as
acknowledging the receipt of information, asking for clarification, asking for
confirmation, targeting a next action, and reformulating the child’s utterances. It
appears that parental other-repetition reflects the particular nature of parent-child
interaction; i.e., the parent is interacting with a partner who has limited cognitive and
verbal skills. Other-repetition reflects parents’ attempts to facilitate interaction
through appropriate responsiveness, and the responsivity demonstrated by parental
other-repetition appears to be a principal component of a development-fostering
relationship. In addition, there appears to be some differences between
other-repetition used in adult conversation and in parental speech to children,
suggesting that parents make some adjustments of their use of other-repetition in their
child-directed speech.

In sum, while many previous studies have referred to other-repetition in child
language as a learning mechanism, and that in parental speech as an instructive
technique, Huang (2010, 2012) have shown that other-repetition serves important
communicative functions in children’s speech and in child-directed speech. In
addition, the children’s and the parents’ use of other-repetition also reflects the
particular nature of parent-child conversation.

1.5 The present study

In taking repetition merely as an instructive/learning mechanism in parent-child
interaction, many previous studies have dealt with language in the absence of
communicative intent (Casby, 1986). Since adults use self-repetition for
communicative purposes, children may just be trying to do the same thing. In other
words, children are not only learners but also communicators (Ochs Keenan, 1977).

As seen above, my earlier works Huang (2010, 2012) have explored
other-repetition in Mandarin-speaking children’s and parents’ speech from a
discourse-pragmatic perspective. These studies have shed some light on our
understanding of the pragmatic functions of other-repetition in Mandarin child speech
and parental speech within the framework of communicative exchanges. The present



study attempts to serve as a further endeavor of this line of research. As shown in
Kirchner and Prutting (1987), self-repetitions occur even more frequently than
other-repetitions in children’s speech. The purpose of this study is thus to investigate
how self-repetitions are used to serve communicative purposes in the speech of
Mandarin-speaking children and their mothers, and how the use of self-repetitions
may reflect the particular nature of children’s speech and child-directed speech. It is
hoped that this study can further our understanding of the development of children’s
conversational skills and the characteristics of mothers’ child-directed speech.

2. Methods
2.1. Participants and data

The participants of this study were 12 Mandarin-speaking children and their
mothers. These children can be divided into three age groups: two-year-olds (2;1-2;7),
three-year-olds (3;1-3;2), and four-year-olds (4;5-4;11); each group consisted of four
children (two boys and two girls). The children’s natural conversation with their
mothers was video-recorded in their homes. Each mother-child dyad was recorded for
an hour. The collected conversation data were then transcribed using CHAT
convention (MacWhinney, 2000) for analysis.

2.2. Coding scheme
The transcribed data were analyzed to investigate the forms and functions of
self-repetitions in the children’s speech and in the mothers’ child-directed speech.
The coding scheme is as follows:
(1) Speakers:
Self-repetitions in both the children’s speech and the mothers’ child-directed
speech were identified.
(@  Child: self-repetitions by the child
(b)  Mother: self-repetitions by the mother
(2) Forms:
Self-repetitions were classified into four forms according to the faithfulness of
the self-repetitions to the repeated utterances. The categorization follows
Perez-Pereira (1994) and Huang (2010, 2012).
(@) Exact: Reproduction of all the words of the utterance, in the same order
without any changes or additions.
(b) Reduced: The reproduction involves omission of functors, morphemes or
content words from the utterance.
(c) Modified: The reproduction involves changes of the pronoun, the order of
the elements, or the complement, etc.



(d)

Expanded: One part of the utterance is repeated and another part involves
added elements.

(3) Functions:
Self-repetitions were examined in the conversational discourse to determine their

communicative functions. Based on previous studies (Johnston, et al., 1994; Ku,

1998; Tsai, 2002), the classification system used in this study is as follows:

(@)

(b)

(©)

(d)

(€)

(f)

(9)

(h)

Soliciting responses (SRP): Repetition of the speaker’s own previous
question/request to solicit a verbal/nonverbal response from the listener.
Elaboration (ELA): Repetition of the speaker’s own previous utterance with
new information added.

Clarification (CLA): Repetition of the speaker’s own previous utterance to
remedy interruption/overlap or to respond to an other-initiated repair.
Answering (ANS): Repetition of the speaker’s own previous utterance to
answer a question posed by the speaker himself/herself.

Emphasis (EMP): Repetition of the speaker’s own previous utterance to
strengthen the force of the utterance or to increase the comprehensibility of
the utterance.

Reporting (REP): Repetition of the speaker’s own previous utterance to
report previously mentioned information to another addressee.

Attention getting (AG): Repetition of the speaker’s own previous utterance
to draw the listener’s attention.

Conceptual planning (CP): Repetition of the speaker’s own previous
utterance to gain more time for processing.

(i) Describing iconicity (DI): Repetition of the speaker’s own previous
utterance to describe the distribution, iteration, or continuation of an act
3. Results

3.1 Children’s self-repetition
Table 1 shows the numbers of total utterances and the numbers of self-repetitions

in the children’s data. In addition, the proportions of the children’s self-repetitions are

also presented. As seen in Table 1, self-repetitions occurred most frequently in the

two-year-olds’ data. Among the total utterances produced by the two-year-olds,

12.5% of the utterances were self-repetitions. As for the data for the three-year-olds

and the four-year-olds, lower percentages of self-repetitions were observed: they were
9.69% and 9.81%, respectively.

Table 1. Frequency of children’s self-repetition

Children 2-year-olds 3-year-olds 4-year-olds Total




N % N % N % N %

Self-repetition 245 1250 210 9.69 249 9.81 704 10.56
Total utterances 1960 100 2167 100 2537 100 6664 100

Further analysis was conducted to examine the forms of self-repetitions used by
the children. As seen in Table 2, the two-year-olds used mostly exact repetitions; they
used exact repetitions as frequently as 56.73% of the time. The distribution patterns
were less skewed toward exact repetitions in the data for the three-year-olds and the
four-year-olds. The two older groups of children used both exact repetitions and
expanded repetitions frequently; these two forms were used from 29.52% to 40.56%
of the time in the data for the two older groups.

Table 2: Forms of children’s self-repetition

) 2-year-olds 3-year-olds 4-year-olds Total
Children
% N % N % N %
Exact 139  56.73 62 29.52 101 4056 302 429

Expanded 48 19.59 68 32.38 79 31.73 195 27.70
Modified 13 5.31 43 20.48 24 9.64 80 11.36
Reduced 45 18.37 37 17.62 45 18.07 127 18.04

Total 245 100.00 210 100.00 249 100.00 704 100.00

In addition to the forms of self-repetition, the functions of the self-repetition
were also analyzed. Table 3 presents the proportions of different functions expressed
by the children’s self-repetitions. Table 3 shows that Emphasis was the predominant
function of the two-year-olds’ self-repetitions. This function occurred as frequently as
59.59% of time in the two-year-olds’ self-repetitions. Another main function of the
two-year-olds’ self-repetitions was Soliciting Responses, which occurred 14.69% of
the time. As for the three-year-olds and the four-year-olds, they also used
self-repetitions mainly for the function of Emphasis. However, the percentages of
Emphasis in the data for the two older groups were not as high as that found in the
two-year-olds’ data; they were 24.29% and 44.18%, respectively. In addition to
Emphasis, other main functions in the two older groups’ self-repetitions were
Soliciting Responses and Clarification. The proportions of Soliciting Responses and
Clarification were 21.90% and 19.52% in the three-year-olds’ data, and 14.86% and
15.26% in the four-year-olds’ data.

Table 3: Functions of children’s self-repetition

Children 2-year-olds 3-year-olds 4-year-olds Total




% N % N % N %

ELA 6 2.45 25 11.90 16 6.43 47 6.68
SRP 36 14.69 46 21.90 37 1486 119 16.90
ANS 15 6.12 7 3.33 9 3.61 31 4.40
CLA 13 5.31 41 19.52 38 1526 92  13.07
REP 0 0.00 2 0.95 1 0.40 3 0.43
AG 10 4.08 10 4.76 3 1.20 23 3.27
CP 11 4.49 1 0.48 3 1.20 15 2.13
DI 4 1.63 17 8.10 24 9.64 45 6.39
EMP 146 59.59 51 24.29 110 4418 307 43.61
Others 4 1.63 10 4.76 8 3.21 22 3.13
Total 245 100.00 210 100.00 249 100.00 704 100.00

In order to have a better idea of the form-function relationship of the children’s
self-repetitions, further analysis was conduced to examine the functions expressed by
the different forms of self-repetitions in the children’s data. Tables 4a-4d present the
major functions served by exact, expanded, modified, and reduced repetitions; these
are the functions which have a percentage equal to or above 10% in the data.

Tables 4a-4d show that for the two-year-olds, Emphasis and Soliciting
Responses were the two major functions for all of the four different forms of
self-repetitions, with the proportions of Emphasis much larger than those of
Soliciting Responses. Although the two-year-olds also used modified repetitions for
the functions of Conceptual Planning (15.38%) and Elaboration (15.38%), these two
functions actually included only 2 occurrences, due to the small number of modified
repetitions in the two-year-olds’ data. As for the three-year-olds and the
four-year-olds, the tables show that these two groups of children used exact,
expanded, and modified repetitions for four major functions, and used reduced
repetitions for three major functions. In other words, although Emphasis and
Soliciting Responses were also the main functions in their data, the two older groups
were less restricted to these two functions when using self-repetitions. They were
able to use self-repetitions to perform a larger variety of functions.

Table 4a: Exact repetitions and major functions in children’s data

2-year-olds 3-year-olds 4-year-olds
Exact N % Exact N % Exact N %
EMP 86 61.87 EMP 16 25.81 EMP 48 47.52
SRP 18 12.95 CLA 14 22.58 DI 18 17.82

SRP 13 20.97 CLA 11 10.89

10



DI 9 14.52 SRP 11 10.89

Table 4b: Expanded repetitions and major functions in children’s data

2-year-olds 3-year-olds 4-year-olds
Expanded N % Expanded N % Expanded N %
EMP 26  54.17 ELA 17 25 EMP 29  36.71
SRP 9 18.75 SRP 15 22.06 SRP 15 18.99

EMP 14 20.59 CLA 12 15.19
CLA 10 14.71 ELA 12 15.19

Table 4c: Modified repetitions and major functions in children’s data

2-year-olds 3-year-olds 4-year-olds
Modified N % Modified N % Modified N %
EMP 4 30.77 EMP 11 25.58 EMP 9 37.5
SRP 3 23.08 CLA 9 20.93 CLA 6 25
CP 2 15.38 SRP 8 18.6 ELA 4 16.67
ELA 2 15.38 ELA 7 16.28 SRP 4 16.67
Table 4d: Reduced repetitions and major functions in children’s data
2-year-olds 3-year-olds 4-year-olds
Reduced N % Reduced N % Reduced N %
EMP 30 66.67 EMP 10 27.03 EMP 24 53.33
SRP 6 13.33 SRP 9 24.32 CLA 9 20
CLA 8 21.62 SRP 7 15.56

3.2 Mothers’ self-repetition

Table 5 shows the numbers of total utterances and the numbers of self-repetitions
in the mothers’ data. In addition, the proportions of the mothers’ self-repetitions are
also presented. As seen in Table 5, self-repetitions occurred most frequently in the
data for the two-year-olds’ mothers. Among the total utterances produced by the
two-year-olds’ mothers, 19.23% of the utterances were self-repetitions. The data for
the three-year-olds’ mothers contained a lower percentage of self-repetitions (14.19%).
An even lower percentage of self-repetitions was found in the data for the
four-year-olds’ mothers (8.22%). It appears that the frequency of the mothers’
self-repetitions was affected by the age of the children; that is, the mothers of younger
children tended to resort to self-repetitions more frequently than those of older
children.
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Table 5. Frequency of mothers’ self-repetition

2-year-olds 3-year-olds 4-year-olds Total

Mothers
% N % N % N %

Self-repetition 874 1923 514 1419 281 8.22 1669 14.41
Total utterances 4544 100 3621 100 3417 100 11582 100

Further analysis was also conducted to examine the forms of self-repetitions used
by the mothers. As seen in Table 6, expanded repetitions were the most frequently
used form in the data for the three groups of mothers. The percentages of expanded
repetitions were 32.72% for the two-year-olds’ mothers, 34.82% for the
three-year-olds’ mothers, and 42.92% for the four-year-olds’ mothers. It appears that
the mothers of older children tended to use more expanded repetitions. An opposite
pattern was found in the mothers’ use of reduced repetitions. As seen in the table, the
percentages of reduced repetitions were 25.06% for the two-year-olds’ mothers,
20.62% for the three-year-olds’ mothers, and 15.53% for the four-year-olds’ mothers.
It appears that the mothers of older children tended to use less reduced repetitions.

Table 6: Forms of mothers’ self-repetition

2-year-olds 3-year-olds 4-year-olds Total
Mothers
% N % N % N %
Exact 250  28.60 117 22.76 67 3059 434 27.01

Expanded 286  32.72 179 34.82 94 42.92 559  34.79
Modified 119 13.62 112 21.79 24 10.96 255 15.87
Reduced 219  25.06 106 20.62 34 1553 359 22.34

Total 874 100.00 514 100.00 219 100.00 1607 100.00

The functions of the mothers’ self-repetitions were also examined. Table 7
presents the proportions of the varied functions in the mothers’ data. As seen in the
table, the most frequently expressed function in the data for the three groups of
mothers was Soliciting Responses. The percentages of Soliciting Responses were
53.20% for the two-year-olds’ mothers, 47.86% for the three-year-olds’ mothers, and
33.45% for the four-year-olds’ mothers. It appears that there was a decrease of the
proportion of Soliciting Responses in the mothers’ data with the increase of the
children’s age. The second frequently expressed function in the data for the three
groups of mothers was Emphasis. The percentages of Emphasis were 21.40% for the
two-year-olds” mothers, 24.71% for the three-year-olds’ mothers, and 25.98% for the
four-year-olds’ mothers. It appears that there was a slight increase of the proportion of
Emphasis in the mothers’ data with the increase of the children’s age.
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Table 7: Functions of mothers’ self-repetition

2-year-olds 3-year-olds 4-year-olds Total
Mothers
% N % N % N %
ELA 78 8.92 54 10.51 29 10.32 161  9.65
SRP 465  53.20 246 47.86 94 3345 805 48.23
ANS 17 1.95 11 2.14 4 1.42 32 1.92
CLA 38 4.35 20 3.89 29 10.32 87 521
REP 6 0.69 6 1.17 2 0.71 14 0.84
AG 23 2.63 14 2.72 9 3.20 46 2.76
CP 0 0.00 1 0.19 4 1.42 5 0.30
DI 20 2.29 9 1.75 16 5.69 45 2.70
EMP 187  21.40 127 24.71 73 2598 387 23.19
Others 40 4.57 26 5.05 21 7.47 87 521
Total 874 100.00 514 100.00 281 100.00 1669 100.00

Further analysis was also conducted to examine the form-function relationship of
the mothers’ self-repetitions. The major functions of the mothers’ exact, expanded,
modified, and reduced repetitions are presented in Table 8a-8d. The major functions
are those which have a percentage equal to or above 10%.

The tables show that the mothers of the four-year-olds expressed more functions
than the mothers of the two-year-olds and the three-year-olds when using exact,
expanded, and modified repetitions. As seen in Table 8a, the mothers of the
two-year-olds and the three-year-olds used exact repetitions mainly for the functions
of Soliciting Responses and Emphasis. While the mothers of the four-year-olds also
used exact repetitions frequently for the two functions, they used exact repetitions for
another major function — Describing Iconicity. Table 8b shows that expanded
repetitions served three major functions — Soliciting Response, elaboration, and
emphasis — in the data for the two-year-olds” mothers and the three-year-olds’ mothers.
While the three functions were also the major functions in the data for the
four-year-olds’ mothers, an additional major function — Clarification — was observed.
As for modified repetitions, Table 8c shows that there were three major functions —
Soliciting Responses, Elaboration, and Emphasis — in the data for the two-year-olds’
mothers and the three-year-olds’ mothers. However, there were five major functions,
with the additional functions of Answering and Clarification, in the data for the
four-year-olds’ mothers. As for reduced repetitions, Table 8d shows that two major
functions — Soliciting Responses and Emphasis — were observed in the data for the
three groups of mothers; however, it also shows that the proportion of Soliciting

13



Responses decreased in the mothers’ data with the increase of the children’s age.

Table 8a: Exact repetitions and major functions in mothers’ data

2-year-olds 3-year-olds 4-year-olds

Exact N % Exact N % Exact N %

SRP 149 59.60 SRP 67 57.26 SRP 34 44.16
EMP 61 24.40 EMP 30 25.64 EMP 14 18.18
Dl 10 12.99

Table 8b: Expanded repetitions and major functions in mothers’ data

2-year-olds 3-year-olds 4-year-olds

Expanded N % Expanded N % Expanded N %

SRP 120  41.96 SRP 71 39.66 SRP 34 28.33
ELA o7 19.93 ELA 42 23.46 ELA 26 21.67
EMP ol 17.83 EMP 27 15.08 EMP 23 19.17

CLA 21 175

Table 8c: Modified repetitions and major functions in mothers’ data

2-year-olds 3-year-olds 4-year-olds
Modified N % Modified N % Modified N %
SRP 63 52.94 SRP 49 43.75 EMP 9 30
ELA 18 15.13 EMP 32 28.57 SRP 7 23.33
EMP 15 12.61 ELA 12 10.71 ANS 4 13.33
CLA 4 13.33
ELA 3 10
Table 8d: Reduced repetitions and major functions in mothers’ data
2-year-olds 3-year-olds 4-year-olds
Reduced N % Reduced N % Reduced N %

SRP 133 60.73 SRP 59 55.66 EMP 27 50
EMP 60 27.4 EMP 38 35.85 SRP 19 35.19

4. Discussion

This study has analyzed the use of self-repetition by Mandarin-speaking children
and mothers. In the analysis of the children’s data, the results showed that
self-repetitions occurred more frequently in the two-year-olds’ data than in the data
for the three-year-olds and the four-year-olds. It was found that a great majority of the
two-year-olds’ repetitions were exact repetitions, and that a great majority of their

14



repetitions expressed the function of Emphasis. In contrast, the two older groups’
self-repetitions were less restricted to the form of exact repetitions and the function of
Emphasis. In addition, in the analysis of the form-function relationship, the results
further showed that the two older groups of children were able to use the different
forms of self-repetitions to perform a larger variety of functions than the
two-year-olds.

The results of the children’s self-repetitions appear to reveal a developmental
change. The children appear to expand their repertoires of both the forms and the
functions of self-repetitions with increasing age. As suggested by Slobin (1982), new
functions are first expressed in old forms and new forms first express old functions.
As communicative functions in children’s speech expand, old forms of repetitions are
used to serve new functions. In addition, as children use new forms of repetitions,
these forms are used to express old functions. From the results of this study, we may
speculate that when children repeat themselves, they first use the form of exact
repetitions for the function of Emphasis, and later they begin to use other forms of
repetitions and to express other communicative functions. Thus, children’s repetitions
are not constructed at random; in repeating, children are learning to communicate and
to construct utterances to meet specific communicative needs (Ochs Keenan, 1977).

As for the mothers’ self-repetitions, the results showed that the frequency of the
mothers’ self-repetitions was related to the ages of the children. That is, the mothers
of younger children tended to use more self-repetitions than the mothers of older
children. As for the forms of self-repetitions, while it was exact repetitions that were
used most frequently by the children, it was expanded repetitions that were the
predominant form in the mothers’ data. The results also showed that the proportion of
the mothers’ expanded repetitions increased with the increase of the children’s age,
and that in contrast, the proportion of the mothers’ reduced repetitions decreased with
the children’s increasing age. As for the analysis of functions, it was found that while
the function of Soliciting Responses was the predominant function expressed by the
mothers’ self-repetitions, the proportion of this function decreased in the mothers’
data with the increase of the children’s age. As for the form-function relationship of
the mothers’ self-repetitions, it was found that the mothers of older children expressed
more functions than the mothers of younger children in their use of the different
forms of self-repetitions.

The results of the mothers’ self-repetitions appear to reflect the characteristics of
child-directed speech. In mother-child communication, the mother is interacting with
a partner who has limited cognitive and verbal skills. Self-repetition appears to reflect
the mother’s attempts to foster interaction through appropriate repetitiveness. As
suggested by McDonald and Pien (1982), maternal speech can be divided into two
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types of utterances: one oriented toward controlling the child’s actions, the other
toward eliciting the child’s participation in conversation. Self-repetition seems to be
particularly relevant to the second type. Therefore, as seen in the results, not only the
occurrences of self-repetitions overall but also the function of Soliciting Responses
were particularly prevalent in the data for the mothers of younger children. In
addition, the mothers also appear to be sensitive to the children’s developing
competencies. As seen in the results, the mothers used relatively less expanded
repetitions and expressed a smaller numbers of functions with self-repetitions when
interacting with younger children. In other words, the mothers’ use of self-repetitions
demonstrates their particular interactional sensitivity and communicative needs when
addressing their cognitively and linguistically developing children.
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