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Academic language in early childhood interactions

A longitudinal study of 3- to 6-year-old Dutch monolingual children

Lotte Henrichs

This study examines academic language in early childhood. It covers children’s 
exposure to academic language in early childhood, children’s early production of 
academic language, the development of academic language proficiency and the 
co-construction of academic language by children and adults.

The study is an in-depth study, which forms part of a larger interdisciplinary 
research project called ‘the Development of Academic language at School and Home’ 
(DASH). Twenty-five children were observed in interaction with their parent four 
times, between the ages of three and six. In addition, the children were observed in 
interaction with their teacher in first and second grade of primary education.
The results of the study show that children are more frequently exposed to a number 
of language features characteristic of the academic register in the first two years of 
primary school than at home. However, the results also indicate that parents, who 
utilise a particular interaction with their child as an opportunity for their child to 
learn something new, typically create a linguistic context that contains features of the 
academic register. The way in which adults position children during spoken discourse 
has a strong influence on the nature of the conversation, and on the opportunities 
created for children’s own creative contributions to the particular discourse. Hence, 
when the social relationships are thus shaped, ample opportunity is created for 
knowledge transfer and co-construction, and the content of the conversation and 
the structure of the conversation follow accordingly in an ‘academic’ way. As such, 
children can become familiarised with the academic register at an early age.
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Preface

The present study was conducted within a larger research project called ‘the Development 
of Academic language at School and at Home’. The title of the project was abbreviated into 
the acronym the ‘DASH project’. The project concerns a special research area funded by 
the Dutch council for scientific research (NWO)1. The DASH project was conducted by 
researchers affiliated with three Dutch universities: Utrecht University, Tilburg University 
and the University of Amsterdam. The project is interdisciplinary in that it was conducted 
at both a social sciences department (Utrecht University) and at linguistics departments 
(Tilburg University and the University of Amsterdam).
 The project consisted of four ‘part projects’: One general study and three in-depth 
studies that each had its own unique focus. The in-depth studies focussed on academic 
language development in three language groups: A monolingual Dutch group, a Turkish-
Dutch group and a Moroccan-Berber-Dutch group. This dissertation concerns the Dutch 
in-depth study.
 The chair and coordinator of the DASH project was Professor Paul Leseman (Utrecht 
University). The team of the general study (Utrecht University) consisted of Dr. Aziza Mayo, 
Anna Scheele, MA, and Marielle Messer, MA. The team of the Turkish in-depth study 
(Tilburg University) consisted of Professor Ton Vallen, Dr. Rian Aarts and Serpil Demir, 
MA. The team of the Morroccan-Berber in-depth study (Tilburg University) consisted of Dr. 
Jeanne Kurvers, Dr. Abder el Aissati, Dr. Yahya E-Rramdani and Mohammadi Laghzaoui, 
MA. The team of the Dutch in-depth study (University of Amsterdam) consisted of Professor 
Folkert Kuiken, Dr. Rob Schoonen and Lotte Henrichs, MA.
 All participants that were involved in the current in-depth study were also 
participating in the general study conducted by Utrecht University. The Utrecht University 
researchers (and research assistants) who visited the participating families assessed 
standardised tests in order to collect data on children’s cognitive capacities, executive 
functioning and general language skills. The University of Amsterdam researcher (the 
author of this dissertation) and research assistants, who conducted the in-depth study, had 
a more narrow focus on parent-child and teacher-child language interactions. Some of the 
data that was collected for the general study was used in the current study. The data that 
was collected for the Turkish and the Moroccan-Berber in-depth study was not used in the 
current study.
 The DASH group met frequently in the first four years of the project, when data 
collection was in process. Over the course of the project, a number of plenary meetings were 
organized in order to keep track of the progress of each of the particular studies. Each study 
will initially be separately reported upon. 

1 The project number of the special research area is: 411-03-060. The general studies and the three in-depth 
studies that constitute this research area are referred to by the project numbers 411-03-061, 411-03-062, 
411-03-063 and 411-03-064 respectively.
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 As a final remark, I would like to mention that the voice chosen for the dissertation 
is ‘we’. Sometimes, the pronoun ‘we’ explicitly refers to the complete DASH research group, 
for example when decisions with regard to the coding scheme are discussed in chapter 2. 
In other parts of the dissertation, ‘we’ refers to the author of this dissertation and to her 
supervisors.
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1 Introduction

1.1 Introduction to academic language

The language that children encounter and need in the school setting has been described 
using a variety of terms within the fields of linguistics and education. Terms such as the 
language of education (Halliday, 1994), the language of schooling (Schleppegrell, 2001), 
cognitive academic language proficiency (Cummins, 1984, 1991, 2000), and academic 
language (Cazden, 2001; Snow & Uccelli, 2009) or more specifically academic English 
(Bailey, 2007) seem to refer to a similar concept: a language register that differs in a 
number of ways from the language that children encounter in an informal or unstructured 
setting. Bailey and Heritage (2008) argue that the fact that multiple similarities were found 
in the way language was used across subjects (mathematics, social studies, and science) 
is a firm basis for the hypothesis of the existence of an academic register that is required 
in all content areas. The language use to which academic language is contrasted has been 
described with an equally large variety of terms, e.g. informal language (Schleppegrell, 
2001, 2004), basic interpersonal communication skills (Cummins, 1984, 1991, 2000), social 
language (Bailey & Butler, 2007), and colloquial language (Snow & Uccelli, 2009). 
 Thus, the shared basic idea is that the language used in the school setting and 
the language commonly used at home are not the same in all respects. The assumption is, 
therefore, that even for monolingual speakers of a given language, the transition to school 
brings along certain linguistic challenges in addition to the socio-cultural, emotional and 
cognitive challenges they face (Dunlop & Fabian, 2007; Wong Fillmore & Snow, 2002). 
When children enter school, they encounter new expectations regarding their language 
use. The following quotation from Hicks (1995) illustrates this issue.

“If the goal of allowing all children full access to academic knowledge is to be 
met, researchers across disciplines must look seriously at how children’s primary 
discourses do or do not mesh with the expectations of formal schooling” (p. 65). 

In this thesis we study the development and co-construction of academic language 
proficiency in three-to six-year-old Dutch children. The idea motivating this study is that 
academic language proficiency is an important additional skill within the language learning 
spectrum. Children need to develop various facets of the language they are acquiring over 
the course of their development, and becoming proficient users of academic language is a 
developmental task that builds upon the development of language in general. A basic point 
of departure is that the language environment of children is crucial to their own language 
development. It should, therefore, be stated that we take a usage-based approach in studying 
children’s language development (Lieven, Behrens, Speares, & Tomasello, 2003; Tomasello, 
2000b). Scholars within this theoretical framework argue that children do not draw upon 
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abstract syntactic structures in acquiring language, but that children use imitative strategies 
to learn language from input in their language environment. The important role of input in 
relation to children’s lexical and grammatical competence has been shown in several studies 
conducted within the usage-based paradigm (Hoff, 2006; Hoff & Naigles, 2002; Hoff-
Ginsberg, 1991; Huttenlocher, Haight, Bryk, Seltzer, & Lyons, 1991; Huttenlocher, Vasilyeva, 
Cymerman, & Levine, 2002; Lieven et al., 2003; Lieven, Pine, & Baldwin, 1997).
 We think of the presence of academic language in the language environment as 
being part of a gradient language continuum. Figure 1.1 represents this language continuum 
schematically, accompanied by examples of particular points on the continuum. The 
two extremes of the continuum represent ‘informal language’ and ‘academic language’ 
respectively.

Parent-child 
book reading 

at home 

Informal here- 
and-now 

conversation 

Written  
academic 

essay 

Instructional 
discourse in 

school 

Circle time in 
�rst grade 

Informal Academic 

Figure 1.1: The academic language continuum

As can be seen in Figure 1.1, a written academic essay, belonging in a purely academic 
context, should be placed at the extreme right of the continuum. The most salient feature 
of academic language in this example is the fact that in a written essay one cannot rely on 
deictic cues to refer to entities that are available in the direct environment. The language that 
is needed in order to make such a text comprehensible needs to be highly explicit and tends 
to involve technical vocabulary and complex clause-embedding strategies in order to mark 
essential relationships between clauses. We could place instructional discourse in a school 
setting close to this extreme. Features that are characteristic of the written essay on the far 
right are likely also to occur in instructional discourse because comparable goals need to be 
achieved: the conveyance of an often cognitively complex message. Depending on the precise 
nature of the instruction fewer or more contextual cues can be used to support the verbal 
instruction. For example, a science experiment (e.g on gravity, forces of attraction) provides 
physical support for what is said, but invisible abstract processes have yet to be explained. 
For such processes, the material environment does not provide immediate support. 
 On the far left (Figure 1.1) we could typically place an informal conversation 
that heavily draws on cues available in the material environment. However, a parent-
child conversation that evolves after book-reading could be placed slightly to the right of 
the informal end, as it is an example of a more formal context within an informal setting. 
Similarly, when a four-year-old in first grade is asked during circle time to talk about an 
event that happened during the weekend, this would be placed even further to the right 
of the continuum. The school setting is more formal than the home setting, and the fact 
that the child would have to take the lack of common ground with the other children into 
consideration adds to the need for explicit language, thus moving further to the right end of 
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the continuum. Depending on the particular activities in which interlocutors are involved 
within in a given setting, it is most likely that features characteristic of the academic register 
will be identifiable in colloquial speech and vice versa. Thus, within the school setting, the 
circle time example given above is likely to require more features of academic language than 
a conversation between that same teacher and the same child about their lunchtime snack. 
Similarly, more formal conversations in the informal home setting may involve academic 
language to a greater or lesser degree.
 In this study, we will investigate to what extent the well-investigated features typical 
of the academic side of the continuum can be identified in the language environment of 
preschoolers and young elementary school children. We ‘borrow’ features from the right end 
of the continuum so to speak, and explore their occurrence at the left end of the continuum. 
We could thus speak of the precursors of academic language because the common settings 
of early childhood are obviously not yet formally academic. Of major interest is the way in 
which, for some children more than others, the home language environment may match the 
language of the school environment more closely. As a consequence the transition to school 
may be facilitated (Bailey, 2007). 
 Consider the example in Excerpt 1.1 of a mealtime conversation in the home of 
Oscar (3;10). This example illustrates the use of academic language in a conversation with a 
preschooler. Even though the setting in which Oscar, his brother and his mother interact is 
informal, a conversation emerges that contains features of the academic register: the word 
choice is relatively technical, the mother produces embedded clauses by means of using 
connectives and the topic of the conversation is beyond the here-and-now.

Excerpt 1.1: Table or car? Oscar (3;10) and his brother (5;5) having lunch

Mother: We hebben deze auto ehm deze tafel in 
Middelburg gekocht

We bought this car ehm this table in 
Middelburg

Oscar: Auto? (laughs) Car? (laughs)
Brother: Auto? (laughs) Car? (laughs)
Oscar: Dit is de auto niet, dit is de tafel! This is not the car, this is the table!
Mother: Misschien kunnen we wel heel hard 

rijden met deze tafel?
Maybe we could drive really fast with 
this table?

Brother: Ja! Yes!
Mother: Doen we er wieltjes onder. We’ll put wheels underneath it.
Oscar: Hier zitten al wieltjes hoor! There are wheels here already!
Mother: Waar dan? Where?
Oscar: Daar, onder de tafel. There, under the table.
Mother: Oh ja Oh right.
Brother: Naast de poten. Next to the legs.
Mother: Wat moet hij dan nog meer hebben als 

we willen dat hij vooruit gaat?
What else should it have if we want it to 
move forward?

Oscar: Een motor. An engine.
Mother: Ja maar we missen nog iets. Yes, but we’re still missing something.
Mother: Als we op de tafel zitten, en we hebben 

er een motor op gemaakt, en er zitten 
wielen onder, dan missen we nog een 
heel belangrijk ding.

If we sit on the table, and we’ve built a 
motor on it, and wheels are underneath 
it, then we are still missing one 
important thing.

Brother: Een stuur? A steering wheel?
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Mother: Ja! Yes!
Oscar: En een schakel! And a gear!
Brother: En allemaal knopjes en een dak. And all kinds of buttons and a roof.
Mother: Ja, tegen de regen want ik heb een hekel 

aan regen 
Yes, for the rain because I hate the rain.

Mother: En gordels, want als je plotseling heel 
hard remt?

And seatbelts, because if you brake very 
hard suddenly?

Brother: Boem. Boom.
Mother: Want als je heel hard remt? Because if you brake very hard?
Oscar: Dan val je. Then you fall.
Mother Wat hebben we nou nog niet in de 

tafelauto?
What do we still need in the table-car?

Brother: Ik weet het, stoelen! I know, chairs!
Oscar: Nee kijk, we hebben wel stoelen. (points 

at his own chair)
No, look, we do have chairs. (points at 
his own chair)

The example in Excerpt 1.1 illustrates a number of language choices that might be called 
characteristic of academic language. First, the topic of the conversation is beyond the here-
and-now. Even though the table is physically present, the hypothetical car is not. This fact 
that the topic of conversation is hypothetical results in the use of explicit references by the 
interlocutors rather than the use of deictic cues that refer to objects present in the direct 
environment. Because the overall topic (“what characterises a car?”) is rather complex, the 
speakers choose technical terms to describe what they are talking about. Secondly, the mother 
in this example uses a number of conditional clauses that embed essential information (e.g. 
“if we sit on the table, and after we have built a motor on it, (…) we are still missing one 
important thing”), a choice that makes the sentences more difficult (Bailey, 2008). Thirdly, 
the way in which the three interlocutors present themselves could be called knowledgeable; 
they convey their knowledge about the topic of the conversation. In relation to this display 
of knowledge, the way in which the conversation is organized stands out. Oscar’s mother 
elicits knowledge from the children by asking open-ended questions and expects answers in 
response. Overall, the conversation reminds us of classroom discourse.
 We expect that children who are familiar with conversations comparable to this 
one might have an advantage at school over their peers who have had little exposure to 
conversations similar to the example. Since it is likely that not all children have gained 
experience with such conversations at home, this may form a barrier to those children in 
becoming proficient in the language that is expected of them in school. It was demonstrated 
by Schleppegrell (2001, 2004) how children in middle school (10 to 14 years old) are 
expected to present themselves as authorities while displaying knowledge. This displaying 
of knowledge is a relatively new use of language when entering school. Children are now 
expected to engage in conversations about cognitively complex topics in a distanced manner, 
without relying heavily on shared situational knowledge or deictic cues. In interaction with 
teachers, students are expected to respond using context-appropriate language. Hicks (1995) 
states that this expectation is part of the system of formalised schooling. However, such 
expectations often remain implicit and the use of the appropriate language to engage in 
these interactions is commonly not explicitly taught (Michaels, 1986; Schleppegrell, 2001, 
2004; Wong Fillmore & Snow, 2002). Therefore, children that have had the opportunity to 
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become familiar with conversations in which they are expected to present themselves as 
knowledgeable conversational partners may make an easier transition to school.

1.2 Scope of the study and research questions

In this study we will chart the occurrence of academic language features during children’s 
conversations with different interlocutors in early childhood. It might thus be appropriate 
to speak of emergent academic language or the precursors of academic language. Throughout 
this thesis the perspectives of three agents are considered: (i) children, (ii) their parents, and 
(iii) their teachers in first and second grade of primary education1.
 The thesis aims to contribute to the ongoing discussion about the nature, 
development, importance, and co-construction of academic language by finding answers to 
four questions.
 
1. To what extent can we identify features that are characteristic of academic language   — 

as defined in this thesis — in the language environment (home and school) of children 
between the ages of 3 and 6? 
a. Does the occurrence of academic register features vary across different activities? 
b. When children enter school, can we identify differences between the home and the 

school settings regarding the use of these features?
2. Does the extent to which parents and teachers use academic language features in their 

input to children change over time? 
3. How can the developmental trajectory regarding children’s own academic language 

proficiency be characterised? 
4. What is the relationship between parents’ and teachers’ use of academic language 

features and children’s use of academic language features?

The questions described above inform the structure of each chapter in this thesis. Each 
chapter deals with a particular linguistic level: a lexical level, a syntactic level, a textual 
level, and a sociopragmatic level. Each chapter starts with a description of the level being 
dealt with and the description of the corresponding variables. Subsequently, each chapter is 
subdivided in four subsections: the first section will consistently involve the description of 
the occurrence of the relevant academic language features across a variety of activities in the 
home setting and in the school setting (research question 1a). Furthermore, in the second 
subsection the home setting and the school setting will be compared (research question 
1b). The third subsection is dedicated to the longitudinal perspective of academic language, 
discussing the developmental trajectory. In these sections academic language use over time 
will be analysed, for all three agents (research questions 2 and 3). Finally, for each chapter 
the relationship between adult use of the relevant features and children’s use of the relevant 
features will be studied and discussed (research question 4). In addition, the relationships 
between parental input and children’s scores on standardised language tests and on an 
academic language production task will be examined.

1 In the Netherlands (where this study was carried out) kindergarten was integrated into primary education 
in 1986. Since then the term ‘kindergarten’ is no longer officially used. Primary education in the 
Netherlands is compulsory from age five. However, most children enter primary education when they are 
four years old. Formal literacy education starts in grade 3 when children are six years old.
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 The research questions will be approached from both a traditional grammar 
perspective and a functional perspective. Therefore, in the remainder of this introduction a 
brief overview of relevant literature on academic language research will be provided (section 
1.3). Next, functional approaches to academic language will be discussed in section 1.4, 
ultimately focusing on the systemic functional linguistics approach in particular in section 
1.4.1. We will use systemic functional linguistics as the theoretical framework informing 
the conclusion of this study. In section 1.5 we will provide the definition of academic 
language, as it will be used in this thesis. In the subsequent section (1.6), we will introduce 
how we studied academic language by means of analysing language choices on the four 
linguistic levels mentioned previously: a lexical level, a syntactic level, a textual level, and a 
sociopragmatic level. 

1.3 Research in the academic language realm

The concept of the language of schooling, regardless of the term used to label the concept, has 
been studied within various paradigms. Studies within each paradigm have been motivated 
by different research questions and aims. Sociological approaches such as Bernstein (1971, 
1975), Heath (1983) and Lareau (2003) for example have focused on the relationship between 
social class and language use and the effect of this relationship on school success. Research 
on academic language as embedded in classroom discourse takes the perspective of academic 
language as a tool for effective classroom discussion and communication (Beck & McKeown, 
2007; Cazden, 2001; Erickson, 1996; Hicks, 1995; Wells, 2006). A different perspective is 
taken in second language acquisition approaches where the focus lies with the challenges that 
children from language minority backgrounds might face when they start school (Chamot 
& O’Malley, 1990; Cummins, 1991; Scarcella, 2002). Furthermore, academic language is also 
studied in written language (academic English) within the realm of secondary and tertiary 
education (Colombi & Schleppegrell, 2002; Schleppegrell, 2001, 2004; Spycher, 2007). The 
findings of all these approaches have contributed to our knowledge of academic language in 
all its facets. Moreover, the findings of all these studies are of importance for the formulation 
in this study of what exactly the concept of academic language entails. In the following 
sections the most important findings from these approaches will be discussed.

1.3.1 The sociological paradigm
The sociological approach, in which social class differences regarding academic language use 
are the main focus, is most likely best represented by the works of Bernstein (1971; 1975). The 
early works of Bernstein (1971; 1975) can be viewed as a first step towards the exploration of 
different kinds of language expectations in the home setting on the one hand and the school 
setting on the other. In his much-debated sociological approach to describing social class 
differences and language use, Bernstein distinguished between two codes: the restricted 
code and the elaborated code. The restricted code was described as a code that was common 
among working class families, where he attributed a more complex language use to middle 
class families, the ‘elaborated code’. Bernstein pointed out that this elaborated code was the 
expected language use at school. In his view, children from working class families would 
therefore experience a disadvantage as a result of a lack of experience with the elaborated 
code. In Bernstein’s approach, however, the underlying linguistic dimensions of the different 
codes are not explicitly studied. His theory is not a theory of language structure, but a theory 
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that focuses on language in use (Painter, 1999a). Although his theory has been criticized 
(Rosen, 1974), it is generally acknowledged that differences between the home language 
environment and the school language environment do exist.

1.3.2 The second language acquisition paradigm
The differences between the home language environment and the school language environment 
have also been described within the framework of second language acquisition research, 
especially for English language learners (Bailey, 2007; Bailey & Heritage, 2008; Cummins, 
1991, 2000; Scarcella, 2002). Within this framework, Cummins (1981;1991) described these 
differences in terms of the distinction between basic interpersonal communication skills and 
cognitive academic language proficiency, also known by the acronyms BICS and CALP. The 
main point made within this framework is that for learners of a second language, in this case 
English, BICS is often not problematic to acquire, whereas CALP presents a much greater 
challenge. In this view it is suggested that the essential distinction between everyday language 
and academic language should be thought of in terms of high versus low cognitive demand 
and high versus low contextual embedding, forming two intersecting continua. Thus, it is 
proposed that content expressed through BICS is not heavily cognitively demanding, and 
often relies on shared knowledge or context. CALP, on the other hand, refers to the ability 
to communicate about cognitively complex topics in a context-reduced setting, or without 
relying on shared knowledge or context. Cummins (2000) states “the essential aspect of 
CALP is the ability to make complex meanings explicit in either oral or written modalities 
by means of language itself rather than by means of contextual or paralinguistic cues (…)” 
(p.59).
 The central roles that the terms ‘complexity’ and ‘cognitive demand’ play within 
Cummins’ work are a matter of debate (e.g. Bailey 2007; Snow & Uccelli 2009; Schleppegrell 
2004). In particular, Schleppegrell (2004) states that the term complexity is often interpreted 
as a cognitive term. In doing so, one largely ignores the fact that the complexity or demand 
of a task depends largely on an individual’s prior experience with the task at hand. She 
furthermore suggests that there are different kinds of complexity. Schleppegrell illustrates 
this suggestion by comparing written texts to spoken interaction. She explains how written 
texts often demonstrate complex internal clause structures, while in spoken interaction 
complexity is found in the way clauses are chained and linkages are indicated from one 
part of a larger discourse to another (p.13). Schleppegrell therefore argues that describing 
academic language simply as “more complex” privileges one kind of complexity over another.
 In that same train of thought, Bailey (2007) warns against the notion that social 
language should be less cognitively demanding, and promotes a more refined description 
of the term complexity. She argues that the distinction between academic language and 
colloquial language should be thought of as a difference in terms of “the relative frequency 
of complex grammatical structures, specialized vocabulary and uncommon language 
functions” (p. 9). Reasons to call particular structures more or less complex vary per linguistic 
level, and should therefore be specified accordingly. Similarly, Snow & Uccelli (2009) point 
out that a precise description of the particular language skills that are involved in CALP 
are still lacking. A complete picture of such language skills and the linguistic determinants 
that contribute to proficiency would be highly helpful in demonstrating the nature of 
the differences between colloquial language and academic language, and in articulating 
implications for practice. Because even though academic language may not simply be called 
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“more complex” (see discussion above) children entering school need to learn how to cope 
with the kind of complexity that characterises academic language.

1.3.3 The written discourse paradigm
The more fine-grained characterisation of complexity called for by the studies quoted above 
can be found in studies within the academic language in written language paradigm. It has 
been shown that oral expositions of knowledge that bear features of written language tend to 
be highly valued by teachers (Collins & Michaels, 1986; Michaels, 1986; Schleppegrell, 2004). 
Therefore, the features that characterise a written text as academic could serve as a point of 
departure in understanding the colloquial speech vs. academic language continuum. 
 In a review of writing research, Schleppegrell (2008a) describes the consensus that 
has been created over the past three decades regarding the gradual differences in grammatical 
features of spoken versus written language. Schleppegrell compares two influential reviews 
of grammatical2 differences between spoken and written language (Chafe & Danielewicz, 
1987; Halliday, 1987) and demonstrates how these agree on features characteristic of written 
language as opposed to informal spoken language. Key findings in both reviews are that in 
contrast to spoken language, written clauses typically show a relatively high lexical density 
and contain more embedded structures. As a result of these typical characteristics of written 
texts, more information is packed into each clause (Schleppegrell 2008a, p.553). According 
to Schleppegrell’s review, strategies to pack more information into one clause often involve 
nominalisation. Nominalisation refers to the linguistic resource whereby a verb is changed 
into a noun, in order to describe a process (e.g. “the transformation of a table into a car 
involves the installation of multiple car parts onto it” instead of “if you want to transform 
a table into a car, you need to install multiple car parts onto it”3). This strategy enables a 
writer to pack information into one clause whereas this would otherwise have required 
more than one clause. Moreover, the use of nominalisations enables a writer to logically link 
clauses to one another (Spycher 2007, Chafe & Danielewicz 1987 as quoted in Schleppegrell 
2008a). In particular, as a result of nominalisation, the activity can become the subject of the 
subsequent clause, which enables further elaboration of the topic. Furthermore, when using 
nominalisations, the agent of the action that is described disappears, thereby contributing 
to the abstractness and the distanced voice that is so typical of academic language. Other 
features that have been suggested as characteristic of written language as opposed to informal 
spoken language, are significantly longer clauses, frequent use of prepositional phrases, high 
lexical density and a relatively higher number of embedded (dependent) clauses in clause 
combining (cf. Chafe, 1985; Halliday, 1994; Schleppegrell, 2008a). 
 A study by Spycher (2007) demonstrates how a beginning (second language learning) 
writer gradually develops from writing in an informal speaking language towards a more 
academic writer. In her introduction, Spycher states that: “academic language use requires 
readers and writers to be conscious of the expectations for language use that participants in 
a specific social context have, and also for readers and writers to have the linguistic resources 
available to them in order to meet those expectations” (p. 241). In this intervention study, 
therefore, she explicitly taught second language learners of English strategies that would 

2 Schleppegrell (2008a) uses the term grammar rather than syntax as the term syntax is associated with 
formal linguistics, where it is a level of analysis that contrasts with morphology, semantics and so on (p. 
549).

3 In Dutch, nominalisation of the verb installeren (to install) would result in the word de installatie. This 
would be the Dutch equivalent of the installing (of something).
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help them meet the expectations of academic written texts. In the intervention lessons, 
three target linguistic features were addressed: (i) adopting an authoritative stance; (ii) the 
use of conjunction through textual linguistic choices; (iii) and the use of reference through 
linguistic choices. These three target features were made explicit to the students, and the 
teacher would scaffold the students into cooperatively making use of the expected features 
when writing. In this study, Spycher showed that it is possible for teachers to foster an 
accelerated process in academic writing proficiency by means of making the expectations of 
the genre explicit. 
 Findings from studies within the written academic language paradigm such as 
Spycher’s study are of importance for studying the spoken register of academic language. 
Where a key concept in the written academic language paradigm is students’ awareness of 
existing expectations regarding their language use for specific purposes, exactly the same 
could be said for the spoken genre of academic language. 

1.3.4 The classroom discourse paradigm
Studies that focus on classroom discourse have a slightly different perspective on academic 
language than the studies described above. In these studies researchers primarily ask how 
teachers can coach their students into employing language such that effective classroom 
discussion is fostered. The research in this area stems from the shift from traditional lessons to 
non-traditional lessons that has occurred over the last few decades. In contrast to traditional 
lessons, in non-traditional lessons the focus of the conversation lies less on obtaining the 
correct answer from students than on challenging students to reason about the topic of 
conversation and express their ideas on relevant issues (Cazden 2001; Wells 1993). As such, 
the teacher mainly functions as a mediator, while the children that are engaged in classroom 
discussion express ideas and give meaning to their ideas or experiences.
 Within the classroom discourse paradigm, a key notion is the term accountable 
talk (Resnick, 1985, quoted in Cazden, 2001, p.170). Resnick describes accountable talk by 
means of the following three criteria: (i) accountability to knowledge, (ii) accountability to 
standards of reasoning and (iii) accountability to the learning community (Cazden 2001). 
The first criterion, accountability to knowledge, refers to the way in which participants make 
use of knowledge. The knowledge pupils convey while they are in a classroom situation 
needs to be accurate and specific, and arguments should be provided when statements are 
made. As opposed to informal settings, in a classroom setting it is common that messages 
are not conveyed as mere opinions without further argumentation. The second criterion, 
accountability to standards of reasoning, refers to the way in which the knowledge of 
criterion (i) is presented. When in a classroom setting, reasoning about knowledge should 
follow rational strategies in order to make clear to the other participants how conclusions 
about a particular topic are drawn. The third criterion, accountability to the learning 
community, involves the whole group of participants. Each participant in the group is 
expected to regard the other participants as an audience. Accountability to the learning 
community therefore involves taking into consideration the background knowledge of 
the audience, appreciating their contributions and engaging in a meaningful exchange of 
knowledge. Here, the challenge for teachers arises from the fact that the expectations and 
rules that constitute accountable talk often remain implicit. The research quoted above has 
shown that making the implicit explicit, thereby promoting accountable talk and guarding 
its boundaries, provides a tool for teachers to obtain the ultimate goal of effective classroom 
discussion.
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 In this paradigm, the discourse level is the level of analysis rather than the utterance 
level. The entire classroom discussion is usually taken as the subject of research, rather than 
individual words and sentences that constitute the ultimate discussion. The three criteria for 
accountable talk show interesting parallels with Snow and Uccelli’s (2009) pragmatics-based 
approach to language, where representing the self, the message and the audience are the 
essential building blocks of conversation. Looking into the individual language features that 
a speaker employs while doing so is an essential step towards articulating what linguistic 
features might define academic language.

1.3.5 Summary
The findings in all the above-described studies inform which focal aspects should be 
considered in a study of the development and co-construction of academic language in 
early childhood. Factors that should be taken into account are: the possibly unknown 
expectations within the school setting that children have to live up to (sociological 
perspective and classroom discourse perspective), the possible mismatch between children’s 
daily informal discourse skills and cognitive academic language proficiency (the second 
language acquisition paradigm) and the actual linguistic features that are involved (written 
discourse paradigm). 
 Across the paradigms described above, a number of researchers have adopted 
a functional approach to language to interpret the results of their study (Halliday, 1994; 
Painter, 1999a; Schleppegrell, 2004; Unsworth, 2000). In this approach, researchers depart 
from the function of language in a given situation, and subsequently analyse how linguistic 
features characterise that particular function. Because the communicative goals within a 
school setting are typically different from the communicative goals in the home setting, 
a functional approach to academic language seems to be appropriate. The question thus 
becomes how language can be used as a tool to achieve the communicative goals that 
children are faced with in the formal school setting. Functional approaches to academic 
language are elaborated on in the following section.

1.4 Functional approaches to academic language

A number of researchers across the paradigms described above have started to approach 
academic language from a functional perspective, rather than a socio-cultural perspective 
(Halliday, 1994; Painter, 1999a; Schleppegrell, 2004; Snow & Uccelli, 2009; Unsworth, 2000). 
Even though differences exist among these scholars regarding their methods of studying 
language, they share the idea that language forms should be thought of as a means towards a 
particular communicative goal rather than as a goal in their own right (Budwig, 1995). Thus, 
in the functional approach, the function of language is primary, and function is claimed to 
determine form. The features that appear in spoken discourse or in written text realise the 
particular function of the text. Accordingly, Snow & Uccelli (2009) state that:

“(…) Language forms represent conventionalized solutions to communicative 
challenges, and decisions about specific forms constitute solutions to those challenges 
(2009 p. 122).
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The ‘communicative challenges’ in this quote refer to the function of language in a particular 
situation. The fact that the authors choose the term ‘conventionalised’ suggests that particular 
solutions are expected from a speaker in a particular communicative setting. In order to 
live up to such expectations, a speaker needs to make decisions regarding the language 
forms required to achieve the communicative goal of the given situation. For example, 
a situation wherein one wants to purchase a loaf of bread in a bakery calls for particular 
language forms. The communicative goal in this given situation is to convey your order, and 
the appropriate language form that constitutes the conventionalised solution to achieve this 
goal is the question in which one orders the desired loaf of bread (“Could I have…”). Thus, 
different situations call for different language choices. Whether a function actually forms a 
challenge naturally depends on the particular communicative setting. Functional theories 
of language therefore stress that language serves as a social instrument within a situation 
and that choices that are made regarding the language form realise the ultimate linguistic 
context (cf. Halliday 1994). 
 The concept of academic language fits well into this functional framework. We 
might state that it is not primarily the language in itself that is either informal or academic, 
but rather the situation (cf. Bailey 2007). Within the school setting, formal activities require 
language use that is appropriate in that particular situation, and in turn the actual use of 
such language reinforces the perception of the situation as formal. The speakers’ situation 
and their language choices are thus interdependent and simultaneously reinforce each other. 
As we saw in Oscar’s example in Excerpt 1.1, in the home setting school-like (or academic) 
situations can also occur, accompanied by the expectation for suitable language forms. The 
language choices that the speakers make thus influence the perception of the situation as 
‘school-like’ or ‘academic’. Typical school-like activities such as labeling, explaining, giving 
accurate responses or summarising known information mark specific functions of language, 
and therefore call for particular language forms. These language forms may be different 
from those required (and acquired) in an informal setting (Bailey & Heritage, 2008). 
 Snow and Uccelli (2009) introduce a pragmatics-based approach to academic 
language that also attaches the same importance to the function of language within a 
given context. At the core of this approach lie two tasks that a speaker needs to deal with 
in any communicative situation: ‘representing the self and the audience’ and ‘representing 
the message’. Representing the self involves deciding on a stance and a relationship to the 
audience; representing the message involves deciding upon the concept of the message, 
thus deciding what sources to draw upon in conveying the message. Both of these tasks are 
typically more demanding in a school setting than they are in an informal or social setting. 
Snow and Uccelli state that the two tasks ‘representation of the self and the audience’ and 
‘representation of the message’ are less straightforward in a school setting than in an informal 
social setting because of two challenging conditions that accompany school settings. First, 
the message that needs to be conveyed in a school setting often involves complicated content 
and abstract concepts and a speaker may not be certain whether the message conveyed is 
actually true. The epistemological status of a claim made in a school setting often needs to 
be negotiated, or at least confirmed by the teacher by means of feedback. When children 
are asked to respond to a so-called ‘test-question’ (as opposed to an authentic question) 
they need to present themselves in an authoritative manner while ignoring the fact that the 
teacher knows the answer. Excerpt 1.2 illustrates how doing so can be difficult for a child. 
The child in the example finds it hard to ignore the fact that her father knows the answer to 
the questions he is posing. In a school setting a child has to acknowledge that the function of 
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language is different, and that therefore questions may not always be authentic but instead 
are asked to elicit knowledge. 

Excerpt 1.2: Conversation about a book illustration between Lola (4:2) and her father

Father: Zie jij wat daarop zit? [points to an 
illustration of a bird]

Can you see what’s on there? [points to 
an illustration of a bird]

Father: Wat is dit? [points] What is this? [points]
Father: Vertel mij eens even. Tell me, ok?
Lola: Weet je toch You know that already.
Father: Maar we willen graag weten of jij het 

weet
But we want to know whether you know.

Lola: Oooh, ik ga het niet zeggen. Oooh, I’m not going to say it.
(..) [negotiation follows] (..) [negotiation follows]

Lola Een vogeltje, maar dat wist je al lang! A birdie, but you knew that all along!

Another factor contributes to the fact that these two tasks (representing the self and the 
audience and representing the message) are more challenging in a school setting. Whereas 
in the example of purchasing a loaf of bread in the bakery a speaker can make use of a 
conventionalised (politeness) formula, this is not as explicitly the case in a school classroom. 
In a school setting a typical communicative challenge (or communicative goal) is to convey 
knowledge. The solution to this communicative challenge takes the form of expected 
language forms that are most efficient to overcome this challenge. Making decisions about 
what language forms to choose in order to live up to the expectations in the situation is a 
complex task for children, particularly because this decision process is often not explicitly 
instructed (Wong Fillmore & Snow 2002).
 A language theory that takes into consideration these factors of communicative 
goals, representation of the self, and the audience and representing the message by means of 
linguistic choices, is systemic functional linguistics. Moreover, systemic functional linguistics 
has successfully been used in scrutinising the relationship between language and learning 
(Painter, 1999a; Unsworth, 2000). The theory of systemic functional linguistics and the role 
that it plays in this study will be discussed in the following section. 

1.4.1 Systemic Functional Linguistics
Systemic functional linguistics is one of the theories within the functional paradigm. The 
theory presents language as one of the social semiotics that play an instrumental role in 
construing the social contexts in which we live (Martin, 1993; Painter, 1999a). From a 
linguistic point of view, it is stated that the relationship between language and context is a 
relationship of realisation. The social context is realised by means of language choices that 
speakers make. Speakers need to make these choices in order to achieve a communicative 
goal. At the same time, speakers need to recognise the communicative goal that any social 
context places upon them, and they subsequently need to use the appropriate language 
in order to achieve that particular goal. Language and context are thus conceived of as 
interdependent: the language choices that a speaker makes realise the social context, but 
simultaneously the social context construes language by means of posing a communicative 
goal.
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 The language choices that a speaker makes realise a specific language register. The 
term register can be thought of as the missing link between context and language. Halliday 
(1994) defines register as “a set of meanings that is appropriate to a particular function of 
language, together with the words and structures which express these meanings” (p. 195). The 
choices in language form that were mentioned in section 1.4 (the conventionalized solutions 
to communicative challenges) together realise register (Halliday, 1994; Painter, 1999a; 
Schleppegrell, 2001, 2004; Unsworth, 2000). The various registers that can be thus construed 
are valued differently in various settings, depending on the function of language in that 
setting. This varying appreciation of particular registers refers to the term ‘conventionalised 
solutions’ in the approach of Snow & Uccelli (2009) that was elaborated on in section 1.4.
 When analysing academic language from a systemic functional linguistics 
perspective we depart from the function that language has in various types of conversations. 
The formal setting of schooling is regarded as a specific context in which appropriate language 
use is required and expected. Figure 1.2 below schematically illustrates the bidirectional 
relationship between context and language choices. Starting from the expectations that a 
given context places upon a speaker, the appropriate register is realised by means of the 
language choices that the speaker makes. However, the resulting register similarly realises 
the context.

Context 

Register 

Language 
choices 

Figure 1.2: Bidirectional relationships between context, register and language choices (after 
Unsworth 2000 and Martin 1993, p. 158)

1.4.2 Contextual variables and metafunctions of the language system 
In systemic functional linguistics two key notions related to context and register are 
described for the systemic analysis of discourse: contextual variables and metafunctions of 
language. The contextual variables constitute the context and the metafunctions of language 
constitute the register. 
  Systemic functional linguistics describes context by dividing the notion of 
context into three contextual variables: field, tenor and mode (Halliday, 1994; Martin, 
1993; Schleppegrell, 2004; Unsworth, 2000). These three contextual variables correspond 
to metafunctions of the language system: the ideational, the interpersonal, and the textual 
metafunctions respectively. In each sentence a speaker makes metafunctional choices 
in order to achieve the intended communicative goal. Systemic functional linguistics 
theorists contend that a speaker chooses what the content of the sentence is (the ideational 
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metafunction), what the relationship is between the interlocutors involved (the interpersonal 
metafunction) and how the text should be structured (the textual metafunction). The 
metafunctional choices that a speaker makes all constitute the register and correspond to 
the contextual variables, thus realising the ultimate context (see Table 1.1).

Table 1.1: The elements realising context

Contextual 
variable

Metafunctions What is being realised

Field Ideational metafunction Topic of a conversation; the information that needs 
to be conveyed

Tenor Interpersonal metafunction Social relationship between interlocutors, speaker 
stance

Mode Textual metafunction Organisation of the conversation, way in which 
conversational building blocks are used in order to 
come to a whole

The three contextual variables field, tenor and mode characterise context. The field variable 
refers to the ideational content of the situation in question, characterising what is being 
talked about. Field is realised by ideational choices that construe the meaning of the 
discourse. The field aspect thus provides a cue to the nature of the situation in which the 
conversation is taking place. The field variable (and thus the ideational metafunction) is 
determined in large part by lexical word choice. In the example of Oscar and his mother 
in Excerpt 1.1, the fi eld variable is revealed by the use of relatively technical terms to label 
the car parts (gearlever, steering wheel, seat belts). Also, the field variable is influenced by 
the degree to which the topic abstracts from the directly perceivable environment. The fact 
that the topic abstracts away from the here-and-now calls for explicit references instead of 
relying on contextual cues. 
 The second contextual variable, tenor, refers to the social relationships between 
the interlocutors participating in a conversation, or the relationship between author 
and audience in the case of written text. The tenor variable is realised by interpersonal 
metafunction. In the example of Oscar we can gauge the nature of the relationship between 
the interlocutors because of the tone of the conversation, and because of the kinds of 
questions that are asked. The tone is informal, yet the fact that one of the interlocutors seems 
to ask known-answer questions suggests that one interlocutor is more knowledgeable, and 
expects answers in response to her questions. Because of the tenor aspect of this excerpt 
we are reminded of classroom discourse. The tenor of a conversation or a text is realised 
by means of interpersonal choices. These choices refer to the stance a speaker adopts, and 
are linguistically realised by means of the mood of the verb chosen and the speech act that 
is thus established. In Oscar’s example, the mother chooses many interrogatives (mood), 
which results in many questions (speech acts), where the children mainly use declaratives in 
their responses, resulting in statements. 
 Lastly, the mode variable refers to how the text is organised and to how this 
structuring relates to what should be achieved by the text in terms of categories such as 
a persuasive text, an expository text or a didactic text (Halliday & Hassan 1985, quoted 
in Unsworth 2000, p.12). For example, formal instruction is typically structured like a 
monologue. Such a monologue-like display of knowledge is typically different from the 
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mode in a joint meaning making process such as in Oscar’s excerpt, which evolves by means 
of subsequent utterances of all interlocutors. A difference in mode is realised by the textual 
choices that a speaker (or author) makes. Textual choices influence the organisation of 
the text and the way in which the text is structured. In Oscar’s excerpt the conversation 
forms a coherent whole by means of the question-response structure and through the use of 
linguistic devices such as conjunctions, references, and combining clauses (and what else do 
we need if we want it to move forward?). In Figure 1.3 the extended version of Figure 1.2 is 
shown, in which the contextual variables and the metafunctions of language are displayed 
as constituents of both context and register.

Context 
Field 
Tenor 
Mode 

Register 
Ideational 

Interpersonal 
Textual 

Language choices 

made by speaker 

Figure 1.3: The elements that constitute context and register

The three variables field, tenor, and mode are not uniquely linked to particular linguistic 
tools or language choices. One particular language choice can contribute to more than one 
of the contextual variables. For example, using the conjunction whereas, to link two clauses 
together, realises the mode variable as this adds to a coherent structure of a text and gives it 
a persuasive character. Simultaneously, the use of whereas instead of, for example, but (one 
of its synonyms) also influences the field variable. The field variable becomes more academic 
when whereas is used, as compared to the use of but. Not only is whereas regarded as more 
sophisticated than but because it is less frequent, it also marks the relationship of contrast 
between the connected clauses in a more formal way than achieved by but.

1.4.3 The academic register in terms of field, tenor and mode
As can be inferred from Figure 1.3, to characterise a context in which academic language is 
realised from a systemic functional linguistics point of view requires the description of the 
three contextual variables of field, tenor and mode. First, in contexts where the academic 
register is required, the topics tend to be complex, decontextualized and specific. Efficient 
communication about these topics therefore requires a specific word choice. This shows in 
the field variable. Schleppegrell (2001; 2004) describes the lexis of the academic register as 
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specialized and abstract, where the lexis of the informal interactional register tends to be 
more common and more dependent on shared knowledge of interlocutors. In Excerpt 1.1, 
the conversation of Oscar and his mother, we saw examples of such specific word choice 
(engine, brakes, seat belts) and a topic that was beyond the here and now (the construction 
of a hypothetical car).
 Secondly, in a formal context the audience to which a message has to be conveyed 
is often non-interactive and does not necessarily share knowledge with the speaker about 
the topic. Therefore, when a complex message needs to be conveyed, speakers are typically 
expected to present information in a distanced and authoritative manner, for example by 
means of making statements. As such, authoritative means knowledgeable. This shows in the 
tenor of the text. There is a second aspect to tenor that is of importance when interpreting 
academic language from a systemic functional linguistics point of view. This is the way in 
which speakers position the other interlocutors. In the example of Oscar, we could see how 
Oscar’s mother positioned her children as learners: knowledgeable individuals, who can 
convey the (relevant) knowledge that they have. In interacting with the children this way, 
they are challenged to use language to co-construct meaning and to arrive at new knowledge 
together. In contrast, parents could use language mainly to direct behaviour. Such use of 
language would typically belong to the tenor variable. Excerpt 1.3 shows a conversation 
in which language is mainly used in this way. Many imperatives occur (verb mood) as a 
consequence of which the tenor becomes authoritative in a different sense, meaning 
commanding. A number of initiatives for knowledge sharing from the child are not followed 
up on, resulting in short joint episodes of 5 utterances at most.

Excerpt 1.3: Danny (3;10) his sister Diane (1;5) and their mother having lunch

Danny: Diane, pindakaas is een soort brood. Diane, peanut butter is a kind of bread.
Danny: Pindakaas, toch? [turns to mother] Peanut butter, right? [turns to mother]
Mother: Beleg. A spread.
Danny: Beleg. A spread.
Mother: Voor op brood. For on bread.
Danny: Voor op brood. For on bread.
Mother: Mm. Mm.
Mother: Had je drum gespeeld op school? Did you play the drums at school?
Danny: Ik ging met Lenny spelen en Rachel ging 

met Bolleboos spelen.
I played with Lenny, and Rachel played 
with the puppet.

Mother: Nou dat mag toch? Well that’s all right, isn’t it?
Mother: Doe eens even eten boven je bordje 

Danny.
Eat over your plate Danny.

Mother: Doe even je stoel daarheen. Put your chair over there.
Danny: Mamma, waar blijft Lotte? [researcher] Mummy, where is Lotte? [researcher]
Mother: Ik denk dat die ook een hapje eten is. I think she’s having lunch too.
Danny: Ik denk dat Lotte wel komt hè, nog? I think Lotte will come back, right?
Danny: Ik denk dat ze eten meeneemt. I think she will bring food!
Danny: Dat is haar camera wel. That’s her camera.
Mother: Doe eens even netjes kauwen Danny. Chew politely now Danny.
Danny: Mondje dicht. Mouth shut.
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 When we compare the example above to Excerpt 1.1, we can identify a difference in 
the way both mothers position their child. In particular, the tenor in Excerpt 1.1 is distanced, 
and knowledgeable, whereas the tenor in Excerpt 1.3 seems to be of a different nature. The 
language that the mother in this example to address her child functions primarily to direct 
her child’s behaviour. There are a couple of instances where the topic starts to shift outside 
the here-and-now, but directing behaviour interrupts these changes. 
 Lastly, the mode of an academic context is guided by the goal of the text or discourse 
and the requirement of a coherently organized presentation of the message. A display of 
knowledge in a formal setting would typically consist of clauses that are connected to each 
other in an explicit way, without relying heavily on environmental cues or shared knowledge. 
This property belongs to the mode variable. 
 As elaborated above, the three contextual variables are realised by the language 
choices that speakers make. These language choices are situated at three different linguistic 
levels: the lexical level, the syntactic level and the textual level. In addition, in our analysis 
we integrated a sociopragmatic level in order to characterise the communicative functions 
that are demonstrated in our data. Figure 1.4 displays the final elaboration on the previous 
Figures 1.2 and 1.3.

Context 
Field 
Tenor 
Mode 

Register 
Ideational 

Interpersonal 
Textual 

Language choices 
Lexical  

Syntactic 
Textual 

Figure 1.4: The elements that constitute context, register and language choices

Since the actual language choices can be measured and quantified, they make up the primary 
units of analysis throughout this thesis. We based this quantification on a traditional coding 
scheme. Traditional refers herein to the traditional grammar upon which the scheme is based 
(see method section in chapter 2). This traditional analysis serves as a means to objectify 
the presence of features of academic language in various conversations between parents 
and young children, and between teachers and young children. Clause units such as clause 
subject and clause object will be identified, whereas in functional analysis of language this 
would have been the identification of agents, processes and referents. However, it is the aim 
of the current study to combine the two methods of analysis (traditional and functional); 
after identifying and quantifying the language choices on the lexical, syntactic and textual 
level we will reinterpret these findings by means of analysing what kinds of contexts the 
speakers realised by means of these choices, and how these contexts may or may not be 
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similar between the settings of home and school. The guiding question that thus needs to 
be addressed is to what extent a parent places the child at the knowledgeable end of the 
continuum, and how this positioning is reflected in the linguistic features of the language 
input.

1.5 Definition of Academic language 

As was stated in the introduction, research in the realm of academic language has not 
led to a majority definition of academic language. For some researchers, the purpose of 
academic language serves as the point of departure for defining the concept. For example, 
Chamot and O’Malley (1990) define academic language generically as “the language that 
is used by teachers and students for the purpose of acquiring new knowledge and skills…
imparting new information, describing abstract ideas, and developing students’ conceptual 
understanding” (p. 40). Bailey (2007) builds on this definition by adding two essential 
features. Firstly, she draws attention to the appropriate formats of academic language in order 
to live up to the expectations in an academic setting. Secondly, she integrates the feature of 
decontextualization in the definition, by taking into consideration the need for linguistic 
explicitness. As a result, Bailey (2007) defines proficiency in academic language (in either 
a first or a second language) as being able to “use general and content-specific vocabulary, 
specialized or complex grammatical structures, and multifarious language functions and 
discourse structures – all for the purpose of acquiring new knowledge and skills, interacting 
about a topic, or imparting information to others (p. 11)”. 
 Similar to Bailey (2007), in this thesis I have taken the angle of the proficient user of 
academic language. Academic language is produced by teachers, by parents and eventually 
by children and one can be more or less proficient in doing so. The question should thus be, 
when could a person be regarded as a proficient user of academic language? As De Glopper 
(1988) points out, proficiency should not be regarded as a directly perceivable construct, 
but should rather be defined as “a stable underlying property that enables a person to attain 
a certain achievement in a certain context” (p.7)4. This definition of ‘proficiency’ involves 
three important notions: (i) ‘underlying property’, (ii) ‘achievement’ and (iii) ‘context’. 
These three notions will constitute our definition of academic language proficiency. The 
underlying property is a reflection of knowledge of the academic register as a prerequisite 
for the (potential) ability to use academic language. The achievement that is relevant in the 
trajectory of defining academic language proficiency is the achievement of successfully 
conveying a cognitively complex message, without the need to rely on shared knowledge or 
non-verbal support. In other words, to live up to the expectations that a setting places upon 
the language use of interlocutors. Achievement is therefore mediated by context, indicating 
that the achievement is only required in contexts where one is expected not to draw upon 
shared knowledge or non-verbal support. In these kinds of contexts the use of academic 
language is essential. In conclusion, the definition of academic language proficiency as 
proposed in this thesis is formulated as follows:
 “A person can be regarded as a proficient academic language user, when he or she is 
able to apply the essential linguistic tools (lexical, syntactic and textual) to efficiently convey 
a cognitively complex message, in such a way that a minimum of contextual cues or non-
verbal support is required.”

4 This quote from De Glopper (1988;7) was translated from Dutch.
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1.6 From theoretical variables to linguistic variables

The aim of this study is to chart the extent to which parents, teachers in first and second 
grade of primary education, and young children use academic language in interaction. 
In order to arrive at such a description, we need to identify the actual lexico-grammatical 
choices that speakers make which constitute the field, tenor and mode variables that in turn 
realise context. We will henceforth refer to the contextual variables field, tenor and mode as 
the theoretical variables and to the individually identifiable, lexico-grammatical features of 
the academic register as the linguistic variables. In four empirical chapters we will discuss 
these linguistic variables in detail and elaborate on their status as features of the academic 
register as discussed in the research literature. We will discuss why these linguistic variables 
are characteristic of the academic register and we will show how and to what extent they 
were identified in our data. Subsequently, in the final chapter, we will provide a synthesis of 
parents’, teachers’, and children’s academic language use in terms of the theoretical variables 
in an attempt to show the relationships between the linguistic variables and the theoretical 
variables.
 The linguistic variables (the academic register features) that we will investigate belong 
to four linguistic levels: a lexical level, a syntactic level, a textual level, and a sociopragmatic 
level. Distinguishing a separate sociopragmatic level where communicative intentions 
are coded is, in principle, not in line with systemic functional linguistics. This is because 
systemic functional linguistics proposes that the lexico-grammatical choices themselves 
shape communicative intentions. We have nevertheless included a sociopragmatic level in 
order to make the communicative intentions more explicit.
 Table 1.2 presents the linguistic variables on the four linguistic levels mentioned 
above. These variables are expected to distinguish between the informal register on the one 
hand, and the more formal academic register on the other hand. In this introductory chapter, 
the variables are simply introduced. Each variable will be discussed more elaborately in the 
corresponding empirical chapters.
 The variables are presented in Table 1.2 following the academic language continuum 
presented above in Figure 1.1, showing the realization of the target linguistic variables in 
the informal register on the left and in the academic register on the right. Below we will 
introduce and briefly describe the linguistic variables that form the basis of the analyses in 
the current study. As mentioned above, Table 1.2 represents a continuum. In the current 
study we will try to obtain a picture of parents’, teachers’ and children’s positions on this 
academic language continuum. 
 At the lexical level, we will look at parents’, teachers’ and children’s (i) lexical 
diversity, (ii) lexical density, (iii) their use of explicit references to space and time as opposed 
to non-explicit and deictic references and (iv) the use of low-frequency words in the input. 
As can be seen in Table 1.2 it is proposed that the following features at the lexical level of 
analysis are features of the academic register: high lexical diversity, high lexical density, 
linguistically explicit references to space and time and the use of low-frequent words. These 
features will be discussed in chapter 3. 
 At the syntactic level, we will look into parents’, teachers’ and children’s use of 
(i) multi-clause utterances and (ii) their use of lexical noun phrases in subject and object 
function. Within the category of multi-clause utterances we will separately examine multi-
clause utterances involving subordinate clauses (complex multi-clause utterances). The 
use of lexical subjects and lexical objects in a clause as opposed to pronominal and deictic 
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subjects and objects will be put forward as a feature of the academic register. Compared to 
the informal register, the academic register is characterised by more sophisticated ways of 
clause chaining than coordination. Because subordinate clause-combining strategies allow 
for the condensation of a great deal of information, complex multi-clause utterances are 
suggested as a characteristic of the academic register. These features at the syntactic level of 
analysis are discussed in chapter 4.
 At the textual level, a distinction will be made between utterances that refer to the 
immediate physical context and utterances in which interlocutors move beyond the here and 
now. The level of abstraction is thus operationalised in terms of ‘present talk’ and ‘nonpresent 
talk’. The topics that are addressed in formal school settings tend to be non-present, that is 
they tend to abstract from the here-and-now, resulting in what is called a ‘higher level of 
abstraction’. The textual level of analysis will be discussed in chapter 5.
 Finally, at the sociopragmatic level, we look at the communicative intentions in the 
conversations that make up our data. At this sociopragmatic level we study (i) interlocutors’ 
conversational style and (ii) intersubjective cooperation. It is expected that in a formal 
setting, a formal conversational style will prevail. Such a formal educational conversational 
style could for example be characterised by the use of statements to convey knowledge and by 
question asking to elicit and monitor knowledge. The second variable on the sociopragmatic 
level, intersubjective cooperation, refers to the extent to which a speaker contributes to the 
conversation by adding new information in an utterance (extension), or whether utterances 
contain information that was already given (expansion). Compared to an informal home 
setting, a high degree of extension is likely to be seen in a school setting, as one of the main 
communicative functions is to convey knowledgeable messages. The sociopragmatic level 
will be discussed in chapter 6.
 In sum, lexical and grammatical choices that speakers make, thus creating a 
particular register, are captured in the linguistic variables as discussed above. These 
linguistic variables are the basic units of analysis that should shed light on the extent to 
which parents, teachers and young children engage in conversations that contain features of 
the academic register.

1.7 From linguistic variables to theoretical variables

By way of introduction to the synthesis (Chapter 7), this section will briefly describe how 
the linguistic variables introduced above are related to the theoretical contextual variables. 
We will discuss how the lexical and grammatical choices that speakers make realise register 
through the shaping of field, tenor and mode. It should be noted in advance that there is 
no one-to-one correspondence between the three contextual variables of field, tenor and 
mode and the linguistic variables that will be studied. The linguistic variables that realise 
field, tenor and mode often influence more than one of the contextual variables, given the 
strong interrelatedness between them. Below we will explicate the relationship between 
the individual linguistic variables and the theoretical variables of field, tenor and mode. In 
Figure 1.5 the three theoretical variables and the linguistic variables that receive focus in the 
current study are displayed graphically.
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Figure 1.5: Graphic representation of relationships between theoretical and linguistic variables

As was mentioned in section 1.4.2, the field variable is realised by means of the ideational 
metafunction: speakers choose the meanings they express in their sentences and accordingly 
determine the content of the discourse. Thus, the choice of words is the primary variable 
that influences the field variable. The variables on the lexical level of analysis are thus 
primarily relevant in realising field: lexical diversity, lexical density, references to space and 
time and the sophistication of wording. In addition, the level of abstraction, belonging to the 
textual level of analysis, is important for the realisation of the field variable because it largely 
determines the cognitive content of the conversation (see the black lines in Figure 1.5). 
Finally, the speakers’ intersubjective cooperation — the extent to which new information is 
added by interlocutors — also influences the field variable. The relevant line in Figure 1.5 is 
dashed and lighter than the other relationships to indicate that intersubjective cooperation is 
primarily related to the mode variable. In conclusion, when field is realised through a varied 
and relatively sophisticated lexicon (high lexical diversity and high rate of low-frequency 
words), a high degree of linguistic explicitness in referring to objects, events, persons, space 
and time (high lexical density and high rate of lexical references to space and time) and by 
topics that move beyond the here-and-now (a relatively high rate of nonpresent talk), we 
propose this is characteristic of the academic register. 
 The tenor variable, realised through the interpersonal metafunction, expresses 
the social relationship between speaker and hearer. The linguistic variable that primarily 
determines this theoretical variable is conversational style: the choices for particular 
speech acts determine to a large extent how the speaker positions the hearer. For example, 
whether the speaker considers the hearer as someone who is knowledgeable, or someone 
who needs to be provided with information, or as someone whose behaviour needs to be 
directed. Speakers’ conversational style is measured by means of the constellation of speech 
acts (see Figure 1.5). We propose that in addition to conversational style, many of the other 
linguistic variables influence the tenor variable. This is because many of the other linguistic 
variables are prerequisites to creating a shared linguistic context. Such a shared linguistic 
context has been put forward as an important feature of a setting where academic language 
is valued: creating a shared linguistic context makes the discourse accessible to the hearer 
when physical context cannot be relied on, such as in topics that move beyond the here-
and-now (see section 1.5). For instance, a shared linguistic context is created by means 
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of linguistically-explicit references to events, objects, persons, space and time and these 
variables are therefore also put forward as influencing the tenor variable.
 The mode variable, realised in the textual metafunction, refers to the organisation 
of the discourse. Organisation of discourse happens in various ways, some of which are 
beyond the scope of this study. The linguistic variables we discuss that influence the mode 
variable are variables from the syntactic level and the sociopragmatic level of analysis: the 
use of (complex) multi-clause utterances and the realisation of clause subjects and clause 
objects at the syntactic level, and intersubjective cooperation at the sociopragmatic level (see 
Figure 1.5). A mode variable that is characteristic of academic language can be described as 
being shaped by a relatively high information density, realised through a high rate of multi-
clause utterances and by explicit realisations of clause subjects and objects. 
 In Chapter 7, all features will be integrated in an attempt to outline a picture of the 
larger patterns with regard to the linguistic features that denote the construct of academic 
language in conversations with 3- to 6-year-old children.
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2 Design and method of the study

The current study is part of a larger study, referred to as the DASH project (Development of 
Academic language at School and at Home, see also the preface). In this chapter the design 
and method of the in-depth study that forms the basis of this dissertation will be presented 
in detail. The design and method of the DASH project as a whole will also be discussed, 
albeit more briefly. Where data of the whole project are used, these will be discussed in detail 
as well. 

2.1 Brief overview of the DASH project

The DASH project was designed as an interdisciplinary and longitudinal study, conducted 
at three universities in the Netherlands. The project consists of one extensive general study 
(henceforth ‘the general study’) and three in-depth studies. This dissertation forms one of 
the three in-depth studies. In this section, both the general study and the in-depth studies 
will be briefly described in order to provide a general overview of the project as a whole (see 
also the preface). The way in which the in-depth studies relate to the general study will thus 
become clear.
 The general study is a large-scale study, using research techniques from the social 
and behavioural sciences. The general study examines the relationships between family 
characteristics such as language and literacy background and socio-economic status and 
children’s emergent academic language proficiency (Leseman, Scheele, Mayo, & Messer, 
2007; Scheele, Leseman, Mayo, & Elbers, submitted for review). In addition, teacher and 
classroom characteristics influencing or facilitating children’s development of academic 
language proficiency in the educational context are studied (Mayo & Leseman, 2008). The 
general study includes families from different language backgrounds and hence describes 
the effect of bilingualism on the acquisition of emergent academic language skills (Scheele, 
Leseman, & Mayo, in press). For the general study, oral questionnaires for both parents and 
teachers were important sources of background information on both the families and the 
classrooms. Secondly, standardised cognitive tests concerning vocabulary, working memory 
and early arithmetical skills were administered to the children. Thirdly, children performed 
tasks in which the production of academic language was elicited in interaction with a test 
assistant; these tasks are referred to as the production tasks (see section 2.4.3).
 The three in-depth studies focus on a profound and detailed linguistic analysis of 
parental input and teacher input to young children. Each in-depth study focuses exclusively 
on families from one of three specific language groups in the Netherlands: Monolingual 
Dutch, Turkish, and Moroccan-Berber. The in-depth studies make use of the questionnaire 
data and the standardised test data that constitute the data source of the general study as 
additional independent variables (e.g. SES) or dependent variables (e.g. receptive vocabulary). 
The focus for the three in-depth studies, however, lies within the in-depth linguistic 
analysis. The choice for detailed linguistic analyses within the in-depth studies constrains 
the number of participants for these studies as compared to the general study. In total, 162 
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families participated in the general study. Sub-samples of these 162 families participated 
in each of the in-depth studies: 25 families participated in the Dutch in-depth study, 23 
families participated in the Turkish-Dutch in-depth study and 13 families participated in 
the Moroccan-Berber in-depth study. This dissertation will concern only the Dutch families 
(see for more details on the Turkish in-depth study Aarts & Demir, 2009; Aarts, Demir, & 
Henrichs, 2008; see for the Berber in-depth study Laghzaoui, 2006; Laghzaoui, 2009).
 In Table 2.1 the time span of the data collection is displayed. The time intervals 
were chosen such that T2 and T3 followed each other closely, since the children would enter 
school between those two measurement points and the aim was to closely monitor this 
transition to school. T3 and T4 were furthest apart because a measuring point shortly before 
the sixth birthday of the children was required. This was considered important because the 
sixth birthday more or less marks the start of formal literacy education.
 The 25 families that participated in the Dutch in-depth study (henceforth the 
current study) were monolingual intact families. Four visits were planned for the period of 
the project (i.e. three years). All families continued to participate during the whole project. 
In addition to the measurement points at home (T1, T2, T3 and T4), children were observed 
in interaction with their first and second grade teacher twice, at T3 and T4 (see section 
2.2.3).

Table 2.1: Measurement points of the longitudinal study (N=25)

Measurement points
T1 T2 T3 T4

Age of the children in monthsa 38.7 (1.46) 46.4 (0.59) 50.5 (0.77) 70.2 (0.41)
Age of the children in years 3;3 3;10 4;2 5;10
Availability of school data

Children (N) - - 21 23
Teachers (N) - - 18 20

a Mean (and standard deviation)

2.2 Method of the Dutch in-depth study

The in-depth study required the cooperation of three categories of participants: children, 
their primary caregiver and their teacher in first and second grade of primary education. 
The families and the schools that participated in the Dutch in-depth study were a subsample 
of all participants in the DASH-project. In the following sections we will elaborate on the 
recruitment of the families and the schools, on the participants of the Dutch in-depth study 
and on the procedures that were followed.

2.2.1 Recruitment of the families
To recruit the participants for the DASH-project as a whole, several medium-sized 
municipalities in three different areas in the Netherlands agreed to provide the addresses of 
all children with Dutch parents born in their municipality between November 2001 and May 
2002 (see section 2.3 for further details of the families and for selection criteria). First, the 
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families were sent an introduction letter and shortly afterwards research assistants contacted 
the families either by phone or by home visits. A small number of families were recruited via 
the daycare centre that their child attended. This procedure resulted in a positive response 
rate of 65%1. The most common reason for refusing to participate in the study was a lack of 
interest or time. We aimed and succeeded to include 25 families in the Dutch in-depth study. 
Participation in the in-depth study meant one additional home visit as compared to families 
that only participated in the general study because extra tasks were administered for the 
goals of the in-depth study (see section 2.4).

2.2.2 Participating families in the Dutch in-depth study
The 25 participating families all consisted of monolingual native speakers of Dutch. They 
were all intact families, i.e. both mother and father lived in the same house and parents were 
both actively involved in the upbringing of the children. Some families were two-parent 
dual-earner families, and in others only the father was working (see section 2.3.1 for details). 
The primary caregiver (i.e. the parent who spent most time with the child) was the parent 
who was asked to participate in the study. This was the child’s mother in 24 cases and the 
child’s father in one case. The families had varying socio-economic backgrounds (SES). The 
educational level of the parents varied from primary education to academic education. Of the 
25 participating parents, 17 were classified as working class and 8 as middle class families on 
the basis of SES classification (see section 2.3.1 for an elaborate explanation of classification 
and description of the participating families). The children were followed between the ages 
of three and (almost) six. The exact ages2 of the children at the successive measurement 
points are presented in Table 2.1. Children attended daycare for a maximum of two days or 
four mornings. None of the children had experienced medical problems concerning speech 
or hearing at the time of recruitment.
 The examples used throughout this thesis come from the corpus collected in the 
current study. When excerpts of parent-child conversations are quoted, pseudonyms for the 
children are used at all times. The ages that are reported in the captions of the excerpts are 
the true ages of the children in question.

2.2.3 Recruitment of the schools
After T2, before children reached the age of four, we asked parents for permission to contact 
the schools their children would be attending. All parents agreed to this. The head teachers 
of the various schools were approached first by phone, and after their consent the class 
teacher was contacted. At the first school measurement point (T3), 18 teachers agreed to 
participate in the study. This positive response rate meant school data were available for 21 
children, since 3 teachers had two of the target children in their class (see Table 2.1). For the 
second school measurement point (T4) we lost teacher participation for one child since this 
child went to a new school that refused to participate. However, three other (new) teachers 
agreed to participate, which resulted in the school data of 23 children in the final school 
measurement point (T4). 

1 The number of families that could participate according to the selection criteria was 162. 65% of the 
families that we approached to ask for participation were willing to do so.

2 Ages were calculated on the basis of the day that the first (home) visit took place.
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2.2.4 Participating teachers
During the first and the second school measurement points (T3 and T4), respectively 18 
and 20 first and second grade teachers (henceforth the teachers) participated (see Table 2.1). 
At both data collection points one teacher was male and the rest were females. Fourteen 
children had different teachers at T4 as compared to T3. All teachers had completed 
professional training. The lowest educational degree was ‘preschool teacher’ (two teachers) 
and one teacher had an academic degree in educational sciences. Teachers’ experience in 
primary education ranged from 0.5 years to 36 years, with a mean of 9.8 years at T3 (SD 
9.2) and a mean of 10.0 years at T4 (SD 9.6). At T3 and T4, respectively 60% and 55% of the 
teachers worked part-time. We asked the teacher who worked for the most days in the target 
child’s class to fill out the questionnaire; in a few cases only the teacher who worked fewer 
days was willing to participate in the study.

2.2.5 Procedures at home
Each measurement point at home was divided into three different morning sessions, of one 
and half an hour each. The collection of the data concerning the cognitive tasks and caregiver 
interview (general study) covered two morning sessions. The collection of the parent-child 
interaction data (in-depth study) covered one morning session. Since the data collection for 
the current study involved video-recording family interactions in their natural setting (see 
section 2.4 below) it was important that both the participating parent and the child were 
familiar with the in-depth study researcher. Accordingly, the in-depth study researcher 
conducted the extensive oral interview during the first morning session. The actual in-depth 
study part of the data collection — the recording of parent-child interactions — took place 
during the third and final morning session. Following this procedure, parents had ample 
opportunity to become acquainted with the in-depth study researcher.

2.2.6 Procedures at school
The school visits also took place in the morning, with the exception of one classroom 
observation. The collection of the school data was planned so as to minimally inconvenience 
the teacher. The researcher was present in the classroom well before the start of the day in 
order to get acquainted with the teacher and talk through the course of the data collection 
that morning. Depending on the natural course of the day, the data collection took between 
one and a half to three hours. Approximately one hour of footage was collected during each 
visit.

2.3 Details of the participating families

The families on which we will report on came from three large municipalities, located in 
different areas of the Netherlands, but all cities: Amsterdam, Tilburg and Utrecht. During 
the project, one family moved to another city and two moved to a smaller village. A number 
of differences existed between the families: they lived in different cities, the constellations of 
the families were different, and parents differed in their level of education and accordingly 
in Socio-Economic Status (SES). When selecting the families, a number of selection criteria 
were adopted in order to limit the differences as much as possible.
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- At the moment of participant selection all families were intact families
- The target children had no more than two older siblings
- The children would attend day care for no more than two days
- No other language than Dutch was spoken at home with the children
- No speech or hearing difficulties had been reported

Most of the families lived in single-family dwellings, with the exception of two families who 
lived in a smaller apartment. All background variables on the families were assessed through 
an extensive interview with the primary caregivers. The interview covered three areas: 
family background (educational background, current and previous jobs, religion, parental 
literacy); practices of daily informal education (home literacy, joint reading practices, song 
singing etc); pedagogical climate (social support regarding upbringing, parental stress, daily 
hassles, problematic child characteristics). The interview was conducted in the form of a 
structured questionnaire, and parents were asked to choose their answer from a 5 or 7-point 
scale (see the following sections below for a more detailed description). The questions 
regarding parental background were only administered at T1. The questions regarding daily 
informal education and the questions regarding pedagogical climate were repeated at each 
measurement point to monitor possible changes over time.

2.3.1  SES Background
The SES measure was computed on the basis of two variables: the mean of the highest 
accomplished educational level (with diploma) of both parents and parents’ highest 
accomplished job status, as defined in the Dutch national job index list (CBS, 2001). 
Educational level was measured on a 7-point scale ranging from 1 (no education) to 7 
(academic degree). Fathers’ and mothers’ educational level correlated highly (r=.73, α <.001). 
Job status was measured on a 6-point scale, ranging from 1 (no job or incapacitated for 
work) to 6 (scientific job). Given our participant selection criterion of daycare attendance 
of a maximum of two full days, more than half of the mothers in our sample did not have 
a paid job at T1. Consequently, a trend was seen towards a negative correlation between 
fathers’ and mothers’ job status, r= -.25, .05<p<.10. Fathers’ and mothers’ highest job status 
ever accomplished correlated significantly (r= .64, p<.05). For this reason, the highest job 
status ever accomplished was taken into account when SES was computed. The final SES 
measure was computed as the mean of fathers’ and mothers’ educational level and fathers’ 
and mothers’ highest accomplished job status ever. This resulted in a scale for SES, with a 
scale reliability of Cronbach’s α=.83. Because educational level was measured on a 7-point 
scale and job status on a 6-point scale, educational level was slightly overrepresented within 
the SES measure. Descriptive statistics of parent’s SES and educational levels are displayed 
in Table 2.2 together with the other data obtained by the caretaker interview.
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Table 2.2: Overview of caregiver interview data
Family characteristics M SD range
Educational level primary caretaker 4.68 1.11 3 - 7
Educational level partner 4.84 1.28 2 - 7
Profesional level on index primary caretaker 3.00 .76 1 - 5
Profesional level on index partner 3.32 .85 2 - 5
SES 4.46 0.87 3 - 6.5
% Primary caregiver working part time T1 48%

T2 48%
T3 44%
T4 60%

Daily informal education T1 (α =.88)a T1 3.11 0.50 2.11 - 4.11
T2 (α =.75) T2 3.31 0.35 2.67 - 4.00
T3 (α =.83) T3 3.29 0.42 2.44 - 4.04
T4 (α =.82 ) T4 3.35 0.37 2.78 - 4.04

Parental stress index T1 2.94 0.70 1.77 - 4.47
Note. aValues for Cronbach’s alpha are computed based on the 25 in-depth study participants

At T1, 52 % of the primary caregivers did not have a job. The remaining 48 % had occupations 
ranging from lower occupations for which a vocational degree is required, to professional 
occupations, for which a university degree is required. In the course of the study the number 
of working mothers increased slightly. At T4, 60 % of the mothers had a paid job. 
 At T1, we integrated a shortened version of the Nijmegen Parenting Stress Index 
(NOSI) in the interview in order to test whether the family had been exposed to too many 
stressful events to participate in the study (de Brock, Vermulst, Gerris, & Abidin, 1992). The 
NOSI consists of 25 statements related to parenting stress. The statements are formulated 
both positively (raising my child gives me satisfaction) and negatively (my child demands 
more of me than other children do). Parents were asked to rate these statements on a Likert 
scale, ranging from 1 (absolutely disagree) to 6 (absolutely agree). The scores on the NOSI 
showed that the parents in the participants group had a stress level below or average as 
compared to a Dutch non-clinical reference group. As a consequence, none of the families 
had to be excluded from the group of participants.

2.3.2  Practices of daily informal education
The part of the questionnaire asking about practices of daily informal education was based 
on the Early Childhood version of the HOME observation scheme by Caldwell and Bradley 
(1984). The original observation categories were transformed into questions that focused 
on interactional activities between parents and children related to informal education (cf. 
Leseman et al., 2007; Mayo & Leseman, 2008). We constructed a scale for informal learning 
activities, combining items on reading activities with items on conversation activities. The 
scale consisted of 27 items in total. Parents answered questions such as ‘How often do you read 
books in which a story about someone is told’ and ‘How often do you read informative books 
to your child, for example about the weather or about an animal’. Items on conversational 
activities addressed (self-reported) frequency of talking about a wide range of topics, such 
as conversations about personal experiences, feelings, story telling and conversations about 
(world) knowledge. Also, the frequency with which parents ask their children questions or 
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ask them to give explanations about what they know, what they have seen or read, or about 
what they have done was addressed in these items.
 Parents indicated how often the activity in question occurred on a 5-point scale, 
ranging from 1 (‘never’) to 5 (‘at least once a day’). The final score on the scale represents the 
mean of the items included in the scale. Cronbach’s α was above .75 for each measurement 
point (see Table 2.2). In Table 2.2 the reported mean frequencies for the scale informal 
education are presented together with the other family characteristics variables.
 The reported mean frequencies for informal education activities in Table 2.2 
show that these activities take place between ‘a few times per month’ and ‘a few times per 
week’. The reported ranges suggest that parents engage in some of the informal educational 
activities more often than in others. For example, most parents indicated to read impersonal 
narratives to their children a few times per week (scale point 4) while reading their children 
short pieces from the newspaper occurred never, or once a year at most (scale point 0 or 1). 
Similarly, conversations on the children’s social experiences took place almost daily, while 
talking about religion occurred a few times per year for most parents.
 In conclusion, the families that participated in the current study all reported that 
they engaged regularly in informal educational activities. Some variability was found across 
parents: some parents reported higher frequencies of informal educational activities than 
others. Variability was also found with regard to the kind of informal educational activity: 
as can be expected, some activities were more frequent than others.

2.4 Operationalisation of the research questions

For the operationalisation of the research questions of the current in-depth study, various 
so-called ‘interaction tasks’ were designed. These tasks were designed to elicit either parent-
child discourse or teacher-child discourse and to reflect different conversational settings in 
which the use of features of the academic register was possible but not required. By means 
of the interaction tasks, detailed data on language input was obtained. All interactions that 
occurred during the interaction tasks were recorded with a digital video camera that was 
equipped with an external microphone to optimise acoustic quality of the recordings, to 
facilitate linguistic and communicative analyses3.

2.4.1 Parent-child interaction tasks
The interaction tasks each reflected school-like situations to a varying degree. Three tasks 
were selected to create the possibility of academic language use and one task (the mealtime 
conversation) was selected to reflect informal daily language interaction. The interaction 
tasks were administered in a fixed order and were each clearly introduced to the parent, 
following a protocol. During the instruction, the researcher stressed that the task should 
be performed just as the parent would act in a similar, natural situation. To enhance 
the naturalness of the situation the researcher left the room after the completion of the 
instruction and camera set up. In the few cases where the house did not consist of more than 
one room, the researcher would sit in the far end of the room not facing the child. Some 
intervening actions consisted of asking for music to be turned down, and taking siblings to 
the other room for some playtime when necessary.

3 The external microphone was not used during the classroom observations at T4, resulting in missing data 
(see section 2.8).
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Picture description
The first task was a picture description task. At each measurement point, a drawing from a 
picture book was used to elicit a conversation. The four pictures that were used depicted a 
busy street (T1), a playground full of children (T2), a circus field (T3) and a classroom (T4) 
(Leiber, 1999). The researcher instructed the parents to engage their child in a conversation 
about the picture. This semi-structured task was designed to elicit personal and impersonal 
narratives. 

Marble slide
The second task was a block construction task. The researcher provided the parents with a 
picture model of a marble slide and a bag of coloured wooden blocks with which the marble 
slide was to be constructed. Parents were instructed to help their child to build the marble 
slide as it was shown on the picture, but to let the child build it as independently as possible. 
This semi-structured task was designed to elicit conversation in the knowledge exposition 
and instruction genre. The marble slide task was similar at each measurement point, but 
was of increasing difficulty each time. Each time, additional blocks came into play, and the 
models became a bit more complex and challenging.

Book reading
The third task was a shared book reading task. The researcher provided a book and asked 
the parents to read this book with their child. At each measurement point newly published 
books were chosen, in order to minimize the chances of the children being familiar with 
the book (Hest & Jeram, 2004; Sluyzer & Oud, 2003; Veldkamp & Boer, 2004; Waechter, 
2007). The books were selected with care, so that they would be attractive, age appropriate, 
interesting for both boys and girls and not culturally biased. The latter was important 
because the same books were used in all three in-depth studies with participants of different 
cultural backgrounds (Aarts & Demir, 2009; Laghzaoui, 2009). The researcher instructed 
the parents to read the book as they normally would. After reading the book to their child, 
the parents were asked to flick through the book one more time and engage their child in 
a conversation about what they had read together. For the analyses, both the extra textual 
utterances produced during the actual book reading and the conversation after the book was 
finished were used. The verbatim text of the book was not included in the analyses.

Mealtime conversation
After the semi-structured tasks described above, a mealtime conversation was recorded. 
While the camera recorded this interaction, the researcher would leave the house to allow 
for as natural an interaction as possible.

2.4.2 Teacher-child interaction tasks
In the classroom three settings were recorded. The teacher-child interactions had to be 
chosen such that teachers would not need to behave differently from how they normally 
would. Each setting was part of the course of a typical day in the classroom and could thus 
be considered natural.

Circle time
Firstly, ten minutes of circle time were recorded. The teacher was asked to engage the target 
child in the conversation, but not obviously or much more than usual. In all classrooms, 
circle time was the natural way to start the day on a typical school day.
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Crafts lesson
Secondly, an instruction situation was recorded in the context of a crafts lesson. The teacher 
was left free to choose the subject of the lesson. The main aim of recording this situation was 
to reflect an instruction situation.

Teacher book reading
Thirdly, the teacher was asked to read a book to the children, provided by the researcher. 
The book that was used at the first school measurement point (T3) contained only pictures 
and no text, except for the title (Van Ommen, 2003), leaving the form of the narration to the 
teacher’s own discretion. The book that was used at the second school measurement point 
(T4) was a book with both pictures and text (Pauli & Schraerer, 2006). 

2.4.3 Tasks from the general study
As was stated in the introduction to this chapter, for the general study cognitive tasks and 
productive academic language tasks were administered. In the current study, we used two of 
the cognitive tasks as child outcome measures: (i) receptive vocabulary test and (ii) sentence 
production task. In addition, we used the productive academic language task called the 
impersonal narrative production task. These three tasks will be described in more detail 
below.

Receptive vocabulary test
Children’s receptive vocabulary knowledge was measured using two subtests of the 
computerised version of the Diagnostic Test for Bilingual development4 (DTT) (Verhoeven, 
Narain, Extra, Konak, & Zerrouk, 1995); receptive vocabulary and concepts. Concept 
validity of the DTT has been assessed as ‘good’ and reliability of has been assessed as 
‘sufficient’ by the committee on test affairs Netherlands (COTAN) (Evers, Braak, Frima, 
& Vliet-Mulder, 2009). Both subtests measured vocabulary, albeit regarding two different 
aspects: The receptive vocabulary subtest assessed knowledge of single words. The concepts-
subtest assessed not only lexical word knowledge but also knowledge of concepts such as 
‘all’, ‘in’ or ‘equal’. A trained research assistant administered the test to the children. The 
receptive vocabulary subtest consisted of 60 test items (Cronbach’s α = .85 at T2). On a 
computer screen, the child is provided with four pictures and subsequently the child is asked 
to point to the picture that depicts the target word. For example, when the research assistant 
said “pile up” the child was required to point to the picture where a man was piling up 
several boxes. The vocabulary concepts subtest consisted of 65 test items (Cronbach’s α = .79 
at T2). Each item consisted of three, four or five pictures. The research assistant produced the 
word or the sentence that referred to the target picture. For example “the cat is in the basket”. 
Some items required the selection of two pictures. 
 At T1, only half of both vocabulary tests were administered because the test would 
take too long for three-year-old children. Therefore, only the odd items were administered. 
As a result, the composite variable of T1 initially consisted of half of the items compared to 
T2, T3 and T4. In order to maintain comparability, we estimated the scores that would have 
been obtained by the children when the even items, too, were administered. The missing 
data were estimated by means of a linear model, based on the scores of both halves of 

4 Despite the monolingual Dutch background of the current group of participants, a test suitable for 
bilingual asessment was required because of the cross-linguistic character of the DASH-project as a whole. 
Obviously, for the group that participated in the current study, the test was administered in Dutch.
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the vocabulary subtests that were administered at T2. We arrived at the final measure of 
‘vocabulary’ by adding up the scores on both subtests. This was done for each measurement 
point. The maximum score that could thus theoretically be obtained was the sum of the 
items of the receptive vocabulary test and the concepts subtest, that being 125.

Sentence production task
The sentence production task that was used in the general study, was a subtest of the TAK  
(Verhoeven & Vermeer, 2006). The TAK (Taaltoets Alle Kinderen translated as the ‘language 
test [for] all children) is a Dutch norm-referenced language test that is designed to evaluate 
the oral language proficiency of four- to nine-year-old monolingual and bilingual children in 
the Netherlands. Concept validity, criterion validity and reliability of the TAK test have been 
assessed as ‘good’ by the committee on test affairs Netherlands (COTAN) (Evers et al., 2009). 
The complete TAK aims to provide teachers with a tool to evaluate children’s language skills 
in a variety of domains: semantic, phonological, syntactic and comprehension. The sentence 
production subtest provides insight in children’s syntactic awareness (cf. Nation, Clarke, 
Marshall, & Durand, 2004). It requires children to repeat 20 sentences, varying in length 
from 9 to 15 words. Sentences of such length require a certain level of syntactic awareness for 
they are too long to produce purely based on imitation. Each sentence contains a syntactic 
element that needs to be produced correctly (such as a connective, a copula or another 
important function word) and a complex sentence structure (such as inverted word order as 
a consequence of adverbial or relative clause combining). Pronunciation errors are not taken 
into account and dialectal variation is allowed (for example ‘heb’ instead of ‘heeft’ in Dutch). 
For each element that is repeated correctly one point is awarded, thus the maximum score 
for the subtest sentence production is 40.

Impersonal narrative production task
The researchers in the general study collected data with regard to children’s production of 
academic register features during narrative tasks. These data were collected at T1, T3 and T4.
In interaction with a test assistant the children were prompted to use genre appropriate 
language in an impersonal narrative. At T1, two different kinds of impersonal narratives 
were elicited: retelling a story and narrating a story (by means of a series of pictures). In 
the retelling task, the test-assistant read a short story book to the children. Subsequently, 
the children were asked to retell that story to a naïve puppet. The test assistant asked the 
children to tell the story to the puppet in the same way they had heard the story before, 
because the puppet had not been paying attention while the test assistant read the story. For 
the part where the children had to narrate a story themselves, the test assistant provided a 
short picture book without text and asked the children to tell a story that could belong to 
the pictures. At T3 and T4, only the retell a story task was administered, but two different 
books were used.
 The test assistant followed a strict protocol in scaffolding the child during the task, 
adjusted to the child’s performance. The procedure described above was video-recorded and 
coded for the use of academic language features (see for more elaborate description of the 
academic language production tasks and for more details on the coding Leseman et al., 
2007; Scheele et al., submitted for review).
 The children’s utterances during the two impersonal narrative production tasks 
were transcribed and subsequently coded for the use of academic language features as 
described in chapter 1 (section 1.6). A composite measure was created as an indicator of 
children’s productive academic language performance (Scheele et al., submitted for review). 
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A set of academic language variables was entered in a forced principal components analysis. 
The composite measure ‘academic language’ included the features as described in the 
current study (lexical density; linguistically explicit references to space and time; multi-
clause utterances; assertive speech acts; nonpresent talk) but were supplemented with 
additional features (verb tenses other than simple present and the use of temporal, causal or 
comparative connectives). The ultimate outcome measurements of academic language use 
during the impersonal narrative tasks were the principal component scores.
 Thus, children’s production of academic language during the impersonal narrative 
task consisted of two scores: At T1, one academic language score was obtained for the retell a 
story part and one score for the narrate a story part. The narrate a story part was eliminated 
at T3 and T4. Instead, at T3 and T4, two independent scores were obtained for retell a story. 
The children were asked to retell two different stories (referred to as ‘story A’ and ‘story B’). 
The two subscores were inter-correlated as follows: r=.622, p <.01 (T1), r=.618, p <.01 (T3) 
and r=.409, p <.05 (T4).

2.5 Transcription procedure

All parent-child and teacher-child interactions were transcribed verbatim. The unit of 
transcription was the utterance. Utterance boundaries were determined based on turn-
taking, pauses, and on intonational pattern. Incorrect inflections or dialectal variations were 
also transcribed verbatim. Accordingly, the examples throughout this dissertation are literal 
excerpts from the transcripts, and sometimes contain utterances that are ungrammatical. 
Such sentences are not marked as ungrammatical using an asterisk sign (*) and are literally 
translated.
 The only difference between the home transcripts and the school transcripts 
was that we applied sampling while transcribing the school data. This does not preclude 
comparison between the transcripts made for the two settings. In the following sections, 
both transcription procedures will be described.

2.5.1 Transcription of the home data
The videotapes of the parent-child interaction tasks were transcribed verbatim, following the 
CHAT-conventions as described by MacWhinney in the CHILDES system (MacWhinney, 
2000).
 During the mealtime conversations people other than the participating parent and 
the target child were sometimes present. In the case of siblings or parents being engaged in 
a conversation in which the target child was not, utterances were described in a comment 
tier, but they were not transcribed in full. For practical reasons, a fixed transcription length 
in terms of minutes was determined for each interaction task separately. The maximum 
number of minutes to be transcribed was eight for the picture task, seven for the marble 
slide, nine for the book reading and 13 for the mealtime conversations. These numbers 
were based on the mean number of minutes the parents as a group needed to complete the 
interaction tasks plus one additional minute. As a result of this decision, some transcripts 
comprised all utterances of the parent and the target child, where other transcripts consisted 
of a sample.
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2.5.2 Transcription of the school data
For the transcription of the school data the CHAT-conventions were also followed. Because 
the teacher-child interactions were significantly longer than the parent-child interactions, a 
different approach was taken regarding sampling. Instead of basing the fixed transcription 
length on the number of minutes needed for the interaction, sub-samples of the recorded 
interactions were transcribed. In order to prevent inconsistencies, sampling was based 
on a protocol. For each of the four school tasks, 8 minutes were transcribed. These eight 
minutes consisted of three episodes: the first three minutes of the interaction, three minutes 
in the middle of the interaction and the final two minutes of the task. The middle episode 
was chosen such that transcription started at a point approximately in the middle when 
the target child was productively engaged in the conversation. This decision was made 
because logically, in group interactions such as the ones in classrooms, not all children 
produce an equal number of utterances. The first three minutes and the last two minutes 
were transcribed independent of active engagement of the target child in order to enhance 
comparability among the teachers regarding task performance (obviously, this did not hold 
for the free play setting). For analysis, the transcript was treated as a whole.

2.5.3 Preparation of the transcripts 
All transcripts were subsequently lemmatised using the Computerized Language Analysis 
software (CLAN), which is also part of the CHILDES system (MacWhinney, 2000). Using 
the morphological analysis program MOR, available with the CLAN software, we discerned 
lemmas in morphological inflections of words. Following this procedure, forms such as 
‘teach’, ‘taught’, and ‘teaches’, for instance, were treated as one type, i.e. the lemma ‘teach’. 
Homographs (such as walk) were manually marked as verbs or nouns in order to be counted 
as two different types. Since CLAN can easily generate a list of all types that are discerned, 
all transcripts could be checked for inconsistencies in spelling in order to prevent a false 
increase in the number of types. Interjections such as ‘hm’ or ‘ooh’ were not counted as 
types or tokens and were excluded from the analysis.

2.6 Coding the data

2.6.1 The DASH coding scheme
An extensive coding scheme was developed in collaboration with all researchers within 
the DASH project (Aarts, Demir, & Vallen, in press; DASH, 2006; Henrichs, 2006)5. The 
coding scheme needed to comply with two conditions: the coding scheme needed to allow 
for identification of various distinctive academic register features and it had to be applicable 
to the three languages in the DASH participant group (Moroccan-Berber, Turkish and 
Dutch). The resulting coding scheme allowed for coding linguistic variables that relate to 
the theoretical variables of field, tenor and mode that are key concepts within the theory of 
systemic functional linguistics (see section 1.4.1). An extensive code-book was developed, in 
which rules about coding decisions were articulated. A schematic representation in full of 
the DASH coding scheme is presented in Appendix 1. In chapter 1, the four linguistic levels 

5 The coding scheme discussed in these aforementioned publications is more elaborate than the coding 
scheme used for the current thesis. A selection of linguistic variables was left out for the current study 
because of time constraints.
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of analysis were introduced (lexical, syntactic, textual and sociopragmatic). In the following 
four empirical chapters, each linguistic variable will be discussed in detail, including the 
theoretical basis for choosing the particular variables, the specific (sub)categories of coding 
for each variable and the procedures followed to arrive at the ultimate (proportional) 
measures. 

2.6.2 Application of the coding scheme
All coding categories of the DASH coding scheme were entered in the CLAN coding system 
(MacWhinney, 2000). The CLAN program allows for assigning codes to each utterance 
separately in a fixed order. The frequencies for all codes were computed in CLAN and 
subsequently exported to SPSS for subsequent analysis (see also section 2.8).
 Although the aim of the study is to provide a picture of academic language use in a 
variety of settings over time, not all transcripts could be coded on all four levels or at all four 
measurement points. The coding was highly labour-intensive, and thus some economisation 
was required. At all times we strove to base decisions regarding the exclusion of tasks or 
levels of coding on theoretical arguments. Ultimately, the crucial criterion was whether 
invaluable information would be lost if the particular variable or task was excluded from 
analysis.
 In Table 2.3 an overview is presented of the linguistic variables and the tasks and 
measurement points for which they have been coded. The linguistic variables at the lexical 
and at the syntactic level of analysis were coded for all home tasks. It can be seen from Table 
2.3 that for ‘reference to space and time’ we economised on measurement points. References 
to space and time were coded at T1, T2 and T3 but not at T4. It was found that between T1, 
T2 and T3 only few changes occurred with regard to these variables leading us to expect no 
further development at T4.
 For ‘lexical clause subjects and objects’ we economised on measurement points and 
not on the type of task for which these variables were coded. Table 2.3 shows that lexical 
clause subjects and clause objects were only coded for at T1 and T3. It was considered most 
important to capture the realisations of clause subjects and objects at the very start of the 
data collection (T1) and to compare these results to the moment when children had just 
made the significant transition to school at T3.
 For the linguistic variables at the textual and the sociopragmatic level we economised 
on tasks rather than on measurement points because we were primarily interested in the 
development of abstraction level and communicative intentions over time. The linguistic 
variables on these two levels (level of abstraction, conversational style and intersubjective 
cooperation) were only coded for the marble slide construction and for the mealtime 
conversation (see section 2.4.1). With regard to the linguistic variable ‘level of abstraction’, 
we decided to code only for the book task and for the picture description task. This decision 
was made after pilot coding showed that the categorisation into four levels of abstraction 
(Blank, Rose, & Berlin, 1978) was not easily applicable to the joint marble slide construction 
task and the mealtime conversation: the inter-coder agreement was not satisfactory, 
indicating that many utterances that were produced during this tasks did not fall as clearly 
into one of the four categories compared to utterances during picture description and book 
reading. Moreover, to our knowledge, all studies in which the aforementioned categorisation 
from Blank, Rose and Berlin has been used all concern book reading or picture description 
activities (Groenendaal, Goudena, & Olthof, 1992; Massey, 2004; Nap-Kolhoff & van 
Steensel, 2005; Van Kleeck, Gillam, Hamilton, & McGrath, 1997). The distinction between 
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present talk and nonpresent talk could be made for the marble slide task and the mealtime 
conversation, but the more nuanced subcategorisation within the category of present talk 
(abstraction levels 1 and 2) and nonpresent talk (abstraction levels 3 and 4) was problematic. 
Therefore, we did not code for the four levels of abstraction in the marle slide and the 
mealtime conversation transcripts, in order to prevent invalid conclusions.
 At the sociopragmatic level, the coding for speech acts and for intersubjective 
cooperation was applied to the marble slide task and the mealtime conversation. It was 
considered important to compare an instructional (and thus school-like) activity to a 
spontaneous daily activity.
 The decisions taken for the home data were used as guidelines for the coding of 
the school tasks. We wanted to compare the home setting to the school setting during 
activities that were maximally comparable. In the case of intersubjective cooperation, for 
example, we had coded the transcripts of the marble slide and the mealtime conversation in 
the home data. Consequently, we coded the school transcripts of the crafts lesson and the 
circle time for this particular variable, because these activities were best comparable to the 
home activities. A second guiding principle for the choice of activity coded in the school 
sample was the number of recordings available. As will be discussed in section 2.7, there 
were more missing data in the school data than in the home data. Each time a new variable 
is introduced, we will explaine in what task and at what measurement point the variable in 
concern is coded.

2.6.3 Inter-coder reliability
The linguistic variables were coded by the author of this dissertation and by a research 
assistant. To examine the reliability of the coding, both coders worked on 500 utterances in 
which the target variable occurred. The KWAL program within CLAN was used to extract all 
utterances in which the target variable occurred (MacWhinney, 2000). Subsequently, of this 
selection 500 random utterances were imported in SPSS and were assigned a numeric code. 
To indicate inter-coder agreement, kappa coefficient was computed. Kappa coefficient is a 
reliability measure for categorical data that corrects for chance occurrence of corresponding 
codes (Kraemer, 1982; Landis & Koch, 1977). In Table 2.4 the values for kappa are displayed 
for each linguistic variable. According to Landis and Koch (1977) a kappa value of .61 to .80 
is substantial. It can be seen from Table 2.4 that all values for kappa are within this range.
 An exception to the procedure just described was lexical density. Because in this 
case not each utterance, but each word in the transcript was assigned a code, it was not 
possibly to assign one numeric code to each utterance in order to compute inter-coder 
agreement by means of kappa. Therefore, for this measure only we used the RELY program 
within the CLAN program (MacWhinney, 2000). RELY indicates where two coders do not 
agree. The analysis revealed that 92% of all codes corresponded on the lexical level between 
the two coders.
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Table 2.4: Inter-coder agreement (kappa) for the linguistic variables
Linguistic variable Categories Kappa

Clause subject Lexical / pronominal .745
Clause object Lexical / pronominal .771
Reference to space Specific / non specific / deictic .682
Reference to time Specific / non specific .693
Clause combining strategy Coordinate / complement / adverbial / relative .771
Level of abstraction Matching/ selective / reordering / reasoning .647
Nonpresent talk Present / nonpresent .742
Speech acts Assertive / directive / minor / other .758
Intersubjective cooperation Expansion / extension / procedural .668

2.7 Missing data

In our study, as is often the case in other longitudinal studies, there were some missing 
data. In Table 2.5, an overview is provided of the number of observations for each tasks at 
each measurement point. In Appendix 2, a more detailed overview is given of data that were 
missing.

Table 2.5: Overview of number of observations for each task in the in-depth study
Home data T1 T2 T3 T4
Picture task 25 23 25 25
Marble slide 25 23 25 25
Book reading 24 23 25 25
Mealtime conversation 25 23 24 24
Receptive vocabulary word knowledge (DTT) 22 24 25 25
Receptive vocabulary concepts (DTT) 23 24 25 25
Sentence production test - - - 25
Academic language production test 25 - 25 25
School data T1 T2 T3 T4
Circle time N=10 N=17
Book reading - - N=17 N=19
Crafts lesson - - N=12 -

In the home data at T2, two recordings were lost in full. As a consequence, in the longitudinal 
analyses (ANOVA with repeated measures) these cases are excluded. Furthermore, on 
two occasions (one at T3 and one at T4) parents forgot that we were coming to record the 
mealtime conversation and already had had their lunch when we arrived. At T1 and T2, one 
child did not want to participate in the home book reading task, resulting in no usable data. 
It was thus decided to exclude the data from this child from the analyses in which the four 
interaction tasks were compared to each other.
 In the school data, we faced considerably more missing data compared to the 
home data. Reasons for these missing data varied. First, teachers frequently had to skip the 
classroom activities that we planned to record due to unforeseen circumstances (another 
activity running over time, playground accidents etc.). A considerable number of teachers 
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skipped the crafts lesson in particular, because they could not fit it in their daily schedule. 
The book reading activity could be recorded in all classrooms. However, at T3 one school 
recording of the book reading activity was lost because of camera failure. The other 
recordings of that particular teacher were usable.
 A second structural problem with regard to the classroom observations was the 
fact that for the classroom observations at T4, no external microphone was used.  At T3 it 
became obvious that the children were distracted by the ‘peculiar object’ and could not resist 
playing with it. Because the presence of the external microphone semed to compromise the 
naturalness of the situation, it was decided to detach the external microphone and rely on 
the built-in camera microphone. This microphone was sufficient during class activities 
(where only the teacher or one child was talking) but failed to record sound intelligibly when 
multiple activities were happening within the classroom. This was the case during the crafts 
lesson. In all cases, a small group including the target child would work on the crafts lesson, 
while other children were involved in numerous other noisy activities. Since the built-in 
microphone was omni-directional, the surrounding sound was often too intrusive for the 
recorded interaction to remain intelligible. This was discovered only when transcription was 
started. As a result, the crafts lessons at T4 had to be excluded from analysis.
 In addition, not all school activities were transcribed because of time constraints. 
We prioritised book reading, because all teachers performed this activity and because the 
comparability to parent input was optimal for this interaction task. At T3, a relatively large 
number of teachers combined the circle time conversation with the book reading. This 
resulted in very short circle time conversations that were not ecologically valid, because the 
topic was constrained by the topic of the book. Because this left little suitable circle time 
conversations at T3 (N=10), we decided not to include this activity in the analyses. At T4, 
this problem occurred only once, and all circle time observations were transcribed.

2.8  Research questions and analysis plan

In Chapter 1 the following research questions were formulated:
1. To what extent can we identify features that are characteristic of academic language — 

as defined in this thesis — in the language environment (home and school) of children 
between the ages of 3 and 6? 
a. Does the occurrence of academic register features vary across different activities? 
b. When children enter school, can we identify differences between the home and the 

school settings regarding the use of these features?
2. Does the extent to which parents and teachers use academic language features in their 

input to children change over time?
3. How can the developmental trajectory regarding children’s own academic language 

proficiency be characterised?
4. What is the relationship between parents’ and teachers’ use of academic language 

features and children’s use of academic language features? 

After the transcripts had been coded according to the coding scheme, the frequencies of the 
various codes were computed by means of the CLAN program FREQ (MacWhinney, 2000). 
Subsequently, these frequencies were exported to an SPSS file and the raw frequencies were 
transformed into proportions (e.g. specific reference to space relative to all references to space, 
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or utterances containing nonpresent talk relative to all utterances). All statistical analyses 
were conducted using SPSS (version 14.0.2).
 The research questions presented above involve possible task effects (research 
question 1a), setting effects (research question 1b), time-effects (research questions 2 and 3) 
and relationships (research question 4). Each chapter will be structured according to the 
type of effect that is tested (task, setting, time, and relationships).

Task effects
The task effects that are the focus of research question 1a will primarily be studied by 
presenting the descriptive statistics of the academic register features found in the transcripts 
of the interaction tasks in both the home and the school setting. Subsequently, two ANOVAs 
will be conducted to test for task effects. First the spontaneous activity of mealtime 
conversation will be compared to the more structured activity of the picture task, the marble 
slide task and the book reading task. Secondly, we will study whether a task effect exists 
within the category of structured tasks.
 The first procedure, in which the spontaneous activity will be compared to the 
structured activity, is conducted as follows: When possible, a scale will be constructed out 
of the three structured tasks, resulting in one composite, referred to as ‘structured tasks’. 
This composite can subsequently be compared to the spontaneous activity by means of 
ANOVA with repeated measures, with ‘task’ as the within subject factor. If however, a 
scale cannot be reliably constructed, we will conduct a planned comparison procedure. A 
planned comparison can be conducted when explicit hypotheses about the specific contrasts 
can be formulated. When planned comparisons are used, the contrasts between different 
(hypothesised) sets of tasks can be tested statistically. In a planned comparison, no overall F 
tests need to be done (cf. Field, 2000; Kerlinger, 1973). Note that in this sense these analyses 
are different from post-hoc analyses.
 Our data afford a planned comparison procedure because we have a priori hypotheses 
on the contrasts between the two kinds of activities (spontaneous versus structured): we 
expected the structured activities to elicit higher values for the various academic register 
features. The Helmert contrasts allow us to compare the mealtime conversation (level 1) to 
the three structured tasks (levels 2, 3 and 4) summed together.
 In the second ANOVA we will study differences within the category of structured 
tasks6. In this analysis only the three structured tasks (picture task, marble slide and book 
reading) will be entered. If a main task effect is found within the category of structured 
tasks, we will study the simple contrasts between these three tasks (where all ‘levels’ or tasks 
are compared to each other) in order to investigate what differences are reflected in the main 
task effect. Thus, in this case, the simple contrasts will be used as post hoc analyses, because 
we cannot formulate hypotheses in advance on differences between the structured tasks. 
Effect sizes will be reported as partial η2 , denoted as η2

p. 

Setting effects
The setting effect that is the focus of research question 1b will be studied by comparing the 
data of parents and teachers to each other, by means of t-tests for independent samples. 
In many cases multiple comparisons need be made. In these cases, we applied Holm’s 

6 This procedure was not followed for the parent data in chapter 3. The reason for this discrepancy is that this 
chapter was published earlier in Henrichs & Schoonen (2009), where no comparison within the structured 
tasks had been made. For this dissertation the chapter has been elaborated with regard to the child data but 
the analysis was left in its original form for the parent data.



Chapter 2 - Design and method of the study | 43

correction to ensure that the chance for a type I error did not exceed the .05 level. Holm’s 
correction is very similar to Bonferroni correction, but somewhat less conservative. When 
applying Holm’s procedure, first the p-values of the relevant test outcomes are ranked from 
the smallest to the largest. The smallest outcome p-value needs to be smaller or equal to 
α/k (where α =.05 and k is the number of tests). The second smallest p-value is compared to 
α/(k-1). This sequence is followed until a corrected p-value becomes larger than .05. Thus, 
when four comparisons are made, testing at the .05 level, in order to be able to speak of a 
significant difference, the smallest initial p-value needs to be smaller then .0125, likewise the 
second smallest p-level needs to be smaller than .017, the next α needs to be smaller or equal 
to .025 and the final α needs to be smaller or equal to .05 (Holm, 1979).
 Cohen’s d is reported as the measure of effect size for t-tests with independent 
samples. D was calculated based on the means and on the pooled standard deviations of 
both groups. Cohen (1992) defines effect sizes of .20 to be small, .50 medium and .80 large. 

Time effects
The focus of research questions 2 and 3 is on development. ANOVAs with repeated measures 
with ‘time’ as the within-subject factor will be conducted. Effect sizes are reported by means 
of partial η2, quoted as η2

p.

Relationships
Relationships between input and output, the focus of research question 4, will be studied 
by means of correlational analyses. When we tested Pearson correlations for statistical 
significance, we did not correct for multiple comparisons. This is because the correlation 
analyses were primarily run to explore possible relationships between the linguistic 
variables. Due to the fact that the number of participants in this study is limited, a lack of 
power is a structural problem in correlation analyses. Therefore, correlations of .30 or larger 
(i.e. medium effect size), are taken as an indication of meaningful relations.
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3 The lexical level of academic language1

As was discussed in Chapter 1, section 1.5, academic language can be described as the 
register that is required in a setting in which no shared situational knowledge or immediate 
context is available. Therefore, in such a setting the language used needs to be explicit 
(‘academic’). Being explicit can have different implications in different settings. An 
educational setting is a setting where no shared situational context can be presumed. As 
a consequence, deictic or other pronominal cues do not provide the listener with enough 
information to understand the content of the discourse. In such settings, topics need to be 
precisely qualified and quantified by means of lexical cues to enhance clarity. In contrast, in 
an informal conversational setting, being explicit often does not necessarily require lexical 
labeling to refer to objects or events. It is often possible to rely on deictic or pronominal cues 
without reducing clarity and without the risk of being inspecific about what is meant.
 The need to be precise during spoken interaction in educational settings has 
implications at a lexical level. It is expected that, when using the academic register, lexical 
words will be used to refer to entities or situations rather than deictic words or cues. 
Moreover, it is expected that within the academic register a larger variety of words will be 
used as compared to informal conversation at home, and that word choice is broader than 
‘every day words’. In this chapter we will study this lexical level of academic language. We 
will study to what extent lexical features of the academic register are used by parents and 
children within the home language environment. The underlying assumption herein is that 
children who are more often exposed to lexical features of academic language within their 
home language environment will make the transition to the school language environment 
more easily than children for whom this register is relatively new. Next, we compare the use 
of these lexical features in parental input and teachers’ input, in order to see whether the 
register differences are distinct in the first two years of primary education already. In this 
chapter we study four lexical variables: the lexical density of conversations, the diversity of 
words, the specificity of references to space and time and finally the presence of infrequent 
words in parental input (the quality of words). We will discuss each of the lexical features in 
the following sections in more detail and in particular why they are regarded as typical for 
the academic register.

3.1 Lexical density

The lexical density of a text refers to the rate of words with a (mainly) lexical function as 
opposed to words with a (mainly) grammatical function. The measure is generally expressed 
as a percentage of the number of lexical words over all words in a text (Laufer & Nation, 
1995; O’Loughlin, 1995). According to O’Loughlin (1995) the term was introduced by Ure 
(1971) who suggested that lexical density is a valid measure of the degree of ‘literacy’ versus 
‘orality’ in a text, irrespective of the text being written or spoken. It is fair to expect that from 

1 Parts of this chapter were published in Henrichs & Schoonen (2009).
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the very first stages of schooling, a ‘literate’ conversational style is the expected mode in the 
classroom. This expectation is warranted by the fact that in informal interactional settings 
it is quite common to rely on a shared context by means of deictic or other pronominal cues, 
whereas in academic settings this is usually not the expected style. A speaker in an academic 
setting needs to provide the listener with enough information about the specific topic of 
the discourse, and therefore has to be explicit. In order to convey information in an explicit 
manner, lexical words are needed. Therefore, a high lexical density is used here as a feature 
of the academic register.
 Thus it is expected that in spoken interaction in educational settings, lexical words 
are used to refer to entities or to situations, where in informal interactions these might be 
referred to by (deictic) pronouns or other function words. Consider the following examples. 
Example 3.1 shows an utterance from our corpus, literally translated into English. The child 
comments on the researcher leaving the house while he and his mother are having lunch:

Example 3.1: Joshua (4;2) during the mealtime conversation, shared frame of reference

Ze gaat gewoon zo zonder jas aan!

She’s leaving  just like that without her coat!

If Joshua retells this event the next day in school, he would need to be more precise about 
what happened, where it happened, and to whom it happened. A (hypothetical) utterance 
like Example 3.2 would be more appropriate in such a setting:

Example 3.2: Hypothetical retelling of example 3.1, without shared frame of reference.

De mevrouw die gisteren thuis op bezoek was vertrok gewoon zonder jas aan.

The lady who visited our house yesterday just left without her coat.

According to the coding scheme used for this study, the lexical density of the Dutch sentence 
in Example 3.1 is .57: 4 lexical words (gaat, gewoon, zonder, jas / just, leaving, without, 
coat) divided by 7 words in total). In contrast, the lexical density of the Dutch sentence in 
Example 3.2 is .62: 8 lexical words (mevrouw, gisteren, thuis, bezoek, vertrok, gewoon, zonder, 
jas / woman, visited, house, yesterday, just, left, without, coat) divided by 13 words in total. 
Example 3.2 entails more (necessary) information than was needed in 3.1, because mother 
and child in example 3.1 share the same context and therefore the same frame of reference. 
Because the information exchange in Example 3.2 is not about the here-and-now, it is not 
possible to rely on shared context, and thus the context needs to be created linguistically.fv 
Consequently, Example 3.2 consists of more content words, in order to increrase the linguistic 
explicitness of the text. Thus, the number of content words as opposed to the total number 
of words is an indication of the amount of information that is packed into the sentence. The 
measure should be regarded only as an approximation of lexical density. As can be seen from 
the examples above, the differences can be small, as with increasing sentence length the 
numerator (lexical words) and the denominator (function words and lexical words added) 
change simultaneously. Longer sentences may even contain more function words because 
more clauses need to be chained. However, a priori it is expected that when conversations as 
a whole are taken into consideration, a formal setting will yield conversations with higher 
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information density, manifested in lexical density as compared to informal settings where 
interlocutors share the frame of reference. 

3.1.1 Operationalising lexical density
Lexical density is defined as the proportion of ‘content words’ (i.e. nouns, verbs, adjectives 
and adverbs that express lexical meaning) over all words used in a task, and was computed 
manually (cf. Laufer and Nation, 1995; O’Loughlin, 1995). The MOR analysis that was 
described in Chapter 2 (see section 2.5.3) provides for lexical categories. Verbs, nouns, 
adverbs and adjectives could thus be distinguished and constituted the numerator of the 
measure for lexical density. In the case of adverbs, only adverbs that express lexical meaning 
and thus belong to the category of open-class words were coded as content words. It should 
be acknowledged that the lexical meaning of a particular adverb or verb (e.g. auxiliaries) 
should be regarded as a sliding scale. The MOR analysis provides for the opportunity to 
manually disambiguate ambiguous words, e.g. words that could belong to different classes 
of words. Thus, words that could be regarded as content words in one linguistic context but 
that belong to the category of function words in another linguistic context, could be coded 
accordingly. The decision to either code the adverb as a content word or a function word was 
always based on the lexical meaning argument. The Dutch word ‘even’ in examples 3.3, 3.4 
and 3.5 illustrates such a decision. This word ‘even’ can mean ‘a short while’ as in example 
3.3 and therefore function as an adverb. However, ‘even’ can also be used as a particle, and is 
then best translated as the English word ‘just’ as is illustrated in example 3.4 and 3.5. 

Example 3.3

Lotte gaat even naar buiten.

Lotte is going outside for a while. (adverb)

Example 3.4

Even voorzichtig zijn nu.

Just be careful now.  (particle)

Example 3.5

Wat ik even van jullie wil weten is het volgende.

What I would just like to know is the following. (particle)

Thus, only in case of example 3.3 would ‘even’ be coded as a content word. Proper nouns 
were considered content words, because in contrast with pronouns, they explicitly refer to 
persons in a non-deictic or non-anaphorical way. The total number of words (tokens) in the 
transcript constituted the denominator. 

3.1.2 Lexical density at home
Lexical density of parental input was measured in all four tasks that were administered 
at home (picture description, marble slide, book reading and mealtime conversation, 
see chapter 2). Within the four tasks, we can distinguish three (semi-) structured tasks 
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(picture description, marble slide construction and book reading) and one spontaneous 
‘task’ (mealtime conversation). It is likely that the use of academic language features is 
comparable over the three structured tasks, whereas the manifestation of these features is 
likely to be different in the (informal) spontaneous task. Accordingly, in studying lexical 
density we distinguished between the structured tasks and the spontaneous speech during 
the mealtime conversation. In order to do so, the values for lexical density in the three 
structured tasks were summed. The reliability of the summed scores (Cronbach’s alpha) 
for the parental lexical density measures were .51, .50, .36 and .57 for the four measurement 
points respectively. Especially for T3, alpha was low (α=.36). These relatively low alpha 
coefficients are not uncommon for this type of data, and can be explained by the small 
number of items in the scale (N=3: picture task, book reading and marble slide). For reasons 
of consistency and clarity we decided to construct scales for the three structured tasks at 
each measurement point, for the lexical density of parental language input.
 More than parents, children showed considerably different lexical density values 
across tasks, even within the category of structured tasks. The values for Cronbach’s alpha 
for the structured tasks summed as a scale were too low to allow us to construct scales for the 
structured tasks. Therefore, for the children’s tasks, we studied the values of lexical density 
for each task separately.
 We conducted ANOVAs with repeated measures, with ‘task’ as the within subjects 
factor to test for task effects. For the parent data, we therefore compared two means: lexical 
density of the structured tasks versus lexical density of the spontaneous task (mealtime 
conversation). For children, we compared the spontaneous setting (mealtime conversation) 
to the structured settings (picture task, marble slide construction and book reading) by 
means of a planned comparison procedure using ANOVA with repeated measures and 
Helmert contrasts (see section 2.8 for the detailed analysis plan) (cf. Kerlinger, 1973). 
Secondly, we tested whether a significant task effect was observarble within the category of 
structured tasks by only entering the three structured tasks into an additional ANOVA with 
repeated measures, with ‘task’ as the within factor.
 Means and standard deviations for lexical density are presented in Table 3.1. 
Remember that for parents the figures represent the mean of the three lexical diversity values 
of the structured tasks and the single lexical density score for the mealtime conversation. 
For children the four individual lexical density values are reported for each interaction task 
separately. In Table 3.1, too, the test statistics relevant for comparing the spontaneous setting 
to the structured tasks are displayed (i.e. ANOVA for the parent data and Helmert contrasts 
for the child data).
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Table 3.1: Means (and standard deviation) of lexical density values for parents and children 
during structured tasks and mealtime conversation, including task-effect test statistics (N=25)

Lexical density T1 T2a T3 T4
Parents

Structured tasks .43 (.02) .44 (.02) .42 (.02) .42 (.03)
Mealtime conversation .46 (.04) .44 (.05) .44 (.05) .43 (.03)

Spontaneous vs. structured F(1,24)=26.17* F(1,22)=0.18 F(1,24)=5.09* F(1,23)=1.48
Children

Picture task .45 (.09) .41 (.06) .41 (.07) .42 (.05)
Marble slide construction .40 (.08) .40 (.08) .37 (.08) .42 (.08)
Book reading .41 (.13) .45 (.09) .38 (.11) .46 (.04)

Contrast within structured tasks F(2,21)=3.32*

Mealtime conversation .41 (.05) .43 (.05) .42 (.06) .42 (.05)
Spontaneous vs. structured F(1,24)=0.03 F(1,21)=0.58 F(1,23)=5.07* F(1,23)=2.03
*p<.05
Note. aN=23, see section 2.7 and Appendix 2

The ANOVAs indicated that, for parents, there were significant task effects (only at T1 and 
T3, see Table 3.1). The effect sizes were ηp

2=.522 (T1) and ηp
2=.181 (T3). Thus, at T1 and at 

T3, parents produced significantly more content words relative to function words during 
the mealtime conversation compared to the structured tasks. The effect sizes indicated that 
especially at T1 this difference was considerable.
 The results of the planned comparison for the child data indicated that only at T3 was 
children’s lexical density significantly higher during the mealtime conversation compared 
to the three structured tasks. To check whether differences existed within the category 
of structured tasks, we entered only the three structured tasks in an additional repeated 
measures ANOVA, with ‘task’ as the within subjects variable. Results of this second ANOVA 
showed that only at T2 there was a significant task effect within the category of structured 
tasks, ηp

2=.136. This effect of task reflected children’s considerably low lexical density during 
the marble slide as compared to the book reading (F(1,21)=4.38, p<.05, ηp

2=.172). At T1, T3 
and T4, the main task effect was not significant (1.74 < F < 2.52).
 In conclusion, parents produced more lexically dense discourse during the mealtime 
conversation in comparison with the structured tasks at T1 and T3. For children, we found 
that the mealtime conversation only yielded higher lexical density values at T3. In addition, 
we found that children produced significantly less dense language during the marble slide 
construction at T2.

3.1.3 Lexical density at school
Lexical density was studied during two school activities: book reading and circle time. The 
choice for these two activities was made because of their comparability with the home data. 
Book reading was recorded in both the home setting and the school setting, thus providing 
an interesting comparison. A school setting that approximates the spontaneous setting of 
mealtime conversation is circle time. In Dutch first and second grade classrooms, circle time 
is a common activity with which to begin the day. Typically, the teacher will talk to the 
children about what the name of that particular day is, and then proceed to ask children to 
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tell something to the class, typically about the weekend or the day before. As was mentioned 
in the method section (Chapter 2, section 2.4.2), we encouraged the teacher to involve the 
target child in the circle time conversation as actively as possible. However, in many circle 
time observations teachers did not involve the children as much as we had anticipated. The 
number of turns that the children received (or accepted) during circle time ranged from 
0 to 27, with a mean of 8.15 turns per child (standard deviation 9.03). In the case of the 
book reading session, the mean number of turns per child was even lower, but the variation 
was less than in the circle time. During classroom book reading, children’s turns varied 
from 2 to 24, with a mean of 7.18 (standard deviation 5.38). Due to the fact that children’s 
contributions to the conversations in both activities were relatively small in number and 
varied widely, we decided to focus on lexical density of teacher input exclusively. In Table 3.2 
the means and standard deviations for lexical density as shown by teachers are presented. 
We had transcripts of both circle time and book reading available only for the data at T4 (see 
section 2.7), allowing for comparison. We compared teachers’ lexical density across the two 
activities by means of ANOVA with repeated measures. As the table suggests, the analysis 
showed that during circle time and during book reading, teachers produced talk that was of 
similar lexical density (F(1,15)=1.59, p=.23).

Table 3.2: Means (and standard deviations) of lexical density teacher (school)

Lexical density teacher T3 T4
Circle time - .49 (.03)a

Book reading .37 (.02)b .51 (.05)c

Note. aN=17, bN=25, cN=19

3.1.4 Lexical density in two settings: home and school compared
In Table 3.3 the descriptive statistics for lexical density are displayed again for both parents 
and teachers for comparison between the two settings. T-tests for independent samples (with 
Holm’s correction for multiple comparisons) showed that all differences were statistically 
significant at the .05 level. Thus, at T3 parents showed higher lexical density than teachers 
did, but during the same activity at T4 teachers showed higher lexical density. In the two 
spontaneous activities measured at T4 only (mealtime at home and circle time at school), 
teachers showed higher lexical density. On the basis of these data we cannot conclude that 
teachers show higher lexical density in all situations, as had been expected. In 3.1.5.3 we 
discuss how the choice of material seems to have affected the degree of lexical density that 
is shown by adults at T3.
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Table 3.3: Means (and standard deviations) of lexical density of parents and teachers and t-test 
statistics

Lexical density Setting t df d
Home School

Book reading T3 .42 (.03)a .37 (.02)b 6.44* 42 1.96
Book reading T4 .43 (.03)a .51 (.05)b 6.80* 42 1.94
Mealtime conversation / circle time T4 .43 (.03)c .49 (.03)d 7.14* 39 2.0
*p<.05
Note. aN=25, bN=19, cN=24, dN=17. See section 2.7. and Appendix 2

3.1.5  A longitudinal perspective on lexical density
In the following three sections, the observed changes over time regarding lexical density 
will be discussed for parents, children and teachers. To study the statistical significance of 
the change over time, ANOVA analyses with repeated measures were conducted. When the 
main analysis revealed a significant effect of time, we examined whether scores at all time 
points differed from each other, or whether not all differences were significant by looking at 
the individual contrasts. 

3.1.5.1 Parents’ lexical density in a longitudinal perspective
In Table 3.1 the values for lexical density were given. These values are plotted in Figure 3.1 
below.
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Figure 3.1: Lexical density parents over time

Looking at Figure 3.1, we see that lexical density of the parents during the structured tasks 
changes over time. ANOVA with repeated measures confirms that this change is significant, 
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revealing a main effect of time for lexical density of the input (F(2.06�, 22) = 4.54, p = .02, 
hp

2 = .171). The contrasts revealed that this significant effect of time was due to a significant 
increase in lexical density from T1 to T2, and a significant decrease in lexical density from 
T2 to T3. In mealtime conversations (the continuous line with squares), there appears to 
be a change in lexical density of parental input (Figure 3.1). However, ANOVA showed that 
this change is non-significant (F(3, 20�) = 0.83, p = .49). Thus, lexical density during the 
structured tasks changes (both increase and decrease), but parents’ lexical density during 
the mealtime conversation shows no significant change over time.

3.1.5.2 Children’s lexical density in a longitudinal perspective
Children’s lexical density over time is displayed in Figure 3.2. As was stated above, for some 
measurement points, lexical density was not comparable enough over tasks to be compiled 
into one score. Thus, the change over time in children’s lexical density scores was studied for 
each task independently. Even though the pattern in Figure 3.2 suggests considerable change 
over time regarding children’s lexical density, the only significant change over time was 
found for the book reading task. For book reading, both the decrease from T2 to T3 and the 
subsequent increase from T3 to T4 were significant. The main effect of time for book reading 
was F(3,21)=3.43, p<.05, ηp

2=.140. The contrast further showed that for the decrease between 
T2 and T3 statistics were F(1,21)=5.88, p<.05, ηp

2=.219 and for the subsequent increase from 
T3 to T4 statistics were F(1,21)=10.04, p<.01, hp

2= .323. For the other tasks, no significant 
effect of time could be established.
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Figure 3.2: Lexical density children over time

3.1.5.3 Teachers’ lexical density in a longitudinal perspective
The two measurement points at school can be considered both dependent and independent. 
They are dependent because the same children are involved and because children might play 
an active role in eliciting particular language input rather than simply being exposed to it. On 
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the other hand the two school measurement point can be considered independent because 
in many cases there was a new teacher at the second school visit (the fourth measurement 
point). Nonetheless, we were interested in the lexical density of the teacher input that the 
children received over time. If we take the children’s perspective and therefore regard the 
two observations as dependent, we can employ ANOVA with repeated measures. Teachers’ 
mean value for lexical density during book reading at T3 was .37 (.02) and at T4 .51 (.05) (see 
Table 3.2). Teachers showed considerably lower lexical density during book reading at T3 as 
compared to T4. Results of ANOVA indicate that the difference in lexical density between 
T3 and T4 is significant, and that the effect of time is very strong (F(1,14)=88.95, p<.01, 
ηp

2=.864).
 A qualitative evaluation of the book reading data at T3 and T4 suggests that the book 
choice at T3 may have influenced teachers’ lexical density score. The book that was used at T3 
contained no text, a fact that some teachers found confusing. Investigation of the transcripts 
of the book reading sessions at T3 suggests that because of the lack of text, teachers focused 
on letting the children tell the story instead of providing their own interpretation of the 
story. In doing so, they asked many wh-questions that served to describe the pictures, and 
often let children complete their own sentences. In contrast, in the transcripts of T4, the 
extra textual utterances (utterances produced by the teachers themselves, not the verbatim 
book text) often involved questions about the plot of the story and the reasons characters in 
the story had for their actions. Excerpt 3.1 and Excerpt 3.2 show two conversations that we 
consider typical for the corpus at T3 and T4 respectively.

Excerpt 3.1: Book reading session in Barry’s class at T3 (4;2).

Teacher: Kijk, Sonia Look, Sonia
Teacher: Kijk, hij kijkt ook in de ..? Look, he’s looking in the ..?
Child: Spiegel. Mirror.
Teacher: Ja, en wat doet hij hier nou? Yes, and what is he doing here?
Teacher: Jeffrey, wat doet hij hier? Jeffrey, what is he doing here?
Child: Ehm.. gaat een streepje zetten. Ehm.. going to draw a line.
Teacher: Gaat hij een streepje zetten? He’s going to draw a line?
Teacher: Ik denk dat hij gaat meten hoe dik z’n 

wol is, hè?
I think he’s goin to measure how thick 
his wool is, right?

Teacher: Kijk, Barry. Look, Barry.
Teacher: Hij is aan het kijken hoe dik z’n wol is. He’s looking how thick his wool is.
Teacher: Hé wat gaat hij nou doen? And what’s he going to do next?
Child: Naar de winkel. To the store.
Teacher: Naar de winkel. To the store.
Teacher: En wat zien we in die winkel? And what do we see in that store?
Child: Flesjes. Bottles!
Teacher: Ja, allemaal flesjes, met allemaal 

verschillende ..?
Yes, lots of bottles, with all kinds of 
different ..?

Children: 
(together)

Kleuren. Colours. 
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Excerpt 3.2: Book reading session in Bob’s class at T4 (5;10).

Teacher: Wat denk jij, was Slak dapper, toen hij 
uit zijn huisje kroop?

What do you think, was Snail brave 
when he crawled out of his house?

Child: Ja want hij was bang. Yes because he was scared.
Teacher: Ja, want voor slakken is dat heel 

moeilijk.
Yes, because for snails that is very hard 
to do.

Teacher: Was Muis dapper toen hij (‘ploem’)* in 
het water zwom heen en terug?

Was Mouse brave when he splashed into 
the water and swam back and forth?

Teacher: En helemaal boven water kwam? And came all the way above the water?
Child: Ja! Yes!
Teacher: Dat is dapper van Muis. That was very brave of Mouse.
Teacher: En was kikker dapper toen hij de 

waterlelie helemaal opat?
And was Frog brave when he ate the 
whole water lily?

Child: Ja want hij lust dat niet. Yes, because he doesn’t like it!
Teacher: Maar is het voor een kikker moeilijk om 

helemaal heen en weer te zwemmen?
But is it hard for a frog to swim all 
around in the water?

Child: Nee, makkie! No, easy!
Teacher: Makkie, is gewoon makkie. Easy, is just easy.
*Onomatopeia

It seems that the book used at T4 triggers the use of more (different) content words in the 
conversation that follows from the book reading, thus underlining the importance of setting 
and of materials. The similar lexical density values we found in the two school activities at 
T4 (see section 3.1.3) suggest that it was lexical density at T3 that was deviant.

3.2 Lexical diversity

In formal (educational) settings speakers are expected to use a topic-specific and technical 
vocabulary, and to be explicit and clear about the message they want to convey. In addition, 
in such settings, speakers tend to add information to the initial topic by using different 
words for the same object or event (Spycher, 2007). The degree to which new words are 
introduced and used in a text shows in the lexical diversity of the particular text. Lexical 
diversity can therefore be regarded as a measure for rich or varied language use. It is 
expected that language used in educational environments shows a higher degree of diversity 
than language used in informal interactional settings because educational settings require 
as much information as possible to be conveyed.

3.2.1 Operationalising lexical diversity
In the current study, lexical diversity is indicated by the index D. D is based on mathematically 
modeling word probabilities and is less sensitive to text length than the type-token ratio 
and measures derived from it (Malvern & Richards, 2002; Malvern, Richards, Chipere, 
& Durán, 2004; McCarthy & Jarvis, 2007; see also Van Hout & Vermeer, 2007 for an 
alternative view). D is produced by the computer program vocd, available within the CLAN 
programs (MacWhinney, 2000). Vocd uses a random token sampling method, which avoids 
the problem of obtaining a measure based on the clustering of the same vocabulary items 
at particular points in the transcript. It calculates the mean type-token ratio (TTR) from 
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100 random samples for 16 different sample sizes; the first set of 100 samples consists of 35 
tokens, the second set of 100 samples consists of 36 tokens, until the last set of 100 samples 
which consists of 50 tokens. Accordingly, 16 mean TTR scores are computed. The program 
subsequently applies a curve-fitting procedure to find the best fit between the observed data 
of the 16 TTRs, and a theoretical curve relating TTR and sample size (Malvern et al., 2004). 
D is related to the decrease of TTR with increasing sample size.
 For the computation of D, we need a minimum of 50 tokens. This is never a problem 
for the adult data, but the children did not always produce 50 tokens during the interaction 
tasks. Therefore, for the lexical diversity measure we had considerably more missing data. 
For this reason, in the descriptive statistics table (Table 3.4) the number of children on which 
the lexical diversity value is based is explicitly reported.

3.2.2 Lexical diversity at home
Identical to the procedure regarding the measure for lexical density, lexical diversity for 
parents was compiled for the structured tasks. Lexical diversity was subsequently studied 
for the structured tasks and for the mealtime conversation. Scale reliabilities for parental 
lexical diversity were .61<α<.68 which means that at each measurement point, parents 
showed sufficiently comparable lexical diversities across the structured tasks to be eligible 
for summation into one score (‘lexical diversity structured’). As with the lexical density 
data, for the child data lexical diversity was studied for each task separately, because there 
was too much variation in children’s lexical diversity to construct one scale for the three 
structured tasks. The descriptive statistics for lexical diversity of parents and children are 
displayed in Table 3.4.
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Table 3.4: Means (and standard deviations) of lexical diversity of parents and children during 
interaction tasks

Lexical diversity T1 T2 T3 T4
Parents

Structured tasks 51.22 (7.36)a 51.78 (7.11)b 52.90 (6.54)c 50.19 (7.41)c

Mealtime 
conversation

68.71 (11.68)c 69.68 (8.76)b 70.18 (13.06)a 69.08 (7.77)a

Spontaneous vs. 
structured

F(1,23)=61.79* F(1,21)=89.61* F(1,23)=68.41* F(1,23)=107.18*

Children
Picture task 39.87 (14.62) 36.64 (12.83) 45.21 (18.65) 39.31 (12.37)

N=23 N=23 N=24 N=25
Marble slide 23.72 (12.64) 26.32 (9.95) 30.58 (13.54) 29.06 (10.81)

N=17 N=18 N=22 N=20
Book reading 39.64 (9.94) 32.68 (14.00) 38.99 (12.82) 43.23 (12.99)

N=18 N=16 N=18 N=25
Mealtime 
conversation

39.05 (13.14) 51.29 (9.94) 51.45 (12.14) 61.64 (13.17)
N=24 N=23 N=24 N=24

Spontaneous  vs. 
structured

F(1,13)=0.67 F(1,12)=24.29* F(1,15)=47.34* F(1,19)=51.35*

*p<.05
Note. aN=24 , bN=23, cN=25. Because the software for vocd requires a minimum 50 tokens, the number of 
lexical diversity scores for children was highly variable. For children who produced less then 50 tokens, D 
could not be computed.

Regarding the adult data, Table 3.4 suggests that parents use more lexically diverse language 
during the mealtime conversation than during the structured tasks at all four measurement 
points. The differences have been tested statistically, using ANOVA with repeated measures, 
and test statistics are presented in Table 3.4. The task effects were large at each measurement 
point: effect sizes were ηp

2=.729, ηp
2=.809, ηp

2=.748 and ηp
2=.823 for the four measurement 

points respectively. Thus, we can conclude that parents produce more lexically diverse 
language during the mealtime conversation compared to the three structured tasks.
 We see a comparable pattern regarding the child data in Table 3.4. The results of 
the planned comparison showed that with the exception of T1, for children higher lexical 
diversity scores were also found for the mealtime conversations in comparison with the 
structured tasks. Despite the very low number of cases entered in the analyses (see note in 
Table 3.4) the differences between the mealtime conversation and the structured tasks pooled 
together (i.e. the contrast between level 1 vs. level 2, 3 and 4, see section 2.8) were significant 
for T2, T3 and T4. Effect sizes were large: hp

2=.669 (T2) hp
2=.759 (T3) and hp

2=.730 (T4). 
 Furthermore, for the child data we studied whether lexical diversity values differed 
significantly across the structured tasks. Looking at the descriptive statistics in Table 3.4, we 
can see that for children, within the category of structured tasks, differences also seem to 
exist. To test whether this was the case we conducted an additional ANOVA, this time with 
three levels, only entering the three structured tasks. The results of the ANOVA revealed 
significant main effects for T1, F(2,13)=11.00, p<.01, hp

2=.458; For T2, F(2,12)=5.63, p<.01, 
hp

2=.319 and for T4, F(2,19)=7.86, p<.01, hp
2=.293. Examination of the simple contrasts 

indicated that for each measurement point, children produced the lower rates of lexical 
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diversity during the marble slide construction compared to the picture task and the book 
reading task. These test statistics of the simple contrasts are presented in Table 3.5.

Table 3.5: Test statistics of simple contrasts within repeated Measures ANOVA (task is within 
subject factor)

F (df1, df2) hp
2

T1 Picture task > marble slide 28.48* (1,13) .686
Book reading > marble slide 14.77* (1,13) .532

T2 Picture task > marble slide 7.29* (1,12) .378
Book reading > marble slide 8.82* (1,12) .424

T4 Picture task > marble slide 13.01* (1,19) .406
Book reading > marble slide 11.30* (1,19) .373

Because the structured tasks were designed to represent school-like settings, we expected 
lexical diversity to be higher during these tasks than in the mealtime conversation. As 
discussed, this hypothesis was not confirmed. The phenomenon of high lexical diversity 
in spontaneous settings has recently been described in other studies as well and can be 
explained by the variety of topics that occur in free conversation (cf. Van Hout & Vermeer, 
2007). During the structured tasks, the materials at hand control the topic of conversation to 
a certain extent, simply because the materials represent a given topic. Because the mealtime 
conversation typically consisted of a variety of topics that can change rapidly, the lexical 
diversity values increased quickly. It is possible to  analyse one of these single ‘topic episodes’ 
— thus making the conversation more similar to the structured tasks — to test whether the 
language used is more diverse than in the structured tasks. However, in our data, breaking 
up the discourse generally did not result in episodes that still met the 50 tokens requirement 
for vocd calculation. This had therefore to be abandoned.

3.2.3 Lexical diversity at school
Similar to the lexical density data, lexical diversity at school was studied for the book 
reading sessions (T3 and T4) and for the circle time conversation (T4). Results of ANOVA 
with task as the within subjects factor showed that for teacher data, too, the spontaneous 
activity (circle time) yielded higher lexical diversity scores than the structured activity (book 
reading) F(1,14)=15.98, p<.01, hp

2=.553. It should be noted that not all teachers executed both 
tasks (circle time and book reading). Thus, because some teachers had to be excluded from 
the ANOVA analysis for task comparison, the means are slightly different and are displayed 
separately in Table 3.6. The mean lexical diversity score of teachers was over 10 points higher 
during the circle time conversation than in the book reading session. Because circle time 
observations are missing at the first school measurement point (T3), such a comparison 
could not be made for T3. 
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Table 3.6: Means (and standard deviations) of lexical diversity values for teachers during book 
reading and circle time

Lexical diversity teachers T3 T4 Means (T4) entered in ANOVA
Book reading 61.50 (8.91)a 59.56 (11.04)b 61.55 (12.15)c

Circle time - 72.95 (9.79)a 73.61 (10.00)c

Note. aN=17, bN=19, cN=15

An explanation for this higher lexical diversity value during the spontaneous setting is likely 
to be the same as for the home setting (see section 3.2.1.1). Qualitative analysis of circle time 
conversations and book reading suggests that during circle time, more topics are talked 
about, resulting in the higher level of lexical diversity. In the book reading session the topic 
is more or less restrained by the topic of the book. The circle time conversation provides for 
many opportunities for children to initiate their own narrative. Because the teachers usually 
respond to each of these stories by asking further questions, the range of topics that are 
brought up is wide. This is illustrated in Excerpt 3.3 of a circle time conversation.

Excerpt 3.3: Circle time in Sarah’s classroom (5;10)

Teacher: Hé, op de deur hing een briefje 
‘schoenendozen gevraagd’ en ik heb er 
al drie gekregen

Hey, there was a note on the door that 
said ‘shoe boxes wanted’ and I already 
have received three.

Teacher: Twee gewone en een hele rare 
schoenendoos. 

Two normal ones, and a really weird one. 

Teacher: wie heeft er nou zo’n maat? Who has a shoe size like this?
Teacher: Even kijken hoor, want dit is van… Let’s see, because this is from…
Sarah: Mijn pappa! My dad!
Teacher: Even kijken hoor, heeft die zulke grote 

voeten?
Let me see, does he have feet that big?

Sarah: Ehm… Ehm…
Teacher: Maar het zijn ook hele smalle voeten. But these are also very narrow feet.
Teacher: Want een andere schoenendoos, die is 

vaak zo breed (indicates ± 10 inches 
with hands).

Because any other shoe box is usually 
this wide (indicates ± 10 inches with 
hands).

Teacher: Maar deze is heel smal hè? But this one is very narrow, yes?
Sarah: Een beetje dun. A bit thin.
Teacher: Een beetje dun. A bit thin.
Teacher: Fijn dat je hem meegenomen hebt. I am glad you brought it with you.
Teacher: En Jane heeft ook nog iets bij zich hè? Jane also brought something, didn’t you?
Teacher: Kun je nog een keer vertellen wat dat 

ook alweer was?
Can you tell us one more time what that 
is?

Jane: Handschoentjes van mijn moeder. Gloves from my mom.
Teacher: Ja van de dokter, hè? From the doctor, right?
Jane: Ja. Yes.
Teacher: En waarom had de dokter dat ook 

alweer, van die handschoentjes?
And why again did the doctor have those 
again, those gloves?

Teacher: Wie kan dat nog eens mooi vertellen, 
kan jij dat vertellen Jane?

Who could tell us nicely, could you tell 
us, Jane?

Jane: Omdat die dan (...) wordt die niet ziek 
zelf.

Because the he (…) then he won’t get 
sick himself.
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This excerpt illustrates how the teacher moves between various topics within this one 
setting, where all children are supposed to talk about the objects they brought to school 
with them within the framework of that week’s ‘project’. Such short episodes on a variety of 
topics obviously affect lexical diversity.

3.2.4 Lexical diversity in two settings: home and school compared
To test whether teachers showed higher values of lexical diversity than parents did, t-tests for 
independent groups were conducted. Comparing the figures in Table 3.7 shows the results 
of the t-tests, indicating that for book reading teachers showed higher lexical diversity than 
parents at both measurement points (T3 and T4). For the spontaneous setting (mealtime 
at home and circle time at school) the difference in lexical diversity between parents and 
teachers was not significant.

Table 3.7: Comparison of lexical diversity values for teachers and parents during structured and 
spontaneous activity (N=25)

Setting df t d
Lexical diversity Home School

T3 Book reading 54.67 (7.55) 63.47 (8.71)a 40 3.49* 1.08
T4 Book reading 51.87 (8.45) 60.34 (11.39) b 41 2.80* .085
T4 Mealtime conversation / circle time 69.08 (7.77)c 72.95 (9.79)a 39 1.41

Note. aN=17, bN=18, cN=24
*p<.05

3.2.5 A longitudinal perspective on lexical diversity

3.2.5.1 Parents’ lexical diversity in a longitudinal perspective
In Figure 3.3 the lexical diversity data for parents are presented graphically, for both the 
summed structured task score and the spontaneous mealtime conversation. As the nearly 
horizontal lines lead us to expect, lexical diversity of parental input during the structured 
tasks and mealtime conversations does not increase over time. An ANOVA with repeated 
measures (with ‘time’ as the within subject factor) confirms this observation for the 
structured tasks. The minor increase in lexical diversity from T1 to T3 and the drop at T4 
are not sufficient to produce a significant main effect (F(3, 21) = 2.13, p = .11). It can thus be 
concluded that lexical diversity of the parental input during structured tasks is quite stable 
over time. The same result was found for the lexical diversity values parents showed during 
the subsequent mealtimes: no effect of time was found (F(3,20)=.43, p=.73).
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Figure 3.3: Lexical diversity parents over time

3.2.5.2 Children’s lexical diversity in a longitudinal perspective
For children, a different picture emerges regarding the change in lexical diversity over 
time (see Figure 3.4). Results of the ANOVA show that the changes in lexical diversity are 
statistically significant only for the mealtime conversation, F(3,19)=20.17, p<.01, hp

2=.515. As 
Figure 3.4 suggests, this significant effect of time is due to the increase from T1 to T2 and the 
increase in lexical diversity from T3 to T4. 
 In the structured tasks there are changes over time, but these are not statistically 
significant. However, this is this is a possible artefact of the large number of missing values 
that result when all cases with one missing value are deleted within the repeated measures 
analyses (11<N<21).
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Figure 3.4: Lexical diversity children over time
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3.2.5.3 Teachers’ lexical diversity in a longitudinal perspective
As was discussed in section 3.1.5.3, analyzing the longitudinal perspective of teacher input is 
ambiguous because often, new teachers were involved in the observations at T4, but the same 
target children were receiving the input. Similar to the lexical density analysis, we take the 
perspective of the child and regard the two observations as dependent. Table 3.7 showed that 
the teachers’ mean lexical diversity at T3 was 62.50 (8.91) and 59.56 (11.04) at T4. ANOVA 
with repeated measures showed that this difference in lexical diversity was not significant 
(F(1,16)=3.09, p=.10).

3.3 Co-construction of lexical density and lexical diversity

In this section the relationships between parents’ lexical density and diversity on the one 
hand and children’s lexical density and diversity on the other will be discussed. First the 
relationship between parents’ and children’s values for these variables during the interaction 
tasks will be examined (section 3.3.1.). Next, we will discuss whether or not a relationship 
exists between parents’ lexical density and lexical diversity during the interaction tasks and 
children’s scores on the academic language production task (as discussed in section 2.4.3) in 
section 3.3.2. Finally, we will relate parents’ lexical density and lexical diversity to children’s 
receptive vocabulary as an important lexical outcome measure.

3.3.1 Co-construction of lexical density and diversity in interaction tasks
In our study, the term co-construction refers to the relationship between parents’ use of an 
academic register feature and children’s use of this particular feature. For example, does 
a mother who is highly lexically diverse in her language input foster lexical diversity in 
her child’s talk? Or does children’s lexical diversity cause parents to be lexically diverse, 
or perhaps to be less lexically diverse? The first analysis conducted in order to find an 
answer to such questions is correlational analysis. Correlational analysis does not allow any 
conclusions about the direction of the relationship, but only shows whether a relationship 
between the two variables can be found. 
 We conducted correlation analyses in order to see whether a relationship could be 
found between lexical density of the input and lexical density of the children’s language 
during the interaction tasks, and between lexical diversity of the input and lexical diversity 
of the output. These correlation analyses were run separately for each task. The correlation 
analyses we ran for lexical density yielded only significant results for the mealtime 
conversation, at measurement points T1, T2 and T3 (see Table 3.8 below). Thus, parents 
who showed higher lexical density during mealtime had children who showed higher lexical 
density during this same conversation. The correlation coefficients indicated a modest 
relationship between lexical density of the input and lexical density of the output at T1, T2 
and T3 (.41 < r < .57). In terms of Cohen (1992), a correlation coefficient of .50 is referred 
to as a large effect. However, the amount of explained variance (r2) is 25 %, leaving 75 % to 
be explained. For T1, T2 and T3, results were significant (p<.05), however for T4, p was .052 
and was thus, strictly speaking, not significant. For the structured tasks, no relationships 
between input and output were found. Correlations ranged from -.25 < r <.17, and none of 
these were significant. 
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Table 3.8: Correlations between lexical density values during mealtime conversation , N=25

Children

Parents T1 T2 T3 T4
T1 .57*
T2 .52* a

T3 .41*
T4 .40
*p<.05
Note. aN=23, see section 2.7 and Appendix 2

In lexical diversity only one significant relationship was found. Parents’ and children’s 
lexical diversity were positively associated during the picture task at T4, r=.47, p<.05. The 
other correlation analyses for lexical diversity of input and output yielded correlation 
coefficients between -.37 and .40, none of them statistically significant. Given the fact that in 
the correlational analyses we did not adjust for multiple comparisons (see section 2.8) this 
one significant correlation may be due to chance and should therefore be interpreted with 
caution.

3.3.2 Parents’ lexical density and diversity and children’s academic language 
production

In Table 3.9 children’s scores on the impersonal narrative production task are presented. As 
was elaborated in section 2.4.3 these scores are principal component scores on an underlying 
factor labelled ‘academic language’ (Scheele et al., submitted for review). The scores in 
Table 3.9 are standardised scores of the ‘academic language’ composite (see section 2.4.3). 
Standardisation was based on the whole sample of children participating in the DASH study. 
The stories that children had to retell at T3 and T4 were the same. The stories at T1 were 
different (see section 2.4.3).

Table 3.9: Means (and standard deviations) of children’s scores on the impersonal narrative 
production task

Children’s score on academic language production tasks
M SD Range

T1 Narrate a story 0.02 0.58 -0.89 - 1.40 
Retell a story .14 0.64 -0.88 - 1.64 

T3 Retell story A -0.35 0.87 -2.06 - 1.13
Retell story B -0.25 0.71 -2.28 - 1.09

T4 Retell story A 0.66 0.67 -0.36 - 2.44
Retell story B 0.76 0.86 -1.44 - 2.55

In Table 3.11 the results of the correlation analysis between parents’ lexical density and 
diversity during the interaction tasks, and children’s score on the composite academic 
language measure are presented. It can be seen from the table that lexical density of parents’ 
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input is not related to children’s academic language score on the production task, but lexial 
diversity of parental input is. The relationships were significant for lexical diversity during 
the mealtime conversation at T1 and for lexical diversity during the structured interaction 
tasks at T4. It is noteworthy that at T1 relationships were only significant for the ‘retell task’. 
In the version of the task where children were to produce their own story based on a series 
of pictures, no relationship with parental lexical diversity during spontaneous speech was 
found. The latter finding suggests that children benefited from lexically diverse input from 
their parents, but that the prompt from the researcher was required to produce higher rates 
of academic language features. At T4, only the second story was significantly correlated to 
parental lexical diversity in the structured tasks. The correlation between parental lexical 
diversity during the structured tasks and children’s score on the first academic language 
production task (story A) was not statistically significant, most probably due to the small 
number of cases. The correlation coefficient of .31 (a medium effect size according to Cohen 
(1992)) suggests that a relationship might exist here also.

Table 3.10: Correlations between parents’ lexical density and lexical diversity during the 
interaction tasks and children’s scores on the academic language production tasks (see section 
2.4.3)

Children’s score on academic language production task
T1 T3 T4

Parents’ lexical density Narrate Retell Story A Story B Story A Story B
T1 Structured .35 .22
T1 Mealtime .27 -.06
T3 Structured .15 .00
T3 Mealtime .21a .08 a

T4 Structured .05 .00
T4 Mealtime .04a .03a

Parents’ lexical diversity T1 T3 T4
Narrate Retell Story A Story B Story A Story B

T1 Structured .24a .10a

T1 Mealtime .17 .48*
T3 Structured .14 .36
T3 Mealtime -.13a .05a

T4 Structured .31 .42*
T4 Mealtime .20 .33

*p<.05
Note. aN=24

3.3.3 Lexical density and lexical diversity as related to children’s receptive 
vocabulary

In addition to describing the lexical features of the input that children in our study 
receive, we wanted to relate these lexical input features to an external measure of language 
abilities. Therefore we studied children’s receptive vocabulary development and related this 
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development to two of the lexical academic language features: lexical density and lexical 
diversity.
 As was described in chapter 2 (section 2.4.3), receptive vocabulary was assessed 
four times, using the computerised version of the Diagnostic Test for Bilingual development 
(DTT) (Verhoeven et al., 1995). Figure 3.5 shows that the vocabulary test scores of the 
children grew considerably over the three years that they participated in the study. The 
growth is statistically significant for each subsequent measurement point. A strong main 
effect of time was found (F(3, 20) = 143.36, p < .001, hp

2 = .878). The contrasts showed that 
this effect was significant for each time interval, and strongest for the change between T3 
and T4 (F(3,20)=187, p < .001, hp

2 = .904). It should be noted that the time interval between 
T3 and T4 is considerably longer than between T1 and T2 and between T2 and T3.

Figure 3.5: Children’s vocabulary scores at the four measurement times

In Table 3.11, correlations for the vocabulary scores across time are displayed. They show 
that the scores on the vocabulary test at the subsequent measurement points are strongly 
and significantly correlated across time.

Table 3.11: Correlations across time for children’s receptive vocabulary test scores

Vocabulary T1 T2 T3 T4
T1 – .61* .72* .72*
T2 – .83* .65*
T3 – .87*
T4 –
*p < .05 level, two-tailed
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Next, we correlated lexical density and lexical diversity of the input to children’s vocabulary 
scores at each measurement point. No relationship was found between children’s vocabulary 
scores over time and the degree of lexical density in parental input. Correlations between 
parental lexical density during the structured tasks and children’s vocabulary scores at 
each measurement point ranged between -.20 and .34. These weak correlations were non-
significant without exception. Similar results were found for parental lexical density during 
the mealtime conversation. Correlations with children’s receptive vocabulary scores at the 
subsequent measurement points were weak and non-significant, r ranging from -.42 to .23. 
In contrast, a significant relationship between parental lexical diversity and the children’s 
vocabulary scores could be established. In Table 3.12 concurrent correlations (meaning 
the correlations between input and vocabulary at one measurement point) are displayed 
between lexical diversity of parental input during the structured tasks and children’s 
vocabulary scores (in bold print). In Table 3.13, these same concurrent correlations are 
shown for the mealtime conversation. To study whether the lexical diversity at one point 
in time was also related to vocabulary scores at a later point in time, partial correlations 
are displayed in Table 3.12 and Table 3.13. For example, in order to obtain a measure of the 
unique relationship between lexical diversity at T1 and child vocabulary score at T3, we 
controlled for the relationship between lexical diversity at T1 and vocabulary at T2. Since the 
subsequent vocabulary scores were strongly and significantly correlated over time (see Table 
3.12), controlling for these correlations was required when searching to predict vocabulary 
scores from the input measures. In order to be able to disentangle concurrent correlations 
and lagged effects of language input, we partialled out the correlation that already existed at 
a previous point in time.

Table 3.12: Concurrent correlations (diagonal) between child receptive vocabulary score and 
parents’ lexical diversity (Dinput) during structured tasks, and partial correlations (off-diagonal), 
20 ≤ N ≤ 25

Vocabulary D input during structured tasks
T1 T2 T3 T4

T1 .41
T2 .32  .68*
T3 .04 −.03  .47*
T4 .25  .25 −.05 .46*
*p < .05, two-tailed.
Note. Bold print indicates a concurrent correlation 
between lexical diversity of the input and child vocabulary 
scores. Partial correlations (controlling for preceding 
vocabulary score) are given in normal print.
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Table 3.13: Concurrent correlations (diagonal) between child receptive vocabulary score and 
parents lexical diversity (Dinput) during mealtime conversation, and partial correlations (off-
diagonal), 20 ≤ N ≤ 25

Vocabulary D input mealtime conversation

T1 T2 T3 T4
T1 .06
T2 .44* .48*
T3 −.08 .12 .35
T4 −.08 −.04 −.06 .37
*p< .05, two-tailed.
Note. Bold print indicates a concurrent correlation 
between lexical diversity of the input and child vocabulary 
scores. Partial correlations (controlling for preceding 
vocabulary score) are given in normal print.

Looking first at the concurrent correlations for the structured tasks (Table 3.12), we see 
that the relationship between lexical diversity of the input and child vocabulary scores is 
significant at the p < .05 level at T2, T3 and T4. The partial correlations show low to no 
relationships, which are non-significant without exception. It is noteworthy, however, that 
the partial correlations are particularly low for the relationship with vocabulary at T3 (r=.04 
and r=-.03) , which might be explained by the fact that the vocabulary assessment at T3 
occurred shortly after T2. Because the time interval between T2 and T3 is so short, a small 
amount of variance remains to be explained. It is therefore likely that no unique relationship 
exists between input at T1 and T2 and vocabulary at T3. The partial correlation between 
input at T3 and vocabulary at T4 is however also low, and the explanation offered above 
does not hold for these two measurement points. It should be concluded that no unique 
relationship exist between input at T3 and children’s vocabulary at T4.
 Table 3.13 shows the results of an identical correlational analysis (concurrent and 
partial) for lexical diversity of parental input during the spontaneous setting of mealtime, 
and child vocabulary knowledge. When comparing these figures to the results for the 
structured tasks, there is only a significant concurrent correlation between lexical diversity 
of the input and child vocabulary knowledge at T2. The concurrent correlations at T1, T3 
and T4 are not significant. In contrast to the results for the structured tasks, where we saw 
no significant partial correlations, the results for the mealtime conversation in Table 3.13 do 
show a significant partial correlation: the relationship between lexical diversity of the input 
at T1 and child vocabulary knowledge at T2, controlling for vocabulary knowledge at T1. 
This means that there is a unique relationship between lexical diversity of the input during 
mealtime at T1, and vocabulary score at T2. Other partial correlations are very low and non-
significant.
 In conclusion, we found positive associations between lexical diversity of parental 
input and children’s vocabulary. Moderately strong significant correlations were found 
between lexical diversity of the input during joint picture description, block building and 
book reading and children’s scores on a vocabulary test, assessed four times over a period 
of three years. Few significant correlations were found between parents’ lexical diversity 
during the mealtime conversation and children’s vocabulary knowledge however. The 
relationship between parents’ lexical diversity during the structured tasks and children’s 
vocabulary knowledge is interesting, since it suggests that lexical diversity in one context 
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(structured settings) might be more beneficial than lexical diversity in another context 
(spontaneous setting of mealtime). However, we cannot assume such a causal relationship 
from concurrent correlations, as parents are known to adapt to their children’s language 
level. It is an interesting finding that, despite the fact that lexical diversity was higher during 
the mealtime conversation, it was lexical diversity during the structured tasks (designed to 
reflect school-like settings) that showed the most, and strongest, relationships with child 
vocabulary knowledge. This finding suggests that it is not the mere diversity of words that 
is related to children’s vocabulary development, but that it may be the diversity of certain 
specific words, e.g. low-frequent words, that is responsible for the relationship with child 
vocabulary scores. In the following section, an analysis of the use of low frequency words in 
parental input will be discussed to further elucidate this issue.

3.4 Lexical sophistication

Lexical sophistication is operationalised in terms of word frequency. It is generally assumed 
that words become increasingly complex with decreasing frequency (cf. Van Hout & 
Vermeer, 2007). We studied lexical sophistication by comparing the words in our parental 
input corpus to a corpus of oral and written language input in primary education in the 
Netherlands (Schrooten & Vermeer, 1994). Based on this corpus of 2 million tokens, 
Schrooten and Vermeer (1994) created a word list that provides the frequency of 26.000 
word lemmas. By studying the frequency distributions of parents’ words, we can obtain an 
indication of the lexical sophistication of parental input (Van Hout & Vermeer, 2007). Thus, 
we add a more qualitative layer to our previous measure of lexical diversity, where the mere 
number of different types was the target of analysis, irrespective of their frequency in daily 
input to children. 

3.4.1 Operationalising lexical sophistication
We used an online tool to relate our own corpus to the word list by Schrooten and Vermeer 
(1994). The word list by Schrooten and Vermeer consists of 26.000 lemmas and their 
frequency in a corpus of 2 million tokens. These 2 million tokens are drawn from oral and 
written language input in primary education in the Netherlands. The corpus contains words 
from picture books, factual subjects and mathematics textbooks and from oral teacher 
input during instruction and other interactions in the classroom. The online tool we used to 
compare the parental input in our corpus to the Schrooten &Vermeer word list is referred 
to as the MLR (Measure of Lexical Richness) tool2 (Van Hout & Vermeer, 2007; Vermeer, 
2000). For the construction of the MLR tool, the authors categorised the lemmas in the 
Schrooten and Vermeer word list into nine separate word lists, based on the geometric 
mean of the frequencies of the lemmas in discourse from various domains. By calculating 
the geometric mean of the frequencies, the distribution of the lemmas over these various 
domains (e.g. textbooks, picture books, interaction) is taken into account. These nine word 
lists are referred to by the authors as voclists (Van Hout & Vermeer, 2007). The first list 
(voclist 1) contains the 1,000 lemmas with the highest (geometric mean of) frequency. The 
nineth list (voclist 9) contains the 1,3890 least-frequent lemmas. An overview of these nine 
voclists is presented in Table 3.14. The corresponding token coverage of the Schrooten and 
Vermeer word list is also presented in Table 3.14.

2 http://let.uvt.nl/general/people/avermeer/mlr/testing/index.php, retrieved August 2009
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Table 3.14: Token coverage of teachers language input (Adapted from Van Hout & Vermeer 
(2007))

Lemmas per voclist Token coverage
Voclist 1 1000 85.3
Voclist 2 1000 6.0
Voclist 3 1000 2.6
Voclist 4 1000 1.5
Voclist 5 1000 1.0
Voclist 6 1500 1.0
Voclist 7 1613 0.7
Voclist 8 4577 1.0
Voclist 9 13890 0.9

It can be seen from Table 3.14 that 85.3 per cent of the language input in school falls within 
the first frequency band. Many function words fall into this category (e.g. the, there, also) 
as well as very frequent content words (e.g. really, think, read, car). The frequency bands 
that follow contain words such as clay, even though, energy, and prove. It is therefore likely 
that if we compare teacher input to parental input, a large overlap will exist for voclist 1. It 
is expected that the difference between the two registers (informal versus academic) will 
manifest itself in word usage from higher voclists (2 to 9). Moreover, it has been shown in 
research on second language vocabulary acquisition that a minimum of 95% of the tokens in 
a text needs to be known for sufficient comprehension (Hazenberg & Hulstijn, 1996; Laufer 
1988 cited in Tseng & Schmitt, 2008; Vermeer, 2000). Assuming that this requirement also 
holds for children acquiring the academic register, it is important that children are provided 
with words from all the frequency bands in order to warrant sufficient comprehension of the 
input in school.
 The MLR tool by Van Hout and Vermeer generates the MLR index. The MLR index 
is a weighted score resulting from the comparison between the frequency distribution of 
lemmas in the submitted corpus and the distribution of the Schrooten & Vermeer (1994) 
corpus (cf. Table 3.14). When in the submitted corpus, the bands with high-frequency 
words are overrepresented compared to the model, this leads to a lower MLR. In contrast, 
overrepresentation of the bands with lower-frequency words leads to a higher MLR. In case 
the submitted corpus has an identical distribution to the model the MLR will be 6.28 (see for 
the mathematical formula Van Hout & Vermeer, 2007 p. 108). The theoretical range seems to 
be from 1 (all lemmas from voclist 1) to 170.37 (all lemmas from voclist 9).
 The transcripts that were submitted to the tool were all lemmatised and proper 
nouns and brand names were excluded from the transcripts (see Appendix 4). Homonyms 
were edited such that the frequency of the intended meaning was taken into consideration 
(e.g. mis_fout (wrong) as opposed to mis_ontbreken (to lack)). As was mentioned earlier 
(section 2.4.1) in book reading, only the parents’ extra-textual utterances were entered in 
the analysis, not the book text that was read aloud.
 MLR was calculated for the parent data only, for all four interaction tasks. In Van 
Hout and Vermeer (2007) it is suggested that MLR is used as an indication of children’s 
vocabulary size. In our study, MLR is used as an indicator of agreement between input at 
home and input at school with respect to lexical sophistication. Because it was believed that 
the token coverage for voclist 2 to voclist 9 would mark the difference between the informal 
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register at home and the academic register at school, we wanted to calculate the MLR for 
voclists 2 to voclist 9 only. The way the MLR measure is designed, language samples with 
a coverage of 85.3% (the model coverage) or more of the first frequency band receive the 
maximum score of one point for this band. We found that without exception, parents’ token 
coverage for voclist 1 was above the model coverage (range 85.7 – 93.2). Thus, the MLR for 
voclist 2 to voclist 9 would be the original MLR minus the MLR for the first frequency band 
(voclist 1). In all cases, this would be the original MLR measure minus 1. Because both 
indexes will therefore provide exactly the same information, it was decided to stick with the 
‘original’ MLR.

3.4.2 Lexical sophistication of parent input during interaction tasks
As was mentioned above, we found that parents’ token coverage for voclist 1 was, without 
exception, above the model coverage. This means that the parents in our sample use 
relatively more high-frequency words in their language input, in comparison with the 
primary education corpus. There is relatively little use of infrequent words. The MLR index 
is a weighted score, and more weight is assigned to tokens from higher frequency bands 
however. It is therefore theoretically possible that parents would still obtain higher MLR 
scores as compared to the model. Table 3.15 presents the means and standard deviations of 
parents’ MLR scores in the four interaction tasks. It can be seen that the mean MLR scores 
of parents are well below the model score of 6.28. It can also be seen from the standard 
deviations that considerable variation exists amongst parents. The individual MLR scores 
cover a range from 1.12 up to 6.20.

Table 3.15: Parents’ scores on MLR index

Measurement point Picture task Marble slide Book reading Mealtime
M SD M SD M SD M SD

T1 2.99 0.53 2.05 0.35 2.66a 0.82 3.49 0.65
T2 2.70b 0.58 1.92b 0.33 2.20c 0.45 3.25b 0.66
T3 3.06 0.62 2.14 0.51 3.43 1.05 3.64a 1.20
T4 3.31 0.99 1.98 0.46 3.15 0.97 3.32a 0.84
Note.  aN=24, bN=23 cN=22. See section 2.7 and Appendix 2

In Figure 3.6, the means of the resulting MLR scores of the parents are graphically presented. 
One of the most salient features of Figure 3.6 is the sharp dip with regard to the MLR scores 
during the marble slide task. Apparently, this task yields mostly high frequency words 
(remember that MLR is 1 when all tokens belong to the voclist1 frequency band).
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Figure 3.6: Mean MLR scores for parents during the interaction tasks

Evaluation of the MLR output where the words used are specified by list (see Appendix 4) 
shows that, during the marble slide construction words from lists 1 to 3 do indeed dominate, 
and words belonging to lower-frequency bands are rare. High-frequency words that were 
used in the marble slide task were, for example: put down, under and square. Low-frequency 
words that did show up incidentally were words such as: rectangle, collapse, partly and 
test out. Furthermore, Table 3.15 suggests that the variance over time is large for the book 
reading task, the picture description task and the mealtime conversation (as compared to 
the marble slide task). This finding may point towards an influence of the task materials on 
parents’ word choice. For example, at T3, the book concerned a story where a boy crosses 
a busy city in the back of a paviour’s truck. As a consequence, words such as paving stone, 
paviour, dock worker, and to hoist occur in the text of the book. Still, the parents deserve 
credit for choosing to repeat these words in their extra textual utterances (remember that 
verbatim book text was not transcribed). Finally, the mealtime conversation seems to yield 
the most infrequent words. However, evaluation of the MLR output suggests that this high 
MLR score is not straightforward. It seems that during the mealtime conversation, many 
words are highly activity-specific (i.e. related to the meal) and are therefore less frequent 
in the school environment. For example, many voclist 8 words noticeably concerned food 
(e.g. mustard, pepper, cream cheese, pork). In addition, compared to the structured activities, 
the spontaneous activity at home quite frequently produced taboo words, such as curses, 
abusive language or ‘dirty words’. It is not surprising that these words are infrequent in 
school-related input. On the other hand, it should be noted that the mealtime conversation 
also yielded a considerable amount of low-frequency words that are indeed relevant for the 
academic register, such as development, spontaneous, mandatory and vacate.
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3.4.3 Lexical sophistication as related to children’s receptive vocabulary
The fact that parents seem to vary in the extent to which they use low frequency words lead 
us to expect that a relationship might exist with children’s vocabulary scores. It has been 
shown in previous research that sophistication of words is related to children’s vocabulary 
acquisition (Dickinson & Tabors, 2001; Weizman & Snow, 2001). By relating our MLR data 
to our vocabulary data we aimed to corroborate these findings. If parents make more use of 
words belonging to the higher frequency bands (2-9), their MLR score increases. Hence, if in 
our sample a relationship between parents’ lexical sophistication and children’s vocabulary 
exists, parents’ MLR and children’s vocabulary score should be positively correlated. Unlike 
the data for lexical density and lexical diversity, for parents’ MLR scores we could not 
construct scales (Cronbach α for scale reliability ranged between 0.0 and .30). Therefore, 
the correlations were computed between parents’ MLR scores during each of the interaction 
tasks, and children’s vocabulary scores over time.
 Correlations between the MLR composite scores and children’s vocabulary scores 
are presented in Table 3.16.

Table 3.16: Correlations between parents’ MLR scores and children’s vocabulary scores (N=25)

MLR parents during 
structured tasks

Children’s vocabulary 

T1 T2 T3 T4
T1 Picture task .22 .04 -.05 -.10

Marble slide .11 -.07 .03 .07
Book reading .34 .34 .23 .39
Mealtime .06 -.05 .20 -.12

T2 Picture task .18 -.07 -.39
Marble slide -.25 -.56* .31
Book reading .59* .19 -.40
Mealtime .26 .00 -.57*

T3 Picture task .39 .36
Marble slide -.05 -.21
Book reading .13 .09
Mealtime -.29 -.29

T4 Picture task .18
Marble slide .15
Book reading .06
Mealtime .30

*p< .05, two-tailed.
Note. Bold print indicates a concurrent correlation between 
parents’ MLR score and child vocabulary scores. Partial 
correlations (controlling for preceding vocabulary score) are 
given in normal print.
aN=22, bN=23 cN=25, see section 2.7 and Appendix 2

Table 3.16 shows that only one significant concurrent relationship was found between 
parents’ MLR score and children’s vocabulary scores: parents’ use of low frequency words 
during book reading at T2 was significantly related to the children’s score on the receptive 
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vocabulary test at T2. Given that we did not adjust for chance, however, one significant 
correlation by chance could be expected. Some other concurrent correlations (effect sizes) for 
parents’ MLR during the interaction tasks and children’s vocabulary score miss significance: 
this is the case for MLR for book reading at T2, picture description at T3 and mealtime 
conversation at T4. These effect sizes are moderately positive, indicating that children with 
better vocabulary scores, had parents who produced more infrequent words during those 
particular interaction tasks.
 The partial correlations reveal two significant negative relationships: children 
with high vocabulary scores at T3, had parents who used few infrequent words during the 
marble slide at T2. In addition, children with high vocabulary scores at T4, had parents who 
produced few low-frequent words during the mealtime at T2.
 The other partial relationships reported in Table 3.16 miss significance. Both 
negative and positive correlation coefficients are found, resulting in an equivocal picture. 
The relatively low rate of vocalist 2-9 lemmas by parents are likely to have affected the 
results. In sum, it must be concluded that the expected relationships between parental 
lexical sophistication and children’s vocabulary scores were found but only to a limited 
extent. Moreover, some negative associations were reported.

3.5 Linguistically explicit references to space and time

The need to be precise and explicit in a formal educational setting suggests that references 
to space and time should not be dependent on physical context. Speakers within a setting 
where academic language is expected should be able to convey their message without 
assuming background knowledge or situational knowledge of their audience. Describing 
where or when a particular action took place seems to be an important contributor to clarity. 
Linguistically explicit references to space and time will therefore be suggested as lexical 
features of the academic register. In the remainder of this section, the terms ‘linguistically 
explicit references’ and ‘specific references’ will be used interchangeably. The distinction 
between ‘specific’ and ‘non-specific’ is based on whether the speaker makes linguistically 
explicit to what place (reference to space) or what event (reference to time) he or she refers to. 
Deictic references to space can also be considered highly explicit, because no doubt remains 
as to what place or person is referred to. Following from the theoretical framework of this 
study, however, it is proposed that linguistically explicit references need to be made in order 
to ensure accessibility to an audience that may not share the same background information 
or material environment as the speaker. The distinction between specific and non-specific 
is thus more generic than is the case in more fine-grained linguistic studies on nominal 
reference, where ‘givenness’ and ‘newness’ of the referent are taken into consideration (cf. 
Rozendaal & Baker, 2008).
 Consider Excerpt 3.4 from a circle time conversation as an illustration of the 
demand for explicit references to space. In this excerpt the teacher discusses a picture with 
her group, on which a child’s room (Ben’s room) is depicted.

Excerpt 3.4: Circle time conversation in David’s classroom (5;10)

Teacher: David, wat heb jij thuis dat Ben ook 
heeft?

David, what do you have at home that 
Ben also has (in his room)? 

David: Een lamp. A lamp.
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Teacher: Welke lamp zie je? Which lamp do you see?
David: Ik zie dat, onder. I see that, under.
Teacher: Hier, de bureaulamp die staat hier op 

deze tafel ook.
Here, the desk lamp is on this table too.

Teacher: Of deze boven het bed? [Child shakes his 
head, ‘no’]

Or this one, above the bed? [Child shakes 
his head, ‘no’]

Teacher: Welke lamp bedoel je? Which lamp do you mean?
David: Die rode. That red one.
Teacher: De rode lamp. The red lamp.
Teacher: En waar is de rode lamp? And where is the red lamp?
Teacher: Kan je hem even aanwijzen voor de 

kinderen die hem nog niet gezien 
hebben? [David points]

Could you point it out to the children 
who haven’t seen it yet? [David points]

Teacher: De rode lamp staat op het bureau. The red lamp is on the desk.

3.5.1 Operationalising linguistic explicitness of reference
The activities in the interaction tasks provide for opportunities to discuss space and time. 
The degree to which this is done, however, can vary extensively. In the home data, we studied 
references to space and time in all interaction tasks, both in the three structured tasks (picture 
description, marble slide construction and book reading) and the spontaneous setting. The 
structured interaction tasks can be made more ‘academic’ by means of adding linguistically 
explicit references to space and time. This is illustrated in Excerpt 3.5 and Excerpt 3.6 from 
conversations during the joint marble slide construction. In Excerpt 3.5 both interlocutors 
refer to the blocks they need to build the construction by means of pointing and using 
pronouns and deictic cues (though the mother in this excerpt does use terms such as ‘on top 
of ’ occasionally). In contrast, in Excerpt 3.6 the way in which the blocks should be positioned 
is described very precisely by describing specific characteristics of the bar, and by explicitly 
referring to the model on the picture, reminiscent of classroom instruction. These are the 
kinds of differences we were looking for when studying explicitness in references.

Excerpt 3.5: Ben (3;10) and his mother building the marble slide

Mother: Hij moet als het plaatje. It should be like the picture.
Child: Ja. Yes.
Mother: Hoe is het plaatje? What is the picture like?
Mother: Ik zie hier allemaal andere dingetjes. I see all kinds of other things here.
Mother: Kijk. Look.
Child: Die moet hierop. This one goes on here.
Mother: Nee, die moet hierop. No, this one goes on here.
Mother: Zo. [turns block 180 degrees] Like this. [turns block 180 degrees]
Mother: En wat zit er dan? And what is next?
Mother: En dan? And next?
Mother: Dan moet die hier hè? Then this one goes here, right?
Mother: En dan moet die daar. And that one goes over there.
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Mother: Zet (he)m er maar onder. [holds up the 
slide]

Put it underneath there. [holds up the 
slide]

Mother: Zet (he)m er maar op. [holds up a green 
square block]

Put that one on top. [holds up a green 
square block]

Excerpt 3.6: Tim (3;10) and his mother during the marble slide

Child: Dit moet zo! It should go like this!
Mother: Kijk eens even, Tim, er zit een boven- en 

een onderkant aan deze balk.
Just look, Tim, there’s a bottom and a 
top side to this bar.

Mother: Haal hem er eens even af en kijk goed. Take it off, and watch carefully
Mother: Er moet een knikkertje ergens overheen 

rollen, aan welke kant denk je?
A marble should roll somewhere, on 
what side, do you think?

Mother: Waar moet hij overheen rollen? Where should it rol?
Child: Aan deze kant. [points] On this side. [points]
Mother: Zo dus hè, aan de bovenkant. Like that, right, on the top side.
Mother: Maar heb je nou dezelfde kleurtjes? But do you have the same colours?
Mother: We moeten het denk ik precies hetzelfde 

doen zoals het op het plaatje staat.
I think we need to do this the same way 
as it is in the picture.

References to space and time were coded at the level of utterances. Each time a speaker 
referred to space, this reference was coded as either (i) specific, (ii) non-specific or (iii) 
deictic. A reference to space was considered specific when the reference could be theoretically 
understood without a shared physical environment. In practice, a reference was considered 
specific when lexical words were used to indicate a place, for example “the top side” in 
Excerpt 3.6. Non-specific references to space could involve lexical words, too, but could 
nonetheless not be understood without physical presence. Words such as ‘somewhere’ would 
fall into this category. Finally, a reference was given the code ‘deictic’ when the reference 
involved deictic cues that could only be understood in combination with physical action 
such as pointing or tapping. For example ‘there’ and ‘here’ were considered deictic references 
to space (see Excerpts 3.5 and 3.6).
 In case of references to time, we only distinguished between (i) specific and (ii) non-
specific references. Examples 3.6 and 3.7 illustrate these coding decisions. 

Example 3.6

Wij hebben hetzelfde gedaan toen we naar oma’s huis toe gingen.

We did the same thing when we went to grandma’s house.
A reference was considered specific when the date or time could theoretically be pointed 
out on a calendar. When a complete clause was dedicated to a detailed description of a time 
reference,  as in example 3.6, we considered this ‘specific’. A reference to time would be 
coded as non-specific when the reference was ambiguous, and could refer to various points 
in time, as in example 3.7.
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Example 3.7

Dat kunnen wij ook nog wel een keer gaan doen.

We could do that too sometime.
The final measure was the proportion of specific references to space or time over all references 
to space or time, respectively. 

3.5.2 Explicitness of reference at home

3.5.2.1 Explicitness of reference to space
For the home data, explicitness of reference was studied for all interaction tasks but only 
for measurement points 1, 2 and 3. Reference was not coded for T4 (see section 2.6.2). In 
Table 3.17, the descriptive statistics are presented for the total number of references to space 
produced by parents and by children,and the proportion of those references that concerned 
a specific (lexical) reference.

Table 3.17: Absolute numbers of (all) references to space and proportions of specific references to 
space per task, home data (parents and children)

Parents T1 T2a T3
M SD M SD M SD

Picture task 22.44 10.56 31.73 15.22 22.16 9.38
.39 .16 .41 .16 .42 .18

Marble slide 32.68 15.45 32.22 11.40 29.00 9.62
.20 .15 .24 .12 .20 .16

Book reading 19.33 13.09 12.04 7.23 26.92 11.38
.40 .19 .47 .24 .50 .19

Mealtime conversation 14.08 6.9 17.61 8.63 18.33 7.73
.56 .25 .50 .15 .58 .19

Spontaneous vs. structured F(1,23)=23.07* F(1,22)=15.25* F(1,23)=25.46*
Children T1 T2 T3

M SD M SD M SD
Picture task 5.46 4.93 10.83 8.47 7.96 6.03

.28 .36 .25 .18 .25 .25
Marble slide 5.48 4.74 10.22 5.97 6.38 4.27

.07 .15 .07 .12 .05 .10
Book reading 4.88 5.34 3.04 3.11 8.00 5.72

.27 .35 .18 .25 .44 .29
Mealtime conversation 4.33 3.74 9.43 6.34 7.33 5.35

.33 .37 .30 .21 .44 .27
Spontaneous vs. structured F(1,24)=2.17 F(1,22)=9.93* F(3,24)=15.54*
*p<.05
Note. aN=23, see section 2.7 and Appendix 2

It can be seen from Table 3.17 that differences exist between the tasks regarding the absolute 
number of references to space, both for parents and for children. We were not particularly 
interested in the number of references to space, however, but rather in the degree of specificity 
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of those references: If parents and children refer to space, what proportion of these references 
can be labeled as being specific, in terms of the use of lexical items in the reference? In 
addition to the difference in absolute numbers of references, there are differences between 
tasks with respect to the proportions of specific references to space (see Table 3.17). The 
spontaneous setting of mealtime conversation was compared to the structured tasks. In 
Table 3.17 the test statistics of the planned comparison are presented (Helmert contrasts). 
For all three measurement points, parents produced significantly higher proportions of 
specific references to space during the mealtime conversation than in all the structured 
tasks combined. Effect sizes were large, ηp

2=.501, ηp
2=.409 and ηp

2=.525 for T1, T2 and T3 
respectively.
 Furthermore, there were differences within the category of structured tasks. Main 
effects of task (within the structured category) were found at T1 (F(2,23)=14.85, p<.05, 
ηp

2=.392), T2 (F(2,22)=13.10, p<.05, ηp
2=.373) and T3 (F(2,24)=29.01, p<.05, ηp

2=.547). 
Subsequently, we evaluated the simple contrasts in order to investigate what individual 
differences reflected this main effect (see Table 3.18).

Table 3.18: Test statistics of contrasts within the structured tasks for parents (proportion of 
specific references to space)

F (df1, df2) ηp
2

T1 Picture task > marble slide 20.08* (1,23) .466
Book reading > marble slide 22.72* (1,23) .497
Picture task = book reading 0.03

T2 Picture task > marble slide 27.00* (1,22) .551
Book reading > marble slide 17.34* (1,22) .441
Picture task = book reading 1.59

T3 Picture task > marble slide 26.17* (1,24) .522
Book reading > marble slide 53.88* (1,24) .547
Picture task = book reading 4.17

*p<.05

Despite the fact that references to space in absolute numbers occurred most frequently 
during the marble slide conversation (see Table 3.17), this task yielded a significantly lower 
proportion of specific references to space, compared to the other structured tasks, the book 
reading and picture tasks (see Table 3.18). During book reading and picture task description, 
parents produced similar rates of specific references to space. It is not at all surprising that 
parents make most use of references to space during the marble slide construction, since the 
aim was to arrange and position the blocks to build a marble slide. It is interesting, however, 
that this task in particular yields the lowest mean proportion of specific references to space. 
Apparently parents rely heavily on pointing and thus on deictic cues. The relatively high 
standard deviations do indicate that parents vary considerably in their use of specific, non-
specific or deictic cues: some parents are much more specific about the positioning of the 
blocks than others.
 The children also produced higher rates of specific reference to space during the 
mealtime conversation in comparison with the structured tasks at two measurement points 
(see Table 3.17). Effect sizes were large: ηp

2=.311 (T2) and ηp
2=.393 (T3). It should be noted, 

however, that some overlap in the rates of specificity could be seen also between the structured 
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tasks and mealtime conversation. For instance, children’s rate of specific references to space 
was .44 in the mealtime conversation at T3, and also .44 in the book reading session at T3 
(see Table 3.18).
 Within the structured tasks the children showed differences too (see Table 3.19). For 
all three measurement points a main effect of task was found (F(2,24)=3.97, p<.05, ηp

2=.278 
(T1), F(2,22)=4.82, p<.05, ηp

2=.180 (T2), F(1.63,24)=17.02, p<.05, ηp
2=.415 (T3)). The simple 

contrasts indicate that at T1 and T2, this main task effect reflects a significantly low rate 
of specific references to space during the marble slide task, in comparison with the book 
reading task and the picture task. 

Table 3.19: Test statistics of contrasts within the structured tasks for children (proportion of 
specific references to space)

F (df1, df2) ηp
2

T1 Picture task > marble slide 9.29* (1,24) .278
Book reading > marble slide 5.74* (1,24) .193
Picture task = book reading 0.01

T2 Picture task > marble slide 16.28* (1,22) .425
Book reading = marble slide 0.96
Book reading = picture task 3.41

T3 Picture task > marble slide 12.83* (1,24) .348
Book reading > marble slide 42.61* (1,24) .640
Book reading > picture task 5.25* (1,24) .179

In conclusion, parent data and child data regarding reference to space show similar trends. 
The highest rate of specificity of reference to space is found in the mealtime conversation. 
The lowest rate of specific references is found in the marble slide construction task. In 
general, book reading and picture description yield similar values for specificity of reference 
to space, with the exception of children’s use of specific references at T3, where book reading 
yielded higher rates of specific references to space than the picture description task. Standard 
deviations are considerable, both for parents and for children, suggesting considerable 
variation within the groups.

3.5.2.2 Explicitness of reference to time
Table 3.20 shows the descriptive statistics for references to time. It is striking that references 
to time occur relatively infrequently (see Appendix 3 for an overview of the number of 
utterances and words for each task). The rates of specific references to time during the 
spontaneous setting of mealtime conversation and during the structured tasks are contrasted 
(Helmert contrasts, see section 2.8).
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Table 3.20: Absolute numbers of (all) references to time and proportions of specific references to 
time per task, home data (parents and children)

Parents T1 T2b T3
M SD M SD M SD

Picture task 2.76 2.47 11.70 7.21 6.28 5.28
.10 .22 .13 .13 .28 .32

Marble slide 9.0 7.3 19.22 9.83 13.36 7.31
.17 .30 .21 .21 .21 .17

Book reading 5.24 4.17a 13.17 8.84 9.32 4.60
.17 .27 .31 .24 .24 .17

Mealtime conversation 11.72 9.0 25.26 10.42 15.25c 6.37
.25 .19 .31 .15 .34 .19

Spontaneous vs. structured F(1,23)=3.39 F(1,22)=5.65* F(1,24)=3.55
Children T1 T2b T3

M SD M M SD
Picture task .64 .99 2.61 2.30 1.36 1.63

.04 .20 .14 .18 .17 .34
Marble slide .68 1.03 2.96 3.71 3.08 3.15

.00 .00 .22 .34 .23 .34
Book reading .68 1.73 1.74 2.12 1.84 2.56

.04 .12 .21 .32 .12 .25

Mealtime conversation 2.16 2.36 7.91 5.44 4.71 4.14
.18 .30 .21 .25 .25 .30

Spontaneous vs. structured1 F(1,23)=7.30* F(1,22)=0.08 F(1,24)=0.88
*p<.05
Note. aN=24, bN=23, cN=25, see section 2.7 and Appendix 2

At T2, parents made significantly more use of specific references to time during the 
mealtime conversation as compared to the combined structured tasks (hp

2=.204). Within 
the structured tasks, parents did not show many differences: Only at T2 was there a main 
effect of task with a moderate task effect found within the category of structured tasks 
(F(2,22)=4.50, p<.05, hp

2=.170). This main task effect reflected a significantly higher rate of 
specific references to time during the book reading task in comparison to the picture task 
(F(1,22)=8.97, p<.05, hp

2=.290). Thus, parents’ use of specific references to time did not differ 
as much across tasks compared to references to space. 
 Children also used significantly higher rates of specific references to time during 
the mealtime conversation when compared to the structured tasks but only at T1 (see Table 
3.20). However, caution is warranted in interpreting these results, because children referred 
to time relatively infrequently (see Table 3.20 for absolute numbers of time references). The 
absolute average of references to time does not exceed 3.08 (T3, marble slide). At T1, the 
average of references to time does not even exceed 1 with regard to the structured tasks. 
The children did not show differences in their references to time within the category of 
structured tasks.
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3.5.3 Explicitness of reference at school
We can see from Table 3.21 that, regarding the specific references to space, teachers are more 
specific during circle time compared to book reading. This difference was tested by means 
of an ANOVA with repeated measures, with activity as the within subject factor. Results 
showed that the difference was statistically significant (hp

2=.635). An explanation for this 
difference might lie in the fact that the book provides some physical support: the teacher can 
point to the pictures, or refer to a specific page without using lexical items for this reference 
(in section 3.4.4. we will show that teachers still use more specific references during book 
reading than parents).
 Regarding references to time we see that a very high proportion of all references 
(.66) were marked as specific. This can be explained by the fact that during circle time, 
teachers will typically ask children for exact descriptions of their message: telling the group 
when a certain event took place is an important part of producing a clear and coherent 
story. This confirms our expectation that explicitness in references to time is an important 
feature within the academic register. Furthermore, similar to the data for the book reading 
task, teachers showed higher proportions of lexical references to time during the circle 
time compared to book reading, despite the fact that the absolute number of references to 
time was similar between tasks. Thus, the teachers showed increased linguistic explicitness 
during an activity where little material context is available to rely on, in order to increase the 
accessibility of the information to all listeners.

Table 3.21: Absolute numers of teachers’ references to space and time and proportions of specific 
references to space and time

Teachers’ references to space T3 T4
M SD M SD

Book reading 24.16 7.26 11.89 6.70
.63 .11 .46 .22

Circle time - 12.53 9.2
- .73 .14

Spontaneous vs. structured F(1,15)=24.37*
Teachers’ references to time T3 T4

M SD M SD
Book reading 9.84 5.06 16.47 8.71

.49 .16 .22 .17
Circle time - 14.65 8.56

- .66 .22
Spontaneous vs. structured F(1,14)=66.39*

3.5.4 Explicitness of reference in two settings: home and school compared
Since the parental data of T4 were not coded for reference to space and time, the only task 
for which we could make the comparison between teacher input and parent input was the 
book reading task at T3. These data are presented in Table 3.22. Independent samples t-test 
showed that for both the proportion of specific references to space and the proportion of 
specific references to time, teachers used significantly more specific references. 
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Table 3.22: Parent data and teacher data for specific references to space and time during book 
reading

Setting t df d
Book reading T3 Homea Schoolb

Proportion of specific references to space .50 (.19) .63 (.11) 2.65* 42 .84
Proportion of specific references to time .24 (.17) .49 (.16) 5.47* 42 1.51

*p<.05
Note. aN=25, bN=19

3.5.5 A longitudinal perspective on reference
Just as for the lexical academic register features lexical density and lexical diversity we also 
studied the developmental trajectory for specificity of reference. The question herein is 
whether parents and children become more specific in their references, thus approximating 
the academic register. All changes over time was studied using ANOVA repeated measures 
analyses. If a main effect of time was found, the repeated contrasts were evaluated. 

3.5.5.1 Parents’ and children’s use of specific references in a longitudinal perspective 
Only the proportions of specific references to space and time were entered into an ANOVA 
with repeated measures analysis, not the absolute averages of references to space and time. 
For parents, none of the results of the repeated measures analyses were significant. Thus, 
over time parents did not become more specific in their use of references to space nor to 
time; only the change over time of specificity of reference to time during the picture task just 
missed significance, (F(2,22)=3.03, p=.07). This may be due to the large standard deviations 
both for reference to space and time. Again, parents differ one from another in the degree 
to which they are specific about space and time but they also differ intra-individually, i.e. 
across tasks.
 The repeated measures analysis for the child data indicated that children only 
became more specific in their references to space in the book reading task. The decrease 
from T1 (.27) to T2 (.18) (see Table 3.17), was not significant, but the increase from T2 to 
T3 was, F(1,22)=13,49, p<.01, hp

2= .380. The contrast between T1 and T3 was not significant 
however.
 As could be seen from Table 3.20, children did not refer to time frequently in our 
data. Still one significant result was found. With increasing age, the children became more 
specific in their references to time during the marble slide construction task, F(2,22)=6,68, 
p<.01, hp

2= .233. However, at T1 children used almost no reference to time (mean 0.65), 
thus there was considerable room for development. Analyses of the other tasks yielded 
no significant results. Evaluation of the transcripts suggests that the observed increase in 
specific references to time is due to a more frequent use of the word ‘nu’ (‘now’) by children, 
such as in Excerpt 3.7. Note that ‘now’ was considered specific and not deictic, because 
theoretically, this reference to time could be pointed out on a calendar (see Example 3.6).

Excerpt 3.7: Oscar (4;2) and his mother building the marble slide

Mother: Zijn we nu klaar met de toren? Are we finished with the tower now?
Child: Ja, en nu moet die erop. Yes, and now that one goes on top.
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Mother: Ja, het dak erop. Yes, the roof on top.
Mother: Hartstikke goed, erbij leggen. Very good, put it next to the rest.
Child: Ehm, met de blauwe nu. Ehm, with the blue one now.
Mother: Ja? Komen eerst de blauwe? Yes? Do the blue ones come first?
Child: Nee, ehm de rode blokjes nu en een gele 

blokje.
No, er, the red blocks now and a yellow 
block.

Mother: Juist. Good.
Child: Zo, en nu deze. Right, and now this one.

3.5.5.2 Teachers’ use of reference in a longitudinal perspective
In analyzing the teachers’ input over time, we again take the children’s perspective, and thus 
choose an analysis for dependent observations. In the ANOVA, only 15 cases could be entered 
because of missing data at both measurement points. The means entered in the analysis are 
therefore slightly different from previously displayed means in Table 3.21, and are presented 
again in Table 3.23. The ANOVA indicated that the proportions of specific references to 
space did not differ significantly when measurement points 3 and 4 were compared. The 
difference between the proportions of specific references to time during book reading at 
T3 and book reading at T4, however, was statistically significant (see Table 3.23). This again 
leads us to conclude that the material involved influences the number of references, and the 
proportion of these references that are specific. We saw in Table 3.21, for example, that at T3, 
in terms of absolute numbers, teachers refer less often to time than at T4. However, when the 
teachers referred to time at T3, they did so using a specific reference more often than at T4.

Table 3.23: Teachers’ proportions (and standard deviations) of references to space and time over 
time (longitudinal perspective), values entered in ANOVA

Teachers’ proportions of 
specific references 

T3 T4 F (df1, df2) ηp
2

Space .63 (.12) .50 (.19) 3.42 (1,14)
Time .50 (.18) .25 (.17) 49.03* (1,14) .778

Note. Listwise deletion resulted in N=15, therefore the means entered in ANOVA are slightly different from 
the means reported in Table 1.22

3.6 Parents’ explicit references and children’s academic language 
production

It was decided not to correlate parents’ and children’s references to space and time to each 
other because the absolute number of references by children was so low (see Table 3.17 and 
Table 3.20). We did test whether parents’ rate of specific references during book reading was 
related to the children’s score on the productive academic language task. Given that specificity 
of reference was included in the academic language production task, it is interesting to see 
whether a relationship can be established between parents’ use of this particular feature 
during book reading and children’s use of ‘academic language’ as measured by the composite 
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score of the academic language production task, when they perform a book reading-like3 
task themselves.
 Correlation analyses between parents’ rate of specificity of reference to space and 
time during book reading, and children’s scores on the academic language production tasks 
showed that no relationship could be established between these variables. The correlation 
coefficients were .05 < r < .23 for reference to space and -.02 < r < .16 for reference to time.

3.7 Discussion of the lexical academic register features

The lexical level of the academic register was studied in this chapter. Four specific lexical 
features of academic language in the input of adults to 3-6 year old children were studied: 
lexical density, lexical diversity, specificity of reference to space and time, and lexical 
sophistication. For each of the first three features (lexical density, lexical diversity and 
specificity of reference) we examined the occurrence of the particular feature within parental 
input and teacher input in various interactions. We studied whether the different activities 
(interactions) affected the use of lexical academic register features. The developmental 
trajectory of the features in both settings (home and school) was analysed over the course 
of three years (four measurement points), and the two settings were compared. The fourth 
lexical feature, lexical sophistication, was studied more generally: We explored to what 
extent the frequency distribution of parents’ language input during the various interactions 
resembled the frequency distribution of school-related input. In addition, we studied 
parental lexical sophistication in relation to child vocabulary.
 Firstly, we will discuss the differences between the two settings. We expected 
differences in the linguistic environment of children as early as the first two years of formal 
schooling, when comparing home to school. This expectation was formulated in terms of 
the presence of academic register features. Befor summarising the results, we must mention 
some methodological issues.
 The data we had for the language environment at school were far from comprehensive 
making comparability between measurement points and between activities frequently 
problematic. Also, it should be acknowledged that teacher and classroom characteristics 
(such as teacher education and age and the number of second language learners in a class) 
are of considerable influence to the language environment children encounter at school, but 
such factors were not taken into account in this study.
 Probably the most salient finding was that during book reading, teachers showed 
higher lexical diversity than parents, and when they referred to space and time, they did 
so using specific references more often than parents did. Results for lexical density were 
less straightforward, because they were different for each measurement point. The fact that 
we chose a book without text seems to have had great impact on teachers’ lexical density 
values. When a book with text was used, as was the case at T4, teachers showed higher lexical 
density than parents, but not when the book without text was used (T3). Then teachers co-
constructed the story with the children by frequently referring to the picture. This referring 
was often done non-verbally, by pointing to the pictures in the book, or accompanied by 
pronouns. Apparently, when the story has already been told by means of words, teachers 
refer back to the story (i.e. the words) more than to the pictures when discussing the book. 

3 Children did not actually read the book. They were asked to retell a story they had heard previously and to 
narrate a story using a series of pictures (see section 2.4.3).
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They are therefore more likely to abstract from the text and use more lexical cues as opposed 
to pronominal cues to refer back to what has been previously read.
 We found that the use of the particular lexical features of the academic register 
depends heavily on the situational context. In our data caregivers and children both showed 
different patterns regarding the use of lexical academic register features depending on 
the particular activity in which they were involved. Task effects were not found at each 
measurement point and for each lexical academic register feature, but those that were found 
were interesting. The main finding, which ran counter to expectations, is that in general, 
within the home setting, all lexical academic register features occurred more often during 
the spontaneous activity of mealtime conversation. The three structured tasks had been 
designed to reflect school-like situations, which led us to hypothesize that they were likely to 
elicit more features of the academic register. However, this was not the case with regard to 
the lexical features of the academic register articulated in the current study (lexical density, 
lexical diversity and specific references to space and time). Parents did vary considerably 
regarding their use of academic register features but, as a group, they generally showed the 
highest lexical density, highest lexical diversity and the highest rate of specific references 
during the mealtime conversations. The finding has been described in other studies as well, 
and can be explained by the variety of topics that occur in free conversation (Van Hout 
& Vermeer, 2007). During the structured tasks, the materials at hand control the topic of 
conversation to a certain extent, simply because the materials represent a given topic.
 The marble slide construction (one of the structured tasks) fairly consistently 
elicited the lowest rates of lexical academic register features (lexical density, lexical diversity, 
specific references to space, use of low frequency words). Apparently, the fact that literal 
building blocks of the conversation were in the physical vicinity of the dyads led them to use 
that shared frame of reference rather than use linguistic devices from the academic register 
to complete the relatively complex task. It is suggested that this finding does not necessarily 
make the marble slide construction task unfit for our research purposes. On the contrary, we 
might argue that this task differentiates between parents who do seize a ‘hands-on’ activity 
such as block building as an opportunity to engage in rich discourse about the task, and 
parents who do not utilise language during such activities.
 Despite the fact that the mealtime conversation elicited high rates of lexical 
academic register features, the input during the structured tasks correlated most strongly 
with children’s vocabulary. This finding suggests that the words used during the structured 
‘school-like’ tasks are of importance for child vocabulary and more relevant for the academic 
register. This does not follow however from our word frequency analysis, in which parental 
use of more sophisticated words was related to vocabulary. In general, the relationships 
between parents’ use of low-frequency words and children’s vocabulary scores were moderate 
and insignificant. Moreover, both negative and positive associations were seen, instead of 
the expected positive relationships. Even though limitations in our sample may have caused 
this result, we could not convincingly demonstrate that words used during the structured 
tasks was of greater importance than the words used during the mealtime conversation for 
child vocabulary growth.
 Not all lexical academic register features were subject to change over the period 
studied. Lexical diversity in the parents’ input appeared to be stable over time, but lexical 
density was subject to both increase and decrease. While we expected parents to show a 
steady increase of packing information into clauses as children grew older, they also 
showed a decrease in lexical density. This was possibly due to the use of more function 
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words, as sentences in the input increased in length (see also Chapter 4). It is likely that this 
combination of increase and decrease is related to the child’s developmental stage, a concept 
known as fine tuning (cf. Pine, 1994), a term that describes how caregivers are sensitive to 
their children’s (non)comprehension, and adapt their own speech accordingly by reducing or 
increasing complexity. Parents’ use of specific reference to space and time remained stable. 
This result may have been influenced by the fact that parents varied largely with regard to 
their explicitness in reference.
 As expected, children showed more variation over time than their parents did, as 
they develop their language skills in various domains. However, increase in the use of lexical 
academic register features was never found in all activities. The activity greatly influenced 
the use of academic register features. Children showed an increase in lexical density when 
talking about the book their parents read to them, but none in the other tasks, including the 
mealtime conversation. Lexical diversity increased for the mealtime conversation, but not 
in the other tasks. The fact that many cases had to be excluded from the analyses may be an 
important factor though in this finding. With increasing vocabulary of the children, it is 
likely that their diversity in word choice also increases. This could not be concluded from our 
data, however, because often children produced too few tokens during the structured tasks 
for a reliable calculation of diversity. Children’s rate of specificity in references (i.e. their 
use of lexical cues to refer to space and time) changed over time, for two of the structured 
tasks: during the book reading task children became more specific in their references to 
space and during the marble slide children became more specific in their references to time. 
However, we stress again that re-inspection of the marble slide data showed that a very high 
proportion of the specific references to time involved the word ‘now’, but not a great variety 
of specific referential expressions. The reference ‘now’ was considered specific because in 
theory, ‘now’ can be indicated on a calendar. If, however, we would have considered ‘now’ to 
be deictic, on the grounds of  physical co-presence being required, there would have been no 
increase.
 It is worth noting that despite the fact that parents worked with the same materials 
with regard to the structured tasks, considerable variation was found among parents in 
the language they used to attain the same goal (i.e. describing a picture, reading a book, 
and successfully construct a marble slide out of blocks respectively). This underlines our 
conceptualisation of academic language as a gradient continuum (see Chapter 1). The 
assumption was that parents who approximate teachers on this continuum provide a more 
beneficial environment for their children by making their transition to school as smooth 
as possible. Such an influence of input to children’s performance should manifest itself 
in children’s outcome measures. Therefore, the relationships were examined between 
parents’ use of academic language features in the input during the interaction tasks, and 
children’s vocabulary scores — a well investigated predictor of school success. We did find 
positive associations between lexical diversity of parental input and children’s scores on a 
standardised vocabulary test, namely for the joint picture description task, the marble slide 
task and the book reading (the structured tasks), but scarecely for the mealtime conversation. 
Lexical sophistication of the input does not seem to be an explanation in our data, since the 
mealtime conversation in fact yielded the most low-frequency words. However, a substantial 
part of these low-frequency words found in the mealtime conversation was only considered 
low-frequency relative to the school-related input that had been used as a benchmark for 
this measure of sophistication. As a result, words not commonly found in school-related 
discourse are considered low-frequency. Re-inspection of the word lists generated for the 
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home data suggested that the book reading task and the picture task really yielded the most 
low-frequency words relevant to the academic register. This would again be in line with 
the general result that the lexical sophistication during the book reading task and the joint 
picture description task constructs a genre that is beneficial to vocabulary acquisition.
 Lexical density did not show any relationship to children’s vocabulary scores. 
It was hypothesised that parents who display higher lexical density and thus use many 
content words would stimulate their child’s vocabulary development. However, contrary 
to our expectations, an association between the proportion of content words and children’s 
vocabulary knowledge could not be established in our data. Again, as explained above, this 
finding might be explained by the fact that the little variation in lexical density amongst 
parents was not enough to reveal an association with the dependent variable, i.e., children’s 
vocabulary knowledge. We might conclude that lexical density is not as useful a variable 
for distinguishing between spoken registers as it is for distinguishing between spoken 
versus written registers. The low variability within lexical density, compared to considerable 
variability in all other lexical academic register features, probably reflects the fact that in 
spoken language we need a particular ratio of content words relative to function words 
that remains relatively stable as numerator and denominator simultaneously change. As 
the number of content words increases, the number of function words increases as well. 
However, the finding that parents and teachers produced significantly different values for 
lexical density does suggest that a continuum exists. Our findings can thus not be considered 
conclusive regarding this issue.
 Growth in vocabulary could be associated with lexical diversity of parental input. 
It might be possible to predict child vocabulary scores at a given time by lexical diversity 
of the input at a preceding measurement point. Using partial correlations and controlling 
for the preceding vocabulary score, only one result was significant, namely between lexical 
diversity of the input during the mealtime conversation at T1 and children’s vocabulary 
scores at T2. No further lagged effect of lexical input to children’s vocabulary knowledge was 
found. An explanation for this lack of association might lie in a low level of variance within 
the vocabulary growth rates of the children. There clearly is variance in the individual 
vocabulary knowledge level of the children, but it might be the case that their growth rates 
are fairly equal.
 To summarise, even though lexical academic register features were found in 
spontaneous speech in an informal activity, relationships between child vocabulary and 
parents’ academic-like lexical input were strongest for language input during structured 
tasks. Adopting the well-established status of child vocabulary as an invaluable condition 
for school success, the latter finding underlines that language use during informal education 
activities at home can be of importance for children’s successful transition to school.
 As a second measure of co-construction, we studied the relationship between 
parental lexical density and lexical diversity and children’s scores on an outcome measure 
of academic language proficiency (Scheele et al., submitted for review). Only parents’ 
lexical diversity was shown to be positively related to children’s scores on this measure. 
Children who were provided with more diverse language in spontaneous speech interaction 
(mealtime) performed better in a task where they were evaluated on their use of academic 
language while retelling a story. This relationship ceased to exist when children grew older, 
however. At the final measurement point, it was the diversity of the language input during 
the structured tasks that proved to be related to children’s performance on the academic 
language production task. It should be noted, though, that the relationships found were 



86 | Academic language in early childhood interactions

moderate, indicating that many more variables influence children’s performance on the 
academic language task.
 It can be concluded that lexical features of the academic register can be found in 
interactions between parents and their young children. As was claimed in chapter 1, these 
lexical features contribute primarily to the theoretical variable field. The word choice, the 
variety of words used and the extent to which these words add to the linguistic explicitness 
of conversational content all determine what it is that is being talked about. More 
importantly, they determine how the meanings within the conversation are construed. The 
broad variations among both parents and children that we presented in this chapter indicate 
that speakers construe the field variable in different ways. Both structured ‘school-like’ 
activities and informal daily activities such as mealtime can be construed as more academic 
by realising higher rates of the articulated lexical features. Depending on their use of lexical 
academic register features, parents can be positioned alongside a language continuum that 
spans from informal language use to more formal language use. Interactions that provide the 
possibility of relying on a shared physical environment, such as a marble slide constructed 
out of blocks or a book without text, seem to be the least likely to elicit lexical academic 
register features. Alternatively, however, perhaps because in these tasks using the shared 
physical environment is the most obvious thing to do, they provide the most insight into the 
differences between parents: When parents consciously choose not to rely on the obvious 
(the physically present), but to let the activity take place in a rich linguistic context, they 
actively shape the field dimension of register to become more academic.
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4 The syntactic level of academic language

In the introductory chapter we discussed how speakers make particular language choices 
in order to live up to the expectations they face in educational settings. In the case of 
settings where academic language is expected and valued, speakers need to make language 
choices that are characteristic of the academic register. In chapter 3, we focussed on the 
lexical characteristics of this academic register. We discussed how in academic registers 
more information is typically packed into each clause, resulting in an efficient build-up of 
relevant information in the text (Schleppegrell, 2004 p.67). In addition, lexical explicitness 
and lexical diversity were suggested as characteristic of the academic register, and found 
to distinguish parents from teachers. The dense presentation of information and the 
importance of explicitness also have consequences for the way in which texts are structured 
and for grammatical complexity (Curenton, Jones Craig, & Flanigan, 2008).
 The function of a text within an academic setting is typically expository, therefore 
logical relations between clauses are of great importance. Simply chaining clauses together 
by means of conjunctions such as ‘and’ will often no longer suffice. In contrast, an academic 
text typically requires that a speaker incorporate logical relationships within clauses. Thus, 
the distinction between coordination and subordination becomes relevant. In addition, in 
this chapter we further underline the importance of explicitness by studying the rate of lexical 
realisations of clause subjects and clause objects within sentences. Both syntactic features 
(clause combining and clause subject and object realisation) contribute to grammatical 
complexity of discourse (Curenton et al., 2008; Huttenlocher et al., 2002).
 Again departing from the assumption that children need experience with the 
academic register within their home language environment in order to become proficient 
users of this register themselves, we will study the degree to which the two syntactic 
features of the academic register that were introduced above occur in input to children and 
in the children’s own language. Similarly to the previous chapter on lexical features of the 
academic register, we will study whether the occurrence of the target features varies across 
activities within one setting, whether change over time can be established and whether the 
two settings of home and school differ considerably regarding the use of the grammatical 
academic register features.
 Firstly, we will study the types of clause combinations that parents, teachers 
and children employ (section 4.1) and the way in which such constructions might be co-
constructed (section 4.2). Secondly, we will study the realisation of clause subjects and clause 
objects as an additional grammatical measure (section 4.3).
 In terms of the theoretical framework of systemic functional linguistics, the use of 
multi-clause utterances clearly affects the theoretical mode variable; multi-clause utterances 
add to the structure and organisation of the conversation. The use of lexical noun phrases 
to realise clause subjects and clause objects is related both to the mode variable (adding 
to the structure of the sentences and thus the conversation) and to the field variable. The 
latter is proposed because lexical noun phrases add to the explicitness of the conversation, 
as opposed to pronominal realisations of clause subjects and objects. As was elaborated in 
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Chapter 1, in the academic register explicitness regarding the topic is achieved by means of 
wording rather than shared material environment.

4.1 Clause combinations

Compared to informal interactional registers, academic language is characterised by a 
more elaborate use of subordinate clauses. As a result, clauses are linked to each other in a 
more sophisticated way than is the case in informal conversation, where coordinate clause 
combining tends to prevail (Bailey, 2007; Schleppegrell, 2004). Complex ideas and concepts 
are often expressed in complex multi clause sentences. Such utterances — for example 
dependent when and if clauses — characterise the monologue-like nature typical of language 
in formal educational settings (Painter, 1999b). Consider examples 4.1 and 4.2, where the use 
of multi-clause utterances is illustrated. In both examples subordinate clauses are produced 
in order to mark relationships between the respective clauses. Example 4.1 illustrates how 
a mother uses two (subordinate) adverbial clauses to indicate cause and effect. Example 4.2 
illustrates how a child uses both coordinate and subordinate clause chaining.

Example 4.1 (Jessy’s (3;3) mother, picture task)

Nou, ze moeten stoppen zodat iedereen netjes kan oversteken zonder dat er 
ongelukken gebeuren hè?

Well, they need to stop so (that) everyone can cross the street without an accident 
happening, hmm?

Example 4.2: (Danny (5;10) book reading)

Toen ging ze naar de boekendokter, ze kocht het boek wat ze nodig had en ging lezen 
thuis1.

Then she went to the book doctor, she bought the book that she needed and read it at 
home.

We coded the home data for clause combinations in all four interaction tasks: the picture 
task, the joint marble slide construction task, the book reading task and the mealtime 
conversation at four points in time. The school data were coded for clause combinations in 
the transcripts of the book reading session (T3 and T4) and the transcripts of the instruction 
activity at T3 (see section 2.6.2 and Appendix 2). In the following section, the use of multi-
clause utterances by parents, children and teachers will be discussed. For both the home 
setting and the school setting we will discuss whether use of multi-clause utterances is 
dependent upon activity. Differences between parents and teachers will be evaluated and 
the longitudinal perspective regarding the use of multi-clause utterances will be discussed.

4.1.1 Operationalising and analyzing clause combining
Each multi-clause utterance in the transcripts of the interaction tasks was identiefied and 
then subcategorised into four different types: utterances that involved (i) coordinate clauses, 

1 The Dutch relative clause “wat ze nodig had” is in fact ungrammatical because of the use of the incorrect 
relative pronoun ‘wat’. It is clear however, that the child uses a relative clause.
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(ii) complement clauses, (iii) adverbial clauses and (iv) relative clauses. The last three types 
were considered more complex than coordinate clause combinations. The rationale behind 
this is that the latter three types consist of a matrix clause and a subordinate clause, reflecting 
hierarchical relationships between the respective clauses. In Dutch, as a consequence of 
subordination, the word order of the utterance changes. Multi-clause utterances that are 
made up of two (or more) coordinated clauses are chained together by means of connectives, 
and consist of two clauses that could be independent clauses by themselves, without 
changing the word order. Two measures resulted: the proportion of multi-clause utterances 
relative to all utterances, and the proportion of complex multi-clause utterances relative to 
all multi-clause utterances. To arrive at the first clause-combining measure, we divided the 
number of multi-clause utterances (all 4 types together) by the total number of utterances in 
the transcript2. For the second measure, the sum of complement clauses, adverbial clauses 
and relative clauses was divided by the number of multi-clause utterances in the transcript. 

4.1.2 Clause combinations at home
To obtain a view of the stability of parents’ and children’s use of (complex) multi-clause 
utterances, scale reliabilities were computed for the three structured tasks added together. 
The values for Cronbach’s alpha are displayed in Table 4.1. The procedure followed in this 
chapter regarding scale construction is different from Chapter 3 (sections 3.1.2 and 3.2.2), 
where for lexical diversity and lexical density scales were constructed for the structured tasks 
whit respect to task effects. In this chapter, we wanted to be able to discuss task effects also 
within the category of structured tasks for both parents and children, as well as comparing 
the structured tasks, as a category, to the mealtime conversation. The scale reliabilities 
across the structured tasks, reported below in Table 4.1, were computed to obtain a view of 
the stability of parent and child behaviour within the category of structured tasks.

Table 4.1: Internal consistency of structured tasks

Proportion of multi-clause utterances (structured)
Parents Children

T1 a = .84 a = .60
T2 a = .91 a = .19
T3 a = .76 a = .24
T4 a = .82 a = .32
Proportion of complex multi-clause utterances (structured)
T1 a = .54 a = .67
T2 a = .56 a = .29
T3 a = .65 a = .04
T4 a = .73 a = .01

We can see from Table 4.1 that the values for Cronbach’s alpha are high. This suggests that 
the differences between parents are stable with regard to the use of multi-clause utterances 

2 In Appendix 2, the absolute means of parental utterances are presented. The mean minimum of parental 
utterances was 60 utterances (marble slide T4), and the maximum of parental utterances was 120 (picture 
task T2). For children, the minimum number of utterances was 33 (Marble slide T4) and the maximum 
number of utterances was 80 (mealtime conversation at T2). Text length has been standardized in terms of 
minutes, see section 2.5.1.



92 | Academic language in early childhood interactions

within the category of structured tasks: parents who score relatively highly on multi-clause 
utterance use on one structured task score relatively highly on this feature in the other tasks 
as well. This does not mean, however, that the actual proportion is similar across tasks. It 
can only be concluded that parents’ position within the group of parents remains stable. For 
parents’ proportions of complex multi-clause utterances, the values for alpha were lower, 
but still acceptable, given the fact that only three items (tasks) were included in the scale. 
Though a scale of parents’ (complex) multi clause utterances will not be used in the analysis 
of task effects, it will be used in two other analyses: firstly when relationships between input 
and output during the interaction tasks will be discussed (section 4.2.1) and secondly, when 
the relationship between multi clause sentences in parents’ input and children’s score on a 
syntactic awareness test are discussed (section 4.2.3).
 For the children, Cronbach’s alpha values were very low, with the exception of T1 
(see Table 4.1). These low values indicated that children who use many (complex) multi-
clause utterances during one task, may use relatively few (complex) multi-clause utterances 
during one of the other tasks, and vice versa. Thus, the tasks elicit different behaviour. The 
finding that children can already produce the target constructions (frequently) in one task 
but not necessarily in another, might be an indication that the children are still developing 
the target constructions, and are more likely to use them in some situations than in others. 
Hence, it is worth investigating a possible task effect within the category of structured tasks.
For children, the low values for Cronbach’s alpha precluded the construction of a scale for 
the structured tasks. It was therefore decided not to use scales for the analyses concerning 
the task effects, time effects and setting effects.
 In Table 4.2, means and standard deviations of the absolute numbers of multi-clause 
utterances produced by parents and children are presented and in Table 4.3, the descriptive 
statistics of the proportions of (complex) multi-clause utterances by parents and children. In 
addition, in Table 4.3, the results of the planned comparison between the use of (complex) 
multi-clause utterances in the spontaneous setting of mealtime conversation, and the more 
structured setting of the school-like activities (picture task, marble slide construction and 
book reading) are presented. 

Table 4.2: Parents’ and children’s means (and standard deviations) of absolute numbers of multi-
clause utterances by parents and by children during the interaction tasks

Multi-clause 
utterances

T1 T2a T3 T4

Parents
Picture task 12.56 (11.56) 20.48 (15.58) 16.52 (9.70) 17.48 (13.30)
Marble slide 14.52 (14.62) 16.74 (12.11) 13.00 (6.12) 13.72 (17.88)
Book reading 9.08 (9.08)b 11.78 (10.44) 18.56 (11.10) 18.76 (15.18)
Mealtime 14.84 (11.68) 18.87 (12.90) 18.13 (9.24)b 21.64 (12.67)b

Children
Picture task 1.2 (1.91) 2.43 (1.87) 2.04 (1.65) 5.40 (3.74)
Marble slide .52 (.92) 1.34 (1.77) .92 (1.32) 1.24 (1.83)
Book reading .76 (1.45)b 1.26 (2.36) 1.32 (1.65) 5.60 (5.68)
Mealtime 1.32 (1.81) 4.61 (2.92) 4.42 (3.62)b 5.50 (3.87)b

Note. aN=23, bN=24
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Table 4.3: Parents’ and children’s mean proportions (and standard deviations) of multi-clause 
utterances and proportions of complex multi-clause utterances and Helmert contrast statistics of 
spontaneous versus structured setting

Parents T1 T2a T3 T4
Proportion multi-clause utterances

Picture task .11 (.09) .17 (.11) .16 (.10) .23 (.14)
Marble slide .13 (.12) .16 (.10) .15 (.08) .26 (.17)
Book reading .10 (.11)b .15 (.11) .20 (.12) .30 (.19)
Mealtime .13 (.10) .17 (.09) .19 (.09)b .22 (.12)b

Spontaneous vs. 
structuredc

F(1,23)=1.11 F(1,21)=0.27 F(1,23)=0.60 F(1,24)=2.49

Proportion complex multi-clause utterances 
Picture task .45 (.27) .39 (.15) .47 (.22) .34 (.20)
Marble slide .41 (.28) .34 (.20) .43 (.18) .34 (.21)
Book reading .48 (.33) .33 (.24) .46 (.24) .31 (.17)
Mealtime .52. (.29) .45 (.16) .50 (.20)b .39 (.15)b

Spontaneous vs. 
structured

F(1,23)=1.76 F(1,22)=6.13* F(1,23)=0.731 F(1,23)=3.24

Children T1 T2a T3 T4
Proportion multi-clause utterances

Picture task .02 (.03) .04 (.03) .03 (.03) .11 (.08)
Marble slide .01 (.02) .03 (.04) .02 (.03) .03 (.04)
Book reading .01 (.02)b .02 (.03) .04 (.05) .19 (.25)
Mealtime .02 (.04) .06 (.04) .08 (.05) b .09 (.06) b

Spontaneous vs. 
structured

F(1,24)=1.40 F(1,21)=21.99* F(1,23)=15.40* F(1,23)=0.282

Proportion complex multi-clause utterances
Picture task .17 (.34) .18 (.28) .31 (.40) .31 (.30)
Marble slide .14 (.34) .17 (.34) .30 (.45) .13 (.30)
Book reading .20 (.39) b .10 (.24) .33 (.44) .19 (.29)
Mealtime .31 (.44) .35 (.24) .37 (.31) b .40 (.35) b

Spontaneous vs. 
structured

F(1,24)=2.34 F(1,22)=17.46* F(1,24)=0.82 F(1,23)=7.41*

*p<.05
Note. aN=23, bN=24, cHelmert contrasts (see section 2.8)

The results of the planned comparison indicate that, overall, parents use approximately 
the same number of multi-clause utterances during the mealtime conversation as in the 
structured tasks on any of the measurement points. The proportion of complex multi-clause 
utterances produced by parents, however, is higher in the mealtime conversation than in the 
structured tasks at T2 (ηp

2=.218), but not at other measurement points. It can thus tentatively 
be concluded that, in general, parents show similar linguistic behaviour across the various 
activities in their use of multi-clause utterances. The relatively large standard deviations 
displayed in Table 4.2 and Table 4.3 do indicate that considerable variability exists between 
parents with regard to their use of multi-clause utterances.
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Using an additional repeated measures ANOVA with ‘task’ as the within subjects variable 
(entering only the structured tasks), the structured tasks showed no task effect, neither for 
the use of multi-clause utterances (0.06 < F < 2.63) nor for the use of complex multi-clause 
utterances (0.42 < F < 0.60). We thus conclude that parents do not vary significantly in their 
use of (complex) multi-clause utterances in any of the structured tasks.
 In the child data, we can see from Table 4.3 that children produce higher proportions 
of multi-clause utterances during the mealtime conversation at two measurement points: 
T2 and T3. The effect sizes of the contrasts were ηp

2=.512 (T2) and ηp
2=.401 (T3).  Higher 

proportions of complex multi-clause utterances were found at T2 and T4 (effect sizes ηp
2=.433 

and ηp
2=.244 respectively). In accordance with the analysis plan, we conducted an additional 

ANOVA to study differences within the structured tasks. The results of this additional 
ANOVA revealed that at T1, T2 and T3 no main task effect across structured tasks was 
found with regard to multi-clause utterance use (1.10 <F< 1.21). There was such an effect at 
T4, however, (F(2,24)=8.05, p<.05, ηp

2=.251). Subsequent evaluation of the simple contrasts 
revealed that children produced considerably lower rates of multi-clause utterances during 
the marble slide task; being significantly lower than in the picture task (F(1,24)=25.38, p<.05, 
ηp

2=.514) and the book reading conversation (F(1,24)=10.00, p<.05, ηp
2=.294). The proportions 

of complex multi-clause utterances did not vary across the structured tasks (0.30 <F< 2.35).
 It is worth noting that at T4, children produced a relatively high proportion of 
multi-clause utterances during the book reading conversation (M=.19, SD=.25). Qualitative 
analysis of the data reveals that this is due to a high rate of coordinated clauses, using the 
conjunctions ‘and … and’. In these cases, ‘and’ was often used as a temporal marker, as 
illustrated in example 4.3 below.

Example 4.3: Danny 5;10 during book reading 

Ze ging naar huis, ze eette (= at) en was nog een boekje aan het lezen en ze ging en 
ze viel in slaap en droomde over monsters.

She went home, she eated (=ate) and was reading a book and she went and she fell 
asleep and dreamed about monsters.

This higher rate of multi-clause utterances during book reading at T4 is only significantly 
higher when compared to the marble slide construction, however.
 It is also relevant that the total number of multi-clause utterances in the children’s 
data was very low (see Table 4.2), which may have affected the reliability of the measure. For 
example, a child that only uttered two multi-clause utterances of which one was subordinate 
(e.g. “I think that..”), would obtain a proportion of complex multi-clause utterances of .50. 
Children’s proportions of complex multi-clause utterances are thus higher relative to parent 
data: individual high proportions of complex multi-clause utterances have artificially inflated 
the children’s means on this measure. In addition, the very large standard deviations as 
presented in Table 4.3 indicate that both extremely high and extremely low values occurred 
resulting in a non-normal distribution.
 In conclusion, parents produced a higher rate of complex multi-clause utterances 
at T2, but for the remaining measurement points their linguistic behaviour was stable. 
For children somewhat more variation was found across activities. At T2 and T3, children 
produce considerably more multi-clause utterances during the mealtime conversation as 
compared to the three structured tasks of picture description, marble slide building and 
book reading. A higher rate of complex multi-clause utterances was found in the mealtime 
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conversation at T2 and T4. It is thus concluded that children tend to produce more (complex) 
multi-clause utterances in the spontaneous activity of the mealtime conversation, though 
not for all measurement points. Caution is warranted with respect to this conclusion, 
however, due to the relatively low occurrence of clause combinations by children.

4.1.3 Clause combinations at school
In the teacher data, clause combining was coded in the book reading transcripts at T3 and T4, 
and in the crafts lesson transcripts at T3 (see  Table 4.4). The crafts lesson involved a variety 
of activities, but the common concept was instruction. Most teachers sat down with a small 
group of children (ranging from four to eight children) to construct an item of craftwork (for 
example an Easter egg, a Christmas tree, a traffic light made of cardboard — often items that 
were related to the theme the class was working on during that particular week). One teacher 
sat down with a small group of children to simulate a telephone conversation and talked 
about how such a conversation is commonly carried out. We conducted an ANOVA repeated 
measures analysis with ‘activity’ as the within-subject factor, to test whether teachers 
showed different proportions of (complex) multi-clause utterances during the book reading 
and the crafts lesson respectively. Teachers were shown to use similar proportions of multi-
clause utterances in both activities (F(1,13)=1.92, p=.19). However, teachers’ use of complex 
multi-clause utterances was significantly different across activities: teachers used a higher 
proportion of complex multi-clause utterances during the book reading task, F(1,13)=11.66, 
p<.01, h2

p=.473. It should be noted though that only 14 cases could be entered in the analysis 
because only 14 out of 19 teachers completed both tasks. This has considerable impact on 
the statistical power of the analysis. However, analysis of the data available indicated that 
teachers’ rate of multi-clause utterances overall did not differ across activities, but that they 
did produce a higher proportion of complex multi-clause utterances during the book reading 
activity than during the crafts lesson. 

Table 4.4: Means (and standard deviations) of teachers’ proportions (complex) multi-clause 
utterances

T3 T4
Multi-clause utterances

Book reading .26 (.08)a .34 (.16)b

Crafts lesson .31 (.12)c -
Complex multi-clause utterances

Book reading .45 (.14) a .41 (.16) b

Crafts lesson .31 (.12) c

Note. aN=19, bN=18, cN=15. See section 2.7 and Appendix 2

4.1.4 Clause combining in two settings: home and school compared
In Table 4.5, for the purpose of comparison, the descriptive statistics for the proportion 
of multi-clause utterances and complex multi-clause utterances are repeated for both 
parents and teachers. Using t-tests for independent samples and after correction for multiple 
comparisons, we found that teachers showed higher proportions of multi-clause utterances 
than parents did during the instructional activity (i.e. the marble slide constrction for 
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parents and the crafts lesson for teachers). Parents’ and teachers’ rates of multi-clause 
utterances during the book reading sessions were similar. However, even though teachers 
did not produce more multi-clause utterances during book reading, they did use a higher 
rate of complex clause-combining strategies during book reading at T4. After correction for 
multiple comparisons, this difference between parents and teachers during the instructional 
activity was however no longer significant (p=.064). However, it is interesting to note that 
teachers used a lower proportion of complex multi-clause utterances than parents during the 
instructional activity.

Table 4.5: Means (and standard deviations) of proportions of (complex) multi-clause utterances 
for parents and teachers

Setting df t d
Multi-clause utterances Parents Teachers

Book reading T3 .20 (.12) .26 (.08)a 42 1.76
Book reading T4 .30 (.19) .34 (.16)b 41 1.46
Marble slide construction / 
crafts lesson T3

.15 (.08) .31 (.12)c 38 5.19* 1.57

Complex multi-clause 
utterances

Book reading T3 .44 (.25) .45 (.14)a 42 0.23
Book reading T4 .31 (.17) .43 (.13)b 41 2.61* 0.79
Marble slide construction / 
crafts lesson T3

.43 (.18) .31 (.14)c 38 2.20d 0.81

*p<.05
Note. aN=19, bN=18, cN=15 (see section 2.7 and Appendix 2), dAfter applying Holm’s correction p=.064

4.1.5 Clause combining in a longitudinal perspective
In Table 4.6 the descriptive statistics for parents’ and children’s proportions of (complex) 
multi-clause utterances are presented once more, including the test statistics of the repeated 
measures ANOVA that was conducted to test for development of the target structures over 
time.

4.1.5.1 Parents’ clause combining in a longitudinal perspective
Parents’ proportions of (complex) multi-clause utterances from Table 4.6 are graphically 
presented in Figure 4.1. It should be noted that in longitudinal analyses, a whole case has 
to be excluded from the analysis, when data are missing at one measurement point. This 
resulted in the exclusion of two cases for the picture task and the marble slide, three cases 
for the book reading task and four cases for the mealtime conversation (see Appendix 2). The 
means and standard deviations in these analyses (depicted in Figure 4.1 up to and including 
Figure 4.4) are therefore slightly different from those in Table 4.6. 
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Figure 4.1: Parents’ proportions of multi-clause utterances over time

ANOVAs with repeated measures analyses were conducted to study whether parents’ use 
of multi-clause utterances and of complex multi-clause utterances changed over time. For 
multi-clause utterances, the results of the analyses show that a main effect of time was found 
for all interaction tasks. The test statistics of the main effect of time are reported in Table 
4.6. We can see in Table 4.6 and in Figure 4.1 that in all tasks the proportion of multi-clause 
utterances generally increases. However, between T2 and T3 (the shortest time interval) the 
lines remain fairly horizontal. In addition, a minor decrease between T2 and T3 in parents’ 
proportions of multi-clause utterances can be seen throughout the marble slide construction 
tasks and the picture tasks. The repeated contrasts of the ANOVA show whether the main 
effect of time reflects a significant change between the subsequent measurement points. For 
the picture tasks, the repeated contrasts show that the significant main effect of time reflects 
the significant increase in the proportion of multi-clause utterances between T1 and T2 
(F(1,22)=7.33, p<.05, hp

2 =.250), and between T3 and T4 (F(1,22)=9.17, p<.05, hp
2=.294). The 

contrasts for the analysis of the marble slide construction show that the differences between 
T1, T2 and T3 are not significant. The significant main effect of time (see Table 4.6) reflects a 
significant increase in the proportion of multi-clause utterances in T4 (F(1,22)=13.19, p<.05, 
hp

2=.375). Results for the book reading task show comparable patterns: the main effect of 
time for book reading (see Table 4.6) reflects a significant increase in the proportion of 
multi-clause utterances to T4, (F(1,22)=4.35, p<.05, hp

2=.157). Similar to the results of the 
marble slide construction, the differences between T1, T2 and T3 were not significant.
 We found a main effect of time, in the mealtime conversation as well. However, the 
contrasts of the repeated measures analysis show that this main effect of time does not reflect 
any significant differences between subsequent intervals in particular, but a general gradual 
increase. Additional analyses in which the simple contrasts were evaluated, comparing each 
measurement point to T1 and each measurement point to T4, show that differences over two 
time intervals are significant. The test statistics of these contrasts are F(1,22)=12.63, p<.01, 
hp

2=.376 between T1 and T4; F(1,22)=7.85, p<.05, hp
2=.272 between T2 and T4; (F(1,21)=4.42, 

p<.05, hp
2=.174  and between T1 and T3. 

In Figure 4.2, caregivers’ proportions of complex multi-clause utterances (i.e. complement, 
adverbial and relative multi-clause utterances relative to all multi-clause utterances) during 
all interaction tasks over time are displayed. 
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Figure 4.2: Parents’ proportions of complex multi-clause utterances over time

ANOVA with repeated measures revealed that the relative contribution of complex multi-
clause utterances did not change over time in any of the interaction tasks. Thus, an increased 
rate of coordinated clause combinations lies beneath the general increase in multi clause 
sentences in parental input, not an increased rate of complex multi-clause sentences.

4.1.5.2 Children’s clause combining in a longitudinal perspective
The proportions of multi-clause utterances from the child data are graphically presented 
in Figure 4.3. A main effect was found for the picture task, the book reading task and 
the mealtime conversation (Table 4.6) but not for the marble slide task, which the almost 
horizontal line in Figure 4.3 illustrates. Evaluation of the contrasts indicated that for the 
picture task, the main effect of time reflects a significant increase in the proportions of 
multi-clause utterances from T1 to T2 (F1,22) = 6.38, p<.05, hp

2 =.225 and from T3 to T4 
F(1,22) = 18.98, p<.01, hp

2=.225. A comparable pattern was found for the book reading task: 
The main effect of time in the book reading task reflects a significant increase from T3 to T4 
F(1,22) = 7.32, p<.05, hp

2=.250. The increase from T1 to T2 just misses significance, F(1,22) = 
3.98, p=.056, hp

2=.153. For the mealtime conversation, the repeated contrasts indicated that 
the main effect of time reflects a significant increase from T1 to T2 (F(1,20)=14.63, p<.01, 
hp

2=.422). Although the overall increase from T1 to T4 is significant (F(1,20)=22.18, p<.01, 
hp

2=.526), the minor increase intervals in multi-clause utterances during the mealtime 
conversation between the other subsequent measurement points are no longer significant. It 
should be noted that the children produced few multi-clause utterances to begin with (see 
Table 4.2) and the proportional values should therefore be regarded with caution.
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Figure 4.3: Children’s proportions of multi-clause utterances over time

In Figure 4.4, children’s proportions of complex multi-clause utterances are displayed 
graphically.
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Figure 4.4: Children’s proportions of complex multi-clause utterances over time 

In Table 4.6, we can see that, regarding the proportions of children’s complex multi-clause 
utterances over time, a main effect of time was found only for the picture task. For the 
remaining three tasks, no significant change over time could be established. For the picture 
task, the main effect of time does not reflect a significant increase between subsequent 
measurement points. Evaluation of the contrasts indicated that the main effect of time 
reflects an overall change between T1 and T3 (F(1,22) = 5.76, p<.05, hp

2=.207), and between 
T1 and T4 (F(1,22) = 15.63, p<.01, hp

2=.415. 
In Figure 4.4 the lines for the book reading task and for the marble slide are characterised 
by a couple of noticeable peaks and dips. Note that in Table 4.2 we saw that especially 
during these tasks, the rate of complex clause combining by children was very low with the 
exception of book reading at T4. The peaks are a result of the fact that many children uttered 
a very limited number of multi-clause utterances during these tasks, but when they did the 
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utterances concerned complex clause combining. Thus, the proportion of complex clause 
combining was 1.0 for these children, inflating the mean. It should be concluded that in 
relatively short transcripts such as ours, the rate of complex clause combining might not be a 
sufficiently reliable measure of young children’s language proficiency. A floor effect prevents 
reliable results.
 In conclusion, we can say that children’s use of multi-clause utterances increases 
over time, both in spontaneous and in structured settings. For three out of four interaction 
tasks, the picture description task, the book reading session and the mealtime conversation, 
a main effect of time was found. These main effects all reflect significant increases over time, 
comparing T1 to T4. The differences between the subsequent measurement points were not 
always significant, but the overall differences (between T1 and T4) were. No main effect 
of time was found for the marble slide construction task. It should be noted that children 
produced noticeably few multi-clause utterances during the marble slide task, especially 
at T4 (see section 4.1.2 and Table 4.2). Increase in children’s use of complex multi-clause 
utterances could only be established in one out of four interaction tasks: the picture task. For 
this particular task, children produced a higher proportion of multi-clause utterances over 
time, while their total number of utterances remained stable (see Appendix 3).
 In the child data, we must conclude that there is a floor effect in complex clause 
combinations. This seems to be the case especially for the marble slide construction, where 
the mean (absolute) number of complex multi-clause utterances during the marble slide task 
conversation ranges between 0 and 1.20. Such low proportions of multi-clause utterances, 
especially during the early measurement points, might produce a somewhat distorted 
picture: an incidental occurrence of a complex multi-clause utterance could result in a 
disproportionately high value for the proportion of complex clause combining while few 
multi-clause utterances are produced initially. This phenomenon seems to have affected the 
longitudinal perspective sketched in the sections above.

4.1.5.3 Teachers’ clause combinations in a longitudinal perspective
As was mentioned in chapter 3, sketching a longitudinal perspective of the teachers is 
problematic because the sample of teachers at T3 was different from the sample at T4 (the 
only two measurement points for school data). However, because the children in the sample 
were the same, we still wanted to analyse their language environment in school at those two 
measurement points. We therefore conducted an ANOVA with repeated measures for the 
teacher data. In Table 4.4, the descriptive statistics were shown for teachers’ use of multi-
clause utterances and the proportion of complex multi-clause utterances. The only task for 
which we had data for both T3 and T4 was the book reading session. At T3, teachers produced 
26 % multi-clause utterances, and at T4 they produced 34 % multi-clause utterances. Of 
these multi-clause utterances, 45% involved the use of complex multi-clause utterances at T3 
and 41% involved complex clause combining at T4. The difference between the rate of multi-
clause utterances at T3 and T4 was significant (F(1,14)=7.57, p<.05, ηp

2=.351). During book 
reading, teachers produced significantly more multi-clause utterances at T4 as compared 
to T3. The proportion of complex clause combining was similar however, as no significant 
difference was found between measurement points (F(1,14)=0.21).

4.1.6 Summary clause combinations
In the sections above, we explored how one of the syntactic features of the academic register, 
the use of multi-clause utterances, could be characterised across activities, between settings 
and over time. There were three underlying questions. Firstly, do parents and children adjust 
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their use of multi-clause utterances to the activity at hand? Secondly, do parents and teachers 
differ from each other regarding their use of multi-clause utterances? Finally, does the use of 
multi-clause utterances by all three agents change over time?
 The first question required the evaluation of possible ‘task effects’. We found that 
parents show similar rates of multi-clause utterances during the four different kinds of 
conversations, including one spontaneous setting (the mealtime conversation) and three 
more structured and ‘school-like’ activities (picture description, marble slide and book 
reading). Similarly, parents’ proportion of complex multi-clause utterances relative to their 
multi-clause utterances was not dependent upon the task. Within the category of structured 
tasks, parents’ order of ranking with their use of (complex) multi-clause utterances was 
similar across tasks, as was assessed by means of a scale reliability analysis. Parents who 
showed relatively high rates of multi-clause utterances in one structured task also did so 
in the others. We can thus conclude that the degree to which parents use the grammatical 
construction of combined clauses is a relatively stable feature of the language input they 
provide to their children. We did see high standard deviations in our descriptive statistics, 
indicating substantial variability among parents.
 The task effect findings were different for the child data. Unlike their parents, the 
children in our sample did show different rates of multi-clause utterances depending on 
the activity at hand: At two measurement points, children produced more (complex) multi-
clause utterances during the mealtime conversation than in the structured tasks. At T4, 
the measurement point where children produced most multi-clause utterances (see Table 
4.2), they produced fewest multi-clause utterances during the marble slide construction 
task. With regard to the first task effect — the increased rate of (complex) multi-clause 
utterances — we can propose two possible explanations: Firstly, the findings may be related 
to the role of the child in the respective task. Even though the instruction to the parents was 
to talk about the particular tasks, the different tasks led parents to position their children 
differently: as a listener (book reading) as a ‘builder’ (marble slide) and as a somewhat 
more knowledgeable interlocutor during the joint picture description (manifested in many 
questions such as “what do you see?”). Secondly, the finding that the children produce 
such structures relatively frequently during one task but rarely in another is likely to be a 
reflection of the fact that children in the age range of 3;3 and 5;10 are still acquiring complex 
grammatical structures (Diessel, 2004). The children may practice the structure they first 
acquire in a setting in which they are more comfortable or which they perceive as easier. 
This interpretation is based on the finding that for two (out of four) measurement points, 
children produced more multi-clause utterances during the mealtime conversation than in 
the structured tasks. The rate of complex multi-clause utterances was also higher during the 
mealtime conversation at two measurement points. Given the hypothesis that the rate of 
(complex) multi-clause utterances would be higher during structured school-like tasks, this 
result was initially unexpected. It is possible that the finding of an increased rate of multi-
clause utterances during the mealtime conversation is an artefact of the amount of speech 
produced during this spontaneous setting. Children produced more utterances during 
the mealtime conversation, especially compared to the marble slide construction and to 
the book reading session (see Appendix 3). Though all rates that were used in the analyses 
were proportions and should thus not be affected by the total number of utterances, the 
fact that children produced more sentences during the mealtime conversation should not 
go unnoticed. When more utterances are produced, chances increase that a multi-clause 
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utterance will appear. It seems that the children talked more freely during the mealtime 
conversation.
 In addition to the task effect associated with the mealtime conversation, we also 
found a task effect within the category of structured tasks. Children produced noticeably 
few multi-clause utterances during the marble slide construction task compared to the other 
structured tasks, especially at T4. Children’s rate of complex multi-clause utterances was also 
significantly lower during the marble slide construction at T4. It was suggested earlier that 
this was a floor effect as children produced few multi-clause utterances during the marble 
slide task to begin with.
 Comparing the two settings of home and school we found that teachers produced 
a higher rate of multi-clause utterances during an instructional activity than parents: the 
teachers used significantly more multi-clause utterances during a crafts lesson than parents 
instructing their children in building a marble slide from blocks. However, during this 
instructional activity, parents used higher proportions of complex multi-clause utterances 
than teachers. In parent-child book reading and teacher-child book reading showed that 
parents and teachers used similar proportions of multi-clause utterances during this activity. 
However, at T4, the relative contribution of complex multi-clause utterances was higher 
for teachers than for parents. These findings were not fully in line with our expectations. 
Our hypothesis was that the teachers would use a higher proportion of (complex) multi-
clause utterances during instructional classroom discourse and during book reading than 
parents, since these are regarded as features belonging to the academic register. Our data, 
however, did not fully support this hypothesis; parents used higher rates of complex multi-
clause utterances during the instructional activity, and teachers only showed a higher rate 
of complex multi-clause utterances during book reading at T4. Evaluation of the transcripts 
of the crafts lesson confirmed that teachers tend to use many coordinate constructions such 
as “and then…” when they provide instructions to the children. In addition, teachers seem 
likely to break up sentences that they could have combined using a connective by means of 
silences or because they are interrupted by the children. Excerpt 4.1 illustrates this. 

Excerpt 4.1: Crafts lesson in Barry’s (4;2) class
Teacher: Je krijgt zo meteen van mij drie 

papieren. [pause]
In a moment I will give you three pieces 
of paper. [pause]

Teacher. Een groene, daar hoef je niets mee te 
doen, die leg je op tafel.

A green one, you don’t have to do 
anything with it, you’ll put it on the 
table.

Teacher Een beetje zo. [shuffles papers around] A bit like this. [shuffles papers around]
Teacher: Dan krijg je een witte. Then you get a white one.
Child: Die knip je uit! That one you cut out!
Teacher: Die gaan we uitknippen. We’re going to cut that one out.
Teacher: Één helft en nog een helft. One half and the other half.
Teacher: Hij is al kapot, zie je dat? It’s broken already, can you see that?
Teacher: Dit hoeft er niet bij en dit hoeft er ook 

niet bij. [refers to rest of the paper]
We don’t need this and we don’t need 
this either. [refers to rest of the paper] 

Parents produced more multi-clause utterances over time. However, the proportion of those 
multi-clause utterances that involved complex clause combining did not increase. This 
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result may be related to the finding that with increasing age of the children, parents seemed 
to leave more room for children’s contributions to the conversation about the book. This 
interpretation was based on the fact that the number of parental utterances decreased over 
time, whereas the number of children’s utterances increased (see Appendix 3).
 The children’s use of multi-clause utterances also increased over time, for three 
out of four tasks: picture task description, book reading and mealtime conversation. The 
subsequent time intervals did not always differ significantly from one other, but in general 
the difference between T1 and T4 was significant. Children produced few complex multi-
clause utterances, which seems to have resulted in a floor effect.

4.2 Co-construction of clause combinations 

In Chapter 1 (section 1.2), it was mentioned that by the term ‘co-construction’ we refer to 
the relationship between the presence of a particular variable in the input by parents and the 
presence of the same feature in children’s output. In addition, children’s scores on standardised 
language tests will be used to interpret input – output relationships. For the linguistic 
variable of clause combining, we will study the relationship between input and output again 
in three ways. Firstly, we will study the relationship between parents’ clause combinations 
during the interaction tasks and children’s clause combinations during the same interaction 
tasks. Secondly, we will study the relationship between parents’ clause combining during the 
interaction tasks and children’s performance on the academic language composite from the 
general study. Finally, we will relate parents’ clause combinations to children’s performance 
on the sentence production task, an independent outcome measure of children’s syntactic 
awareness. All relationships will be analysed by means of correlation analysis.

4.2.1 Co-construction of clause combining strategies during the interaction 
tasks

For this analysis, we again combined the proportional scores for the parents’ clause combining 
during the structured tasks  (as was done in chapter 3). Scale reliabilities for the scales of the 
structured tasks (picture task, marble slide construction and book reading) were previously 
displayed in Table 4.1. The scale reliabilities were satisfactory for parents, thus allowing for 
the construction of a composite measure for parents. For children, however, Cronbach’s 
alpha was too low to allow us to add the individual proportional scores into a reliable scale. 
Therefore, the correlation analyses were conducted with the summed scale score for parents 
and the individual proportions of (complex) multi-clause utterances for children.
 We found significant correlations for T1 and T4 between multi-clause utterances in 
parental input during the structured tasks and children’s use of multi-clause utterances (see 
Table 4.7). Parents’ proportion of multi-clause utterances during the (combined) structured 
tasks was significantly related to children’s proportion of multi-clause utterances during 
the picture task and the book reading task at T1. In contrast, at T4 children’s use of multi-
clause utterances during the picture task and the book reading were unrelated to multi-
clause utterances in parental input, whereas their use of multi-clause utterances during the 
marble slide construction was significantly related to parental proportions of multi-clause 
utterances during the structured tasks. At other measurement points, the correlations were 
not significant, and no significant relationships were found between complex multi-clause 
utterances in parental input and children’s output.
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Table 4.7: Correlations between parents’ and children’s use of (complex) multi-clause utterances 
during the structured tasks (N=25)

Parents
Multi-clause utterances 
structured tasks

Complex multi-clause 
utterances structured tasks

Children’s multi 
clause utterances

T1 T2 T3 T4 T1 T2 T3 T4

Picture task .57*a .08b .03 .12 .24a -.07b .16 .13
Marble slide .29a .31b .29 .40* .19a .19b -.02 .20
Book reading .49*a .04b .06 .13 -.04a .16b .34 .16
Mealtime conversation .58*a .30c .07a .38a .18a .35c .13a -.03a

*p<.05
Note. aN=24, bN=23 cN=22

4.2.2 Parents’ clause combining and children’s academic language production
Results of the correlation analyses indicated no relationship between parents’ use of 
(complex) multi-clause utterances during the book reading interaction task and children’s 
score on the academic language production composite as it was measured in the narrate/
retell a story task (i.e. the task from the general study, see section 2.4.3). The results are 
presented in Table 4.8. 

Table 4.8: Correlations between parents’ (complex) multi-clause utterances and children’s 
performance on the academic language production task (N=25)

Children’s score on academic language production task
Parents T1 T3 T4
Multi-clause utterances Narrate Retell Story A Story B Story A Story B

T1 Book reading .05a .14a

T3 Book reading -.23 -.29
T4 Book reading .15 .10

T1 T3 T4
Complex multi clause 
utterances

Narrate Retell Story A Story B Story A Story B

T1 Book reading -.14a .13a

T3 Book reading .30 .09
T4 Book reading .04 .31

Note. aN=25

None of the correlations were significant, and thus no significant relationships were found. 

4.2.3 Parents’ clause combining as related to children’s syntactic awareness
We studied whether a relationship could be found between the proportion of (complex) 
multi-clause utterances in parental input during the interaction tasks, and the children’s 
score on the sentence production test that was administered at T4 (Table 4.9). The sentence 
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production test measures children’s syntactic awareness (Verhoeven & Vermeer, 2006, see 
also section 2.4.3). All 25 children completed the sentence production test. The mean score 
on the sentence production was 29.44, (standard deviation 5.24), the maximum possible 
score was 40. Correlation analysis revealed a significant correlation between parents’ 
proportion of multi-clause utterances during the structured tasks and children’s score on the 
sentence production test. Parents’ proportion of complex multi-clause utterances during the 
structured tasks was not significantly related to children’s score on the sentence production 
task. Neither parents’ use of multi-clause utterances during mealtime, or parents’ use of 
complex multi-clause utterances during mealtime were significantly related to children’s 
scores on the sentence production test. Thus, the results indicate that children whose parents 
produced more multi-clause utterances during the structured tasks are better able to recall 
complicated sentences, and thus show better syntactic awareness, than children whose 
parents use considerably less multi-clause utterances during such school-like tasks.

Table 4.9: Correlations between parents’(complex) multi-clause utterances and children’s 
performance on the sentence production test (N=25)

Children’s score on 
sentence production task

Parents T4
Multi-clause utterances

Structured tasks   .43*
Mealtime conversation -.03

Complex multi-clause utterances
Structured tasks .18
Mealtime conversation -.03

*p<.05

4.3 Lexical realisations of clause subjects and objects

A second indication of grammatical complexity was studied in the input of parents and 
teachers, and in children’s language during the interaction tasks. This was the rate of lexical 
realisations of clause subjects and lexical realisations of clause objects relative to all clause 
subjects and clause objects. This measure was based on that proposed by Huttenlocher et 
al. (2002), but was adjusted for use within the framework of academic register features. 
Huttenlocher et al. investigated the number of noun phrases per utterance as an additional 
measure of grammatical complexity. The authors chose to study all noun phrases within 
adult and child language, including pronominal phrases such as ‘I’ and ‘him’ in ‘I like him’ 
(Huttenlocher et al., 2002 p. 354). Alternatively, we chose to include only what we call lexical 
noun phrases, in order to take the explicitness of the language into account and remain 
within the borders of the theoretical framework of the academic register. The use of lexical 
clause subjects and objects, in particular the use of nominalisations has been shown to be 
prevalent in academic registers (Schleppegrell, 2004; Spycher, 2007).
 In our operationalisation, ‘lexical’ was a broader term than is commonly the 
case. We used ‘lexical’ whenever a lexical item is used to realise a clause subject or clause 
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objects, hence nominalisations and complete clauses are also referred to as such. Based on 
Schleppegrell’s (2001; 2004) and Spycher’s work (2007) it was presumed that the use of lexical 
items adds to the explicitness and specificity of language. Excerpt 4.2 below illustrates how 
in a classroom conversation, the teacher demands more specific language use from one of 
her pupils by eliciting the use of a lexical clause object.

Excerpt 4.2: Conversation in Barry’s (4;2) class, during crafts lesson

Child: “Ik heb geen meer, ik heb geen!” “I haven’t got any anymore, I haven’t any”
Teacher: “Geen wat?”  “Any what?”
Child: “Ik heb geen stuk ei meer”  “I haven’t got any egg left”

We suggested in section 1.6 that within the informal register pronominal cues are used 
more frequently compared to the academic register. We only studied the realisation of clause 
subjects and objects, and not other constituents. This decision was taken because the lexical 
realisation of two other frequent constituents — space and time expressions — has already 
been discussed in chapter 3. We are aware that the analysis is thus not exhaustive, but chose 
to prioritise the study of clause subjects and objects.

4.3.1 Operationalising lexical noun phrases
We coded for lexical noun phrases in the transcripts of two of the four measurement points: 
T1 and T3 (see section 2.6.2 for a motivation of this decision). Within the category of clause 
subjects/objects, we distinguished between lexical and pronominal realisations (see Table 
4.10: Examples of coding for clause subjects and objectsTable 4.10 and Appendix 1). Within 
the category of lexical realisations three subcategories were scored: (i) lexical (containing at 
least one content word), (ii) nominalisations and (iii) complete clauses. When the subject 
or the object was omitted or when an imperative was used, this was scored as ‘zero’ clause 
subject. The same was done for clause objects: Only when no object was realised where one 
should have been, this was marked as ‘zero’ object (see the last example in Table 4.10).
 Additionally, within the category of clause objects we first coded whether a direct or 
an indirect object was concerned. Obviously, when a sentence contained both a direct object 
and an indirect object, these would both be coded according to the classification system set 
out above.
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Table 4.10: Examples of coding for clause subjects and objects

Code Example
Lexical realisations
 (i) Lexical clause subject

Mother: “Het groene blokje moet bovenop komen”
Mother: “The green block should be on top”

(ii) Nominalisation as clause object
Teacher: “Vier kinderen mogen nu alvast beginnen met het maken van de auto”
Teacher: “Four children can now begin with the building of the car”a.

 (iii) Complete clause as object
Mother: “Omdat ik doe wat jij doet”
Mother: “Because I do what you do”

Pronominal clause subject
Child: “Hij gaat slapen”
Child: “He is going to sleep”

Zero clause subject
Mother: [0] Moet even iets daar naartoe, wacht. 
Mother: [0] Should go a bit over there, wait.

 Zero clause object
Mother: “Zullen we [0] eens recht zetten?”
Mother: “Shall we put [0] straight?”

Note. [0] indicates the place where the subject / object is omitted. aLiteral translation from Dutch, to indicate 
that a nominalisation is used.

The final measures used in the analyses were the ‘proportion of lexical clause subjects over 
all subjects’ and the ‘proportion of lexical objects over all objects’. The proportion of lexical 
clause subjects was computed by dividing the number of lexical clause subjects (lexical, 
nominalisations and complete clauses) by the total number of clause subjects, including 
the avoided clause subjects. To arrive at the measure of lexical objects over all objects, we 
divided the number of lexical clause objects (lexical, nominalisations and complete clauses) 
by the total number of clause objects, including the unjustly avoided objects. 

4.3.2 Lexical noun phrases at home
In Table 4.11, scale reliabilities are presented for the proportions of lexical realisations of 
clause subjects and clause objects within the category of structured tasks. Scale reliabilities 
are generally low, indicating that the participants’ use of lexical clause subjects and objects 
varies across tasks. In the sections about lexical clause subjects and objects we will not use 
composite scores for the structured tasks, because many scale reliabilities are considerably 
low.
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Table 4.11: Scale reliabilities for the proportion of lexical clause subjects and objects

Proportion of lexical clause subjects (structured, k=3)
Parents Children

T1 a = .70 a = .20
T3 a = .25 a = .56
Proportion of lexical clause objects (structured, k=3)
T1 a = .62 a = .45
T3 a = .37 a = .27

In Table 4.12, we will display the descriptive statistics for the proportions of lexical 
realisations of clause subjects and objects produced by parents and children during the four 
interaction tasks. For the analysis of a possible task effect regarding the use of lexical clause 
subjects and objects, the same procedure we described above was followed. In order to study 
whether the rates of lexical realisations of clause subjects and objects were different across 
tasks, we conducted a planned comparison within the ANOVA repeated measures analysis, 
with ‘task’ as the within subject factor. Firstly, we compared the rate of lexical realisations of 
clause subjects/objects during the mealtime conversation with the rate of lexical realisations 
of lexical clause subjects/objects during the structured tasks (picture description, marble 
slide and book reading). Secondly, we compared the three structured tasks to each other 
regarding lexical clause subject and object realisations.
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Table 4.12: Means (and standard deviations) of proportions of lexical clause subjects and objects, 
planned comparison statistics (N=25)

Measurement points
Parents’ lexical clause subjects T1 T3

Picture task .24 (.17) .18 (.19)
Marble slide .14 (.10) .12 (.06)
Book reading .23a (.15) .25 (.08)
Mealtime .07  (.05) .14a (.06)

Spontaneous vs. structured F(1,23)=26.30* F(1,23)=5.14*
Children’s lexical clause subjects

Picture task .16 (.09) .13 (.13)
Marble slide .08 (.08) .14 (.12)
Book reading .17 (.12) .13 (.08)
Mealtime .11 (.10) .12 (.07)

Spontaneous vs. structured F(1,23)=0.86 F(1,23)=0.38
Parents’ lexical clause objects

Picture task .52 (.11) .53 (.11)
Marble slide .38 (.09) .43 (.08)
Book reading .45 (.14) .46 (.16)
Mealtime .64 (.11) .65 (.11)

Spontaneous vs. structured F(1,23)=47.78* F(1,23)=35.60*
Children’s lexical clause objects

Picture task .72 (19) .68 (.24)
Marble slide .35 (.31) .41 (.33)
Book reading .63 (.26) .47 (.33)
Mealtime .58  (.17) .64 (.17)

Spontaneous vs. structured F(1,23)=0.71 F(1,23)=4.68*
Note. aN=24

Lexical clause subjects
At both T1 and T3, parents produced significantly fewer lexical noun phrases as clause 
subjects during the mealtime conversation than in the three structured tasks (see Table 
4.12). Effect sizes for the differences between the spontaneous and the structured tasks 
were hp

2=.530 for T1 and hp
2=.138 for T3 respectively. The additional analysis in which only 

the structured tasks were entered revealed that within the category of structured tasks, 
a task effect was also at play. Test statistics were F(2,24)=7.67, p<.05, hp

2=.250 for T1 and 
F(2,24)=8.60, p<.05, hp

2=.264 for T3. Evaluation of the contrasts indicated that at T1, parents 
produced significantly fewer lexical noun phrases as clause subjects during the marble slide 
construction compared to the picture task (F(1,23)=11.83, p<.05, hp

2=.340) and to the book 
reading task (F(1,23)=11.35, p<.05, hp

2=.330). At T3, parents also produced fewer lexical 
clause subjects during the marble slide construction compared to the book reading task 
(F(1,24)=91.20, p<.05, hp

2=.792). The difference in the rate of lexical subjects between the 
marble slide and the picture task was no longer significant (F(1,24)=2.30, p<.05). 
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For children’s use of lexical clause subjects we only found significant differences within 
the category of structured tasks during T1. Thus, the spontaneous setting did not differ 
significantly from the structured setting with regard to lexical realisations of clause subjects 
(see Table 4.12). At T1, the setting of the marble slide construction yielded the least use 
of lexical noun phrases by children. Children produced significantly fewer lexical clause 
subjects during the marble slide construction than during the picture task (F(1,21)=8.51, 
p<.05, hp

2=.330) or the book reading task F(1,21)=8.40, p<.05, hp
2=.286).  At T3, children 

produced similar rates of lexical clause subjects across tasks. 

Lexical objects
Parents produced more lexical realisations of clause objects during the mealtime 
conversation than during the structured tasks (see Table 4.12). Effect sizes were large: 
hp

2=.675 and hp
2=.608, for T1 and T3 respectively. For both measurement points a task 

effect was found within the category of structured tasks. For T1, test statistics were F(2,23)= 
14.74, p<.05, hp

2=.391, for T3 test statistics were F(2,24)= 5.30, p<.05, hp
2=.181. For T1, the 

contrasts subsequently revealed that parents produced the most lexical clause objects during 
the picture task description, and the least during the marble slide construction. The rate of 
lexical clause objects was significantly higher during the picture task compared to the book 
reading task (F(1,23)=8.24, p<.05, hp

2=.264) or the marble slide task (F(1,23)=34.45, p<.05, 
hp

2=.600). Parents’ rate of lexical clause objects during the marble slide task was significantly 
lower than in the book reading task  (F(1,23)=5.56, p<.05, hp

2=.195). For T3, the main effect 
of task reflected a significantly lower rate of lexical clause objects during the marble slide 
than during the picture task, F(1,24)=17.22, p<.05, hp

2=.418.
 At T3, children produced more lexical clause objects during the mealtime 
conversation than during the structured tasks (F(1,23)= 4.68, hp

2=.169). At T1, no difference 
was found in children’s use of lexical clause objects between the spontaneous setting and the 
structured setting.
 Within the category of structured tasks, task effects were found for both measurement 
points (F(2,23)=18.08, p<.05, hp

2=.440 for T1 and F(1,24)=5.99, p<.05, hp
2=.200 for T3). At T1, 

children produced significantly fewer lexical clause objects during the marble slide than 
during the picture description (F(1,22)=51.38, p<.05, hp

2=.700) or in the book reading task 
(F(1,22)=12.44, p<.05, hp

2=.361). At T3, children still produced fewer lexical clause objects 
during the marble slide construction compared to the picture task (F(1,23)=13.51, p<.05, 
hp

2=.370), but the difference between the marble slide task and the book reading task was no 
longer significant. In sum, across the structured tasks, children produced extremely varying 
rates of lexical clause objects depending on the task at hand.

4.3.3 Lexical noun phrases at school
With regard to the school data, only the transcripts of the book reading and the crafts 
lesson at T3 were coded for lexical realisations of clause subjects and objects. The descriptive 
statistics are presented in Table 4.13.
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Table 4.13: Means (and standard deviations) of teachers’ proportions of lexical clause subjects 
and teachers

Lexical clause subjects T3
Subjects

Book reading .19 (.05)a

Crafts lesson .14 (.10)b

Objects
Book reading .60 (.10)a

Crafts lesson .63 (.13)b

Note. aN=19, bN=14, see section 2.7 and Appendix 2

ANOVAs with ‘task’ as the within subject factor indicated that teachers’ use of lexical clause 
subjects and objects did not differ between the two tasks. In an instructional setting and a 
book reading session, teachers’ rates of lexical clause subjects and objects were similar. 

4.3.4	 Lexical noun phrases in two settings: home and school compared
The descriptive statistics of lexical clause subjects and objects are presented, both for parents 
and teachers in Table 4.14. For teachers, only the transcripts of the book reading at T3 and 
the crafts lesson at T3 were coded for realisation of clause subjects and objects (see section 
2.6.3). The comparison for the home and the school setting is therefore limited to the book 
reading interaction between parents and children and teachers and children, and between 
the instructional interaction between parents and children and teachers and children. 
Differences between parents and teachers were tested with t-tests for independent samples 
(with Holm’s correction for multiple comparisons).

Table 4.14: Means (and standard deviations) of proportions lexical clause subjects and lexical 
clause objects by parents and teachers

Setting (df) t d
Lexical clause subjects Parentsa Teachers

Book reading T3 .25 (.08) .19 (.05)a 42 2.89* .90
Marble slide construction / crafts 
lesson T3

.12 (.06) .14 (.10)a 18.06 b 0.66

Lexical clause objects
Book reading T3 .46 (.16) .60 (.08) 40.99 b 3.77* 1.10
Marble slide construction / crafts 
lesson T3

.42 (.18) .63 (.13) 18.00 b 5.11* 1.34

*p<0.05
Note. aN=19,  bDegrees of freedom adjusted for unequal variance

Results of the analyses indicate that during the book reading session, parents unexpectedly 
produce a higher rate of lexical clause subjects. During the instructional interaction, teachers 
and parents use a similar amount of lexical clause subjects. However, in both interactions 
teachers use significantly more lexical clause objects than parents do.
 The finding that teachers and parents used similar rates of lexical clause subjects 
during the instructional activity was not in line with our expectations: we expected that 
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teachers would be more specific and explicit in their instructions, and would thus provide 
more lexical noun phrases to realise clause subjects. Evaluation of the crafts lesson 
transcripts indicated that during the crafts lesson, teachers mainly describe the actions that 
they perform themselves, or that the children should perform, in order to achieve the goal of 
the task. Hence, in many of these utterances the subject is a personal pronoun, followed by 
a verb and very often a lexical clause object in order to refer specifically to the object of the 
action that takes place, as is briefly illustrated in Excerpt 4.3.

Excerpt 4.3: Paper folding in Rose’s (4;2) class

Teacher: Dan doe je hem weer helemaal open, en 
dan doe je de lijntjes recht omhoog.

Then you open it right up, and then you 
make the lines go straight up.

Teacher: Nu ga je de lijntjes dubbelvouwen, weer 
de puntjes op de puntjes

Now you have to fold the lines double, 
with the points on the points again.

Child: Zo, juf? Like this, Miss?
Teacher: Nee dat is niet goed, je moet de lijntjes 

dubbelvouwen.
No, that’s not right, you need to fold the 
lines double.

Teacher: En nu de onderkant naar de bovenkant 
vouwen.

And now fold the bottom to the top.

4.3.5 Lexical noun phrases in a longitudinal perspective
In Table 4.15 the descriptive statistics of the proportions of lexical clause subjects and lexical 
clause objects are presented once more, including the effect of time as found with a repeated 
measures ANOVA. For these measures, we only had data only for T1 and T3 (see section 
2.6.2). 
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Table 4.15: Means (and standard deviations) of parents’ and children’s proportions of lexical 
clause subjects and objects, including time effect

Measurement points Time effect
Parents lexical clause 
subjects

T1 T3 F df hp
2

Picture task .24 (.17) .18 (.18) 1.36 (1,24)
Marble slide .14 (.10) .12 (.06) 1.14 (1,24)
Book reading .23 (.15)a .26(.08) 0.60 (1,23)
Mealtime .07  (.05) .14 (.06)a 31.86* (1,23) .581

Children’s lexical clause 
subjects

Picture task .16 (.09) .13 (.13) 0.50 (1,24)
Marble slide .08 (.08) .14 (.12) 7.43* (1,24) .236
Book reading .17 (.12) a .13 (.08)a 1.82 (1,23)
Mealtime .11 (.10) .12 (.07)a 0.18 (1,23)

Parents lexical clause 
objects

Picture task .52 (.11) .53 (.11) 0.12 (1,24)
Marble slide .38 (.09) .43 (.08) 6.83* (1,24) .221
Book reading .45 (.14)a .46 (.16) 0.14 (1,23)
Mealtime .64 (.11) .65 (.11)a 0.39 (1,23)

Children’s lexical clause 
objects

Picture task .72 (19) .68 (.24) 0.46 (1,24)
Marble slide .35 (.31) .41 (.33) 0.47 (1,24)
Book reading .63 (.26)a .47 (.33) 2.39 (1,23)
Mealtime .58 (.17) .63 (.16)a 1.07 (1,23)

Note. aN=24 (ANOVA deletes listwise).

The data from Table 4.15 are graphically displayed in Figures 4.5 to 4.8 to facilitate 
interpretation. From the figures it can be seen that many lines are indeed quite horizontal. 
The test statistics as reported in Table 4.15 showed that an effect of time was found for 
only a limited amount of the clause subject and clause object variables. Parents’ use of 
lexical clause subjects increased significantly between T1 and T3 during the spontaneous 
setting of mealtime conversation (see Figure 4.5). Children’s use of lexical clause subjects 
only increased significantly between T1 and T3 for the marble slide task (see Figure 4.6). 
Furthermore, parents produced significantly more lexical clause objects during the marble 
slide at T3 than during the marble slide at T1. For the other tasks, the rate of lexical clause 
objects remained stable. The children’s use of lexical clause objects did not increase with 
time for any of the tasks.
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Figure 4.5: Parents’ proportions of lexical clause subjects over time
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Figure 4.6: Children’s proportions of lexical clause subjects over time



116 | Academic language in early childhood interactions

0,00 

0,10 

0,20 

0,30 

0,40 

0,50 

0,60 

0,70 

0,80 

T1 (3;3) T3 (4;2) 

Pr
op

or
tio

n 

Measurement points 

Picture task (N=23) 

Marble slide (N=23) 

Book reading (N=22) 

Mealtime conversation (N=21) 

Figure 4.7: Parents’ proportions of lexical clause objects over time
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Figure 4.8: Children’s proportions of lexical clause objects over time

4.3.6 Summary lexical clause subjects and objects
For parents and children, it seems that the use of lexical noun phrases as clause subjects and 
clause objects is fairly dependent on the activity at hand. Especially within the category of 
structured tasks, we found that both parents and children produced varying rates of lexical 
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noun phrases functioning as clause subjects or clause objects. The use of lexical clause 
objects varied more strongly than the use of lexical clause subjects. This is likely related to 
the finding that the rate of lexical clause objects was considerably higher than the rate of 
lexical clause subjects. Parents realised clause subjects more often by means of pronominal 
cues than they did for clause objects. For teachers, however, we did not find that they used 
different rates of lexical clause subjects and clause subjects across different types of activities. 
 We found different developmental results for the measures ‘proportion of lexical 
clause subjects’ and ‘proportion of lexical clause objects’ compared to the other features 
of the academic register discussed so far. Both measures showed little variance over time. 
The only effect of time found was for the mealtime conversation. It seems surprising that 
parents became more explicit in their choice for lexical clause subjects during the mealtime 
conversation, whereas for the structured tasks, similar rates of lexical clause subjects were 
found for T1 and T3 respectively. As a possible explanation we propose that during the 
mealtime conversation at T3, parents used significantly fewer imperative constructions 
than at prior measurement times and produced significantly more statements (see chapter 
5). Statements often involve lexical clause subjects and objects to make it clear what is 
meant. An explanation for this change may lie in the fact that as children grew older, there 
was more room for talk on topics other than the actual eating. It seems that in the ‘early 
transcripts’ of the mealtime conversation more time was spent on topics concerning the 
here-and-now. In Excerpt 4.4 and Excerpt 4.5, we illustrate this issue. In both excerpts, from 
conversations by the same mother-child dyad, the topic of the conversation is the event of 
the researcher leaving the house. However, in the first excerpt, the immediate concern is still 
with behavioral guidance and the current need of eating and drinking.

Excerpt 4.4: Barry (3;3) and his mother during mealtime at T1

Child: Die blijft hier. This stays here.
Mother: Die camera bedoel je? You mean the camera?
Child: Nee? No?
Mother: Zo meteen komt ze hem weer ophalen In a while she’ll come and pick it up 

again.
Child: Ophalen? [mother nods] Pick it up? [mother nods]
Mother: Opa heb [= heeft] toch ook een camera? Grandpa has a camera too, right?
Mother: Zo meteen ook nog even drinken hè? Drink something in a bit, all right?
Mother: Niet in je mond! Not in your mouth!
Child: Doe niet! [= dat doe ik niet] Not doing! [= I’m not doing that]
Mother: Ja bijna wel hè? Yes almost, right?

Excerpt 4.5: Barry (4;2) and his mother during mealtime at T3

Mother: Zo meteen als die mevrouw weg is, gaat 
mamma even wat boodschapjes doen

In a while, when that lady is gone, 
Mummy is going to do some shopping.

Mother: Ga je dan mee met mamma? Will you come along with Mummy?
Child: Gaat die mevrouw ook mee? Is that lady coming too?
Mother: Nee als die mevrouw zo meteen weg is 

gaat ze naar huis.
No, when the lady leaves she’s going 
home
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Mother: Eerst gaan we de knikkerbaan doen en 
een boekje lezen.

First we’ll do the marble slide and read 
a book. 

Child: En dan komt ze weer terug? And then she’ll come back?
Mother: Nou, weet je wanneer die mevrouw 

komt?
Well, you know when the lady will come 
back?

Child: Nee. No.
Mother: Nog vier nachtjes slapen en dan komt ze 

op school en dan gaat ze op school een 
video-opname maken.

Four more nights of sleep and then she’ll 
come to school and make a video in 
class.

The excerpts above illustrate how, with the increasing age of the child, the conversation 
becomes more elaborate and contains information that does not refer to the present. We will 
elaborate upon this issue in chapter 5, but the shift should be mentioned here briefly because 
of its apparent impact on the lexical and syntactic content of the conversation. The focus on 
behavioral guidance required in the early transcript results in the use of a relatively high rate 
of imperatives (“drink something”, “not in your mouth”). As a result, fewer clause subjects 
are included in the mothers’ speech. In the later excerpt, the mother repeatedly needs to 
describe future actions. Because these actions are not currently occurring, she creates a 
shared frame of reference by creating a specific linguistic context. In addition to specific 
references to space and time, this is done by means of using lexical clause objects (“doing 
shopping”, “make a video”).
 We found results that ran counter to expectations with respect to differences 
between teachers’ and parents’ lexical realisations of clause subjects and objects. First, parents 
used more lexical clause subjects during the book reading session at T3 than teachers did 
during a similar interaction. Secondly, during the instructional activity no difference was 
found between parents and teachers regarding their lexical realisations of clause subjects. 
As proposed in Chapter 3, when discussing lexical density it is likely that the choice for 
the teacher book at T3 is again related to the unexpected first finding (teachers producing 
lower rates of lexical clause subjects). The fact that the book we used at T3 contained no 
text may have led teachers to point more often to the pictures and ask questions about 
them (linguistic behaviour similar to parents), rather than labeling the actors in the story 
linguistically. Secondly, we expected that teachers would use a higher rate of lexical clause 
subjects during the instructional task, which was not confirmed by our data. In line with 
our hypothesis, teachers did provide a higher rate of lexical clause objects than parents did 
during both activities that were studied (the instructional activity and book reading).

4.4 Co-construction of lexical realisations of clause subjects and objects

We studied the input - output relationships of lexical clause subjects and objects in two 
ways. Firstly, we studied whether parents’ and children’s lexical clause subjects and objects 
were related to each other, when parents and children are engaged in the same activity. 
In addition we studied the relationship between parents’ use of lexical clause subjects and 
clause objects during the book reading task and children’s performance in the academic 
language production task.
 As was discussed in 4.3.2, we could not construct scales for these measures with 
regard to the structured tasks because scale reliabilities for the proportions of lexical 
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clause subjects and lexical clause objects were not satisfactory at T3. Instead, we conducted 
correlation analyses for all tasks to see whether, within tasks, the proportion of lexical clause 
subjects and objects in parents’ input was related to lexical clause subjects and objects in the 
children’s language during that same task. Results of the correlation analysis are displayed in 
Table 4.16. Significant correlations between input and output features were found regarding 
lexical clause subjects at T1 for the picture task, the marble slide task and the mealtime 
conversation. At T3, parents’ proportion of lexical clause subjects was not related to lexical 
clause subjects in the children’s language in any of the tasks (see Table 4.16).

Table 4.16: Correlations between parents’ and children’s proportions of lexical clause subjects 
within the same task (N=25)

Parents’ lexical clause subjects

Children’s 
lexical clause 
subjects

T1 T3

Picture Marble Book Meal Picture Marble Book Meal
Picture task .65* .04
Marble slide .53* .28
Book readinga .39 .34
Mealtime 
conversation

.49* -.03

*p<.05
Note. aN=24, see section 2.7 and Appendix 2

Parents’ and children’s use of lexical clause objects correlated significantly only for the 
mealtime conversation at T3 (r=.55, p<.05), and for the marble slide task at T3 (r=.42, p<.05). 
No further significant correlations were found between parents’ lexical objects and children’s 
lexical objects (-25 < r < .30).
 The correlation analyses that were run with parents’ lexical clause subjects and 
objects and children’s scores on the academic language production task (the impersonal 
narrative, see section 2.4.3) did not reveal any significant relationships. For parents’ lexical 
clause subjects and children’s academic language production, correlation coefficients were 
-.17 <r< -.04. For parents’ lexical clause objects and children’s academic language production 
scores, the correlation coefficients were -.04<r<.20.
 In conclusion, at T1 moderately strong relationships were found for parents’ and 
children’s use of lexical clause subjects during the same activity, in three out of four tasks. 
When parents used lexical clause subjects, children were likely to use lexical clause subjects 
as well and vice versa. At T3, this effect was no longer significant. For the marble slide and 
the book reading task, the effect sizes were still moderate, but for the other tasks (picture 
task and mealtime conversation), the effect disappeared. For lexical clause objects significant 
relationships were only found for the marble slide task and the mealtime conversation at T3. 
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4.5 Discussion

In this chapter we studied academic register features at a syntactic level, using two variables 
related to grammatical complexity received attention: clause combining and lexical 
realisations of clause subjects and objects. Like the other linguistic variables within this 
thesis, we studied these variables for parents, children and teachers. We studied the use 
of the variables across tasks, the differences between the home and school settings, the 
longitudinal trajectory over the course of three years and the relationship between parental 
input and children’s output.
 We found that, in general, the degree to which parents use the grammatical 
construction of combined clauses is a relatively stable feature of the language input they 
provide to their children. A trend was seen towards higher rates of complex multi-clause 
utterances during the mealtime conversation, but only one statistically significant result 
was found in this respect. The children did show different rates of multi-clause utterances, 
depending on the task in which they were engaged. They used the least multi-clause 
utterances during the marble slide task, and the most during the mealtime conversation. 
A floor effect was observed for children’s use of complex multi-clause utterances, especially 
during the book reading conversation and the marble slide task. In terms of variability 
within groups, we found considerable variation for both parents and children in their use 
of multi-clause utterances. In general, we found less variance with regard to the use of the 
target features for teachers than was the case for parents. This finding suggests that teachers 
do create a particular register by making language choices relatively consistently.
 Teachers used more multi-clause utterances than parents when instructional 
activities were compared. The difference in multi-clause utterance use only held for the 
instructional activity and not for the book reading. For book reading, teachers’ and parents’ 
rates of multi-clause utterances were similar. However, when the proportion of complex 
multi-clause utterances relative to all multi-clause utterances was evaluated separately, 
we found that teachers used a higher amount of complex multi-clause utterances than 
parents during the book reading task at T4, but a lower amount in the instructional activity. 
Qualitative analysis of the instructional activity data indeed confirmed that teachers 
adhered to simple clause-combining strategies when they provided their instructions. They 
often broke up longer sentences that could have been combined by means of a connective 
into simpler, short ones.
 Parents’ use of multi-clause utterances increased over time, whereas the proportion 
of complex realisations of clause combining showed a decreasing trend over time. This 
latter result ran counter to our expectations. As a possible explanation, it was proposed that 
parents provide more room over time for the children’s contributions, at the cost of the 
complexity of the combined clauses.
 Similar to the results concerning multi-clause utterances, we found somewhat 
unexpected results with regard to lexical clause subjects. Parents used more lexical clause 
subjects during book reading than teachers and no differences were found when parents and 
teachers were compared in an instructional activity. With regard to the use of lexical clause 
objects we did find that these occurred more in teacher input than in parent input.
 Possible relationships between the occurrence of the target linguistic variables in 
parental input and children’s output were evaluated as well. Firstly, we studied relationships 
between parental input and children’s output in the interaction tasks. In this respect, we 
found that parents’ and children’s use of multi-clause utterances showed some interesting 
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relationships. Statistical significance was attained mainly at T1, but evaluation of the effect 
sizes of the correlations provided some additional insight into possible relationships. For 
the marble slide, the effect sizes of the correlations suggested that when parents showed 
high rates of multi-clause utterances, children did so too. However, only at T4 was the 
relationship between input and output statistically significant. The same held for the 
mealtime conversation. The correlation effect sizes indicated that some relationship between 
input and output existed with the exception of one measurement point (T3), where no 
relationship was found. No relationships were found with regard to complex multi-clause 
utterances in parents’ input and children’s output, possibly due to a floor effect in children’s 
use of complex multi-clause utterances.
 We found that the rates of lexical clause subjects of parents and children were 
related at the first measurement point. Thus, when children were 3;3 years old, they were 
more likely to use higher rates of lexical clause subjects during the particular interaction 
when their parents did. Later, the relationships became weaker and non-significant. The 
rates of lexical clause objects of parents and children during the same interactions were only 
significant for the mealtime conversation and the marble slide task at T3. In conclusion, 
relationships between parents’ and children’s use of lexical clause subjects and objects seem 
to exist, but they are not consistent, in that they did not hold for both measurement times 
that were studied.
 Secondly, we evaluated relationships between parents’ use of the syntactic target 
variables and children’s performance on the academic language production task that was 
administered as part of the general study. No straightforward relationships were found in 
this respect. It was suggested that the rate of complex multi-clause utterances in parental 
input during book reading might be related to children’s performance on the production 
task, however, such a relationship was not found. Taking in consideration the correlation 
coefficients (i.e. effect sizes) it was suggested that a relationship might exist between parents’ 
rate of complex multi-clause utterances and children’s performance on the production task. 
As already mentioned, however, this relationship was not statistically significant, probably 
due to a lack of power, and could therefore not be convincingly shown. The other syntactic 
target variables — the rate of lexical clause subjects and objects — were not related to 
children’s performance on the production task. The correlation coefficients in this analysis 
were not substantial.
 Finally, we tested whether parents’ rate of (complex) multi-clause utterances was 
related to children’s syntactic awareness. The task that measured syntactic awareness was 
also administered as part of the general study. It was found that parents’ rates of multi-clause 
utterances during the structured tasks were indeed related to the ability of the children 
to recall long, complicated sentences. Neither the rate of complex multi-clause utterances 
during the structured tasks nor the rate of (complex) multi-clause utterances during the 
mealtime conversation were related to children’s syntactic awareness, as measured by this 
task.
Though the findings on the relationships between syntactic properties of parent input 
during the interaction tasks, and children’s performance on independent tasks did not all 
point towards strong associations, it is important to note that some degree of association 
was found. Children’s syntactic awareness was related to syntactic complexity of their 
parents’ input during the school-like tasks and a trend was found towards a relationship 
between parents’ use of multi-clause utterances and children’s performance on an academic 
language production task. The fact that the latter was a relatively broad measure of academic 
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language proficiency, in which the use of multi-clause utterances was only one of more 
academic language aspects, might explain why the fact that we only found a trend instead of 
a statistically significant result.
 Both target variables discussed in the current chapter are related to the mode 
dimension of register (see Figure 1.5). Primarily, both variables add to the build-up of 
the individual sentences that make up the discourse, and thus add to the build-up of the 
discourse as a whole. Moreover, the variables ‘lexical clause subjects’ and ‘lexical clause 
objects’ are both related to the field dimension. After evaluating the linguistic variables that 
have been elaborated in the current chapter, it should be concluded that the mode variable 
is a multifaceted variable, a given that complicates our attempts to sketch an unequivocal 
picture of the way in which the mode variable distinguishes between parents and teachers. 
Reinterpreting the results that were summarised above in terms of mode, we could conclude 
that the mode variable of register does distinguish between parents and teachers to a certain 
extent, though not as clearly as was initially expected. The difference between parents’ and 
teachers’ shaping of the mode variable was different for the two activities we compared. This 
is related to the fact that the teachers differed in the way they shaped the mode variable, 
depending on the activity in which they were involved. This finding underlines once more 
how the academic register should be regarded as a continuum, with some activities being 
positioned more to the academic end than others. Concretely, when the teachers in our 
sample were engaged in an instructional activity, they shaped mode more informally than 
when they were engaged in a conversation about a book they had just read to the class. This 
was manifested in the fact that when giving instruction, the teachers’ sentences were less 
syntactically complex compared to their sentences during the book reading activity. Lexical 
realisations of clause subjects and clause objects, however, did not differ across teacher 
activities. In contrast, parents did realise clause subjects and clause objects differently 
across tasks: their realisations of clause subjects were lexical realisations more often in the 
structured tasks than in the mealtime conversation. In contrast, the mealtime conversation 
was characterised by a more extensive use of lexical clause objects than the structured tasks.
 From the longitudinal results elaborated above, we can conclude that the 
developmental trajectory of the mode variable is subject to change in the build-up of 
sentences, but to a lesser extent with lexical realisations of the sentence constituents of clause 
subject and object. This was the case for both parents and children. Their use of multi-clause 
utterances increased over time, but we did not see a general increase in their use of lexical 
noun phrases in subject and object position. When we compared teachers’ book reading 
at two subsequent measurement points, we found some changes with regard to the mode 
variable as well. At a later point in time teachers used more multi-clause utterances. Similar 
to parents, however, teachers did use a higher proportion of complex multi-clause utterances 
later in time. This feature, contributing to the mode variable, remained constant over time. 
Looking at teachers’ shaping of the mode variable, we saw that they shaped mode to be more 
at the academic end of the continuum when children were older.
In conclusion, the linguistic choices that speakers make in relation to the mode variable 
do not distinguish between speakers in similar ways, and also do not change over time in 
similar ways. The multifarious nature of the mode variable thus makes it a difficult variable 
to describe by means of lexico-grammatical choices. Moreover, multi-clause utterances and 
realisations of clause subjects and objects are not the only linguistic variables contributing 
to the mode variable: they were simply the choice for the current study. In future research, 
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looking at the use of connectives and other cohesive devices could provide valuable 
complementary insights in speakers’ resources for realising the mode variable.
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5 The textual level of academic language

In the previous chapters, we studied the academic register at word level and at sentence 
level. In this chapter we will discuss an academic register feature related to the textual 
level of conversations: the extent to which the topic of a conversation abstracts from the 
directly perceivable. The term ‘textual level’ might be confusing, since we still analyse the 
level of abstraction at an utterance level. However, if we assume that the level of abstraction 
determines the nature of the whole conversation, we might argue that this feature does 
belong to the textual level of analysis. Focussing on this aspect of academic language, we 
will try to paint a picture of the conversations as a whole more than was the case in the 
previous (two) chapters. 

5.1 Nonpresent talk as a textual feature of academic language

In the current chapter, we will discuss how speech that abstracts from the directly perceivable 
can be a feature of academic language. Conversations on topics that are not present in the 
‘here-and-now’ can be considered more cognitively demanding than utterances that refer 
to objects present in the material environment. Talk in which speakers abstract from the 
directly perceivable is (among other terms) referred to as nonimmediate talk (DeTemple, 
2001) or nonpresent talk (Dickinson, 2001), and is considered a form of extended discourse 
(Blum-Kulka, 2008; Dickinson & Tabors, 2001). In the current chapter we will adopt 
the term ‘nonpresent talk’, as this term accurately describes the absence of a physical or 
material context to support the linguistic context, a situation that has been suggested to be 
characteristic of formal and educational settings.
 Because the topic is not directly perceivable in the physical context and cannot be 
referred to using deictic cues, nonpresent talk typically draws on features characteristic of 
the academic register. Nonpresent talk generally involves longer utterances, more complex 
grammatical structures, and more explicit references to agents and actions (Curenton et al., 
2008; DeTemple, 2001). In learning how to narrate events outside the here and now, children 
learn to use linguistic context as a frame of reference instead of the physical context, using 
language that is not dependent upon the physical context. Snow (1983) refers to such language 
as having decontextualized linguistic features. These decontextualised linguistic features 
are similarly characteristic of written discourse and mastering them therefore facilitates 
children’s transition into literacy (Heath, 1983; Snow, 1983). Excerpt 5.1 and Excerpt 5.2 are 
both examples of an episode that has decontextualised language features. In Excerpt 5.1, 
the objects and events visible on the picture that the mother and the child in this example 
discuss give rise to a discussion of similar things in the child’s own life.

Excerpt 5.1: Sarah (3;10) and her mother during the picture task conversation

Mother: Wat vind jij het mooiste op de plaat? What do you is prettiest in the picture?
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Mother: Het winkeltje, of de boerderij of het 
tuintje?

The shop, or the farm, or the garden?

Child: Het winkeltje. The shop.
Mother: Waarom vind je het winkeltje het leukste 

dan?
Why do you like the shop best, then?

Child: Daarom. Because.
Mother: Ja, je speelt thuis ook altijd winkeltje hè? Yes, you always play shop at home, don’t 

you?

In Excerpt 5.2, the questions that the mother asks to her child require reasoning and thus 
abstract from the directly perceivable. 

Excerpt 5.2: Jenny (4;2) and her mother during book reading

Mother: Wat zijn pappa daar doet is niet zo slim 
hé?

His dad is not being very smart, is he?

Child: Maar hij gaat het toch doen. But he’s doing it anyway.
Mother: Wat had zijn papa beter kunnen doen? What could his Daddy have done better?
Mother: Op de … ? On the …?
Mother: Net als Tim? Just like Tim?
Mother: Op de tegels blijven. Stay on the paving stones.
Mother: Ja, dan had hij niet in het water gevallen 

hè?
Yes, then he would not have fallen into 
the water, would he?

 The extent to which parents engage their child in nonpresent talk during 
conversations at home has been shown to be predictive of children’s later abstract language 
abilities (Van Kleeck et al., 1997). These abstract language skills are in turn essential for 
mastering the ability to reason about cognitively-complex topics introduced in the school 
curriculum, and are therefore of major importance for the achievement of success at 
school (Blum-Kulka, 2008). Uccelli, Hemphill, Pan and Snow (2005) found that when 20- 
and 32-month-old children engaged regularly in nonpresent talk with their parents (e.g. 
discussing non-observable properties of an object of joint attention or relating such an 
object to the child’s own life), they were better at personal and fantasy narration at age 5. 
Such narration skills are of importance in the classroom, for instance during circle time, 
when children are required to be able to tell a story that is comprehensible to classmates 
unfamiliar with the background information related to that story. The extent to which 
teachers engage children in abstract reasoning activities has also been shown to be related 
to children’s comprehension skills (Massey, 2004; Smith & Dickinson, 1994) and problem-
solving skills (Mercer, Wegerif, & Dawes, 1999). Dickinson and Tabors (2001) have shown 
that the nature of the teacher-child relationship and the kinds of conversations found in 
the classroom are more predictive of later language and literacy skills than is classroom 
environment. The study showed that extended teacher discourse — even when the discourse 
was directed at classmates — is beneficial for children’s emergent literacy skills, and predicts 
literacy skills when family variables were controlled for. Mercer et al. (1999) found that 
teachers can successfully instruct children to use language as a tool for reasoning while 
they solve a task jointly. In the context of the latter study, the kind of language that received 
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the focus of attention was ‘exploratory talk’, which the authors define as ‘talk in which 
knowledge is made publicly accountable and reasoning is visible’ (Mercer et.al 1999, p. 97). 
This definition closely resembles the kind of talk that is referred to as extended discourse in 
the studies by Dickinson (2001) and DeTemple (2001), and explanatory talk by Snow (1983) 
and Beals (1993). Nonpresent talk is in turn a form of such discourse.
 The picture that emerges from the studies cited above is that children seem to 
benefit when knowledgeable adults use language just above the level of abstraction that they 
have themselves mastered. This is the same line of thinking as sociocultural theory, in which 
the social interactions between children and knowledgeable adults are seen as essential to 
learning and to shaping children’s thinking (Mercer, 1995; Mercer et al., 1999; Vygotsky, 
1981). 
 Parent-child joint book reading provides an excellent setting for determining the 
extent to which parents and children make use of nonpresent talk. It has been shown in 
numerous studies that joint book reading is highly beneficial for young children’s cognitive 
development, and for their (later) language and literacy skills (Adrián, Clemente, & 
Villanueva, 2007; Cook-Gumperz, 1986; Dickinson & Smith, 1994; Hoff-Ginsberg, 1991; 
Morgan, 2005; Ninio & Snow, 1996; Snow, 1983; Torr, 2004; Weizman & Snow, 2001). 
However, the quality of the book reading interaction is of additional value to this relationship. 
Book reading can very well be performed while adhering verbatim to the text and to the 
description of the illustrations when a picture book is concerned. Thus, it is not necessary to 
use nonpresent talk during a book reading interaction, but doing so makes the interaction 
more cognitively challenging. Accordingly, the studies cited above have found a fair amount 
of variation across parents with regard to language practices during book reading. Therefore 
a book reading setting is appropriate to differentiate between parents regarding their use 
of nonpresent talk. Another argument in favour of this decision to choose book reading 
as an activity for the study of nonpresent talk across settings is that book reading is a very 
common activity, both in schools and in Dutch homes1. As such, this setting is suitable for 
comparison across the two contexts of home and school, allowing us to study how some 
parents’ language input to children may resemble that of teachers’, whereas other parents 
might provide their children with a very different language environment than school.

5.1.1 Operationalising nonpresent talk and present talk
As was mentioned in the method section, we used the hierarchical scheme of abstract 
reasoning as was developed by Blank, Rose and Berlin (1978). Blank and colleagues 
distinguish between four levels of abstract reasoning: (I) the matching perception level, (II) 
the selective analysis of perception level, (III) the reordering perception level and (IV) the 
reasoning about perception level. Level I, the matching perception level, is the least abstract 
level. At this level, the discourse does not go beyond the ‘here-and-now’. Utterances in 
which directly visible entities are named are coded as level I utterances (see example 1 in 
Table 5.1). Utterances that are coded as level II utterances, that is the selective analysis of 
perception level, also adhere to the present context, but move one step further by describing 
or interrelating features of directly visible entities (see example 2 in Table 5.1). Level I 
and level II utterances both belong to the ‘present talk’ category. Level III, the reordering 
perception level, is the first level to move away from the directly visible, and can thus be 
considered the first abstract level. Consequently, level III is the first level where we speak of 

1 In section 2.3 we reported that book reading occurred at least a few times per week for all participating 
families. 
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nonpresent talk. At the reordering perception level, information not directly perceivable in 
the present context is inferred, or given information is restructured. Utterances are coded 
as belonging to level III, when they are produced in order to summarise information, or to 
relate directly perceivable entities to one’s own experience (see example 3 in Table 5.1). Level 
IV, the reasoning about perception level, is the most abstract level. Utterances are coded as 
level IV utterances when they contain elaborate explanations, reasoning about entities or 
concepts that are not present in the current context, or about events that are not currently 
occurring. Examples of such utterances within a book reading setting are predictions about 
future actions by story characters, or hypotheses about the motivation that a story character 
may have for certain actions (see example 4, Table 5.1). Obviously, level IV utterances are 
also considered nonpresent talk.
 When more than one abstraction level could be distinguished in a multi-clause 
utterance, the highest abstraction level was selected for coding (see example 4, Table 5.1). 
Intercoder reliability for the levels of abstraction was reported in section 2.6.3 (kappa =.647). 

Table 5.1: Examples level of abstraction

Utterance Abstraction level coding
1 “Where do you see a dog?” I: Matching perception

Present talk2 “Look, that boy is bullying the little 
girl!”

II: Selective analysis of perception

3 “Grandpa has a car just like this one” III: Reordering perception
Nonpresent talk4 “This is a spinning wheel, she uses it 

to make a thread out of the wool.”
IV: Reasoning about perception

Only ‘on-task’ utterances were coded for abstraction. Procedural utterances that served to 
draw the child’s (or children’s) attention to the task, utterances that reflected distraction, 
or utterances that were otherwise considered ‘off-task’, were coded as belonging to a 
category ‘other’. The focal variable for this section will be the ‘proportion of nonpresent 
talk relative to on-task utterances’. To arrive at this measure we added up all level III and 
all level IV utterances, and divided those by the number of on-task utterances (i.e. without 
the category ‘other’). Furthermore, the individual levels of abstraction will be discussed as 
well. The category of present talk, however, will not discussed separately. This is because the 
proportion of present talk is complementary to the proportion of ‘nonpresent talk’. Together 
these proportions make up 1.0.
 From the home data, the transcripts of the joint parent-child book reading sessions 
and joint picture description sessions at all four measurement points were coded for 
abstraction level. These two tasks were selected because we expected them to differentiate 
best with regard to parents’ tendency to use nonpresent talk. For both tasks it is quite possible 
to adhere to the here-and-now, but they also offer plenty of opportunities to move away from 
the directly perceivable. In the school data, the book reading sessions at T3 and T4 by the 
teachers were coded for level of abstraction, for comparison to the home data.
 As with the measures in the previous chapters, we studied the proportion of 
nonpresent talk for all three agents (parents, children and teachers) across activities, between 
tasks and over time. In addition, we studied the input-output relationships regarding 
nonpresent talk.
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5.1.2 Nonpresent talk and present talk at home
Table 5.2 displays the total number of utterances and the percentage of on-task utterances 
for parents and for children during the joint picture description and during the joint book 
reading session at home.

Table 5.2: Means (and standard deviations) of parents’ and children’s number of utterances and 
percentage of on-task utterances (N=25)

Picture task T1 (3;3) T2b (3;10) T3 (4;2) T4 (5;10)
No. of utterances Parents 110 (33) 120 (42) 105 (27) 69 (28)

Children 59 (23) 67 (26) 56 (20) 48 (18)
% on-task utterances Parents 70% 63% 68% 69%

Children 64% 61% 67% 76 %
Book reading T1a (3;3) T2b (3;10) T3 (4;2) T4 (5;10)
No. of utterances Parents 91 (46) 74 (32) 87 (33) 61 (25)

Children 45 (28) 37 (21) 30 (19) 35 (13)
% on-task utterances Parents 69% 60% 67% 65%

Children 63% 59% 51% 65%
Note. aN=24, bN=23, see section 2.7 and Appendix 2

Table 5.2 shows that, in general, the percentage of on-task utterances is comparable over time: 
most figures fall within the 60% - 70% range. Two exceptions are the children’s percentage of 
on-task utterances during book reading at T2 and T3, where only a mean percentage of 59 % 
and 51 % respectively of the children’s utterances could be considered on-task.
 Table 5.3 and Table 5.4 display the relative proportions of the four abstraction levels, 
as well as the composite ‘nonpresent talk’ (level III + level IV), for parents and children 
respectively. In addition to the descriptive statistics (means and standard deviations of the 
proportions), Table 5.3 and Table 5.4 present the results of a repeated measures ANOVA, 
with ‘task’ as the within subject factor. It should be mentioned that the ANOVAs with the 
four individual levels of abstraction are highly interdependent: when one type of utterance 
increases, another one is bound to decrease. The latter is important in relation to Holm’s 
correction, which we applied to adjust for multiple comparisons (see section 2.8). It should 
be noted that Holm’s is a relatively conservative measure where interdependent tests are 
concerned.
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Table 5.3: Parents’ mean proportions (and standard deviations) of four levels of abstraction and 
composite nonpresent talk, task effect statistics

Measurement points
Parents T1 (3;3) T2b(3;10) T3 (4;2) T4 (5;10)
(I) Matching 

Picture .39 (.11) .29 (.11) .40 (.12) .28 (.11)
Book .29 (.15)a .14 (.10) .16 (.07) .18 (.10)

F(1,23)=7.38* F(1,22)=20.67* F(1,24)=61.06* F(1,24)=15. 85*
(II) Selective 

Picture .35 (.09) .33 (.08) .27 (.08) .30 (.13)
Book .46 (.21)a .50 (.20) .55 (.17) .45 (.20)

F(1,23)=6.98* F(1,22)=14.76* F(1,24)=62.46* F(1,24)=17.11*
(III) Reordering 

Picture .19 (.09) .28 (.10) .26 (.11) .37 (.15)
Book .20 (.17)a .29 (.15) .22 (.12) .30 (.13)

F(1,23)=.74 F(1,22)=.11 F(1,24)=.1.61 F(1,24)=5.35c

(IV) Reasoning
Picture .07 (0,06) .09 (.05) .07 (.07) .05 (.05)
Book .04 (.05)a .06 (.06) .07 (.06) .07 (.08)

F(1,23)=2.40 F(1,22)=5.45b F(1,24)=.04 F(1,24)=2.50
Nonpresent talk

Picture .26 (.12) .37 (.12) .32 (.16) .42 (.17)
Book .25 (.18)a .36 (.17) .29 (.16) .37 (.18)

F(1,23)=.74 F(1,22)=.69 F(1,24)=1.28 F(1,24)=2.82
*p < .05
aN=24, bN=23 see section 2.7 and Appendix 2.
cAccording to Holm’s correction for multiple comparisons, p needs to be smaller or equal to .025, which is 
not the case for this p-value (p=.03).
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Table 5.4: Children’s mean proportions (and standard deviations) of four levels of abstraction 
and composite nonpresent talk, task effect statistics

Measurement points
Children T1 (3;3) T2b (3;10) T3 (4;2) T4 (5;10)
(I) Matching 

Picture .50 (.13) .47 (.17) .64 (.15) .48 (.14)
Book .42 (.17)a .34 (.18) .41 (.24) .25 (.16)

F(1,23)=2.86 F(1,22)=7.83* F(1,24)=17.21* F(1,24)=36.34*
(II) Selective 

Picture .34 (.10) .30 (.13) .16 (.09) .27 (.11)
Book .42 (.21)a .44 (.21) .36 (.23) .44 (.18)

F(1,23)=4.16 F(1,22)=12.98* F(1,24)=16.24* F(1,24)=23.64*
(III) Reordering 

Picture .11 (.07) .18 (.11) .16 (.12) .22 (.14)
Book .13 (.14)a .15 (.12) .16 (.15) .26 (.15)

F(1,23)=0.73 F(1,22)=0.30 F(1,24)=0.02 F(1,24)=1.79
(IV) Reasoning 

Picture .06 (.06) .05 (.05) .04 (.05) .04 (.04)
Book .03 (.07)a .06 (.11) .07 (.10) .04 (.06)

F(1,23)=3.50 F(1,22)=0.15 F(1,24)=1.55 F(1,24)=0.29
Nonpresent talk

Picture .17 (.10) .23 (.12) .21 (.14) .25 (.15)
Book .16 (.14)a .22 (.15) .23 (.18) .30 (.18)

F(1,23)=0.01 F(1,22)=0.78 F(1,24)=0.28 F(1,24)=2.04
*p <. 05
Note. aN=24, bN=23 see section 2.7 and Appendix 2

 In this section, we want to explore whether differences can be found across tasks in 
the level of abstraction of the conversation. First, we analysed whether the rate of nonpresent 
talk that parents and children produced was dependent upon the task. In order to test this, 
ANOVA analyses were conducted, with ‘task’ as the within subject factor and the composite 
‘nonpresent talk’ as the dependent variable (see Table 5.3 and Table 5.4). Results of the 
analysis indicated that the rate of present talk relative to nonpresent talk was not different 
between the picture task and the book reading task: both parents and children used similar 
amounts of nonpresent talk during the two tasks (parents between .25 and .42 and children 
between .17 and .30, all task differences F < 3, p>.10). 
 However, if we look at the individual abstraction levels in Table 5.3 and Table 5.4 
separately, it seems that some levels are more prevalent in one of the two tasks. To test 
whether these differences were significant, we conducted a separate analysis comparing the 
picture task to the book reading task for each level of abstraction (i.e. four times).
 We found that parents use significantly more level I (matching level) utterances 
during the picture task, than during the book reading task. This was true for all measurement 
points. During the book reading task, parents used significantly more level II utterances. For 
the levels III and IV we did not find differences between the tasks.
 For children we found results similar to those of the parents at T2, T3 and T4. At 
these three measurement points, children did not use more level III or level IV utterances 
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during one of the two tasks. Within the present talk category we found the same difference as 
we did for the parent data: children used more level I (matching level) utterances during the 
picture task as compared to the book reading task at T2, T3 and T4. During the book reading 
they used significantly more selective level utterances at T2, T3 and T4. These differences 
were not significant for T1.
 It can be seen in Table 5.3 and in Table 5.4 that for both parents and children, the 
highest level of abstraction, level IV, is by far the least frequent (in both tasks). For both 
parents and children, the composite of nonpresent talk consists mainly of level III utterances. 
This is the case for each of the four measurement points. Thus, when parents and children 
abstract from the here-and-now, this is mainly done by means of relating the events in the 
picture to the child’s own experiences, and by summarising the sequence of events in the 
picture. 
 In conclusion, the relative contribution of level I and level II utterances to the 
‘present talk composite’ is different for the two tasks. During the picture description task, 
both parents and children engaged in labelling and naming objects more than during 
the book reading task. During the book reading conversation, both parents and children 
engaged more in describing characteristics, parts or features of perceivable objects. Thus, if 
we compare the two tasks, the book reading task elicits language that is classified as more 
abstract than the picture task. However, the rate of nonpresent talk that parents and children 
produce is not different across tasks.

5.1.3 Nonpresent talk and present talk at school
For the teacher data, the levels of abstraction were only distinguished for the book reading 
task (see section 2.6.2). Therefore, no comparison could be made across different activities 
or tasks. The distribution of the four abstraction levels during the book reading session at 
the two school measurement points is displayed in Table 5.5. Like the parents in our sample, 
the teachers use mainly level II utterances when they are engaged in present talk, describing 
features of perceptually-available items or drawing relationships between perceptually-
available items. As in the home data, level IV utterances are the least frequent. 

Table 5.5: Teachers’ mean proportions (and standard deviations) of four levels of abstraction and 
the composite ‘nonpresent talk’

Teachers T3a T4b

No. of utterances 125 (26) 70 (21) 

% on-task utterances 58% 61% 

(I) Matching .21 (.06) .06 (.07)
(II) Selective .39 (.08) .30 (.13)
(III) Reordering .29 (.08) .48 (.14)
(IV) Reasoning .11 (.06) .16 (.10)
Nonpresent talk .40 (.10) .64 (.14)
Note.aN=16, bN=19, see section 2.7 and Appendix 2
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5.1.4 Nonpresent talk and present talk in two settings: home and school 
compared

To compare teacher input to parent input regarding the occurrence of nonpresent talk, the 
descriptive statistics for parents and teachers are presented again in Table 5.6. T-tests for 
independent samples indicated that teachers produced significantly higher proportions of 
nonpresent talk during book reading than parents at both T3 and at T4. Note that Levene’s 
test indicated that variances for both groups were unequal at T3: variance was larger among 
parents than among teachers.

Table 5.6: Parents’ and teachers’ mean proportions (and standard deviations) for nonpresent talk 
during book reading

Nonpresent talk during 
book reading

Setting df t d

Parents Teachers
T3 .29 (.16)a .40 (.10)b 39d 2.70* .82
T4 .37 (.18)a .64 (.14)c 42 5.48* 1.67
*p<.05
Note. aN=25 bN=16, cN=19 see section 2.7 and Appendix 2, dAdjusted degrees of freedom because 
of unequal variances.

In order to obtain a better picture of the constellation of the composites present talk and 
nonpresent talk, for teachers and parents respectively, we also looked at the individual 
abstraction levels. In Figure 5.1 and Figure 5.2 the abstraction level distributions for parents 
and teachers are displayed graphically.
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Figure 5.1: Teachers’ and parents’ distribution of abstraction levels at T3 (4;2)
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Figure 5.2: Teachers’ and parents’ distribution of abstraction levels at T4 (5;10)

Applying Holm’s correction for multiple comparisons, t-tests for independent groups 
indicated that at T3, only the higher proportion of level II utterances by parents was 
significant. After correction, the other differences were no longer significant at the .05 level. 
Thus, the significant difference between teachers and parents regarding the composite of 
nonpresent talk (see Table 5.6) only holds when the level III and level IV utterances are 
added together. Because nonpresent talk and present talk are complementary we can infer 
that parents’ rate of present talk is higher than teachers’. The analyses of the individual 
abstraction levels showed that this difference reflects a significantly higher rate of level 
II utterances by parents than by teachers. Even though the difference in matching level 
utterances just missed significance, it is noteworthy that at T3 parents used fewer matching 
level utterances than teachers. A different pattern was seen at T4. It is possible that this larger 
number of matching level utterances was related to the book read to the children in school at 
T3. As has been mentioned in the previous chapters, the book that was used in the classroom 
at T3 was textless (a picture book). This is possibly the reason why teachers asked children 
to label more details in the picture (e.g. “what do you see here?”) then they did at T4 when 
a book with text was used. This might explain why at T3 parents used fewer matching-level 
utterances than did teachers, while at T4 parents used more matching-level utterances. The 
book parents read to their children did contain some text.
 At T4, all differences visible in Figure 5.2 are significant. Thus, parents used 
significantly more level I and level II utterances (present talk) during book reading 
conversation while teachers used significantly more level III and level IV utterances, which 
are categorized as nonpresent talk. The finding that teachers used more nonpresent talk at 
T4 (see Table 5.6) was due to a significant difference in usage of all levels. 
 With the exception of the matching perception level, which seemed lower for parents 
than for teachers at T3 (see above), the patterns regarding parent-teacher differences were 
similar for T3 and T4. It can therefore be concluded that teachers in first and second grade 
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of primary education engage more in nonpresent talk during book reading interactions with 
children than parents do. Parents seem to adhere more to the verbatim text and therefore 
less appeal to children’s reasoning skills.

5.1.5 Nonpresent talk and present talk in a longitudinal perspective
Nonpresent talk by parents, children and teachers was studied in a longitudinal perspective 
by means of ANOVAs with repeated measures. Firstly, we studied the composite measure 
‘nonpresent talk’ in a longitudinal perspective, and each level of abstraction was subsequently 
analysed individually, over time. The data over time are displayed in Table 5.7 (parents) and 
Table 5.8 (children), together with the test statistics of the ANOVAs with repeated measures.

Table 5.7: Parents’ mean proportions (and standard deviations) of nonpresent talk, main effect of 
time

Measurement points Main effect of time
Parents T1 (3;3) T2a (3;10) T3 (4;2) T4 (5;10) F (df1, df2) ηp

2

(I) Matching 
Picture .39 (.11) .29 (.11) .40 (.12) .28 (.11) 14.92* (3,22) .438
Book .29 (.15)b .14 (.10) .16 (.07) .18 (.10) 8.24* (3,21) .282

(II) Selective 
Picture .35 (.09) .33 (.08) .27 (.08) .30 (.13) 3.98* (3,22) .153
Book .46 (.21)b .50 (.20) .55 (.17) .45 (.20) 0.69 (3,21)

(III) Reordering 
Picture .19 (.09) .28 (.10) .26 (.11) .37 (.15) 19.28* (3,22) .467
Book .20 (.17)b .29 (.15) .22 (.12) .30 (.13) 2.76 (3,21)

(IV) Reasoning
Picture .07 (.06) .09 (.05) .07 (.07) .05 (.05) 3.68* (3,22) .143
Book .04 (.05)b .06 (.06) .07 (.06) .07 (.08) 2.69 (3,21)

Nonpresent talk
Picture .26 (.12) .37 (.12) .32 (.16) .42 (.17) 12.42* (3,22) .361
Book .25 (.18)b .36 (.17) .29 (.16) .37 (.18) 3.74* (3,21) .151

*p< .05
Note. aN=23, bN=24, see section 2.7 and Appendix 2.
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Table 5.8: Children’s mean proportions (and standard deviations) of nonpresent talk, main effect 
of time

Measurement points Main effect of time
Children T1 (3;3) T2a (3;10) T3 (4;2) T4 (5;10) F (df1,df2) ηp

2

(I) Matching 
Picture .50 (.13) .47 (.17) .64 (.15) .48 (.14) 6.77* (3,22) .235
Book .42 (.17)b .34 (.18) .41 (.24) .25 (.16) 3.49 (3,21)

(II) Selective 
Picture .34 (.10) .30 (.13) .16 (.09) .27 (.11) 10.81* (3,22) .330
Book .42 (.21)b .44 (.21) .36 (.23) .44 (.18) 1.73 (3,21)

(III) Reordering 
Picture .11 (.07) .18 (.11) .16 (.12) .22 (.14) 5.60* (3,22) .203
Book .13 (.14)b .15 (.12) .16 (.15) .26 (.15) 2.78 (3,21)

(IV) Reasoning 
Picture .06 (.06) .05 (.05) .04 (.05) .04 (.04) 1.11 (3,22)
Book .03 (.07)b .06 (.11) .07 (.10) .04 (.06) 1.79 (3,21)

Nonpresent talk
Picture .17 (.10) .23 (.12) .21 (.14) .25 (.15) 2.73 (3,22)
Book .16 (.14)b .22 (.15) .23 (.18) .30 (.18) 2.55 (3,21)

*p< .05
Note. aN=23, bN=24, see section 2.7 and Appendix 2.

5.1.5.1 Parents’ and children’s present talk and nonpresent talk in a longitudinal 
perspective

In the test statistics of the repeated measures ANOVA (Table 5.7 and Table 5.8), it can be 
seen that regarding the proportion of nonpresent talk, a significant main effect of time was 
found only for parents, both for the picture task and for the book reading (see Table 5.7). The 
main effect of time was larger for the picture description than it was for the book reading. 
For the picture task, the contrasts of the analysis indicate that the increase in nonpresent 
talk is significant from T1 to T2 (F(1,22)=30.87, ηp

2=.584) and from T3 to T4 (F(1,22)=6.70, 
ηp

2=.233). For the book reading the increase between the same intervals were significant:  
T1 to T2 (F(1,22) =5.84, p<.05, ηp

2 = .218) and T3 to T4 (F(1,22)= 4.88, p<.05, ηp
2= .188). 

Children’s increase in nonpresent talk just missed significance in both tasks: F(3,23) = 2.73, 
p= .051, ηp

2 =.111, for the picture task and F(3,22) = 2.55, p= .063, ηp
2 =.108, for the book 

reading task. The contrasts revealed that only children’s increase in nonpresent talk during 
the picture task was statistically significant from T1 to T2, F(3,22)= 6.30, p< .05, ηp

2 = .223. 
The other changes over time in children’s nonpresent talk were not. 
 For the picture task, we found significant main effects of time in the individual 
levels of abstraction produced by parents (see Table 5.7). Parents’ rate of matching-level 
utterances showed an uneven pattern: dips occurred at T2 and T4. Secondly, they produced 
fewer level II utterances over time. In contrast, their use of level III utterances during 
the picture task increased over time. Finally, parents produced varying rates of level IV 
utterances over time, characterised by a relatively small peak at T2. Thus, the decrease and 
increase for the individual abstraction levels was not linear in any of the cases. Over all, the 
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longitudinal perspective of parents’ level I and level III utterances varied most. The rate of 
level IV utterances increased between T1 and T2, but decreased again after T2.
 Regarding the individual abstraction levels of parental input during the book 
reading conversation, only a significant decrease was found for level I utterances. For the 
book reading conversation, the variance over time for the other abstraction levels analysed 
separately was not significant at the .05 level.
 For children, the longitudinal perspective of the individual abstraction level also 
fluctuated (see Table 5.8). A main effect of time was found for level I, level II and level III 
utterances during the picture task, but this effect reflected both significant increases and 
significant decreases between subsequent measurement points. Although the overall picture 
pointed towards an increasing rate of nonpresent talk by children, the effect of time was not 
significant. 
 In conclusion, for parents the uneven pattern of the individual abstraction levels 
over time still resulted in a significant increase in the proportion of ‘nonpresent talk’ and 
a corresponding decrease in ‘present talk’ over time, for both the picture task and the 
book reading task. For children, the effect of time for the composites of ‘present talk’ and 
‘nonpresent talk’ was not significant.
 In order to compare parents’ and children’s patterns of nonpresent talk over time, 
the proportions of nonpresent talk at the four subsequent measurement points are plotted in 
Figure 5.3 and Figure 5.4.
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Figure 5.3: Parents’ and children’s proportions nonpresent talk during the picture task
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Figure 5.4: Parents’ and children’s proportions nonpresent talk during book reading

Both Figure 5.3 (picture task) and Figure 5.4 (book reading task) show that parents and 
children follow a comparable pattern regarding the change over time in nonpresent talk 
practices: a general increase can be seen from T1 to T4, with a slight dip at T3. Note that T2 
and T3 were only four months apart, whereas the other time intervals were considerably 
longer. This short interval may have led the dyads to become too familiarised with the task.
  Figure 5.4 depicts the change over time of the proportion of nonpresent 
talk during the book reading task. It can be seen that parents’ increase in the proportion 
of nonpresent talk is steeper than the children’s increase. As in the findings for the picture 
description task, we see an overall increase for both, but a decrease between T2 and T3, the 
shortest interval between measurement points. As was reported above though, this decrease 
was not statistically significant: for neither the book reading nor the picture task.
 In conclusion, even though parents produced strongly varying rates of matching, 
selective, reordering and reasoning utterances over time, their rates of nonpresent talk 
increased. Thus, during both picture description and book reading parents engaged more 
often in topics that abstracted from the here-and-now as children grew older. Such a trend 
was also seen for children, but for these data we did not find statistically significant main 
effects of time. The finding that parents and children showed a similar pattern suggests 
that parents engaged in fine tuning. The fact that the parents produced the higher levels of 
abstraction more frequently with the increasing age of the children suggests that parents 
adapt their input to the level they think their child is currently at. When the children 
were 3;3 years old (T1), parents mainly adhered to relatively simple descriptions of objects 
perceivable and actions. With the increasing age of the children, parents demanded more of 
them, resulting in conversations that discussed topics related to the picture in various ways, 
but not limiting themselves to the directly perceivable.
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5.1.5.2 Teachers’ present talk and nonpresent talk in a longitudinal perspective
In Table 5.9, the teacher data are presented again for nonpresent talk during book reading at 
the two relevant measurement points (T3 and T4). As in previous chapters, we will study the 
longitudinal perspective of teacher input, while acknowledging that the sample of teachers 
changed over time. However, the children were the same, and we therefore conducted a 
repeated measures analysis to shed some light on the children’s language environment at 
school. 
Table 5.9 shows that the children heard more nonpresent talk in their school language 
environment when they were 5;10 years old (T4) than when they were 4;2 years old (T3). 
ANOVA with repeated measures indicated that the increase over time was indeed statistically 
significant.
 ANOVAs with repeated measures were run, with time as the within subject factor, 
to establish an effect of time. Results of the ANOVAs (see Table 5.9) showed that the decrease 
in level I utterances and the increase in level III (reordering) utterances were significant 
changes at the .05 level. As was mentioned in the previous section, the fairly high proportion 
of level I utterances teachers produced during book reading at T3 (21%) is very likely an 
artefact of the choice of a textless book. 

Table 5.9 Teachers means (and standard deviations) of abstraction levelbook reading during, 
effect of time

Teachers T3a T4b Main effect of time
F (df1,df2) ηp

2

(I) Matching .21 (.06) .06 (.07) 41.31* (1,14) .747
(II) Selective .39 (.08) .30 (.13) 4.68 (1,14) .251
(III) Reordering .29 (.08) .48 (.14) 21.83* (1,14) .609
(IV) Reasoning .11 (.06) .16 (.10) 4.52 (1,14) .244
Nonpresent talk .40 (.10) .64 (.14) 29.37* (1,14) .677
*p<.05
Note. aN=17, bN=19. Only the data of children whose teachers completed the book reading task at both 
measurement points could be included in the longitudinal analysis, N=15.

5.1.6 Co-construction of nonpresent talk
In this section we will study two input-output relationships:firstly, we will examine the 
relationship between the rate of parental nonpresent talk and children’s nonpresent talk 
during two interaction tasks (the picture description task and the book reading task) is 
studied. Secondly, we will explore the relationship between parents’ rate of nonpresent talk 
during these tasks, and children’s performance on the academic language production task.

5.1.7 Co-construction of nonpresent talk during the interaction tasks
Results for the relationship between parents’ and children’s nonpresent talk during the 
picture task and the book reading respectively are displayed in terms of correlations (Table 
5.10). 
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Table 5.10: Correlations for the proportions of nonpresent talk by parents and by children 
during the picture description task (N=25)

Parents’ nonpresent talk Children’s nonpresent talk
Picture description task T1 (3;3) T2a (3;10) T3 (4;2) T4 (4;10)

T1 .49*
T2 .61*
T3 .65*
T4 .72*

Book reading Children’s nonpresent talk
T1b (3;3) T2b (3;10) T3 (4;2) T4 (4;10)

T1 .81*
T2 .75*
T3 .70*
T4 .58*

*p<.05
Note. aN= 23, bN=24, see section 2.7 and Appendix 2.

 The nonpresent talk produced by parents is strongly and consistently related to 
nonpresent talk produced by children during the same task (Table 5.10). This was true at all 
measurement points. Since the initiative in these tasks came mainly from the parents, we 
can conclude from the findings that parents who engage their child in conversations about 
the nonpresent provide their child with opportunities to practice nonpresent talk skills.

5.1.8 Parents’ nonpresent talk and children’s academic language production
Parents’ rate of nonpresent talk during the book reading task is not related to children’s 
performance on the academic language production task (Table 5.11). With the exception of 
the relationship between parents’ nonpresent talk and children’s academic language score 
for ‘Story 2’ at T4, all effect sizes of the correlations are very low.
 Parents’ nonpresent talk during picture task did not show statistically significant 
relationships with child performance on the academic language production task either. 
However, the effect sizes of the correlations suggest that a relationship might exist. It seems 
that parents’ nonpresent talk during the picture tasks might have more distinctive power 
with regard to child performance on the production task.

Table 5.11: Correlations between parents’ nonpresent talk and children’s score on the academic 
language composite measure

Children’s score on the academic language production task
Parents nonpresent talk T1 (3;3) T3 (4;2) T4 (4;10)

Narrate Retell Story A Story B Story A Story B
Book reading T1 .01 .01
Picture task .27 .31
Book reading T3 .06 .13
Picture task .34 .27
Book reading T4 .08 .28
Picture task .16 .29
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5.1.9 Discussion of the findings on nonpresent talk
In this chapter we discussed nonpresent talk by parents, children and teachers as a feature at 
the textual level of the academic register. We discussed differences across tasks, differences 
between settings (home versus school) and variance over time. 
 We compared parents’ use of nonpresent talk during a picture description task to 
parents’ nonpresent talk during book reading (where the verbatim book utterances were 
excluded). We found that both parents and children used equal amounts of nonpresent talk 
during book reading and during joint picture description. Thus, the task in which parents 
and children were involved did not affect their choice of abstraction level. However, we did 
find that within the category of present talk, book reading elicited more utterances involving 
description of various perceivable features and relating perceivable features and objects to 
each other. These activities are positioned higher on the abstraction continuum by Blank 
et al. (1978). Utterances that are categorized as ‘abstract’, however, (i.e. concerning not 
perceivable objects, concepts or events) were not produced more frequently during either 
picture description or book reading. 
 We found that teachers used more nonpresent talk than did parents during book 
reading. Thus, at this level we see a difference between the home and the school setting, 
as early as the first two years of primary education. The distribution of the four individual 
abstraction levels was similar for parents and teachers. Within the present talk category, 
‘matching-level utterances’ were used the least frequently, and within the nonpresent 
talk category ‘reasoning-level utterances’ were used the least frequently. We also found 
indications that the choice of a textless book for teachers to read T3, had affected the results 
found. The book read at T3 seems to have elicited many more matching-level utterances than 
the book read at T4.
 Analyses investigating the longitudinal perspective of nonpresent talk showed that 
parents’ rate of nonpresent talk increased significantly over time. For children, the same 
pattern of increase was observed, however the increase was not statistically significant. It was 
suggested that parents engage in fine tuning when talking to their children about a picture 
or about a book: they adapt to the presumed level of the child. Related to this notion of fine 
tuning is the finding that the amount of nonpresent talk produced by parents was highly 
related to the amount of nonpresent talk produced by children, both during book reading 
and during joint picture description. This finding suggests that parents and children indeed 
co-construct the cognitive demand of the task. This brings us back to the ‘textual’ aspect 
of the linguistic variable in question. By means of a co-constructive build-up of individual 
utterances, belonging to a particular abstraction level, the foundations are laid to ensure that 
the text (i.e. the conversation) becomes a coherent whole. According to the over-all level of 
abstraction, the text can subsequently be considered either more cognitively challenging or 
less cognitively challenging. The fact that the ultimate proportion of nonpresent talk during 
book reading was considerably higher during teacher-child interaction than parent-child 
interaction corroborates the hypothesis that a difference can be established between the 
language environments of home and school as early as the first and second grade of primary 
education years.
 The rate of nonpresent talk that parents, teachers and children produce is primarily 
related to the theoretical variable of field (see Figure 1.5 in chapter 1). Since the field 
dimension refers to what is being talked about, it seems obvious that abstraction level, which 
is related to the cognitive content of the conversation, impacts on this theoretical variable. 
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In addition, given the interrelatedness of parents’ nonpresent talk and children’s nonpresent 
talk, we could argue that the level of abstraction also influences the mode variable.
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6 The sociopragmatic level of academic 
language

The sociopragmatic level of analysis aims to shed light on communicative intentions of 
interlocutors within the social context of the conversation. The theoretical framework of 
systemic functional linguistics does not distinguish a separate pragmatic level, because the 
theory claims that the language choices we make relate directly to the function of language in 
its context. Systemic functional linguistics thus argues that language choices simultaneously 
reflect and create the context (see chapter 1 for a more elaborate discussion). In chapter 1 
it was proposed that experience with the academic register is a determining factor in the 
acquisition of the relevant linguistic tools. Experience with the academic register provides 
children with opportunities to practice academic language skills, and thus fosters the 
transition to the more formal setting of school. Despite the fact that in systemic functional 
linguistics theory, the sociopragmatic level of analysis is not explicitly distinguished, it 
seems relevant for our research purposes to take this level into consideration separately. 
This is suggested because it is likely that communicative goals and intentions also change 
with the shift to the school setting.
 We propose that within the framework of academic language, two aspects of 
the sociopragmatic level of analysis are of particular interest: conversational style and 
intersubjective cooperation. Conversational style refers to the speech act choices interlocutors 
make in order to realise their communicative intentions. Intersubjective cooperation refers 
to the way in which interlocutors complement each other in order to arrive at a mutual goal. 
We will study conversational style and intersubjective cooperation from the same perspective 
as was done in the previous chapters. We will look at the use of the target variables within 
each setting separately (home and school) to evaluate possible differences across activities, 
we will study the differences between the home setting and the school setting, we will 
evaluate whether the variables show changes over time and we will examine the relationships 
between input and output.

Conversational style
A substantial body of research has shown that great variety exists in parents’ conversational 
styles (Hoff-Ginsberg, 1991; Kloth, Janssen, Kraaimaat, & Brutten, 1998). Moreover in 
many of these studies, it has been shown that some conversational styles are more beneficial 
for various aspects of children’s language development than others. For example, Hoff 
(2006) showed how children’s grammatical development was predicted by the frequency of 
conversation-eliciting questions in the input they received from their parents. A strongly 
directive conversational style, however, has been shown to negatively affect children’s 
language skills and development (Kloth et al., 1998; Murray & Hornbaker, 1997).
 Conversational style is closely related to expectations that adults have of children. 
In the introduction to this dissertation it was discussed how at school, the function of 
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language is different than at home because of a shift in communicative intentions. In a school 
setting more than at home, the communicative intention is to display knowledge. In such 
a setting both teachers and children need to display knowledge. Moreover, this knowledge 
needs to be presented in such a way that an audience that might lack shared background 
knowledge can comprehend the message. In terms of functional linguistics, the function of 
language in school is different from the function of language at home, and this is reflected 
in the language choices that interlocutors (are supposed to) make. For example, in a formal 
educational setting, knowledge is often co-constructed by means of asking conversation-
eliciting questions and providing room for children’s own contributions, with the aim of 
monitoring their knowledge and skills. Excerpt 6.1 illustrates the initiation, response and 
evaluation sequence (IRE) typical of classroom discourse (Cazden, 2001; Wells, 1986, 2006). 

Excerpt 6.1: Book reading in Blaise’s (4;2) class

Teacher: Twee is één? [shakes head] Two is one? [shakes head]
Teacher: Wat bedoelen ze, Marc? What do they mean, Marc?
Teacher Twee kan nooit één zijn! Two can never be one!
Pupil: Want dan moet die 2 rechts staan in 

plaats van...
Because then the 2 should stand on the 
right instead of …

Teacher: Nee, precies… Peter? No, exactly… Peter?
Pupil Dat die uitverkocht zijn. That those are sold out.
Teacher Nee ze zijn niet uitverkocht. No, they are not sold out.
Teacher Er staan flesjes genoeg There are plenty of bottles.
Teacher Robert? Robert?
Pupil Ik weet het niet.. I don’t know..
Teacher Schaap mag twee flesjes uikiezen en hij 

hoeft maar één flesje te betalen.
Sheep can choose two bottles and he 
only has to pay for one bottle.

It can be seen from this excerpt how the speech acts chosen by the teacher shape the IRE 
build-up. In order to study conversational styles of parents, teachers and children in the two 
settings, we analysed the speech acts by the three types of participants.

Intersubjective cooperation
The second variable studied at the sociopragmatic level of analysis is intersubjective 
cooperation. Intersubjective cooperation refers to the ongoing meaning-making process that 
takes place between two or more interlocutors during (verbal) interaction (Mayo, 2004). 
Intersubjective cooperation is established both verbally and non-verbally. Within the scope 
of this study, however, we will only study verbal intersubjective cooperation. Three kinds 
of intersubjective cooperative behaviours will be studied: (i) verbal expansion, (ii) verbal 
extension and (iii) procedural utterances (cf. Mayo, 2004). Verbal expansions are utterances 
that are relevant for the ongoing conversation, and build on previous information without 
adding a new element. Examples of intersubjective cooperative behaviours that were coded 
as expansions are question-asking, repetitions of responses, or short feedback utterances 
(exactly, that’s right). Verbal extensions actually add new information to the existing 
information, and therefore build on what has been said. The expression of thoughts or 
ideas and giving arguments are examples of extensions (see also section 6.2). The extent to 
which adults add new information to the conversation and the extent to which they elicit 
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contributions from the child provides us with information about how the child is positioned 
as a knowledgeable other within the conversation. It is expected that conversations within a 
formal school setting should contain high rates of conversation-eliciting initiatives and new 
knowledge contributions (extensions) in teachers. As a result of a higher rate of conversation 
eliciting initiatives on the part of the teacher, it is expected that children in a school setting 
are required to produce a higher frequency of new knowledge contributions as compared 
to in an informal setting. Finally, procedural utterances are those utterances that can be 
regarded as mainly task-facilitating. Procedural utterances are intended to direct (non-
verbal) behaviour, and do not elicit conversation about the task. Procedural utterances thus 
contribute to the co-constructive process with regard to the task execution, but do not add 
to the cognitive content of the conversation.
 As was stated in the introduction (section 1.1), the underlying assumption guiding 
this study is that a home language environment that closely matches the school language 
environment is beneficial to children’s school success. The same holds for the sociopragmatic 
level of academic language. The conversational style in which parents and teachers habitually 
engage makes up an important part of children’s surrounding language environment. It is 
therefore expected that parents who regularly involve their child in conversations that closely 
match the conversations they will encounter in school — with regard to conversational style 
— implicitly prepare their children for successful trajectories in school.
 The linguistic variables of conversational style and intersubjective cooperation were 
studied during an instructional activity and during a spontaneous activity, both in the home 
and the school setting (see also section 2.6.2). The instructional activity at home was the 
joint construction of a marble slide, whereas at school it was a crafts lesson. The spontaneous 
activity at home was the mealtime conversation. At school we used the circle time as the 
spontaneous activity for the analysis of conversational style and intersubjective cooperation. 

6.1 Conversational style on the basis of speech acts

A speaker’s conversational style can be described on the basis of the differing speech acts 
used. Speech acts realise a speaker’s communicative intentions. Two of the features that 
have emerged as characteristic of academic language are a formal conversational style 
and many instances of conversation elicitation (Cazden, 2001; Schleppegrell, 2004). We 
propose that a formal conversational style is constituted by the use of many statements, i.e. 
propositions that are put forward as true. In terms of speech acts, statements are referred to 
as assertive speech acts (Bach & Harnish, 1979). The second feature, conversation elicitation, 
is realised by means of question-asking. Questions belong to the category of directive 
speech acts. Therefore, within the domain of speech acts, we were particularly interested in 
assertive speech acts and directive speech acts, of which questions are a subcategory (Bach 
& Harnish, 1979; Clark, 2003). The use of isolated directives is not expected to be very 
common in classroom instruction. It is expected that when a directive is used in order to 
give an assignment, an assertive will follow frequently to give an argument for the directive. 
Moreover, it is expected that mostly assertive speech acts will be used in teacher input during 
instruction and that open-ended questions will be asked as a conversation-eliciting strategy. 
Comparing the distribution of speech acts in the two settings of home and school enables us 
to study the continuum of academic language in terms of conversational style.
 The study of speech acts is an extensive and well-documented research area in 
itself (cf. Austin, 1962; Bach & Harnish, 1979; Searle, 1979) and no single taxonomy of 
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speech acts has emerged as the best. The (limited) coding system we used was based on 
the taxonomy of Searle (1979) and on the classification of speech acts by Bach & Harnish 
(1979). The classifications as proposed by Searle and by Bach & Harnish provided us with 
an appropriate point of departure, because two of the categories of speech acts discerned 
have properties that might be described as very relevant for the academic register: (i) 
assertive speech acts and (ii) directive speech acts. Assertive speech acts are utterances in 
which a belief is conveyed that a proposition is true (Searle 1979). Thus, by means of assertive 
speech acts, statements are made. Because we are working on the basis of the assumption 
that the goal of academic language is to convey knowledge, it is plausible to assume that 
making statements is characteristic of the academic register. Second, directive speech 
acts are intended to influence someone’s behaviour (Bach & Harnish, 1979). The category 
‘directives’ includes instructions, assignments and orders, but also requests and questions. 
For our research purposes, we distinguished three subcategories within the main category 
of ‘directives’. Firstly, we classified orders and assignments that were given by means of an 
imperative verb mood as ‘simple directives’. These were not considered characteristic of the 
academic register. Secondly, open-ended questions and closed questions were distinguished 
as separate subcategories. Within this subcategory of questions, we distinguished between 
open-ended and closed questions. Closed questions were defined as questions to which 
one could answer with a simple ‘yes’ or ‘no’. Questions to which all kinds of other answers 
were possible were categorised as open-ended questions. Open-ended questions can be 
considered efficient tools for conversation elicitation, and can accordingly be regarded as 
characteristic of the academic register. Thus, we view conversation elicitation as the degree 
to which parents and teachers try to engage the children in conversation during interaction 
and the extent to which they challenge children to express their thoughts and ideas. 
 Assertive speech acts and directive speech acts are thus proposed as the two speech 
acts most relevant for the academic register and will thus be focused on in this current study. 
Obviously, however, both Searle (1979) and Bach and Harnish (1979) distinguish many more 
speech acts. In our more narrow speech acts study, we subsumed the remaining speech 
acts (speech acts that were neither assertives nor directives) into a category ‘other’. We 
expected that the speech acts in this category were less likely than assertives and directives 
to distinguish between academic and informal language, and were therefore not analysed 
separately. The category ‘other’ therefore included many speech acts. The most common 
were commissive speech acts and expressive speech acts. According to Searle a speaker uses 
a commissive speech act to commit himself to a future action, such as in announcements, 
promises, threats and warnings (Searle, 1979 p.14). Expressive speech acts are intended to 
express feelings, for example congratulating, apologizing and deploring. Expressing what 
one thinks about a book, an event or about a person, also falls into the category of expressive 
speech acts. In Figure 6.1 an overview is presented of the speech acts that were coded within 
the current study.
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Figure 6.1: Overview of speech acts coded for in the current study

Because conversational style is likely to vary with activity, it is important to study 
conversational style in different situations or during different activities. Therefore, we 
studied speech acts in both an instructional activity and in a spontaneous activity. The 
instructional activity was chosen such that parents could create a ‘more academic’ linguistic 
context or a ‘less academic’ linguistic context. For example, giving instruction by means of 
a simple directive, not followed by an argument, is considered less academic than providing 
instruction by means of question-asking (where do you think the red block should go?). When 
children are asked how they would solve a problem themselves, they are not only provided 
with the opportunity to practice their problem-solving skills through language (reasoning), 
but they are also approached as an active and knowledgeable individual. 

6.1.1	 Operationalising conversational style 
Conversational style was operationalised by means of speech acts. The focal units of analysis 
are assertive speech acts and directive speech acts, because we would expect these types to 
be represented differently in the home setting than in the school setting (see section above). 
All utterances in the transcripts of the marble slide construction, the mealtime conversation, 
the crafts lesson and the circle time conversation were coded for speech acts as in Figure 6.1 
and Table 6.1. Multi-clause utterances that contained more than one speech act were coded 
twice (see example 5 in Table 6.1). Very short utterances such as ‘yes’, ‘no’ and ‘okay’ were 
coded as minors. We did not assign a speech act code to minors. 

Table 6.1: Examples speech acts (sociopragmatic level)

Utterance Speech act coding
1 “This is the picture of the marble slide” Assertive
2 “Take a good look at the picture now.” Directive (simple directive)
3 “I will hold up the picture like this” Other (commissive)
4 “Very well done!” Other (expressive)
5 “I think it’s this one, which do you think it 

is?”
Assertive, Directive (open-ended question)

Note. The examples above were directly translated into English from the (Dutch) corpus of the current study.
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The category ‘other’ contained commissives (promises, warnings, announcements of future 
actions) and expressives (providing short positive feedback, expressing feelings of satisfaction 
or dissatisfaction). In addition, paraphrases, literal repetitions of preceding utterances and 
utterances that were part of singing songs were coded as belonging to the category ‘other’.
 The absolute numbers of the various speech acts are presented in Table 6.2. These 
figures are given as a source of background information because further analyses will be 
conducted with proportional measures. Firstly, the proportion of assertive speech acts over 
all utterances served as a measure of formal conversational style. Secondly, the proportion of 
open-ended questions over all speech acts served as a measure of conversation elicitation. It 
should be noted that the measures ‘formal conversational style’ and ‘conversation elicitation’ 
are not independent: together with the closed questions, simple directives, ‘other’ speech 
acts and the minors, these two measures make up the full range of utterances within the 
transcript. Thus, when one of the categories increases, another category is bound to decrease. 
This has consequences when we adjust for multiple comparisons: Holm’s adjustment for 
multiple comparisons is relatively conservative when the comparisons are dependent. Thus, 
the risk of making a type II error increases slightly.
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Table 6.2: Means (and standard deviations) of absolute numbers of speech acts by parents and 
children during the marble slide construction and the mealtime conversation

Measurement points
Parents T1 (3;3) T2a (3;10) T3 (4;2) T4 (5;10)
Assertive speech acts

Marble slide 39.12  (17.07) 35.04 (14.44) 35.52 (14.86) 26.68 (15.91)
Mealtime 48.00 (19.41) 46.04 (16.37) 40.29 (16.89) 43.08 (19.49)

Directives
Simple directives

Marble slide 20.84 (9.49) 19.52 (6.49) 14.76 (7.79) 8.88 (5.65)
Mealtime 20.60 (15.04) 14.39 (7.91) 12.67 (7.06) 9.67 (4.45)

Open-ended questions
Marble slide 13.68 (8.17) 14.96 (6.08) 14.04 (8.28) 9.68 (7.06)
Mealtime 8.24 (7.35) 8.09 (7.012) 6.79 (5.60) 8.79 (5.90)

Closed questions
Marble slide 10.64 (6.81) 9.26 (4.43) 7.80 (5.32) 4.92 (4.32)
Mealtime 16.00 (7.35) 15.57 (9.21) 18.46 (12.16) 20.00 (9.95)

Rest category
Marble slide 8.96 (5.40) 12.39 (6.87) 11.88 (5.03) 7.44 (5.64)
Mealtime 10.92 (5.74) 17.13 (8.40) 13.08 (6.63) 12.25 (5.67)

Children T1 (3;3) T2a (3; 10) T3 (4;2) T4 (5;10)
Assertive speech acts

Marble slide 15.20 (9.68) 19.83 (9.12) 17.48 (10.75) 18.28 (9.66)
Mealtime 26.52 (12.57) 30.00 (13.37) 24.21 (10.35) 28.08 (9.90 )

Directives
Simple directives

Marble slide 0.60 (1.04) 0.83 (1.03) 0.60 (0.82) 1.32 (1.55)
Mealtime 2.48 (3.47) 2.43 (2.25) 1.21 (1.32) 0.75 (0.90)

Open-ended questions
Marble slide 3.28 (2.73) 3.96 (2.60) 3.16 (3.00) 2.76 (2.13)
Mealtime 4.00 (4.27) 5.39 (4.07) 2.96 (3.17) 4.54 (3.13)

Closed questions
Marble slide 3.44 (3.93) 3.22 (2.52) 3.64 (2.93) 2.00 (2.14)
Mealtime 6.60 (5.72) 7.61 (4.97) 7.17 (5.86) 7.38 (4.45)

Rest category
Marble slide 2.28 (2.13) 3.00  (2.52) 2.44 (1.71) 2.44 (3.15)
Mealtime 7.60 (4.25) 16.00 (7.65) 11.58 (5.32) 11.04 (5.40)

*p<.05
Note. aN=23, bN=24, see section 2.7 and Appendix 2

6.1.2 Conversational style at home
Table 6.3 and Table 6.4 present the descriptive statistics for the distributions of speech acts 
we observed in the language interactions between parents and children during the marble 
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slide construction, and during the mealtime conversation. Note that the proportions of the 
five categories do not add up to 1; this is a consequence of the fact that the proportions of 
minors (very short utterances) were not included in the table. The results of ANOVAs with 
‘task’ as the within subject factor (to test for a task effect) are also included

Table 6.3: Parents’ mean proportions (and standard deviations) of various speech acts, task effect 
statistics (N=25)

Measurement points
Parents T1 (3;3) T2a (3;10) T3 (4;2) T4 (5;10)
Assertive speech acts

Marble slide .36 (.09) .32 (.08) .37 (.09) .40 (.11)
Mealtime .41 (.09) .41 (.08) .40 (.10)b .41 (.09)b

F(1,24)=4.89* F(1,22)=20.64* F(1,23)=0.97 F(1,23)=0.26
Directives

Simple directives
Marble slide .20 (.07) .19 (.06) .15 (.06) .13 (.09)
Mealtime .18 (.09) .13 (.06) .14 (.10)b .10 (.06)b

F(1,24)=1.09 F(1,22)=14.08* F(1,23)=0.01 F(1,23)=3.43
Open-ended questions

Marble slide .13 (.07) .14 (.06) .14 (.07) .14 (.07)
Mealtime .07 (.05) .07 (.04) .07 (.05)b .09 (.05)b

F(1,24)=13.49* F(1,22)=21.36* F(1,23)=20.06* F(1,23)=10.98*
Closed questions

Marble slide .10 (.05) .09 (.04) .08 (.05) .08 (.06)
Mealtime .14 (.05) .12 (.06) .17 (.08)b .19 (.08)b

F(1,24)=7.29* F(1,22)=5.79* F(1,23)=21.47* F(1,23 )=31.68*
Rest category

Marble slide .09 (.07) .11 (.05) .13 (.06) .13 (.07)
Mealtime .09 (.04) .14 (.04) .13 (.05)b .12 (.05)b

F(1,24)=0.001 F(1,22)=7.27* F(1,23)=0.001 F(1,23)=0.002
*p<.05
Note. aN=23, bN=24, see section 2.7 and Appendix 2
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Table 6.4: Children’s mean proportions (and standard deviations) of various speech acts, task 
effect statistics (N=25)

Measurement points
Children T1 (3;3) T2a (3;10) T3 (4;2) T4 (5;10)
Assertive speech acts

Marble slide .46 (.17) .50 (.12) .50 (.14) .58 (.16)
Mealtime .43 (.11) .40 (.07) .45 (.09)b .46 (.08)b

F(1,24)=0.63 F(1,22)=13.10* F(1,23)=2.96 F(1,23)=17.34*
Directives

Simple directives
Marble slide .02 (.04) .02 (.02) .02 (.02) .04 (.07)
Mealtime .04 (.05) .03 (.03) .02 (.02)b .01 (.01)b

F(1,24)=2.72 F(1,22)=3.67 F(1,23)=0.12 F(1,23)=6.10*
Open-ended questions

Marble slide .12 (.10) .10 (.08) .09 (.08) .08 (.06)
Mealtime .07 (.08) .07 (.03) .05 (.04)b .08 (.05)b

F(1,24)=6.58* F(1,22)=5.51* F(1,23)=6.74* F(1,23)=0.53
Closed questions

Marble slide .09 (.09) .09 (.07) .12 (.10) .07 (.07)
Mealtime .10 (.06) .10 (.06) .12 (.08)b .12 (.05)b

F(1,24)=0.03 F(1,22)=0.06 F(1,23)=0.02 F(1,23)=12.76*
Rest category

Marble slide .09 (1.0) .07 (.06) .09 (.08) .06 (.06)
Mealtime .13 (.07) .22 (.06) .21 (.07)b .19 (.10)b

F(1,24)=3.89* F(1,22)=60.63* F(1,23)=41.79* F(1,23)=26. 39*
*p<.05
Note. aN=23, bN=24, see section 2.7 and Appendix 2 

ANOVAs with repeated measures with ‘task’ as the within subject factor were conducted 
to test for task effects. We found a task effect for the parents’ assertive speech acts at T1 
and T2 (effect sizes ηp

2=.169 and ηp
2=.484 respectively), more assertives being produced 

during the mealtime conversation than during the marble slide construction. Thus, parents 
claimed that a certain proposition was true more often during the mealtime conversation 
than during the instructional activity. At T3 and T4 the differences between the mealtime 
conversation and the instructional task are not significant.
 For the parents’ simple directives (imperative mood choices), we only found a task 
effect at T2, more simple directives being produced during the marble slide task than during 
the mealtime conversation. At the other measurement points, the rate of simple directives 
that parents produced was similar across tasks.
 For the directive speech acts subcategory ‘questions’, task effects were found at 
each measurement point. Parents produced more open-ended questions during the marble 
slide than during the mealtime conversation, and thus seem to employ a more conversation 
eliciting conversational style. In contrast, more closed questions were asked by parents 
during the mealtime conversation. Similar to the results for the open-ended questions, this 
difference was also significant at each measurement point. The category ‘other’ only showed 
a task effect at T2. Parents produced more utterances that consisted of an expressive speech 
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act (such as feedback or expressions of emotions) or a commissive speech acts during the 
mealtime conversation.
 For the children we found task effects at two measurement points: at T2 and at T4 
children produced significantly more assertive utterances during the marble slide task than 
during the mealtime conversation. At T4, a (small) task effect was found for children’s use of 
simple directives (see Table 6.4). Even though the frequency of simple directives produced 
by children was very low (the mean ranged from .60 to 2.40, see Table 6.2), they did produce 
more simple directives during the marble slide task at T4 than in the mealtime conversation. 
Examination of the transcripts at T4 indicates that in almost all cases the simple directives 
produced by children are instances of “look” and “wait!”.
 We found a clear task effect for open-ended questions at T1, T2 and T3: children 
produced significantly more open-ended questions during the marble slide than during the 
mealtime conversation. Interestingly, at T4 this effect disappeared. At T4 the rate of open-
ended questions during the marble slide task and the mealtime conversation was similar. 
Apparently, at T4 the children asked for help less frequently than in earlier interactions.
 Large differences were found between the proportions of speech in the category 
‘other’acts produced by the children. At all four measurement points, children produced 
many more utterances belonging to this category during the mealtime conversation than 
during the marble slide construction task. This high mean proportion of category ‘other’ 
utterances seems to be related to the diverse nature of the mealtime conversation. In contrast 
to the marble slide construction, where the goal to successfully perform the task is clear-
cut, there is less of a primary goal in the mealtime conversation: the immediate concern is 
having the meal. As a consequence, the constellation of speech acts seems to have been more 
varied. More commissives occurred (we will go to grandma’s house later this afternoon) as 
did many expressives (I want to start with the games now). Furthermore, many utterances 
that could not be regarded as either assertives or directives (playing with and talking to the 
camera, short attention asking utterances etc.) occurred during the mealtime conversation. 
Children would quite regularly sing a song they had learned in school that day for their 
mothers. All these increased the rate of category ‘other’ utterances considerably.
 To summarise, conversation elicitation, by means of open-ended questions, did 
consistently occur more often during the marble slide construction, and thus does seems 
to distinguish between the two registers, both for parents and for children. Contrary to 
our expectations, however, the rate of assertive speech acts did not distinguish between the 
informal setting and the more formal structured setting. Moreover, in the early transcripts, 
parents made more statements during the informal setting of mealtime conversation than 
they did during the instructional activity of marble slide construction.

6.1.3 Conversational style at school
The speech acts produced by teachers were studied in the transcripts of the circle time 
conversation and the crafts lesson. The choice for these two tasks was based on comparability 
with the home data, where conversational style was also studied in an instructional setting 
and a spontaneous speech setting (joint marble slide construction and mealtime conversation, 
see also section 2.6.2). It should be mentioned, though, that despite the fact that the crafts 
lesson at school shared its instructional nature with the marble slide construction at home, 
the crafts lesson was not a construction task, like the joint marble slide building. Still, the fact 
that instructions need to be comprehended and followed in order to successfully perform 
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the task was taken as a point the basis for comparing these two activities. When we compare 
the home setting to the school setting in section 6.1.4 we will return to this issue.
 Data for the circle time were only available for T4, and data on the crafts lesson 
were only available at T3. At T3 only 10 teachers could find the time to plan a circle time 
conversation on the day of data collection. Therefore, quantitative analyses could not be 
performed for this measurement point. In contrast, at T4, 17 teachers (corresponding to 
20 children) conducted a circle time conversation, which was sufficient for quantitative 
analyses. At T4 crafts lessons were recorded, but transcription was seriously impeded by 
the lack of an external microphone. Too many utterances were unintelligible because of 
surrounding noise in the classroom. It was therefore decided to exclude these tasks from 
analysis (see section 2.6.2).
 We did, however, want to explore the differences across tasks, and we thus present 
the descriptive data for speech acts produced by teachers in Table 6.5.

Table 6.5: Teachers’ mean proportions (and standard deviations) of speech acts during circle 
time and crafts lesson

Teachers T 3 (4;2) T 4 (5;10)
Circle timea

Assertive speech acts - .29 (.10)
Simple directive speech acts - .07 (.05)
Open-ended questions - .24 (.11)
Closed questions - .14 (.07)
Rest category - .19 (.09)

Crafts lessonb

Assertive speech acts .32 (.08) -
Simple directive speech acts .16 (.07) -
Open-ended questions .11 (.06) -
Closed questions .09 (.05) -
Category ‘other’ .22 (.10) -

Note. Dashes (-) in the empty cells indicate that this variable has not been 
coded for the particular measurement point.
aN=17 teachers, corresponding to 20 children
bN=12 teachers, corresponding to 15 children

The data in Table 6.5 suggest that the conversational styles that teachers display, differ with 
context (and with time). Even though the conversations in the two settings were recorded 
at a different point in time, precluding statistical analysis, it is useful to compare the 
conversational styles teachers display during both activities. The proportion of assertive 
speech acts is responsible for 29% and 32% of the speech acts during circle time and during 
the crafts lesson respectively. These figures indicate that teachers adhere to a similarly 
formal conversational style in both conversations. The instructional nature of the crafts 
lesson and the conversational eliciting nature of the circle time are reflected in the respective 
proportions of simple directives and questions. As might be expected, teachers use far more 
questions during circle time (38%) than they do during the crafts lesson (20%). On the other 
hand, teachers use more directives during the crafts lesson (16%) than they do during the 
circle time (7%). The proportion of utterances that fall into the category ‘other’ are similar 



154 | Academic language in early childhood interactions

— 19% and 22% for the circle time and the crafts lesson respectively. It thus seems to be 
the directive speech acts and the questions that differentiate between situations within the 
school setting.

6.1.4 Conversational style in two settings: home and school compared
The parent data for speech acts (Table 6.3) and the teacher data for speech acts (Table 6.5) 
are combined in Table 6.6, together with the test statistics of independent samples t-tests. 
There a comparison is made between the instructional activity at home (marble slide 
construction) and the instructional activity at school (crafts lesson), and again between 
the spontaneous activity at home (mealtime conversation) and the spontaneous activity at 
school (circle time). Some caution is needed in interpreting these comparisons, as the two 
activities are not identical in nature or in their ultimate goals. The goal of the joint marble 
slide construction was actual problem-solving, with both interlocutors having essentially 
the same information at their disposal (i.e. the blocks and the picture of the model). The goal 
of the crafts lesson was slightly different, as the teacher instructs the children how an object, 
of which she herself has a mental image, is to be constructed. Similarly, the nature of the two 
spontaneous settings was somewhat different. In the home setting, the primary goal of the 
mealtime conversation was in all cases the actual meal. The conversation that evolved was, 
in effect, a secondary consideration. Some teachers combined the circle time with a ‘mid-
morning snack’, thus pursuing the same primary goal as in the home setting, but this was 
certainly not the case in all classrooms. In most cases, the single goal of the circle time was 
for the children to listen to each other and to share their own stories with their teacher and 
classmates. Also, the fact that the teacher addressed a group of children and the parents only 
addressed one child was could influence the choice of speech acts.

Table 6.6: Teachers’ and parents’ mean proportions of respective speech acts during an 
instructional activity and during a spontaneous act

Setting df t d
Parents Teachers

Instructional activity T3 Marble slide 
constructiona

Crafts lessonc

Assertive speech acts .36 (.11) .32 (.08) 35 1.18
Simple directive speech acts .15 (.06) .16 (.07) 35 .67
Open-ended questions .14 (.07) .11 (.06) 35 1.37
Closed questions .08 (.05) .09 (.05) 35 .51
Other .13 (.06) .22 (.10) 35 3.31* 1.09
Spontaneous activity T4 Mealtime 

conversationb
Circle timed

Assertive speech acts .41 (.09) .29 (.10) 39 4.00* 1.26
Simple directive speech acts .10 (.06) .07 (.05) 39 1.54
Open-ended questions .09 (.05) .24 (.11) 39 6.10* 1.76
Closed questions .19 (.08) .14 (.07) 39 1.91
Other .12 (.05) .19 (.09) 39 3.18* 0.96
*p<.05
Note. aN=25, bN=24, cN=12, dN=17, see section 2.7 and Appendix 2. The proportions of ‘minors’ are not 
displayed in the table.
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We can see in Table 6.6 that for the instructional activity, parents’ use of speech acts is 
fairly comparable to the teachers. Parents seem to use slightly more assertive speech acts 
and more open-ended questions during the marble slide construction than teachers during 
the crafts lesson, but this difference is not significant. This may be a consequence of the 
previously-mentioned problem-solving nature of the task. Teachers, however, use relatively 
more utterances belonging to the category ‘other’ (expressives, commissives, repetitions 
and so forth) when giving instruction. Qualitative evaluation of the data confirmed that 
teachers often described what they were doing or announced what they were about to do 
(i.e. commissives). Excerpt 6.2 illustrates the use of such speech acts in a teacher-child 
instructional interaction.

Excerpt 6.2: Instructional activity in David’s class, folding paper fish

Teacher: We gaan zo een visje 
vouwen

We’re going to fold a 
(paper) fish. 

(other, commissive)

Teacher: Een visje visje in het water. A fish fish in the water. (other, song)
Teacher: En dan hebben we twee 

vouwblaadjes nodig
So we need two pieces of 
paper to fold.

(assertive)

Teacher: Een grote en een kleine. A big one and a small one. (assertive)
Teacher: We kiezen eerst een grote First we take a big one. (assertive)
Teacher: David welke wil jij? David, which one do you 

want? 
(open-ended question)

Teacher: Kies er maar één uit, een 
grote. [Child chooses red 
paper]

Choose one, a big one. 
[Child chooses red paper]

(directive, simple)

Child Rood. Red. (assertive)
Teacher: Rood, goed zo. Red, good. (other, repetition)
Teacher: En welke wil jij? And which one do you 

want? 
(open-ended question)

Teacher: Ook rood! Red too! (other, repetition)
Teacher: Een boel rode vissen! Lots of red fish! (assertive)
Teacher: Dan maak ik een groene 

vis, goed?
Then I’ll make a green fish, 
okay? 

(other, commissive)

Teacher: Wat een mooie vis wordt 
dat!

That will be a lovely fish! (other, expressive).

In the spontaneous activity at home and at school, we see different use of speech acts by 
parents on the one hand and teachers on the other. The two most salient differences between 
parents and teachers are found in the assertives and open-ended questions: parents use more 
assertives than teachers, and teachers use substantially more open-ended questions than 
parents. The high rate of open-ended questions that teachers ask during circle time seems to 
underline the conversation-eliciting style that teachers employ during such a conversation. 
Within the category ‘questions’, it is interesting that teachers seem to use more open-ended 
questions than closed questions, but for the parents it is the reverse. In addition, teachers 
use significantly more category ‘other’ utterances during both kinds of interactions. This is 
probably best interpreted as a result of teachers’ tendency to repeat child utterances, or  their 
own utterances when for instance shifting turns between children. Short repetitive questions 
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such as “what do you think, Terry? What do you think, Mary-ann?” occured frequently in 
the classroom discourse and were coded as belonging to the category ‘other’. 

6.1.5 Conversational style in a longitudinal perspective
The use of speech acts over time was studied for parents and children. For the two tasks 
(the joint marble slide construction and the mealtime conversation) the coded data were 
available for all four measurement points. For teachers’ speech acts, however, we did not have 
one task assessed at two subsequent measurement points. Therefore, for teachers we were 
not able to study the longitudinal perspective of conversational style. By means of ANOVA 
with repeated measures we studied whether the proportions of each category of speech acts 
remained stable over time or whether the conversational style changed with the increasing 
age of the children. Holm’s correction was applied to correct for multiple comparisons. The 
ANOVAs were conducted for both the marble slide task and for the mealtime conversation.

6.1.5.1 Parents’ and children’s conversational style in a longitudinal perspective
In Table 6.7, parents’ descriptive statistics and the main effects of time were reported. In 
Figure 6.2 below, parents’ speech acts during the marble slide construction are  presented 
graphically.

Figure 6.2: Parents’ mean proportions of various speech act categories during the marble slide 
task

With regard to the parent data during the instructional marble slide construction activity, 
ANOVA with repeated measures showed that the proportions of assertive speech acts and 
the simple directives changed significantly over time. The change over time that we observed 
regarding formal conversational style (the proportion of assertive speech acts) shows an 
unexpected pattern (see Figure 6.2 and Table 6.7). We did not expect to see both an increase 
and decrease in the proportions of assertive speech acts. However, the repeated contrasts 
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indicate that the proportion of assertive speech acts decreased from T1 to T2 (F(1,22)=5.04, 
p<.05, ηp

2 =.186) and then increased again from T2 to T3 (F(1,22) = 4.75, p<.05, ηp
2=.178). The 

difference in the proportion of assertive speech acts that parents produced at T4 as compared 
to T3 just missed significance (p=.053). We could therefore speak of a ‘dip’ in the proportion 
of assertive speech acts at T2.
 The proportion of simple directives during the marble slide construction diminished 
over time (see Figure 6.2 and Table 6.7). The repeated contrasts revealed that this significant 
main effect of time reflects the decrease from T2 to T3 (F(1,22)=11.39, p<.01, ηp

2=.341). The 
differences between the other subsequent measurement points were not significant. Both 
the proportions of open- and closed questions produced by parents during the marble slide 
construction were stable over time. The relative contributions of open- and closed questions 
remained stable across the four measurement points.
 The longitudinal pattern of parents’ speech acts during the mealtime conversation, 
as plotted in Figure 6.3, was considerably different from the longitudinal pattern with regard 
to the marble slide conversation described above.

 
Figure 6.3: Parents’ mean proportions of various speech act categories during the mealtime 
conversation

In contrast to the longitudinal findings in the marble slide construction, we found that 
parents’ use of assertives was stable over time in the mealtime conversation. As in the marble 
slide task, parents show a pattern of steady decrease over time in the rate of imperatives 
during the mealtime conversation. However, the effect is not significant after Holm’s 
correction for multiple comparisons (p=.036). We did find a significant change over time 
with regard to the rate of closed questions and the rate of utterances that belonged to the 
category ‘other’. After T2, parents start asking more closed questions (F(1,20)=7.12, p<.05, 
ηp

2=.262). The rate of category ‘other’ utterances increased significantly between T1 and T2 
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(F(1,20)=12.50, p<.05, ηp
2=.385) but the differences between the subsequent intervals are not 

significant.

6.1.5.2 Children’s conversational style in a longitudinal perspective
The descriptive statistics and results of the ANOVAs for the child data are presented in Table 
6.8. We found no significant effect of time for the use of speech acts during the marble slide 
construction (after correction for multiple comparisons). For the mealtime conversation we 
did find one main effect of time. This main effect of time reflected a significant increase 
in the rate of utterances belonging to the category ‘other’ (commissives, expressives and 
repetitions) between T1 and T2 (F(1,20)=26.10, ηp

2=.566). To summarise, in terms of speech 
acts considered characteristic of the academic register (assertive speech acts and question 
asking) children did not show changing patterns over time.

Table 6.7: Parents’ mean proportions (and standard deviations) of speech acts, main effect of 
time

Parents T1 (3;3) T2a (3;10) T3 (4;2) T4 (5;10) Main effect of time
Marble slide construction F (df1,df2) ηp

2

Assertive speech acts .37 (.09) .32 (.08) .36 (.11) .41 (.11) 5.08* (3,22) .188
Directive speech acts

Simple directives .20 (.07) .19 (.06) .15 (.06) .14 (.09) 6.73* (3,22) .234
Open-ended questions .13 (.07) .14 (.06) .14 (.07) .15 (.08) 0.43 (3,22)
Closed questions .10 (.05) .09 (.04) .08 (.05) .08 (.06) 0.63 (3,22)

Other speech acts .09 (.07) .11 (.05) .13 (.06) .12 (.07) 1.64 (3,22)
Mealtime conversation T1 (3;3) T2 (3;10) T3b (4;2) T4b (5;10)
Assertive speech acts .42 (.09) .41 (.08) .40 (.11) .42 (.09) 0.33 (3,20)
Directive speech acts

Simple directives .16 (.09) .12 (.06) .13 (.09) .11 (.06) 3.03 (3,20)
Open-ended questions .08 (.05) .07 (.05) .07 (.05) .09 (.05) 0.37 (3,20)
Closed questions .14 (.05) .13 (.06) .17 (.08) .20 (.08) 6.55* (3,20) .222

Other speech acts .09 (.04) .14 (.04) .13 (.05) .11 (.04) 7.72* (3,20) .279
*p<.05
aN=23, bN=24, see section 2.7 and Appendix 2
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Table 6.8: Children’s mean proportions (and standard deviations) of speech acts, main effect of 
time

Children T1 (3;3) T2a (3;10) T3 (4;2) T4 (5;10) Main effect of time
Marble slide construction F (df1,df2) ηp

2

Assertive speech acts .46 (.17) .50 (.12) .49 (.14) .58 (.16) 3.33 (3,22)
Directive speech acts

Simple directives .02 (.04) .02 (.02) .02 (.03) .04 (.07) 2.28 (3,22)
Open-ended questions .12 (.10) .10 (.08) .09 (.08) .08 (.06) 1.26 (3,22)
Closed questions .10 (.09) .09 (.07) .13 (.11) .07 (.07) 3.37 (3,22)

Other speech acts .07 (.08) .07 (.06) .09 (.08) .06 (.06) 0.77 (3,22)
Mealtime conversation T1 (3;3) T2a (3;10) T3b (4;2) T4b (5;10)
Assertive speech acts .44 (.12) .41 (.07) .46 (.10) .47 (.09) 1.93 (3,20)
Directive speech acts

Simple directives .04 (.05) .03 (.03) .02 (.02) .01 (.02) 2.37 (3,20)
Open-ended questions .08 (.08) .07 (.03) .05 (.05) .08 (.05) 1.72 (3,20)
Closed questions .09 (.06) .10 (.06) .12 (.08) .13 (.05) 2.30 (3,20)

Other speech acts .14 (.07) .21 (.06) .21 (.07) .17 (.09) 6.55* (3,20) .247
*p<.05
aN=23, bN=24, see section 2.7 and Appendix 2

6.1.6	 Co-construction of conversational style
In order to study the relationship between the conversational styles of both parents and 
children, correlational analyses were conducted between the five categories of speech acts 
produced by parents and children. Table 6.9 presents the various correlations found between 
parents’ and children’s speech cts during the marble slide construction task and Table 6.10 
for the mealtime conversation.
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Table 6.9: Correlations between parents’ and children’s speech acts during marble slide 
construction

T1 Parents
Children Assertive Qu-closed Qu-open Dir-simple Other
Assertives -.17 .09 .48* -.10 -.48*

Closed questions .06 -.09 -.46* .15 .17
Open-ended questions .06 -.51* -.27 -.12 .62*

Simple directives .21 -.08 -.20 .03 .00
Other -.39 .34 .09 .00 .31
T2 Parents
Children Assertive Qu-closed Qu-open Dir-simple Other
Assertives -.18  .13  .18 -.13  .16
Closed questions  .35 -.40 -.36  .17 -.13
Open-ended questions  .20 -.22 -.31  .04  .12
Simple directives  .26  .27  .28 -.50*  .07
Other  .25 -.25 -.04 -.26 -.01
T3 Parents
Children Assertive Qu-closed Qu-open Dir-simple Other
Assertives  .08  .31 -.03 -.46*  .00
Closed questions  .02  -.52* -.08  .61* -.27
Open-ended questions  .30 -.32 -.03 .15 -.33
Simple directives  .12 -.09 -.18 .04 -.02
Other -.35 -.24  .42* .12  .42
T4 Parents
Children Assertive Qu-closed Qu-open Dir-simple Other
Assertives -.14  .24  .30 -.49*  .20
Closed questions -.16 -.12 -.21  .49* -.03
Open-ended questions  .43  -.51* -.20  .27 -.03
Simple directives  .28 -.09 -.01 -.21 .11
Other -.30  .01 .22 -.16 .14
*p<.05
Note.  Qu-closed= Closed question, Qu-open= Open-ended question, Dir-simple= Simple directive, Other = 
Category ‘other’

In the marble slide task the significant correlations found were moderate (Table 6.9). Also, 
the correlations found were not the same structurally across measurement points. Thus, no 
clear picture emerged from the analyses. At T1, two positive relations were found: children’s 
assertives correlated positively with parents’ open-ended question-asking, and children’s 
amount of open-ended questions correlated positively with parents’ utterances in the 
category ‘other’.
 Three negative relationships were found at T1: first, children’s assertives were 
negatively correlated to parents’ category ‘other’ utterances. Furthermore, children’s open-
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ended questions were negatively correlated with parents’ closed questions and vice versa, 
children’s closed questions were negatively associated with parents’ open-ended questions. 
This finding suggests dependency between these two variables: if one increases, the other 
one decreases and vice versa.
 At T2, the only significant correlation found was the negative correlation between 
parents’ simple directives and these of children. At T3, the rate of closed questions that 
parents asked was negatively associated with the rate of closed questions that children 
asked. Furthermore, a strong correlation was found between children’s closed questions and 
parents’ simple directives.
 Finally, parents’ simple directives were negatively associated with children’s 
assertives. At T4, the rate of closed questions parents asked and the rate of open-ended 
questions children asked were again negatively correlated (as at T1). Comparable to T3, at T4 
parents’ rate of simple directives was also negatively correlated to children’s assertives, and 
children’s closed questions were positively correlated to parents’ simple directives. In the 
next section, we will discuss and interpret the correlations that were found.
 During the mealtime conversation three positive associations and one negative 
association were found at T1 (Table 6.10). Children’s proportion of assertive speech acts 
was positively related to parents’ rate of assertives, and negatively associated with parents’ 
‘other’ utterances (expressives, commissives, repetitions). The latter finding was similar in 
the marble slide task. At T2, the only relationship found was a positive association between 
parents’ and children’s category ‘other’ utterances. At T3, children’s simple directives were 
negatively related to parents’ open-ended questions. Furthermore, parents’ simple directives 
were positively associated with children’s category ‘other’ utterances. At T4, three negative 
associations emerged: first, children’s assertives were negatively related to parents’ assertives. 
Furthermore, parents’ rate of closed questions was negatively associated with children’s 
‘other’ utterances, and a negative association was found between parents’ ‘other’ utterances 
and children’s rate of simple directives. Finally, a positive association was found between 
both parents’ and children’s category ‘other’ utterances.
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Table 6.10: Correlations between parents’ and children’s speech acts during mealtime 
conversation

T1 Parents
Children Assertive Qu-closed Qu-open Dir-simple Other
Assertives .46* -.09 -.10 -.02 -.53*
Closed questions  .06 -.04 -.18 -.02 .22
Open-ended questions -.15 -.13 .12 -.12 .45*
Simple directives -.32 -.26 -.32 .47* .22
Other -.21 -.30 -.08 .21 .20
T2 Parents
Children Assertive Qu-closed Qu-open Dir-simple Other
Assertives .10 .02 .16 .25 -.16
Closed questions .00 -.06 .17 .16 -.29
Open-ended questions .25 .02 -.06 -.29 -.06.
Simple directives .12 -.22 -.01 -.12 .14
Other -.07 -.40 -.13 .21 .43*
T3 Parents
Children Assertive Qu-closed Qu-open Dir-simple Other
Assertives .22 -.16 .16 .02 .04
Closed questions .04 -.29 .04 -.02 .05
Open-ended questions .10 -.18 -.13 .03 -.23
Simple directives .22 -.16 -.51* .21 -.05
Other .05 -.29 -.32 .49* -.24
T4 Parents
Children Assertive Qu-closed Qu-open Dir-simple Other
Assertives -.46* .24 .24 -.02 .09
Closed questions .37 -.30 -.12 .09 -.26
Open-ended questions .09 .15 -.07 -.04 -.38
Simple directives .40 .00 .08 .10 -.56*
Other .15 -.61* .03 .14 .52*
*p<.05
Note. Qu-clo= Closed question, Qu-open= Open-ended question, Dir-simple= Simple directive, Other= 
Category ‘other’

From the correlations presented above, no straightforward picture emerges. The 
conversations apparently yielded different associations between the interlocutors’ speech 
acts each time, depending on the particular conversation. We started out in this chapter 
focusing on assertive speech acts as a manifestation of a formal conversational style, and on 
question asking as a manifestation of a conversation-eliciting style. It thus makes sense to 
depart from these speech acts in interpreting the correlations that were found.
 Children’s assertive speech acts for the marble slide task were positively correlated 
to parents’ open-ended questions at T1. We should take both directions of this association 
into consideration, because correlation analysis does not explain direction of causation. 
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Either parents who ask more open questions invite their children to make a statement (give 
an answer they think is right), or children who make statements invite their parents to ask 
for further information. Regardless of the direction, joint meaning-making seems to be 
at play here and children are provided with opportunities to practice language skills they 
will need in class to present knowledge. This relationship between children’s assertives and 
parents’ questions was only found at T1, however. As children grew older the association 
disappeared. Excerpt 6.3 illustrates how a parent’s open and closed questions build on 
assertives by the child at T1.

Excerpt 6.3: Tim (3;2) and his mother building the marble slide

Child: Zo, moet bovenop de 
blokken

Like this, goes on top of the 
blocks.

(Assertive)

Mother: En hoe staan die blokken 
dan?

And how are the blocks 
arranged?

(Open-ended question)

Child: Kijk die, daar staan ze 
bovenop.

Look, those, they are on top 
of those.

(Assertive)

Mother: Ja dat klopt maar staat hij 
dan zo?

Yes, that’s right but does 
this one go like this, then?

(Closed question)

Mother: Waar moet dit dan? [points] Where must this go? 
[points]

(Open-ended question)

Child: Moet toch zo staan? Has to stand like this, 
right?

(Closed question)

Mother: Ja en deze dan, waar 
moeten die staan

Yes, and these ones, then, 
where should these go?

(Open-ended question)

Child: Die staan er gewoon. Those are just there. (Assertive)

The children’s rate of assertives were also positively related to parents’ rate of assertives 
in the mealtime conversation at T1. At T4, however, this relationship became negative. It 
appears that when the children were 3;3 they were more likely to make statements when their 
parents made statements, but when they were older, 5;10, they made fewer statements if their 
parents made more statements. This finding may be related to the phenomenon discussed 
earlier (section 4.3.6), namely that parents provide more room for child contributions as the 
children grew older.
 At T3 and at T4, we found a negative association between children’s assertive speech 
acts and parental simple directives during the marble slide construction task (see Table 6.9) 
and a negative association with parents’ assertives during the mealtime conversation (see 
discussion above and Table 6.10). It is likely that parental simple directives elicit non-verbal 
action (e.g. repositioning the blocks according to the instruction received) and thus reduce 
the need for a verbal response. Furthermore, children’s assertives were negatively associated 
to parents’ expressives, commissives, repetitions and other utterances belonging to the 
category ‘other’ at T1, for both the marble slide task and for the mealtime conversation. 
Thus, at T1, children who uttered more assertives heard fewer category ‘other’ utterances 
from their parents. It seems that category ‘other’ utterances were often used by parents to 
motivate and compliment their children. When the task proceeded smoothly, and children 
knew what to do, category ‘other’ utterances seem to be used less often. Also, evaluation of 
the transcripts revealed that category ‘other’ utterances occurred relatively frequently in the 
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speech of highly talkative parents. It seems likely, therefore, that children might contribute 
fewer assertives during the conversation if their parent produces far more utterances. 
Excerpt 6.4 is an example where the tentative interpretation above seems to hold.

Excerpt 6.4: Sarah (3;3) and her mother building the marble slide

Mother: Nou gaan we ‘s even .. Well, let’s .. (Commissive)
Mother: Waar zullen we mee 

beginnen?
Where should we start? (Open-ended question)

Mother: Zullen we eerst die maar 
neerleggen hè?

Let’s put down that one, 
okay?

(Commissive)

Child: Ja. Yes. (Minor)
Mother: Leggen we deze even hier 

neer zo.
We’ll put that one down 
here, like this.

(Commissive)

Mother: Gaan we eerst met de 
makkelijke beginnen.

Let’s start with the easy 
one. 

(Commissive)

Child: Ik heb deze al. I’ve got this one already. (Assertive)
Mother: Ja maar leggen we ze eerst 

eventjes zo.
Yes, but we’ll put them 
down like this first.

(Commissive)

If we look at parents’ conversation-eliciting behaviour (i.e. question asking) we find positive 
associations with children’s assertives, as was already mentioned and illustrated above. 
Furthermore, we found that parents’ rate of open-ended questions was negatively associated 
with children’s simple directives during the mealtime conversation at T3, and parents’ rate 
of closed questions was negatively related to children’s category ‘other’ utterances during the 
mealtime conversation at T4. Children’s simple directives did not occur frequently, however. 
When they did occur, the relevant utterance would start with “look…” in the vast majority of 
the cases. Exceptions were single appearances of utterances such as “give me milk” or “pass 
me that sandwich”. It is possible that the lack of open-ended questions in transcripts where 
directives by children occurred point in the direction of an interaction mainly focussed on 
the actual eating, and not so much on general conversation.
 Negative associations for parents’ question-asking were also found during the marble 
slide construction. Parents’ open-ended question-asking was negatively related to children’s 
closed question-asking (T1), and parents’ closed question-asking was negatively related to 
children’s closed question-asking (T1, T3) and children’s open-ended question-asking (T4). 
In the case of the marble slide construction, an interesting pattern regarding question-
asking was found: both at T1 and at T3, children’s open-ended questions were negatively 
related to parents’ closed questions. One tentative interpretation is that when children ask 
many questions, the initiative could lie mainly with them, and parents limit themselves 
to answering those questions instead of raising new ones. This same interpretation may 
account for the fact that children’s closed question-asking was negatively associated with 
parents’ open-ended question-asking.

6.1.7 Discussion of conversational style as related to academic language
In this section, we discussed the conversational style of parents, teachers and children 
during an instructional interaction and during a spontaneous one. We looked at the 
difference between activities (instructional and spontaneous) within one setting (home or 
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school), we studied the difference in conversational style between settings, and we looked at 
possible differences over time (the longitudinal perspective) regarding conversational style of 
parents and children. The two concepts of main interest were a formal conversational style, 
operationalised as the proportion of assertive speech acts relative to all speech acts, and 
conversation elicitiation, operationalised as the proportion of open-ended questions relative 
to all speech acts.
 We found that parents made more use of assertive speech acts during the 
spontaneous activity of mealtime conversation than during the instructional activity of 
marble slide construction. This was an unexpected finding, since given the school-like nature 
of the instructional marble slide task, it was thought that this task would elicit a more formal 
conversational style than the mealtime conversation, manifested by means of a higher rate of 
assertives. Instead, parents made more extensive use of ‘simple directives’ during the marble 
slide task, which suggests that parents gave more commands without further arguments for 
the particular action. In contrast, parents employed more open-ended questions during the 
marble slide than in the mealtime conversation, which points towards parents positioning 
the child as a learner during the marble slide task.
 Analogous to the home data, we compared teachers’ conversational styles during 
an instructional activity (crafts lesson) and a more spontaneous activity (circle time). This 
comparison has to be interpreted with caution, because it was not possible to compare two 
the teachers’ conversational styes in two activities at one point in time. In the case of the 
school data this means that the comparison not only concerns different points in time (T3 
and T4) but also, to a large extent, different teachers. However, since the focus is on the 
children’s language environment, we tentatively compared the activities of the crafts lesson 
at T3 and the circle time at T4. The instructional activity and the spontaneous activity 
seemed not to differ in formal conversational style. The degree of assertive speech acts was 
similar for the crafts lesson and the circle time. The two activities did seem to yield different 
teacher behaviour with regard to question asking. In the spontaneous setting, the circle 
time conversation, questions were more frequent than in the crafts lesson (the instructional 
setting). Given the instructional nature of the crafts lesson, it is not surprising that it also 
yielded more simple directives than the spontaneous activity of circle time. In summary, 
within the school setting directive speech acts (simple directives and questions) thus seem 
to have a distinctive character.
 When we compared teacher data and parent data, we did not find statistically 
significant results for the concepts of formal conversational style and conversation elicitation. 
We did find that teachers used more utterances belonging to the category ‘other’, consisting 
of commissives, expressives, repetitions and paraphrases. This is not an uncommon finding 
and is likely to be related to the typical school-like sequence of ‘initiative’, ‘response’ and 
‘evaluation’ (Blum-Kulka & Snow, 2002; Cazden, 2001; Wells, 2006). Comparing parental 
and teacher conversational style during a (more or less) spontaneous activity revealed that 
teachers engaged more in open-ended question-asking than parents. Thus, while talking 
freely with the children, teachers seem to position the children so there is room for them 
to present their own knowledge, simultaneously enabling the teacher to monitor the child’s 
knowledge. The latter finding was in line with our expectations. In addition, teachers’ high 
rate of question-asking during circle time might explain a finding that was not in line 
with our expectations: parents used more assertive speech acts (i.e. statements) during 
the spontaneous activity of mealtime conversation than teachers did during circle time. 
Teachers seemed to prefer questions rather than statements during conversations with the 
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children. Within the category of questions it was furthermore noticeable that teachers asked 
more open-ended questions relative to closed questions, whereas parents asked more closed 
questions relative to open-ended questions. This finding is in line with the expectations 
articulated in Chapter 1, where it was suggested that features of the academic register would 
already manifest themselves in the first two years of primary education.
 Finally we looked at the longitudinal perspective of conversational style in parents 
and children. It was not possible to analyse teachers’ conversational style longitudinally 
because we did not have data available for the same task observed at two points in time. We 
found that the proportion of assertive speech acts in parental input during the marble slide 
tasks increased after a ‘dip’ at T2. In addition, the degree of simple directives diminished 
after T2. It seems interesting that as the proportion of directives decreases, the proportion 
of assertives increases. It would thus appear that parents employ a different strategy over 
time: whereas they first provide simple directions to the children, often accompanied by 
physical cues such as pointing, they make statements about what should be done as the 
children grow older. The children thus need to infer what their next (physical) action should 
be from the language with which they are provided. An alternative explanation for the 
increase in parents’ use of assertives might lie in the children’s behaviour: it was noticeable 
that children asked more closed questions after T2, to which parents seemed to respond with 
assertive speech acts. However, it would take detailed sequence analysis to corroborate this 
suggestion.
 In conclusion, although we expected assertive speech acts to distinguish between 
the academic register and the informal register, it seems that question-asking fulfils this 
differentiating role. The rate of open-ended questions in particular seems an important 
speech act to differentiate between the academic and the informal register: teachers used 
more open-ended questions, and thus provided ample room for children to contribute their 
share of the conversation. Finally, we wish to mention that the relatively high degree of variety 
found among parents indicates that some show more ‘teacher-like’ linguistic behaviour in 
their conversational style than others. As was proposed in chapter 1, it is expected that 
parents who do this, familiarize their children with the academic register even before the 
formal start of schooling.

6.2 Intersubjective cooperation

The second variable we analysed on the sociopragmatic level was intersubjective cooperation. 
As was briefly discussed in the introduction of this chapter, intersubjective cooperation refers 
to the dynamic process by which two individuals co-construct meaning and knowledge. 
This process is continuously ongoing during a conversation; interlocutors construct and 
negotiate meaning by contributing new elements to the conversation, by building further 
upon existing elements, by eliciting new input from the conversational partner and by 
giving feedback. We distinguished three intersubjective cooperative behaviours: (i) verbal 
expansions, (ii) verbal extensions and (iii) procedural utterances (Mayo, 2004). Expansions 
are those utterances that build on given information, and thus coherently expand on the 
previous utterances. Examples of expansions are paraphrases, repetitions and questions 
in which new information was requested. Extensions actually add a new element to the 
conversation, for example by expressing new thoughts, ideas or arguments, thus enriching 
the discourse. By means of mutual verbal expansions and extensions, meaning is jointly 
constructed and knowledge can eventually be generated. Finally, procedural utterances 
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are those utterances that are mainly ‘task-facilitating’. Such utterances are intended to 
direct (non-verbal) behaviour, and do not elicit conversation. Procedural utterances thus 
contribute to the co-constructive process with regard to the task execution, but do not 
add to the cognitively challenging content of the conversation. The division into three of 
expansions, extensions and procedural utterances is in principle exhaustive, if we assume 
that exhaustive means that each on-task utterance in the transcript falls within one of 
the three categories. However, it should be acknowledged that the category of procedural 
utterances is broad. Theoretically, procedural utterances could be divided into subcategories 
(e.g. short repetitions, behaviour directions, task-initiating utterances etc.).
 The assumption is that because of their information-adding nature, verbal 
extensions will be more prevalent in formal learning settings than in informal settings. 
We were therefore interested in the degree to which we would find such extensions in the 
conversations under study between parents and children, and in the conversations between 
first and second grade teachers and children. Analogous to the previous chapters, we will 
explore whether particular activities yield different behaviour within these settings, whether 
the home setting differs from the school setting, and whether the occurrences of expansions 
and extensions change over time for parents, teachers and children. Finally, we will explore 
the input-output relationship of intersubjective cooperation.

6.2.1 Operationalising intersubjective cooperation
As with conversational style, we studied intersubjective cooperation during instructional 
activities and during a more spontaneous activity. At home these were the joint marble slide 
construction and the mealtime conversation respectively, and at school these were the crafts 
lesson and circle time respectively. We coded all on-task utterances according to the division 
into three of intersubjective cooperative behaviours (expansion, extension and procedural 
utterances). The code for procedural utterances within the mealtime conversation deserves 
some additional elaboration. Since no actual ‘task’ is performed, the term ‘task-facilitating’ 
as it was used in the previous section might be confusing in the case of the mealtime 
conversation. In the transcripts of the mealtime conversation, we regarded utterances that 
were only related to the actual eating as procedural utterance, such as behaviour directing 
utterances. Table 6.11 shows examples of the codes for the three intersubjective cooperative 
behaviours.

Table 6.11: Examples intersubjective cooperation (sociopragmatic level)

Utterance Intersubjective cooperative 
behaviour

Child: 
Mother:

“This one goes here” 
“That’s right, that one belongs over there” Expansion

Child: 
Mother: 

“It should go up”
“You need this block to lift everything a bit” Extension

Mother: “Where do you want to start?” Procedural
Mother: “Chew politely now” Procedural

In Table 6.12, the absolute numbers of expansions, extensions and procedural utterances are 
presented. 
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Table 6.12: Means (and standard deviations) of parents’ and children’s absolute numbers of 
expansions, extensions and procedural utterances

Parents Measurement points
T1 (3;3) T2a (3;10) T3 (4;2) T4 (5;10)

Expansions
Marble slide 54.08 (19.20) 47.61 (11.48) 48.24 (18.34) 33.28 (20.53)
Mealtime 25.08 (16.47) 31.22 (17.91) 21.79 (12.97)b 26.58 (14.30)b

Extensions
Marble slide 25.36 (12.42) 32.83 (9.33) 24.60 (9.75) 14.64 (7.97)
Mealtime 26.08 (15.02) 23.96 (15.21) 28.67 (15.39)b 36.58 (20.56)b

Procedural utterances
Marble slide 25.56 (11.53) 20.57 (7.32) 20.4 (9.90) 11.32 (7.32)
Mealtime 95.24 (30.19) 56.52 (28.54) 47.33 (24.31)b 37.96 (13.90)b

Children Measurement points
T1 (3;3) T2a (3;10) T3 (4;2) T4 (5;10)

Expansions
Marble slide 24.48 (15.97) 24.57 (8.55) 24.08 (13.18) 21.88 (10.68)
Mealtime 20.32 (11.38) 27.61 (18.69) 17.12 (9.57)b 22.92 (12.03)b

Extensions
Marble slide 6.28 (4.73) 10.57 (6.00) 6.36 (4.46) 6.32 (4.66)
Mealtime 10.36 (5.51) 14.96 (8.80) 13.62 (6.05)b 17.62 (7.67)b

Procedural utterances
Marble slide 3.36 (2.90) 3.17 (2.64) 3.76 (2.86) 3.64 (3.64)
Mealtime 29.96 (19.32) 33.43 (20.85) 23.58 (17.46)b 20.42 (11.54)b

*p<.05
Note. aN=23, bN=24, see section 2.7 and Appendix 2. 

In the analyses of intersubjective cooperation, we used the respective proportions of 
expansions, extensions and procedural utterances over all on-task utterances, to enable 
comparison across tasks.

6.2.2 Intersubjective cooperation at home
Verbal expansions, extensions and procedural utterances at home were coded in the 
transcripts of the marble slide and the mealtime conversation (as was done for the coding of 
conversational style). The descriptive statistics of the proportions of expansions, extensions 
and procedural utterances over all on-task utterances are presented in Table 6.13. To 
test whether the spontaneous activity of mealtime conversation yielded different rates of 
expansions, extensions and procedural utterances, an ANOVA with repeated measures was 
conducted, with ‘task’ as the within subject factor. Results of the ANOVA are also presented 
together with the descriptive statistics.
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Table 6.13: Mean proportions (and standard deviations) for parents’ and children’s expansions, 
extensions and procedural utterances during marble slide construction and mealtime 
conversation

Parents Measurement points
T1 (3;3) T2a (3;10) T3 (4;2) T4 (5;10)

Expansions
Marble slide .52 (.12) .46 (.04) .50 (.08) .54 (.10)
Mealtime .21 (.13) .28 (.11) .22 (.10)b .25 (.09)b

Task effect F(1,24)=64.60* F(1,22)=52.96* F(1,23)=84.10* F(1,23)=119.65*
Extensions

Marble slide .23 (.09) .32 (.06) .26 (.09) .24 (.08)
Mealtime .23 (.09) .21 (.10) .29 (.13)b .34 (.11)b

Task effect F(1,24)=0.10 F(1,22)=20.18* F(1,23)=0.56 F(1,23)=13.32*
Procedural 
utterances

Marble slide .24 (.09) .20 (.05) .21 (.07) .20 (.09)
Mealtime .56 (.20) .49 (.19) .48 (.22)b .41 (.17)b

Task effect F(1,24)=43.39* F(1,22)=56.96* F(1,23)=29.63* F(1,23)=23.10*
Children Measurement points

T1 (3;3) T2a (3;10) T 3(4;2) T4 (5;10)
Expansions

Marble slide .66 (.20) .65 (.13) .68 (.12) .69 (.11)
Mealtime .33 (.14) .35 (.14) .32 (.12)b .37 (.12)b

Task effect F(1,24)=43.97* F(1,22)=70.15* F(1,23)=105.04* F(1,23)=69.08*
Extensions

Marble slide .21 (.18) .26 (.12) .18 (.09) .19 (.09)
Mealtime .18 (.09) .20 (.09) .27 (.12)b .29 (.08)b

Task effect F(1,24)=1.04 F(1,22)=2.85 F(1,23)=7.63* F(1,23)=15.49*
Procedural 
utterances

Marble slide .11 (.12) .07 (.05) .11 (.07) .10 (.09)
Mealtime .48 (.20) .44 (.19) .40 (.18)b .35 (.18)b

Task effect F(1,24)=80.36* F(1,22)=99.34* F(1,23)=58.27* F(1,23)=24.98*
*p<.05
Note. aN=23, bN=24, see section 2.7 and Appendix 2. The proportions do not always add up to 1.0 because 
minors are not included in the table.

The results of the ANOVA show that substantial task effects were found, thus the different 
activities yield different values for intersubjective cooperative behaviours in parents and 
children. First, very strong task effects were found for the procedural utterances: both 
parents and children produced a much higher proportion of procedural utterances during 
the mealtime conversation than during the marble slide task. This comparison is not 
entirely fair, though, given the very different goals of the task. As mentioned earlier, we 
asked to record the mealtime in order to obtain information on spontaneous speech within 
the families, but the primary goal of the mealtime was still having the meal. The extent to 
which parents and children took advantage of this moment of the day to talk to each other 
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is informative in itself, but it is only logical that procedural utterances make up a substantial 
part of the conversation. The difference regarding the relative proportions of expansions and 
extensions should shed some light on the question of how likely parents are to utilise the 
mealtime conversation as a moment to talk to each other about a variety of topics.
 At T3, a task effect starts for children (Table 6.13). At T3 and T4, children produced 
the most extensions during the mealtime conversation, whereas there was no significant 
difference between tasks for T1 and T2.
 Structurally, both parents and children produce significantly higher proportions of 
utterances coded as expansions during the marble slide task, as compared to the mealtime 
conversation. This seems to be related to a higher rate of question-asking during the marble 
slide task than in the mealtime conversation, as was discussed in section 6.1.3, where speech 
acts by parents were discussed. Such questions and confirmations of correct moves in 
building were the most frequent expansions by parents. For children, acknowledgements 
that instruction was understood were the most frequent expansions. Excerpt 6.5 illustrates 
the latter use of expansions by a child.

Excerpt 6.5: Ferry (4;2) building the marble slide together with his mother

Mother: Die eerst, oké, dat is dan die, 
hè? [in response to child’s non-
verbal act]

That one first, okay, that’s that 
one then, right? [in response to 
child’s non-verbal act]

(Expansion)

Child: Ja deze. Yes, this one. (Expansion)
Mother: Oké, en dan gaan die stukken 

daar. [points]
Okay, and then those pieces go  
there. [points]

(Extension)

Mother: Maar Ferry, deze blokken, die 
heb jij nu in je hand, maar hier 
staan ook blauwe, zie je dat?

But Ferry, these blocks, these 
you are holding in your hand, 
but there are blue ones here 
too, see?

(Extension)

Child: O, maar mam. Oh, but Mum. (Procedural)
Child: O ja, deze. Oh yes, this. (Expansion)
Child: Deze, deze! This, this! (Expansion)
Mother: Nee, het is die lange, kijk. No, it’s the long one, look. (Extension)
Child: Oh deze. Oh this one. (Expansion)
Mother: Ja, zal ik die vasthouden? Yes, shall I hold it? (Procedural)

We can see in Table 6.13 that parents produced consistently higher rates of expansions 
during the marble slide task than during the mealtime conversation. Thus, whereas 
procedural utterances make up a large part of the mealtime conversation, the conversation 
during the marble slide construction consists mainly of expansions. In addition, we can see 
from Table 6.13 that at two of four measurement points, parents’ rate of extensions differed 
across tasks. At T2, parents produced most extensions during the marble slide task (.32), 
than in the mealtime conversation (.21). However, at T4, two years later, parents produced 
more extensions during the mealtime conversation (.34) than during the marble slide task 
(.24). The picture that emerges is thus equivocal. An explanation for the inverted pattern 
might be found in the fact that with increasing age of the children, less behaviour-directing 
language by parents is needed, leaving more room for conversation on topics outside the 
dinner table. In the same line of thinking, we suggest that in the case of the joint marble 



Chapter 6 - The sociopragmatic level of academic language | 171

slide construction, fewer extensions by parents are needed because the child better knows 
what to do to successfully perform the task. Support for this explanation was discussed 
in section 6.1.5 where we saw a steady decline of directive speech acts realised through 
imperative verb moods (‘simple directives’) in parents’ language input, both during the 
mealtime conversation and the marble slide construction. This finding will be reconsidered 
in more detail in section 6.2.5, where the longitudinal perspective of verbal expansions and 
extensions will be discussed.

6.2.3 Intersubjective cooperation at school
We studied teachers’ use of expansions, extensions and procedural utterances in the 
transcripts of the crafts lesson and of circle time. As with the procedure followed for 
conversational style, these two tasks were selected because of comparability with the home 
data.
 As discussed in section 6.1.3, data on circle time were only available at T4, and data 
on the crafts lesson were only available at T3, which prevented cross-activity comparison. 
Hence, quantitative analysis comparing the teachers’ data for intersubjective cooperation 
across activities was not possible. As in the exploration of teacher data for speech acts in 
section 6.1.3, we can only compare teachers’ rate of extensions and expansions across tasks 
on a qualitative basis.

Table 6.14: Teachers’ mean proportions (and standard deviations) for intersubjective cooperative 
behaviours

Teachers T3 (4;2) T4 (5;10)
Circle timea

Expansions - .39 (.11)
Extensions - .46 (.12)
Procedural utterances - .15 (.11)

Crafts lessonb

Expansions .42 (.15) -
Extensions .39 (.08) -
Procedural utterances .19 (.15) -

Note. aN=18, bN=13

The data in Table 6.14 suggest that teachers might be using more extensions during the circle 
time interaction than during the instructional interaction of the crafts lesson, but fewer 
procedural utterances and expansions. Intuitively this makes sense, as the goal is more 
explicit in the crafts lesson than in the circle time, thus requiring guidance during the task 
(more procedural utterances). In contrast, during the spontaneous activity of circle time 
there is less need for a ‘script-like’ proceeding of the interaction. It should be noted that the 
beginning of the circle time conversation does seem to proceed according to established 
lines: in our data, in half of the circle time conversations the teacher started out by letting 
the children say what date it was. After this daily item, the conversation proceeded with the 
children talking about an event or item they had brought along, and the teacher elicited 
further information by asking open-ended questions (expansions) or adding new elements 
to the children’s stories (extensions). Excerpt 6.6 illustrates how a teacher and a child co-
construct a conversation by means of expansions and extensions.
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Excerpt 6.6: Dylan (5;10) and his teacher during circle time

Teacher: Dan mag Dylan nu even iets 
vertellen.

Now Dylan can tell something. (Procedural)

Child: Als ik thuiskom dan ga ik 
misschien met mamma naar 
het Wandelbos als mamma wil.

When I get home, then I 
might go with mmmy to 
the Wandelbos (=woods) if 
mummy wants to.

(Extension)

Teacher: Vanmiddag? This afternoon? (Extension)
Child: Misschien. Maybe. (Expansion)
Teacher: En wat ga je dan doen in het 

Wandelbos.
And what are you going to do 
in the Wandelbos (=woods), 
then?

(Expansion)

Child: Spelen en met diertjes spelen. Play, and play with little 
animals.

(Extension)

Teacher: Oh, is daar een kinderboerderij 
dan? [child shakes head]

Oh, is there a children’s farm 
there then? [child shakes head]

(Extension)

Teacher: Maar er zijn wel dieren, dus is 
daar een vijver misschien dan?

But there are animals, so is 
there perhaps a pond?

(Extension)

Child: Ja een vijver en een speeltuin. Yes, a pond and a playground. (Extensions)
Teacher: Oké, en wat voor dieren zijn 

daar allemaal dan?
Okay, and what kinds of 
animals live there then?

(Expansion)

Child: Eend en een varken, en schapen 
en pauwen.

Duck and a pig and sheep and 
peacocks.

(Extension)

6.2.4 Intersubjective cooperation in two settings: home and school compared
In Table 6.15, the parent and teacher data on intersubjective cooperation are combined, 
together with the statistics of independent samples t-tests for the purpose of comparing 
the two settings. As said, we will compare the instructional activity at home (the joint 
marble slide construction) to the instructional activity at school (crafts lesson), and the 
spontaneous activity at home (mealtime conversation) to the spontaneous activity at school 
(circle time conversation). In section 6.1.4, where the two settings were compared with 
regard to conversational style, we discussed that this comparison is not unproblematic. Still, 
it is proposed that a comparison might shed light on differences and similarities between 
parents’ and teachers’ strategies to achieve a similar goal: to instruct a child in successfully 
performing a task. The statistics in Table 6.15 show that a significant difference was found 
between parents and teachers in their rate of extensions. Teachers produced more extensions 
during both the instructional activity and during the spontaneous activity, thus enriching 
the discourse by adding new thoughts and topics to the ongoing conversation. The difference 
in the rate of expansions was, however, no longer significant after Holm’s correction for 
multiple comparisons, thus we concluded that no difference exists between parents and 
teachers here. In the case of the mealtime conversation (the spontaneous activity), parents 
produced a substantially higher proportion of procedural utterances than teachers during 
the circle time. This is again most probably due to the fact that the actual eating was the 
main goal of the interaction. Teachers therefore seem more likely to use extensions while 
providing instructions, whereas parents as a group rely more on utterances that build on 
information that was previously added to the conversation. In Excerpt 6.7, it is illustrated 
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how instructions are provided mainly by means of expansions in a parent-child episode, 
typical for the sample. In contrast, in Excerp 6.8 a teacher provides instruction mainly 
through the use of extensions.

Table 6.15: Parents’ and teachers’ mean proportions (and standard deviations) of intersubjective 
cooperation

Setting
Parents Teachers df t d

Instructional activity Marble slide 
construction T3a

Crafts lesson T3b

Expansions .50 (.08) .42 (.15) 36 2.12
Extensions .26 (.09) .39 (.08) 36 4.31* 1.53
Procedural utterances .21 (.07) .19 (.15) 36 0.75
Spontaneous activity Mealtime 

conversation T4c
Circle time T4d

Expansions .34 (.11) .39 (.11) 40 1.51
Extensions .25 (.09) .46 (.12) 40 6.56* 1.98
Procedural utterances .41 (.17) .15 (.11) 40 5.80* 1.82
*p<.05
Note. aN=25, bN=13, cN=24, dN=18. The proportions do not always add up to 1.0 minors were not assigned a 
code for intersubjective cooperation and are not displayed in the table.

Excerpt 6.7: Eugene (4;2) and his mother building the marble slide at T3

Mother: Oké, wat nu? Okay, what now? (Expansion)
Mother: Wat zullen we nu doen? What shall we do now? (Expansion)
Child: Deze. This one. (Extension)
Mother: Maar die staat ergens op. But that one is on top of 

something
(Extension)

Mother: Kijk maar. Look. (Procedural)
Child: Op zo’n blauwe. On top of a blue one. (Extension)
Mother: Ja. Yes. (Expansion)
Child: Zo’n grote. A big one. (Extension)
Mother: Is dat zo’n grote? [points] Is that a big one? [points] (Expansion)
Mother: Kijk die grote staat hier, die kun 

je zo laten staan.
Look, that big one is here, you 
can leave it like that.

(Extension)

Child: En die? And that one? (Expansion)
Mother: Ook hè. That one too, right? (Expansion)

Excerpt 6.8: Crafts lesson in Rhonda’s (4;2) class at T3 (drawing a cow)

Teacher Ik heb hier krijtjes, welke kleur 
is dit, Rhonda?

I have crayons here, what colour 
is this, Rhonda?

(Extension)
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Teacher: Weet jij hoe deze kleur heet? Do you know what this colour 
is called?

(Expansion)

Child: Zwart. Black.
Teacher: De meeste koeien zijn ook 

zwart.
Most cows are black too. (Extension)

Teacher: Zwart met …? Black and …? (Expansion)
Child: Wit. White. (Extension)
Teacher: Zwart met wit. Black and white. (Expansion)
Teacher: Ik heb zwarte krijtjes en wit 

papier.
I have black crayons and white 
paper.

(Extension)

Teacher: We gaan een koe maken in de 
wei.

We’re going to make a cow in 
the pasture.

(Extension)

Teacher: Wat betekent ook alweer in de 
wei?

What does ‘in the pasture’ mean 
again?

(Expansion)

Child: Wei. Pasture. (Expansion)
Teacher: Wat betekent dat als een koe in 

de wei staat?
What does it mean when a cow 
is standing in the pasture?

(Extension)

Child: In het gras. In the grass. (Extension)
Teacher: Dan staat hij in het gras. Then he is standing in the grass. (Extension)

We see in Excerpt 6.8 how the teacher introduces the crafts lesson by means of asking 
questions about the task that is about to start, thus increasing the rate of expansions and 
extensions. Subsequently, in the sentences that follow, pieces of new information are added. 
These kinds of introductions to crafts lesson were frequent in the sample of teacher-child 
interaction data.

6.2.5 Intersubjective cooperation in a longitudinal perspective 
In Table 6.16, the means and standard deviations are presented for the proportions of 
utterances that were coded as expansion and extension during the joint marble slide 
construction, and during the mealtime conversation. Means and standard deviations are 
given for all four measurement points, togheter with the test statistics of ANOVAswith 
repeated measures.
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Table 6.16: Mean proportions (and standard deviations) of parents’ and children’s expansion, 
extension and procedural utterances, main effect of time

Measurement points
Parents T1 (3;3) T2a (3;10) T3 (4;2) T4 (5;10) F (df1,df2) ηp

2

Expansions
Marble slide .52 (.12) .46 (.04) .50 (.08) .54 (.10) 2.74 (3,22)
Mealtime .24 (.12) .28 (.11) .24  (.08)b .24 (.09)b 0.69 (3,20)

Extensions 
Marble slide .23 (.09) .32 (.06) .26 (.09) .24 (.08) 6.75* (3,22) .235
Mealtime .25 (.08) .22 (.10) .32  (.12)b .34 (.11)b 11.12* (3,20) .357

Procedural utterances
Marble slide .24 (.09) .20 (.05) .21 (.07) .20 (.09) 0.17 (3,22)
Mealtime .52 (.18) .49 (.20) .43  (.18)b .42 (.16)b 1.97 (3,20)

Measurement points
Children T1 (3;3) T2a (3;10) T3 (4;2) T4c (5;10) F (df1,df2) ηp

2

Expansions
Marble slide .66 (.20) .65 (.13) .68 (.12) .69 (.11) 0.38 (3,22)
Mealtime .37 (.13) .34 (.15) .34 (.11)b .36 (.12)b 0.87 (3,20)

Extensions
Marble slide .21 (.18) .26 (.12) .18 (.09) .19 (.09) 1.72c (3,22)
Mealtime .20 (.08) .20 (.09) .29 (.12)b .28 (.08)b 6.35* (3,20) .241

Procedural 
utterances

Marble slide .11 (.12) .07 (.05) .11 (.07) .10 (.09) 0.86 (3,22)
Mealtime .44 (.17) .45 (.19) .37 (.16)b .36 (.19)b 1.72 (3,20)

*p<.05
Note. aN=23 bN=24 for mealtime conversation, see section 2.7 and Appendix 2, cAdjusted for unequal 
variances (Greenhouse-Geisser). As a result of listwise deletion in the repeated measures analysis, the figures 
in this table are slightly different from the figures in Table 6.13.

 The ANOVAs revealed a significant effect of time for the parental proportions 
of extensions both during the marble slide construction and the mealtime conversation: 
Parents’ use of extensions during the marble slide task increased between T1 and T2 (from 
23% to 32%), and subsequently decreased again to 26% and 24% respectively. The repeated 
contrasts show that both the increase between T1 and T2 as the decrease towards T3 were 
significant changes. For the increase from T1 to T2, test statistics are F(1,22)=18,61, p<.01, 
ηp

2=.458. For the subsequent decrease from T2 to T3, test statistics are F(1,22)=1.08, p<.01, ηp
2 

=.314. Thus, at T2 a peak in the rate of extensions evolved. The changes in the proportions of 
expansion and the proportions of procedural utterances were not significant. Similarly, for 
the mealtime conversation only the proportion of extensions showed significant differences 
over time. The pattern was, however, different from the marble slide task: the main effect of 
time only reflected parents’ increased use of extensions from T2 to T3 (from 22% to 32%, F 
(1,20)=16.60, p<.05, ηp

2=.454).
 For children, the only significant main effect of time found was for the proportion of 
extensions during the mealtime conversation: children used increasingly more extensions. 
The contrasts indicated that the main effect of time reflected the increase in extension 
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between T2 and T3 (F(1,20)=13.14, p<.01, ηp
2=.397). No significant change was found with in 

children’s proportions of extensions during the marble slide construction.
 Interestingly, during the joint construction of the marble slide, parents’ addition 
of new elements to the conversation decreased, besides a peak at T2, whereas it increased 
during the mealtime conversation. This can probably be explained by the nature of the 
conversation: as the children grew older, they needed fewer directions during the building 
of the marble slide construction. The children started building the slide on their own more 
and more without the need for assistance from their parents. This also follows from the 
decreasing number of utterances over time for parents, with regard to the marble slide 
construction (see Table 6.13 and Appendix 2).

6.2.6 Input-output relationships in intersubjective cooperation
Unlike the variables discussed in the previous sections and chapters, co-construction is 
an inappropriate term for this section, as intersubjectivity presupposes co-construction. 
However, the relationship between expansions and extensions in the input and expansions 
and extensions by children remains to be explored.
 In order to explore this relation between parental and children’s intersubjective 
cooperative behaviours, we conducted correlation analyses for expansions, extensions and 
procedural utterances of parental input and children’s output during the structured tasks. 
The results of the correlation analyses are presented in Table 6.17.

Table 6.17: Correlations between expansions and extensions produced by parents and children

Marble slide Children
Parents Expansions Extensions Procedural

T1a Expansions  .44* -.18 -.49*
Extensions -.31  .23 .26
Procedural -.29 .00 .45*
Mealtime conversation

T1a Expansions .84* .68* -.90*
Extensions  .66 .47* -.68*
Procedural -.83* -.65* .89*

T2b Expansions .78* .31 -.74*
Extensions .73* .59* -.84*
Procedural -.84* -.50* .89*

T3c Expansions .57* .57* -.72*
Extensions .77* .61* -.87*
Procedural -.65* -.25 .57*

T4c Expansions .63* .72* -.74*
Extensions .69* .41* -.63*
Procedural .07 .22 -.15

*p<.05
aN=25, bN=23, cN=24, see section 2.7 and Appendix 2

 For the marble slide task, significant correlations were only found at T1. At the 
other measurement points, no significant relationships between parents’ and children’s 
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expansions, extensions and procedural utterances were found (-.30<r<.33, .28 <p<.92). At 
T1, when children were 3;3 years old, parents’ rate of expansions was inversely related to 
children’s rate of procedural utterances, and positively related to children’s own expansions. 
This finding makes sense, as it seems plausible that there is less need for procedural utterances 
as parents and children perform the task by means of co-constructing a conversation 
through mutual expansions. At later points in time, parents’ use of expansions, extensions 
or procedural utterances was apparently not significantly related to children’s production 
of these utterances. The findings for to the mealtime conversation suggest a possible 
explanation for this finding: Table 6.17 shows clearly that, unlike the marble slide findings, 
nearly all relations for the three types of intersubjective behaviours were significant in the 
mealtime conversation. The fact that during the joint marble slide construction, verbal 
initiatives by parents were followed up by means of non-verbal actions by the child is a 
possible explanation for this noticeable difference. The mealtime conversation depends on 
non-verbal behaviours to a lesser extent. This follows from the strong correlations found for 
the mealtime conversation. A first salient feature of these relations was that parents’ rate 
of procedural utterances is negatively related to both verbal expansions and extensions by 
children in many cases. This finding suggests that a highly task-directive lead by the parent 
negatively affects the child’s opportunities to contribute to the conversation. 

6.2.7 Discussion of intersubjective cooperation as related to academic language
In the sections above, we discussed intersubjective behaviours of parents, teachers and 
children during an instructional interaction and a spontaneous one. We have looked at the 
differences regarding these behaviours between activities (instructional and spontaneous) 
within one setting (home or school), we studied the differences between settings, and 
we looked at possible differences over time (the longitudinal perspective) regarding 
intersubjective behaviours by parents and children.
 The most salient finding when comparing activities was that the task effect for 
extensions shifted over time. This finding is related to the effect of time that we studied in 
the longitudinal perspective. At the first two measurement points, parents were more likely 
to add new elements to the discourse during the marble slide, where at a later point in time 
it was the mealtime conversation that yielded most utterances containing new elements. It is 
proposed that this was a consequence of the fact that fewer procedural utterances were needed 
as children grew older, leaving more room for discourse-enriching utterances. In contrast, 
as the children got older, they needed fewer directions from their parents while building the 
marble slide, and the parents’ role became more facilitative. This pattern had been found 
in a previous study by Mayo (2004). In Mayo’s study, Dutch mothers were compared to 
Surinamese and Turkish mothers on cognitive co-construction during a problem solving 
task. The Dutch mothers in the study limited themselves to practical support as the children 
got older. Mayo suggests that this is in line with socio-cultural theory, where the skill-level 
of the child determines the degree of support they receive (cf. Vygotsky, 1981).
 We found that teachers produce more extensions during the interactional activity 
and during the instructional activity then parents. Teachers in our sample thus enriched the 
conversation more than the parents tended to. Under the assumption that a higher degree of 
extensions within the discourse is typical for academic language because of high information 
density, we expected to observe such a difference as early as the first years of school. Thus, 
the finding that teachers produce more extensions in the discourse with children is in line 
with that hypothesis. Relating the latter to the theoretical variables of systemic functional 
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linguistics, we argue that the linguistic variable ‘intersubjective cooperation’ is primarily 
related to the theoretical variable mode and secondly related to the theoretical variable 
field. Intersubjective cooperation shapes the mode variable in that the extent to which 
new information is added to the conversation has consequences for the build-up of the 
conversation. In the examples we showed of intersubjective behaviours by the teachers (see 
for example Excerpt 6.6) we saw that the build-up of a conversation in the class-room was 
scaffolded by the teacher through a combination of expansions and extensions. Expansions 
by the teacher invited the child to contribute more information, and when necessary the 
teachers provided extensions to ensure that the child’s contribution contains all necessary 
information for the other children to understand. While doing so, the teacher thus also 
shaped the field variable by introducing new concepts to the conversation. It is thus argued 
that such teacher behaviour is typical of classroom discourse.
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7 Synthesis: Features of the academic register 
as related to Field, Tenor and Mode

This study has examined academic language in early childhood. It has covered children’s 
exposure to academic language in early childhood, children’s production of academic 
language in early childhood, and the co-construction of the academic language register by 
children and adults. It was an in-depth study, which formed part of a larger research project 
called ‘the Development of Academic language at School and Home’, abbreviated by the 
acronym ‘the DASH project’. In the DASH project, over 150 children were followed over a 
period of three years, between the ages of three and six. From the participants in the project, 
a Dutch monolingual sub-sample, consisting of 25 children together with their primary 
caretaker, took part in the current in-depth study. This dissertation only presents the results 
from this group.
 The children were observed in interaction with their parent four times over the course 
of three years. The ages of the children at the four subsequent measurement points were 3;3, 
3;10, 4;2  and 5;10, respectively. At T3 and T4, the children were also observed in interaction 
with their teacher in first and second grade. The interactions involved spontaneous and 
structured activities. The spontaneous activity in our design was a mealtime conversation at 
home, and a circle time conversation at school. Furthermore, we observed both parents and 
teachers with children during an instructional activity: the joint construction of a marble 
slide made of blocks at home and a crafts lesson at school. Both at home and at school, a 
book reading interaction was observed. Finally, at home a fourth activity was observed: joint 
picture description (for details of the tasks see sections 2.4.1 and 2.4.2).
 The theoretical framework that has inspired the current study was systemic 
functional linguistics (Halliday, 1994; Schleppegrell, 2004; Thompson, 2004). In the 
introduction to this dissertation, we elaborated on the use of systemic functional linguistics 
as a theoretical framework for the study of academic language in different settings within 
the lives of young children. In this chapter we will aim to provide a synthesis of all 
individual academic language variables that have been discussed in the previous (empirical) 
chapters. Each section within the current synthesis has been structured according to the 
three contextual systemic functional linguistics variables, field (what is it that is being talked 
about), tenor (what the relationship being established between interlocutors is) and mode 
(how is the discourse organized and structured). We will sketch a picture of how teachers in 
first and second grade create context by shaping field, tenor and mode and discuss how these 
contextual variables reinforce each other. Subsequently, we will discuss how the linguistic 
contexts created in the home language environment of the children do or do not match 
the school contexts. In doing so, we will try to act according to Hicks’ suggestion for the 
research field, as quoted in chapter 1: 
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“If the goal of allowing all children full access to academic knowledge is to be 
met, researchers across disciplines must look seriously at how children’s primary 
discourses do or do not mesh with the expectations of formal schooling” (Hicks, 1995 
p. 65). 

It was stated in the introduction (section 1.2) that the aim of the current study was to 
contribute to the ongoing discussion regarding the nature, development, importance and co-
construction of academic language. The following four research questions were formulated. 
1. To what extent can we identify features that are characteristic of academic language — 

as defined in this thesis — in the language environment (home and school) of children 
between the ages of 3 and 6? 
a. Does the occurrence of academic register features vary across different activities? 
b. When children enter school, can we identify differences between the home and the 

school settings regarding the use of these features?
2. Does the extent to which parents and teachers use academic language features in their 

input to children change over time? 
3. How can the developmental trajectory regarding children’s own academic language 

proficiency be characterised? 
4. What is the relationship between parents’ and teachers’ use of academic language 

features and children’s use of academic language features?

The answers to these above-described research questions shed light on four issues involved 
in academic language in early childhood: (i) the degree of exposure to an academic language 
register in early childhood, (ii) the extent to which young children already use features of 
academic language, (iii) a longitudinal perspective on exposure to and use of academic 
language in early childhood and (iv) ways in which young children’s academic language 
proficiency could be fostered by adults.
 In the previous chapters, the answers to the research questions were presented 
in terms of the presence and absence of task-effects, time-effects, setting-effects and 
relationships between input and output for the articulated linguistic variables characteristic 
of the academic register. It is the aim of this concluding chapter to discuss the answers to 
the research questions through a synthesis of the various linguistic variables into the three 
contextual variables, as articulated in systemic functional linguistics: field, tenor and mode 
(see Figure 1.5).
 It is not our intention to pull field, tenor and mode forcibly apart. The three 
contextual variables are described in systemic functional linguistics as working together to 
create context, by continuously reinforcing each other. It is thus not suggested that a one-to-
one correspondence relation exists between a speakers’ linguistic choices and the shaping 
of one of the contextual variables. In describing teachers’ and parents’ shaping of context, 
we will discuss how this shaping was impacted by the particular language choices made. 
Thus, one category of linguistic choices may impact one, two, or all contextual variables. 
The interrelatedness of the contextual variables of field, tenor and mode will consequently 
be discussed.
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7.1 Exposure to the academic register in early childhood 

The data we have collected shed light on the extent to which children are exposed to the 
academic register in early childhood. The collection of the home data started before children 
went to school and continued until they were in the second year of primary school (3;3 to 
5;10). The collection of the school data took place in the first two grades of primary school 
(4;2 and 5;10). Even though we started to collect the data in the home setting before we 
collected the school data, in this section we will first discuss our findings from the school 
data. By first sketching the language environment children are about to encounter when 
they enter school at the age of four, we can make a reasonable case for the proposition that 
some parents provide a language environment that prepares children for school more than 
others. Moreover, we aim to sketch what it is that determines the successfulness of such a 
linguistic preparation for the transition to formal education.

7.1.1 The academic register in the first grades of primary education
The descriptive statistics of the linguistic variables, showed that variability among teachers 
was often smaller than among parents. While acknowledging that teachers’ similar 
educational background might explain an essential part of this finding, we interpret this 
finding as a first indication that teachers adhere to a particular register: the academic register.
 For the teacher data, it appeared that the three contextual variables of field, tenor 
and mode were strongly intertwined. The linguistic choices that teachers made often shaped 
at least two out of the three contextual variables. Let us start by describing how the teachers 
tended to shape the field variable. The field variable is obviously highly dependent upon the 
activity in which teachers and their pupils are engaged: the activity determines the topic, at 
least to some extent. The field variable as realised by the teachers in our sample can be best 
characterised as specific and cognitively challenging. The characterisation ‘specific’ follows 
from the findings that the teachers in our participant group generally held lexically diverse 
conversations with the children, and were — in comparison to parents — highly specific in 
their references to space and time. This finding was described in Chapter 3 (sections 3.2.4 
and 3.5.4). The characterisation of ‘cognitively challenging’ follows from the finding that 
the teachers fairly often engaged in nonpresent talk. This required the children to reason 
and provide arguments for statements rather than refer to the material environment. For 
instance, when the teachers talked to the children about a book they had been reading (see 
sections 5.1.4), more than half of their utterances were classified as nonpresent talk. Teachers 
also asked a noticeably high rate of open-ended questions that also required reasoning (see 
section 6.1.4). These linguistic choices, resulting in specificity and challenge, also relate 
strongly to the tenor variable. This is because specificity and challenge ensure the positioning 
of the child as an equal interlocutor.
 We suggest that the way in which teachers shaped tenor should be described as as 
distanced and eliciting. The term ‘distanced’ is chosen to describe how the teachers seem 
to shape the speaker-hearer relation such that the message conveyed is accessible to all 
interlocutors, as well as to those who might lack background information. When information 
is presented in a distanced manner, a speaker abstracts from the directly perceivable and 
thus enhances accessibility to all interlocutors (see section 1.4.3). Thus, the term ‘distanced’ 
underlines the independence of material contexts while conveying a message. We suggest 
that this distanced tenor is related to the specificity of the field variable described above. 
We suggest this because it is necessary for meaning and references to be precise if the 
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message conveyed is to be accessible to all listeners. In the spontaneous setting of circle time 
conversation, the teachers’ tenor can furthermore be described as ‘eliciting’. The eliciting 
tenor positions the children as knowledgeable individuals. This interpretation follows from 
the findings that in this activity, teachers relatively often asked open-ended questions that 
required child reasoning (see section 6.1.4). The fact that the teachers in our sample asked 
for specific answers (as described above) is related to this aspect of the tenor variable. By 
continuing to ask further questions following children’s responses, teachers can monitor the 
children’s learning and their knowledge. By asking open-ended questions, and subsequently 
evaluating the response by repeating or reformulating the response, the teachers created a 
distanced tenor that was accessible to all pupils.
 While this elaborate turn-taking and question-asking typical of classroom 
discourse characterised teachers’ shaping of the tenor variable, this linguistic behaviour was 
also of influence on the organisation of the discourse. It thus also shaped the mode variable. 
In examining the mode variable, the impression arose that in teacher-child conversation 
the focus is more on the conversation itself rather than on the goal to be achieved (e.g. 
construe a crafts object or accurately describe a picture). The way in which the teachers in 
our sample shaped the mode variable can best be described as a combination of the features 
dialogic and monologue-like. On the one hand, the teachers asked the students for active 
and knowledgeable contributions to the discourse, thus fostering a dialogue. In addition, 
the teachers were likely to describe their own actions while performing them, to give short 
positive feedback to the children’s verbal contributions and to repeat what the children 
said, while also adding new elements to their own and to the students’ contributions. On 
the other hand, the teachers provided their students with short monologue-like displays of 
knowledge when more elaboration on a complex topic was required. In such monologues 
in the instructional activity, we found that teachers used a relatively high amont of multi-
clause utterances (see section 4.1.4). These multi-clause utterances were mainly chained by 
means of coordination (i.e. two or more independent clauses that were chained together 
by means of a connective). The latter is considered a feature of a monologue-like display of 
knowledge (Painter, 1999b). In conclusion, the mode variable as shaped by teachers should 
not be described as either monologue-like or dialogic, but rather as a combination of the 
two.
 The linguistic variables briefly mentioned above, all relate to the three contextual 
variables of field, tenor and mode. It can be concluded that the teachers in our sample 
generally created a context that was appropriate and favourable for learning. They did this by 
means of shaping field, tenor and mode in specific ways. The field variable typically reflected 
diversity, in terms of the variety of words that were used, the information density realised 
and the detailed representation of the topic of conversation. Secondly, the realisation of tenor 
positioned the children as knowledgeable individuals. The teachers realised this by means 
of confirming the pupils’ contributions, asking them questions and providing feedback on 
their contributions, hence creating an environment where their input was valued and where 
they were taken seriously. Typical for the mode variable was a discourse that contained 
both dialogic and monologue features. The build-up of the discourse was, in general, 
characterised by the alternation of questions, response evaluations and questions asking 
for further information. In addition, the mode variable of context was partly determined by 
means of multi-clause utterance use.
 To conclude, we present Excerpt 7.1 to illustrate how one of the teachers in our 
sample created an academic context in conversation with the children in her classroom. She 
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creates a specific and challenging field, a distanced tenor, and a structured mode that is both 
dialogic and monologue-like.

Excerpt 7.1: A book reading session in Sarah’s (4;2) class

Teacher: Op de eerste bladzijde zie je hem van de 
achterkant.

On the first page you can see him from 
behind.

Teacher: Een groot, dik schaap. A big, fat sheep.
Children: Woo! Wow!
Teacher: Wat is het schaap aan het doen? What is the sheep doing?
Children: Wegen! Weighing himself!
Teacher: Nee wacht even, vingers. No wait, fingers.
Teacher: Nick. Nick.
 Child: Wegen. Weighing himself.
Teacher: Wegen! Weighing himself!
Child: Hoeveel kilo. How many kilos.
Teacher: Hoeveel kilo die weegt! How many kilos he weighs!
Teacher: Hoe kan je dat zien, Nick? How can you see that, Nick?
Child: Ja omdat  hij op dat ding staat. Yes, because he is standing on that 

thing.
Teacher: Welk ding? What thing?
Teacher: Dit ding? [points] This thing? [points]
Child: Dat blauwige ding ja. That bluish thing, yes.
Teacher: En wat is dat blauwige ding? And what is that bluish thing?
Child: Ja dat is ehm ehm, dat is een cijfer. Yes, that is er, er, that is a number.
Teacher: Met cijfertjes d’r op? With numbers on it?
Child: Dat is een ehm een soort… That’s a er kind of…
Teacher: Ja? Yes?
Child: Een ehm, cijfer, ehm een telklok,  en 

waar die stopt dat is de kilo. 
A er, number, er, a counting clock, and 
where it stops that is the kilo. 

Teacher: Hoeveel je weegt, wat knap van jou! How much you weigh, how smart of 
you!

Teacher: Het is een weegschaal. It’s a scale.
Teacher: En als je daar op staat, daar heb je 

misschien zelf ook wel eens op gestaan, 
dan weet je precies hoeveel je weegt.

And if you stand on it, perhaps you 
stood on one once, then you know 
exactly how much you weigh.

The teacher in the excerpt above creates a specific and challenging field by means of 
introducing new and complex words (it’s scale) and repeating words that not all children 
may know (kilo, weighing himself). She creates a distanced tenor by making statements (it’s 
a scale, if you stand on one you know exactly how much you weigh) and by asking for more 
specific answers (what is that bluish thing). The build-up of the conversation shows dialogic 
features (questions, responses, feedback) but also monologue-like displays of knowledge 
(providing definitions and making statements). 
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7.1.2 The academic register at home
In section 1.1 we discussed the expectation that the use of the various academic register 
features should span a continuum from informal to formal. Indeed, among parents we found 
indications for this continuum: considerable variation was found in parents’ usage of the 
academic register in various interactions with their child. In addition to variation amongst 
parents we found variation among tasks: the various interactions in which we observed the 
parent-child dyads yielded different values for academic register features, sometimes in 
unexpected ways. Firstly, we will describe variability among parents with regard to their 
realisation of field, tenor and mode. Secondly, we will describe variability across parent-
child activities in this respect.

Variability among parents
In the current study, the topics of the conversations were determined, to a certain extent, 
by the material used to elicit the target interactions (with perhaps the exception of the 
spontaneous interaction, i.e. the mealtime conversation). Although the parents and children 
in our participant group had the same materials at their disposal (a model and blocks; 
a book; a picture) different contexts were created while working with these materials. A 
considerable number of linguistic variables were found to vary greatly across the parents. 
Such differences can be described in terms of the systemic functional linguistics contextual 
variables field, tenor and mode.
 We will first consider the variables that impact on the field variable, despite the 
fact that they are also related to tenor and mode. Parents differed considerably with regard 
to the lexical diversity of their conversations, their use of low-frequency words, the degree 
to which they made use of specific lexical references when referring to space and to time, 
the use of lexical noun phrases in subject and object position and the extent to which they 
engage the children in nonpresent talk. Sketching a profile of a parent who shapes the field 
variable such that it approaches the academic register, we could say that this parent uses a 
high rate of low-frequency words, introduces new concepts and terms regularly, produces 
lexical and decontextualized cues to refer to space and time, and engages in conversations 
about nonpresent entities and non-concurrent actions or events. It seems fair to assume 
that such a discourse can be characterised as rich, and as cognitively more complex than 
discourse that does not have these features.
 Strong variation amongst parents was also found for variables that impact on tenor: 
the construction of the speaker-listener relationship. A conspicuous area of variance was 
the extent to which parents use language to direct behaviour. Such language use strongly 
influences the tenor dimension of register. By means of examples (see Excerpt 1.3), we have 
illustrated how a strongly goal directed attitude during the mealtime conversation allows 
little room for conversation nor for contributions by the child. Our data reflect the fact that 
the conversational-style continuum ranges from a strongly behaviour-oriented and directive 
style to an open and challenging style, where the children are optimally encouraged to 
contribute their meaningful part to the conversation. We found that the latter is typically 
provided by means of a relatively high rate of open-ended questions, combined with 
utterances in which statements are made and positive feedback is given. It was found that 
the use of many directive utterances constrains the extent to which children can contribute 
to the ongoing conversation themselves, and are positioned as knowledgeable. A high rate 
of directive utterances by parents was negatively associated with the number of statements 
children made. In contrast, parents who asked many open-ended questions had children 
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who produced a relatively high rate of statements within the conversation. The latter situation 
reminds us of the characteristics of teacher discourse as described in the previous section, 
where children are encouraged to display knowledge (make statements), thus enabling the 
teacher to monitor learning and create an environment that fosters learning.
 The way in which tenor was realised seemed to be closely related to parental 
responsiveness. In our data we regularly found examples of children initiating a possible 
elaboration beyond the material environment that were not responded to by the mother (see 
Excerpt 7.2).

Excerpt 7.2: Bob (5;10) and his mother during picture description

Mother: En wat is dit dan? And what is this then?
Child: Een gitaar. A guitar.
Child: Ik kan ook al *gitaren. I can already *guitar too.
Mother: En dit dan? And this, then?
*a made-up verb

For the mode variable we found considerable variability among parents in their use of multi-
clause utterances, their use of complex multi-clause utterances and the degree to which they 
add new information to the discourse by means of expansions and extensions. The variability 
with regard to parents’ syntactic complexity was a reflection of the fact that some parents 
mainly used short utterances, whereas other parents produced longer sentences consisting 
of more than one clause. Such sentences were often used to mark cause and effect, or to 
indicate differences or similarities between multiple entities. It is proposed that the more 
parents make use of such clause-combining strategies, the more academicly they shape the 
mode dimension of register.
 In addition to clause-combining strategies, the mode variable is impacted by the 
organisation of the discourse in terms of the interrelatedness of the various utterances. We 
studied this interrelation by charting the extent to which parents (and children) continued 
to build on what had previously been said (verbal expansions), and the extent to which 
new information was added to the conversation (verbal extensions). Utterances that were 
primarily task-facilitating were distinguished separately as procedural utterances. Using all 
these organises the discourse. In the instructional interaction, most variability was found 
with regard to parents’ use of extensions, and procedural utterances. In this respect, Excerpt 
7.3 below is a typical and interesting example: the mother in this excerpt mainly provides 
procedural utterances while handing her child the blocks he needs.

Excerpt 7.3: Gerald (3;3) and his mother

Mother: Moet mama helpen? Does mummy need to help? (Procedural)
Mother: Even kijken. Let’s see. (Procedural)
Mother: Hebben we hier dat plaatje. Here we have that picture. (Procedural)
Child: Ja. Yes. (Expansion)
Mother: En dan zetten we hem hierop. And then we’ll put it on top 

here.
(Extension)

Child: Ja. Yes. (Expansion)
Mother: Pak maar vast. Hold it. (Procedural)
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Mother: Gaat mama helpen. Mummy will help. (Procedural)
Mother: Nee hier. No here. (Expansion)
Child: Hier. [child repositions block] Here. [child repositions block] (Expansion)
Mother: Goed zo hoor! Well done! (Procedural)

In conversations such as excerpt 7.3, the rate of new information added is very limited. Some 
new information is given by the mother, by means of handing a new block to her child, but 
verbal arguments are sparsely given. The cue ‘here’ was not considered a verbal extension, 
because it was mainly the non-verbal action of pointing that provided the location cue. We 
found that when parents produced a high proportion of task-facilitating utterances, this was 
usually at the expense of the addition of new elements through verbal extensions. We could 
say that the parent who produces a balanced ratio of expansions and extensions and does 
not let procedural utterances prevail, approaches the academic register. After all, constantly 
adding new information would leave little room for the children to play a meaningful 
role in the meaning-making process. It is precisely the repeating of child utterances and 
subsequently extending these with new elements that is characteristic of school discourse.

Interrelatedness of field, tenor and mode in the home data
Excerpt 7.3 illustrates a non-academic realisation of the mode variable in particular, but the 
fragment also illustrates an atypical realisation of field and tenor in the academic register. 
The field is not typically characterised as cognitively complex, the wording and references are 
non-specific and non-technical, resulting in high context dependency; the tenor is informal 
and not distanced, and hardly promotes dialogue in order to co-construct knowledge. 
However, in our data the three contextual variables of field, tenor and mode were not always 
realised in a way that they reinforce each other. In the home data the field variable fairly 
often was cognitively complex in terms of word or topic choice, but that the way in which 
this topic was elaborated, did not reveal tenor and mode variable features characteristic of 
the academic register. This is illustrated in Excerpt 7.4.

Excerpt 7.4: Dylan (5;10) and his mother during joint book reading

Mother: Wat deed ze met alle monsters? What did she do with the monsters?
Child: Eruit halen. Take out.
Mother: Uitschakelen hè? Destroy, right?
Mother Toen liepen ze hard weg. Then they ran away fast.
Child: Omdat ze echt waren geworden, 

uitschakelen dus?
Because they became real, destroying, 
right?

Mother: Uitschakelen ja Destroying, yes.
Child: Wat betekent dat? What does that mean?
Mother: Uitschakelen is ..ehm.. hoe moet ik dat 

nou uitleggen?
To destroy is… er... how should I explain 
that?

Child: Losmaken ervan? Untie it?
Mother: Ja, zorgen dat ‘ie niet meer mee kan 

doen.
Yes, making sure that he can’t join in 
anymore
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The field variable in the example above is shaped as relatively complex, because a definition 
is provided of a complex and low-frequent word (to destroy). The tenor and the mode 
variable however, are not particularly academic. The tenor is not particularly distanced or 
authoritative, and the way in which the discourse is organized and the way in which the 
individual utterances are shaped do not necessarily remind us of a school-like conversation. 
The finding that parents regularly only shaped one of the three contextual variables as being 
academic is different from what we found for the teacher data. In the teacher discourse we 
studied, the three contextual variables seemed to reinforce each other more strongly and 
therefore were more likely to change simultaneously.

Variability among parent-child activities 
In addition to the variability among parents we also found considerable variability within 
parents. In the empirical chapters, task-effects were described for the linguistic variables, 
indicating that the extent to which parents made use of the academic register was not the same 
for all activities that we observed. Throughout this study, we made two kinds of comparisons 
related to activity: we compared the spontaneous activity (a mealtime conversation) to 
the structured activities (a marble slide constructed out of wooden blocks, joint picture 
description and joint book reading), and we compared the three structured activities to each 
other, examining parents’ and children’s use of academic register features. While a difference 
between a spontaneous activity and the structured activities was anticipated, differences 
within the category of structured tasks were also found. The differences found provided an 
equivocal picture - equivocal, because not all linguistic variables that contribute to the three 
contextual variables differed across tasks in the same way. For example, during the mealtime 
conversation parents used considerably lower rates of lexical (specific) noun phrases in the 
subject position as compared to the structured tasks, while the rate of lexical diversity was 
considerably higher during the mealtime conversation (see sections 4.3.2 and 3.2.2).
 As a first explanation for the variability in the realisation of field, tenor and mode 
across tasks, we proposed that the number of topics that came up during the conversation 
may have been of great influence. The diversity of topics possibly impacts on the field 
variable the most. This explanation followed from the repeated finding, which ran counter 
to our expectations, that a considerable number of academic register features occurred in 
high frequencies during the mealtime conversation. It was initially expected that if parents 
used academic register features in interaction with their children, they would be most likely 
to do so during semi-structured and school-like activities. Following this argumentation, it 
was expected that parents’ creation of the field variable during the structured tasks would 
be characterised by higher values for the articulated academic register features (i.e. high rate 
of low-frequency words, high lexical density, high lexical diversity and a high proportion 
of explicit references). However, the opposite was found: In Chapter 3, we showed how 
at many measurement points, the mealtime conversation yielded higher scores for all of 
these features than the semi-structured tasks. Re-evaluation of the data suggested that the 
increased values of the lexical variables were likely to be due to the quick alternation of topics 
common during the mealtimes. During mealtimes, both topics outside the here-and-now 
and topics primarily related to the concurrent activity of having lunch were discussed. As a 
result of this ‘multiple topic situation’, both labelling of objects and discussions about events 
outside the here-and-now were common, which required explicit references to time and to 
space. In addition, analysis of the word frequencies of parents in the four activities indicated 
that during the mealtime conversation — in particular the ones at the first two measurement 
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points — parents used words that were not frequent in teacher input. However, it proved 
difficult to tease apart words that were relevant for the academic register (e.g. words that 
have a low frequency because they are technical or otherwise complex) and words that were 
not necessarily relevant for the academic register (e.g. words that are low-frequent because 
they do not often occur in classroom discourse  — such as names for sandwich toppings, 
inappropriate language etc.).
 Secondly, the availability of a material context in combination with the immediate 
goals of the respective activities (tasks) was of great influence in the way in which field, tenor 
and mode were realised. This was most clear for the instructional activity: we found that 
the field variable was shaped to be the least academic in the conversations that parents and 
children had during joint block building. For this activity, parents were encouraged to help 
their child in building a marble slide, while a picture of the target construction was used as 
a model. It seemed that the physical presence of the building materials and of the picture 
constrained the verbal support provided to children in many cases. It seemed that the more 
parents relied on the material context, the less academic the realisation of the field dimension 
was. Though exceptions occurred, parents who relied heavily on the material context were 
often strongly goal-directed, and typically provided few verbal clues to the children. Instead, 
they made extensive use of pointing, and physically demonstrated how to correctly position 
the blocks. This was illustrated in Excerpt 7.3, where Gerald’s mother literally hands him 
the blocks he needs and points to the place where they should be positioned. In contrast, 
parents typically created a context that approached the academic register with regard to all 
three contextual variables if they utilised the marble slide task as an opportunity for their 
child to learn something new, and to show their own skills and knowledge. Parents with 
such intentions typically asked open-ended questions regularly, and added new elements to 
the conversation, but also asked for the child’s contribution of new elements. Thus, when the 
immediate goal of the task (getting the child to position the blocks in the correct way) was 
prioritized above creating a situation in which the child could show its knowledge and skills 
and above scaffolding the child towards successful task performance, the field, tenor and 
mode were typically realised as less academic. The same goes for the mealtime conversation: 
families that seized the opportunity of the joint meal as a setting for conversation beyond 
that meal, typically created a linguistic context that could be characterised as academic by 
broaching nonpresent topics, asking many questions and thus creating equal speaker-listener 
relationships. In contrast, when families prioritized the immediate concern of eating, they 
adhered mainly to talk that was functional for that particular goal.
 Thirdly, the age of the children seemed to influence the variability in academic 
register use across tasks. This could most clearly be seen in the different ways in which 
parents realised the mode dimension across tasks. Parents appeared to make more use of 
expansions and extensions (as opposed to procedural utterances) during an instructional 
activity than in the mealtime conversation up to measurement point 3, when children were 
4;2 years old. This trend changed when children needed fewer verbal instructions to succeed 
in building the marble slide correctly. After measurement point 3, children seemed to ‘take 
charge’ when building the marble slide, and parents’ share in the conversation decreased 
(see also Appendix 3). From that moment on, the spontaneous interaction of mealtime 
conversation was the activity where parents were more likely to add new information to the 
conversation. This was probably for a similar reason: at this moment in time there was less 
need to direct the children’s behaviour, so that more time was left for mutual contributions 
to the conversation that contained new elements (see also section 7.3, where the longitudinal 
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perspective is discussed). It should be noted that not all linguistic variables that impact 
on the mode variable were dependent upon the task. For example, we found no variability 
across tasks with regard to parents’ use of (complex) multi-clause utterances. Parents’ use of 
multi-clause utterances turned out to be a stable feature of their language input.
 The ‘dichotomy’ sketched above, between parents who prioritize the immediate 
concern and parents who seize the joint activity as a moment of learning, seems to be an 
essential finding of the current study. It seems that when parents took on the activity as an 
opportunity for learning, they created an academic linguistic context, in which the three 
contextual variables reinforced each other. This latter observation, of simultaneous change 
of the three contextual variables, is not in line with the remark that was made earlier in 
this section: we stated that as compared to the teachers, parents regularly made only one of 
the three contextual variables more academic. However, parents who position themselves 
more to the academic end of the continuum show more teacher-like behaviour in their 
creation of linguistic context. Hence, the contextual variables that underlie this context are 
simultaneously realised in a more academic form. In Excerpt 7.5, an illustrative example 
is presented. In the instruction the mother provides, field, tenor and mode are indeed 
simultaneously shaped according to the articulated features characteristic of the academic 
register. The child in this example, Michael, does not understand why a particular block 
needs to be positioned the way it does. His mother tries to explain that the marble needs to 
roll through a block with a hole in it, in order to move around a corner.

Excerpt 7.5: Michael (3;3) and his mother building the marble slide

Mother: Moet je goed nadenken want we leggen 
het knikkertje hierin en het knikkertje 
moet weer hier uit komen.

You have to think hard, because we 
put the marble in here and the marble 
should come out again over here.

Mother: En nu gaat het knikkertje niet in het 
blokje.

And now the marble won’t go into the 
block.

Mother: Je moet hem draaien zodat het gaatje de 
andere kant op is. [child turns the block 
around]

You have to twist it so that the hole faces 
the other side. [child turns the block 
around]

Mother: Ja, nu gaat hij er wel hier in maar kan hij 
er niet hier uit, zie je dat?

Yes, now it goes in over here but it 
cannot come out over here, see?

Mother: Zal ik jou helpen? Should I help you?
Child: Ja. Yes.
Mother: Zo, zie je dat? [positions block] Like this, see? [positions block]
Mother: Aan deze kant erin en aan deze kant er 

weer uit.
This side in and that side out.

Michael cannot perform the task by himself. His mother helps him, but while she performs 
the physical moves she gives verbal support and arguments for her actions. This is reminiscent 
of the way in which teachers shape field, mode and tenor. The field concerns a relatively 
complex topic, and while many references to space are deictic, various objects are referred 
to specifically using lexical items (the marble, the block, the other side, the hole). The tenor 
is distanced: instructions go hand-in-hand with arguments, and the arguments in turn 
concern display of knowledge. This display of knowledge also shapes the mode variable, as 
does the use of multi-clause utterances in which relationships between clauses are indicated 
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(you have to twist it so that…). In general, the way in which this mother realises the three 
contextual variables resembles the way teachers do.

Academic register features and parental education
In a considerable number of studies, relationships have been established between parental 
educational background and children’s language skills and school success. While 
acknowledging the effect of SES on parents’ conversational style, we want to stress that in 
our data, we have found some interesting counter-examples. Looking at the conversational 
styles of the individual parents, many of them fitted the profile sketched in the literature, 
such as a strongly directive conversational style in working-class parents (cf. Kloth et al., 
1998) or a high rate of low-frequency words in the input of parents with a college degree 
(cf. Weizman & Snow, 2001). However, we also encountered a considerable number of 
instances in which parents who would fit the low-education and low SES profile, scored high 
on a substantial number of academic register features on more than one occasion. These 
mothers sometimes seemed to feel slightly uncomfortable while performing school-like 
tasks, while actually performing the tasks very well. In Excerpt 7.6 we present a fragment 
of a conversation that illustrates this. It was noticeable that this mother, who was classified 
as ‘working class’ (see section 2.3.1) seemed highly insecure of her own narrative skills. 
However, coding for academic language features proved that during this particular task this 
mother shows a relatively high value of lexical diversity and lexical density in comparison to 
the other parents. She uses a noticeably high proportion of specific references to space and 
a high proportion of nonpresent talk, her use of multi-clause utterances and complex multi-
clause utterances are both average.

Excerpt 7.6: Sarah (3;10) and her mother during joint picture description

Child: Wat doet die? [points] What is he doing? [points]
Mother: Ja, die is een beetje ondeugend. Yes, he’s a bit naughty.
Child: Ja. Yes.
Mother Want wat doet ‘ie dan? Because what is he doing?
Child: Gieteren. Pouring water.
Mother: Ja, water gieten in z’n gezicht terwijl die 

[points] een tukje ligt te doen in de zon!
Yes, pouring water in his face while he 
[points] is taking a nap in the sun! 

Child: Mag niet. Not allowed.
Mother: Nee, dat is wel ondeugend hè. No, that’s naughty, isn’t it.
Child: Ja. [pause] Yes. [pause]
Mother: Nou, wil je er nog meer over vertellen, 

want mamma is niet zo’n ster in 
verhaaltjes vertellen.

Well, do you want to tell more about 
it, because mummy isn’t such a star at 
telling stories.

Mother: [addresses researcher] We zijn niet zo 
*verhalerig.

[addresses researcher] We’re not that 
*story-ish

* ‘Verhalerig’ is a made-up word that is best translated as ‘story-ish’: “we are not the kind of people who love 
to tell stories.”

The variation found with regard to parents’ use of academic register features supports the 
idea of an academic register continuum. The existence of such a continuum makes it in turn 
plausible that not all four-year-olds come to school with a similar degree of experience in 
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features characteristic of the academic register. Furthermore, it seems important to keep in 
mind that parents’ who fit the picture of low socio-economic status or education might show 
conversational styles that can be characterised as bearing academic language features.

7.1.3 (Dis)continuity between the home and school language environments
In the previous sections, we sketched the extent to which we could identify features of the 
academic register in the home and school language environment of children. In this section 
we will discuss the differences found between the home setting and the school setting. This 
comparison yields important information concerning the hypothesized gap between the 
register with which children are familiar, and the register they will encounter when they 
enter school.
 Teachers expect their students to be proficient in the school register, often implicitly, 
since it is not commonly explicitly taught. As has been elaborated in the introduction, the 
expectations prior to the study were as follows: firstly, it was expected that teachers’ input 
would be positioned more at the academic end of the presupposed academic language 
continuum. Secondly, parents’ position alongside the continuum was expected to show 
considerable variability (see section 7.1.2). The first expectation will be discussed in this 
section. Parents and teachers (children’s main adult interlocutors in the two language 
environments) were compared to each other as groups. We did not further differentiate 
within the groups.
 The most valid comparison between the home language environment and the 
school language environment was in a book reading interaction and an instructional 
interaction. The instructional activity we observed in the school setting was a crafts lesson, 
involving instruction. In the home setting, the instructional activity was the building of the 
marble slide, constructed out of wooden blocks. As we discussed in section 7.1.1 teachers 
realised field such that it was characterised by specificity and had a challenging character. 
This followed from the finding that teachers used considerably higher rates of the following 
linguistic variables: lexical density1, lexical diversity, lexical references to space and time and 
lexical noun phrases in object position. In addition, compared to parents a considerably larger 
proportion of teacher utterances were classified as nonpresent talk, which is also associated 
with the contextual variable of field. Our data showed that teachers were more likely than 
parents to be specific about what they meant or did: even when material context was available, 
such as in the arts and crafts lesson, teachers were more likely than parents to refer explicitly 
to those objects or entities using lexical cues. This is in contrast to what we found for parents. 
As was sketched above, the task that provided the most material context (the marble slide) 
was also the task that generated the least academic register features overall. Despite the fact 
that in terms of absolute numbers, the marble slide yielded the most references to space 
and time, the lowest rates of lexical cues referring to space and time were used during this 
particular task.
 Differences with regard to the tenor variable in teachers and parents became 
apparent their use of speech acts. Initially, it was expected that the rate of assertive speech 
acts (the rate of statements made during a conversation) would distinguish the academic 
register from the informal register (see Table 1.2). We did not, however, find this expectation 
confirmed. Instead, we found that teachers were more likely to describe their own actions 

1 Teachers’ lexical density was only higher than parents’ lexical density when a book with text was used, 
see section 3.1.4. When the parents read a book with text and the teachers read a book without text (T3) 
parents showed higher rates of lexical density. 
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while performing them, and to give short positive feedback to the children’s verbal 
contributions (Cazden, 2001; Wells, 1986, 2006). Often, teachers provided repetitions of what 
the children previously said, extended with new elements. In addition, during a spontaneous 
conversation (circle time in school), teachers asked considerably more questions than parents 
(mealtime conversation at home). It was suggested in the previous chapters, however, that 
we should be careful with this comparison as the two tasks have different primary goals: 
where the immediate concern in the home setting was the actual meal, in the school setting 
it was the exchange of information between teachers and pupils. In general, with regard to 
questions, it seemed that teachers were less easily satisfied with the children’s responses than 
parents. Parents were more likely to finish their children’s words instead of asking further 
questions.
 Finally, it was shown that, more often than was the case for parents, teachers added 
new elements to the conversation by means of extensions, including the situations where 
material context was available. In contrast, parents were generally more likely to make 
use of reference to the material context when it was available. The verbal addition of new 
elements is also related to the mode variable: the addition of new elements elicits utterances 
by children, thus shaping the discourse.
 Besides the above-mentioned alternation of expansions, extensions and procedural 
utterances, in the mode variable teachers are different from parents in their use of multi-
clause utterances. Teachers produced more multi-clause utterances than parents, indicating 
greater grammatical complexity of the input. The presence of multi-clause utterances 
typifies monologue-like discourses. However, of these multi-clause utterances, a relatively 
small part involved complex-clause combining strategies such as complement, adverbial, or 
relative clauses.
 In conclusion, it is an interesting given that as early as the very first years of primary 
education, features of the academic register are present more saliently in the school language 
environment than they are in the home language environment. In this section we sketched 
how the difference between these two language environments is larger for some children 
than for others. 

7.2 The production of academic language in early childhood

The linguistic variables that were articulated as characteristic of the academic register were 
also studied in the children’s language. Obviously, the children in our participant group were 
very young. It therefore seems more appropriate to speak of emergent academic language 
when the children’s production of academic register features is concerned. When children 
were prompted to retell a story to a naïve puppet, we found considerable variation in the 
extent to which the children drew on academic register features while performing this task 
(see section 3.3.3). The way in which children shape field, tenor and mode according to the 
function of language in any setting is still highly dependent upon their general language 
development. Nonetheless, it is interesting to sketch the variability among children with 
regard to their gradual use of academic register features.
 Similar to parents, we found large variability among children with regard to their 
use of the academic register during the interaction tasks. Some children showed emergent 
academic language skills quite regularly, whereas others hardly showed any academic 
language features. We found interesting instances in our data of children initiating the 
realisation of an academic linguistic context. For children, this was typically done by means 
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of shaping the field variable. By choosing a topic and drawing the parent’s attention to a 
particular element within the interaction task, children behaved as interlocutors actively 
involved in the co-construction of a linguistic context where the academic register could 
occur. Subsequently, it would usually be the parent who would expand upon the initiated 
topic and shape the tenor variable such that the discourse was reminiscent of a school-like 
interaction. Excerpt 7.7 below illustrates this. The conversation in Excerpt 7.7 takes place 
before the actual reading of the book has begun.

Excerpt 7.7: Barry (3;10) during book reading with his mother

Child: Vogeltje vliegen. Bird flying.
Child: En beer niet vliegen. And bear not flying.
Mother: Nee, beren vliegen niet hè. No, bears don’t fly, do they?
Child: Nee. No.
Child: Beren is binnen, niet buiten. Bears is inside, not outside.
Mother: Nee. No.
Child: Hij is raam kijken. He is looking out window.
Child: Hij wil niet wind horen He doesn’t want to hear wind
Mother: Nee? Hoezo? No? Why?
Child: Papa gaat naar bed brengen Daddy is going to bring to bed.
Mother: Is dat papa of mama? Is that daddy or mummy?
Child: Nee papa, mama is werken. No daddy, mummy is working.
Note. Some of the Dutch utterances above are not yet grammatically correct, hence, the English 
translations are represented accordingly.

This example nicely illustrates how the child initially shapes the field variable (bear not flying) 
and mother subsequently shapes the tenor variable by means of providing a generalization 
(no, bears don’t fly). Given his age (3;10), the child in Excerpt 7.7 does not yet go to school. 
Interesting differences emerge when we compare this child with a child who does have some 
experience with school discourse. The excerpt below illustrates how some children seem to 
know very well what the expectations of school are, in this case be precise (Schleppegrell, 
2004). The child in Excerpt 7.8 has been going to school for almost two years and seems to be 
perfectly aware of the requirements of giving arguments when making a statement.  

Excerpt 7.8: Lily (5;10) during joint picture description with her mother

Child: Die zijn heel gevaarlijk, een kruisspin, 
weet ik.

Those are very dangerous, diadem 
spiders, I know.

Child: Want die kunnen zo prikken, en dan 
over een uur, dat de grote wijzer dan op 
de twaalf staat en nog een keer op de 
twaalf staat, dan ben je zo dood.

Because they can sting, and then in one 
hour, when the hour hand is on twelve 
and then it is on twelve again a second 
time, then you are dead, just like that.

Mother: Echt waar? Really?

As may be expected, examples such as the one above are of course not very frequent. 
Moreover, it appeared from our analyses that the children in our participant group used few 
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references to time (see section 3.5.2.2). Nonetheless, the example above illustrates how the 
awareness to be precise can show in young children’s speech.

Variability across activities in child data
Similar to the parent data, considerable variability was also found in the child data across 
activities, in the extent to which children made use of the academic register. Again, the most 
salient findings in this respect were the relatively high values for academic register features 
during the mealtime conversation, and children’s informal construction of field during the 
marble slide construction.
 The highest values for the linguistic variables impacting the field variable were found 
in the mealtime conversation. The following linguistic variables shaping the field variable 
occurred in higher rates during the mealtime conversation than during the structured 
tasks for at least one of the measurement points: lexical density, lexical diversity, and specific 
references to space and time. Moreover, children would introduce new information more 
often during the mealtime conversation compared to the instructional task, thus shaping 
all three contextual variables. It should be noted that the setting may have had a large 
impact on the children: we suggest that children may have experienced the structured tasks 
as a test situation more than we intended. The researchers’ presence during the structured 
tasks, although not in the direct vicinity of the child, may have played a role. Because of the 
absence of the researcher during the mealtime conversation, children’s speech may have been 
more natural than their speech during the structured tasks. It is possible that the children 
produced complex constructions less often when they felt the situation was unnatural, 
even though they had acquired the respective construction. In addition, parents’ increased 
questioning during the structured tasks as compared to the mealtime conversation may have 
contributed to the children’s perception of the structured tasks as test situations. Evaluation 
of the transcripts in our data set suggests that during the structured tasks, parents engaged 
their children in the task for a large part by means of asking questions.
 Children realised the field variable in the least academic way during the marble 
slide task. During this task, lexical density and lexical diversity were lowest of all tasks, 
references to space were mostly deictic and lexical clause subjects and objects were the least 
frequently used during the marble slide task.
 As mentioned above, academic register features in children’s speech occurred most 
clearly in the field variable. Parents were typically responsible for the shaping of the tenor 
and mode variables. It was found, for instance, that the high rate of open-ended questions 
that parents asked during the instructional activity elicited a high rate of statements by the 
children (see also section 7.4 on fostering of academic language). The sequence of open-ended 
question and statement is typical of classroom discourse, and it is therefore interesting that 
this feature was most often found in the instructional activity at home. Thus, in contrast to 
the findings with regard to the field variable, the tenor variable did approach the academic 
register most during the instructional setting. The social relationships that were established 
during this particular task, were reflected in the question-response nature of the discourse 
and were reminiscent of classroom discourse. However, not all aspects of the tenor variable 
were realised as academic during the instructional activity. Since children generally relied 
quite heavily on the material context during this activity, the tenor was not particularly 
distanced and accessible, and mutual intelligibility of the instructions was mainly ensured 
by means of physical co-presence. 
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For the mode variable, we initially found that children produced more multi-clause 
utterances during mealtime, at the first three measurement points. At the final measurement 
point, however, the children produced more multi-clause utterances during the structured 
tasks than during the mealtime conversation. Hence, an interaction seems to involved 
between task and time for children. We will return to this issue in the section below, where 
the longitudinal perspective will be discussed. The interplay between parents’ questions 
eliciting children’s statements during the instructional activity is also related to the mode 
variable: together, the parents and the children structured the conversation.

7.3   The academic register in a longitudinal perspective

In this study we examined how parents, children and teachers used the academic register 
over a period of almost three years. In the previous chapters the longitudinal trajectory was 
sketched for each of the linguistic variables of the academic register. In this section, we aim 
to provide a longitudinal picture of the three contextual variables of field, tenor and mode, 
as operationalised by the individual linguistic variables (see Figure 1.5). The longitudinal 
perspective will be discussed separately for parents, children and teachers.

Parents
Parents’ use of the academic register proved to be variable over time in some respects and 
stable over time in others. With respect to the field variable, an interesting finding was 
that with increasing age of the children, the parents more often broached topics that were 
outside the here-and-now. Such topics are generally considered to be more complex and 
cognitively challenging than topics that concern the immediate material environment (see 
chapter 5). The way in which parents drew from their lexico-grammatical choices to talk 
about these topics, however, did not vary considerably over time: The extent to which parents 
were specific in their references was not affected by time, and neither were the diversity and 
density of their wording. For two kinds of activities, we did find an increase in the use of 
lexical items to realise clause subjects and clause objects. During the instructional activity 
(the joint construction of a marble slide made of blocks) parents became increasingly 
specific in choosing their clause objects. During the mealtime conversation parents used 
more lexical items to realise clause subjects. Parents did not show considerable variability 
with regard to their clause subject and object realisations during other activities. The use 
of lexical items rather than pronominal cues adds to the formal nature of the conversation, 
and ensures that the information provided is theoretically accessible to interlocutors who do 
not share the same material environment, and hence (or otherwise) may not have the same 
frame of reference. Thus, a shared frame of reference is created linguistically. For this reason, 
the feature of lexical noun phrases also be characterised as related to the tenor variable. 
The tenor becomes more distanced by using lexical items, a tenor feature that has been put 
forward as characteristic of the academic register (see chapter 1 and section 7.1.1). Finally, 
the use of lexical noun phrases is also related to the mode variable, because the organisation 
of the conversation is partly dependent on such grammatical choices as clause subject and 
object realisation. The change over time for lexical noun phrase use is an indication that 
field, tenor and mode change over time. The findings with regard to this feature, however, 
were interpreted with caution, because the effect of time was only established for one out of 
four tasks. In addition to the lexical aspects of the mode and tenor variable, syntactic and 
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sociopragmatic aspects of the mode variable and tenor variable were also shown to change 
over time. These will be discussed below.
 With regard to the other aspects of the mode variable, we found that parents made 
more use of multi-clause utterances as the children grew older: thus, the grammatical 
complexity of their language input increased over time with respect to combined clauses 
(a syntactic aspect of the mode variable). It was striking, however, that parents did not 
make considerably more use of subordination as a clause-combining strategy over time. 
The proportion of subordinate multi-clause utterances (in this study referred to as complex 
multi-clause utterances) did not increase across the four measurement points. Moreover, in 
the final book reading session parents produced considerably fewer complex multi-clause 
utterances. To summarise, it cannot be concluded that parents adapted their language use 
such that the mode variable would more reflect the academic register over time, but some 
aspects of the mode variable were subject to change over time. The use of more complex 
structures to realise clause subjects and objects increased over time in two kinds of 
conversations, and the use of multi-clause utterances increased in all conversations. 
 In the tenor variable, the most significant change over time was the obvious 
decline in the behaviour-directing nature of the conversation (a sociopragmatic aspect of 
the tenor variable). This was manifested in a noticeable decrease in the rate of utterances 
that we called ‘simple directives’. These were utterances characterised by an imperative verb 
mood. The rate of simple directive utterances produced by the parents decreased both in 
the instructional activity and in the spontaneous activity. The decrease in the rate of simple 
directives allowed for more room for contributions by children (see also the longitudinal 
perspective for children below). In the case of the spontaneous activity, the way parents 
realised tenor was increasingly characterised by closed questions. Closed questions were 
regarded as part of the directive utterances category, because eliciting a response can also 
be viewed as a form of behaviour-directing. However, asking closed questions still provides 
more opportunity for child contributions. Parents did not, however, become more likely to 
ask open-ended questions. Open-ended questions were a stable feature of parental language 
input.
 The mode variable was also shaped by the extent to which new information was 
added to the conversation (verbal extensions). In this aspect of academic language the 
effect of activity and the effect of time are intertwined. We found that, over time, parents 
reduced their rate of verbal extensions during the instructional activity of joint marble slide 
building. Thus, they provided less new information at later measurement points than at early 
measurement points. In contrast, parents produced higher rates of extensions over time in 
the mealtime conversation. This result is strongly related to the goals of the respective tasks. 
In the instructional activity, where the goal was to guide the children while they performed 
the tasks themselves, parents reduced their contribution of new elements as children became 
more skilled. During the mealtime conversation where the goal was less clear cut, children’s 
increasing age provided more room for new elements, as less behaviour-directing was 
necessary. Thus, parents seem to adapt their realisation of tenor and mode according to 
the activity in which they are involved, taking into consideration the ultimate goal of the 
respective activity or task.
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Children
Given that children are developing their language skills rapidly between the ages of three 
and six, it was to be expected that their emergent academic language skills would also be 
subject to change over time. We did find significant changes over time, but a noticeable 
variation across tasks also occurred with regard to the longitudinal perspective: children 
showed an increased use of particular academic register features in some tasks but not in 
others. Hence, an interaction between task and time seems to be involved.
 In the contextual variable field, the interaction between time and task was 
considerable. Over time, children realised a more abstract field during the picture task, a 
more specific field during the book reading interaction and the marble slide construction, and 
a more diverse field during the mealtime conversation. None of the above was characteristic 
for all activities.
 The increasing degree of abstractness during the joint picture description was 
reflected in the finding that children produced more utterances involving the reordering of 
perception, such as relating events in the picture (the immediate material context) to their 
own experiences. They did not produce an increasing number of utterances in which they 
showed reasoning about perception, an activity that was classified as displaying the highest 
level of abstraction. The shift over time towards more abstract utterances was thus found for 
the picture task, but not for the conversation during joint book reading.
 Increasing specificity by children was found for the book reading interaction and 
for the instructional activity. Thus, during book reading and during marble slide building 
children provided an increasingly detailed and explicit representation of the message to be 
conveyed in the conversations. During book reading, children’s lexical density increased 
and they also became increasingly specific in their references to space. These linguistic 
variables (lexical density and specificity of reference to space) did not change over time 
in the other tasks. However, during the instructional activity children did become more 
specific in their references to time by continuously indicating what needed to “happen now” 
or indicating what would needed to be done “next”. In addition, children more often chose 
lexical clause subjects during the marble slide tasks, thus also increasing the specificity of 
the field variable.
 Increasing diversity of the field variable was only found in the mealtime 
conversation. Diversity did not change over time in any of the structured tasks. It thus needs 
to be concluded that for children, the realisation of the field variable was highly dependent 
on activity.
 The social relationship between parents and children became increasingly equal. 
As children grew older, they positioned themselves as increasingly knowledgeable, thus 
influencing tenor. This was concluded on the basis of children’s increasing use of assertive 
speech acts during the joint marble slide task. This increase started at the measurement 
point where children had just entered school (measurement point 3). From this moment on, 
it seemed that children took more control during the marble slide activity, possibly related 
to their improved visuo-spatial skills that reduced the need for parental assistance. The shift 
in control during the task was also visible in an increased rate of closed questions asked by 
children, in which they asked for endorsement of their suggestions about where to position 
the blocks (e.g. this one goes here, right?). The increase in assertive speech acts (i.e. making 
statements) that was found for the marble slide building activities over time was not found 
for the spontaneous setting of mealtime conversation. In this activity, however, we found 
that children increasingly contributed new elements to the conversation, to which parents 
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in turn could respond. For all tasks, the ratio of parent utterances over child utterances 
decreased, indicating that children’s contribution to the conversation became increasingly 
substantial (see Appendix 3). This finding supports the interpretation that children create a 
speaker-listener relationship that becomes more equal over time.
 The mode variable was typically shaped in co-construction with the parents. 
Children did become more proficient in producing multi-clause utterances (a language 
feature that impacts the mode variable), but it should be noted that this is related to 
general language development (Diessel, 2004; Huttenlocher et al., 2002; Tomasello, 2000a; 
Vasilyeva, Waterfall, & Huttenlocher, 2008). The occurrence of utterances that consist of 
two or more clauses has been suggested as a characteristic of the academic register because 
in such utterances, relationships between entities or between events are typically reflected. 
We found that the rate of multi-clause utterances increased in all interactions except for the 
marble slide task. We also found, however, that the use of complex clause combining did not 
show a convincing increase over time and was only found in the joint picture description. 
This lack of increase in complex multi-clause utterances was also found for the parents.
 In conclusion, for children the longitudinal perspective of the three contextual 
variables of field, tenor and mode is highly dependent upon activity. The children in our 
sample did play an active part in shaping the contextual variables, but did so in cooperation 
with and in response to their parents’ input.

Teachers
As discussed earlier (see section 2.7) the teacher data were not optimal for longitudinal 
analyses, for two reasons. Firstly, the sample of teachers at the first school measurement 
point was largely different from the sample of teachers at the second measurement point. 
A considerable number of children had a new teacher the second time we visited them2. 
Longitudinal analyses were still conducted, taking the children’s language environment as 
the point of departure. We thus examined the development of children’s academic language 
exposure in the early school years, irrespective of an individual teacher. Secondly, only 
school book reading data were available for both measurement points, thus allowing for 
longitudinal analyses. The other school activities were only fully transcribed for either 
one of the measurement points (see section 2.6.2. for a more elaborate discussion of these 
decisions) thus precluding longitudinal analysis.
 For the above reasons, interpreting development in teachers’use of the academic 
register must be done with caution. Referring only to the book reading conversations that 
took place in the classroom at the two subsequent measurement points, we conclude that the 
teachers in our sample realised the field variable so that it was equally rich over time, but 
became more challenging. The latter conclusion is drawn based on the finding that teachers 
produced more nonpresent talk at the last measurement point, when the target children 
were 5;10, compared to the previous measurement point when the children were only 
4;2. Teachers produced more nonpresent talk themselves, and asked more questions that 
required reasoning on the children’s part. It should be kept in mind that although the target 
children were 4;2 and 5;10 respectively, the ages of the other children in the classroom that 
were involved in the book reading session were always between four and six. It is problematic 
to conclude whether teachers would adapt their behaviour to the age of the target child 
or to the whole group because we did not have individual teachers as a stable factor. In 
addition, teachers’ shaping of the field variable became more specific and more dense, thus 

2 Fourteen children had new teachers at the second school measurement point (see section 2.2.1).
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more independent of the directly perceivable context. We based this characterisation of the 
field variable becoming more specific on the finding that teachers became more specific 
in their references to time. The characterisation of ‘more dense’ followed from the finding 
that teachers used more content words relative to function words during the second school 
measurement point. This resulted in a richer discourse that was less dependent upon material 
context than in the first measurement point.
 The longitudinal perspective of teachers’ realisation of tenor and mode could only 
be studied to a very limited extent. With regard to mode, we could longitudinally study 
teachers’ use of multi-clause utterances, and with regard to tenor we were limited to drawing 
on the specificity measures that also determine the field variable. The other linguistic 
variables that contribute to mode and tenor (e.g. the contribution of new elements, the use 
of lexical noun phrases, the use of particular speech acts) were not available for one activity 
at two different measurement points (see section 2.7). With regard to the mode variable, 
it was found that teachers used more multi-clause utterances during the second school 
measurement point. However, of these multi-clause utterances, the proportion of complex 
multi-clause utterances did not increase. It is striking that the same result was found for 
parents, children and teachers.
 In the previous chapters it was suggested that it is necessary to account for the 
possibility that the book teachers read had more impact on their linguistic behaviour than 
initially expected. The book read by the teacher at the first school measurement point 
contained no text, while the book teachers read at the final school measurement point 
did. Reading the book without text, it seemed to elicit language that adhered more to the 
here-and-now. The book that was read at the final school measurement point did contain 
text, which may have led teachers to abstract from the perceivable because the text already 
represented the directly perceivable. Thus, the context (in)dependency created by being 
more or less specific when referring to space, time or objects may have been impacted by 
material choice rather than child age.

7.4 Fostering children’s academic language proficiency by co-
construction

In this study, various input-output relationships have been studied. Firstly, we examined the 
relationships between parental use of academic register features during the interaction tasks 
on the one hand and children’s scores on three independent measures of child language 
skills on the other. The three measures of child language skills were (i) a measure of receptive 
vocabulary, (ii) a measure of syntactic awareness and (iii) a measure of academic language 
production. Secondly, we evaluated relationships between parents’ and children’s use of 
academic register features when they were involved in the same interaction task.

Relationships with independent child outcome measures
For the first type of relationship, we considered parental use of lexical, syntactic and 
textual academic register features as a factor, and children’s scores on the three respective 
independent child language measures as the dependent variable. The relationships between 
parental input, as observed during the interaction tasks, and children’s performance on the 
vocabulary test, the syntactic awareness test and the academic language production test will 
be discussed below.



200 | Academic language in early childhood interactions

It was expected that child vocabulary was most likely related to parents’ realisation of the field 
variable. Three linguistic variables that contribute to the field variable were therefore related 
to child vocabulary: parental lexical density, lexical diversity and lexical sophistication. We 
found that a positive relationship existed between parents who realised the field variable as 
lexically diverse and children’s receptive vocabulary scores. The latter finding was relatively 
robust, in particular the relationships between input during the structured interaction tasks 
and children’s vocabulary scores. Children’s vocabulary skills were also related to parental 
lexical sophistication in the picture description task and during book reading, though 
these relationships were less robust. Parents’ lexical density was not convincingly related to 
children’s vocabulary knowledge.
 We hypothesized that children’s syntactic awareness was most likely to be related 
to parents’ use of multi-clause utterances, and thus to an aspect of the mode variable. 
Indeed, a positive relationship was found between parents’ use of multi-clause utterances 
during the structured interaction tasks and children’s syntactic awareness. It was striking 
that parents’ use of multi-clause utterances during the mealtime conversation was not 
related to children’s syntactic awareness. The latter can be interpreted as an indication that 
grammatical complexity during school-like tasks in particular, as opposed to a spontaneous 
unstructured activity, is of importance for children’s skills with complex utterances.
 No relationship to children’s performance on the academic language production 
task could be established for parents’ lexical density, parents’ linguistically explicit 
references to space and time, and parents’ lexical realisations of clause subjects and objects. 
However, positive relationships with children’s academic language production were found 
for lexical diversity of parents’ input during the interaction tasks, parents’ rates of complex 
multi-clause utterances during the interaction tasks, and parents’ rates of nonpresent talk 
during the picture task. These three variables seem to be influential for children’s academic 
language production skills.

Relationships within the interaction tasks
The second type of relationships studied, were relationships between parents’ and children’s 
use of the target linguistic variables concurrently, during the interaction tasks. The analyses 
in the empirical chapters showed that the field variable in particular was co-constructed in 
interaction between the children and their parents. Particularly the degree of abstractness 
— thus, the rate of nonpresent talk employed by both parents and children — was strongly 
co-constructed. We found strong relationships between parents’ and children’s rates of 
nonpresent talk. Based on these results, we thus argue that the field variable was jointly 
shaped by parents and children in interaction, with respect to content. With respect to the 
actual wording the results were less equivocal. Parents’ and children’s lexical density values 
(i.e. the rate of content words relative to function words) were strongly related in the mealtime 
conversation. However, in the structured tasks, parents’ lexical density was not related 
to children’s lexical density at all. Lexical diversity in parents’ language was significantly 
related to lexical diversity in children’s language in the joint picture description, but not for 
the other tasks. Thus, some aspects of field were co-constructed, but for others this could not 
be convincingly shown.
 The tenor variable was also subject to the dynamics of interaction. In the empirical 
chapters we found that a fair number of speech acts by children were related to particular 
speech act choices by parents. The most important findings will be discussed here. Firstly, at 
more than one measurement point parents’ rate of directive speech acts concerning imperative 
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mood choices was negatively related to children’s rate of assertive speech acts. If we adopt 
the stance that assertives are typical speech acts expected in a formal educational setting, it 
can be argued that a strongly directive lead by parents constrains children’s opportunities to 
become acquainted with the typical classroom sequence of initiative-response-evaluation. 
Another finding with regard to speech acts that fits in this line of thinking is the following: 
parents’ question asking was positively related to children’s assertives at two measurement 
points. The fact that this relationship was not found convincingly for all measurement 
points, however, makes us wary of drawing strong conclusions. Also noticeable was that with 
increasing age of the children, the relationship between parents’ assertives and children’s 
assertives during the mealtime conversation changed. Where this relationship was positive 
in early measurement points, the relationship became negative later on, indicating that 
children were likely to produce more assertives when parents produced fewer, and vice versa. 
 The sequences of speech acts just described also affect the mode variable. The build-
up of the conversation is affected by the subsequent contributions of the interlocutors. Also 
related to the mode variable is the grammatical complexity that both interlocutors use in 
their speech. In the early measurement points, we found that children were more likely to 
use multi-clause utterances and lexical realisations of clause subjects when parents showed 
these features, but with the children’s increasing age these relationships ceased to exist. The 
rate of lexical realisations of clause objects in input and output did show some relationships, 
but co-construction of these aspects in the mode variable could not be convincingly shown.
Based on our findings, we could argue that parents who foster their children’s use of 
academic language in interaction are parents who provide a field variable characterised as 
cognitively challenging and diverse. The tenor variable is realised to a large extent through 
questions, and is characterised by a low degree of imperative mood choices and a balanced 
ratio of adult-child statements. The latter could also be manifested in the mode variable, 
by a high rate of utterances that build on information that was previously introduced in 
the discourse (expansions), thus encouraging children to contribute new information to the 
discourse (extensions). The mode variable may in addition be realised through the use of 
multi-clause utterances, though this relationship seems be apparent only in the early years.

7.5 Final remarks

This study can be characterised as explorative in nature. The focus has been on describing 
rather than on explaining the phenomenon of academic language in the language 
environments of young children. Basically, the study wanted to show the existence of 
academic language in the language environments of children in early childhood. In addition, 
we intended to indicate how this kind of language use is more prominently present in the 
language environment of one child, but less in the language environment of another.
 The study did suffer from limitations. The first limitation that we would like to 
mention is the limitation typical of studies with a correlational design: the impossibility of 
drawing any conclusions on the direction of causation. We established relationships between 
input and output for a considerable number of linguistic variables, but the direction of 
causation could only be argued for based on qualitative evaluation (initiative and response). 
In addition, in correlational designs such as ours, it remains possible that untapped variables 
are of influence to the relationship between factors and dependent outcome measures. 
Secondly, our choice to ask the primary caregiver to participate in the study resulted in 
the participation of mothers in 24 of 25 cases. This means that a possibly distinctive role of 
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fathers remains unexplored. In previous studies it has been shown that the role of fathers, 
who spent quantitatively less time with their children, is of importance to children’s language 
development (Mannle & Tomasello, 1987; Pancsofar & Vernon-Feagans, 2006). However, 
the choice for the primary caretaker was consciously made. In both language environments 
studied (i.e. the home language environment and the school language environment) we 
wanted to focus on the language input provided by the adult that interacted most often with 
the child. Hence, the primary caretaker was asked to participate and, in case of two teachers 
teaching the class, the teacher working the most hours.
 The explorative nature of the study includes the danger of circularity: on the one hand 
we departed from the assumption that we would already find (the precursors of) academic 
language in the school language environment. On the other hand, it still had to be shown 
that this was actually the case. Simultaneously however, we studied the differences between 
the language environments at home and in school. In order to be cautious of circularity, we 
based the underlying assumptions on a rich source of previously conducted research. In 
studies of written academic genres and of spoken discourse in formal educational settings, 
these features have been shown to be distinctive of the academic register, and have therefore 
‘earned’ their status as ‘academic register feature’. The current study thus contributes a new 
element to the existing research within the academic language realm: the integration of the 
early childhood period.
 Because of its explorative character, the study may not allow firm final conclusions 
to be drawn. An important outcome of the study is, in our opinion, that we have shown 
that the framework of systemic functional linguistics allows for differentiation between the 
informal register on the one hand and the formal, academic register on the other. In this 
respect, it was suggested that the tenor dimension, the way in which social relationships are 
construed in discourse, plays an essential part. The way in which adults position children 
during spoken discourse has a strong influence on the nature of the conversation, and on the 
opportunities created for children’s own creative contributions to the particular discourse. It 
seemed that when the social relationships were thus shaped, ample opportunity was created 
for knowledge transfer and co-construction, and the content of the conversation (field) and 
the structure of the conversation (mode) followed accordingly.
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Appendix 1
DASH coding scheme: adapted for the Dutch in-depth study
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Appendix 2
Overview of missing data

Home dataa T1 T2 T3 T4 N time effect

Picture task 0 2 0 0 23
Marble slide 0 2 0 0 23
Book reading 1 2 0 0 22
Mealtime conversation 0 2 1 1 21

N task effect 24 23 24 24
Receptive vocabulary word knowledge (DTT) 3 1 0 0
Receptive vocabulary concepts (DTT) 2 1 0 0

Nvocabulary 20 23 25 25
Sentence production test Nsentence - - - 25
Academic language production test NAL 25 - 25 25
School data T1b T2b T3 T4 N time effect

School does not cooperate - - 4 2
Teacher has more than one pupil in class - - 3 3

Nteachers 18 20

Circle time Not executed - - 3 1
Combined with book reading - - 5 2

Ncircle time - - 10c 17 -d

Book reading Not executed - -
Lost (technical problem) - - 1 1

Nbook reading - - 17 19 15

Crafts lesson Not executed - - 6 -
Ncrafts lesson 12 -d

Note. The ultimate N is represented in bold print. The figures in normal print are the missing data. 
Substracting the missing data from the initial N=25 results in the ultimate N. 
aIn section 2.7 the reasons for the missing data are elaborated in detail.
bAt T1 and T2 the children did not attend primary education yet.
cThe number of missing values was reason to exclude the task from further analysis.
dNo time effect was computed, because data were only available on one measurement point.
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Appendix 3
Means (and standard deviations) of the number of words and 
utterances during the interaction tasks

Parents T1 (3;3) T2 (3;10) T3 (4;2) T4 (5;10)
Mean no. of words

Picture task 545 (192) 635 (256) 568 (156) 455 (216)
Marble slide construction 535 (204) 550 (188) 485 (141) 355 (174)
Book reading 435 (219) 383 (182) 518 (201) 382 (169)
Mealtime conversation 575 (219) 613 (253) 539 (191) 601 (234)

Mean no. of utterances
Picture task 110 (32) 120 (42) 104 (26) 72 (29)
Marble slide construction 105 (30) 106 (27) 96 (30) 60 (33)
Book reading 89 (44) 76 (32) 87 (32) 61 (23)
Mealtime conversation 114 (39) 116 (37) 95 (29) 97 (32)

Children T1 (3;3) T2 (3;10) T3 (4;2) T4 (5;10)
Mean no. of words

Picture task 152 (71) 192 (81) 162 (64) 204 (88)
Marble slide construction 77 (45) 102 (52) 94 (51) 102 (57)
Book reading 110 (74) 98 (66) 101 (75) 163 (71)
Mealtime conversation 185 (70) 302 (142) 216 (94) 258 (85)

Mean no. of utterances
Picture task 59 (22) 68 (26) 56 (19) 52 (21)
Marble slide construction 35 (19) 40 (15) 35 (18) 33 (16)
Book reading 45 (27) 38 (21) 32 (19) 36 (14)
Mealtime conversation 65 (25) 80 (41) 56 (24) 62 (19)

Parents Pooled structured tasks T1 (3;3) T2 (3;10) T3 (4;2) T4 (5;10)
Mean number of words

Structured tasks 510 (163) 493 (163) 512 (122) 397 (133)
Mean number of utterances

Structured tasks 102 (27) 100 (23) 94 (20) 64(22)
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Appendix 4
Example of MLR output

MLR (Measure of Lexical Richness, versie 0.98b
Object Oriented)

originele tekst

javascript    ambiguity resolution 

percentages

basiswoordenlijst tokens %  lemma's %  

niet gevonden 8 5

lijst 1 323 91.2 %  102 85.7 %  

lijst 2 20 5.6 %  10 8.4 %  

lijst 3 2 0.6 %  1 0.8 %  

lijst 4 7 2 %  4 3.4 %  

lijst 5 0 %  0 %  

lijst 6 1 0.3 %  1 0.8 %  

lijst 7 0 %  0 %  

lijst 8 1 0.3 %  1 0.8 %  

lijst 9 0 %  0 %  

Note. The proper names in this document have been edited into pseudonyms
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totaal in lijsten 354 100 %  119 100 %  

totaal generaal 362   124   

splitsing op lijsten (klik op lijst om te openen)

lijst 1

lemma (Klik op 'bewerk' om het woord opnieuw te kunnen
beoordelen) frequentie  

aan_ 2
aflopen_einde 1
ander 3
anders 1
auto 2
baas_leiding 1
bang 1
bladzijde 1
boek_N 8
buiten_ruimte 1
cadeau 1
daar_plaats 2
dan_tijd 8
dat_aanw.vnw 4
de 6
denken_nadenken 3
die_aanw.vnw. 2
doen_uitvoeren 12
dokter 2
donker_duister 1
dromen_slaap 2
dus 3
echt_heus 3
een_lidwoord 15
eens_ 3
eigenlijk 1
en 9
er 1
eraan 1
gaan_naar 11
goed_ 2

Note. The proper names in this document have been edited into pseudonyms
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haar_bez.vnw. 2
hebben_hww 4
heel_erg 3
het_lidwoord 8
hier 1
hij 2
hoor_tussenw 1
iets_ding 5
ik 3
in_plaats 5
ja 16
je_pers.vnw. 9
kennen 2
kiezen_V 1
kijken 2
kind 1
kleur_N 2
komen 1
kopen_V 5
kunnen_mogelijkheid*1 2
leuk_grappig 2
lezen 3
maar_doch 5
maken_vervaardigen 2
meer_adv 2
met 2
moeten_verplicht 2
mogen_toegestaan*1 3
mond_gezicht 1
mooi_lelijk 1
naar_richting 2
nee 3
niet_adv 5
nog_opnieuw 1
nou 1
nu_nou 1
ook 1
op_plaats 1
open_dicht 1

Note. The proper names in this document have been edited into pseudonyms
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pakken_nemen 1
plaat_afbeelding 1
proberen 1
school_onderwijs 1
soort_varieteit 1
staan_overeind 3
tand_mond 1
te_voorz 1
toch 1
uit_buiten 2
van 4
vangen_opsluiten 1
vertellen 1
vinden_mening 1
voor_plaats 3
vragen_V 1
waar_plaats 2
waarin 1
waarom 1
want_voegwoord 1
wat_vnw 13
wel 4
willen_V 2
ze 30
zeggen_praten 2
zichzelf 3
zijn_bez.vnw 1
zijn_kww*1 8
zitten 1
zo_manier 1
zorgen_voor 1
zullen*1 1

lijst 2

lemma (Klik op 'bewerk' om het woord opnieuw te kunnen
beoordelen) frequentie  

ijs_water 3
kaart_ticket 2
kermis 1
lamp 1

Note. The proper names in this document have been edited into pseudonyms
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monster_griezel 7
oefenen 1
scherp_puntig 2
smaken_V 1
stout 1
waarvan 1

lijst 3

lemma (Klik op 'bewerk' om het woord opnieuw te kunnen
beoordelen) frequentie  

klei 2

lijst 4

lemma (Klik op 'bewerk' om het woord opnieuw te kunnen
beoordelen) frequentie  

klauw_N 1
onbekend 2
spookhuis 3
verwennen 1

lijst 6

lemma (Klik op 'bewerk' om het woord opnieuw te kunnen
beoordelen) frequentie  

skelet 1

lijst 8

lemma (Klik op 'bewerk' om het woord opnieuw te kunnen
beoordelen) frequentie  

ookal 1

onbekend (dwz niet gevonden, niet bewerkt, of niet in Schrooten/Vermeer)

mlr (woordenschatomvang) en token/lemmadekking

MLR van deze tekst = 2.86 (indicatie woordvoorraad 2.86 x 1000 woorden)

tokendekking

lemmadekking

autoresolution

Note. The proper names in this document have been edited into pseudonyms
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Appendix 5
Overview of the results
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Summary in English

This study examines academic language in early childhood interactions. It covers children’s 
exposure to academic language in early childhood, children’s early production of academic 
language, the development of academic language proficiency and the co-construction of 
academic language by children and adults. An important assumption of the study is that 
academic language is functional in a context where the communicative goal is to convey a 
cognitively complex message, such as educational settings.
 When a speaker uses academic language, he or she draws from the academic register. 
The term register is defined by Halliday (1994) as “a set of meanings that is appropriate to 
a particular function of language, together with the words and structures which express 
these meanings” (p. 195). In an educational context, the function of language is often to 
convey a cognitively complex message. It is stated in this thesis that a proficient user of 
academic language is able to apply the essential linguistic tools (lexical, syntactic and 
textual) to efficiently convey a cognitively complex message in such a way that a minimum 
of contextual cues or non-verbal support is required (Chapter 1). It can be expected that 
experience with the academic register at home will help children to make an easy transition 
to school. Therefore, it is important to study the way in which children do, or do not, become 
familiarised with this register in early childhood.

General description of the study
This study is an in-depth study, which forms part of a larger interdisciplinary research project 
called ‘the Development of Academic language at School and Home’ (DASH). In the DASH 
project, 150 children were followed over a period of three years, between the ages of three 
and six years (Chapter 2). The children came from Moroccan-Berber-Dutch, Turkish-Dutch 
and Dutch families. From the participants in the project, a Dutch monolingual sub-sample, 
consisting of 25 children together with their primary caretaker, took part in the current in-
depth study. This dissertation presents only the results from this group. The children were 
observed in interaction with their parent four times over the course of three years. The ages 
of the children at the four subsequent measurement points were 3;3 (T1), 3;10 (T2), 4;2 (T3) 
and 5;10 (T4). At T3 and T4, the children were also observed in interaction with their teacher 
in first and second grade of primary education1. The interactions involved spontaneous and 
structured activities. The spontaneous activity in the design was a mealtime conversation 
at home, and a circle time conversation at school. Furthermore, we observed both parents 
and teachers with the children during an instructional activity: the joint construction of 
a marble slide made of blocks at home, and a crafts lesson at school. Both at home and 
at school, a book reading interaction was observed. Finally, at home a fourth activity was 
observed: joint picture description.

1 In the Netherlands, formal education is mandatory from 5;0 years onwards. In practice, however, most 
children enter the first grade of primary education at the age of 4;0. 
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Theoretical framework
The linguistic analyses of the interactions are guided by systemic functional linguistics. 
Systemic functional linguistics distinguishes three variables that characterise context: field 
(what is being talked about), tenor (what relationships between interlocutors are established) 
and mode (how the discourse is organised). Together, these three contextual variables 
construe context. Field, tenor, and mode are realised by a speaker’s lexico-grammatical 
choices. For example, a speaker’s choice of words (the lexical level) determines what is 
being talked about (field), the choice for a particular speech acts expresses the relationships 
between interlocutors (tenor), and the extent to which one adds new information to the 
conversation affects the build-up of the conversation (mode). The contextual variables field, 
tenor, and mode are operationalised in terms of these linguistic choices. 
 Twelve linguistic features are identified, each reflecting different manifestations in 
the academic register compared to more informal registers. The choice for these linguistic 
features is based on studies of highly academic texts and discourse. The selected features 
are categorised according to four linguistic levels: A lexical, a syntactic, a textual, and 
a sociopragmatic level. The use of these features is referred to as the linguistic variables. 
The frequency of occurrence of these linguistic variables in the conversations during the 
activities described above is studied.
 For all linguistic variables four kinds of effects are studied: task effects (does the 
frequency in use of the particular linguistic feature differ across the activities studied?); 
setting effects (does the particular feature occur more frequently in teacher input compared 
to parental input?); time effects (does the use of the linguistic feature by children, parents and 
teachers change over time?); and relationships (is parental use of the feature associated with 
children’s use of the variable?). In addition, relationships are studied between parents’ use of 
academic register features and children’s scores on a vocabulary test, a syntactic awareness 
test, and an academic language production task. 

In Chapter 3, the lexical level of academic language is discussed (i.e. task effects, 
setting effects, time effects, and input - output relationships). The linguistic variables that 
belong to this level are lexical density, lexical diversity and linguistic explicitness of references 
to space and time. Chapter 4 deals with the syntactic level of academic language, focusing 
on multi-clause sentences, complex multi-clause sentences and lexical realisations of clause 
subjects and objects. In Chapter 5, the textual level is discussed, studying conversations on 
topics beyond the here-and-now. Such conversations are referred to as ‘nonpresent talk’. The 
sociopragmatic level is discussed in Chapter 6, reporting on speech acts and on the extent 
to which new information is added to the discourse. Finally, in Chapter 7, the linguistic 
variables discussed in chapters 3 to 6, are reinterpreted in terms of the contextual variables 
field, tenor and mode. This concluding chapter is therefore referred to as a synthesis, 
where the theoretical, contextual variables (field, tenor and mode) are integrated with the 
linguistic variables. This concluding chapter, gives an overall picture of children’s exposure 
to academic language in early childhood, children’s early production of academic language, 
the development of academic language proficiency and the co-construction of the academic 
language register by children and adults in terms of field, tenor and mode.

The results of the analyses conducted with the linguistic variables (task effects, 
setting effects, time effects and relationships) are summarised in Tables 1 to 8 in Appendix 5. 
In these tables, a detailed overview of the results of the analyses conducted with the linguistic 
variables is presented. In this summary, the interpretation of these empirical results is 
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presented in terms of the contextual variables field, tenor, and mode –  as is elaborately done 
in Chapter 7.

Young children’s exposure to academic language
The study shows that children are more frequently exposed to a number of language features 
characteristic of the academic register in the first two years of primary school than at home. 
Based on the findings with regard to the linguistic variables, the field variable in school 
is characterised as specific and cognitively challenging; the tenor variable is characterised 
as distanced and eliciting; and the mode variable is characterised as a combination of 
monologue-like discourse and dialogue. The general picture that emerges from the analyses 
is that, in comparison to the parents in our participant group, the teachers create linguistic 
contexts where the topics are relatively often nonpresent, and thus more abstract. Talking 
about these topics occurs in conjunction with more lexically diverse conversations and with 
linguistic choices that enhance specificity on what is being talked about. The feature of 
specificity also fosters accessibility to the information for all interlocutors, and independence 
of material context. In general, teachers alternate asking questions with episodes in 
which they display knowledge. Typically, the children are positioned as knowledgeable 
individuals whose contributions to the conversation are valued. In addition to the general 
findings discussed above, variation across teachers is found and across teacher-activities 
(see Overview results 3 in Appendix 5). Variability in the use of the linguistic variables in 
teachers, however, is smaller than variability in parents, indicating that teachers adhere to a 
register that is functional for the messages conveyed in the classroom.
 Results indicate that considerable variability exists in the frequency of parents’ 
production of academic language features in interaction with their children. Some 
parents’ language input is more teacher-like than others. Moreover, variation also exists 
within parents, meaning that in some activities the parents are more likely to use features 
of academic language than in other activities. A noticeable finding is that the parents use 
more academic language during the mealtime conversation than was initially expected. 
For example, results show that the discourse during mealtime is more lexically diverse and 
more lexically dense than during the structured tasks. Also, unexpectedly, the mealtime 
conversations contain relatively more linguistically explicit references to space and time, 
more complex multi-clause utterances and more assertive speech acts (see Overview results 
1 in Appendix 5). Within the category of structured tasks, differences are also shown: the 
marble slide construction task generally eliciting the least academic language features (see 
Overview results 1 in Appendix 5). The main finding is that parents, who utilise a particular 
interaction with their child as an opportunity for their child to learn something new, 
typically create a linguistic context that contains features of the academic register. These 
parents often ask open-ended questions and add new information to the conversation, but 
they also ask their child to add new elements. In conclusion, these parents position their 
child as knowledgeable.

Children’s early production of academic language
The children in our participant group are very young. It therefore seems more appropriate 
to talk about emergent academic language when referring to the children’s production of 
academic language. The results indicate that children are most likely to influence the field 
variable of the linguistic context, by means of initiating particular topics. In addition, a 
relationship is established between parents’ rate of open-ended questions and children’s 
production of assertive speech acts. As such, parents and children shape the field variable 
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in cooperation. This also impacts the tenor variable, as children take a stance when they 
answer a question by means of an assertive speech act.

Similar to the parent data, considerable variability is also found in the child 
data across activities, in the extent to which children made use of the academic register 
features. Again, many of the articulated features occur more frequently during the mealtime 
conversation compared to the structured tasks (see Overview results 2 in Appendix 5). In 
addition, the joint construction of the marble slide elicits by far the least academic language 
features by children because the children rely heavily on situational cues.

The development of academic language
The study examines the development over time (i.e. a period of three years) of children’s 
exposure to and production of academic language. First, as their children get older, parents 
broach topics outside the here and now more often. In this respect, we argue that the field 
variable becomes more complex over time. Parents’ lexico-grammatical choices to talk about 
these topics, however, vary only to a limited extent: The extent to which parents are specific 
in their references is not affected by time, and neither is the diversity nor density of their 
wording (see Overview results 4 in Appendix 5). Parents do use more lexical clause subjects 
over time during the mealtime conversation and more lexical clause objects during the 
marble slide construction task, which is interpreted as increased specificity of the discourse. 
This increased specificity of the discourse, in turn, is interpreted as impacting the tenor 
variable as well. By means of increased specificity, the discourse becomes more distanced 
over time. Another significant change impacting the tenor variable is a decline in the extent 
to which parents use language to direct children’s behaviour, which becomes clear from 
a decline in imperative mood choices. This decrease allows for more room for children’s 
contributions to the discourse.
 Some aspects of parents’ realisation of the mode variable also change over time. 
Parents use more multi-clause sentences as children get older. However, parents do not use of 
complex clause combinations more often. The extent to which parents add new information 
elements to the discourse increases over time in the spontaneous activity, but not in the 
instructional activity. This is related to the change in the tenor variable mentioned above: 
as parents employ a less behaviour-directing style during interaction with their child in the 
instructional setting, they add fewer new elements. In the spontaneous setting of mealtime 
conversation, indeed, children contribute an increased amount of new elements.
 For the children, the interaction between time and task as described above, is 
considerable. Over time, the children realise a more abstract field during joint picture 
description, a more specific field during the book reading interaction and the marble 
slide construction task, and a more diverse field during the mealtime conversation. None 
of these developments hold for all activities (see Overview results 4 in Appendix 5). The 
tenor variable, i.e. the social relationships construed, is increasingly characterised by equal 
interlocutor relationships. As the children grow older, they position themselves increasingly 
as knowledgeable, taking a stance in what they want to convey. This development typically 
influences the tenor variable. The mode variable is typically realised in co-construction 
with the parents, by means of an increasingly balanced alternation of information adding 
utterances by parents and children. As should be expected, children produce an increasing 
number of multi-clause sentences over time. During the picture description tasks, children 
also produce more complex clause combinations over time. This is, however, not the case for 
the conversations during the other activities.
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 Analysing the teacher data longitudinally turned out to be difficult because many 
children were taught by different teachers at the consecutive measurement points (T3 and 
T4). Taking the perspective of the children’s language environment, however, teachers’ use 
of academic language during book reading at T3 and T4 is analysed. Comparing the book 
reading interaction at T4 to the the book reading interaction at T3, we conclude that the field 
variable remains equally rich over time, but becomes more challenging, as a higher amount of 
nonpresent talk at the final measurement point shows. Also, teachers’ realisation of the field 
variable is characterised by an increasing lexical density and specificity. With regard to the 
tenor variable, we are limited to drawing on the specificity measures that also determine the 
field variable. The tenor teachers realise is tentatively described as becoming more distanced 
over time, based on the lexical linguistic variables of density and specificity. With regard 
to the mode variable, we study teachers’ use of multi-clause utterances longitudinally (see 
Overview results 4 in Appendix 5). The other linguistic variables that contribute to mode 
and tenor (e.g. the contribution of new elements, the use of lexical noun phrases, the use of 
particular speech acts) are not available for one activity at two different measurement points. 
The teachers’ realisation of the mode variable is characterised by an increasing rate of multi-
clause sentences, however, not by an increasing rate of complex multi-clause sentences.

The co-construction of the academic language register
Two kinds of input-output relationships are studied (see Overview results 5 to 8). First, we 
examine the relationships between parental use of academic register features during the 
interaction tasks and children’s scores on three independent measures of child language 
skills. The three measures of child language skills are (i) a measure of receptive vocabulary, 
(ii) a measure of syntactic awareness, and (iii) a measure of academic language production. 
Second, we evaluate the relationships between parents’ and children’s use of academic 
register features while they are involved in the same interaction task.

The results show that a positive relationship exists between a lexically diverse 
realisation of the field variable by parents and children’s receptive vocabulary scores (see 
Overview results 5 in Appendix 5). Children’s vocabulary skills are also related to parental 
lexical sophistication in the picture description task and in book reading. 

Children’s syntactic awareness is positively related to parents’ use of multi-clause 
utterances during the structured interaction tasks (see Overview results 6 in Appendix 5). It 
is striking that parents’ use of multi-clause utterances during the mealtime conversation is 
not related to children’s syntactic awareness. This finding is interpreted as an indication that 
grammatical complexity during school-like tasks in particular, as opposed to a spontaneous 
unstructured activity, is of importance for children’s skills with complex utterances. Parents’ 
rate of complex multi-clause sentences is not related to children’s syntactic awareness. 

Children’s performance in an academic language production task is positively 
associated with parent’s lexical diversity during mealtime (T1) and during the structured 
tasks (T4). Positive associations with the other linguistic variables in the input are not 
significant.

The second type of relationships studied, is the relationship between parents’ and 
children’s concurrent use of the target linguistic variables, during the interaction tasks. 
The data show that the field variable in particular is co-constructed in interaction between 
children and their parents (see Overview results 5 in Appendix 5). Particularly the degree of 
abstractness - thus, the rate of nonpresent talk employed by both parents and children - is 
strongly co-constructed (see Overview of results 7 in Appendix 5). The tenor variable is also 
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subject to the dynamics of interaction. At more than one measurement point, parents’ rate 
of imperative mood choices is negatively related to children’s rate of assertive speech acts 
(Chapter 6). On the assumption that assertive speech acts are typically expected in a formal 
educational setting, we argue that a strongly directive lead by parents constrains children’s 
opportunities to become familiarised with the typical classroom sequence of initiative-
response-evaluation. At the first two measurement points, input-output relationships 
with respect to the mode variable exist, but not at the final measurement points. At the 
first measurement point, children are more likely to use multi-clause utterances and lexical 
realisations of clause subjects when parents show these features. However, as the children 
get older, these relationships cease to exist. These findings suggest that parents, who foster 
their children’s use of academic language in interaction, are parents who provide a field 
variable characterised as cognitively challenging and diverse. The tenor variable is realised 
to a large extent through questions, and is characterised by a low degree of imperative mood 
choices and a balanced ratio of adult-child statements. The latter can also be manifested in 
the mode variable, by a high rate of utterances that build on information that was previously 
introduced in the discourse (expansions), thus encouraging children to contribute new 
information to the discourse (extensions). The mode variable may in addition be realised 
through the use of multi-clause utterances, though this relationship seems to be apparent 
only in the early years.

Contribution to the field of academic language research
This study is explorative in nature. The focus is on describing the phenomenon of academic 
language in the language environments of young children and relating this to the early 
production of academic language. The study investigates whether this kind of language use 
is more prominently present in the language environment of one child, and less prominently 
in the lannguage environment of another. An important outcome of the study is that the 
framework of systemic functional linguistics is shown to allow for differentiation between 
the informal register and the formal, academic register. In this respect, the tenor dimension, 
the way in which social relationships are construed in discourse, plays an essential role. 
The way in which adults position children during spoken discourse has a strong influence 
on the nature of the conversation, and on the opportunities created for children’s own 
creative contributions to the particular discourse. Hence, when the social relationships are 
thus shaped, ample opportunity is created for knowledge transfer and co-construction, 
and the content of the conversation and the structure of the conversation (field and mode, 
respectively) follow accordingly in an ‘academic’ way. In this way, children can become 
familiarised with the academic register at an early age.
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Samenvatting in het Nederlands

In dit proefschrift wordt een onderzoek beschreven naar academische taal (of: ‘schooltaal’ ) 
in de voor- en vroegschoolse periode. De mate waarin jonge kinderen in aanraking komen 
met academische taal in verschillende situaties komt aan de orde, evenals de ontwikkeling 
van academische taal en de mate van co-constructie van academische taal, zoals die tot 
stand kan komen in interactie tussen kinderen en volwassenen. Een belangrijke assumptie 
die ten grondslag ligt aan dit onderzoek is dat academische taal functioneel is in een context 
waar het communicatieve doel bestaat uit het overbrengen van een cognitief complexe 
boodschap, zoals vaak het geval is in onderwijscontexten.
 Wanneer sprekers academische taal gebruiken putten zij uit het academische 
register. De term register wordt door Halliday (1994) gedefinieerd als “een verzameling 
betekenissen, passend bij een specifieke functie van taal, samen met de woorden en 
grammaticale structuren die deze betekenissen tot uitdrukking brengen” (p. 195). Zoals 
gezegd, is in onderwijscontexten de functie van taal vaak het overbrengen van een cognitief 
complexe boodschap. In dit proefschrift wordt dan ook in Hoofdstuk 1 gesteld dat een 
vaardige spreker van academische taal in staat is de essentiële linguïstische middelen aan 
te wenden (lexicale, syntactische en tekstuele) om op een efficiënte manier een cognitief 
complexe boodschap over te brengen. Dit zou dusdanig moeten gebeuren, dat zo min 
mogelijk gebruik wordt gemaakt van contextuele of non-verbale ondersteuning. Een basale 
aanname die ten grondslag ligt aan het voorliggende onderzoek is dat kinderen die al op 
vroege leeftijd ervaring hebben opgedaan met het academische register, zich gemakkelijker 
zullen bewegen binnen dit register waardoor de transitie naar school op vierjarige leeftijd 
vergemakkelijkt wordt. 

Algemene beschrijving van het onderzoek
Het voorliggende onderzoek is een dieptestudie binnen een groter interdisciplinair 
onderzoeksproject, getiteld ‘the Development of Academic language at School and at Home’ 
(de ontwikkeling van academische taal op school en thuis). De projecttitel werd afgekort met 
het acroniem ‘DASH project’.
 In het DASH project werden 150 kinderen drie jaar lang gevolgd, tussen de 
leeftijden van drie en zes jaar (zie Hoofdstuk 2). Alle kinderen woonden in Nederland en 
kwamen uit Turkse, Marokkaans-Berberse en Nederlandse gezinnen. Van alle participanten 
was een subgroep van 25 Nederlandse gezinnen betrokken bij de dieptestudie waarover 
in dit proefschrift wordt gerapporteerd. De 25 participerende kinderen werden viermaal 
geobserveerd in interactie met hun primaire opvoeder, verdeeld over een periode van drie 
jaar. De leeftijden van de kinderen op de vier achtereenvolgende meetmomenten waren 3;3 
(T1), 3;10 (T2), 4;2 (T3) en 5;10 (T4). Tijdens het derde en het vierde meetmoment werden 
de kinderen tevens geobserveerd in interactie met hun leerkracht in groep 1 en groep 2. 
De geobserveerde interacties bestonden uit spontane interacties en semigestructureerde 
interacties. De spontane interactie die thuis werd geobserveerd was een maaltijdgesprek 
(lunch). Op school was dit het kringgesprek. Zowel thuis als op school werd een instructie 
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activiteit geobserveerd. Thuis was dit het gezamenlijk bouwen van een knikkerbaan en 
op school was dit een zogenaamde speel-werk les. Ook werd zowel thuis als op school een 
voorlees interactie geobserveerd. Tenslotte werd thuis ook nog een opname gemaakt van een 
gesprek tijdens het gezamenlijk bekijken van een illustratie uit een prentenboek. Naar de 
hierboven beschreven interacties wordt verwezen met de term de ‘interactietaken’.

Theoretisch kader
In dit onderzoek is gebruik gemaakt van de theorie van de systemische functionele 
linguïstiek als theoretisch kader. Binnen deze theorie worden drie variabelen onderscheiden, 
die tezamen context realiseren: Field (wat is het onderwerp van het discours), tenor (welke 
interpersoonlijke relaties worden gecreëerd binnen het discours) en mode (hoe is het 
discours opgebouwd). Deze drie variabelen bepalen volgens deze theorie de aard van de 
context waarbinnen het gesprek plaats vindt of waarbinnen een tekst geschreven is. Field, 
tenor en mode worden op hun beurt gerealiseerd door de lexico-grammaticale keuzes 
die een spreker maakt. De woordkeus van een spreker bepaalt bijvoorbeeld in belangrijke 
mate waar over gesproken wordt (field), de keuze voor een bepaalde taalhandeling heeft 
belangrijke gevolgen voor de verhoudingen die ontstaan tussen de gesprekspartners (tenor), 
en de mate waarin een spreker nieuwe elementen toevoegt aan een gesprek hebben invloed 
op de opbouw van dat gesprek (mode). Deze voorbeelden zijn voorbeelden van de taalkeuzes 
die in dit proefschrift de linguïstische variabelen genoemd worden.
 Voor de analyse van academische taal in onze data, werden twaalf linguïstische 
variabelen geïdentificeerd, die zich anders manifesteren in academisch discours dan in 
informeel discours. De keuze voor deze twaalf variabelen werd gebaseerd op bestaande 
studies naar typisch academische teksten of gesprekken (bijvoorbeeld academische teksten). 
Deze linguïstische variabelen behoren tot vier linguïstische niveaus: een lexicaal niveau, 
een syntactisch niveau, een tekstueel niveau en een socio-pragmatisch niveau. Het gebruik 
van de twaalf linguïstische variabelen tijdens de interactietaken werd bestudeerd. Voor 
elke linguïstische variabele werden vier effecten bestudeerd: taakeffecten (is er verschil te 
zien tussen de verschillende activiteiten met betrekking tot het gebruik van de betreffende 
variabele?); omgevingseffecten (gebruiken leerkrachten de betreffende variabele anders dan 
ouders?); tijdseffecten (verandert het gebruik van de betreffende variabele door kinderen, 
leerkrachten en ouders in de loop van tijd?); en verbanden (zien we verbanden tussen de 
mate waarin ouders de betreffende variabele gebruiken en de mate waarin kinderen dit 
doen?). Tevens werden verbanden bestudeerd tussen de mate waarin ouders gebruik 
maakten van kenmerken van het academisch register en de scores van kinderen op enkele 
‘externe’ taalmaten, zijnde een woordenschattest, een test voor syntactisch bewustzijn en 
een productieve taak waarin academisch taalgebruik ontlokt werd.
 In Hoofdstuk 3 wordt het lexicale niveau van academische taal besproken (i.e. de 
taakeffecten, de omgevingseffecten, de tijdseffecten en de verbanden tussen taalaanbod 
en productie). De linguïstische variabelen die tot het lexicale niveau behoren zijn lexicale 
dichtheid, lexicale diversiteit, en linguïstische explicietheid van verwijzingen naar ruimte 
en tijd. Hoofdstuk 4 behandelt het syntactische niveau van academische taal, waarbij 
de focus ligt op samengestelde zinnen, onderschikkende samengestelde zinnen (deze 
worden complexe samengestelde zinnen genoemd) en lexicale realisaties van subject en 
object functies in de zin. In Hoofdstuk 5 wordt aandacht geschonken aan het tekstuele 
niveau, waarbij gefocust wordt op gesprekken over onderwerpen die zich buiten het hier-
en-nu bevinden. De term die wordt gehanteerd om te verwijzen naar deze gesprekken is 
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nonpresent talk. Omdat deze term zich niet accuraat laat vertalen, zal in deze samenvatting 
de term nonpresent talk gehandhaafd worden. In Hoofdstuk 6 komt het sociopragmatische 
niveau van academische taal aan de orde, waarin gerapporteerd wordt over de keuzes van 
sprekers voor bepaalde taalhandelingen en over de mate waarin zij nieuwe informatie-
elementen toevoegen aan het discours. Tenslotte worden in Hoofdstuk 7 de resultaten van 
de linguïstische variabelen geherinterpreteerd in termen van de contextuele variabelen 
field, tenor en mode. Naar dit slothoofdstuk wordt dan ook verwezen met de term synthese, 
aangezien de concrete linguïstische variabelen hier weer in verband gebracht worden met de 
meer theoretische, contextuele variabelen field, tenor en mode. In dit laatste hoofdstuk wordt 
een beeld geschetst van de mate waarin kinderen in aanraking komen met academische 
taal in hun taalomgevingen in de voor- en vroegschoolse periode, de mate waarin zij al op 
jonge leeftijd zelf academische taal gebruiken, de ontwikkeling van academische taal in de 
loop der tijd en de manier waarop ouders en kinderen het academische register gezamenlijk 
construeren. Dit alles wordt zo veel mogelijk besproken in termen van field, tenor en mode.
 De meer empirische resultaten met betrekking tot de linguïstische variabelen 
(de taakeffecten, omgevingseffecten, tijdseffecten en verbanden) worden samengevat in 
Tabellen 1 tot en met 8 in Appendix 5. In deze samenvatting zal de interpretatie van de 
empirische resultaten kort besproken worden in termen van de contextuele variabelen, zoals 
dit uitgebreid gedaan wordt in hoofdstuk 7.

Academische taal in de taalomgeving in de voor- en vroegschoolse periode
De resultaten van het onderzoek wijzen uit dat kinderen een aantal kenmerken uit het 
academisch register vaker tegenkomen in hun taalomgeving in groep 1 en 2 van het primair 
onderwijs dan in hun taalomgeving thuis. Gebaseerd op de analyse van de linguïstische 
variabelen zoals die aanwezig zijn in de schooltaalomgeving van de kinderen in onze 
onderzoeksgroep, wordt de field variabele gekenmerkt als specifiek en cognitief uitdagend; De 
tenor variabele word gekarakteriseerd als objectief (in het Engels: distanced) en uitdagend;de 
mode variabele wordt gekenmerkt als zijnde een combinatie van kennis presentatie in 
de vorm van korte monologen én dialogen. Het beeld dat ontstaat na bestudering van de 
resultaten, is dat – in vergelijking met de ouders in de onderzoeksgroep  – de leerkrachten 
een linguïstische context creëren waarin de onderwerpen relatief vaak betrekking hebben 
op zaken buiten het hier-en-nu. Het praten over deze onderwerpen gaat dan vaak gepaard 
met relatief hoge lexicale diversiteit van de gesprekken en met taalkeuzes die de specificiteit 
van het gespreksonderwerp bevorderen. De aldus verkregen specificiteit heeft op haar beurt 
weer invloed op de tenor variabele omdat de toegankelijkheid van het gesprek voor alle 
toehoorders vergroot wordt en omdat het gesprek door specificiteit onafhankelijk wordt van 
de situationele context. Met betrekking tot de mode variabele, kan geconcludeerd worden 
dat over het algemeen leerkrachten het stellen van vragen sterk afwisselen met korte episodes 
waarin kennis wordt overgedragen. Het is typerend voor de gesprekken in de klas dat de 
kinderen worden gepositioneerd als individuen die kennis bezitten, en wiens bijdrage aan 
de conversatie gewaardeerd wordt.

Bij het hierboven geschetste beeld moet vermeld worden dat variatie gevonden 
werd tussen leerkrachten met betrekking tot de mate waarin zij putten uit het academische 
register. Ook werden verschillen gevonden tussen de verschillende activiteiten waarin de 
leerkrachten geobserveerd werden (zie Overview results 3 in Appendix 5). Echter, de variatie 
die tussen en binnen leerkrachten werd gevonden was opvallend kleiner dan tussen en 
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binnen de ouders. Dit laatste is geïnterpreteerd is als een aanwijzing dat leerkrachten putten 
uit een specifiek register dat functioneel is op school.
 De resultaten van de thuis data wijzen aanzienlijke variatie uit tussen ouders 
met betrekking tot hun gebruik van het academische register in interactie met hun 
kind. Het taalaanbod van sommige ouders vertoont aanzienlijk meer parallellen met het 
taalaanbod van de leerkracht dan van andere ouders. Daarbij werd er ook ‘binnen’ ouders 
tevens aanzienlijke variatie gevonden: dezelfde ouders gebruikten in de ene activiteit meer 
kenmerken van het academisch register dan in een andere activiteit. Hierbij viel op dat – over 
het geheel genomen – ouders juist de hoogste waarden van de academische taal kenmerken 
lieten zien tijdens het maaltijdgesprek, en niet zoals verwacht tijdens de meer gestructureerde 
interacties. Ook binnen deze categorie van gestructureerde interacties werden verschillen 
gevonden, waarbij opviel dat ouders het minst gebruik maakten van het academisch register 
tijdens het gezamenlijk bouwen van de knikkerbaan (zie Overview results 1 in Appendix 
5). De belangrijkste bevinding is dat ouders die de interacties met hun kind aangrepen als 
een gelegenheid waarbij hun kind iets nieuws zou kunnen leren, een linguïstische context 
creëerden waarin kenmerken van het academisch register terug te vinden waren. De ouders 
die dit deden, stelden relatief veel open vragen en voegden regelmatig nieuwe informatie 
elementen toe aan de conversatie, terwijl zij voldoende ruimte lieten voor het kind om ook 
een inhoudelijke bijdrage te leveren. Samengevat, deze ouders positioneerden hun kinderen 
als kennis hebbend.

De vroege productie van academische taal door kinderen
De kinderen in de onderzoeksgroep waren bijzonder jong. Om deze reden lijkt het gepast 
te spreken van ontluikende academische taal wanneer gerefereerd wordt aan academisch 
taalgebruik door jonge kinderen. De resultaten lieten zien dat kinderen vooral de field 
variabele beïnvloedden. Dit deden zij met name door het aansnijden van nieuwe onderwerpen. 
Tevens werd een verband vastgesteld tussen de mate waarin ouders open vragen stellen en 
de kinderen beweringen doen (het kiezen voor een assertieve taalhandeling). Op die manier 
co-construeerden de ouders en de kinderen de field variabele. Het doen van beweringen 
heeft tegelijkertijd invloed op de tenor variabele, omdat dit gepaard gaat met het innemen 
van een standpunt.
 Net als bij de data van de ouders, vonden we ook aanzienlijke variatie bij de 
kinderen voor wat betreft academisch taalgebruik tijdens de verschillende activiteiten. Ook 
bij kinderen vonden we juist tijdens het maaltijdgesprek relatief veel kenmerken van het 
academisch register terug en weinig tijdens het bouwen van de knikkerbaan (zie Overview 
results 2 in Appendix 5). Tijdens het bouwen van de knikkerbaan wrrd veel gebruik gemaakt 
van situationele ondersteuning.

De ontwikkeling van academische taal 
Er is gekeken of er binnen de relevante periode (i.e. drie jaar) verandering optrad in de mate 
waarin kinderen in aanraking kwamen met het academisch register en de mate waarin zij 
zelf gebruik maken van dit register.
 Ten eerste werd gevonden dat de ouders naarmate hun kinderen ouder werden 
vaker praatten over onderwerpen buiten het hier-en-nu. Hieruit werd geconcludeerd dat 
de field variabele met de tijd complexer werd. De lexico-grammaticale keuzes die ouders 
maakten om over deze complexer wordende onderwerpen te praten veranderde echter slechts 
in geringe mate. Lexicale dichtheid, lexicale diversiteit en specificiteit bleven allen vrijwel 
onveranderd (zie Overview results 4 in Appendix 5). Wel kozen ouders vaker voor lexicale 
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subjecten in het maaltijdgesprek en voor meer lexicale objecten tijdens de knikkerbaan taak. 
Deze ontwikkeling werd geïnterpreteerd als toegenomen specificiteit van het discours over 
de tijd. Toegenomen specificiteit heeft behalve invloed op de field variabele ook invloed op 
de tenor variabele, omdat de inhoud meer los komt te staan van de situationele context. 
De tenor variabele veranderde voorts door een aanzienlijke afname in het aantal uitingen 
waarmee gedrag gestuurd werd. Door een afname van dergelijke uitingen ontstond meer 
ruimte voor de inbreng van de kinderen.
 Enkele aspecten van de manier waarop ouders de mode variabele realiseerden 
veranderden ook met verloop van tijd. Ouders gingen naarmate de kinderen ouder werden 
meer samengestelde zinnen gebruiken. Echter, ouders gebruikten niet meer complex 
samengestelde zinnen. In het maaltijdgesprek voegden ouders in toenemende mate nieuwe 
elementen toe aan het discours. Dezelfde vergelijking werd gemaakt voor de knikkerbaan op 
de verschillende meetmomenten, maar voor deze taak werd niet gevonden dat ouders meer 
nieuwe elementen aandroegen. Dit laatste hangt hoogstwaarschijnlijk samen met de afname 
in gedragsturende uitingen die eerder werd genoemd.
 De interactie effecten tussen tijd en activiteit, zoals hierboven beschreven voor 
ouders, waren aanzienlijk voor de kinderen. De kinderen realiseerden een meer abstracte 
field variabele tijdens het praten over de illustratie, ze realiseerden een specifiekere field 
variabele tijdens het voorlezen en het bouwen van de knikkerbaan en ze realiseerden een 
meer diverse field variabele tijdens het maaltijdgesprek. Geen van deze ontwikkelingen gold 
voor alle activiteiten (zie Overview results 4 in Appendix 5). De manier waarop de kinderen 
samen met hun ouder de sociale verhoudingen vorm gaven, de tenor variabele, werd met 
verloop van tijd steeds meer gelijk. De kinderen namen naarmate zij ouder werden steeds 
duidelijker een standpunt in met betrekking tot de boodschap die zij wilden overbrengen 
in het gesprek met hun ouder. De mate waarin ouders en kinderen elkaar afwisselden voor 
wat betreft uitingen waarin nieuwe informatie elementen werden aangedragen werd steeds 
meer gebalanceerd. Dit laatste beïnvloedde de mode variabele. De mode variabele zoals 
die door de kinderen gerealiseerd werd, werd tevens in toenemende mate gekenmerkt door 
samengestelde zinnen. De frequentie van complexe samengestelde zinnen, geproduceerd 
door kinderen, nam enkel toe tijdens het praten over de illustratie.
 Het analyseren van de leerkrachtdata over tijd was strikt genomen niet mogelijk 
omdat een groot aantal kinderen in groep 2 een andere leerkracht had dan in groep 1. 
Omdat we het perspectief van de taalomgeving van het kind kozen is er echter toch een 
analyse over tijd gemaakt van de mate waarin leerkrachten gebruik maken van academische 
taalkenmerken. Hiervoor leende zich slechts het voorlezen, omdat deze activiteit tweemaal 
geobserveerd was. Er werd geconcludeerd dat de field variabele tijdens het voorlezen door 
leerkrachten in gelijke mate divers bleef, maar wel cognitief uitdagender werd. Dit laatste 
werd geconcludeerd aan de hand van een toegenomen frequentie van nonpresent talk. Tevens 
werd een groeiende lexicale dichtheid en specificiteit van de field variabele vastgesteld. 
Omdat specificiteit bijdraagt aan de onafhankelijkheid van de situationele context, werd 
geconcludeerd dat de tenor variabele in met verloop van tijd meer ‘objectief ’ werd. De 
mode variabele zoals die door de leerkrachten gerealiseerd werd, werd tijdens het laatste 
meetmoment gekarakteriseerd door een toegenomen gebruik van samengestelde zinnen, 
maar de hoeveelheid complex samengestelde zinnen bleef gelijk.
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De co-constructie van het academische register
Er werden twee soorten verbanden tussen taalaanbod en taalproductie geanalyseerd (zie 
Overview results 5 tot en met 8). Ten eerste werden de verbanden bestudeerd tussen de 
mate waarin ouders gebruik maakten van kenmerken van het academisch register tijdens 
de interactietaken en prestaties van de kinderen op drie onafhankelijke taalmaten. Deze 
drie taalmaten waren (i) een receptieve woordenschattest, (ii) een test voor syntactisch 
bewustzijn en (iii) een maat voor de productie van academische taal. Ten tweede werden de 
verbanden onderzocht tussen de mate waarin ouders en kinderen gebruik maakten van het 
academische register terwijl zij samen de interactietaak uitvoerden.
 De resultaten wezen uit dat er een positief verband bestaat tussen een lexicaal 
diverse realisatie van de field variabele door ouders en de receptieve woordenschat van 
de kinderen (zie Overview 5 in Appendix 5). Ook houdt de receptieve woordenschat van 
kinderen positief verband met de mate waarin ouders laagfrequente woorden gebruikten 
tijdens het gesprek over de illustratie en tijdens het voorlezen.
 Het syntactisch bewustzijn van kinderen houdt positief verband met de mate 
waarin ouders gebruik maakten van samengestelde zinnen tijdens de gestructureerde 
interactietaken (zie Overview results 6 in Appendix 5). Het was opvallend dat de mate waarin 
ouders samengestelde zinnen gebruikten tijdens het maaltijdgesprek niet van invloed was op 
het syntactisch bewustzijn van de kinderen. Dit is geïnterpreteerd als een aanwijzing dat 
vooral de grammaticale complexiteit van het taalaanbod tijdens ‘school-achtige’ activiteiten 
van belang is voor de vaardigheden van kinderen met complexe zinnen. De mate waarin 
ouders gebruik maakten van complexe samengestelde zinnen hield geen verband met de 
score van de kinderen op de maat voor syntactisch bewustzijn.
 De prestaties van de kinderen tijdens een taak waarin academisch taalgebruik 
ontlokt werd konden enkel in verband gebracht worden met de lexicale diversiteit van 
ouders tijdens het maaltijdgesprek op meetmoment 1, en tijdens de gestructureerde taken 
op meetmoment 4. Ook al waren er aanwijzingen dat ook de mate van nonpresent talk door 
ouders verband hield met de prestaties van kinderen op de academische taal taak, deze 
resultaten waren niet significant.
 Het tweede type verband dat onderzocht werd, waren de verbanden tussen de mate 
waarin ouders en kinderen tijdens dezelfde interactietaak gebruik maakten van kenmerken 
van het academisch register. De resultaten lieten zien dat met name de field variabele geco-
construeerd werd door ouders en kinderen (zie Overview results 5 in Appendix 5). De 
frequentie van nonpresent talk door kinderen en ouders hingen zeer sterk met elkaar samen 
(zie Overview results 7 in Appendix). Ook de tenor variabele werd tot op zekere hoogte geco-
construeerd: Des te minder sturende taalhandelingen ouders kozen, des te vaker deden de 
kinderen een bewering. Wanneer we ervan uitgaan dat het doen van beweringen typisch 
een taalhandeling is die van kinderen verwacht wordt in een onderwijscontext, kunnen we 
concluderen dat een conversationele stijl die sterk gericht is op het sturen van gedrag de 
mogelijkheden van kinderen beperkt om bekend te raken met de voor school kenmerkende 
sequentie van inititatief-respons-evaluatie.
 Tijdens de vroege meetmomenten (T1 en T2) vonden we verbanden tussen 
taalaanbod en productie met betrekking tot de mode variabele, maar dit verband verdween 
met verloop van tijd. Tijdens de eerste twee meetmomenten gebruikten de kinderen meer 
samengestelde zinnen en lexicale subjecten als ouders dit deden. Op de latere meetmomenten 
was dit verband niet meer terug te vinden. 
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De bevindingen met betrekking tot co-constructie van het academisch register 
suggereren dat ouders die het gebruik van academische taalkenmerken door hun kinderen 
bevorderen, ouders zijn die field, tenor en mode als volgt vormgeven: Een field variabele 
die gekenmerkt kan worden als cognitief uitdagend en divers; Een tenor variabele die in 
hoge mate gerealiseerd wordt door het stellen van vragen, niet sterk gedrag sturend is, en 
gekarakteriseerd wordt door een gebalanceerde ratio van ouder uitingen ten opzichte van 
kind uitingen; Een mode variabele die gekenmerkt wordt door een afwisseling van uitingen 
die voortbouwen op dat wat al ingebracht is in de conversatie (expansions) en uitingen 
waarin nieuwe informatie elementen worden aangedragen (extensions).

Bijdrage aan het onderzoeksveld
Het voorliggende onderzoek kan gekenmerkt worden als exploratief van aard. De nadruk 
ligt meer op het beschrijven dan op het verklaren van het voorkomen van academische taal 
in de taalomgeving van jonge kinderen. Het onderzoek had ten doel te onderzoeken óf , en 
zo ja, in welke mate academische taal al in de vroeg- en voorschoolse periode te identificeren 
is in de taalomgeving van Nederlandse kinderen.
 Een belangrijke uitkomst van het onderzoek is dat het kader van de systemische 
functionele linguïstiek geschikt bleek te zijn om te differentiëren tussen het academisch 
register enerzijds en het informele register anderzijds. Hieromtrent is gebleken dat met 
name de tenor variabele – de totstandkoming van sociale relaties binnen een discours – 
een essentiële rol speelt. De manier waarop volwassenen kinderen positioneren tijdens 
gesprekken is van grote invloed op de aard van het gesprek, en op de mogelijkheden die 
gecreëerd worden voor de bijdrage die de kinderen kunnen leveren. Wanneer aan deze 
voorwaarde van positionering als volwaardige gesprekspartner is voldaan, wordt er 
voldoende ruimte gecreëerd voor kennis co-constructie en -overdracht, en worden ook 
de inhoud en de structuur van het gesprek (respectievelijk field en mode) vervolgens op 
‘academische’ manier gevormd.
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