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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 



18 | Academic language in early childhood interactions

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.




