
UvA-DARE is a service provided by the library of the University of Amsterdam (https://dare.uva.nl)

UvA-DARE (Digital Academic Repository)

Academic language in early childhood interactions : a longitudinal study of 3- to
6-year-old Dutch monolingual children

Henrichs, L.F.

Publication date
2010

Link to publication

Citation for published version (APA):
Henrichs, L. F. (2010). Academic language in early childhood interactions : a longitudinal
study of 3- to 6-year-old Dutch monolingual children. [Thesis, fully internal, Universiteit van
Amsterdam]. Proefschriftmaken.nl.

General rights
It is not permitted to download or to forward/distribute the text or part of it without the consent of the author(s)
and/or copyright holder(s), other than for strictly personal, individual use, unless the work is under an open
content license (like Creative Commons).

Disclaimer/Complaints regulations
If you believe that digital publication of certain material infringes any of your rights or (privacy) interests, please
let the Library know, stating your reasons. In case of a legitimate complaint, the Library will make the material
inaccessible and/or remove it from the website. Please Ask the Library: https://uba.uva.nl/en/contact, or a letter
to: Library of the University of Amsterdam, Secretariat, Singel 425, 1012 WP Amsterdam, The Netherlands. You
will be contacted as soon as possible.

Download date:26 May 2023

https://dare.uva.nl/personal/pure/en/publications/academic-language-in-early-childhood-interactions--a-longitudinal-study-of-3-to-6yearold-dutch-monolingual-children(ef545156-ad48-42f8-8759-6b9b2cfa2bac).html


89

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.
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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
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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 



Chapter 4 - The syntactic level of academic language| 121

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.




