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5 The textual level of academic language

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

5.1 Nonpresent talk as a textual feature of academic language

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

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

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

The shop, or the farm, or the garden?

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

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

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

you?

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

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

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

His dad is not being very smart, is he?

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

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

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

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

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

Table 5.1: Examples level of abstraction

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

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

II: Selective analysis of perception

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Teachers T3a T4b

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

% on-task utterances 58% 61% 

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

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

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

Nonpresent talk during 
book reading

Setting df t d

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

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

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

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

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

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

2

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

2

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

2

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


