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6 The sociopragmatic level of academic 
language

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Intersubjective cooperation
The second variable studied at the sociopragmatic level of analysis is intersubjective 
cooperation. Intersubjective cooperation refers to the ongoing meaning-making process that 
takes place between two or more interlocutors during (verbal) interaction (Mayo, 2004). 
Intersubjective cooperation is established both verbally and non-verbally. Within the scope 
of this study, however, we will only study verbal intersubjective cooperation. Three kinds 
of intersubjective cooperative behaviours will be studied: (i) verbal expansion, (ii) verbal 
extension and (iii) procedural utterances (cf. Mayo, 2004). Verbal expansions are utterances 
that are relevant for the ongoing conversation, and build on previous information without 
adding a new element. Examples of intersubjective cooperative behaviours that were coded 
as expansions are question-asking, repetitions of responses, or short feedback utterances 
(exactly, that’s right). Verbal extensions actually add new information to the existing 
information, and therefore build on what has been said. The expression of thoughts or 
ideas and giving arguments are examples of extensions (see also section 6.2). The extent to 
which adults add new information to the conversation and the extent to which they elicit 



Chapter 6 - The sociopragmatic level of academic language | 145

contributions from the child provides us with information about how the child is positioned 
as a knowledgeable other within the conversation. It is expected that conversations within a 
formal school setting should contain high rates of conversation-eliciting initiatives and new 
knowledge contributions (extensions) in teachers. As a result of a higher rate of conversation 
eliciting initiatives on the part of the teacher, it is expected that children in a school setting 
are required to produce a higher frequency of new knowledge contributions as compared 
to in an informal setting. Finally, procedural utterances are those utterances that can be 
regarded as mainly task-facilitating. Procedural utterances are intended to direct (non-
verbal) behaviour, and do not elicit conversation about the task. Procedural utterances thus 
contribute to the co-constructive process with regard to the task execution, but do not add 
to the cognitive content of the conversation.
 As was stated in the introduction (section 1.1), the underlying assumption guiding 
this study is that a home language environment that closely matches the school language 
environment is beneficial to children’s school success. The same holds for the sociopragmatic 
level of academic language. The conversational style in which parents and teachers habitually 
engage makes up an important part of children’s surrounding language environment. It is 
therefore expected that parents who regularly involve their child in conversations that closely 
match the conversations they will encounter in school — with regard to conversational style 
— implicitly prepare their children for successful trajectories in school.
 The linguistic variables of conversational style and intersubjective cooperation were 
studied during an instructional activity and during a spontaneous activity, both in the home 
and the school setting (see also section 2.6.2). The instructional activity at home was the 
joint construction of a marble slide, whereas at school it was a crafts lesson. The spontaneous 
activity at home was the mealtime conversation. At school we used the circle time as the 
spontaneous activity for the analysis of conversational style and intersubjective cooperation. 

6.1 Conversational style on the basis of speech acts

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

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

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

Table 6.1: Examples speech acts (sociopragmatic level)

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

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

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

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

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

Directives
Simple directives

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

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

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

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

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

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

Directives
Simple directives

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Crafts lessonb

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

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

The data in Table 6.5 suggest that the conversational styles that teachers display, differ with 
context (and with time). Even though the conversations in the two settings were recorded 
at a different point in time, precluding statistical analysis, it is useful to compare the 
conversational styles teachers display during both activities. The proportion of assertive 
speech acts is responsible for 29% and 32% of the speech acts during circle time and during 
the crafts lesson respectively. These figures indicate that teachers adhere to a similarly 
formal conversational style in both conversations. The instructional nature of the crafts 
lesson and the conversational eliciting nature of the circle time are reflected in the respective 
proportions of simple directives and questions. As might be expected, teachers use far more 
questions during circle time (38%) than they do during the crafts lesson (20%). On the other 
hand, teachers use more directives during the crafts lesson (16%) than they do during the 
circle time (7%). The proportion of utterances that fall into the category ‘other’ are similar 
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— 19% and 22% for the circle time and the crafts lesson respectively. It thus seems to be 
the directive speech acts and the questions that differentiate between situations within the 
school setting.

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

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

Setting df t d
Parents Teachers

Instructional activity T3 Marble slide 
constructiona

Crafts lessonc

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

conversationb
Circle timed

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

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

Teacher: We gaan zo een visje 
vouwen

We’re going to fold a 
(paper) fish. 

(other, commissive)

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

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

(assertive)

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

want? 
(open-ended question)

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

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

(directive, simple)

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

want? 
(open-ended question)

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

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

(other, commissive)

Teacher: Wat een mooie vis wordt 
dat!

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

significant.

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

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

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

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

2

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

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

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

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

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

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

2

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Child: Zo, moet bovenop de 
blokken

Like this, goes on top of the 
blocks.

(Assertive)

Mother: En hoe staan die blokken 
dan?

And how are the blocks 
arranged?

(Open-ended question)

Child: Kijk die, daar staan ze 
bovenop.

Look, those, they are on top 
of those.

(Assertive)

Mother: Ja dat klopt maar staat hij 
dan zo?

Yes, that’s right but does 
this one go like this, then?

(Closed question)

Mother: Waar moet dit dan? [points] Where must this go? 
[points]

(Open-ended question)

Child: Moet toch zo staan? Has to stand like this, 
right?

(Closed question)

Mother: Ja en deze dan, waar 
moeten die staan

Yes, and these ones, then, 
where should these go?

(Open-ended question)

Child: Die staan er gewoon. Those are just there. (Assertive)

The children’s rate of assertives were also positively related to parents’ rate of assertives 
in the mealtime conversation at T1. At T4, however, this relationship became negative. It 
appears that when the children were 3;3 they were more likely to make statements when their 
parents made statements, but when they were older, 5;10, they made fewer statements if their 
parents made more statements. This finding may be related to the phenomenon discussed 
earlier (section 4.3.6), namely that parents provide more room for child contributions as the 
children grew older.
 At T3 and at T4, we found a negative association between children’s assertive speech 
acts and parental simple directives during the marble slide construction task (see Table 6.9) 
and a negative association with parents’ assertives during the mealtime conversation (see 
discussion above and Table 6.10). It is likely that parental simple directives elicit non-verbal 
action (e.g. repositioning the blocks according to the instruction received) and thus reduce 
the need for a verbal response. Furthermore, children’s assertives were negatively associated 
to parents’ expressives, commissives, repetitions and other utterances belonging to the 
category ‘other’ at T1, for both the marble slide task and for the mealtime conversation. 
Thus, at T1, children who uttered more assertives heard fewer category ‘other’ utterances 
from their parents. It seems that category ‘other’ utterances were often used by parents to 
motivate and compliment their children. When the task proceeded smoothly, and children 
knew what to do, category ‘other’ utterances seem to be used less often. Also, evaluation of 
the transcripts revealed that category ‘other’ utterances occurred relatively frequently in the 
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speech of highly talkative parents. It seems likely, therefore, that children might contribute 
fewer assertives during the conversation if their parent produces far more utterances. 
Excerpt 6.4 is an example where the tentative interpretation above seems to hold.

Excerpt 6.4: Sarah (3;3) and her mother building the marble slide

Mother: Nou gaan we ‘s even .. Well, let’s .. (Commissive)
Mother: Waar zullen we mee 

beginnen?
Where should we start? (Open-ended question)

Mother: Zullen we eerst die maar 
neerleggen hè?

Let’s put down that one, 
okay?

(Commissive)

Child: Ja. Yes. (Minor)
Mother: Leggen we deze even hier 

neer zo.
We’ll put that one down 
here, like this.

(Commissive)

Mother: Gaan we eerst met de 
makkelijke beginnen.

Let’s start with the easy 
one. 

(Commissive)

Child: Ik heb deze al. I’ve got this one already. (Assertive)
Mother: Ja maar leggen we ze eerst 

eventjes zo.
Yes, but we’ll put them 
down like this first.

(Commissive)

If we look at parents’ conversation-eliciting behaviour (i.e. question asking) we find positive 
associations with children’s assertives, as was already mentioned and illustrated above. 
Furthermore, we found that parents’ rate of open-ended questions was negatively associated 
with children’s simple directives during the mealtime conversation at T3, and parents’ rate 
of closed questions was negatively related to children’s category ‘other’ utterances during the 
mealtime conversation at T4. Children’s simple directives did not occur frequently, however. 
When they did occur, the relevant utterance would start with “look…” in the vast majority of 
the cases. Exceptions were single appearances of utterances such as “give me milk” or “pass 
me that sandwich”. It is possible that the lack of open-ended questions in transcripts where 
directives by children occurred point in the direction of an interaction mainly focussed on 
the actual eating, and not so much on general conversation.
 Negative associations for parents’ question-asking were also found during the marble 
slide construction. Parents’ open-ended question-asking was negatively related to children’s 
closed question-asking (T1), and parents’ closed question-asking was negatively related to 
children’s closed question-asking (T1, T3) and children’s open-ended question-asking (T4). 
In the case of the marble slide construction, an interesting pattern regarding question-
asking was found: both at T1 and at T3, children’s open-ended questions were negatively 
related to parents’ closed questions. One tentative interpretation is that when children ask 
many questions, the initiative could lie mainly with them, and parents limit themselves 
to answering those questions instead of raising new ones. This same interpretation may 
account for the fact that children’s closed question-asking was negatively associated with 
parents’ open-ended question-asking.

6.1.7 Discussion of conversational style as related to academic language
In this section, we discussed the conversational style of parents, teachers and children 
during an instructional interaction and during a spontaneous one. We looked at the 
difference between activities (instructional and spontaneous) within one setting (home or 
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school), we studied the difference in conversational style between settings, and we looked at 
possible differences over time (the longitudinal perspective) regarding conversational style of 
parents and children. The two concepts of main interest were a formal conversational style, 
operationalised as the proportion of assertive speech acts relative to all speech acts, and 
conversation elicitiation, operationalised as the proportion of open-ended questions relative 
to all speech acts.
 We found that parents made more use of assertive speech acts during the 
spontaneous activity of mealtime conversation than during the instructional activity of 
marble slide construction. This was an unexpected finding, since given the school-like nature 
of the instructional marble slide task, it was thought that this task would elicit a more formal 
conversational style than the mealtime conversation, manifested by means of a higher rate of 
assertives. Instead, parents made more extensive use of ‘simple directives’ during the marble 
slide task, which suggests that parents gave more commands without further arguments for 
the particular action. In contrast, parents employed more open-ended questions during the 
marble slide than in the mealtime conversation, which points towards parents positioning 
the child as a learner during the marble slide task.
 Analogous to the home data, we compared teachers’ conversational styles during 
an instructional activity (crafts lesson) and a more spontaneous activity (circle time). This 
comparison has to be interpreted with caution, because it was not possible to compare two 
the teachers’ conversational styes in two activities at one point in time. In the case of the 
school data this means that the comparison not only concerns different points in time (T3 
and T4) but also, to a large extent, different teachers. However, since the focus is on the 
children’s language environment, we tentatively compared the activities of the crafts lesson 
at T3 and the circle time at T4. The instructional activity and the spontaneous activity 
seemed not to differ in formal conversational style. The degree of assertive speech acts was 
similar for the crafts lesson and the circle time. The two activities did seem to yield different 
teacher behaviour with regard to question asking. In the spontaneous setting, the circle 
time conversation, questions were more frequent than in the crafts lesson (the instructional 
setting). Given the instructional nature of the crafts lesson, it is not surprising that it also 
yielded more simple directives than the spontaneous activity of circle time. In summary, 
within the school setting directive speech acts (simple directives and questions) thus seem 
to have a distinctive character.
 When we compared teacher data and parent data, we did not find statistically 
significant results for the concepts of formal conversational style and conversation elicitation. 
We did find that teachers used more utterances belonging to the category ‘other’, consisting 
of commissives, expressives, repetitions and paraphrases. This is not an uncommon finding 
and is likely to be related to the typical school-like sequence of ‘initiative’, ‘response’ and 
‘evaluation’ (Blum-Kulka & Snow, 2002; Cazden, 2001; Wells, 2006). Comparing parental 
and teacher conversational style during a (more or less) spontaneous activity revealed that 
teachers engaged more in open-ended question-asking than parents. Thus, while talking 
freely with the children, teachers seem to position the children so there is room for them 
to present their own knowledge, simultaneously enabling the teacher to monitor the child’s 
knowledge. The latter finding was in line with our expectations. In addition, teachers’ high 
rate of question-asking during circle time might explain a finding that was not in line 
with our expectations: parents used more assertive speech acts (i.e. statements) during 
the spontaneous activity of mealtime conversation than teachers did during circle time. 
Teachers seemed to prefer questions rather than statements during conversations with the 
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children. Within the category of questions it was furthermore noticeable that teachers asked 
more open-ended questions relative to closed questions, whereas parents asked more closed 
questions relative to open-ended questions. This finding is in line with the expectations 
articulated in Chapter 1, where it was suggested that features of the academic register would 
already manifest themselves in the first two years of primary education.
 Finally we looked at the longitudinal perspective of conversational style in parents 
and children. It was not possible to analyse teachers’ conversational style longitudinally 
because we did not have data available for the same task observed at two points in time. We 
found that the proportion of assertive speech acts in parental input during the marble slide 
tasks increased after a ‘dip’ at T2. In addition, the degree of simple directives diminished 
after T2. It seems interesting that as the proportion of directives decreases, the proportion 
of assertives increases. It would thus appear that parents employ a different strategy over 
time: whereas they first provide simple directions to the children, often accompanied by 
physical cues such as pointing, they make statements about what should be done as the 
children grow older. The children thus need to infer what their next (physical) action should 
be from the language with which they are provided. An alternative explanation for the 
increase in parents’ use of assertives might lie in the children’s behaviour: it was noticeable 
that children asked more closed questions after T2, to which parents seemed to respond with 
assertive speech acts. However, it would take detailed sequence analysis to corroborate this 
suggestion.
 In conclusion, although we expected assertive speech acts to distinguish between 
the academic register and the informal register, it seems that question-asking fulfils this 
differentiating role. The rate of open-ended questions in particular seems an important 
speech act to differentiate between the academic and the informal register: teachers used 
more open-ended questions, and thus provided ample room for children to contribute their 
share of the conversation. Finally, we wish to mention that the relatively high degree of variety 
found among parents indicates that some show more ‘teacher-like’ linguistic behaviour in 
their conversational style than others. As was proposed in chapter 1, it is expected that 
parents who do this, familiarize their children with the academic register even before the 
formal start of schooling.

6.2 Intersubjective cooperation

The second variable we analysed on the sociopragmatic level was intersubjective cooperation. 
As was briefly discussed in the introduction of this chapter, intersubjective cooperation refers 
to the dynamic process by which two individuals co-construct meaning and knowledge. 
This process is continuously ongoing during a conversation; interlocutors construct and 
negotiate meaning by contributing new elements to the conversation, by building further 
upon existing elements, by eliciting new input from the conversational partner and by 
giving feedback. We distinguished three intersubjective cooperative behaviours: (i) verbal 
expansions, (ii) verbal extensions and (iii) procedural utterances (Mayo, 2004). Expansions 
are those utterances that build on given information, and thus coherently expand on the 
previous utterances. Examples of expansions are paraphrases, repetitions and questions 
in which new information was requested. Extensions actually add a new element to the 
conversation, for example by expressing new thoughts, ideas or arguments, thus enriching 
the discourse. By means of mutual verbal expansions and extensions, meaning is jointly 
constructed and knowledge can eventually be generated. Finally, procedural utterances 
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are those utterances that are mainly ‘task-facilitating’. Such utterances are intended to 
direct (non-verbal) behaviour, and do not elicit conversation. Procedural utterances thus 
contribute to the co-constructive process with regard to the task execution, but do not 
add to the cognitively challenging content of the conversation. The division into three of 
expansions, extensions and procedural utterances is in principle exhaustive, if we assume 
that exhaustive means that each on-task utterance in the transcript falls within one of 
the three categories. However, it should be acknowledged that the category of procedural 
utterances is broad. Theoretically, procedural utterances could be divided into subcategories 
(e.g. short repetitions, behaviour directions, task-initiating utterances etc.).
 The assumption is that because of their information-adding nature, verbal 
extensions will be more prevalent in formal learning settings than in informal settings. 
We were therefore interested in the degree to which we would find such extensions in the 
conversations under study between parents and children, and in the conversations between 
first and second grade teachers and children. Analogous to the previous chapters, we will 
explore whether particular activities yield different behaviour within these settings, whether 
the home setting differs from the school setting, and whether the occurrences of expansions 
and extensions change over time for parents, teachers and children. Finally, we will explore 
the input-output relationship of intersubjective cooperation.

6.2.1 Operationalising intersubjective cooperation
As with conversational style, we studied intersubjective cooperation during instructional 
activities and during a more spontaneous activity. At home these were the joint marble slide 
construction and the mealtime conversation respectively, and at school these were the crafts 
lesson and circle time respectively. We coded all on-task utterances according to the division 
into three of intersubjective cooperative behaviours (expansion, extension and procedural 
utterances). The code for procedural utterances within the mealtime conversation deserves 
some additional elaboration. Since no actual ‘task’ is performed, the term ‘task-facilitating’ 
as it was used in the previous section might be confusing in the case of the mealtime 
conversation. In the transcripts of the mealtime conversation, we regarded utterances that 
were only related to the actual eating as procedural utterance, such as behaviour directing 
utterances. Table 6.11 shows examples of the codes for the three intersubjective cooperative 
behaviours.

Table 6.11: Examples intersubjective cooperation (sociopragmatic level)

Utterance Intersubjective cooperative 
behaviour

Child: 
Mother:

“This one goes here” 
“That’s right, that one belongs over there” Expansion

Child: 
Mother: 

“It should go up”
“You need this block to lift everything a bit” Extension

Mother: “Where do you want to start?” Procedural
Mother: “Chew politely now” Procedural

In Table 6.12, the absolute numbers of expansions, extensions and procedural utterances are 
presented. 
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Table 6.12: Means (and standard deviations) of parents’ and children’s absolute numbers of 
expansions, extensions and procedural utterances

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

Expansions
Marble slide 54.08 (19.20) 47.61 (11.48) 48.24 (18.34) 33.28 (20.53)
Mealtime 25.08 (16.47) 31.22 (17.91) 21.79 (12.97)b 26.58 (14.30)b

Extensions
Marble slide 25.36 (12.42) 32.83 (9.33) 24.60 (9.75) 14.64 (7.97)
Mealtime 26.08 (15.02) 23.96 (15.21) 28.67 (15.39)b 36.58 (20.56)b

Procedural utterances
Marble slide 25.56 (11.53) 20.57 (7.32) 20.4 (9.90) 11.32 (7.32)
Mealtime 95.24 (30.19) 56.52 (28.54) 47.33 (24.31)b 37.96 (13.90)b

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

Expansions
Marble slide 24.48 (15.97) 24.57 (8.55) 24.08 (13.18) 21.88 (10.68)
Mealtime 20.32 (11.38) 27.61 (18.69) 17.12 (9.57)b 22.92 (12.03)b

Extensions
Marble slide 6.28 (4.73) 10.57 (6.00) 6.36 (4.46) 6.32 (4.66)
Mealtime 10.36 (5.51) 14.96 (8.80) 13.62 (6.05)b 17.62 (7.67)b

Procedural utterances
Marble slide 3.36 (2.90) 3.17 (2.64) 3.76 (2.86) 3.64 (3.64)
Mealtime 29.96 (19.32) 33.43 (20.85) 23.58 (17.46)b 20.42 (11.54)b

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

In the analyses of intersubjective cooperation, we used the respective proportions of 
expansions, extensions and procedural utterances over all on-task utterances, to enable 
comparison across tasks.

6.2.2 Intersubjective cooperation at home
Verbal expansions, extensions and procedural utterances at home were coded in the 
transcripts of the marble slide and the mealtime conversation (as was done for the coding of 
conversational style). The descriptive statistics of the proportions of expansions, extensions 
and procedural utterances over all on-task utterances are presented in Table 6.13. To 
test whether the spontaneous activity of mealtime conversation yielded different rates of 
expansions, extensions and procedural utterances, an ANOVA with repeated measures was 
conducted, with ‘task’ as the within subject factor. Results of the ANOVA are also presented 
together with the descriptive statistics.
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Table 6.13: Mean proportions (and standard deviations) for parents’ and children’s expansions, 
extensions and procedural utterances during marble slide construction and mealtime 
conversation

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

Expansions
Marble slide .52 (.12) .46 (.04) .50 (.08) .54 (.10)
Mealtime .21 (.13) .28 (.11) .22 (.10)b .25 (.09)b

Task effect F(1,24)=64.60* F(1,22)=52.96* F(1,23)=84.10* F(1,23)=119.65*
Extensions

Marble slide .23 (.09) .32 (.06) .26 (.09) .24 (.08)
Mealtime .23 (.09) .21 (.10) .29 (.13)b .34 (.11)b

Task effect F(1,24)=0.10 F(1,22)=20.18* F(1,23)=0.56 F(1,23)=13.32*
Procedural 
utterances

Marble slide .24 (.09) .20 (.05) .21 (.07) .20 (.09)
Mealtime .56 (.20) .49 (.19) .48 (.22)b .41 (.17)b

Task effect F(1,24)=43.39* F(1,22)=56.96* F(1,23)=29.63* F(1,23)=23.10*
Children Measurement points

T1 (3;3) T2a (3;10) T 3(4;2) T4 (5;10)
Expansions

Marble slide .66 (.20) .65 (.13) .68 (.12) .69 (.11)
Mealtime .33 (.14) .35 (.14) .32 (.12)b .37 (.12)b

Task effect F(1,24)=43.97* F(1,22)=70.15* F(1,23)=105.04* F(1,23)=69.08*
Extensions

Marble slide .21 (.18) .26 (.12) .18 (.09) .19 (.09)
Mealtime .18 (.09) .20 (.09) .27 (.12)b .29 (.08)b

Task effect F(1,24)=1.04 F(1,22)=2.85 F(1,23)=7.63* F(1,23)=15.49*
Procedural 
utterances

Marble slide .11 (.12) .07 (.05) .11 (.07) .10 (.09)
Mealtime .48 (.20) .44 (.19) .40 (.18)b .35 (.18)b

Task effect F(1,24)=80.36* F(1,22)=99.34* F(1,23)=58.27* F(1,23)=24.98*
*p<.05
Note. aN=23, bN=24, see section 2.7 and Appendix 2. The proportions do not always add up to 1.0 because 
minors are not included in the table.

The results of the ANOVA show that substantial task effects were found, thus the different 
activities yield different values for intersubjective cooperative behaviours in parents and 
children. First, very strong task effects were found for the procedural utterances: both 
parents and children produced a much higher proportion of procedural utterances during 
the mealtime conversation than during the marble slide task. This comparison is not 
entirely fair, though, given the very different goals of the task. As mentioned earlier, we 
asked to record the mealtime in order to obtain information on spontaneous speech within 
the families, but the primary goal of the mealtime was still having the meal. The extent to 
which parents and children took advantage of this moment of the day to talk to each other 
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is informative in itself, but it is only logical that procedural utterances make up a substantial 
part of the conversation. The difference regarding the relative proportions of expansions and 
extensions should shed some light on the question of how likely parents are to utilise the 
mealtime conversation as a moment to talk to each other about a variety of topics.
 At T3, a task effect starts for children (Table 6.13). At T3 and T4, children produced 
the most extensions during the mealtime conversation, whereas there was no significant 
difference between tasks for T1 and T2.
 Structurally, both parents and children produce significantly higher proportions of 
utterances coded as expansions during the marble slide task, as compared to the mealtime 
conversation. This seems to be related to a higher rate of question-asking during the marble 
slide task than in the mealtime conversation, as was discussed in section 6.1.3, where speech 
acts by parents were discussed. Such questions and confirmations of correct moves in 
building were the most frequent expansions by parents. For children, acknowledgements 
that instruction was understood were the most frequent expansions. Excerpt 6.5 illustrates 
the latter use of expansions by a child.

Excerpt 6.5: Ferry (4;2) building the marble slide together with his mother

Mother: Die eerst, oké, dat is dan die, 
hè? [in response to child’s non-
verbal act]

That one first, okay, that’s that 
one then, right? [in response to 
child’s non-verbal act]

(Expansion)

Child: Ja deze. Yes, this one. (Expansion)
Mother: Oké, en dan gaan die stukken 

daar. [points]
Okay, and then those pieces go  
there. [points]

(Extension)

Mother: Maar Ferry, deze blokken, die 
heb jij nu in je hand, maar hier 
staan ook blauwe, zie je dat?

But Ferry, these blocks, these 
you are holding in your hand, 
but there are blue ones here 
too, see?

(Extension)

Child: O, maar mam. Oh, but Mum. (Procedural)
Child: O ja, deze. Oh yes, this. (Expansion)
Child: Deze, deze! This, this! (Expansion)
Mother: Nee, het is die lange, kijk. No, it’s the long one, look. (Extension)
Child: Oh deze. Oh this one. (Expansion)
Mother: Ja, zal ik die vasthouden? Yes, shall I hold it? (Procedural)

We can see in Table 6.13 that parents produced consistently higher rates of expansions 
during the marble slide task than during the mealtime conversation. Thus, whereas 
procedural utterances make up a large part of the mealtime conversation, the conversation 
during the marble slide construction consists mainly of expansions. In addition, we can see 
from Table 6.13 that at two of four measurement points, parents’ rate of extensions differed 
across tasks. At T2, parents produced most extensions during the marble slide task (.32), 
than in the mealtime conversation (.21). However, at T4, two years later, parents produced 
more extensions during the mealtime conversation (.34) than during the marble slide task 
(.24). The picture that emerges is thus equivocal. An explanation for the inverted pattern 
might be found in the fact that with increasing age of the children, less behaviour-directing 
language by parents is needed, leaving more room for conversation on topics outside the 
dinner table. In the same line of thinking, we suggest that in the case of the joint marble 
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slide construction, fewer extensions by parents are needed because the child better knows 
what to do to successfully perform the task. Support for this explanation was discussed 
in section 6.1.5 where we saw a steady decline of directive speech acts realised through 
imperative verb moods (‘simple directives’) in parents’ language input, both during the 
mealtime conversation and the marble slide construction. This finding will be reconsidered 
in more detail in section 6.2.5, where the longitudinal perspective of verbal expansions and 
extensions will be discussed.

6.2.3 Intersubjective cooperation at school
We studied teachers’ use of expansions, extensions and procedural utterances in the 
transcripts of the crafts lesson and of circle time. As with the procedure followed for 
conversational style, these two tasks were selected because of comparability with the home 
data.
 As discussed in section 6.1.3, data on circle time were only available at T4, and data 
on the crafts lesson were only available at T3, which prevented cross-activity comparison. 
Hence, quantitative analysis comparing the teachers’ data for intersubjective cooperation 
across activities was not possible. As in the exploration of teacher data for speech acts in 
section 6.1.3, we can only compare teachers’ rate of extensions and expansions across tasks 
on a qualitative basis.

Table 6.14: Teachers’ mean proportions (and standard deviations) for intersubjective cooperative 
behaviours

Teachers T3 (4;2) T4 (5;10)
Circle timea

Expansions - .39 (.11)
Extensions - .46 (.12)
Procedural utterances - .15 (.11)

Crafts lessonb

Expansions .42 (.15) -
Extensions .39 (.08) -
Procedural utterances .19 (.15) -

Note. aN=18, bN=13

The data in Table 6.14 suggest that teachers might be using more extensions during the circle 
time interaction than during the instructional interaction of the crafts lesson, but fewer 
procedural utterances and expansions. Intuitively this makes sense, as the goal is more 
explicit in the crafts lesson than in the circle time, thus requiring guidance during the task 
(more procedural utterances). In contrast, during the spontaneous activity of circle time 
there is less need for a ‘script-like’ proceeding of the interaction. It should be noted that the 
beginning of the circle time conversation does seem to proceed according to established 
lines: in our data, in half of the circle time conversations the teacher started out by letting 
the children say what date it was. After this daily item, the conversation proceeded with the 
children talking about an event or item they had brought along, and the teacher elicited 
further information by asking open-ended questions (expansions) or adding new elements 
to the children’s stories (extensions). Excerpt 6.6 illustrates how a teacher and a child co-
construct a conversation by means of expansions and extensions.
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Excerpt 6.6: Dylan (5;10) and his teacher during circle time

Teacher: Dan mag Dylan nu even iets 
vertellen.

Now Dylan can tell something. (Procedural)

Child: Als ik thuiskom dan ga ik 
misschien met mamma naar 
het Wandelbos als mamma wil.

When I get home, then I 
might go with mmmy to 
the Wandelbos (=woods) if 
mummy wants to.

(Extension)

Teacher: Vanmiddag? This afternoon? (Extension)
Child: Misschien. Maybe. (Expansion)
Teacher: En wat ga je dan doen in het 

Wandelbos.
And what are you going to do 
in the Wandelbos (=woods), 
then?

(Expansion)

Child: Spelen en met diertjes spelen. Play, and play with little 
animals.

(Extension)

Teacher: Oh, is daar een kinderboerderij 
dan? [child shakes head]

Oh, is there a children’s farm 
there then? [child shakes head]

(Extension)

Teacher: Maar er zijn wel dieren, dus is 
daar een vijver misschien dan?

But there are animals, so is 
there perhaps a pond?

(Extension)

Child: Ja een vijver en een speeltuin. Yes, a pond and a playground. (Extensions)
Teacher: Oké, en wat voor dieren zijn 

daar allemaal dan?
Okay, and what kinds of 
animals live there then?

(Expansion)

Child: Eend en een varken, en schapen 
en pauwen.

Duck and a pig and sheep and 
peacocks.

(Extension)

6.2.4 Intersubjective cooperation in two settings: home and school compared
In Table 6.15, the parent and teacher data on intersubjective cooperation are combined, 
together with the statistics of independent samples t-tests for the purpose of comparing 
the two settings. As said, we will compare the instructional activity at home (the joint 
marble slide construction) to the instructional activity at school (crafts lesson), and the 
spontaneous activity at home (mealtime conversation) to the spontaneous activity at school 
(circle time conversation). In section 6.1.4, where the two settings were compared with 
regard to conversational style, we discussed that this comparison is not unproblematic. Still, 
it is proposed that a comparison might shed light on differences and similarities between 
parents’ and teachers’ strategies to achieve a similar goal: to instruct a child in successfully 
performing a task. The statistics in Table 6.15 show that a significant difference was found 
between parents and teachers in their rate of extensions. Teachers produced more extensions 
during both the instructional activity and during the spontaneous activity, thus enriching 
the discourse by adding new thoughts and topics to the ongoing conversation. The difference 
in the rate of expansions was, however, no longer significant after Holm’s correction for 
multiple comparisons, thus we concluded that no difference exists between parents and 
teachers here. In the case of the mealtime conversation (the spontaneous activity), parents 
produced a substantially higher proportion of procedural utterances than teachers during 
the circle time. This is again most probably due to the fact that the actual eating was the 
main goal of the interaction. Teachers therefore seem more likely to use extensions while 
providing instructions, whereas parents as a group rely more on utterances that build on 
information that was previously added to the conversation. In Excerpt 6.7, it is illustrated 
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how instructions are provided mainly by means of expansions in a parent-child episode, 
typical for the sample. In contrast, in Excerp 6.8 a teacher provides instruction mainly 
through the use of extensions.

Table 6.15: Parents’ and teachers’ mean proportions (and standard deviations) of intersubjective 
cooperation

Setting
Parents Teachers df t d

Instructional activity Marble slide 
construction T3a

Crafts lesson T3b

Expansions .50 (.08) .42 (.15) 36 2.12
Extensions .26 (.09) .39 (.08) 36 4.31* 1.53
Procedural utterances .21 (.07) .19 (.15) 36 0.75
Spontaneous activity Mealtime 

conversation T4c
Circle time T4d

Expansions .34 (.11) .39 (.11) 40 1.51
Extensions .25 (.09) .46 (.12) 40 6.56* 1.98
Procedural utterances .41 (.17) .15 (.11) 40 5.80* 1.82
*p<.05
Note. aN=25, bN=13, cN=24, dN=18. The proportions do not always add up to 1.0 minors were not assigned a 
code for intersubjective cooperation and are not displayed in the table.

Excerpt 6.7: Eugene (4;2) and his mother building the marble slide at T3

Mother: Oké, wat nu? Okay, what now? (Expansion)
Mother: Wat zullen we nu doen? What shall we do now? (Expansion)
Child: Deze. This one. (Extension)
Mother: Maar die staat ergens op. But that one is on top of 

something
(Extension)

Mother: Kijk maar. Look. (Procedural)
Child: Op zo’n blauwe. On top of a blue one. (Extension)
Mother: Ja. Yes. (Expansion)
Child: Zo’n grote. A big one. (Extension)
Mother: Is dat zo’n grote? [points] Is that a big one? [points] (Expansion)
Mother: Kijk die grote staat hier, die kun 

je zo laten staan.
Look, that big one is here, you 
can leave it like that.

(Extension)

Child: En die? And that one? (Expansion)
Mother: Ook hè. That one too, right? (Expansion)

Excerpt 6.8: Crafts lesson in Rhonda’s (4;2) class at T3 (drawing a cow)

Teacher Ik heb hier krijtjes, welke kleur 
is dit, Rhonda?

I have crayons here, what colour 
is this, Rhonda?

(Extension)



174 | Academic language in early childhood interactions

Teacher: Weet jij hoe deze kleur heet? Do you know what this colour 
is called?

(Expansion)

Child: Zwart. Black.
Teacher: De meeste koeien zijn ook 

zwart.
Most cows are black too. (Extension)

Teacher: Zwart met …? Black and …? (Expansion)
Child: Wit. White. (Extension)
Teacher: Zwart met wit. Black and white. (Expansion)
Teacher: Ik heb zwarte krijtjes en wit 

papier.
I have black crayons and white 
paper.

(Extension)

Teacher: We gaan een koe maken in de 
wei.

We’re going to make a cow in 
the pasture.

(Extension)

Teacher: Wat betekent ook alweer in de 
wei?

What does ‘in the pasture’ mean 
again?

(Expansion)

Child: Wei. Pasture. (Expansion)
Teacher: Wat betekent dat als een koe in 

de wei staat?
What does it mean when a cow 
is standing in the pasture?

(Extension)

Child: In het gras. In the grass. (Extension)
Teacher: Dan staat hij in het gras. Then he is standing in the grass. (Extension)

We see in Excerpt 6.8 how the teacher introduces the crafts lesson by means of asking 
questions about the task that is about to start, thus increasing the rate of expansions and 
extensions. Subsequently, in the sentences that follow, pieces of new information are added. 
These kinds of introductions to crafts lesson were frequent in the sample of teacher-child 
interaction data.

6.2.5 Intersubjective cooperation in a longitudinal perspective 
In Table 6.16, the means and standard deviations are presented for the proportions of 
utterances that were coded as expansion and extension during the joint marble slide 
construction, and during the mealtime conversation. Means and standard deviations are 
given for all four measurement points, togheter with the test statistics of ANOVAswith 
repeated measures.
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Table 6.16: Mean proportions (and standard deviations) of parents’ and children’s expansion, 
extension and procedural utterances, main effect of time

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

2

Expansions
Marble slide .52 (.12) .46 (.04) .50 (.08) .54 (.10) 2.74 (3,22)
Mealtime .24 (.12) .28 (.11) .24  (.08)b .24 (.09)b 0.69 (3,20)

Extensions 
Marble slide .23 (.09) .32 (.06) .26 (.09) .24 (.08) 6.75* (3,22) .235
Mealtime .25 (.08) .22 (.10) .32  (.12)b .34 (.11)b 11.12* (3,20) .357

Procedural utterances
Marble slide .24 (.09) .20 (.05) .21 (.07) .20 (.09) 0.17 (3,22)
Mealtime .52 (.18) .49 (.20) .43  (.18)b .42 (.16)b 1.97 (3,20)

Measurement points
Children T1 (3;3) T2a (3;10) T3 (4;2) T4c (5;10) F (df1,df2) ηp

2

Expansions
Marble slide .66 (.20) .65 (.13) .68 (.12) .69 (.11) 0.38 (3,22)
Mealtime .37 (.13) .34 (.15) .34 (.11)b .36 (.12)b 0.87 (3,20)

Extensions
Marble slide .21 (.18) .26 (.12) .18 (.09) .19 (.09) 1.72c (3,22)
Mealtime .20 (.08) .20 (.09) .29 (.12)b .28 (.08)b 6.35* (3,20) .241

Procedural 
utterances

Marble slide .11 (.12) .07 (.05) .11 (.07) .10 (.09) 0.86 (3,22)
Mealtime .44 (.17) .45 (.19) .37 (.16)b .36 (.19)b 1.72 (3,20)

*p<.05
Note. aN=23 bN=24 for mealtime conversation, see section 2.7 and Appendix 2, cAdjusted for unequal 
variances (Greenhouse-Geisser). As a result of listwise deletion in the repeated measures analysis, the figures 
in this table are slightly different from the figures in Table 6.13.

 The ANOVAs revealed a significant effect of time for the parental proportions 
of extensions both during the marble slide construction and the mealtime conversation: 
Parents’ use of extensions during the marble slide task increased between T1 and T2 (from 
23% to 32%), and subsequently decreased again to 26% and 24% respectively. The repeated 
contrasts show that both the increase between T1 and T2 as the decrease towards T3 were 
significant changes. For the increase from T1 to T2, test statistics are F(1,22)=18,61, p<.01, 
ηp

2=.458. For the subsequent decrease from T2 to T3, test statistics are F(1,22)=1.08, p<.01, ηp
2 

=.314. Thus, at T2 a peak in the rate of extensions evolved. The changes in the proportions of 
expansion and the proportions of procedural utterances were not significant. Similarly, for 
the mealtime conversation only the proportion of extensions showed significant differences 
over time. The pattern was, however, different from the marble slide task: the main effect of 
time only reflected parents’ increased use of extensions from T2 to T3 (from 22% to 32%, F 
(1,20)=16.60, p<.05, ηp

2=.454).
 For children, the only significant main effect of time found was for the proportion of 
extensions during the mealtime conversation: children used increasingly more extensions. 
The contrasts indicated that the main effect of time reflected the increase in extension 
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between T2 and T3 (F(1,20)=13.14, p<.01, ηp
2=.397). No significant change was found with in 

children’s proportions of extensions during the marble slide construction.
 Interestingly, during the joint construction of the marble slide, parents’ addition 
of new elements to the conversation decreased, besides a peak at T2, whereas it increased 
during the mealtime conversation. This can probably be explained by the nature of the 
conversation: as the children grew older, they needed fewer directions during the building 
of the marble slide construction. The children started building the slide on their own more 
and more without the need for assistance from their parents. This also follows from the 
decreasing number of utterances over time for parents, with regard to the marble slide 
construction (see Table 6.13 and Appendix 2).

6.2.6 Input-output relationships in intersubjective cooperation
Unlike the variables discussed in the previous sections and chapters, co-construction is 
an inappropriate term for this section, as intersubjectivity presupposes co-construction. 
However, the relationship between expansions and extensions in the input and expansions 
and extensions by children remains to be explored.
 In order to explore this relation between parental and children’s intersubjective 
cooperative behaviours, we conducted correlation analyses for expansions, extensions and 
procedural utterances of parental input and children’s output during the structured tasks. 
The results of the correlation analyses are presented in Table 6.17.

Table 6.17: Correlations between expansions and extensions produced by parents and children

Marble slide Children
Parents Expansions Extensions Procedural

T1a Expansions  .44* -.18 -.49*
Extensions -.31  .23 .26
Procedural -.29 .00 .45*
Mealtime conversation

T1a Expansions .84* .68* -.90*
Extensions  .66 .47* -.68*
Procedural -.83* -.65* .89*

T2b Expansions .78* .31 -.74*
Extensions .73* .59* -.84*
Procedural -.84* -.50* .89*

T3c Expansions .57* .57* -.72*
Extensions .77* .61* -.87*
Procedural -.65* -.25 .57*

T4c Expansions .63* .72* -.74*
Extensions .69* .41* -.63*
Procedural .07 .22 -.15

*p<.05
aN=25, bN=23, cN=24, see section 2.7 and Appendix 2

 For the marble slide task, significant correlations were only found at T1. At the 
other measurement points, no significant relationships between parents’ and children’s 
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expansions, extensions and procedural utterances were found (-.30<r<.33, .28 <p<.92). At 
T1, when children were 3;3 years old, parents’ rate of expansions was inversely related to 
children’s rate of procedural utterances, and positively related to children’s own expansions. 
This finding makes sense, as it seems plausible that there is less need for procedural utterances 
as parents and children perform the task by means of co-constructing a conversation 
through mutual expansions. At later points in time, parents’ use of expansions, extensions 
or procedural utterances was apparently not significantly related to children’s production 
of these utterances. The findings for to the mealtime conversation suggest a possible 
explanation for this finding: Table 6.17 shows clearly that, unlike the marble slide findings, 
nearly all relations for the three types of intersubjective behaviours were significant in the 
mealtime conversation. The fact that during the joint marble slide construction, verbal 
initiatives by parents were followed up by means of non-verbal actions by the child is a 
possible explanation for this noticeable difference. The mealtime conversation depends on 
non-verbal behaviours to a lesser extent. This follows from the strong correlations found for 
the mealtime conversation. A first salient feature of these relations was that parents’ rate 
of procedural utterances is negatively related to both verbal expansions and extensions by 
children in many cases. This finding suggests that a highly task-directive lead by the parent 
negatively affects the child’s opportunities to contribute to the conversation. 

6.2.7 Discussion of intersubjective cooperation as related to academic language
In the sections above, we discussed intersubjective behaviours of parents, teachers and 
children during an instructional interaction and a spontaneous one. We have looked at the 
differences regarding these behaviours between activities (instructional and spontaneous) 
within one setting (home or school), we studied the differences between settings, and 
we looked at possible differences over time (the longitudinal perspective) regarding 
intersubjective behaviours by parents and children.
 The most salient finding when comparing activities was that the task effect for 
extensions shifted over time. This finding is related to the effect of time that we studied in 
the longitudinal perspective. At the first two measurement points, parents were more likely 
to add new elements to the discourse during the marble slide, where at a later point in time 
it was the mealtime conversation that yielded most utterances containing new elements. It is 
proposed that this was a consequence of the fact that fewer procedural utterances were needed 
as children grew older, leaving more room for discourse-enriching utterances. In contrast, 
as the children got older, they needed fewer directions from their parents while building the 
marble slide, and the parents’ role became more facilitative. This pattern had been found 
in a previous study by Mayo (2004). In Mayo’s study, Dutch mothers were compared to 
Surinamese and Turkish mothers on cognitive co-construction during a problem solving 
task. The Dutch mothers in the study limited themselves to practical support as the children 
got older. Mayo suggests that this is in line with socio-cultural theory, where the skill-level 
of the child determines the degree of support they receive (cf. Vygotsky, 1981).
 We found that teachers produce more extensions during the interactional activity 
and during the instructional activity then parents. Teachers in our sample thus enriched the 
conversation more than the parents tended to. Under the assumption that a higher degree of 
extensions within the discourse is typical for academic language because of high information 
density, we expected to observe such a difference as early as the first years of school. Thus, 
the finding that teachers produce more extensions in the discourse with children is in line 
with that hypothesis. Relating the latter to the theoretical variables of systemic functional 
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linguistics, we argue that the linguistic variable ‘intersubjective cooperation’ is primarily 
related to the theoretical variable mode and secondly related to the theoretical variable 
field. Intersubjective cooperation shapes the mode variable in that the extent to which 
new information is added to the conversation has consequences for the build-up of the 
conversation. In the examples we showed of intersubjective behaviours by the teachers (see 
for example Excerpt 6.6) we saw that the build-up of a conversation in the class-room was 
scaffolded by the teacher through a combination of expansions and extensions. Expansions 
by the teacher invited the child to contribute more information, and when necessary the 
teachers provided extensions to ensure that the child’s contribution contains all necessary 
information for the other children to understand. While doing so, the teacher thus also 
shaped the field variable by introducing new concepts to the conversation. It is thus argued 
that such teacher behaviour is typical of classroom discourse.


