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6. USE AND DEVELOPMENT OF SPEECH ACTS IN DIFFERENT 

CONTEXTS IN PRESCHOOL CLASSROOMS
30

 

 

ABSTRACT  

In this paper we study the language that 2;6 to 4;0 year old children use in different 

contexts in preschool classroom. We looked at the language children use during 1) 

pretend play, 2) literacy activities, 3) crafts assignments and 4) free crafts and in 

interaction with 1) peers, 2) the teacher, 3) a mixed group of the teacher and peers and 

4) during solitary play. We found that the distribution of children’s speech acts is 

related to the activity children are engaged in and the interaction partner they have. 

Children use more complex speech acts during pretend play and in interactions with 

peers. Solitary verbal play is related to complex language use as well. In interactions 

with the teacher, children are more responsive and use fewer complex speech acts. We 

found high variability between children and within children over time. 

 

6.1 INTRODUCTION 

6.1.1 Speech acts 

Speaking is performing speech acts. Austin (1962) described language use as 

producing an utterance, with an intended meaning, which has an effect. In this paper 

we will focus on intended meaning in talk, also called the illocutionary acts. Austin 

described 5 classes of illocutionary acts: verdictives, exercitives, commissives, 

behabitives and expositives. A couple of years later, Searle (1975) proposed an 

improved taxonomy. He defined the illocutionary acts: representatives (also called 

assertives), directives, commissives, expressives and declarations.  

Most studies on the development of the use of speech act date from the ’70’s 

and ‘80’s. In accordance with researchers of that time (like Ninio & Bruner, 1978; 

Snow, 1977; van der Geest, 1977; Wells, 1985) we want to focus on the functions of 

language and the way children learn to use these functions in interaction. Bruner 

(1975) describes how speech acts can play a role in the acquisition of language and 

grammar by young children. The basic element of mother-child interaction is joint 

attention and joint activity. When mothers and children have achieved joint attention, 

mothers will say something about the object of mutual attention or do something to it. 

This ‘routine’ is the basis for elementary grammatical structures like object-name and 

object-act, which is expressed with the speech act labeling, which in turn is one of the 

earliest speech acts that children acquire (Ninio & Bruner, 1978).  

The difficulty of studying early speech acts is that it can be hard to determine 

the meaning the young child intends to express. Labeling for example can be 
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described as an example of the speech act category statements, although early forms 

of labeling could also function as attention getters within the category directives. Dore 

(1975) used the communicative intents of young children as a frame for studying early 

child language. He proposed to use speech acts as units of analysis in the study of 

children’s language in the one-word phase and described how young children produce 

‘primitive speech acts’ with their one-word utterances (Dore 1973a, in Dore, 1975). 

Primitive speech acts refer to something and are combined with some other indication, 

like intonation or gesture. Using this theory, Dore can explain how a child can express 

two meanings by saying the same single word. For example, a child may say ball to 

label the object, but on another occasion ball might be a directive and mean that the 

child wants to have the object. The nine primitive speech acts that Dore lists are: 

labeling, repeating, answering, requesting (action), requesting (answer), calling, 

greeting, protesting and practicing.  

As children get older, they will start to use more and more different speech 

acts. Children as young as 1;2 years old are found to be able to use directives like 

requesting and protesting in interaction with their parents (Snow, Pan, Imbens-Bailey 

& Herman, 1996). These young children could also make simple statements, they 

mastered markings like greeting and they could give responses to product questions 

with a statement. Six months later, around 1;8 years of age, most children could also 

give responses to directives by agreeing or refusing to carry out a request, they could 

use the commissive speech act of stating intent and they could answer affirmative to 

yes/no questions. Around age 2;8, the speech acts asking product- and yes/no 

questions and responding to directives with acknowledgments began to emerge. 

 

6.1.2 Speech act use in different contexts 

Like Wells (1985) did in his Bristol study, we focus in this paper on how different 

contexts are related to different language use. Wells (1985) acknowledged that 

language use is related to the context in which the interaction takes place: 

 

“During the course of a normal day, a child engages in many activities, which 

involve different fellow-actors and different materials. Some of these activities 

are familiar routines, such as getting dressed; others are more or less novel. In 

some activities it is the child who is the initiator, in others a parent, and in still 

others it may be another child. Each of these dimensions is likely to have an 

effect on the language that occurs.” (Wells, 1985, p.322). 

 

Yont, Snow and Vernon-Feagans (2003) found that interactions during toy play and 

book reading are related to differences in language use by children as young as one 
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year old. During free toy play, children directed their mothers’ attention more often 

and produced longer utterances. During book reading, there were more discussions of 

joint attention and children used the speech act labeling more frequently. Pellegrini 

(1984a) was interested in the effect of thematic play areas (‘learning centers’) on the 

language use of 4 to 5 year olds. He compared the common house area and block area 

and found that children use more ‘imaginative language’ (all language during pretend 

play) in the house setting. Ryckebusch and Marcos (2004) studied the pattern of 

speech acts in different situational contexts of young French children (from 1;5 to 2;3 

years old). They looked at the children’s use of representatives, directives and 

expressives and found that children used more directives with their fathers than with 

their mothers and that they used more requests during construction play than during 

free play with dolls and toys. Martlew and colleagues (Martlew, Connolly & 

McCleod, 1978) did a case study on a 5;6 year old boy in play interactions with a 

peer, his mother and solitary. They found that in interactions with his mother, the boy 

gave more responses to ‘questions’ (Martlew and colleagues used a broad definition 

of questions and included speech acts like asking for permission, asking for opinions, 

attention getting and asking for objects). The researchers also found that the child 

used ‘commands’ (indicated by the use of an imperative) frequently in solitary play 

and only rarely in interactions with his mother.  

Studies on the effect of context on children’s speech act use have led to 

predictions on optimal adult support. According to Geest (van der Geest, 1998), 

children are more likely to use to use high quality language in interactions in which 

they can take the initiative and in which the teacher responds carefully to them. Wells 

(1985) notes the importance of meticulous responses of parents, in which they attempt 

to understand the child’s intention and use the child’s contribution to sustain the 

conversation as well. In a study on second language learners in kindergarten, 

Verhallen (1987) notes that descriptive statements are frequent in teacher interaction 

during circle-time, but the use of reflective statements and other analytic speech acts 

by the children depend on the elicitation skills of the teacher.  

There are strong suggestions that peer interactions provide good opportunities 

for talking (Blum-Kulka & Snow, 2004; Damhuis, 1995). Smiley (2001) found that 

children use more directives, statements and commitments (in her paper described as: 

‘State Intention’ and ‘Request/Propose Action’) in peer play. She explains her finding 

by arguing that regulating behavior of the other and making one’s own intentions 

clear are very important in peer play because peers are not as accommodating in 

interaction as adults. According to Martlew and colleagues (1978), pretend play with 

peers is an important setting for collaborative patterns, where children can use 

directives and declaratives. One of Wells’ (1985) findings was that children use more 
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‘control speech’ - a set of different directives, commitments and declaratives- during 

pretend play, especially when children played with peers. Control speech also tends to 

be more aggravated and repeated more often in peer interaction, compared to the 

control speech children use with their teacher (Georgalidou, 2008). 

 

6.2 RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

A variety of scholars have studied children’s functional language use and 

development. There are clear suggestions that the activity children are involved in (for 

example toy play, pretend play, block play or book reading) influences children’s 

language use. Moreover, the child’s interaction partner (a mother or a peer) seems to 

be related to the type of speech acts children use. In this study we will explore these 

findings further and look at children’s speech act use in different activities, with 

different interaction partners in preschool classrooms.  

Preschools in the Netherlands provide playful activities for 2 to 4 mornings or 

afternoons a week for children from 2;6 to 4;0 years old. The preschools are supposed 

to play a role in reducing and preventing learning- and language delays of ‘at risk’ 

children from disadvantaged families (van der Vegt et al., 2007; van Kampen et al., 

2005b). Two thirds of the children between 2;0 and 4;0 years old visit preschool and 

estimations are that half of the group of ‘at risk’ children visit preschool (Jepma et al., 

2007; Westenbrink & Versteegen, 2006).  

We focus on naturally occurring interactions in preschool, where children 

between 2;6 and 4;0 years old are being prepared for more formal educational settings 

and where children are in contact with a group of peers. The main focus of this study 

is how contexts in preschool classrooms are related to talk. This is interesting because 

it can give clues about the different things children can learn in preschool classrooms. 

Children learn to use talk for cognitive and social means by being involved in social 

interactions. When we can influence the social interactions children are involved in, 

we may be able to influence the things children say and learn. In order to design 

effective preschool stimulation, we need to know when different types of social 

interactions occur and what kind of talk is used within these interactions. Our main 

research question is: 

 

How are different contexts in preschool related to the distribution of 

children’s use of speech acts and complex language?  

 

During their days at preschool, children are involved in different activities, with 

different interaction partners. We used this combination of activity and interaction 

partner as an indication of context. Different contexts influence the structure of the 
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interaction and the type of talk that is used. For this study we analyzed four types of 

activity and four types of interaction partners. The activities are: 1) pretend play: play 

in which children may use character roles and in which they use symbolic 

substitution, like pretending a block is a car or pretending a cup contains tea; 2) 

literacy activities: activities which involve reading, writing or books, like reading a 

book, choosing a book to take home, or talking about environmental text; 3) crafts 

assignments: obligatory crafts works, in which all children glue, paint or draw 

something as initiated and designed by the teacher; and 4) free crafts activities: when 

children choose to draw, paint or play with clay and are free to make whatever they 

want. The four types of interaction partners are: 1) peer(s): children interacting with 

one or more classmates; 2) teacher: children interacting with the teacher, an assistant, 

an intern or another adult in the classroom; 3) mixed group: children interacting with 

the teacher and one or more peers; and 4) solitary play: children playing alone and 

talking during their play. 

We expect variation in the distribution of children’s speech act and complex 

language use in different contexts. With complex language use, we refer to advanced 

cognitive- and social meanings, and not to the linguistic complexity of for example 

constructing syntactically complex sentences, although there is of course a 

relationship between complex meaning and complex grammatical structure. Complex 

language can be described as a set of linguistic features (like Schleppegrell (2001) did 

for the register of school-language), but we will use a functional approach here and 

use speech acts as our units of measurement. Complexity of speech acts is indicated 

by 1) length, since – in analogy to MLU – the use of more words may indicate a more 

complex speech act; and 2) complexity of the intent, when children express analytic 

thought, abstract content or project future actions, for example with the speech acts 

commitments and reflective statements or elaborations in response to questions 

(Wells, 1985) and declarations to announce character roles in pretend play (Sawyer, 

1993). 

 

6.3 DATA AND METHODOLOGY 

6.3.1 Corpus 

To study the use of speech acts in different contexts, we selected longitudinal data of 

11 children in three preschools. The data in this study were drawn from the 

PRACTING corpus, a broader longitudinal project on the activities and interactions of 

children in preschool, in which 25 children are followed from 2;6 to 4;0 years old in 

their preschool classrooms. Every three months, the children’s naturally occurring 

interactions were recorded on audio and video. We were able to make individual 

audio recordings by letting children wear a jacket with an integrated recording device. 
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Picture 1 shows two children wearing a ‘recording jacket’ in class. The recording 

device is hidden beneath the ‘fur’ at the back. 

 

Picture 1. Two children in preschool wearing ‘recording jackets’ 

 

 

For the current study, we chose 11 children (‘focal children’, 5 boys and 6 girls) from 

the PRACTING corpus with the most complete data sequences. Our collection 

consists of 48 data points, from which 191 fragments of interaction are selected. The 

fragments have a total duration of 20 hours and 40 minutes. The selection consists of 

4656 speech acts produced by the children, of which 4433 are intelligible. Speech acts 

from conversational partners are used to interpret the interactions and to score the 

speech acts of the focal children, but are excluded from the calculations. The children 

are followed over a period of time. The youngest child in the selection is Rachid, who 

was 2;4 at his first recording and the oldest is Shamira who is followed until she was 

3;11 years old. The details of the data selection are given in appendix G. 

Our data collection consists of 191 transcribed fragments of the children’s 

interactions during 4 different activities: pretend play, literacy activities, crafts 

assignments and free crafts. Because we did not manipulate the data and selected 

fragments in which children participate actively, the distribution of activity and 

interaction partner in our selection is not even and the data is not representative for 

complete school days. More than half of all the interactions in our selection take place 

during pretend play (107 fragments, 56%). Literacy activities, crafts assignments and 

free crafts are less frequent in our selection (χ
2
=101,1, df=3, p<.00). In addition, we 

took the child’s interaction partner into account. In most fragments (73 fragments, 

38%) the children interact in a mixed group with the teacher and peer(s). Solitary play 

is least frequent (17 fragments, 9%; χ
2
=34,7, df=3, p<.00). The distributions are given 

in table 1. 
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Table 1. Number of selected fragments, specified for activity and interaction partner  

Interaction Partner  

Peer(s) Teacher Mixed 

group 

Solitary Total 

Pretend play 52  13  27  15  107  (56%) 

Literacy act. 2  17  16  2  37  (19%) 

Crafts assign. -  6  14  -  20  (11%) 

Free crafts 2  9  16  -  27  (14%) 

A
ct

iv
it

y 

Total 56  (29%) 45  (24%) 73  (38%) 17 (9%) 191  

 

If the fragments in our selection would have been equally distributed over activity 

types and interaction partners, every combination would have occurred about 12 

times, but, as can be seen in table 1, the distribution is not even (χ
2
=67,5, df=9, 

p<.00). During pretend play, children interact mostly with peers: in 52 of the 107 

pretend play interactions, children play with peers. During literacy activities, children 

are often interacting with the teacher or in a mixed group (respectively 17 and 16 

fragments of 37 fragments of literacy activities). Crafts assignments and free crafts are 

activities in which the child mostly interacts in a mixed group of the teacher and one 

or more peers. Note that the status of solitary play is somewhat different here. In 

solitary play there is no interaction partner and we could only select fragments of 

solitary play when children talked aloud. Our selection shows that solitary verbal 

activities occur mostly during pretend play. This is in line with the results from a 

study of Winsler and colleagues (Winsler, Feder, Way & Manfra, 2006) in which 

mothers report that their 3 to 5 year old children use private speech mostly during 

pretend play. Of course, children could very well be involved in free craft solitary, or 

doing a crafts assignment with peers, but when they did not talk (a lot) during their 

activity we could not select these fragments.  

 

6.3.2 Coding scheme 

Our speech act coding scheme is based on the classification system Inventory of 

Communicative Acts-Abridged (INCA-A) of Ninio, Snow, Pan and Rollins (1994), 

which in turn is based on the more extended version INCA by Ninio and Wheeler 

(1986). These classification methods are used to score communicative intents of 

young children in natural interactions. The work of Ninio and colleagues focuses on 

interactions of children with their parents, but of course they can also be used with 

other (familiar) caregivers like preschool teachers. 

It is important to realize that a speaker may intend a certain communicative 

goal, but achieve another. Ninio and colleagues interpret speech acts from the 
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speaker’s perspective, like Austin (1962) and Searle (1975) did before. We take the 

perspective of the speaker as well, but we use the interaction as a whole to interpret 

individual speech acts. We use the interpretation of the interaction partner – as can be 

inferred from his or her response – to determine the child’s intent as well. 

In INCA-A there are 12 main speech act pairs defined to code communicative 

intents. Six speech acts of the INCA-A are similar to the categories in our scheme: 

questions, directives, statements, commitments, declarations and evaluations. We 

defined the category markings slightly different: we included vocalizations in this 

category and we did not code separately for responses to markings (since these are 

markings themselves). In addition, we do not have a separate category for speech 

elicitations. The only forms of elicitation present in our data are elicitation questions, 

which fall in the category questions. We classified the INCA-A category demands for 

clarification as questions as well. We did not include a category to code for the 

corrections of verbal forms (‘text editing’ in INCA-A). 

We defined 12 main speech acts, of which the first ten are initiative-response 

pairs. The speech acts are listed in table 2. These 12 main speech acts are at the core 

of our study. In addition, we scored more detailed subcategories within main speech 

acts. In this paper we will use the subcategories elaborative and non elaborative 

within the category responses to questions and, descriptive and reflective within the 

category statements. These additional distinctions are used to reflect the complexity of 

the communicative intents. Our final speech act coding scheme is an interactional 

scheme which allows the researcher to take into account the interactional context of 

the child’s speech act. An overview of the speech acts with extended descriptions and 

examples is given in appendix H. 

 

Table 2. Speech acts coding categories 

Nr. Speech act (SA) Short description of the speech act 

1&2 Questions and responses Asking another to provide you with 

information. Responses take the form of 

statements or tokens of (dis)agreements. 

3&4 Directives and responses Making someone do something for you. 

Responses are agreements or refusals. 

5&6 Statements and responses Describing something in the world. 

Responses are agreements or 

disagreements. 

7&8 Commitments and responses Committing yourself to (do) something. 

Responses can be acknowledgements, 

protests or refusals. 
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9&10 Declarations and responses Changing the immediate context by 

making a statement. Responses are 

agreements or disagreements. 

11 Evaluations Giving a positive or negative evaluation 

about something or someone. 

12 Markings Short routine utterances, often with fixed 

formats. 

 

6.3.3 Coding method 

To analyze children’s talk, we divided their speech in speech acts, which we defined 

as independent units in the light of the ongoing conversation (similar to other 

researchers like Martlew et al., 1978; Ninio, Snow, Pan & Rollins, 1994; Snow et al., 

1996). In our study a speech act is an act which is not interrupted by another speaker’s 

turn or by a pause longer than 0.2 seconds. Within-turn pauses longer than 0.2 

seconds but shorter than 1.0 seconds were ignored when the speech act parts could not 

be interpreted independently.  

The data are scored by two trained research assistants. Inter rater reliability is 

acceptable, with a mean percentage of agreement of 75%
31

. After the assistants scored 

the dataset, the reliability is improved by a second coding round in which the first 

author checked -and if necessary- recoded the data.  

 

6.4 RESULTS  

6.4.1 Mean length of speech act (MLSA) 

One rough measure of complexity of talk that is often used is the mean length of 

utterance (MLU, Brown, 1973). The rationale of using MLU in studies of language 

development is that more complex grammatical structures are made with longer 

utterances. We study functional units of talk and -in analogy to MLU- we will analyze 

length of speech acts (MLSA), in number of words.  

Our data collection consists of 4433 intelligible speech acts of the focal 

children. On average, these acts are just under 3 words long (2,94 words), with a 

standard deviation of just over 2 words (2,09 words). The large standard deviation can 

be explained by the fact that these values are the averages of all the speech acts in the 

dataset, with children of different ages. We will have a closer look at the growth over 

time and differences between children in the next subparagraph. Then, we will turn to 

children’s MLSA when they are involved in different activities and interact with 

                                                 
31

 Van Geert and van Dijk (2003) argue that it is impossible to reach an inter rater reliability of 100%, 

because ambiguity in child behavior is part of development and ambiguous data will always be subject 

to interpretability problems by different raters.  
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different interaction partners. Finally, we will study the MLSA of the different speech 

acts. 

 

Development of MLSA 

The MLSA of the children is positively correlated with age: the older children are, the 

longer their speech acts are (R Square = .221, F=13,065, p<.00). In the course of 

about one and a half year, the average MLSA increases from 2 to 3½ words per 

speech act. The children’s MLSA at different ages and the general growth curve are 

given in figure 1. 

 

Figure 1. MLSA growth over time  
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Older children have higher mean length of speech act. It is important to realize that 

despite this positive relation, there is quite some variation between the children. 

Figure 1 shows the average MLSA values of all children at different ages in one 

picture. Extracting the individual patterns from picture 1 reveals the growth patterns 

of our 11 focal children (see figure 2). Although children on average make longer 

speech acts as they get older, there are differences between and within children. For 

example, at age 3;1 (37 months), Kirsten has an MLSA of 3,8, compared to Ryan’s 

MLSA of 2,8 at the same age. Another example, Sarah shows peaks and drops in her 
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MLSA trajectory, while Shamira’s MLSA seems to stay pretty stable over time. This 

inter- and intra-variability is not uncommon in studies on child (language) 

development, although variation is often disguised by group averages. Variability 

within children is sometimes even seen as a characteristic of development and growth 

(Ruhland, 1998; van Dijk, 2004; Wells, 1985). 

 

Figure 2. Individual MLSA development 
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MLSA gives information on overall performance, but does not reveal variation in 

speech act length per data point. Looking at the longest speech acts tells us something 

about the capacities of speakers in an optimal situation. In research on MLU, it is not 

uncommon to take longer utterances into account as an additional measure of 

utterance length to indicate complexity (Martlew et al., 1978; for example van der 

Geest et al., 1973; Wells, 1985). Only about 1% of the speech acts in the dataset 

consist of 10 or more words. Twenty percent of the speech acts in the corpus consist 

of 5 or more words. In general, as children get older, the percentage of 1 word speech 

acts decreases (growth curve, R square=.127, F=6,716, p<.05) and the percentage of 

speech acts of 5 or more words increases (linear equation
32

, R Square=.178, F=9.933, 

                                                 
32

 In this case we could not calculate a growth equation. A growth model requires all values to be 

positive, but in the data of Albert, Jurre and Ryan the percentage of 5+ utterances is zero at some data 

points. We used a linear model because it does allow for zero values. 
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p<.01). In other words, children produce less speech acts of 1 word and more speech 

acts of five or more words as they get older. 

 

Context and MLSA  

The average MLSA of all the children together, in all contexts, regardless of age is 2,9 

words. The MLSA of children during the four activities pretend play, literacy 

activities, crafts assignments and free crafts ranges between 2,6 and 3,0 words and 

does not differ significantly. However, children’s MLSA during interactions with 

different interaction partners does differ significantly: their MLSA with peers 

(MLSA=3,1), solitary play (3,1) and mixed group (2,9) are higher than during 

interactions with the teacher (2,4; Kruskall-Wallis, χ
2
=12,346, p<.01). Children’s 

MLSA is especially low during literacy activities with the teacher (MLSA=2,1, 

Kruskall-Wallis, χ
2
=11,150, p<.05). The results are given in table 3. Note that the row 

and column with totals are weighted averages; the number of fragments on which 

MLSA is based are given in table 1.  

 

Table 3. Average MLSA per fragment, specified for activity and partner *p<.05 

Interaction Partner  

Peer(s) Teacher Mixed 

group 

Solitary Total 

Pretend play 3,1 2,9 2,9 2,9 3,0 

Literacy act.* 3,3 2,1 2,8 4,2 2,6 

Crafts assign. - 2,4 3,0 - 2,8 

Free crafts 3,5 2,5 2,9 - 2,8 

A
ct

iv
it

y 

Total* 3,1 2,4 2,9 3,1 2,9 

 

We are interested in the development of MLSA, but the data in table 3 does not 

provide information on changes in MLSA over time. In general, we found that MLSA 

increases as children get older, but we want to know whether this is true for all 

activities and all interaction partners. When we look at the influence of age on MLSA 

for the four different activities, we find a positive relationship between age and 

MLSA for literacy activities and free craft. Children produce longer speech acts 

during literacy activities and free craft as they get older. Children’s MLSA for pretend 

play and crafts assignments do not change significantly as children get older. Results 

are given in the upper half of table 4. 

Looking at the influence of interaction partners, we found that as children get 

older, they will use longer speech acts in interactions with teachers and a mixed group 
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of teacher and peers. There are no significant effects for interactions with peers and 

solitary play. The results are given in the lower half of table 4. 

 

Table 4. Growth models of MLSA per activity and interaction partner  

 R square F  Significance 

Pretend play .043 1,791 .188 

Literacy act. .191 5,901 .023* 

Crafts assign. .144 3,207 .089 A
ct

iv
it

y 

Free crafts .223 6,388 .020* 

Peer(s) .008 0,234 .632 

Teacher .171 4,346 .049* 

Mixed group .142 6,613 .014* P
a

rt
n

er
 

Solitary .268 3,652 .085 

* p<.05 

 

Combining the results from table 3 and 4 we can infer that children’s interactions with 

teachers may be related with a lower MLSA (especially during literacy activities), but 

as children get older, the length of their speech acts increases. Interactions with peers 

are associated with higher MLSA from early on, but this MLSA does not change 

significantly in the course of 1½ year. 

 

MLSA of different speech acts 

With different speech acts, one can express different meanings. Some speech acts 

may, therefore, be more likely to be expressed with more words than others. There is 

indeed a relation between type and length of speech act (Kruskall Wallis χ
2
= 1090, 

p<.00). The different speech acts, their occurrence, mean lengths and standard 

deviations are given in table 5. 

 

Table 5. Speech acts, their occurrence, MLSA and SD  

Nr. Speech Act (SA) Occurrence MLSA SD 

1&2 Questions  

  and responses 

286 

284 

(6,5%) 

(6,4%) 

3,61 

2,10 

2,1 

1,8 

3&4 Directives 

  and responses 

955 

158 

(21,5%) 

(3,6%) 

2,92 

2,26 

2,2 

2,3 

5&6 Statements  

  and responses 

1344 

136 

(30,3%) 

(3,1%) 

3,51 

1,74 

2,0 

1,2 

7&8 Commitments 

  and responses 

469 

101 

(10,6%) 

(2,3%) 

4,19 

1,97 

2,1 

1,6 
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9&10 Declarations 

  and responses 

38 

4 

(0,9%) 

(0,1%) 

4,16 

4,75 

1,9 

5,2 

11 Evaluations 84 (1,9%) 1,76 1,1 

12 Markings 574 (12,9%) 1,46 0,9 

Total  4433 (100%) 2,94 2,1 

 

The speech act types that are longer are: commitments (MLSA=4,19) and 

declarations
33

 (4,16) and also questions for information (3,61) and statements (3,51). 

Examples of speech acts that are more often produced with more words are given 

below.  

 

(1) “Pancake” [Kirsten (3;5), commitment] 

I’m going to make pancake and I throw it very high! 

ik ga pannekoek maken en die gooi ik hee hoog!  

 

(2) “Parents” [Sabine (3;1), declaration] 

We are daddy and mummy’s  

wij zijn papa en mama’s  

 

(3) “Book” [Peggy (2;10), question for information] 

what kind of book do you have in your hands?  

wat heb jij voor boekje in de handen?  

 

(4) “Work out” [Shamira (3;11), statement]  

I did gymnastics and I dance:d 

ik ging gymmen en danse:n 

 

Note that the speech acts that are longer are all initiating speech acts. We compared 

the set of initiating speech acts (questions, directives, statements, commitments and 

declarations) to the set of responsive speech acts (the responses to the five types of 

initiating acts), and found that initiating speech acts are almost 1½ words longer than 

responsive speech acts (respectively on average 3,5 and 2,1 words long; Mann 

Whitney U=559089, p<.00).  

 

 

 

 

                                                 
33

 The MLSA of responses to declarations is also high (4,75), but this is only based on 4 utterances. 
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6.4.2 Distribution of speech acts 

Utterance length is a widely used, but very rough measure of complexity of language. 

Some authors even doubt whether it reflects the complexity of production (Martlew et 

al., 1978). We may cast the same doubts at our measure of speech act length. Our 

main interests are the meanings that children convey and the functions of their talk. 

By analyzing speech acts we aim to create a picture of the children’s communicative 

intent, the things children do with their talk. In this paragraph we will analyze the 

occurrence of different speech acts and the contexts in which they are used.  

As we described in the method section, every speech act is scored into one of 

12 categories. Some speech acts are more frequent than others. Return to table 5 in 

paragraph 6.4.1 to see that statements and directives are very frequent, while 

declarations and responses to declarations are infrequent. Because our primary focus 

is on interactions in which children participate actively, our corpus is somewhat 

biased towards initiating speech acts. Interactions in which children talk a lot are 

apparently not the interactions in which they are primarily responsive. Of the 3775 

speech act-response pairs (excluding evaluations and markings), 3092 (82%) were 

initiating acts and 683 (18%) were responsive acts. When we look at the distribution 

of initiative and responsive speech acts in the different activities, we see that children 

especially use initiatives during pretend play (85%) and relatively less during literacy 

activities (64%, Kruskal-Wallis χ
2
= 16,369, p<.00, see table 6). Children use many 

initiatives in interactions with peers (86%) and during solitary play (90%
34

), but less 

during interactions with the teacher (70%, Kruskal-Wallis χ
2
= 10,167, p<.05, see table 

7). This bias towards initiating speech acts may seem counter intuitive, although 

Snow and colleagues (1996) in a study of mother-child interactions with younger 

children (up to 2;8) also found that children’s early communicative intents were 

mostly initiating instead of responsive. Apparently, the interactions in preschool 

classrooms in which children talk a lot are interactions in which children 

predominantly use initiating speech acts.  

 

Table 6. Average distribution of initiatives and responses during different activities 

 Activity Distribution 

 Pretend 

play  

Literacy 

act. 

Crafts 

assign. 

Free crafts 

 

χ
2
 Sig. 

Initiative 85% 64% 76% 79% 

Response 15% 36% 24% 21% 
16,369 .001* 

* p<.05 

                                                 
34

 Responses during solitary play for example occur when the child acts out a scenario with different 

partners who talk to each other or pretends to be in a telephone conversation 
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Table 7. Average distribution of initiatives and responses during interactions with 

different partners 

 Partner Distribution 

 Peer(s)  Teacher  Mixed 

group  

Solitary χ
2
 Sig. 

Initiative 86% 70% 76% 90% 

Response 14% 30% 24% 10% 
10,167 .017* 

*p<.05 

 

In this section, after a short description of the speech acts in our selection, we will 

first describe how use of speech acts develops over time. Next, we will turn to the use 

of speech acts in different contexts and we will analyze the speech acts children use in 

different activities and with different interaction partners. We will look at what van 

Geert and van Dijk (van Geert & van Dijk, 2002) call qualitative variability: the 

distribution of the set of speech acts in each fragment.  

 

Development of speech act use  

For almost all speech acts, the age of the child was not related to the use of the speech 

act. Age only mattered in the use of declarations: the older the children are, the more 

declarations they use (Spearman’s Rho correlation = .4383, p<.00). The first 

declaration in the corpus is from Shamira at age 3;0 when she loudly announces: I AM 

THE PRINCE (IK BEN DE PRINS). The children are using the other 11 speech acts 

from early on and the distribution stays stable over time.  

Even though children use most speech acts from early on, the form and 

content of the speech acts may change over time. Children may for example pack 

more complex meanings in their speech acts. We will take a closer look at complexity 

within some speech acts in paragraphs 6.4.3 and 6.4.4. 

 

Context and use of speech acts 

Different activities and interaction partners can create different opportunities for the 

child for using language. We will first see how each of the four activities –pretend 

play, literacy activities, crafts assignments ad free crafts- are related to children’s use 

of speech acts. Then we will look at speech act use of children in interaction with the 

four types of interaction partners: peers, the teacher, a mixed group of teacher and 

peers and solitary play. When we look at the speech acts separately, we find that half 

of the speech acts are used differently by the children, depending on the activity they 

are in. These results are summarized in table 8.  
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Table 8. Average distribution of children’s speech act use in different activities  

Nr. Speech Act Activity Distribution 

  Pretend 

play 

(N
a
=107) 

Literacy 

act. 

(N=37) 

Crafts 

assign. 

(N=20) 

Free 

crafts 

(N=27) 

χ
2
 Sig. 

1&2 Questions  

  and responses 

6,9% 

4,7% 

7,6% 

18,2% 

4,2% 

6,6% 

6,6% 

5,5% 

0,314 

19,653 

.957 

.000* 

3&4 Directives 

  and responses 

21,6% 

1,9% 

6,7% 

5,5% 

19,9% 

10,3% 

24,1% 

7,9% 

22,700 

13,609 

.000* 

.003* 

5&6 Statements 

  and responses 

27,4% 

2,7% 

39,9% 

4,6% 

38,0% 

1,7% 

26,4% 

2,3% 

9,983 

1,393 

.019* 

.707 

7&8 Commitments 

  and responses 

12,1% 

2,7% 

2,9% 

2,3% 

6,0% 

1,4% 

10,1% 

2,5% 

20,409 

0,274 

.000* 

.965 

9&10 Declarations 

  and responses 

1,4% 

0,0% 

- 

- 

- 

- 

- 

- 

13,603 

2,380 

.003* 

.497 

11 Evaluations 2,4% 2,4% 0,5% 1,3% 3,946 .267 

12 Markings 16,1% 10,0% 11,6% 13,3% 6,029 .110 

Total  100% 100% 100% 100%   
a
N=the number of fragments, * p<.05  

 

Table 8 shows the distribution of speech acts used by the children for each of the four 

activity types. We can see that the distributions of seven speech acts differ, depending 

of the type of activity the child is in. Responses to questions are used frequently 

during literacy activities (18,2%), but less during pretend play (4,7%), crafts 

assignments (6,6%) and free crafts (5,5%, Kruskal Wallis χ
2
=19,653, p<.00). Children 

use directives frequently during pretend play (21,6%), crafts assignments (19,9%) and 

free crafts (24,1%), but not during literacy activities (6,7%, Kruskal Wallis χ
2
=22,700, 

p<.00). Responses to directives are relatively frequent in interactions during crafts 

assignments (10,3%), but infrequent during pretend play (1,9%, Kruskal Wallis 

χ
2
=13,609, p<.00). Children use many statements in their interactions overall, 

especially during literacy activities (39,9%) and crafts assignments (38%, Kruskal 

Wallis χ
2
=9,983, p<.05). The child’s use of commitments is related to the type of 

activity he or she is engaged in as well (Kruskal Wallis χ
2
=20,409, p<.00). Children 

do not use many commitments during literacy activities (2,9%), compared to the 

frequency of this speech act during pretend play (12,1%) or free craft (10,1%). The 

speech act declaration is infrequent in general, and we only found children using 

declarations during pretend play (Kruskal Wallis χ
2
=13,603, p<.00).  
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We showed that the use of some speech acts is related to the activity children are 

involved in. However, some partners are more likely to interact with the child during 

certain activities than others, for example peer interactions are frequent during pretend 

play but infrequent during literacy activities (see table 1, paragraph 6.3.1). We will 

have a closer look at the fragments in which children interact in a mixed group and 

with the teacher to see whether we still find the differences in distribution of speech 

acts between the activities.  

When we consider all interactions, we found that the child’s use of responses 

to questions, directives, responses to directives, statements, commitments and 

declarations is related to the activity the child is involved in. When we only look at 

interactions in a mixed group of teacher and peers, we lose most effects. Nevertheless, 

the general distributions of the speech acts that do not reach significance stay the 

same: high frequencies stay high and low frequencies stay low. We explain the 

decrease in significant results by a decrease of the fragments available. 

The differences between the use of directives and commitments are still 

significant when we look at activities within a mixed group. Children use few 

directives in literacy activities in a mixed group (3,3%), compared to their use of 

directives in interactions with a mixed group during pretend play (18,9%), crafts 

assignments (20,6%) and free crafts (23,2%, Kruskal Wallis χ
2
=17,662, p<.00). 

Children also use few commitments during literacy activities in a mixed group (1,9%), 

compared to their use of commitments during pretend play (10,2%), free crafts (8,5%) 

and, to a lesser extend, crafts assignments (5,7%). The results are given in table 9. 

 

Table 9. Average distribution of children’s speech act use in interactions in a mixed 

group of teacher and peers during different activities  

Nr. Speech Act Activity of mixed group interaction Distribution 

  Pretend 

play 

(N
a
=27) 

Literacy 

act. 

(N=16) 

Crafts 

assign. 

(N=14) 

Free 

crafts 

(N=16) 

χ
2
 Sig. 

1&2 Questions  

  and responses 

4,7% 

6,3% 

8,9% 

20,8% 

4,8% 

3,9% 

7,2% 

5,4% 

0,159 

7,377 

.984 

.061 

3&4 Directives 

  and responses 

18,9% 

1,4% 

3,3% 

5,6% 

20,6% 

7,0% 

23,2% 

11,1% 

17,662 

3,933 

.001* 

.269 

5&6 Statements 

  and responses 

34,3% 

2,4% 

41,3% 

5,5% 

42,6% 

2,1% 

27,1% 

1,5% 

6,059 

1,614 

.109 

.656 

7&8 Commitments 

  and responses 

10,2% 

6,7% 

1,9% 

2,0% 

5,7% 

1,5% 

8,5% 

4,2% 

7,931 

2,185 

.047* 

.535 
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9&10 Declarations 

  and responses 

0,7% 

- 

- 

- 

- 

- 

- 

- 

7,104 

0,000 

.069 

1.00 

11 Evaluations 1,9% 2,0% 0,6% 1,0% 0,874 .832 

12 Markings 12,5% 8,7% 11,2% 10,9% 1,794 .616 

 Total  100% 100% 100% 100%   
a
N=the number of fragments, * p<.05  

 

When we consider children’s interactions with the teacher only, most effects of 

activity for children’s speech act use disappear. The results are based on just 45 

fragments, and within these 45 fragments the average distributions of children’s 

speech acts do not differ significantly between the activities (see table 10). The only 

difference we still see is in children’s use of responses to directives. Children produce 

more responses to directives during crafts assignments with the teacher (18,1%) than 

during other interactions with the teacher (Kruskal Wallis χ
2
=7,973, p<.05). 

 

Table 10. Average distribution of children’s speech act use in interactions with the 

teacher during different activities  

Nr. Speech Act Activity of teacher interaction Distribution 

  Pretend 

play 

(N
a
=13) 

Literacy 

act. 

(N=17) 

Crafts 

assign. 

(N=6) 

Free 

crafts 

(N=9) 

χ
2
 Sig. 

1&2 Questions  

  and responses 

11,8% 

6,3% 

3,0% 

18,5% 

2,8% 

12,7% 

3,2% 

5,7% 

0,115 

5,075 

.990 

.166 

3&4 Directives 

  and responses 

15,7% 

2,2% 

8,3% 

4,6% 

18,2% 

18,1% 

28,5% 

2,2% 

6,986 

7,973 

.072 

.047* 

5&6 Statements 

  and responses 

14,5% 

5,6% 

40,0% 

4,8% 

27,1% 

0,9% 

25,0% 

4,4% 

6,100 

1,247 

.107 

.742 

7&8 Commitments 

  and responses 

19,6% 

1,4% 

4,2% 

3,2% 

6,5% 

1,0% 

9,6% 

0,0% 

7,204 

2,524 

.066 

.471 

9&10 Declarations 

  and responses 

0,4% 

- 

- 

- 

- 

- 

- 

- 

2,462 

0,000 

.482 

1.00 

11 Evaluations 3,8% 3,3% 0,0% 2,0% 4,274 .233 

12 Markings 18,5% 10,3% 12,6% 19,6% 4,433 .218 

 Total  100% 100% 100% 100%   
a
N=the number of fragments, * p<.05 
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Now we will look at the types of speech acts children use in interaction with different 

interaction partners. We find that there are three speech acts that children use 

differently, depending on their interaction partner. The distributions of the different 

speech acts children use with different partners are given in table 11.  

 

Table 11. Average distribution of children’s speech act use with different interaction 

partners  

Nr. Speech Act Partner Distribution 

  Peer(s) 

(N
a
=56) 

Teacher 

(N=45) 

Mixed 

group 

(N=73) 

Solitary 

(N=17) 

χ
2
 Sig. 

1&2 Questions  

  and responses 

8,1% 

4,3% 

5,6% 

11,7% 

6,2% 

8,8% 

7,6% 

2,6% 

5,167 

13,630 

.160 

.003* 

3&4 Directives 

  and responses 

26,5% 

3,0% 

15,8% 

5,2% 

16,7% 

5,5% 

11,4% 

0,6% 

9,606 

5,247 

.022* 

.155 

5&6 Statements 

  and responses 

26,7% 

2,3% 

27,8% 

4,4% 

35,9% 

2,8% 

30,4% 

1,2% 

7,191 

1,275 

.066 

.735 

7&8 Commitments 

  and responses 

10,4% 

1,4% 

10,0% 

1,7% 

7,1% 

4,1% 

14,2% 

1,0% 

3,358 

6,016 

.340 

.111 

9&10 Declarations 

  and responses 

2,2% 

0,2% 

0,1% 

- 

0,2% 

- 

- 

- 

14,099 

7,309 

.003* 

.063 

11 Evaluations 1,2% 2,8% 1,5% 5,5% 7,260 .064 

12 Markings 13,8% 14,8% 11,1% 25,4% 4,063 .255 

 Total  100% 100% 100% 100%   
a
N=the number of fragments, * p<.05 

 

Table 11 shows the distribution of speech acts used by the children for every type of 

interaction partner. We can see that three speech acts are used differently, depending 

on the interaction partner the child has. Children produce more responses to questions 

in interactions with the teacher (10%) and with the mixed group of teacher and peers 

(8%) than in interactions with peers (4%) or in solitary play (3%. Kruskal Wallis 

χ
2
=13,630, p<.00). The use of directives is also related to children’s interaction 

partner (Kruskal Wallis χ
2
=9,606, p<.05). In peer interactions, children use many 

directives (26%), while they use less directives in interactions with the teacher (16%), 

a mixed group (21%) or in solitary play (19%). We already showed that declarations 

are infrequent, but when children use them, it is mostly in peer interactions (2%, 

Kruskal Wallis χ
2
=14,099, p<.00).  
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We will now consider the distributions of speech acts during pretend play interactions 

only. Within the pretend play interactions, the effect for declarations does not reach 

significance anymore, although the distribution is still similar: declarations are most 

frequent in peer interactions. We find a new effect for evaluations (the results are 

given in table 12). Like we saw in solitary play in general, during solitary pretend 

play, children give few responses to questions (1,3%), compared to pretend play with 

peers (4,5%), the teacher (6,3%) or a mixed group of teachers and peers (6,3%, 

Kruskal Wallis χ
2
=8,324, p<.05). Children also use few directives during solitary 

pretend play (10,8%), while they give many directives during pretend play with peers 

(27,6%, Kruskal Wallis χ
2
=8,144, p<.05). Finally, children give relatively many 

evaluations during pretend solitary play (6,2%), compared to their use of evaluations 

in interactions with peers (1,3%), the teacher (3,8%) or a mixed group (1,9%). We 

saw the same pattern for use of evaluations when we considered interactions during 

all activities, but this difference in distribution did not reach significance (p=.064, as 

reported in table 11).  

 

Table 12. Average distribution of children’s speech act use during pretend play with 

different interaction partners 

Nr. Speech Act Partner during pretend play Distribution 

  Peer(s) 

(N
a
=52) 

Teacher 

(N=13) 

Mixed 

group 

(N=27) 

Solitary 

(N=15) 

χ
2
 Sig. 

1&2 Questions  

  and responses 

7,4% 

4,5% 

11,8% 

6,3% 

4,7% 

6,3% 

5,0% 

1,3% 

1,021 

8,324 

.796 

.040* 

3&4 Directives 

  and responses 

27,6% 

2,3% 

15,7% 

2,2% 

18,9% 

1,4% 

10,8% 

0,7% 

8,144 

1,910 

.043* 

.591 

5&6 Statements 

  and responses 

26,4% 

2,5% 

14,5% 

5,6% 

34,3% 

2,4% 

29,5% 

1,4% 

7,725 

0,804 

.052 

.849 

7&8 Commitments 

  and responses 

10,2% 

1,5% 

19,6% 

1,4% 

10,2% 

6,7% 

15,7% 

1,2% 

1,815 

5,055 

.612 

.168 

9&10 Declarations 

  and responses 

2,3% 

0,2% 

0,4% 

- 

0,6% 

- 

- 

- 

4,861 

3,233 

.182 

.357 

11 Evaluations 1,3% 3,8% 1,9% 6,2% 7,982 .046* 

12 Markings 13,9% 18,5% 12,5% 28,2% 4,235 .237 

 Total  100% 100% 100% 100%   
a
N=the number of fragments, * p<.05  
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6.4.3 A closer look (1): reflective statements 

Within a category of speech acts, different varieties of complexity can occur. Of the 

initiating speech acts, statements are most frequent (30,3% of all speech acts in our 

corpus are statements, as reported in table 5). Within the category statements there are 

descriptive statements and more complex reflective statements. Descriptive statements 

are about the here and now. Reflective statements have a more complex, abstract, 

extended content and by producing them, the child reflects on ‘the world’ in some 

way. Reflective statements are less frequent than descriptive statements: of the 1351 

statements in the corpus, 136 (10%) are reflective. Reflective statements are longer 

than descriptive statements: on average reflective statements are 5,2 words long, 

compared to 3,3 for descriptive statements. Examples of reflective statements are: 

 

(5) “Lights” [Sharon (3;5)] 

mummy turns (.) when it gets dark then mummy turns (.) in the room lights o:n  

mama doet (.) als het donker wordt dan doet mama (.) in de kamer licht aa::n  

 

(6) “Birthday” [Ryan (3;5)] 

NOBODY IS HAVING HIS BIRTHDAY HERE  

NIEMAND IS HIER JAADIG  

 

In this section, we will first study the development of the use of reflective statements. 

Next, we will turn to the use of reflective statements in different contexts: we will 

analyze whether children use more or less reflective statements in different activities 

and in interactions with different interaction partners.  

 

Development of use of reflective statements  

In paragraph 6.4.2, we described that the proportion of statements is stable over time. 

Relatively to the other speech acts, children do not start to use more (or less) 

statements as they get older. However, the nature of the statements does change over 

time: as children get older, the proportion of reflective statements increases 

(Spearman’s Rho cor.= .313, p<.00). 

Children vary in the amount of descriptive and reflective statements they use. 

Figure 3 shows the absolute occurrences of descriptive and reflective statements per 

child over time. Ryan, Sabine and Sarah produce more than 50 statements at times. 

Children vary in the amount of descriptive and reflective statements they use.  

Sabine uses as many as 118 statements at age 3;1 (37 months), of which 8 are 

reflective statements, while Robbie produces only seven descriptive statements at that 

same age. The first reflective statement in the dataset is made by Rachid at age 2;4 (28 
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months) when he tucks in a doll in a pram and says nice like this (lekker ◦so◦). 

Another early reflective statement is made by Sarah at age 2;7 (31 months). She used 

a watering can to fill a container with sand. When the container is full, she empties the 

watering can in the sandpit and says now it’s really full (nu::::↑ >is het echt vol<). In 

general, children’s use of reflective statements increases as they get older. However, 

visual inspection of the data reveal more stable uses for Sarah and Shamira. 

 

Figure 3. Number of descriptive and reflective statements for every child over time. 

The values at the x-axis are age in months; the values in the bars are the number of 

reflective statements 

 

 

Context and use of reflective statements 

In paragraph 6.4.2, we described that children use fewer statements when they are 

doing pretend play or free craft than when they are involved in literacy activities or 

crafts assignments. Even though children use fewer statements during pretend play, 

they use relatively many reflective statements during this activity: on average 12,3% 

of children’s statements during pretend play episodes are reflective (Kruskal Wallis 

χ
2
=9,209, p<.05). The results are given in table 13. 
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Table 13. Average distribution of descriptive and reflective statements during 

different activities 

Statement Activity Distribution 

 Pretend 

play 

(N
a
=87) 

Literacy 

act. 

(N=35) 

Crafts 

assign. 

(N=18) 

Free crafts 

(N=25) 

χ
2
 Sig. 

Descriptive 87,7% 91,9% 94,8% 92,0% 

Reflective 12,3% 8,1% 5,2% 8,0% 
9,209 .027* 

a
N=the number of fragments in which children use statements, * p<.05 

 

Children use similar amounts of statements when they interact with peers, the teacher, 

a mixed group of teacher and peers or when they are playing alone. When we look at 

the distribution of descriptive and reflective statements, we find that children use 

relatively many reflective statements during solitary play (23,6%) and also during 

interactions with peers (13,7%, Kruskal-Wallis χ
2
= 12,500, p<.01). See table 14 for 

the results. 

 

Table 14. Average distribution of descriptive and reflective statements during 

interactions with different partners 

Statement Partner Distribution 

 Peer(s) 

(N
a
=46) 

Teacher 

(N=36) 

Mixed 

group 

(N=68) 

Solitary 

(N=15) 

χ
2
 Sig. 

Descriptive 86,3% 93,6% 93,6% 76,4% 

Reflective 13,7% 6,4% 6,4% 23,6% 
12,500 .006* 

a
N=the number of fragments in which children use statements, *p<.05 

 

When we look at the use of reflective statements during pretend play interactions 

only, it seems to matter less who the child is interacting with (see table 15). The 

proportions of reflective statements children produce in interactions with different 

partners do not differ significantly during pretend play episodes. In other words: in 

general children use less reflective statements in interaction with the teacher, but 

during pretend play, the interaction partner does not matter. When we compare the 

proportions of the child’s reflective statements in interactions with different partners 

in general to the proportions in interactions during pretend play, the increase of 

reflective statements in pretend play interactions with the teacher stands out. Children 

do not use many reflective statements in interactions with teachers (6,4%, table 14), 

but when children are involved in pretend play with the teacher individually, their 
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statements are more frequently reflective (12,8%, table 15). The activity of pretend 

play thus seems to be a stimulating setting for children to use reflective statements. 

 

Table 15. Average distribution of descriptive and reflective statements during pretend 

play interactions with different partners 

Statement Partner during pretend play interactions Distribution 

 Peer(s) 

(N
a
=42) 

Teacher  

(N=7) 

Mixed 

group 

(N=25) 

Solitary 

(N=13) 

χ
2
 Sig. 

Descriptive 87,4% 87,2% 95,0% 74,8% 

Reflective 12,6% 12,8% 5,0% 25,2% 
5,267 .153 

a
N=the number of fragments in which children use statements 

 

6.4.4 A closer look (2): elaborative responses to questions  

The type of response that is most frequently produced by the children in our corpus, 

are responses to questions (6,4%, as reported in table 5). Within this speech act 

category, we can distinguish answers with and without elaboration. When the child 

elaborates, he or she gives extra information, more than was asked for. Answers 

without elaborations are all other responses to questions for information, like simple 

yes or no, repeating what was already said in the question, answering with a 

statement, answering with a specification, or giving a counter question. Responses to 

questions with elaboration are not very frequent: of the 284 responses to questions in 

the corpus, 36 (13%) are responses with elaborations. Not surprisingly, responses to 

questions with elaborations are longer than responses to questions without 

elaborations (respectively 4,5 and 1,8 words on average). Two examples of 

elaborative responses to questions are given below: a straightforward example of 

Shamira, who tells her teacher Miss Trynke about her new diary and an example of 

Danny and Kirsten during pretend play, pretending Danny is the doctor. 

 

(7) “Diary” [Shamira (3;9), Miss Trynke] 

Sh: I’ve got a new book! 

IK heb een nieuw boekje! 

 ((turns to Miss Trynke)) 

 (0,3) 

Tr: you’ve got a new book? 

heb je nieuw boekje? 

� Sh: yes with key with (er) (.) keyring 

ja met sleutel met el-(.) sleuterhangertje 
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(8) “Ouch” [Danny (3;0), Kirsten (3;5), pretending Danny is the doctor] 

Da: ((Danny uses the polite form of ‘you’)) do you have ouch? (.) do you 

have ouch? (.) [do you have ouch?  

hebt u auw? (.) hebt u auw? (.) [hebt u auw? 

� Ki:                        [no me! (.) no you don’t have ouch 

                                                               [nee ik! (.) nee jij hebt niet auw 

 

In the First example, Miss Trynke responds to Shamira’s statement with a yes/no 

question (you’ve got a new book?). Shamira responds with an agreement token (yes) 

and adds more detailed information about her new book (with key with (er) (.) 

keyring). The second example shows a negative answer with elaboration. Danny asks 

Kirsten in a polite way whether she is in pain (do you have ouch?). Kirsten responds 

by correcting Danny (no me! (.) no you don’t have ouch). This correction may be 

inappropriate, since Danny did not say he was in pain himself, but it does show that 

elaborations can have different interactional functions. 

 

Development of use of elaborative responses to questions 

We did not find age effects for responding to questions in general nor did we find any 

for he use of elaborative answers: children do not use more (or less) elaborative 

responses to questions as they get older. Again, there is variation within and between 

children. The numbers of responses to questions with and without elaboration for 

every child over time are given in figure 4. For two boys– Jurre and Robbie – there 

are no elaborative answers at all in the corpus. 

We already showed that our corpus contains more initiating than responsive 

speech acts. Responses to questions are the most frequent type of response, but still 

only 6,4% of the speech acts are responses to questions. The interactional contexts in 

our corpus apparently do not ask for many responses, and children do not use many 

elaborative responses in these activities, with these partners. The occurrence of 

elaborative answers is so low, that we can not see developmental growth. The tables 

in figure 4 show that children sometimes use elaborative responses to questions, 

sometimes even at a young age (like Sarah at 2;7), but these preschool contexts in 

general do not seem to ask for this type of complex speech act. 
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Figure 4. Number of responses to questions with and without elaboration for every 

child over time. The values at the x-axis are age in months; the values in the bars are 

the number of responses with elaboration. 

 

 

Context and use of elaborative responses to questions 

We described in paragraph 6.4.2 that responses to questions in general are frequent 

during literacy activities and in interactions with the teacher. We see no significant 

differences in the proportions of children’s elaborative responses when they are 

involved in different activities, although children use no elaborative responses to 

questions at all during crafts assignments (see table 16). The child’s interaction 

partner does influence his or her use of elaborative responses to questions (see table 

17). Children do not use many responses to questions in interaction with peers or in 

solitary play, but when they do, their responses are relatively frequently elaborative 

(respectively 33,2% and 35,0%, Kruskal-Wallis χ
2
= 9,111, p<.05).  
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Table 16. Average distribution of responses to questions with and without elaboration 

during different activities 

Response to question Activity Distribution 

 Pretend 

play 

(N
a
=41) 

Literacy 

act. 

(N=25) 

Crafts 

assign. 

(N=11) 

Free 

crafts 

(N=14) 

χ
2
 Sig. 

Without elaboration 81,7% 84,4% 100% 86,9% 

With elaboration 18,3% 15,6% - 13,1% 
5,470 .140 

a
N=the number of fragments in which children use responses to questions 

 

Table 17. Average distribution of responses to questions with and without elaboration 

during interactions with different partners 

Response to question Partner Distribution 

 Peer(s) 

(N
a
=18) 

Teacher 

(N=23) 

Mixed 

group 

(N=45) 

Solitary 

(N=5) 

χ
2
 Sig. 

Without elaboration* 66,8% 94,0% 90,9% 65,0% 

With elaboration* 33,2% 6,0% 9,1% 35,0% 
9,111 .028* 

a
N=the number of fragments in which children use responses to questions, *p <.05 

 

6.5 CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION 

We designed this study to explore how context is related to language use in preschool 

classrooms. We analyzed know how several contextual variables (4 different activity 

types and 4 different types of interaction partner) were related to the speech acts 

children use in preschool and we were especially interested in children’s complex talk. 

We can confirm the finding of Wells (1985), Damhuis (1995) and Yont and 

colleagues (2003) and other researchers that there is a relation between context and 

language use. 

Children use different kinds of speech acts, depending on the activity they are 

involved in. During pretend play, children use relatively many commitments, 

declarations and reflective statements. During literacy activities, children use 

relatively many responses to questions and statements and relatively few directives 

and their speech acts are shorter in length. When children are involved in crafts 

assignments, they give relatively many responses to directives. Free craft is an 

activity in which children use relatively many commitments.  

Moreover, the child’s interaction partner influences the child’s use of different 

kinds of speech acts. In interactions with peers, children use relatively many 

directives and declarations and responses to questions with elaborations and their 
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speech acts are longer. When children interact with the teacher, they give relatively 

many responses to questions, but few of these responses are elaborative and their 

speech acts are shorter in length. In interactions with a mixed group of the teacher and 

peers, children give relatively few reflective statements. During solitary play, children 

give relatively many reflective statements and few responses to questions, but the 

responses to questions they do give are relatively often elaborative.  

We looked at four different activities that children encounter in preschool: 

pretend play, literacy activities, crafts assignments and free crafts. In terms of the 

speech acts children use, we found that pretend play and free crafts are relatively 

similar and that they differ from literacy activities and crafts assignments. During 

pretend play and free crafts, children use high proportions of commitments and low 

proportions of statements. Literacy activities elicit a very different pattern of speech 

acts: during literacy activities, children use low proportions of commitments and high 

proportions of statements. The stimulating effect of pretend play is also found in 

previous research: Pellegrini (1984b) for example found that learning centers in which 

children are prompted to use fantasy (for example the house area) were related to the 

use of more and more different kinds of speech acts.  

Wells (1985) argued that some activities have a more predictable pattern of 

speech than others. He gives the example of getting dressed, in which the content and 

structure of speech is more patterned than during pretend play. In other work, we 

describe that the closing of crafts assignments is organized according to a structured 

routine (see chapter 5), as well as the literacy activity of borrowing a book in 

classroom (see chapter 4). The activities pretend play, literacy activities, crafts 

assignments and free crafts differ in how much they are structured according to a 

routine. Literacy activities and crafts assignments are highly structured while pretend 

play and free crafts seem to be more loosely structured. This varying degree in 

structure might be an explanation for the similarity in speech acts distributions in 

pretend play and free crafts and their difference with the other two activities.  

For educational reasons, it is interesting to see how context influences the 

child’s use of complex language. Longer speech acts of 5 words or more are more 

frequent during interactions with peers and in a mixed group. The speech acts 

commitments and declarations are generally produced with more words and occur 

more frequently as children get older. Declarations are only used in the context of 

pretend play when children announce a character role. Children do not use many 

statements during pretend play, but when they do, the proportion of reflective 

statements is high. Children use relatively many reflective statements in peer 

interactions and during solitary play. Responses to questions with elaborations were 
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infrequent in our corpus (they occurred 36 times), but when they were used, it was 

mostly during peer play or solitary play.  

We found that peer interactions can provide children with opportunities for 

using complex language, like Damhuis (1995) and Blum-Kulka and Snow (2004) 

already suggested. Children use less complex language during literacy activities and 

in interactions with the teacher: in these cases, children’s speech acts are shorter and 

they produce fewer commitments. Apparently, literacy activities with the teacher are a 

different type of context, in which the child may hear complex language, but gets less 

opportunity to produce complex language. Book reading interactions are known to be 

very profitable for children (for example Berenst, 2006; Snow & Ninio, 1986; 

Weizman & Snow, 2001), and when children talk while reading on their own they can 

use complex speech acts, but in other classroom literacy activities, children do not 

have much opportunities for using language themselves. It could be worthwhile to 

focus on literacy activities that create more opportunities for the child, like in 

mundane literacy activities: spontaneous interactions about literacy that are embedded 

in the child’s ongoing activity and that are therefore relevant to the child (see chapter 

3).  

In their study on language use of 12 month old babies during book reading and 

toy play, Yont and colleagues (2003) conclude that context influences children’s talk 

considerably and they urge researchers to take this into account when studying 

children’s language development. The final statement in their paper is that it is 

unclear whether context influences the language use of older children as well. We can 

conclude from the current study that it does for children from 2;6 to 4;0 year old, the 

age at which many Dutch children visit preschool. By using early childhood curricula 

in preschool classrooms, we influence the children’s interactional environment in an 

attempt to influence their behavior and development. There is still much to explore on 

how interactional environments or contexts are related to children’s behavior and 

language use. We showed that different contexts in preschool are related to the ways 

children use language and we would like to emphasize the importance of exploring 

this further to understand how children learn in preschool settings and how various 

sorts of language use can be stimulated best.  

To conclude, there is an notable amount of inter- and intra variability: children 

differ in the speech acts they use and the length of their speech acts, but also in the 

activities they choose to be part of and the interaction partners they choose to interact 

with. When children have different preferences for activities and interaction partners, 

it follows that their language measures will show individual differences and peaks and 

drops as well. This study indicates that the teacher is certainly not the only source for 

learning for young children in preschool classroom settings and that the activities of 
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pretend play and interactions with peers provide children with opportunities for using 

complex language. We recommend teachers to stimulate children to get involved in 

such activities and to try to enrich literacy activities and teacher-child interactions. 



    




