Discourse

When evaluating a child’s communication strategies, an additional pragmatic area of interest involves the child’s ability to initiate and maintain discourse. Discourse involves the child’s ability to take turns and move from one topic to another in a conversation.  Even young preverbal children demonstrate readiness skills for later conversational abilities.

Early nonverbal interchanges between a child and his caregivers form the foundation for later conversational abilities.  The young infant engages in reciprocal interaction with the parent through mutual eye gaze, vocal imitation, and physical interchanges.  Alternating vocalizations between adult and child also provide a basis for turn-taking.

The prelinguistic child can initiate a topic by getting the listener’s attention and identifying a topic.  As the child acquires words, he is able to provide more information so that the listener can determine the semantic relations, or meaning, among the words. In order to maintain a topic, the child must learn to take turns in the exchange of comments.  This ability usually occurs within the second year of life, and increases as the child matures and can add greater amounts of information to the dialogue.

The child’s discourse skills include his ability to extend a conversation.  The ability to maintain topics progresses from the capability of expanding short simple sequences to maintaining a topic over adjoining successive utterances. At around 3 ½ years of age the child acquires an ability to maintain a variety of topics over several sequences.  This occurs as a result of the child’s increased fund of knowledge and advanced linguistic structures. At this stage, the child’s conversation skills are more adult-like.

The content of discourse relates to topic maintenance.  Some children with disabilities may exhibit appropriate linguistic skills, but may be unable to maintain a topic.  Other children may demonstrate preoccupation with certain topics in their discourse.  This preoccupation may indicate a related psychological disorder and problem with social-emotional development.

Revision is another discourse strategy that assists the child in topic maintenance.  Two revision strategies are:

1. Focus operation where part of the previous utterance is repeated in the subsequent utterance.

Mother says, “Johnny, get your shoes.”

Johnny says, “Get shoes?”

2. Substitution operations where part of the utterance is repeated but altered in some way.

Mother says, “Johnny, get your shoes.”

Johnny says, “My shoes?”

Developmentally, focus operations appear first and substitution operations are emphasized later.

Three other behaviors are used by children to maintain dialogue:

1. Clarifications: asking for a repetition or additional information.

The child who repeatedly asks, “What?” keeps the interaction going and also drives the parents crazy.

2. Extensions: adding some piece of information.

The child says, “See the dog?” “OOOh, big dog.”

3. Questioning: asking questions to maintain dialogue.

For many children with disabilities, questioning in the absence of other conversational strategies, becomes a means of continuing a conversation. The child may ask one question after another, without following up with comments.  Excessive questioning can limit dialogue.  For some children, use of the questioning technique is a defense mechanism that enables them to avoid sharing personal information.  Excessive questioning on the part of an adult in conversation with a child limits the child’s initiation of discourse.

As the child develops discourse skills and incorporates different strategies into turn-taking, he must also learn the rules for when to take a turn, how to take a turn, and how long a turn should be, as well as when not to take a turn. These rules are sophisticated nuances of conversation, with which many adults still have difficulty.

Another higher-level discourse ability is role-taking.  The child must learn to monitor the listener in order to determine what is being understood.  Four-year-old children have been found to modify their speech as a function of the age of the listener.  They use shorter, simpler utterances when talking to 2-year-olds, as compared with talking to adults.  In addition to monitoring the listener, the child must also self-monitor, to determine what aspects of the conversation are behind understood. The ability to monitor the self and the listener is not well developed in the preschool-age child. 

Discourse Skills

Age



Discourse Skills



Content

By 1 year


Initiates a topic by combination of glances, 
Limited to topics that are




 
vocalizations




 physically present





Maintains one or two turns





One-half utterances on topic, extended topic




   
Maintenance in routines

2-3 years


Can introduce topic



Topic does not have to be










   
physically present





Engages in short dialogue of a few turns

Uses attention-getting 










   
words, rising intonation










    
(more, what, mine)





Adult scaffolds or structures conversation
Provides descriptive detail





(give child choices)





Repetition used to remain on topic.

Can comprehend and use 










  
 “I’”, “you,” “he,” and










   
polite form “please”; 










   
responds to partner

3-4 years


Can engage in dialogue beyond a few turns.
Action is a common topic.











Verbs “go” and “do” 










   
predominate.





More aware of social aspects of discourse.
Uses direct requests 










   
(May I, Could you)





Acknowledges partner’s turn, can determine

 


   
how much information listener needs.

4-5 years


Modifies language when talking to younger
Discusses state, feelings,




  
 child.





 emotions, attitudes.

Increased awareness of listener’s role and 
 Verbs “be” and “do”    

  

 understanding.




 predominate.

Indirect requests increase.

5-6 years


Can sustain topic through a dozen turns.
Uses most varieties of 





Conversation much like adults’.


English sentences.
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