Pragmatics – is the system that combines the above language components in functional and socially appropriate communication.

Pragmatics…

refers to “the rules governing the uses of language in context.” (Bates, 1976) Pragmatics includes the social aspects of communication.  Pragmatics is an overall organizing principle of language because it includes the need to communicate and, for that reason, precedes the selection of form (phonology, morphology, syntax) and content (semantics).

Communicative Intent

We know that infant language begins long before the first word, with the intention to communicate. There are three stages of development of intentionality as the child moves from prelinguistic to multiword communication: 

1. Perlocutionary Stage

2. Illocutionary Stage 

3. Locutionary Stage

There are several categories to describe the meanings children generate at different stages and age levels.  Identification of the child’s intent and means of expression of intent provides important information about the child’s cognitive and communicative understanding.  These stages and categories are outlined on one of the following pages.

Functions

Along with intention, the young child’s early language demonstrates several other pragmatic functions.  Halliday (1975) describes these pragmatic functions as:

1. Instrumental --- to satisfy the child’s needs or desires (“I want cookie.”)

2. Regulatory --- to control the behavior of others (“No hit.”)

3. Interactional --- to define or participate in social interaction (“Mommy and Alex go.”)

4. Personal --- to express personal opinion or feelings (“Me mad.”)

5. Imaginative --- to engage in fantasy (“Pretend I’m the mommy.”)

6. Heuristic --- to seek information (“What’s that?”)

7. Informative --- to provide information (“See my red shirt.”)

Simple forms of all of these functions usually develop by the age of 2 years.  Intentions are separate from grammatical structure.  One structure may convey several intentions; conversely, one intention may be expressed in different grammatical forms.  

If the SLP is reporting on the child’s level of intent, language functions, or meanings, the implied meanings of what the child does and says will be important to document.  For example, a gesture toward an item with a vocalization may be a request. Conversely, a very verbal child may be observed to only greet, request, and protest.  Sometimes children use idiosyncratic movements, gestures, or sounds.  In these cases, parents are particularly helpful in identifying the intent of these behaviors.

One of the goals of intervention is to increase the child’s ability to make his or her intentions understood.  This can occur by expanding the range of communicative functions and by clarifying or making the existing methods more precise.
Communicative Intentions Expressed in Prelinguistic, One-Word, and Multiword Utterances

Intention

Definitions

Prelinguistic
    
One-Word

Multiword

Attention seeking
Solicits attention

Child tugs on
  
 “Mommy” as

“You know 

12-18 mo.

to self or aspects

mom’s skirt
   
tugging on
  
what?”




of the environment:












has no other intent.

Request objects

Demands desired

Child points to

“Dog.”


“Give me dog.” 

13-17 mo.

tangible object:

a dog he wants.





Includes request-




ing consumable and 




non-consumable




objects.


Request action

Commands another
Child puts 

“Open,” while

“Mama, open

13-17 mo.

to carry out an action:
adult’s hand

giving jar to
  
bottle.”




includes requesting 
on jar while

adult.




assistance and other
looking at










actions involving

the adult.




another person or




between another 




person and an object.
  

Request information
Finds out something
Child points to 

“Shoe?” while

“Where shoe?”

24 mo.


about an object 
or
shoe, and with

pointing to shoe





or event: includes
intonation

box.




“wh-“ questions and
of question, 










other utterances

says “uh?’




having the intonation












contour of an interro-




gative.

Protest


Commands another to
Child pushes 

“No,” in 


“No, peas, 

13-17 mo.

cease an undesired
adult’s hand
  
response.
  
Mama.”




action: includes re-
away when an
  




sisting another’s 

undesired food










another’s action and
items is offered.










rejection of object

that is offered.

Comment on object
Directs another’s 

Child holds up

“Car,” said

“My car.”

13-17 mo.

attention to an

car toward the
  
while point-
  




object: pointing,

adult and smiles
  
ing.






showing, describing, 




informing, and inter-




active labeling.

Comment on action
Calls listener to the
Laughs and 

“Down” as 

“Bobbie fall

12-18 mo.

movement of some
looks at adult
  
adult falls.
  
down.”




object or action of
while adult










others or self.

falls down.

Greeting

Communicates

Child waves as

“Bye.”


“Bye, Mom.”

13-17 mo.

salutation and 

mother leaves.










offers conversation





rituals: “hi,” “bye,”




“please,” and 




“thank you.”

Answering

Responds to request
Child points to 

Child says

“Here my nose.”

9-18 mo.

For information.

His nose to 

“nose”
in







answer the 

response to










“Where’s

“Where’s your




your nose?”

nose?”

Acknowledgment
Acts or utterances used
Child acknowl-

Child says 

“My song.”

of other’s speech

to indicate that the 
ledges another’s

“yea”



9-18 mo.

other’s utterance was
speech by turn-

when favorite




received, not in response 
ing head and

song is men-




to a question; includes
smiling.


tioned.




repetition of an utter-




ance.


Other


Tease, warn, alarm,
Child giggles as

Child says “no”

“No tickle me.”

9-18 mo.

exclaim, or convey
he or she takes

as he or she 







humor.


a turn in a 

sticks out tummy.







tickle routine.
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