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Abstract

The development of communicative acts is a significant component of
early pragmatic language acquisition. Rocent research distinguishes
communicative acts at two levels; children’s ahility to make purposeful
interchanges with others in a social context and their ability to express
commuricative meaning through utterances.  Leaming  to master
communicative acts involves the development of children’s linguistic
expression, as well as their social and cogpitive abilities for intentional
interaction.  Although increasing attention has  been  devoted 1w
cormrnunicative act acquisition, as well as to pragmatic development. we
know relatively little abour how these develop in Chinese children.

This study aims o cxplore the development of communicative acts in
Mendarit-speaking children aged from {4 to 32 months, as they interact
with their mothers. The study looks particularly ar the developmental
process and the influence of Chinese linguistic and social factors. The
study is both longitudinal and crosssectional. Information was collected
both from the audiotapes of a long-term observation of the spontaneous
interaction between one child and her mother and (rom the videotapes of
semi-structured mother-child interactions between groups of children and
their mothers at dillerent age gronps, The procedure for the groups of
children followed the design of a recent Harvard study. This study has
both descriptive and predictive goals, so a combination of quantitative and
qualitative methods has been used 1o test theoretical hypotheses and to

examine the actual variation in the patterns of communicative acts and
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relevant syntactic development in Chinese young children.

This thesis delivers three scts of findings. The first reveals a
growing reperioire of commmunicative acts in Mandarin-speaking young
children. Children’ s acquisition of communicative acts can be indicated
quantitatively with the increasing number of types and frequency of use
and qualitatively by means of the degree of interpretability, the
emergence of new types and the fevel of joinr attention. In comparison to
American children, Chinese children show a similar rate but a different
pattern in their developtnent of communicative acts. The second set of
findings shows the complexitiy of the relationship between pragmatic and
syntactic development. The evidence of the emergence of communicative
acts shows that two language domains support and limit each other,
suggesting that these two aspects of language work together in the
performance of communicative acts. Thirdly, the findings show that
Chinese mothers have their own characteristic ways of communicaling
and transmitting cultural information in their interactions with their
children. Information exchange s the central task for a Chinese mother,
which may be understood as a cultural focus in the mother-child
communication. This cultural emphasis brings special charactenstics to
children” s development of communicative acts and helps to fashion
Chinese children into Chinese communicators. Therefore, the findings in
this study propose that when Chinese children are compared with
American children, similar rates of pragmatic progress suggest a universal
ability. However, differences in the pattern of communicative intentions

suggest specific contributions of Chinese social and linguistic factors.



Preface

The modern study of children’s language development goes back to the
early 1960s, when, influenced by the Chomskyan revolution in
Linguistics, Roger Brown, professor of Social Psychology at Harvard,
developed a rescarch project which examined granunarical development in
the pre-school years in three English-speaking children. It is perhaps
fitting thar this book by Zhou Jing, as the first systematic study of the
pragmatics of Mandarin language development, has at its core an
analytical approach which was also developed at Harvard.

For Brown, and for many of those wha followed him, the focus of
research into children’ s developing language was grammar, and the
language of interest was English. The choice of grammar-synrax and
morphology as the central domain 1o be studicd was natural, given the
influence of Chomsky’ s work. Grammar and its organisation was central
to Chomsky " s theorising. But more significantly for the field of child
language study, so was the child” s acquisition of grammar. This was
asstimed 10 be guided by an innete set of principles, which would result in
the construction by the child of the same set of rules which a linguist
would identify as necessary to account for the sentences of a language.

The nativist grammatical tradition lives on in language acquisition
studies today. Now however it exists alongside other approaches to the
description and explanation of children’ s language development. These
can be characterised, by contrast, as‘emergentist’ . They see language as
a self-organising system grounded in general cognitive meechanisms rather

[0 -
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than in specific hard-wiring for language. The rapid and successful
acquisition of spoken language by preschool children iz seen as the
product of interaction between these general mechanisms and o rich
environment, rather than the consequence of highly specified innate
language modules. ( For examples of the cmergentist approach, see
MacWhinney 1999).

A further signilicant development in the last two decades of child
language research has been a dramatic increase in our knowledge of
language acquisition in languages other than English. A major inflienee
here has been 1he crosslinguistic project inaugurated and directed by Dan
Slobin (Slobin 1985—95). The publication of detailed accounts of the
acquisition of typologically very diffevent languages has helped us 1o
understand the different probiems that languages other than English pose
for the learner. The contributors to Slobin’ s volurnes have addressed
development in languages as diverse as (serman, Finnish, West
Greenlandic Eskimo, Kaluh and Mandann.

Dr Zhou' s work falls squarely within in thc emergentist approach,
and also adds to the range of languages on which we have detailed
longitudinal developmental information. It is important that we extend
our knowledge of the developmental profiie of Chinesc-speaking children.
This is, after all, the world”s first language, in the sense that it has
miore speakers than any other. There have been previous studies of
Mandarin development (see the chapter by Erbaugh in Slobin® s volume
3, and also, for an overview of work on Mandarin and Cantonese, l.ee
19963, but acquisition in Chinese is still understudied by comparison
with English. r Zhou provides us with detailed  information on
development in the crucial 14 — 32-month period. In this cighteen-month
interval the child proceeds from essentially a single word srage to one of
not. inconsiderable grammatical ability. This progression is most clearly
lustrated for the reader in the examples of conversations listed in

N
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Chapter 5.

Examples and descriptions of the language the child uses at dilferent
ages and stages are importani encugh, and constitute the basic data on
which rescarchers work. The rescarcher’s task is to analyse this data and
from the analysis 1o try to understand how the paitern of development
emcrges. A\s a guide 1o the interpretation of the data, Dr Zhou uses an
analytical framework (INCA-A) developed by Catherine Snow and her
associates at Harvard University {Pan et al. 1996, Snow el al. 1996).
This framework reflects a perspective on language acquisiion which is
fuller and richer than the historically prior focus on grammar. Instead of
viewing the child merely as a sentence-producing mechanism, this
approach sces him as a participant in interpersonal conmaunication. This
in turn means that the child’ s knowledge of the language has to go
beyond grammar. In addition 1o mastering the linguistic resources of the
ambient language as characterised in a grammar, the child must
understand how and when 1o deploy these resources appropriately, in
interaction with other members of the language community. The
analytical framework reflects this by treating the child’ s productions as
commuricative acts.

The use of INCA-A allows [r Zhou 1o examine how comrnunicative
acts devclop in Mandarin, to look at the relationship between
communicative scts and syniax, to explore differences between
English-speaking and Mandarin-speaking children in development, and to
look for explanations of the differences in the specific characteristics of
Chinese mother-child interaction. In doing so she has added considerably
to our knowledge of early language development in Mandarin, and to our
appreciation of crosseultural differences in how children learn w be
competent communicators. It is to be hoped that this book will mspire
students and scholars 16 follow Dr Zhou” s fead in this fascinating book, and t©
mitke further inguiries into how Chinese children grow up linguistically.
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