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Agenda

• What is child directed language (CDL)?
• Scaffolding techniques

• Routines
• Speech Acts
• Drawing attention

• Responses to non-target-like utterances



What is CDL?



Child Directed Language

• A special speech register used with young children
• Also referred to as child directed speech (CDS), infant directed 

speech/language (IDS/IDL), ‘baby talk’, ’motherese’

• CDL registers are present in many of the world’s languages and 
cultures, and tend to share numerous common features

• CDL is not universal (e.g. Harkness 1976; Heath, 1983; Kulick, 
1992; Ochs, 1988; Schieffelin, 1990) 



Child Directed Language: Typical features
• Certain structural & lexical features are widely attested across 

many different CDL registers
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Child Directed Language: Typical features
• Certain structural & lexical features are widely attested across 

many different CDL registers

SAM, p.50



Child Directed Language: Typical features
• Certain structural & lexical features are widely attested across 

many different CDL registers

SAM, p.50



Child Directed Language: Typical features
• Certain structural & lexical features are widely attested across 

many different CDL registers

SAM, p.50



Child Directed Language: Typical features
• Certain structural & lexical features are widely attested across 

many different CDL registers

SAM, p.50



Child Directed Language: Typical features

• We recommend using this list (p.50 of the SAM) of typical features as a 
starting point to exploring CDL

• Some of these features may not be true for your language (e.g. low F0 
reported in K’iche’ Mayan mothers’ CDL (Pye, 1986))

• Other, unlisted features may be present
• There may not be a CDL register in your language! 
• This is just as interesting and just as important to know about
• In the case of there being no identifiable CDL register, please report 

this, and briefly describe how adults do interact with young children. 
(The list of typical features of CDL could guide your description)



Child Directed Language

• People may be very aware of CDL register or they may not be 
aware at all, even if they use it themselves

• Community views on CDL: report in section on Ethnotheories, not 
in the description of CDL (See previous seminar, on 12 June 2024)



Scaffolding Techniques



Routines 

• Prompting routines
• ɛlema ‘say like that’ in Kaluli. Adults model an utterance for the 

child to repeat (Ochs & Schieffelin 1996)

• say ‘please’/’thank you’, wave bye bye – teaching children 
appropriate pragmatic behavior



Prompting routines

• Prompting routines in Murrinhpatha
• thama ‘say/do it’

Adult to child (3;2)



Prompting routines

• Prompting routines in Murrinhpatha
• thama ‘say/do it’

• thama used to prompt children to repeat utterances generally, but 
used in an extended, routinized way mostly to teach children 
important cultural information, such as their connections to land 
and totemic entities.

• This use of thama is often followed by a display question to elicit 
the previously prompted information



Prompting routines

SAM, p. 52



Prompting routines

• Prompting routines in Murrinhpatha
• thama ‘say/do it’
• nange/nana ‘say it to her/say it to him’ – often used to teach 

children about their place in the kinship system

• e.g.  adult:        pipi nange   ‘say  ‘aunty’ to her’
                              child:         PIPI!!!             ‘AUNTY!!!’



Prompting routines
• Prompting (‘modeling’) routines in Inuktitut
• imaak ’like this’ – mostly used to model actions/behaviour
• la ‘say’ – always used to prompt language
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Other interactional routines
• Look out for any other salient interactional routines that caregivers 

use with children, perhaps when caregivers are comforting 
children, distracting them, teasing, entertaining, trying to prevent 
them from getting hurt, etc.

• E.g. Murrinhpatha-speaking caregivers often invoke scary folkloric 
figures to manage children’s behavior – to encourage children to 
stay close by and not wander off, or to stop a child crying

• Lullabies, songs or chants that are commonly used by caregivers 
with children can also be described, as well as games



Other interactional routines – Inuktitut
• Greeting routines
• Affectionate talk



Other interactional routines – Inuktitut
• Greeting routines

• Only a few examples in the sketch corpus, but indicative of 
cultural importance of greetings

Inuktitut sketch, p. 143



Other interactional routines – Inuktitut
• Affectionate talk – nilliujuusiq 
• Chanted phrases of a recognizable word root plus nonsense 

syllables

(continued…..)
Inuktitut sketch, p. 146

Mother (MOT) 
to fussing child (1;4) 



Speech Acts



Speech Acts

• Imperatives
• Questions
• Labeling things

Important speech acts in CDL



Speech Acts

• Imperatives
• Questions
• Labeling things

• Pay close attention to how and when these are used with children.
• What contexts do caregivers tend to produce them in?
• What form/structures are used? 
• E.g. QUESTIONS: is there a preference for ‘what’ questions over 

‘where’ questions? Are polar questions used more than content 
questions? What about tag questions?



Speech Acts

• Imperatives
• Questions
• Labeling things

• Pay close attention to how and when these are used with children.
• What contexts do caregivers tend to produce them in?
• What form/structures are used? 
• E.g. QUESTIONS: is there a preference for ‘what’ questions over 

‘where’ questions? Are polar questions used more than content 
questions? What about tag questions?

Often produced with gestures (e.g. point)



Speech Acts

• Which speech acts do children engage in, and how?
E.g. QUESTIONS: 
• What structures do children use?
• What is the pragmatic function of their questions?
• Who do they tend to direct their questions to?
• Does the structure and/or function change according to addressee?
• (How) Do addressees respond?

• Do you observe any asymmetries between adults and children with 
the use of speech acts? (e.g. child using imperatives to adults)



Speech Acts – Imperatives in Inuktitut

Inuktitut sketch, p. 148 



Speech Acts – Imperatives in Inuktitut

Inuktitut sketch, p. 149 



Drawing Attention

• How do people capture children’s attention?
• What do they draw their attention to?

• What do children do to draw attention (to themselves, to a third 
referent)?

• How do their interlocutors respond?

• What do people do if they do not like what a child is attending to?



Responses to 
non-target-like utterances



Responses to non-target-like utterances

• Non-target-like pronunciations, lexical choices, morphosyntactic 
structures

• People’s responses to these can tell us a lot!
• About…

• Children’s learning contexts, and what feedback they tend to receive
• Which sounds/signs/structures are considered difficult, and which 

warrant a reaction
• Adult language, too



Responses to non-target-like utterances

• Explicit correction of non-target forms tend to be rare. 
• Implicit strategies more commonly used, within communicative 

exchanges
• e.g. Adult repeats child’s utterance with correction of non-target-

like element, modeling target form for the child



Responses to non-target-like utterances

SAM, p,54



Responses to non-target-like utterances

• DO people respond to children’s non-target-like utterances?
• Which sort of non-target-like utterances do they react to? (i.e. which 

non-target elements? Articulation, grammatical structure, lexical choice, 
pragmatics?)

• How do they respond? 
• Imitating? Teasing? 
• Explicit correction of non-target element?
• Implicit correction?

• Describe the form of responses (e.g. do they repeat whole 
utterance, integrate part of it into a clause, expand on it, etc)



Responses to non-target-like utterances

• What is the context of such responses? (e.g. multiparty/dyadic 
interaction, during play or while doing a specific activity)

• Do people’s responses differ according to a child’s age?

• How do children respond?
• Are children encouraged to repeat the target form?



Responses to non-target-like utterances

Inuktitut sketch, p.153
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Responses to non-target-like utterances
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Responses to non-target-like utterances

Inuktitut sketch, p.153

Child’s response.
Not prompted to repeat target form



Questions? 

(Other speech acts?)
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